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            KESMERE

          

          THE LADY GREY, APRIL 2068

        

      

    

    
      Arinna could not see if she held her sword or gun, the black smoke was so thick. The blast that had sent her off her feet to land hard on her left shoulder numbed her arm down to her fingertips. Not that she would tell Jared that.

      She flexed her wrist, which happily still responded. There was weight and resistance to the movement of the object she held. Sword then. That meant she must be out of bullets. Shit.

      Her right hand trembled when she held it to her temple. The blast must have been worse than she remembered. Or maybe she had hit her head? Her memory was blank, and it frightened her. She sucked in air only to choke on smoke. A bullet struck the wall beside her close enough to spray grit. It pelted the grey jacket she wore over quicksilver body armor.

      Everything felt immediate and threatening. She was caught blind and overwhelmed, claustrophobic with only this one moment between herself and a fight she couldn’t recall.

      Captain Jared Vries looked over at her, blood and dirt smeared across his forehead and along a cheek. Even in the dimness, she could see the concern in his green eyes as his brows pulled together.

      “My lady, are you okay?”

      She opened her mouth to answer as a jolt lanced through her. Arinna gasped and opened her eyes, uncertain when she’d fallen asleep. The carriage bounced again, slamming her against its wooden walls and into her sore shoulder. She hissed from pain as well as irritation as she struggled to sit up.

      “Tomas, what is it?”

      “It’s this sodden rain, my lady. The streams are swollen and the road’s mud. It looks like the Brinny is over the bridge ahead.”

      Arinna, sighed, weary beyond weary. She pushed open the carriage door before Tomas could react and jump from the driver’s seat. Rain pounded the earth into mire and promised her a cold bath if she stepped out. But there was no hope for it. If she wished to get to Rhiol this night, it was not going to be by carriage. Not if the Brinny was over the road.

      “My lady you don’t have to ...”

      Arinna waved away the rest of what Tomas would tell her.

      “It’s okay, Tomas,” she said as her boots sank ankle deep in the muck and rain flattened her short hair to her scalp.

      It was at least one consolation that she was not on the way home from some silly social event that duty led her to. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to struggle home in the rain wearing a dress. Though the thought of what that feat would have done to such a garment brought a feral smile to her lips.

      Rain struck her cheek, scattering spray with a feeling too much like her memories of dust blown by bullets. She sucked in cool, wet English air and tilted her head up towards her driver.

      “When hasn’t it been raining of late? Just like the storm grounded my shadowcraft, you can’t reach it with the carriage. I’ll walk through Alder’s field and make it to Rhiol in a couple of hours.”

      “Are you sure, my lady? Captain Vries will have me head if he knew.”

      “I’m his commander, Tomas. I can assure you, I’ll manage just fine.”

      It took some pressuring, and then downright ordering, to get Tomas to turn the carriage and head back to the closest inn. In the end, he gave her his woolen coat to cover the T-shirt she wore. Her coat hadn’t been worth keeping the last she had seen of it.

      The rain was barely a bother. As a soldier, it would not have slowed her anyway, but after her dreamed recollection, she felt untethered. The open countryside of early evening, soggy or not, was a welcome refuge from burning smoke and the hissing retort of gunfire, flashback or no. It was the past now. It had been reality half a day ago. Her memory had swept back moments after Jared had asked her if she were well. The fight had pressed on, and they had won.

      Arinna trudged into the field of thick grass, searching for a crossing. Within a few minutes, she was cold and soaked to the skin. The Brinny was swollen more than she had imagined, more than she had seen it in the few months she’d referred to the estate of Rhiol as home. There was no way across as she worked her way upstream, cursing herself for a fool until she had to laugh. After all these years, she was either going to die by drowning or from pneumonia. That would be ironic. Jared would be apoplectic to hear of it.

      The distant lightning flashing across the sky cast the peaked roof of Kesmere Manor into black relief. Arinna stopped and stared, undecided. If it were any other estate, she would have walked to the front door and asked for a horse. The entrance lights flickered with torchlight, but those in the front hall held steady, so were assuredly electric. That display could only mean the earl was home and expecting company. With any other lord, she would have thought herself lucky. With the Earl of Kesmere, it seemed bad luck followed on the heels of a foul few days.

      But there were other doors than the front hall, and she knew the house steward by name, even if the earl had never given her a civil word. Arinna stayed in the rain drenched darkness until she made it around to the kitchen door. The heated smells of bread and roast reached out to her before Betsy’s round silhouette filled the door.

      “What’chu be at? Be off w’ya,” Betsy paused as she squinted out into the darkness. She stumbled back a step when she recognized who stood on her doorstep. “My lady, what ‘ave you been doing? You’re soaked through.”

      Like some storm sprite, Arinna brought the damp earth in with her. Shutting the door only dimmed the sound of the pounding rain while she stood spreading puddles in the stilled chaos of the kitchen. A pot boiled over, rekindling action as Betsy scolded the apprentice cook before turning to her.

      “The Brinny is over the road, and my carriage couldn’t get through. I sent Tom with the horses back to the inn and told him I’d walk the rest of the way, but I haven’t found a crossing yet,” Arinna said. As wet as she was, Arinna was beginning to wonder why she hadn’t chanced swimming the stream.

      “Lord, it’s been raining buckets for nigh two weeks. Where have you been, my lady, to think you’d cross that water? I can’t believe you thought you’d walk. More than like what you need is a boat to reach Rhiol.” Betsy waived for hot water while she handed Arinna a small handful of kitchen towels.

      “No, Betsy, I won’t stay,” Arinna replied, refusing the towels. The small bundle would hardly make a difference. “I saw the light ... and wasn’t going to stop. It must be a party tonight? I thought I would ask to borrow a better coat or if there were a spare horse that wouldn’t be missed? But if it is as bad as you say, I should just continue and hope for the best.”

