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Chapter One
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September 1817, Kent, England

Cameron exited Wiltham Hall without headgear to find the day dazzlingly bright, although the warmth of the sun on his face did not relieve the darkness that resided inside him.

He couldn’t remember a time his calf didn’t hurt like the very devil. Although the tinctures of laudanum didn’t ease all of the pain, the medicine often helped him sleep through some of it.

Cameron urged Triton to a canter across the west lawn and through the tall wet grass of the adjoining deer park. A hedgerow appeared before him along the main track to the nearby village of Willstone.

The months since the accident had passed in a haze of fever, agony, and fear. His heart pounded in his chest. Despair exploded inside of him as if he’d thrown a dry branch into a pile of embers.

He used his heels to urge his mount over the wide Yew hedge. “Take the jump!”

Triton shied at the obstacle as he always did. This time the gelding was gentle with his refusal, mayhap he sensed his master was injured. The horse came to a halt. Cameron was not thrown from his horse as he wished, but merely jarred loose from his seat to fall ignominiously to the ground in a miserable heap.

As his clothes became damp from the wet earth beneath him, he groaned in frustration. “I can’t even kill myself properly.”

* * * * *
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Seated in the bed of a lumbering wagon, Emma glimpsed a horse and rider race by in the adjacent pasture. Although the man coaxed his mount to go over a hedge, the jet-black horse came to a standstill rather than jump. The animal stood unmoving as the rider slid from its back and slumped onto the soggy ground below.

The wagon stopped and a loud feminine cry from the seat of the vehicle reminded Emma of her wagon mates. Mrs. Blackwell had evidently also seen the rider fall.

“That looks to be mad Lord Cameron; I imagine someone will be along eventually to fetch him.” The driver of the wagon, Mr. Blackwell, flicked the leads. The horses moved forward. “We have to be getting along to Willstone. I’ve left the shop closed for far too long as it is.”

Emma was the daughter of an apothecary and accustomed to assisting those in need. She must think quickly, or the shopkeeper who’d been kind enough to give her a ride in his wagon would indeed leave the injured man.

“Mr. Blackwell, you can’t truly be thinking of allowing a peer to lie in the mud? I imagine his family would be most appreciative of anyone who assisted him. Perhaps they might even pay a reward for his safe return home.”

The wagon again came to a halt, and Emma leapt from her perch in the back of the vehicle to hurry toward the fallen rider. She could hear the couple behind her arguing. Mrs. Blackwell had eagerly accepted a few coins from Emma for transport from Aynsley to Willstone. She counted on the woman being interested in the possibility of monetary compensation from Lord Cameron’s family.

When the black horse saw her approaching through the grass, it turned and trotted back the way it had come.

Emma stumbled over something on the ground.

“Get off of me!”

She looked down to see the man Mr. Blackwell had identified as Lord Cameron. Emma cautiously took two steps backward. “My lord, are you all right?”

“No, I’m bloody not all right. You just stepped on me.”

Emma looked away from the sizeable amount of skin the gentleman displayed due to his lack of cravat. The single button of his linen shirt was undone, and although only a modest triangle of flesh was visible, she felt her cheeks heat all the same. She returned her gaze to the man and concentrated on his bloodshot eyes and unshaven chin.

Despite Emma not residing in the county for over ten years, his face was familiar. In addition to his disheveled appearance, Lord Cameron looked to have fallen into a puddle of mud.

The man’s eyes wandered over her pale gray traveling dress. His blank expression gave her the impression he didn’t really see her as he shook his head and blinked at her.

With a grimace, Lord Cameron pulled himself to a seated position. “Help me up, for heaven’s sake.”

Emma reached a gloved hand toward the man and found it clasped in an iron grip.

Her last thought before she stepped closer, attempted to pull him up, and fell over, was not only did the gentleman not have on a neckcloth or coat, but he also wore no gloves. 

Her knee came to rest on one of his shins. When a blood-curdling scream followed her tumble, she realized she must have landed on an injured limb.

