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Ines

“She is an unmarried young lady,” her brother-in-law said. “It’s absolutely out of the question.”

Ines narrowed her eyes in annoyance, even though neither Benedict Draven nor her sister, Catarina, could see her. She was eavesdropping. Again. She hadn’t meant to—not this time. She’d been passing by the drawing room and heard her name. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t eavesdrop on her sister and brother-in-law. They were married and deserved their privacy. But that promise did not apply in case of emergency. And this obviously qualified as an emergency as their discussion pertained to her future.

“We cannot keep her here, under lock and key, forever,” Catarina said calmly. “She is young and wants some independence. It is not as though she is one of your fine Society ladies. She is a lacemaker.”

“She’s part of my family now, and I won’t have her living alone above the shop. Even if I thought it was safe, you know her temperament.”

Ines bristled but restrained herself from interjecting as that would only prove Draven’s point.

“I was a bit wild at her age too,” Catarina said, a smile in her voice. “If you remember.”

Draven made a sound of dismissal. “That was war, and you were desperate.”

“Yes, desperate to escape an arranged marriage to a cruel old man.”

Ines nodded her head—she’d been facing a similar fate at one time. She’d run away with Catarina when, at the tender age of fourteen, their father had tried to marry her to one of his friends. She didn’t like to think of how close she’d come to being trapped forever. Of course, when she’d escaped, she’d thought she was embarking on an exhilarating adventure. The reality was hours of detailed work in the back of a shop with other lacemakers. Her only excitement had been attending mass on Sundays. Ines ran a finger over a rough piece of paint on the wall and scratched at it as Draven spoke again.

“Why don’t we see how things progress with Mr. Podmore?”

Podmore. Ines almost retched aloud. Mr. Podmore must be the most tedious person in London, if not the whole of England. Probably the entire world. He was forever going on about carriages. He was a successful cartwright, and his conveyances were known for their sturdiness and reliability. He’d once spoken for a quarter hour, uninterrupted, on the importance of wheel spokes. Ines had almost fallen asleep. She would never allow herself to be pushed into a marriage with a man like Podmore. She wanted passion, excitement...danger.

“I am afraid the interest there is all on one side,” Catarina said. “But perhaps if they pursue an enjoyable activity together, it might help. I will suggest a ride in the park when he arrives today.”

Ines started. Podmore was to call on her today? Caramba! She had to escape before he arrived or she might be trapped with him for hours, and she simply could not listen to another monologue on wheel spokes.

Ines stepped back and bumped into someone. She spun around and stared into the face of Ward, Draven’s butler. He was only a little taller than she. His head was bald, but a shadow of stubble darkened his cheeks. “Ward!” she hissed. “What are you doing there?”

It was a ridiculous question. Ward was everywhere. One never knew when or where he would turn up.

The butler raised a brow. “I might ask you the same question, Miss Neves.”

She blew out a breath. This was why she wanted to live above the shop. There was no privacy here. Her color rose as she realized how hypocritical that thought was considering she was the one eavesdropping.

On the other hand, Ward was eavesdropping as well... Ines straightened her shoulders. “I will pretend I did not see you, if you pretend you did not see me.”

“Happily, miss.”

Ines started for the front door, but Ward cleared his throat. She turned back. “What is it now?”

“Mr. Murray will arrive and knock on the door any moment. I suggest you exit another way.”

Ines had no idea how Ward always knew who was coming and who was going and when they would appear, but she was too stunned by the mention of Duncan Murray to say anything.

The image of the Scotsman immediately flashed into her mind. All she had was his image as she had never been introduced to him. Ines had only glimpsed him through cracks in doorways. But those quick peeks had shown her quite enough to arouse her interest. He was tall, oh so wonderfully tall, and big and strong. She liked big men, men who had to turn to the side to fit their shoulders through the door and duck under the lintel to avoid banging their head. Mr. Murray had thick arms and legs—she’d seen his legs because he often wore a kilt. They were muscled and covered by brown hair. He had quite a lot of hair. The hair on his head was long enough to pull back in a queue, which was how he wore it when he visited. But she imagined untying the piece of leather securing his hair and running her hands through the freed locks. Then maybe he’d kiss her with those lips that always seemed to give everyone a mocking half smile. She’d feel the bristle of his two days’ worth of stubble.

