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Someone was in the house. Nash Pope might be half asleep and half drunk, but he knew when someone was in his house. He was a trained sharpshooter, and his body was attuned to even the most subtle changes in atmosphere. Just a few minutes before, the air in Wentmore had been stale and still, the only sounds were of mice scampering in the attic and the creak and groan of the ancient timber beams and floorboards settling.

But now the mice had gone silent and the air stirred. The house seemed to straighten and take notice of someone new, someone far more interesting than its current occupant. In the dining room, the curtains closed against the daylight, the lone candle that burned flickered as though the house exhaled softly in anticipation.

Nash raised his head from the sticky table and heard the shuffle of feet and the squeak of a door hinge.

He reached for his pistol. He didn’t need to see it. It was an extension of his arm and his favorite pistol by far. He owned at least half a dozen, including a brace of matching dueling pistols made by Manton, a pepperbox pistol made by Twigg, a more decorative pistol he’d purchased from the London gunsmith Hawkins—who liked to advertise that the former American President George Washington owned one of his creations—and this one, made by the Frenchman Gribeauval. Gribeauval had made Napoleon’s personal pistol, and though Nash was no admirer of Napoleon, he did admire the French armory of St. Etienne.

Nash’s thumb slid over the polished walnut gunstock, over the pewter filigree, until his finger curled into the trigger guard as though it were a well-worn glove. He lifted the pistol, not feeling its weight, though it was heavier than some, and then waited. It would do him no good to seek out the intruder. The world, what he could see of it, was gray and full of shadows. Better to let the interloper come to him. He could still shoot straight if he was still.

All had gone silent. Perhaps the uninvited guest had paused to listen as Nash did.

If the game was patience, Nash would win. As a sharpshooter, he had waited more than he had ever fired at the enemy. He often stood in one spot, unmoving, for four or five hours. He stood in the heat or the cold or, if he was fortunate, in the cool, scented breeze of a spring day. The weather might change, but his rifle at his side never had.

The rifle had been put away. He couldn’t sight in the rifle anymore, and it was basically useless to him now, but hitting his target with his pistol and one poorly working eye was possible.

“Nash!” a voice called out. If he hadn’t been trained as well, he might have jumped. But Nash’s jaw only ticked at his name shattering the silence.

The floorboard creaked again. The intruder was in the foyer. He was not directly outside the dining room. The voice was still too distant.

“Put your pistol down, Nash. I came to talk to you.”

Nash did not lower the pistol, though the voice sounded familiar now. Stratford? No, this voice wasn’t refined enough. Stratford had been here a few months before. Apparently, he’d sought out Nash’s father, the Earl of Beaufort, in London and told him Nash needed him. Stratford obviously didn’t know that the earl didn’t give a damn about Nash. He’d sent his solicitor, and Nash had fired the pistol he held now over the bald man’s head and sent him running back to Town.

A door opened and the man said, “Nash?”

It was the door to the parlor.

“Nash, if you shoot me, I’ll kick your pathetic arse all the way to Spain and back.”

Nash felt his lips quirk in an unwelcome half-smile, as he finally recognized the voice. “And if I kill you?” Nash asked.

“Then I’ll come back and haunt you.” Rowden was just outside the dining room now, standing at the door. Nash and Rowden had met in Spain, both serving in His Majesty’s army. They’d become close friends, even if their skill sets were quite different.

“If I open this door, will you shoot me?” Rowden asked.

“It depends,” Nash said, still holding his pistol at the ready. “Did my father send you?”

A pause. “Of course, he sent me.” Rowden spoke like he fought—directly and plainly. He did not pull punches.

“Then don’t open the door.”

“Shoot me and the next to arrive will be men from an asylum. Beaufort is ready to send you to an institution right now. Mayne and Fortescue managed to talk him out of it and arranged to have me sent instead.”

Nash considered. The Duke of Mayne would have done the talking as he was the negotiator of the group. Stratford Fortescue would have decided to send Rowden. Fortescue was always the strategist.

“Why you?” Nash asked. Seeing that Mayne was the negotiator, it would have made more sense for him to come.

“I needed the blunt.”

Nash winced and set the pistol down. That hurt. His father was paying Nash’s friends to intervene. He expected as much from his father, who had given up on Nash a long time ago. But his friends...still, what could he expect when he had shot Duncan Murray this past summer? That misstep was bound to have repercussions.

“I’m coming in,” Rowden said, his tone one of warning. The latch lifted and the door opened. In the flickering candlelight, Nash made out a dark form. Of course, he remembered what Rowden looked like. He was broad and stocky with short brown hair and coal-black eyes. He had a pretty face, or he would have if his nose hadn’t been broken so many times. Nash remembered what every man he had ever served with looked like. His memory was more of a curse than a blessing, though, as he remembered every woman and, yes, child he had ever shot too.

“You look like hell,” Rowden said, still standing in the doorway.

“I wish I could tell you the same, but I can’t see worth a damn.”

“Still feeling sorry for yourself, I see.”

Nash’s hand itched to lift the pistol again, but he was not hot-tempered. He would not have lasted a week as a sharpshooter if he had been. “What do you want, Payne? To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from one of Draven’s Dozen?”

Rowden pulled out the chair at the opposite end of the table and sat. Nash saw only a gray, amorphous shape but his other senses filled in the missing information. “Considering you’re one of us, I’m not sure why you’re surprised. We Survivors take care of our own.”