      Betsy frowned, her eyes shifting around the hectic kitchen. Arinna knew the look and the thought behind it. She cursed herself for being fool enough to put Betsy into such a situation. The rain must have fogged her mind, that or exhaustion.

      “It isn’t fit out for no one, my lady. It isn’t my place to ask you ta stay,” Betsy began.

      “No, it is mine.”

      The voice was well bred and laced with coldness much sharper than the English rain. Derrick Eldridge, the Earl of Kesmere’s entrance into the kitchen came with the sound of a pot lid falling as the two apprentice cooks made themselves scarce. Only Betsy and the wizened head chef remained amid the boiling pots and half peeled carrots, he with a glare on his face for both Derrick and Arinna.

      Arinna wondered how much worse the night could become as she pivoted to face one of her strongest adversaries, placing herself between him and Betsy. Though it would easily take two of her to block Betsy’s wide frame from harm.

      Derrick was dressed ready for his guests, making her feel all the more in the weaker position, having snuck in his house like a half-drowned kitten. In formal attire of a soft black wool jacket that rested on his upper thigh, a cream linen shirt with a stiff flat collar, and a maroon silk scarf tied over it, he cut a very organized and thought-out figure. Arinna hid her sigh with the slightest bow.

      “My lord earl.”

      A flash of irritation crossed his face. He nodded curtly at her highjacked civilities.

      “Do you make it a habit, my lady, of sneaking into manors’ side doors?”

      His voice was brusque and distant. Not that she expected anything less, but it got her hackles up. She had to struggle against a retort that would not improve her situation. Drowning was sounding better than word getting out that she had been thrown out of Kesmere. She needed a polite exit.

      “No. Only when I do not want to trouble the lord of the house.”

      They paused there, locked eye to eye. His left brow lifted a fraction, and Arinna would have sworn she saw the faintest hint of amusement touch the navy blue of his eyes.

      “Well, perhaps you misjudged the need. It is too wet and dangerous out for you to continue on tonight. Please stay over, and perhaps you would be so kind to join my guests and I for dinner?”

      The invitation, as unexpected as it was, threw her off kilter. She rocked back on her heel, a habit she had picked up from Jared. It refocused her tactical side.

      “I would love to, assuming the dress is rather informal and wet,” she said with a lift of her sodden cuffs.

      This time she was sure that the flash replacing the resigned civilities held humor when Derrick’s lips twitched before his expression reorganized itself into boredom again. Arinna was frightfully pleased with herself.

      Derrick motioned for her to walk with him. There was little more to be done than to agree. Arinna had all but given up hope of civility from this paramount of County Cumbria years ago. She would not risk offending him again so quickly by demanding a horse instead of dinner.

      “You are about my fiancée’s size, and she has left many of her things from the last time she visited. Her rooms are empty, and you can borrow whatever you require. I will have a housemaid show you up.”

      They walked to the front foyer down a long hallway barely lit by dimmed oil lamps. Emerging from under the second-floor balcony, Derrick gestured for her to wait by the stairs. Mindful of her dampness and the wooden floors, Arinna walked instead to the rug spread over stone tile by the front door. Plus, it offered a quick escape should the earl change his mind.

      The entrance hall was dark, lit only by two oil lamps, one on each side of the door. In contrast, the front salon and formal dining room where Derrick headed blazed with light. It spilled from the wide doors, casting an illuminated square halfway across the front foyer. Her guess had been right. Though there were well-spaced candles, electric lights scattered the darkness to the far corners. It was a sign of Derrick’s standing to have managed that, especially this far north amid the lakes. Recovery from the long war had been slower here. It was almost three years since the official end to the fighting, but electricity remained a luxury only enjoyed by the rich or the inventive. It seemed some days that the mid twenty-first century was mired in aspects of the nineteenth, if not earlier.

      Tired beyond thought, soaked to the bone, and caught in a tangle of formalities, Arinna’s instincts were slow to notice the shift in shadows within the music room opposite the bright front salon. A prickling at the base of her neck made her turn her head to focus from the corner of her eye, so as not to give her awareness away. The breath went out of her as the figure shifted further into the light.

      “Byran!”

      It burst from her before she could collect herself. He was across the hall in paces, sweeping her up into a familiar embrace. For a moment, she let herself be held, welcoming the warmth of his body and arms. Her heart, jolted by the surprise, beat too quickly, flushing her cheeks. In the back of her mind, she was aware that Derrick had stopped mid-sentence. He regarded them in complete shock, too astonished to mask the unfiltered emotion on his face.

      Arinna pulled away first, chastising, “You’ll be soaked.”

      But the fine wool of Byran’s jacket and trousers did not show any ill effect from their embrace. Watchful, Derrick walked towards them in silence.

      “I did not know you were friends with Baron Vasquez,” Arinna said to Derrick while she looked accusingly at Byran.

      Byran grinned.

      “Nor I he with you,” Derrick replied flatly.

      From his tone and look, Arinna couldn’t tell if he was surprised or disappointed at the realization of Byran’s friendship with her.

      “Hah, with such love lost between you, I hardly wanted to advertise,” Byran said casually. “Though I did tell you once, Arinna. Still let me introduce you properly now since you are finally standing under the same roof and within hearing distance of each other.

      “Derrick, I would like you to meet my long time friend Arinna, otherwise known as the Lady Grey and commander of the Grey Guard. Arinna, I would like you to meet my even more long time friend Derrick, the Earl of Kesmere.”