“Remove yourself from my person,” Lord Cameron whispered raggedly before he fell backward, his eyes now closed.

She scrambled off the man, her hands seeking purchase in the wet grass surrounding him. To her dismay, she slipped again, careful to fall away from the injured peer.

The shopkeeper and his wife now stood near the spot where Emma finally found her footing.

“Please move aside, Mrs. Hastings,” Mr. Blackwell said in gruff tones. “Let me see to the viscount.”

Emma recalled seeing the young lord when she was a child. For the man to now be a viscount, his father had died sometime after her family left Kent.

“Hard to believe that is Lord Cameron lying there on the ground in all that muck. He is known as an expert horseman.” Mrs. Blackwell sighed. “Goodness, there is no man more handsome in the county.”

For herself, Emma didn’t think he looked particularly handsome lying there filthy and unshaven. She wrinkled her nose at the musky scent of sodden earth that surrounded her.

Mr. Blackwell stepped forward and stooped down to examine the viscount. “I don’t believe he is seriously injured, merely unconscious.”

“I think one of his legs was hurt in the fall,” Emma replied.

“That is an old injury. Lord Cameron’s leg was damaged quite badly in a carriage accident a year ago.” Mr. Blackwell resumed a standing position and motioned to his wife. “Take one of his arms, Maggie. Give us room, Mrs. Hastings. We’ll have the viscount in the wagon in a thrice.”

The man on the ground was no lean sapling. Mr. Blackwell was a stout man; his wife shared the same build. The pair bent down and hauled the peer up under his arms none too gently.

“Why did you call him mad?” Emma asked the backs of the couple who now walked in front of her, Lord Cameron between them. She pulled off her soiled gloves.

Her answer came from Mr. Blackwell. “According to rumor, he is addicted to laudanum. He is moody and yells at his servants. Several have left Wiltham Hall. They’re afraid of him.”

“Sometimes people who are hurt or unhappy can be unkind to others.” Her father had treated many unpleasant patients who were far nicer when their pain or illness was cured.

“His younger brother left England after the accident,” Mrs. Blackwell said over her shoulder. “Their poor mother has had to deal with so much tragedy.”

Eyes closed, the viscount muttered a few incoherent words. The shopkeeper and his wife continued to the wagon and dragged Lord Cameron onto it. Mr. Blackwell jumped into the back of the cart and placed a sack full of soft goods under the viscount’s head.

“His lordship should be comfortable enough,” the shopkeeper said after he climbed back out of the wagon. “You can keep him company, Mrs. Hastings.”

Mr. Blackwell lifted Emma back to her previous perch in the back of the wagon. He handed his wife up to the seat, climbed up beside her, and the vehicle rolled away.

Emma looked down at herself and sighed. Although her old dress had splashes of mud around the hem, the dirty and unattractive garment did aid her masquerade as a poor war widow.

The drive to Wiltham Hall merely delayed her arrival in Willstone. Once there, she would have to decide what to do next. She had planned only as far as the journey to the village.

“Let me know when you’re settled,” her friend Rebecca had said when she waved Emma off. “I will worry if I don’t hear from you.”

Emma would write Rebecca as soon as she obtained accommodation in the village.

The man lying near her stirred restlessly, his head leaving the sack beneath it and landing on the bed of the wagon with a loud thud. Emma felt sympathy for him. No matter what station in life, she wished pain on no one.

“I know you have suffered,” she said in a low voice. “That is no excuse to be reckless. You could have killed yourself. Find your strength. Your mother needs you.”

* * * * *
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Cameron woke from his stupor when his head hit something hard. The pounding in his skull echoed the deep throbbing ache of his calf. He remembered falling from the saddle and the feel of cold, damp soil against his linen covered back. A young woman had spoken to him, and he’d struggled to focus on her. Her eyes were an unusual shade of blue, and she wore an exceptionally ugly gray bonnet.