It was a lie, but Nash decided not to point that out. Not yet. The Survivors were a troop of thirty highly skilled military men who had been recruited as something of a suicide band to kill Napoleon or die trying. Eighteen had died trying. Twelve had come home. They had been brothers-in-arms, but Nash did not feel any fraternal affection now. The others were moving on with their lives, while he would be forever alone, locked in a world of darkness.

“You’re thin,” Rowden observed. To a stocky fighter like Rowden Payne, thinness was a liability. “Don’t you eat?”

“You must need my father’s money badly if you’re playing nursemaid now,” Nash said.

Shot fired.

“I want to keep you alive, and no one has to pay me for that.”

Missed target.

“I’m alive.” But Nash knew that wouldn’t be enough. Not after the accident with Murray a few months before. Nash had known some intervention was coming. He supposed he should be glad the Survivors had convinced his father to send Rowden before the men from the asylum. Very little frightened Nash anymore, but the prospect of the next fifty years locked in an asylum drove a spike of fear into his heart. He would put the pistol in his mouth and pull the trigger first. “What do I have to do to keep the asylum at bay?”

“So you haven’t completely pickled your brain yet.”

“What do I have to do?” Nash repeated. He would do what was required and then, hopefully, the world would leave him alone. After all, he’d given his sight for King and Country. Why couldn’t they leave him in peace?

“I don’t have a comprehensive list,” Rowden said after a pause, during which, Nash assumed, he was looking about the dining room. “Off the top of my head, I would say this old pile needs some repair. It looks like there was a fire at some point.”

Nash did not comment.

“And clearly you need to ingest something other than gin.”

Nash lifted his empty glass. “This was whiskey.” At least he thought it had been whiskey. Maybe it had been brandy.

“You need staff.”

“No staff,” Nash said.

Rowden let out a quiet grunt. “We’ll discuss it. But suffice it to say, I can smell you all the way over here. When was the last time you put on a clean set of clothes or took a bath?”

“Will you scrub my back?” Nash sneered and then was sorry for it. None of this was Rowden’s fault. None of this was anyone’s fault. Nash had known the risks when he went to war. He just hadn’t thought anything would happen to him. He’d been so young. Like most young men, he’d thought he was invincible.

Rowden rose. “I’ll make you some coffee. We can start there.”

Two hours later, Nash was willing to concede life might be easier if he had a few staff members. Not that he needed them to tend to him personally. He could damn well take care of himself. But he did grow tired of Rowden’s muttering as he crashed about in the kitchen making awful-tasting coffee, hauled water up to the tub in Nash’s bed chamber, and even laid out Nash’s clothing. The muttering had ceased once Mrs. Brown made an appearance. Nash didn’t know why she still came every few days. She hadn’t been paid for months, and Nash wasn’t exactly welcoming toward her. Half the time he didn’t even eat the food she set in front of him. But he supposed he owed it to her that he had clean clothes and a bar of soap and something edible in the larder.

Nash wanted to be left alone, and she did her best to leave him alone. That was why he hadn’t run her off completely.

Now, dressed in clean, uncomfortable clothing with his too-long hair still damp on his neck and forehead, Nash made his way gingerly across the foyer. His belly rumbled. He’d had a bit of bread with the coffee and now his body seemed to want more. Nash thought he might see if any more food had been left in the dining room, but then he heard voices. Rowden and Mrs. Brown were in there. Nash turned his head to catch their words.

“—so glad you have come, Mr. Payne. I’ve been so worried.”

“You’re a good woman to have endured all of this.”

“Pshaw. My family has worked for the Earls of Beaufort for generations, and I remember Mr. Pope when he was just a baby. I couldn’t leave him. He was always such a good lad. Not a bit of temper in him. Always smiling and laughing. Always with a kind word. It was the war what did this to him.”

Nash didn’t know if Rowden answered. He couldn’t stand the pity he heard in Mrs. Brown’s voice, and he knew he would either explode in rage or get away. He chose the latter, and before he knew what had happened, he was outside, squinting in the sudden brightness. He could see even less in the sunlight than in the shadows. The light seemed to wash away what little vision he had left in his right eye, making everything into a white blob. Nash closed his eyes and used his walking stick to feel for any obstacles before him. He remembered walking the streets of London with this same stick. He’d swing it about or twirl it, trying to appear dashing to the young ladies. Now he needed it to keep from falling on his face.

How pathetic.

He moved toward the back of Wentmore, where there had once been an informal garden of tall flowering trees, vines, paths, and foot bridges over babbling brooks. It was certainly overgrown now, but at one time he had known that garden so well, he could have walked it blindfolded. Ironic that now that was, in essence, what he would need to do. The informal garden was one of the reasons his father had given Nash the care of Wentmore. The estate was not his, of course. All of the Beaufort properties would go to Nash’s eldest brother when he inherited the title. But no one in the family had wanted Nash at the estate in Richmond. It was too close to London. Too close to Society, where everyone might see the horror of his injury.

So they’d sent him north, to Wentmore, which was buried in the countryside and close to nothing but a tiny village named Milcroft. The family had come here when the children were young as Lady Beaufort thought it was quaint and had wanted to expose the children to “simple people.” And indeed, the area surrounding Milcroft was inhabited by dairy maids, blacksmiths, bakers, a country doctor, a vicar, and many crofters—some of them Beaufort’s tenants. The people had been kind and welcoming, and Nash had spent a few weeks each year running about barefoot along Wentmore’s extensive grounds.