      Arinna played along, as Byran always managed. She’d learned long ago she was no match for his charm. She bobbed slightly to Derrick despite her dripping garments. “How do you do?”

      Derrick bowed stiffly in reply, forced by surprise into Byran’s game. One maple brown lock fell across his forehead as a look of understanding touched his dark blue eyes.

      Arinna swallowed hard. Looking away, her gaze returned to Byran. Real warmth filled her despite the cold of her wet coat.

      “If you will excuse me, I think I should put on something dry.”

      Derrick nodded distractedly as Arinna walked past him to join the servant girl now waiting at the bottom of the stairs, unable to keep her heart from a double beat or mind from memories.
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      Derrick would have thought his father had arranged it, that his power stretched that far. After all, the last thing David Eldridge said to him was to watch her. His father had seen the Lady Grey’s move to the adjoining estate of Rhiol as a threat, and an opportunity. But Derrick had never been his father’s spy, much less his lackey. The conversation had grown more heated. When Derrick had put down the phone, bitterness coated his tongue. That phone call just before Byran’s arrival had been the first time they had spoken in two years, and not simply because phone lines and mail were barely restored.

      The one assurance that Derrick’s father had nothing to do with it was that he would never have included Byran. Of that, Derrick had no doubt. That fact moved Arinna’s arrival from a plot to simply ironic chance twisted with ... what he wasn’t sure. With his eyes drifting over Byran’s quiet face, Derrick was afraid to hazard a guess.

      Guests would arrive soon, but Derrick’s mind was reeling. The fire warmed the wool of his pants, his leather riding boots protecting his shins from its heat. He played with a port glass resting on the mantel, twirling it absently.

      He remembered his childhood friend vexed and cross, pacing across the suite of rooms Derrick had taken for a month. The windows overlooked the Mediterranean on the Costa del Sol of Southern Spain. It had been before the war came to Europe, but only just. Back and forth, Byran stormed, exclaiming his denied passion. His hands flailed in emphasis of his words. Derrick laughed so hard his chest hurt.

      “It isn’t funny!” Byran shouted, sending a bottle of wine swaying. Only the remaining liquid and heavy bottom kept it upright.

      “Please, it is the first woman who has denied you anything. That is all that has your goat: that she won’t fall for you with nary a word. Besides that, she is like all the others.” Derrick laughed and waved it away.

      Byran looked out the window at the moonlight on the water, his features oddly empty compared to the tantrum a moment before. He reset a chair on its legs. Sitting, Byran faced his friend, running a weary hand across his eyes and through his hair. The coal-black curls sprang back from his passing fingers.

      “No, she is different,” Byran said, meeting Derrick’s eyes soberly.

      Derrick stopped laughing.

      “She said she would never betray her husband.” Byran snorted as he said it, as if he couldn’t believe such a notion. He picked up his forgotten glass of wine before adding, “and even if that weren’t so, what had I ever done to ‘recommend myself to her.’“ On that, his voice trembled.

      Byran’s hazel brown eyes were haunted as he gazed at his friend. He downed the wine in one shot then rolled the empty glass on its base, round and round in a miniature version of his wild pacing.

      Derrick considered his friend, whose greatest assets were wealth, a political family that had guaranteed him a job and position, and his Spanish good looks. Derrick tried to think of what to say.

      “What have I done?” Derrick repeated the phrase from his memory, his voice trailing off as he looked out the window of the salon in Kesmere.

      His glass still twirled slowly in his fingers. He could see Byran’s pale reflection in the storm-darkened pane. Hair as dark as the night outside, Byran’s broody eyes stared unseeing out from where he sat at a desk under the windows.

      It evoked a second memory a few years after the first. The war had just begun though at the time it had felt like it surely had to end soon. The war had been known as World War III in the beginning when there were still news channels and TV. Though in the end, it had been known as the Greatest War. Now, it was simply called the War for no other before it had even come close to its vastness and destruction.

      The sun was dim on the horizon, shadows still claiming what was left of Europe. The old rambling manor house was yet another headquarters in this time of moving fronts and shifting targets. Derrick could not even recall what former country it had been in. Byran sat hunched in the window seat, his fingers laced through his hair. His eyes rested against the palms of his hands as if he could block the world from his sight.

      “She is gone. She left without saying a word,” he said, his voice thick and nearly unrecognizable.

      Again, Derrick felt late in getting the details.

      “What happened?”

      Byran looked up. Derrick had never seen his eyes so bloodshot and lost, before or since.

      “Her husband was with the Grey Guard, the division that flew and fought over Kiev yesterday. None of them survived,” Byran choked out the last unnecessarily. The bombs that had torn Kiev apart had left nothing alive or standing for miles.

      “I found her in the hallway. She cried. She cried so hard I thought it would tear her apart,” Byran said quietly. “We ... I found her a place to sleep. I left to find breakfast this morning, but when I returned, she was gone.” Byran looked at him with anguish. “If I hadn’t married Isabella, if we weren’t expecting Santi so soon after Cerilla was born ...” There had been no words for those what ifs.

      “She was the one. The one you went on about in Porto Banus and again in ... whatever hellhole that was after Kiev?”

      Coming fully to the present, Derrick stated it more than asked. He wasn’t sure why he had never questioned who at the time, who could have won over Byran so fully, but he was certain of the answer now. Still, he glanced over to see Byran’s confirming nod. Derrick swallowed another sip of port. It hit his throat tasting of vinegar. His mind whirled.

      “You could have told me it was her.” This time the statement was made with an accusing look.

      “Hah, like that would have helped. If I had told you that the woman I loved was also the person you’ve come to detest the most, you would have changed your mind?” Byran snorted into his port glass before taking a swig.