She didn’t need to have met him to know he was a man of passion, excitement, and danger.

“Are you well, Miss Neves?” Ward asked.

Ines realized she’d been standing still, staring off into space. “Yes, why?” she asked quickly.

“Your face has gone red and your breathing has quickened.”

“I am thirsty,” she said, putting her hands to her hot cheeks. “I think I shall go to the kitchens and ask for a cup of tea.” She walked away as rapidly as she could, certain Ward had known exactly what was causing her cheeks to color. Once in the kitchen, she didn’t see the cook, and she set about heating water to make her own cup of tea. She didn’t really want any tea, but she needed something to do while she calmed her thoughts.

She had to hide somewhere until Podmore had gone. But if she left, she would miss the chance to spy on Mr. Murray’s arrival. She would have to sneak around because Benedict always met with the Scot in private. Ines had once overheard—very well, listened in—when Catarina told Draven that Murray was wild and would be a bad influence on Ines. Benedict had said that of course he was. That was why the troop had called him the Lunatic. A description like that only made Duncan Murray more intriguing.

She had to find a way to meet him one day.

Ines heard a carriage stop outside the house and groaned aloud. Today would not be that day, obviously. Murray always came on a horse. Podmore always came in a carriage. He had several—a gig, a curricle, a barouche. She knew all about them. She had to escape now or she’d be forced to spend the afternoon with him, and it was such a lovely afternoon—warm and sunny and far too pretty to spend with dull Mr. Podmore. If she could avoid him today, she would be spared his company for the next few days as tomorrow her family was to travel to the country for the wedding of the sister of the Duke of Mayne.

Ines left the cup of tea brewing on the table, wiped her hands on the apron, and crossed the room to the courtyard door. She opened it, peeked out, and when she didn’t see any of the servants about, stepped outside and closed the door behind her. Sheets and table linens hung on a line to dry and a half-painted chair had been abandoned in a corner. She could hide here for a little while, but a few sheets would not provide much cover. She had to find somewhere Catarina wouldn’t think to look.

She heard a coachman speak to the horses out on the street, and an idea came to her. She would hide in Podmore’s carriage. No one would look for her there. She could hide inside until Podmore came back, then slip out the opposite side when he returned. She would miss his visit completely.

Pleased with her plan, Ines opened the courtyard gate, slipped outside, and went around the side of the house, where she spotted the carriage. It didn’t look exactly like the one Podmore had showed her last time. It wasn’t as shiny and didn’t have gold accents. This was much plainer, though she was certain he could make it sound like the most amazing carriage ever constructed. 

The coachman had left his box and was speaking with a deliveryman nearby. His absence made Ines’s task easier. She walked to the door of the coach, careful to stay low so the coachman would not see her through the windows. But even that was not a worry as the coach’s curtains were closed. She opened one door, slipped inside, and closed it again. In the darkness, she couldn’t help but smile at her own cunning.

She sat back, prepared to wait until she heard Podmore returning. The squabs were comfortable but not as luxurious as she’d anticipated. Where was the velvet Podmore insisted upon? Perhaps he had realized that velvet seats in summer were far too warm. The heat in the closed space was already making her uncomfortable and sleepy.

A few minutes passed, and then a few more, and she heard the coachman climb back on his box. The coach started moving a few minutes later, which was to be expected. They were looking for her inside the house, and Podmore would not want his horses to stand for too long.