How he had dreaded returning to the formalness of the estate in Richmond and, when he grew older, the schoolroom. Although he had patience and focus, Nash had never been a good student. His mind worked quickly, solving problems and working out rationales. But his professors seemed to drone on and on about the same material until Nash was bored senseless and stopped listening. He had done well enough as most of his studies required rote memorization and he could memorize easily, but he had never truly excelled.

Nash paused now, having lost himself in his thoughts and remembrances and tread deep enough into the garden that the sunlight had been somewhat obscured, and he could make out shapes here and there. He hadn’t been outside in weeks, but from the crisp feel of the breeze, he knew it must be autumn, late September or early October. He could imagine the colors—quite a bit of green and patches of yellow and red and brown as well. In the distance, he heard the burble of the brook. He would walk toward it and sit for a while on the footbridge, listening to the water rush by. It seemed no matter how much his life changed or how many years passed, that water was always traveling under that bridge, undeterred.

Using his stick, Nash moved toward the sound of the water. He had a good idea where he was now, could picture the path in his mind. Of course, it was more overgrown than it had been before he’d left for the war and the brambles caught on his trousers, forcing him to pause every few minutes to free himself. He wasn’t even sure if he was still on the path—or if there was a path—but the sound of the brook grew clearer.

Nash lifted his walking stick to feel for the wood of the bridge and hit what felt like a tree trunk. He moved around it, to the left, thinking maybe he was too far south of the bridge. But then the ground began to slope downward, and he realized that he had misjudged. The bridge was on higher ground and he was now on the banks of the brook. He swung his stick again and, moving forward a bit, he finally found the gentle rise that led to the bridge. He turned that way, but his foot was mired in the soft earth of the bank. He pulled it free, but he’d had to lean on his stick to do so, and then that had become stuck. Nash had to yank it out, which threw him off balance and his foot sank back into the mud.

So much for his clean clothing. His trouser legs must now be muddy almost to the calf. He vaguely remembered hearing thunder a couple of nights ago and the crash of heavy rain on the roof. If he’d remembered before he would not have headed for the brook. Without his sight, everything was so goddamn difficult. Before he would have walked directly to the bridge, dangled his feet over, and sat for as long as he liked. Now he couldn’t even manage that because he couldn’t navigate well enough to stay out of the mud and muck.

He pulled his foot free again, and struggled to take a step, but he only sank into more mud. Was he moving toward the brook or away from it? He’d become disoriented and made himself pause to listen. He needed to pinpoint the location of the brook and move away from it.

Nash went still, cocking his head to listen. He heard the rush of the breeze through the tree limbs, the chirp of birds high ahead, the singing of a woman, and the burble of the water.

The water was to his...

Nash frowned. Singing?

“I met a young girl there with her face as a rose

And her skin was as fair as the lily that grows

I says, My fair maid, why ramble you so

Can you tell me where the bonny black hare do go”

Her voice was clear and sweet, but Nash knew this song and it was anything but sweet. He tried again to wrest his foot from the mud, but he all but lost his balance and only righted himself at the last moment from falling backward and landing arse-first in the mud.

“The answer she gave me, O, the answer was no

But under me apron they say it do go

And if you’ll not deceive me, I vow and declare

We’ll both go together to hunt the bonny black hare”

The voice was closer now, the song sung lustily and without any self-consciousness. She obviously did not realize she was not alone. Nash tried to clear his throat as her voice came closer, but she was singing too loudly to hear.

“I laid this girl down with her face to the sky

I took out me ramrod, me bullets likewise

Saying, Wrap your legs round me, dig in with your heels

For the closer we get, O, the better it feels”

Nash was still now, wanting to hear the rest of the song. He’d heard the bawdy song many times in one tavern or another, but never sung with such abandon or enthusiasm. Indeed, on that last line, she had belted out, “For the closer we get, O, the better it feels.”

“The birds, they were singing in the bushes and trees

And the song that they sang was”

“Oh!”

Her singing had ended abruptly, and Nash realized she’d seen him.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. Nay, it was more of a demand. As though she owned this garden, and he were the one encroaching. Nash tried to stand up straight and turn his face toward the sound of her voice. She was on the other side of the brook, as near he could calculate, possibly on the other side of the footbridge.

“I think the better question, miss, is what you are doing on my land and how quickly you can leave. Unless you fancy a charge of trespassing, that is.”
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Prudence Howard stared at the man standing by the side of the brook, sunk to the ankles in thick mud. He had wild black hair that swept over his forehead and covered one eye. The visible eye was a lovely blue. If she had been feeling poetic—and she was almost always feeling poetic—she would have called it the blue of the sky before a storm. Or perhaps she thought of storms because his handsome face held a rather stormy expression at the moment.

“Good afternoon,” she called, hoping to see him smile. He was obviously a gentleman. His clothing was of fine quality, though somewhat ill-fitting, as if he had lost weight recently. Her eyes traveled over the rest of him, noting that he was pale as well as thin. Perhaps he had recently been ill.

“Good afternoon?” He scowled, obviously not appreciating her perusal of him. Admittedly, her behavior was rude. Mr. Higginbotham was always chastising her to be less forward and more demure.

Her eyes landed on his mud-covered ankles again and his ebony walking stick, also mired in mud. “Do you need some assistance?” she asked.