      Derrick paused, unsure. “It wouldn’t have hurt,” he said finally. He tried a smile to lighten the mood.

      Byran half smiled back, his eyes still lost to the past. “I tried to tell you once,” Byran said. The comment dropped the room from under Derrick’s feet for the second time that night.

      “When?” he choked, unable to recall any conversation including Arinna’s name.

      Byran waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Derrick took a breath, then let it go. The expression on Byran’s face told him now wasn’t the time to push. “Have you talked since?” he asked, instead.

      Byran nodded in answer, which quieted some of Derrick’s unease.

      “Mostly letters, but we’ve seen each other peripherally at events, of course.”

      Derrick knew what his friend wasn’t saying, that they hadn’t really talked about their past at all. He rubbed a dull ache between his brows with a finger.

      “It’s been what, eight years since then?” The time would not add up in his mind. The events of the war, moments he did his best not to think about, seemed unconnected.

      “Six and a half, Santi is six.”

      That said it all to Derrick. Byran was not close to forgetting Arinna.

      Derrick could hear horses pulling up to the main entrance to unload passengers under the shelter of the overhanging porch. He took the last of his port in one gulp. Straightening, he walked over to set his glass on the table, squeezing Byran’s shoulder as he walked by.

      Byran tried to smile, but his eyes were still shadowed and belied the action. Derrick wondered suddenly what he’d begun inviting the Lady Grey into the refuge he’d made of Kesmere. Derrick pushed concerns aside and went to greet his guests.
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      A woman’s laugh tore Byran from his thoughts. It wasn’t Arinna’s, though. The feel of her in his arms still tingled on his skin. Arinna was here, granting Byran the opportunity to warn her that had driven him from his home in Spain. But the shock of seeing her again when he hadn’t expected it had scattered his thoughts as if they were rain in the storm. Feelings he thought dormant beyond resurrection surfaced.

      There wasn’t time to collect himself. Derrick’s guests were there, and a plan that had seemed so simple until he’d been confronted with the reality of seeing Arinna again threatened to toss him off balance. Byran left the room before his tangled thoughts dragged him under.

      In the entrance hall, Derrick stood between two lovely young women. “My good friend, Baron Vasquez is here as well,” Derrick said with a nod toward Byran.

      A brunette with high cheekbones set under golden eyes turned to him. Her face was sweet enough that Byran barely needed to sweep down the curves of her burgundy dress, only a shade lighter than her lips, to appreciate her youthful beauty. The nearly antique style of her dress with a bit of lace along the oval neckline and half sleeves suited the young woman’s classic beauty.

      “Byran, this is Dame Corianne Heylor and her cousin, Tatiana Grekov.”

      It was only at Derrick’s introduction that Corianne turned away from him, and slowly at that. Byran hid amusement with a bow that let his gaze skim over Corianne’s teal silk dress whose cut hinted at the daring of youth, especially unattached and ambitious youth. Thin shoulder straps plunged low to reveal her cleavage, and the fabric of the skirt clung to her hips and thighs. Her face was attractive with a slight chubbiness to her cheeks where they were framed by blonde wisps of hair. Byran judged her as not quite out of her teenage years and the younger of the two women.

      Derrick’s guests would have been a wonderful diversion on almost any other occasion. But with the memory of Arinna in his arms from an hour before and head too full of thoughts, they barely caught his attention.

      The next arrivals offered no interest whatsoever. Lord and Lady Bemby were old enough that Byran wondered if Derrick’s father would have even found them tolerable. Derrick greeted them like old friends, though, which they might have been. Derrick’s move four years before to the estate he’d inherited from his late uncle had surprised Byran. Coming on the heel of Byran discovering Derrick’s engagement to Danielle le Marc, Byran had been at a loss to understand the sudden transformation in his childhood friend. Despite frequent visits and Byran strong-arming Derrick to remain a senator in the combined parliament that oversaw Europe, a part of Derrick remained altered with no explanation. But Byran kept trying, hoping to break through to him.

      They’d barely assembled in the front salon when Derrick announced with a nod toward the doorway, “And I do have one other guest this evening.”

      Wearing a silver-grey dress that shimmered in the light, it was impossible to tell Arinna had arrived looking like a stable boy who had been thrown in the muck less than an hour before. Her short hair, more red than deep brown now that it was dry, framed her pixyish features. Byran had a difficult time imaging her as the leader of the Grey Guard and a heroine of the war. He remembered her instead as he first saw her: a new US embassy staffer in Madrid lost in her role and switch from military life.

      “May I present the Lady Grey.”

      Derrick’s aversion to Arinna was well-known. Corianne winced. Byran coughed a smirk into his wine glass. In the political world Derrick and Byran lived, new alliances were forged overnight. In the small county Derrick and Arinna resided, it had only been a matter of time before the Earl of Kesmere and the Lady Grey would have to learn to live as neighbors since her arrival half a year ago. Corianne’s naiveté and honest confusion were charming though she wouldn’t fair well in the sphere she was hoping to achieve if her hand on Derrick’s arm was any indication.

      “I say, my dear, it is good to see you,” old Lord Bemby said as he offered his hand. Arinna clasped his worn fingers, leaning forward so that he could kiss her cheek like an affectionate father. “Good addition, my lord earl.  Good addition,” he said as he eased sideways, allowing his wife to take his place in greeting Arinna.

      As host, Derrick walked the two cousins across the room. “May I introduce Dame Corianne Heylor and her cousin Tatiana Grekov.”

      “Dame?” Arinna asked. “Either you were my youngest soldier or your mother or father fought in the Guard.”

      Corianne blushed. “My father. He died just before the war ended. I was knighted in his stead,” she answered, a trace of haughtiness in her tone as if the inherited title demarcated more than service recognized.