Ines was rather used to riding in coaches now, though she had never even seen a coach in the tiny village where she’d grown up. But even after having ridden in coaches dozens of times the past five years, she still enjoyed the feeling of being carried by a momentum not her own. She closed her heavy eyes and waited for the horses to come to a stop outside Draven’s house again. She should probably hop out as soon as the coach stopped. Podmore would have given up on her by now and might be waiting for his coach to carry him home. She would exit on the street and try to sneak back into the house via the courtyard.

Catarina would scold her, but Ines was not sorry. She had told her sister she did not care for Mr. Podmore and that she did not wish to marry any man that she didn’t love. She wanted a man who could offer passion, excitement, and—Catarina usually cut her off by then. Her sister treated Ines’s pronouncement the same way she treated Ines’s requests to move to the little room above the lace shop: with a big sigh. Her older sister seemed to forget that when she had been only a little older than Ines, she had run off on her own and tried to find a husband to save her from the marriage her father had arranged. Not long after, Catarina had swooped in the night before Ines was to be married and offered to take Ines with her to Spain. Ines had agreed, eager to escape a life she hadn’t wanted. But now, when Ines craved a little freedom of her own, Catarina still treated her like the girl of only fourteen.

The way Catarina babied her infuriated Ines, but emotional scenes did not sway Catarina. They’d grown up with a violent father who often screamed and yelled for hours. That was before he used his fists. Catarina was not impressed if Ines yelled or stamped her foot or even if she cried. Ines was not ashamed to admit she’d tried all three tactics. Now she would have to think of something else. Perhaps if she took on more responsibility at the lace shop. She could prove that she could be trusted with greater obligations. She pondered that idea for a little while.

She must have fallen asleep because when she jerked awake, she was surprised to find her muscles stiff, as though she had been in the same position for some time. Then she noticed the heat of the day had faded and the noise of London, a noise she had become so accustomed to, had quieted. At the same time, she realized the carriage was still moving. Why was it still moving? Wouldn’t the coachman have just made a circle or two and returned to her home to collect Podmore? Ines snatched open the curtains closest to her and stared out into a field dotted with sheep. She opened the curtains on the other side, heart pounding, and stared at a small cottage.

This was not London.

This was not Podmore’s coach.

***
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STRATFORD

Stratford Fortescue sat in a chair on a hill overlooking his family’s estate, the sun on his face, and the wind ruffling his hair. He could relax now that the baron had gone inside after the picnic lunch. His mother and aunt had strolled away, heads together as usual, but his cousins and siblings and their spouses were enjoying a game of lawn bowls at the base of the low hill. He had an excellent view of the prospect of Odham Abbey from this vantage point. The building was undeniably Georgian in design, though the original structure had been Tudor. In the eighteenth century, the Tudor origins had been covered by granite and white paint and fashioned into a Palladian mansion.

Even as a child, Stratford had liked the clean lines of the house and its perfect symmetry. A year shy of thirty, he was a man of logic and reason. He’d studied the art of war and was known for his ability to develop efficient yet ingenious strategies to win even when the odds seemed improbable. Stratford liked simple elegance in a house and in a plan. His older siblings had invited Stratford to join their games, but he had declined. He’d spent the last few months in London surrounded by inane conversation. He had no desire to subject himself to more if it could be avoided. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy the company at the country house. Indeed, he only ever came if there were guests. Less risk of being alone with the baron then.

But even in the midst of a house party, Stratford enjoyed his solitude. Besides, if he joined the group, someone would want something from him. He’d long ago been designated the lowest ranking family member; he was always the one sent to fetch and deliver and squire.

Even his Aunt Harriet and his cousins ranked above Stratford in the unwritten family hierarchy. She was not really his aunt. She was related to his mother in some form or fashion—his mother’s second cousin or some such thing. It was easier to call her his aunt and her children his cousins. Before her husband had died, the so-called aunt and uncle had produced four females and a male. Not a one of the distant female cousins was married, and their brother was all of ten and off at school, which meant Stratford was always taking this Wellesley sister or that one to some ball or other. He could use a moment’s peace. Of course, as soon as he thought it, one of the cousins started up the hill toward him. It was Abigail Wellesley, the youngest of the quartet of daughters. At fifteen, she was not yet out, but Stratford was certain she’d be dragging him about Town next Season.