“Assistance?” he all but exploded. “I do not need assistance. What I need is for you to get off my land. I will have you charged with trespassing and fined accordingly.”

Oh, my. What a temper! Pru started across the footbridge, wondering how she could assist him and manage not to get stuck herself. “Don’t be silly,” she said as she walked.

He jolted as though something had bit him. Were there snakes in the mud? She dearly hoped not. She had an affinity for all of God’s creatures, but she did wish God had been less creative when it came to snakes and spiders.

“Silly?” he asked, sounding as though he were in pain now.

“Yes. How can anyone trespass here?” She laughed. “It’s nature and beauty, and no one can own nature or beauty.”

He was tracking her movements, though not really looking at her directly. She imagined she looked quite a fright. She was one to speak of beauty when she had always been as plain as the day was long.

“I have news for you, miss. Someone can and does own this part of nature and beauty. And that someone is me.”

She reached the other end of the footbridge and looked down at the slippery bank beneath. “Oh, you must be the Earl of...” She couldn’t remember which earl it was. “The earl who owns that lovely but dilapidated old house.”

“Wentmore.”

“Yes. It’s simply criminal how you have allowed it to languish in such a decrepit state. But also romantic.” She sighed. “On a moonlit night, the place looks almost haunted but also lonely and forlorn. Was that how you wanted it to appear? Are you a reader of gothic novels? Mr. Higginbotham disapproves mightily of gothic novels, but I confess I cannot read enough of them.”

He stared at her with that one stormy blue eye. “Who are you?” he demanded.

She gave a sweeping curtsy. “Miss Prudence Howard, at your service. And you are the Earl of...Butter?”

“My father is the Earl of Beaufort.”

“A pleasure to meet you, my lord.” She gave another sweeping curtsy, but he still did not smile.

“I am not a lord. I’m a younger brother, simply Mister Pope.”

“I see. And you live at Wentmore?”

“I do, and this is my garden.”

“Well, I must commend you on it, sir. I have never seen such a wild and unruly place. I quite adore it. I can see we must be kindred spirits as Mr. Higginbotham often says disruption and disorder follow me wherever I go. But I do so enjoy a mess and a jumble. It makes life more adventurous; don’t you think?”

“No.”

“But it does! Because when everything is a jumble you never know what you will find. Perhaps you will lift a pot and find a hat you haven’t worn in a week or move a stack of books and discover your favorite brooch had been hiding just there. Oh, but I see you scowling and imagine you must envision this mess is one of filth. Not at all. I am very clean. I daresay I dust and sweep as much as the next person, but I have never subscribed to the notion that everything has a place and a place for everything. Why must everything—”

“Miss Howard, was it?” he interrupted.

“Yes. Have I gone on too long?”

“Yes. Is there any chance you might go on about your way at some point before dark?”

She looked up at the sky. Through the canopy of multi-colored leaves, she could still see patches of blue. She judged it not even half past two. Plenty of time before dark. She elected not to point this out, though, as she did not think he would appreciate the observation. Mr. Higginbotham often told her that she should control her tongue and not chatter so much.

“I will, of course, be happy to go on about my way as I have wandered quite a distance from Milcroft.” This was not intentional, of course. She had only intended to take a brief stroll and enjoy the mild weather and sunshine. But as usual, her intentions somehow went awry and she’d ended up miles from home, conversing with the son of an earl. “But I cannot leave you stranded here.”

“I am not stranded.”

She glanced down at the mud. “Are you certain?”

There was that scowl again. She wondered if he had practiced it in the mirror. It was quite effective. “Of course, I am certain.”

“From where I stand, you seem rather stuck. I could—”

“I said I do not need assistance.”

She crossed her arms. “All right then.”

“Good. Then go on your way.”

“Not just yet,” she said. “I want to see how you go about extricating yourself. Purely for educational purposes,” she added quickly when she saw the storm clouds forming on his face again. “I myself have been stuck any number of times after a heavy rain, and I freely admit I could use an effective method of escape.”

The earl’s son pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose as though it pained him. “Miss Howard, I would rather not do this in front of an audience.”

He wouldn’t say such a thing if he was confident in his ability to navigate the muck without falling face first. Men were so confounding. Why would he not just allow her to help him? She supposed it was an issue of pride, in which case, she had to turn the tables so he could protect that pride.

“Sir, I have a confession to make,” she said, trying to sound as helpless as possible. His brow lowered, and she realized she might have overdone it just a tad. “I cannot find my way out of your garden. I am quite lost and need you to help guide me.” She managed to keep from laughing as she spoke and hoped he did not see the way her lips curved. The idea of being lost in this place was ludicrous. She had only arrived in Milcroft two months ago, but she had been here half a dozen times. Even if she had been lost, she would not have minded. She would have enjoyed the adventure of finding her way out.

The earl’s son stood still for a long moment, obviously thinking about what she’d said. “Fine. I’ll help you. Just give me a moment.” He looked toward the brook and then away, twisting his body and seeming to gauge his footing. Pru had an idea of how he might extract himself, but how to offer it?

“Sir, I would feel so much better if you were here beside me,” she said. “Could you hold out your walking stick? I can grasp one end and pull you this way.”

His lips thinned. He was clearly suspicious of her suggestion. But she was glad to see he was no fool. He lifted the walking stick and turned it, so the muddy end was in his hands. So he hadn’t just been born a gentleman, but he had a sense of chivalry as well. He held the top of the stick—the end with the pewter handle—out to her. It was just to the right of where she stood, and she had to adjust her location to grasp it. “I have you,” she said. “Now I shall pull.”