      “Tatiana, your family is from old Russia then?”

      “My brother and I came to stay with my cousins during the war. We still have family back there,” Tatiana answered without her cousin’s aloofness. “Has there been any contact with old Russia?”

      “No,” Arinna answered, voice kind to soften the reply. “The wasteland outside of Europe’s borders makes contact with Asia difficult. Perhaps as power and transportation are restored.”

      Tatiana turned away, ignoring the miffed glare of her cousin. There was only one other person to introduce to Arinna. Byran swallowed nerves he didn’t realize had risen and crossed the room.

      “And, of course, Baron Vasquez, whom you know,” Derrick finished.

      Byran bowed low, caught in the old ache that filled him. He kissed Arinna’s proffered hand lightly, torn between the warmth of her skin and the white line of a faint scar across her knuckles.

      “As always, it is good to see you again,” she said with a hint of laughter.

      He couldn’t find his voice for fear he’d ask her why she’d left without a word beyond a scribbled note over six years before. Byran backed off, telling himself it was not why he had come. Well, not the motive behind it. But it had been old feelings, older than his marriage, which had spurred him.

      Surprisingly it was the formalities of dinner that gave Byran the chance to steady himself. Derrick had placed Arinna at his right as only fitting for her status as the recognized leader of the Grey Guard, even if, in truth, she held no military rank. It meant she was opposite Byran, but before he found himself asking the wrong question, the Bembys claimed Arinna’s attention with topics of the local countryside that were far from Byran’s interest. Which left him the two young women to entertain, something, Byran realized as his mind settled, had been Derrick’s original intent before Arinna disrupted the table’s balance. Now the Bembys spoke to Arinna instead of Derrick. Plus, Corianne spent every moment with her attention riveted on Derrick. The amusement of that broke through the last of the thicket of memories in Byran’s mind.

      As far as Byran was concerned, Derrick held the blame on Corianne’s obvious interest. Derrick’s engagement was distant at best while Corianne was in the same county. Byran offered no sympathy or help requested in the occasional pointed glances Derrick tossed his way. Though it was a shame really that she was only interested in Derrick, or at least the connections he could provide her. Corianne made an attractive package and Byran hazarded that with the right offer she would be easy to win over. And he’d only been wrong once in his assessment of a woman. On that thought, his gaze drifted to Arinna.

      It wasn’t the years that had changed her though age had barely touched her features. It was Kiev and the war. Without the glaze of memories, Byran could see she wasn’t the young embassy staffer anymore. She was as polite and civil as Derrick, offering a public face without flaw. He wondered the last occasion she’d really laughed, or loved. Byran shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      And then the improbability settled on him as if he’d woken from a dream. Even the embassy staffer that Arinna had been would not have gotten caught unprepared in a storm. As the leader of the Guard ... he didn’t believe it. The war might be over, but she wouldn’t have gotten so complacent. Trim and suave now despite her mud-splattered arrival, she didn’t look to have lost her edge. The quiet rumor that had sent him across a continent buzzed in his head. He’d come to warn her. What if he didn’t need to?

      Derrick addressed a comment from Arinna, including the Bembys with an air of animated interest. It was all show. Had to be. So much of the person Derrick pretended to did not align with the person who had been Byran’s childhood friend, reckless with a knack for surviving close calls. And that was the second worry. That Derrick would invite Arinna to dinner was just as unlikely as Arinna being caught in the rain-swept night. As far as Byran could tell, Derrick really did hate her. The thought soured his dinner enough, he put down his fork.

      With or without his involvement, the dinner wore on in tiring precision. It was late evening, and after an interlude in the music room where Corianne displayed prowess on the piano when, finally, the Bembys excused themselves. In the bustle of their departure, propriety required Corianne and Tatiana to offer gratitude for the invitation and leave as well, Corianne eyeing the obviously staying Arinna with hurt curiosity.

      As the door clicked shut, Arinna paused in the entranceway as if unsure what to do next. “I shall turn in as well,” she said into the awkward silence. “It has been a long day though a very pleasant evening. Thank you again for your kindness, Lord Earl.” Arinna hesitated, gaze coming to rest on Byran. “Good night,” she said simply to him, seeming at a loss for other words.

      Derrick half bowed an acknowledgment as if she were any worthy houseguest. Byran watched her go, the doubts and questions mixing with old feelings that were not as forgotten as he’d thought. Byran paced to the stairs wanting to talk to her, then turned and headed to the dining room, suddenly wanting his wine as he feared her answers. He stopped in between, running his fingers through his hair.

      Derrick watched him without a word or change to his stone-faced expression. Which fueled Byran’s uncertainty. He cared little what Derrick would think if he followed Arinna to her chamber to speak to her before she slept. Derrick had watched him follow enough women. But why Derrick had invited her ate at him. Potential plots and subplots clouded Byran’s mind until he shoved it all aside. He didn’t believe the worst of what he imagined of either of his friends, no matter their hidden secrets. Which left him simply not knowing what was going on and too tired to find out.

      “There is nothing for it then. I’m going to turn in myself,” Byran said.

      He felt Derrick’s eye on him as he walked up the stairs and turned in the opposite direction Arinna had taken, heading toward his long granted chambers in Kesmere.

      “Sleep well, my friend.”

      Derrick’s words echoed off the vaulted ceiling of the foyer, the emphasis falling on sleep. Byran lifted a hand in a brief wave of acknowledgement, not pausing his stride. He fell asleep dreaming of Arinna in his arms, and not entirely certain why he’d not gone to her room.