The woman had reached out a hand to him, and he grasped it. Through the soft leather of her glove, he’d felt the warmth of her palm. When he pulled himself into a seated position, the woman landed in his lap. Excruciating pain followed.

Now he lay on his back in a wagon; the constant jarring movement of the vehicle shook his entire body as he listened to a man whistling.

“Hello there!” Cameron cautiously sat up as he grasped the side of the wagon with one hand. He twisted to his right to see the back of the head of the man who drove the vehicle. A woman sat beside the driver. She was a thickset woman, not the slim female who’d fallen on him. Had he imagined the young woman with blue eyes?

The man stopped whistling. “We’re nearly to Wiltham Hall, my lord.” The driver did not turn his head as he spoke or acknowledge his passenger in any other way.

Cameron let out a long breath and concentrated on his surroundings. The wagon traveled on the dirt road from the ruins of a medieval gatehouse to ramble beside the south lawn of Wiltham Hall. His home was a fortified manor house, comprising steeply pitched roofs, tall decorative chimneys, and numerous wings. He looked at the unkempt lawn and wondered what his anonymous driver and companion thought of the sad state of the grounds.

The wagon entered the forecourt in front of the house and came to a halt near the front steps of the structure. He gritted his teeth at the latest stab of pain the movement brought to his battered calf. He heard a rustle of clothing and turned his head to see a young woman climb down from the back of the wagon. She’d evidently been sitting nearby, and he’d never sensed her presence. Her gray bonnet reassured him he hadn’t hallucinated her fall into his lap.

His mother unexpectedly moved into his line of sight.

“Cameron! My goodness, there you are.”

He edged toward the back of the wagon, not knowing how he would ever get off the contraption. He had no doubt his leg would not hold. He heard the insistent yip of his mother’s little pug and winced.

“Quiet now, Dashy,” the dowager said, and the little dog fell silent.

His steward Mr. Jenkins strode forward and stood ready to offer aid. His mother asked the driver for assistance and shot her son a warning look.

That look let him know that despite his situation at present, rudeness would not be tolerated. There was no doubt the fiery red of his mother’s hair reflected a fierce temper that could be released if either of her sons misbehaved.

He asked, “Where is Triton?”

“Your horse returned to the stables,” the dowager replied. “The grooms have him well in hand.”

Cameron used his good leg as leverage to push himself off the wagon. Jenkins and the unknown wagon driver were instantly beside him, each man taking one of his arms.

“Please assist Lord Cameron to his bedchamber,” his mother said to the two men.

The pain from his head, combined with the pain of his calf, nearly rendered him unconscious. He closed his eyes in agony, steeling himself not to throw up.

He felt like a child rather than a man of some twenty-six years as the men grasped his arms as if he were a piece of furniture. He would hold back the angry words that sprang to his lips. Anger at others helped him deal with the pain. He could concentrate on his bruised feelings rather than the nearly constant ache of his calf.

The two men helped him up three steps and through the principal entrance of the house as a footman held the large oak door open. His housekeeper Mrs. Taylor hovered in the grand entry hall.

“Hot water will be sent in directly, Mr. Jenkins,” the housekeeper said to the steward. “Landry will assist his lord.”

Cameron gritted his teeth. By rights, he should be accustomed to everyone talking around him by now. Landry was his butler and would be called on to help as Cameron’s valet vacated his post months ago.

The red parlor on the ground floor of the hall had been converted to a bedchamber cum dressing room for Cameron. The parlor could only be reached through the library.

By mutual agreement, the two men deposited Cameron on a chair near a privacy screen in the makeshift bedchamber. Jenkins took his leave when Landry arrived to assist Cameron.

“Please follow me,” his mother said to the driver of the wagon. The dowager walked to the doorway of the room and entered the library, followed by the driver. Landry shut the door behind the pair.

The corner of Cameron’s bedchamber served as a crude dressing room. A large tub sat behind a screen. He couldn’t use a hip tub without his legs being bent at a severe angle; the pain would be unbearable. A small, sturdy stool sat in the bottom of the bathtub.