She did just that, pulling him toward her as he lifted his feet and moved through the muck to the firmer ground. At one point her hands slid and she thought she might lose her grip, thus causing her to go flying into the mud beside him. Fortunately enough she managed to hold on as he reached the slight slope at the edge of the bank. He’d have to pull harder to make it up the slope and she compensated by digging her heels in and leaning back.

Too late, she realized the man had anticipated having to exert more effort to climb up the slope, and being a gentleman, had not wanted to disturb her footing. He had actually lessened his pull on the stick. Which meant when she pulled harder, he came tumbling forward and crashed into her, sending them both sprawling on the leaf-strewn ground.

For just a moment Pru lay still, the breath knocked out of her and her head ringing a bit from being jounced on the ground. Then she realized her breath hadn’t been knocked out at all, but the earl’s son was lying on top of her and squishing the air out of her lungs. He swore, and she had a sudden image of what the two of them must look like. She probably had leaves in her hair and dirt on her nose, and he was covered to the knee in mud and trying to find a way to push off her. Oh, dear. If Mr. Higginbotham were to see her now, he would deliver a fiery sermon, indeed.

The whole situation struck her as amusing, and she giggled.

“You find this humorous?” the earl’s son said in that gruff tone of his.

For some reason the fact that he took it all so seriously only made everything seem even funnier, and she started laughing.

“Stop that at once!” Mr. Pope ordered, finally managing to wriggle off her.

Well, Pru never could obey an order. She had an allergy to authority, her father always said, and she only laughed harder. Try as she might to quell her guffaws, they only grew. “I’m sorry,” she said between laughs. “I don’t know why I should find this so amusing.”

“Neither do I.” He struggled to his feet and then reached down, feeling for his walking stick. It was on the other side of her, so she handed it to him. He held out a hand, and she quelled her chuckles long enough to take it and allow him to assist her to her feet. He looked quite disreputable now. His black hair had leaves in it and fell so that it almost obscured both of his blue eyes. His clothing was rumpled and dirty, and what must have been once-lovely boots were ruined by the mud.

“I should see you home,” he began, but Pru interrupted.

“No, that’s not necessary.” And then she wished she had not spoken because she sensed he had been about to give an excuse as to why he couldn’t see her home, and she was curious to hear it.

He grunted and looked about. “I find I am all turned around. If you could point me in the direction of Wentmore, I should be obliged.”

He was rattled, and she understood completely. She was a bit churned up inside herself after that unexpected tumble. Still, that didn’t explain what she did next. Perhaps it was his stiff demeanor, so out of place in a garden while covered with dirt. She grasped his shoulders and bodily turned him to face the path leading back to the estate. He stiffened at her touch and seemed happy to step away when she said, “This way.”

“You’ll be able to find your own way home?”

“Oh, quite,” she said, waving her hand. She knew a shortcut through the brush to the village road. She only took it when she had stayed later than she should as the thick underbrush snagged her skirts, but that wouldn’t matter today. Her skirts were already a lost cause. She watched Mr. Pope start away and then turned and scampered back the way she had come. A glance over her shoulder showed her he was intent on his path and not watching her. A little while later, she was well on her way and safely out of his hearing. With a deep breath, she returned to her song.

“The birds they were singing in the bushes and trees.

The song that they sang was, O she's easy to please.

I felt her heart quiver and I knew what I'd done.

Says I, Have you had enough of my old sporting gun?"

“But of course she hasn’t had enough of his sporting gun,” Pru said to herself. Then hummed a bit as she couldn’t remember the way the next verse began. So she sang again, “I felt her heart quiver and I knew what I'd done.”

Her own heart had quivered when Mr. Pope had landed on top of her. Perhaps that was why she’d been unable to stop laughing. He’d smelled clean, and the weight of him, when he’d stopped crushing her, was pleasant enough. She supposed it was a good thing she was plain and all but invisible to most men, else she might be as much a wanton as the wench in the song.

Ah, and that reminded her of the next verse.

“Oh, the answer she gave me, her answer was, Nay.

It's not often, young sportsman, that you come this way.

But if your powder is good and your bullets play fair,

Why don't you keeping firing at the bonny black hare?"

Pru emerged from the garden by degrees. First the trees thinned, then the flowering bushes receded, and finally the green graduated to yellow and brown as she started toward the road leading to Milcroft. She didn’t know why the garden should hold on to the green of summer when the rest of the world had succumbed to the colors of autumn. Perhaps it was some sort of enchantment.

Oh, but she could weave a vastly entertaining story about fairy queens and enchantments, but then she would grow lost in her thoughts and be late for supper. She might be late anyway. And so she lifted her skirts and ran most of the way back to the village.

When she reached the vicarage, she slowed, and tucked the loose pieces of her hair behind her ears. She could hear Mrs. Blimkin at work by the clank of pots and pans. Pru glanced at the sky and figured supper was still being prepared and not being put away. With Mrs. Blimkin busy in the kitchen, it would be better to enter through the main door, though that meant Pru risked being spotted by the vicar. But perhaps he was in his small library, hard at work on the sermon he was to give tomorrow. Or he might be dozing by the fire. If she was quiet, she might be able to sneak upstairs, wash and change, and no one would be the wiser.