      He woke knowing Arinna meant to leave again. As she had so many years before when the Grey Guard fell. It was his only thought, and he fought with his pants and shirt while heading out of his bedchamber door, uncaring about decorum or discretion. His wild race down the stairs halted abruptly when he saw movement in the front salon.

      Arinna sat curled on a settee under a series of windows. Byran’s heart skipped a beat. The doubts of the night before disappeared. No matter he didn’t know her motivations, she wouldn’t have stayed if she’d something to hide.

      For a moment, they stared at the other. Then Arinna shifted her feet to make room for Byran next to her. For all of his rush, Byran walked across the room to join her feeling as if time were infinite. He took her hand as he sat down.

      “You stayed,” he said, voice roughened by more than morning disuse.

      “I could not do that to you, not again,” Arinna replied. She looked away, unfocused on the room with its fine wooden furniture and glass-fronted cabinets. “I could not stay back then all those years ago.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I could not risk your marriage at the loss of mine.” A quiver laced through the solid confidence of her words.

      Byran paused, caught in her eyes as well as a mix of memories and possibilities cast aside. Finally, he leaned forward and kissed her forehead, her hair brushing his face.

      “Thank you.”

      Arinna reclaimed her hand to wipe a stray tear from her cheek. Her gaze slipped to the sunlit window and budding trees as she composed herself. It took Byran a second to realize the moment he had sought to warn her was now.

      “I actually came to Kesmere to seek you out,” he said.

      “Really, why? That at least explains the earl’s invitation.”

      Byran glanced sidelong to the door, remembering his haste down the stairs. He did not need Derrick a part of this conversation. But the doorway was empty and the house quiet. When he looked back at Arinna, her face was more serious.

      “No, he knows nothing of this. I’m as surprised as you. But it saved me the trouble of having to find an excuse to see you alone. Arinna, I need to warn you.”

      “Warn me about what, Byran?”

      Her tone was expressionless. A part of him knew he spoke to the Lady Grey, but the other, and unexpectedly larger, part of him knew her only as someone he once loved, perhaps still did. His voice and feelings were torn between seriousness and deep concern.

      “I have a connection in parliament whose son works for the Secretary of Finance. He said he’d seen papers in the minister’s office. There were files with programs and codes cross-referenced to spending on weapons and soldiers for the Grey Guard. It looked like the Secretary was investigating the Guard and that you were funneling money from other sources. He said it added up to nearly the same amount from when we were at war.” Arinna’s expression didn’t flicker as Byran paused. “Don’t you see? They are worried you are planning something. With the army and funding, you could carry out a coup.”

      Arinna breathed a quiet laugh as she relaxed, leaning back against the arm of the settee. “This friend of yours doesn’t know of our connection?”

      Byran shook his head. “No, he came to me because they are looking for support to have you arrested. Arinna, you are in danger.”

      She gently touched his cheek, warmth flooding her eyes. “You are worried, I can tell. But you needn’t be. Truly,” she said with a half laugh when his expression didn’t alter. “Byran, do you think I want to take over parliament?” Arinna’s tone was full of fond exasperation. He believed her but wondered that there was no explanation. “I swear, I do not. The last thing I want would be to have those decisions on my head.” There was distaste in her tone.

      “So you aren’t siphoning funds to build up the military? The Secretary of Finance isn’t investigating you?”

      “No,” she answered, gaze never wavering from his. “I take no more than parliament allocates for us, and I spoke to Secretary Gerschtein last week. We’ve been working on sorting out the cost of the war. That might be what your friend saw. We have codes relating to equipment and the battles where it was lost. But I will make sure the misunderstanding is cleared up before it comes to more.”

      Byran couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so relieved. The punch of the emotions that raced through him evaporated thought and left him tingling. He didn’t doubt her or how he felt about her. Even if for the moment he was content to simply be sitting next to her.

      They were on the settee, talking quietly about the intervening years when Derrick walked into the room an hour later. He was dressed already for the day: fine wool pants, high riding boots, and a coat with split tails under which was a dress shirt and scarf. Byran’s shirt was still untucked, he wore slippers, and he was happy he’d managed that much. Of the three, Byran was the least prepared to greet the day. Arinna was dressed casually in what she’d arrived in the day before: grey slacks and a T-shirt with dark grey riding boots.

      Derrick poured himself a cup of tea in the sudden silence of the room his entrance had created, gaze avoiding both Byran and Arinna. He stared instead out the window at the rolling pastures surrounding Kesmere. It was the first time since the night before that Derrick appeared uncomfortable with the reality of his friendship with Arinna. Which made Byran want to hug his friend for finally displaying real emotion.

      “I wanted to thank you for your kindness last night,” Arinna said into the morning stillness of the room. “I will not trouble you any longer this morning.”

      Derrick hesitated before turning to them fully. He answered, “Absolutely not. You shall stay for breakfast, and then Byran and I will ride with you home. It isn’t every day someone can say they came to the aid of the Lady Grey.” A trace of humor moderated Derrick’s strict words, taking the edge from the required civilities.

      “Well, as I am horseless and you are my host, I certainly cannot refuse,” Arinna said in return.
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      “I don’t like the way he looked at me,” Corianne finished as she stroked the morning tangles out of her hair. She held the brush up and glanced at Tatiana in the mirror. “Can you brush the back? You do it so well.”

      Tatiana rolled her eyes but took the brush. Her strokes started rough but smoothed out as her attention wandered. Tatiana paused and looked at Corianne’s reflection.

      “Don’t you think it odd that the Lady Grey was there? They hate each other supposedly.”

      Corianne shrugged and then squirmed a bit so that Tatiana would start brushing again.

      “It was all for show, of course. With Derrick’s father and her former duties, I’m sure they have to get along on occasion. But the baron ...” Corianne pretended a shiver.