She smiled at him, her blue eyes bright against her pink cheeks. She wasn’t wearing her bonnet, and Stratford motioned to the white umbrella swaying in the breeze. “You’d better cower under that or your mother will have your head.”

Abigail made a face. “I like a little sun on my cheeks.” But she sat dutifully under the umbrella. When he didn’t say anything, she started in. “I tired of the game. Hester kept winning, and she has a bad habit of gloating.”

“Behavior not to be borne,” he drawled.

“I wish we could go back to London. There’s nothing to do here. Surely you wish you could go back to London, Stratford.” She meant because the baron didn’t want Stratford here. Even a girl of fifteen could see Stratford did not belong.

“No,” he said flatly because even though things were awkward at Odham Abbey, he was used to it. And he’d had enough of Town for the moment. He had enjoyed it while Duncan Murray had been there. The Scot was always interesting company. But Duncan was probably on his way back to Scotland by now, and though Stratford hadn’t really wanted to come home, when his mother requested his presence, he hadn’t been able to think of an excuse to stay away.

“You’re like Emmeline,” Abigail announced. Emmeline was her eldest sister, the one his aunt despaired of ever marrying. She was also the other reason Stratford had come to Odham Abbey. He would not have missed the chance to spend a few days in Emmeline’s company for anything.

Stratford did not take Abigail’s bait, so she fed him more. “She doesn’t like London either. In fact, I heard her tell Marjorie she was not returning.”

When Stratford still didn’t respond, Abigail said, “Can you imagine that?”

“I am certain your mother will have something to say about it.”

“She doesn’t know,” Abigail said. “No one knows what Emmeline has planned, except Marjorie and me, because I overheard.”

Stratford was not really interested in what any of the Wellesley girls had planned. But he peered down at the lawn to catch a glimpse of Emmeline—just a glimpse. He was not so far gone as to watch her constantly or follow her about. He had his pride.

Emmeline wasn’t with the others. He was not alarmed. She’d probably gone inside. Except he didn’t remember her being at the picnic. Come to think of it, he couldn’t recall seeing her all afternoon.

“Where is Emmeline?” he asked.

“I can’t tell you,” Abigail said.

Stratford sat straight and gave the girl his full attention. “What do you mean?”

“It’s a secret. I wasn’t even supposed to have heard. Emmeline swore Marjorie to secrecy.”

“Did she go to take a nap?”

Abigail smiled. “No. She’s not even here.” Her hands flew to her mouth, and she looked horrified. “I mean, I mean—”

“Where is she?” Stratford asked, looking directly at Abigail. The girl shrank slightly.

“I told you I can’t say.”

But she’d wanted to tell someone. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have come up here looking for someone to confide in. Stratford’s skill was in strategy, but even he didn’t have to work very hard to figure out how to make Abigail talk. “Abigail, either you tell me where Emmeline has gone or I will fetch your Mama and tell her exactly what you were up to in London.”

Abigail’s eyes went wide. “How did you know?” she breathed.

He hadn’t known, and he still didn’t know. The statement had been a calculated risk, and as usual it had paid off. “It’s my job to know things like that. Now talk or I call for Auntie Harriet.”

“Very well! Emmeline has run away.”

Stratford frowned. “Run away? Where?”

Abigail tossed her dark curls. “To the posting house, of course. There she will catch the coach.”

Stratford’s heart nearly stopped. This was worse than he could have imagined. If it had been any of the other sisters, he wouldn’t have believed it, but Emmeline was just bold enough to do something like that. “Which coach?”

“I don’t know. Whichever one would take her furthest from London. She said she would not be made to suffer another failed Season. She’d rather die. You won’t tell Mama now, will you? I told you what I know.”