Pru was quiet. She was exceedingly quiet, but Mr. Higginbotham had been waiting for her, and was ready with a lecture and a preview of the sermon he would give the next morning.

***
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She recognized the sermon Sunday when she sat in the first pew, her head facing forward, her gaze never wavering from her guardian as he preached about the Fires of Hell and Eternal Damnation. Pru did not think God would damn her for enjoying a garden he himself had created, and she did wonder if God really valued cleanliness as much as the vicar seemed to believe. She hadn’t argued these points, of course. Her own parents were also deeply religious. In fact, they had left several months ago on a mission trip to the Far East. Having grown up with parents who had given her a similar version of Mr. Higginbotham’s sermon many times, Pru had learned not to argue.

Her questions and comments would only be deemed heretical, and then she would be given an even longer lecture. By the age of eight, Pru had realized there was no common sense to be had in religion. She might try to look at the whole thing logically and reasonably, but this only seemed the path to more trouble. Better for everyone if she thought of religion as little as possible.

And so she gave every appearance of listening to Mr. Higginbotham intently, but in reality she was hoping he would shut up so that the congregation could sing the next song and she could look about again. She had never before seen Mr. Pope in church, but that did not mean he would not attend this morning.

She had given surreptitious glances to her right during an earlier hymn, and during the next hymn she intended to give surreptitious glances to her left. Finally, the signing commenced, and Pru stood, her muscles cramped from being forced to remain so still for so long. She looked about under the guise of being moved by the song, but she saw no one new or interesting.

At the end of the service, she was eager to return to the vicarage and change out of her itchy Sunday dress and into one of her more comfortable day dresses, but the vicar informed her they were to dine with Mr. and Mrs. Dawson and would need to walk there directly.

The Dawsons were one of the wealthier families in Milcroft. Pru hadn’t been in the village long, but there were some things one learned right away. They had no children, but they did have three small dogs, and Pru enjoyed throwing a ball for the pups and feeding them scraps she sneaked under the table. The Dawsons were tedious but could be borne except on Sundays when she was forced to wear the stiff white dress with the high, itchy collar.

Pru did not complain, though. Firstly, it would be of no use. Secondly, the vicar would only tell her she was an ungrateful child, and she already knew that. She held her tongue and walked with the vicar until they reached the manicured lawns of the Dawsons’ home. The Dawsons had a small garden with pruned roses and perfectly even hedges. Pru found it utterly lacking in imagination. No fairy queens had cast any enchantments here, but to her surprise and delight, once they entered the house, she discovered they were to be joined at dinner by Mr. Langford, who was the village surgeon.

Mr. Langford was not as ancient as the Dawsons and the vicar, being only about forty, and he always had interesting and bloody tales to tell about accidents involving sharp farm implements and butcher knives. More importantly, Mr. Langford did not treat every question she asked as an opportunity to lecture her. She might ask him about the Earl of Beaufort and his son and receive more than a lesson on gossip.

Of course, the vicar and Mrs. Dawson might still consider the conversation gossip, but they would never dream of chastising Mr. Langford.

Pru waited through the chatter about the weather and the meal and the lovely sermon and was rewarded by Mr. Langford recalling how he had been called to the home of the Finker family because one of their children—who could say which one—had got his head stuck between the railings on the stair.

“Oh, but I hardly see as they would need a surgeon for that,” Mrs. Dawson said. “I would imagine some goose grease or butter would do the trick.”

“And that is what I prescribed, Mrs. Dawson,” Langford said with a smile. “But I’m afraid Mrs. Finker had not thought of that and had come to the conclusion that the little one would have to lose an ear in order to be set free. She had a knife waiting and handed it to me quite solemnly when I arrived. Do it quicky, Mr. Langford, she told me. Don’t let him suffer.

“At least I think that is what she said. It was difficult to hear over the child’s wailing.”

Pru could picture the scene and smiled at the poor child’s distress, thinking his ear was about to be severed from his head. Was it horrible of her to think if she were the surgeon that it would have been amusing to pretend—just for a moment—that she would actually sever the ear?

“But I soon calmed the child and assured him I would not need the knife. I greased him up like a Christmas goose and pulled him free easily enough.”

“Ridiculous waste of your time,” Mr. Higginbotham said. “You must have more important matters to tend to.”

“I did not mind,” Langford said, smiling at Pru across the table. She took that as her opportunity.

“I wonder, Mr. Langford, if you have ever been to Wentmore to treat the occupants there. I saw the earl’s son yesterday, and he looked quite thin and pale.”

Silence fell and the other diners looked so shocked one would have thought a massive boulder had crashed down from the sky and flattened the dining table.

“You saw Mr. Pope yesterday?” her guardian asked.

“Yes,” she said carefully, now aware she had made a misstep somewhere. Pru was not unfamiliar with the tightening in her belly that seemed to squeeze all the food she had eaten into an oily blob. Her mother always said trouble followed her like a hungry puppy. Pru often wondered if that puppy’s belly would ever fill.

“Did you speak to him?” Mrs. Dawson asked, her voice rising.

“Yes.” Pru looked around the table. Everyone was staring at her, wide-eyed, even Mr. Dawson who had been half-asleep in his chair a few moments before. “Is that unusual?” Pru asked finally because she hated silence and hated being stared at, and both had become the preferred activities at the dining table.

“I forget you arrived only two months ago,” Mrs. Dawson said.