      “You should take it as a compliment if he thought you pretty. You know his reputation.”

      “Yes,” Corianne hissed the word with dislike.

      Tatiana did not say what she was thinking as it would only upset Corianne more. Corianne would prefer to think herself bewitching to Baron Vasquez even if she didn’t like him. But Tatiana had watched him during the night. His gaze had more often slid beyond Corianne to rest on the Lady Grey. When she thought of it, she had caught the earl’s guarded expression wandering to the Lady Grey when he was listening to the Bembys talk or before he spoke. It didn’t really make sense to her.

      “You know the earl is engaged. I don’t see how that is so different from Baron Vasquez.”

      Corianne stiffened under her hands. She took the brush from Tatiana’s fingers with a look that left little room for doubt with what regard Corianne considered Tatiana’s thoughts.

      “The baron is already married. The earl has never been.”

      “The earl is still promised. The baron could divorce.”

      Corianne rolled her eyes and carefully placed the silver inlaid brush back on her dressing table.

      “Yes, but the baron has not divorced yet despite all the pretty girls he’s spent time with,” Corianne said sharply. Tatiana’s cheeks flushed with warmth. Corianne was so often lost to fantasies that Tatiana often forgot she was quite clever when she wanted to be.

      “Do you really think the earl would go against his father’s wishes and break his engagement?” Tatiana asked, sitting on Corianne’s bed so she could look directly at her.

      “I don’t see why not. Not if there were a better offer. I’m titled as well as she, and younger. And she’ll only inherit her father’s title by default. Who knows, it could go to a male cousin rather than her since her older brothers died in the war. Besides, the match is political, so there could always be a falling out.”

      Tatiana frowned. “So you’ve settled on the earl? You said this wasn’t about love. I thought you would keep your options open for any chance.” Tatiana’s voice faded as Corianne pouted and darted a glance toward her closed door.

      “Mama will never let me go to parliament when it reconvenes. My only chance is when they are out of session. It must be this summer. I cannot take another winter here in this dreary pile of stones. Lord, I’m nearly twenty-one already. It is past time to be out of here.”

      “The earl is closest, but there are is also Duke Beal. But he is old and not so well connected, and Sir Heffercroft’s younger son, but he won’t inherit his father’s lands or title. His older brother already has a son with his wife,” Tatiana pointed out, thinking through the options Corianne had pondered over the winter.

      It had been a harsh one. The wet spring made a poor reprieve to the storms, ice, and snow. They’d nearly run out of wood and had burnt dried horse dung several times though Corianne had lamented the smell would ruin her clothes. It had been better than freezing. Firewood had been hard to come by. Too much was needed for construction, furniture, and paper. The rest seemed reserved for future use. Pyotr managed to trade labor for scraps from the mill. It got them through, at least last winter.

      Corianne twisted a bit of the fabric of her nightclothes. “I hate the countryside. I don’t want to farm or sew or find work in a shop. The earl is the best chance I have. And he has a real title from family and lands before the war. Not like these silly things given to people who served. You’ll help me, won’t you Tatiana?”

      Corianne reached forward and took Tatiana’s hand. Tatiana looked into her cousin’s hope filled eyes. “Things are changing. In a few years, it might not be so disrespectable, or dangerous, for a woman to travel alone. Like before the war. We could go to a city together and find work,” Tatiana said.

      “Before my mother marries me off to some farmer, so we have a new cow or enough wood for the winter? And work doing what? We missed how many years of school due to the war? And we weren’t brought up in any trades. I couldn’t sew well if you gave me an electric sewing machine and the power to run it like they have in the shop down in Kendal. We will always be poor or will marry farmers unless you help me marry well, someone with connections and money.

      “Then I’ll be able to find a way for you and your brother to go back to Russia. You can really see what happened to your family. I don’t want to end up like my mother, marrying a soldier with a poor house and little money. I’m meant for more than that, and so are you. I need you, Tatiana.”

      Tatiana leaned forward and hugged Corianne, sweeping back her long flaxen hair. “Of course, you know I’ll help.”

      She gave in, as she always did. Corianne’s dreams had fed Tatiana since her arrival with her younger brother eight years earlier. She and Pyotr had listened to Corianne’s promises while Russia burned, their family’s fate unknown. He had only been ten and she fifteen. Memories of life before the war, when electricity had been everywhere along with cell phones, computers, and digital cameras, felt like a fairy story compared to reality. Some days, she couldn’t remember what some of the old devices had been called.

      Today, it turned out that helping Corianne would be several hours of sending letters dictated by her. Correspondences across the county and breadth of England to extended families or fragile connections to we-once-happened-to-be-introduced. Corianne was truly desperate to leave, hungry for a lifestyle barely remembered. The earl had electricity, Corianne had pointed out after the dinner last night. And a phone!

      “We have an uncle, in New London. If we could visit him ...”

      Tatiana tuned Corianne out as she arranged the heavy paper. She knew the uncle. He had little money and a mean temper. Tatiana doubted they’d be invited to visit, and that if they were they would find meeting established members of society very difficult while in his care.

      “After, I need you to walk over to Lady Rosingale’s to take some spring wine and the last of the winter jam.”

      “Rosingale’s? That is four miles away. I’ll be lucky to be back before dinner. Why on earth do you want me to go over there?”

      “Oh, you have to be back by four. That’s the point! She is having a garden party this evening, and I haven’t been invited. I’m sure it is just an oversight and when she sees the gifts will realize it.”

      Tatiana blinked a few times. The arguments on how unfair Corianne was being tangled between her brain and tongue. Tatiana’s expression said what she failed to speak. Corianne took brief pity on her cousin.