Stratford didn’t answer. He was already striding down the hill and toward the stable. One of his brothers called after him, but he simply waved and went on. If he stopped to explain, he would surely miss Emmeline. He’d probably missed her already. Devil take that woman. He’d always known she had a mind of her own—everyone knew that—but she’d also seemed rather level-headed for a female. Why would she run off like this? Abigail must be mistaken. He hoped this was all a misunderstanding.

Stratford flagged down a groom and in a few minutes rode away from the house and toward the posting house. When he arrived, it was as he’d expected. He’d missed the coach. When he’d asked if the proprietor had seen Miss Emmeline Wellesley, the proprietor frowned. “What does she look like, sir?”

“She’s beau—” he began. Then shook his head. What was he saying? She was Emmeline. Stratford cleared his throat. “She has dark hair, quite dark, almost black, in fact. It’s dreadfully glossy in the right light, and she wears it draped over one shoulder with a loose curl that falls down over one...” He cleared his throat. “Er—blue eyes, medium height, Rubenesque figure.”

The proprietor, a man of sixty or so, with a weathered face and red hands, drew his brows together. “What’s that mean?”

“Never mind. Have you seen her?”

“I didn’t see any fine ladies, but then I weren’t looking for any. I did see one female. She that seemed a bit out of place.”

“How so?

“It’s a warm day, but she were all wrapped up in her cloak. I didn’t get a look at her face.”

Stratford did not want it to be Emmeline, but the description fit. A woman who hadn’t wanted anyone to see her face would wear a cloak on a warm day. Emmeline was a clever woman. The proprietor told him the coach’s next stop, which would be a brief one simply to change horses. But he added, “Just follow the Great Northern Road. You’ll catch her.”

As Stratford mounted his horse again, he reflected that he had been trying to catch Emmeline his whole life. He’d tried for years to catch her attention and her interest, but she never treated him any differently than she treated anyone else in his family. And he would rather keep his feelings to himself than be made a fool of by announcing them when they were not returned.

And so he would bring Emmeline back, preferably before his mother or aunt realized she was missing. In that case he’d be sent after her anyway, but his departure would be accompanied by much wailing and gnashing of teeth. If he could bring Emmeline back quickly and quietly, all the fuss and theatrics could be avoided. Not that Stratford believed bringing her back would be easy. She had some reason for running away, but she was generally a sensible woman. She didn’t disappear onto the terrace with men at balls and didn’t drink too much at garden parties or offer to show her skill at the pianoforte at musicales.

In fact, Stratford thought as he spurred his horse to a gallop in the hope of catching the coach before it advanced too far ahead, except for her tendency to be outspoken, she was no trouble to chaperone at all. She was a wallflower. What had gotten into her?

Unfortunately, at the next posting house, he was told he had missed the coach by a half hour. By now he had to change his own horse, and he thought better of continuing on without sending some word to his family. He penned a note to the baron, stating the facts and reassuring the baron (though truth be told it was his aunt he was thinking of as the baron did not deign to read missives Stratford sent) that he would bring Emmeline back safely in no time at all. He sent the horse back with the note and informed the lad he sent that the baron would pay when he arrived. Stratford was a bit light on coin as he hadn’t expected to be traveling any further than the dining room this evening. And by now evening was descending. The summer days were long, the light lasting until eight or nine, but his stomach told him it was time for dinner. Ignoring that rumbling, he continued on, adding starvation to the list of grievances he would present to Emmeline when he found her.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Two
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Duncan

Duncan Murray stepped off the box of the coach he’d hired to take him back to Scotland and stretched his legs. He’d never liked being cooped up inside a coach and would have normally traveled on horseback, but he had gifts for his mother and sister from London, and he had needed a vehicle to convey them all. And now, after four hours on the box, he was rather appreciative of the coach. He hadn’t slept much the night before as he’d spent his last hours in London with his friends at the Draven Club. He’d drank too much and had been late paying his respects to Colonel Draven this morning. But it might be a year or more before he was in London again, and he hadn’t regretted drinking to the health of his friends—and to their wives and their horses and even to children yet-to-be-born. Finally, at approximately four in the morning, they’d run out of reasons to drink and stumbled to their beds.