“No one has seen Mr. Pope in over a year,” the vicar said. “The earl gave him use of Wentmore when he returned from the war, and he’s not stepped foot outside in all that time. The last time anyone saw him was about three months after he took up residence. A fire began in the kitchen and a few of the village men rushed to help put it out.”

“My nephew was one of those who rendered assistance,” Mrs. Dawson added, “and he said Mr. Pope ran everyone off with a pistol.”

“How was the fire contained?” Pru asked.

“Mrs. Brown probably put it out,” Mr. Langford said. “She is the housekeeper there and the only servant Pope will keep. I doubt she’s been paid in a year, but she has been with the family since she was old enough to mop and dust, and she stays out of loyalty.”

“That seems quite noble,” Pru said.

“It’s dangerous,” Langford said. “Pope is dangerous. If you see him again, go the other way. I was at Wentmore this summer because Mr. Pope shot a man.”

Pru inhaled sharply.

“Oh, Mr. Langford, please do not tell that gruesome tale again,” Mrs. Dawson said in a tone that all but begged the surgeon to tell the tale and with as much detail as he could muster.

“I am afraid I must, Mrs. Dawson,” Mr. Langford said. “Miss Howard needs to know the danger she was in.”

“Oh, dear.” Mrs. Dawson produced a fan and began to wave it in front of her face.

“I do not think Mr. Pope would have shot me,” Pru said. “I was not a threat to him.”

“Neither was the man he shot,” Langford said. “In fact, the man was a friend of his. Pope served under Lieutenant-Colonel Draven in the war.” He paused as though this name should mean something to Pru. “You’ve not heard of Draven?”

“Should I have?”

“He commanded one of the most skilled troops ever assembled. Along with Wellington, Draven is credited as one of the men most responsible for the defeat of Napoleon. His troop was comprised of highly skilled gentlemen. Not heirs to any titles, but third and fourth sons for the most part. None of the men were expected to come home again. Twelve of the thirty did, and they are hailed as heroes.”

It did not seem to Pru as though Mr. Pope was being hailed as any sort of hero. “What was Mr. Pope’s skill?” she asked.

“Sharpshooting,” Mr. Dawson said, speaking for the first time since they’d sat down at the table. “One of the best in England. I saw him shoot when he was younger, before he went off to war,” Dawson said. “He never missed, and his aim was always perfect.”

“I rather think the Scotsman he shot would have preferred his aim less perfect. Apparently, two of his former brothers-in-arms came to visit him and instead of greeting them warmly, Pope opened fire,” Langford said. “I was called to treat the Scotsman. He was a big man and I expected him to make a full recovery. He left before I could do much more than remove the pistol ball and stitch him up. Apparently, Pope threatened to shoot him again if he stayed.”

Mrs. Dawson fanned her face violently, her eyes bright with interest.

“I don’t think it’s a breach of confidence to say that the house was a shambles,” Langford said. “I’ve no doubt Mrs. Brown does her best, but the place was dusty and in extreme disorder—chairs turned over, candle wax on the floor, rugs with holes in them.”

“I don’t understand why Lord Beaufort has not come and taken his son in hand,” Mr. Higginbotham said.

“I heard that the earl sent his son here to die. He told him to leave the family home in Richmond and that he never wanted to see him again.”

Pru gasped. “Oh, but that’s horrible. Surely no father would ever disown his own child.” Even as the words left her lips, Pru knew she was wrong. Hadn’t her own father all but disowned her? She still remembered the day they told her they had accepted a post in the Far East to serve as missionaries. Pru had asked, “Where will we live?” and her parents had said, not unkindly but firmly, “You will not be coming with us.”

“The point is,” the vicar said, “Mr. Pope is dangerous, and I do not want you near him, Prudence.”

“Yes, sir.”

“To think you might have been shot and killed!” Mrs. Dawson said.

“I really do not think I was in any danger of that,” Pru said. After all, Mr. Pope had been stuck in mud, and the only weapon he had with him had been that fierce scowl.

“Oh, you might think his injury prevents him from aiming true, but I saw the Scotsman,” Langford said. “Mr. Pope is still a good shot.”

“What injury?” Pru asked, trying to remember if she’d seen Mr. Pope walk with a limp or show any sign he favored one arm. He had looked thin and a bit wan but not injured.

“You did not notice?” Langford asked.

Pru shook her head.

“Mr. Pope is blind.”
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Three
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Nash sat in his dining room nursing a headache. Rowden certainly wasted no time in clearing the house of anything decent to drink. He’d put cup after cup of coffee and tea before Nash but nothing stronger. He’d also managed to have three meals served on Sunday. Nash hadn’t been able to eat much as his belly was used to a liquid diet, but he’d eaten enough that Rowden stopped badgering him.

Rowden was somewhere in the house right now, crashing about, making notes of what needed to be done or undone. Nash just wanted a whiskey or a brandy. Hell, he would have settled for cooking wine, but he’d already searched the kitchen in vain.

He took another sip of his weak tea and closed his eyes. A few moments later Rowden entered and tore open the curtains. “Must you do that?” Nash asked, turning his face from the light.

“You look like a ghost,” Rowden said. “You need fresh air and sunlight.”

Nash scowled. “Since when did you ever care about either? You’ve spent most of your life sleeping all day and battering men for money in the back of a tavern at night.”

“Ah, the good old days,” Rowden said fondly. “But now I spend a number of days giving nobs like you lessons in pugilism at Mostyn’s studio. The sunlight does wonders for my disposition.”