“I need my medicine,” he said to Landry, his voice shaking.

A fresh tincture rested on the bedside table. The butler retrieved the bottle and handed it to his employer.

Cameron unstoppered the small bottle and drank the draft in one long swallow. The opiate mixture was dissolved in canary wine. He was used to the revolting concoction, and the liquid no longer burned his throat. He handed the butler the now empty bottle.

Landry moved the screen to block the chair and tub from the view of the doorway before helping Cameron disrobe.

It had been some time since the accident that nearly severed the meat of his calf from his body. He’d been dependent on the laudanum from the beginning. Removing his shirt had never been a problem. Trousers and stockings were another story. Although wearing a stocking on his left calf was painful, he was sensitive about anyone getting a glimpse of the horror that was his sewn-up limb.

From his seat on the chair, he heard water sloshing in buckets, and boots scraping the wood floor, sounds which heralded the arrival of a footman with hot water. Landry moved in front of the screen, dismissed the servant, and again closed the door to the room. The butler proceeded to fill the tub with hot water.

“Careful now,” Landry said as Cameron swiveled on the chair to swing his injured leg into the tub.

This was always the tricky part. Cameron had to concentrate through the pain to steady himself. He made it into the tub without incident. Landry handed his employer a sponge, moved a marble-topped triangle table to the side of the bathtub and placed a pitcher full of hot water, a small piece of linen, and a bar of Pears soap on it.

“Do you require further assistance, my lord?”

“You may go, Landry,” he replied evenly.

The butler knew his employer didn’t like to be bathed. For months after the accident Cameron had only been able to move enough to accommodate sponge baths. Now that he was more mobile the occasional bath was a pleasure he’d taken for granted. Landry would return in a few minutes as was the routine they’d developed.

Cameron’s eyes closed for a moment as he concentrated on the warmth of the bathwater. His thoughts turned to the young woman he’d encountered that morning. He was glad he hadn’t imagined her. Along with some loss of memory, he was wont to hallucinate these days. From what he had read on the subject, both maladies were side-effects of continued laudanum use.

Sometimes people who are hurt or unhappy can be unkind to others.

The girl’s eyes had captivated him. In them, he saw not only strength but kindness. Her words to him not only scolded but soothed as well. He might never see her again. He chose not to think about why that possibility disappointed him.
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Chapter Two
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Emma stood silently near the wagon as Mr. Blackwell introduced their party to Lady Cameron and explained how they had come upon her son. Emma’s part in recent events had been relegated to merely viewing the accident.

“My dear, you’re covered in mud,” the dowager said to Emma with a shake of her head. “Do you have family in the village, Mrs. Hastings?”

While she spoke, the dowager viscountess studied each of them. The lady might well reason out why Emma wore mud.

Emma’s fabricated past had already been relayed to Mr. and Mrs. Blackwell, so this time the story tripped far easier from her tongue. “I have no family, my lady. My husband died in the war. I was unable to pay the rent on our cottage with only his small pension as income and have traveled to the area in hopes of finding employment.”

“What sort of employment, my dear?” The viscountess looked sincerely interested.

“I would like a position as a companion or governess. I have a reference.” That reference was the one part of her plan that could scuttle her desire to hide her identity. Her best friend Rebecca had written the reference and used her actual name and address.

“You look far too young to be married and widowed already,” Lady Cameron replied.

Mrs. Blackwell had made the same observation. When the dowager glanced at Emma’s hands, she was glad she had worn a simple band as a wedding ring. “I am nearly one and twenty.”

“Do you have decent lodgings?” the viscountess asked.

Emma was glad for the change of topic. She was quite inexperienced at telling untruths and desired to tell as few as possible. “Mr. Blackwell suggested The Coach and Horses, my lady.”

“Very good. It is a respectable coaching inn.” Lady Cameron nodded and turned her attention to Mr. Blackwell.

“Your aid to my son and this young woman is a credit to you, Mr. Blackwell.” The dowager smiled. “You are the proprietor of the haberdashery shop in the village?”