      “We’ll do the letters tomorrow so you can leave now. Oh, why don’t you ask your brother to go? I’m sure he has nothing worthwhile to do,” Corianne said. “I’ll go get the basket once I’m dressed. Tell your brother to wear something nice so Lady Rosingale is sure to think well of us. That way you can have tea at eleven with Duke Waldrope’s younger daughter and me. She and her family are up visiting her aunt. I’m sure she’ll know who in parliament is eligible and looking. Maybe we can get an invite down to their estate. At least her mother has socials! We could meet people.”

      Corianne breezed into the small room next door while she spoke to sort out clothes. Tatiana’s expression crumbled as hot tears filled her eyes. Tatiana doubted her brother would be willing to hold the bridle to Corianne’s horse even if it meant she was leaving for good. But once she was dressed, she would try. Pyotr was her brother, and it wasn’t a big favor.

      As feared, Pyotr was not willing to help her out. His hazel-green eyes frosted when he heard of Corianne’s request, and no begging would get him to budge.

      “She is your friend. You do it. I’m not her servant boy.”

      “She took you in the same she did me. We owe her.”

      Pyotr turned his back, lifting the wheelbarrow of horse manure. Tatiana was left to glare at his broad shoulders and sandy blond hair.

      “No, her mother, our aunt, took us in. Not Corianne. I have chores for Aunt Linda to do today.”

      Tatiana was tempted to throw a horse apple at him but had nowhere to clean her hand other than her dress. She wasn’t a child anymore. At twenty-three, she could be married and have a family of her own instead of chasing Corianne’s fancies across the countryside. And instead of being caught up in Corianne’s dreams of what life could be like when the war’s deprivations eased at last.

      It was nearly ten o’clock. Tatiana sighed. She scooped up the heavy basket and turned on her heel, trying to imagine the day Corianne was married off. To someone wealthy enough that they had more than two horses, one only fit for a plow. Or maybe someone who would just take Corianne to the continent. Tatiana smiled as she headed down the lane between the pasture and the vegetable field.
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      Derrick could not recall any time when Byran might have started to tell him about his relationship with Arinna. Of all the things that had occurred since the day before, that one bothered him the most. Even if it were the most insignificant of the events. He’d never thought Byran could deceive him, or anyone really. Now he knew there was quite a lot that Byran left unsaid.

      The three paused their horses in the dancing shade of young leaves. Across the pasture lined by stone walls stood the manor house of Rhiol nestled against the forest at the foot of a high crag. Unlike the tan stone of his estate of Kesmere with its lofty burgundy peaked roofs and solid walls pierced by sets of high windows, Rhiol was squat and plain. And also unlike Kesmere, it was only a borrowed home for Arinna. Kesmere and its title were his by rights. She held only the honorary designation denoting service in the war. Even if her service, as unorthodox as it was, had won the war.

      Derrick had not had cause to visit the neighboring estate and had avoided it altogether since Arinna’s arrival. This view of Rhiol was his first. The manor was massively built with small windows. It stood two stories tall, which was comparable to Kesmere. But unlike Kesmere’s arched flowing lines of cream stone that highlighted the windows and buttresses, the only ornamentation at Rhiol was over the doors and along the Georgian roofline. But it was only the simple windows and low roof that made it appear smaller. The entire structure looked to be bigger than Kesmere. The connected buildings, including a main residence, stables, and barn, sprawled to form three sides of a rectangle. A high wall completed the last section, enclosing a small inner courtyard.

      Next to him, Arinna’s focus rested on Byran. And Byran’s on her. If it were any other couple, Derrick would have said they were courting. The attraction and friendship were obvious enough that he was happy they’d ridden through secluded woods and met no one. But Byran was married, even if fidelity had never been a strong part of the arrangement. And Arinna kept the rules of the Guard she commanded, and they could not marry while they served. Did she still serve if the war was over and she was never truly military personnel? Derrick watched them and felt like he stood in the sinking ground of a bog with no clear path back to the future he thought lay ahead. It was a feeling he thought he’d escaped years before.

      If not knowing when Byran had meant to tell him about Arinna worried his thoughts, what stung was that Byran had come to Rhiol not to see him but to warn her. He’d stood with fingers gripping the balcony railing and listened to Byran confess to Arinna why he’d come to Kesmere. It was a secret that Derrick’s father hadn’t bothered to share. Though the fact that he’d called mere days before Byran’s arrival spoke that his father knew something was afoot. Knowing David Eldridge, if he knew of it, he was likely part of the cause.

      Derrick had left his father’s machinations behind years ago when he’d run to Kesmere. He’d walk away from this too, but for Byran. Derrick had never seen Byran look at a woman so smitten, not even his wife. Which left Derrick barely able to contain his nerves.

      “Are you well, my lord earl?”

      Arinna’s question made Derrick push unwelcome thoughts aside. “Yes, I was actually thinking of tomorrow,” he replied, nudging his young stallion onward. Cobalt rolled his eyes but obliged.

      “Is it that bad?” she asked. Some of the warmth she gave to Byran infused her tone.

      “Oh, not as bad as that. We ride for Kendal to go over reconstruction efforts with continent members.” Derrick paused, trying to ignore she was the Lady Grey. If it were any other woman, he’d have been happy for Byran. “Would you like to ride along?”

      Arinna blinked, her answer coming a fraction slow. “Yes, that would be lovely. Shall I meet you at Payson’s Bridge at seven?”

      Derrick nodded in answer as if it had been a perfectly normal invitation and acceptance. The bridle paths emerged from the woods into the light of a clear day, bringing with it the smell of wet sod. Byran paused his horse in the shade of a tree that lined the lane running between two pastures as if reluctant to part ways despite the promise of seeing her the next day.
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