“My disposition is just fine,” Nash said.

“You do seem in a cheery mood. What was that tune you were humming?”

Nash started. “Humming?”

“When I came in, you were humming.”

“You must be hearing things.” But Nash suspected he had been humming. Ever since meeting Miss Howard in the informal gardens, he hadn’t been able to extricate “Bonny Black Hare” from his head. The song went around and around, and the worst part was he heard it sung in her clear, high voice.

“Well?” Rowden said and Nash realized he must have been speaking while Nash wasn’t attending.

“Well, what?”

“Will you come outside and hear my plans?”

“You have plans?”

“Clearly, someone needs a plan. Unless you would prefer to be shut away in an asylum for the rest of your miserable life.”

Nash did not answer.

“Come on. Up you go,” Rowden said.

“Bloody damn hell, but I hate this cheerful side of you,” Nash said, rising to his feet.

“I hate it too. I much prefer knocking men down to pulling them up, but then I owe you at least this much.”

Nash looked at Rowden, trying to see him with his one good eye, but it was too bright with the curtains open. “You don’t owe me anything.”

Rowden didn’t say anything until they were outside. Nash would never admit it, but the crisp autumn air did seem to infuse him with energy. His headache subsided slightly, and he lifted his head so the breeze might catch his hair.

“You saved my life at least three times,” Rowden said, pausing at the bottom of the steps leading to the front door. Nash was carefully navigating them, knowing depth perception was all but impossible with only one half-blind eye.

“I was doing my job,” Nash said once he reached the solid ground. He followed Rowden into a patch of sunlight and was relieved when the other man sank onto a square of brown grass. At least he wouldn’t be made to walk about. Although a small part of him wondered if he would encounter the unpredictable Miss Howard again.

“You were damn good at your job,” Rowden said. “Two of the times you saved my life, I didn’t even see the men coming.”

“I had a good vantage point.”

“You were also good at what you did.”

Nash didn’t answer. Good at what you did. Of course, Rowden wouldn’t say it outright. Nash was good at killing men. Sometimes he had killed them when they threatened his friends. But sometimes he had killed them simply because they might be a threat. And sometimes he’d made mistakes...

“We all came back with scars,” Rowden said quietly after they’d been sitting in the sun long enough for Nash’s cheeks to feel warm. “Some of us have visible scars, like you. But we all have to come to terms with what we did and who we are now. The war changed us.”

Nash lifted a hand and slashed the air angrily, cutting Rowden off. “That’s easy for you to say. You still have your sight. I’ll never see again.” He was surprised at how bitter his voice sounded. He hadn’t said the words out loud very often, but in his mind, they hadn’t sounded quite so petulant.

“You will never see again,” Rowden said, and the words were like the final nail in Nash’s coffin. “But you are alive and the rest of you is in good working order. You can marry, have children—”

“What woman would want me?”

“Hell, what woman would want any of us? Yet, I keep receiving marriage announcements. Mostyn is going to be a father.”

Nash had been lounging on his elbows but now he sat up. Ewan Mostyn had been the Protector of the group, a big man with little to say and no charm to speak of. Nash had watched him toss men as though they were mere ragdolls. He could not imagine the large brute as a father.

“That was my response too,” Rowden said, obviously observing Nash’s shock. “But his wife told me herself.”

“The child would be two before Ewan said anything to you,” Nash observed.

Rowden laughed, and Nash smiled. It did feel good to smile. It had been a long time.

“Now that I have improved your mood, let’s discuss how we might keep you out of Bedlam,” Rowden said.

It was all very well to make plans and talk about the future on a sunny, cool autumn day when Nash had slept the night before and his mind was clear. Nash had made many such plans on days like this. Today was a good day.

But he knew better than to assume the good days would continue. He might have a stretch of three or four before The Cloud descended and he had a dozen bad days. Those days were so dark, so bleak, so devastating, it could take weeks to climb out.

When he was caught in The Cloud, Nash couldn’t stop his mind from going over and over the mistakes he’d made in his life. In particular, the mistakes he’d made in Draven’s troop. The innocents he’d killed. The men who hadn’t died right away after he’d shot them. Men who he’d watched writhe on the ground, crying, begging for help as their blood and their life seeped slowly away and they died a slow, agonizing death.

When he was caught in The Cloud, even the act of breathing seemed to take too much effort.

“Maybe I should go to an asylum,” Nash said after a long moment of silence.

“If that was your attitude, you could have saved me a trip here,” Rowden said, his voice filled with annoyance.

“I didn’t ask you to come.”

“But I came anyway.” Rowden’s voice was steely.

“For the money.”

“For friendship and brotherhood. Because I’m your friend. Mayne and Fortescue are your friends. We’re trying to help you.”

Nash stood. “I don’t want your help.”

“Clearly. The last time Fortescue was here, you shot at him. You wounded Duncan Murray.”

Nash raked a hand through his hair. “I didn’t know it was Murray.”

“Who did you think it was?”

Nash didn’t answer. It sounded too mad, too unreasonable.

“You thought it was the French. You thought you were under attack,” Rowden said calmly.

Nash sank back to the ground. “I told you I belong in an asylum.”

“You think I don’t wake up sweating some nights, about to piss myself from fear over some imagined threat? You think Neil and Jasper and Colin don’t remember the faces of the men they killed, the screams of horses, and the cries of widows and orphans?”
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