“I am, my lady,” the shopkeeper replied with a nod.

“Please make certain Mrs. Hastings is taken care of at the inn and be sure to use my name. I shall send my man of business to your shop on the morrow.”

Mr. Blackwell mumbled a response.

Lady Cameron’s gaze moved to the wagon and sharpened. “Is that an apothecary case?”

Emma replied quickly, “Yes, my lady. The case was my father’s. He was a member of the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries. He taught me about herbal remedies and other-” She ceased her rambling. The woman didn’t want to hear about Emma’s fascination with medicinal treatments.

After a moment, Lady Cameron asked, “Perhaps you will take tea with me after you have settled in the village, Mrs. Hastings? Let us say in two days’ time. I will send a carriage for you.”

Lady Cameron’s invitation to tea was relayed in a tone that did not brook refusal. Although the request might be a surprise to everyone present, no one dared comment on the invitation.

“It would be my pleasure, Lady Cameron.”

“Good afternoon.” The viscountess nodded her dismissal of their party and made her way back into the hall.

Emma and the Blackwells resumed their places in the wagon and drove back to the road to Willstone.

“The dowager viscountess is a proper lady,” Mrs. Blackwell said to her husband in a loud enough voice that Emma could hear. “Now that wife of Lord Cameron’s? I wouldn’t give tuppence for that one.”

Mad Lord Cameron had a wife. Why didn’t the lady come out to greet her husband? Although Emma remained silent in the hope Mrs. Blackwell would elaborate, the woman had nothing more to say about the occupants of Wiltham Hall.

Some minutes later Mr. Blackwell pulled the wagon into the courtyard of The Coach and Horses. He carried her satchel and the apothecary case as he and his wife followed Emma into the establishment.

“Thank you,” she said to Mr. and Mrs. Blackwell as they made their goodbyes in the taproom. “I will not forget your kindness.”

Mrs. Blackwell replied with a sigh, “I wish I might do more, my dear. If only we had funds for extra help at the shop.”

The woman cast an eye on her husband, who looked uncomfortable with the topic of conversation. He deposited Emma’s luggage on the scarred wooden planks beneath their feet and cleared his throat. “I would be very surprised if Lady Cameron doesn’t find a position for Mrs. Hastings.”

“That would be splendid.” Mrs. Blackwell squeezed one of Emma’s hands between her own before taking her leave.

The innkeeper’s wife stood patiently nearby. “Follow me, madam.”

With her cases in hand, Emma followed the woman up a staircase and down a narrow corridor. The publican’s wife stopped, unlocked a door, and stepped aside to allow Emma to enter.

The tiny room consisted of a narrow tester bed, tall dresser, and hard-backed chair. Although the furnishings were shabby, everything looked clean. Dried lavender was heaped into a small bowl on the dresser, lending a faint floral scent to the room.

“Would you be wanting a meal, Mrs. Hastings? Cook has lamb stew this evening. We don’t get busy downstairs until nigh on seven o’clock. If you eat before then you should have the parlor to yourself.”

“That will be quite agreeable. Thank you.”

The woman excused herself. Emma closed the door to the bedchamber and placed her belongings on the bed’s worn counterpane. She hadn’t packed much. Anything that would tell the world who she really was had been left in King’s Lynn with Rebecca. She dropped onto the wood chair.

As a child growing up in Willstone, Emma had never been inside the inn. She didn’t recognize the innkeeper or his wife. She had left the village over ten years ago. Would any of the villagers remember her?

Lady Cameron would speak with her the day after tomorrow. She must know her story backward and forwards as the viscountess was too observant by far.

Emma was now alone in the world. Only last month, the couple she’d believed were her parents died within days of each other, their legacy a small amount of money and a letter hidden in her mother’s jewelry case that had sent Emma on a quest for the truth of her origins.

Dearest Virginia,

The new maid at Wiltham Hall did indeed come from the estate where you found Emma. Rumor says the maid is a troubled woman. She may have told someone about the disappearance of the babe. It is best that you convince William to remain in King’s Lynn. Tell him the sea air has cured all your ills. I will write you again if I find out more information about the maid that may be of use.

Your devoted friend,

Mary

William and Virginia had resided in Willstone when Emma was a child. A trip to the Norfolk coast resulted in the family relocating to King’s Lynn, and now Emma knew the truth about why she had been uprooted from the village. Miraculously, her mother’s hypochondria had disappeared for nearly a year after the move.

The woman who had kept Virginia’s secret died some five years ago. She remembered Mary as a miserable sort, like Virginia, merely interested in her own multitude of ailments.

The two people Emma trusted most in the world had lied to her, and she couldn’t entrust her search to anyone else. Emma would explore the village tomorrow. She had fond memories of Kent, of Willstone. King’s Lynn had never truly felt like home.

Emma didn’t know where her current path might take her, but she knew Willstone was the place to begin.

* * * * *
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The dowager attempted to show no surprise when Landry pushed Cameron into the dining room for dinner in his wheeled chair. The room on the ground floor of the west wing had rarely seen Cameron’s presence since his accident.

Despite having no guests at the hall, Cameron insisted on keeping the house at the ready. Although the unseasonably cold weather in England the year before had affected crops and the rents were down, her son wished to keep as much staff as possible employed.

Cameron, freshly shaven and suitably attired, sat in the invalid chair sent from Bath nearly a year ago. Her son had always refused to use it as he did not want to be viewed as a cripple.

“How wonderful to have your company for dinner. I see you have found a use for the chair at last. What is the occasion?”

Cameron grimaced. “I’m weary of spending so much time in my room, and despite the padding on the top portion of my crutches, they are extremely uncomfortable. My arms need a rest.”

A footman held her chair as two other footmen entered the room with covered trays. She took her seat.

Landry wheeled Cameron past her. She could see the vehicle wasn’t comfortable for someone as tall as her son. A footman stood ready to assist Cameron to his dining chair. Landry rolled the long, bulky, wheeled chair as close as he could to the table.  Cameron waved the footman aside and stumbled into his dining chair.

Cook had prepared Cameron’s favorite dishes, including filet of veal and duck. Her son had lost much of his appetite due to his steady diet of laudanum. Cameron had never been heavy, but now his physique bordered on lean.

“Who were the people that brought me home?” he asked as he took a serving of veal from the platter before him.

“A shopkeeper and his wife. Mr. Blackwell has the haberdashery shop in Willstone.”

Cameron took a bite of roasted potato, chewed, and swallowed before he said, “There was also a younger woman present.”

“That was Mrs. Hastings. She is a war widow looking for work in the local area.”

They ate in companionable silence. After a few minutes she said softly, “It was very foolish of you to take Triton out today. What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t,” Cameron replied with a shake of his head.

“Were you trying to hurt yourself?” she asked, her voice wavering.

Silence reigned. After a moment Cameron replied, “I was. I wanted it all to be over.”

“Cameron! How could you?”

Tears pooled in her eyes. The surgeon had wanted to take his leg. Cameron wouldn’t have it. She’d promised him that no matter what, he would keep his limb. She had tended to him through several fevers and infections, rarely leaving his side.

Cameron responded, his tone grave, “You have been through so much. I am sorry to add to your pain.”

She raised her chin and said firmly, “Promise me you will never again try to hurt yourself.”

“I promise,” he replied solemnly.

When they were finished with their meal, Cameron hopped on his good leg and stumbled into the wheeled chair. She noticed his cheeks looked hollowed out. His eyes were red.

“How are you feeling?”

He answered with a grimace, “Sore. I cut out my afternoon dose of medicine. I’ve been forgetful of late, and I think it is due to the laudanum.”

Landry had left the Bath chair in such a position as to allow an unhampered route from table to doorway.

The butler must have been hovering just out of sight as he appeared immediately when Cameron stated he was done eating. “Shall I wheel you to the drawing room, my lord?”

He shook his head. “Please take me back to my bedchamber, Landry. I am all in this evening.”

She touched Cameron’s shoulder. “I will accompany you.”

For once her son didn’t argue. He held his tongue and allowed her to follow him down the corridor to the library and further to his room in the parlor. Although she wasn’t sure how long it would last, she was glad of his accommodating mood.

“Help me with my shoes and coat,” Cameron said to Landry in clipped tones when he was seated on the bed in the room, and the butler asked if he should help him undress. Once he was comfortable he said to the butler, “You may leave, Landry.”

A dose of laudanum filled a vial on the small table by his bed. Cameron drank the liquid in one gulp.

“Goodnight, mother,” he said as he settled back against a mound of pillows on the bed.

Her son was a tall man. She had only to lean slightly in to kiss the crown of his head, but she resisted the impulse. Sometimes she forgot her sons were grown men. “Goodnight, Cameron.”

* * * * *
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That night in her bedchamber at the inn, Emma penned a letter to let her friend Rebecca know she had reached her destination. The first part of her plan was complete.

Despite having looked through the possessions of both her parents, Emma had discovered no clues about the place Virginia ‘found’ her as a baby.

“You had no idea Virginia and William weren’t your real parents?” Rebecca asked when Emma confided in her.

She shook her head. “Neither one ever spoke about it to me.”

“Do you know how old you were when Virginia took you?”

“I remember Mama’s cousin Lady Beauchamp telling me the first time she met me, I was nearly a year old.”

Rebecca was the only person other than herself who knew about Mary’s letter to Virginia. Lady Beauchamp was a very decent sort of woman. Emma couldn’t believe the lady would be involved in any deception concerning Emma’s birth.

Her father William’s apothecary shop and house in King’s Lynn were rented, so there was no property to pass on to Emma. William’s apprentice, Mr. Blythe, had recently finished his training as an apothecary. He would take over the running of the apothecary shop and live in her father’s cottage. There was a small bequest from William, enough for her to live comfortably for a short time.

Rebecca suggested Emma stay with her family.

“With you and your two younger brothers underfoot your parents have enough to be getting on with,” she told Rebecca. “I am going to search for my true family. I will decide what to do when I find out the truth.”

The other girl asked, “What if you never discover your real parents?”

Rebecca’s question had been repeated over and over in Emma’s mind. She would set a time limit on her search. One year. If she didn’t find out where she came from in that time she would return to Rebecca’s family in Norfolk and plan her next step.

Rebecca had been sad to see her friend leave King’s Lynn but understood why she had to go. “Let me know how you fare. Good luck!”

Emma took the mail coach out of Ipswich. Two days later she found herself in Aynsley. The ring she wore and her story of being a widow eased her passage as an unaccompanied young woman. Meeting the Blackwells in the market town of Aynsley had been a stroke of luck.

William’s former apothecary shop in Willstone was now the Blackwell’s haberdashery shop. The cottage she lived in until she was eight years old belonged to a new family.

Emma finished writing her letter. Tomorrow she would post it.

She sat still for a moment, wondering if tears would come. She had wept for William and Virginia after their deaths. They had provided her with a safe, loving home after all.

Emma couldn’t cry for herself. Perhaps she would once she found out where she truly belonged, what sort of life she had missed.
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Chapter Three
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Cameron’s mother had failed to close his bedchamber door. He heard nails clicking against the parquet floor before a small furry bundle jumped onto the end of his bed.

“What are you doing in here, Dashy?”

The pug looked at him solemnly and promptly sat down.

“Go on now. Mother will be looking for you.”

The dog lay down with his chin on his paws and stared at Cameron. He was too comfortable to move and shoo the nuisance away.

“Stay there, then.”

Although he closed his eyes in exhaustion, his brain would not sleep.

He knew he really hadn’t wanted to kill himself yesterday. That morning he’d attempted to walk from his room to the library without the aid of his crutches. He didn’t make it far. The pain had been unbearable. To escape it, he chose to take a double dose of the laudanum, retrieve his crutches, and flee the house. The desire to ride, to speed through the countryside had overtaken him. He didn’t know where the idea to jump the hedge he knew Triton feared came from.

Eyes still closed, he now saw his future wife coaxing him into an airing cupboard at a house party. Millicent had used all her wiles on him and convinced him he had taken her innocence. He had gone willingly into marriage, hoping a daughter-in-law would bring joy to his mother. Millicent told him she was with child, and he pushed his misgivings aside. Although she disliked everything he said or did, he attributed her irritability to the erratic behavior a woman might display while increasing.

His brother Devlyn asked him about his motive for marrying.

“Millicent says she is in love with me. She is carrying my child.” He shrugged. “I’m sure we will rub along well enough.”

They hadn’t rubbed along at all. Millicent hated the country and his beloved estate in Kent. The day of the accident he’d had enough of her grousing. He’d left the hall in an old chariot anxious for fresh air and some time away from his wife.

After the crash, he vaguely remembered his mother telling him Millicent had lost the babe. In snatches of consciousness, he heard the doctor say the child had been a girl. The doctor was of the opinion the trauma of learning her husband was crippled had caused Millicent to miscarry.

A few days after the accident Devlyn visited him to make his goodbyes. His brother had accepted an assignment at the Foreign Office and would leave for the continent the next day.

Cameron remembered the day Millicent finally looked in on him nearly two weeks after the accident. He’d fought off his first infection and his mother had sponged him clean as best she could. He sat up against the elaborately carved mahogany headboard to greet his wife.

“I’m going back to London,” Millicent said in a flat tone, looking at a spot over his head.

“Millicent, I want to talk about the babe.”

He’d once seen the dark haired, voluptuous woman before him as beautiful. Now her selfish, grasping nature was all he saw when he looked at her. 

“There is nothing to talk about. It’s gone as if it had never been.” She still didn’t look at him. Her words betrayed no emotion.

“Millicent, I am so sorry. Let me help you.”

She looked at him then, her eyes empty. “I don’t want your help. I’m returning to London.”

“You’re my wife.”

“I don’t want to be your wife.” Her lip curled.

He realized she had never cared for him. She had needed a husband. He would not, could not ask her if the child had been his. The truth would break his mother’s heart.

“You are my wife, and you will stay here. With me.” He didn’t know why he argued. The constant pain of his injury made him irritable, and he was spoiling for a fight.

“I won’t be a true wife to you.” Millicent rose to her feet and walked to the bedchamber door. She opened the door, turned, and said scornfully, “I will not lie with a cripple.”

“Millicent! I’m not done with you!”

She shook her head and replied scathingly, “That is a pity as I am surely done with you.”

The door to his bedchamber was wide open. He could see his mother and a footman standing in the corridor outside. Millicent brushed by the pair. His mother took the tray of food the footman carried and dismissed the servant.

“I’m sorry you heard that, mother,” Cameron said as the dowager settled the tray on his bedside table.

His mother replied softly, “She is merely distraught over the loss of the babe.”

“Millicent wants to return to London.”

“I believe that may be for the best. She needs time.”

He had not spoken to his wife since that day almost thirteen months ago.

Sleep eluded him. He felt Dashy move from the end of the bed to a spot next to his right elbow. The sleeves of his linen shirt were rolled up, and he could feel each breath the dog took against the skin of his arm.

He opened his eyes and stared at Dashy. “You don’t think I’m mad, do you? Yes, I know the gossip. The laudanum has a hold over me. It will kill me if I let it.”

The little dog gazed at him with soulful eyes. Cameron reached out his hand and scratched behind the dog’s ears. He had always loved animals and somehow he thought they knew it. He might not find sleep tonight, but at least he had company.

* * * * *
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Two days later, the viscount’s carriage drove through the opening of a crumbling wall near the ruins of an old gatehouse and crested a small hill. When the closed coach descended the other side of the incline, Emma could see the grounds of the estate spread out before her.
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