He lifted his face to the setting sun. He would have enjoyed the fine summer day if the heat of it hadn’t made his head ache. Soon he’d be back in the cool of Scotland, though, and that was something to look forward to—even if his return would also be accompanied by his mother’s disappointment.

He’d disappointed his mother once with disastrous consequences for all, especially his father, and Duncan had sworn he would never disappoint her again. Yet here he was coming home alone when she’d ordered him to find the daughter of an English peer to marry.

“Sir, the horses are almost ready,” the coachman informed him as the hired man climbed back up on the box.

Duncan nodded. “Aye. Looks like we have two or three hours of light left. Make the most of it.” He wanted to cover as much distance as possible while the good weather held. Once they reached Scotland, the climate was less predictable. He started for the coach and the coachman called after him. “You won’t be riding up here, sir?”

“Nae. I find myself in need of a wee nap. Wake me when the light fades, aye?”

“Yes, sir.”

Duncan climbed into the dark coach and shut the door as the coachman spurred the horses forward. He raised his arms then attempted to find a comfortable position on the seat. He was far too big to lie down upon it, so he extended his legs to the seat across from him, determined to stretch out and nap that way. But his feet nudged something soft and solid. He’d thrown his greatcoat inside earlier, but this was too heavy to be a coat. He nudged it with his foot again, and it moaned.

Duncan was instantly alert, knife in hand, and in attack position. “Who’s there?” he demanded, voice low. “Show yerself.”

There was no response save a long...sigh? Was the intruder sleeping? Moving gingerly, Duncan lifted the shutter on the lamp slowly, shedding weak light into the interior. There was definitely someone curled under his coat. He made out a distinctly human shape. Brown hair at the top of his coat and a yellow slipper peeking out of the bottom.

A lass? Christ and all the saints!

Duncan knelt on the floor between the seats and peered more closely. With his coat in the way, he couldn’t see much, so he pulled the material back slowly, revealing the fine facial features of a young lady. Her eyes were closed and her face lax as though in sleep. He pulled the coat down further, exposing slim shoulders and slender arms tucked close to her body.

Duncan sat back on his haunches. Where had she come from? Had she been in the coach since London? She didn’t look like the sort of poor creature who would stowaway. She wore an apron, but under it was an expensive gown. There was lace at the throat of her striped yellow and white dress. It was one of those dresses ladies wore in the morning before they donned the afternoon and evening gowns he liked because they showed a bit of skin.

Duncan stared at her for several minutes, not sure what he should do. Wake her? Let her sleep? He’d never had a woman fall asleep in his carriage before. Of course, he didn’t own a carriage, but he didn’t take it to be a usual occurrence, nonetheless. The wheels jounced over a hole in the road and the woman shifted, opened her eyes slightly, then made to turn over.

Until she spotted him, and her eyes opened. With a jerk, she sat up and opened her mouth, presumably to scream. Duncan acted quickly, putting his hand over her lips before she could emit a sound. “Dinnae fash, lass. I willnae hurt ye.”

She continued staring at him, her large brown eyes the size of saucers. 

“Shh,” he said as he slowly moved his hand away. “Dinnae scream.”

His hand fell to his side, and she blinked at him. She was fully awake now. Her chest rose and fell under the thin material of her dress. Slowly, Duncan moved back to the seat across from her. Now that she was sitting and facing him, something about her was familiar. He raised the shutter of the lamp on the opposite side of the coach to view her more clearly. He could have sworn he had seen her somewhere before, but then he’d been to twenty balls or more in the last few months and countless other amusements. In his search for a bride, he’d looked at so many women, they blended together in his mind.

Since she still hadn’t said anything, just continued to stare at him, he decided he had better begin the preliminaries. “Do I ken ye, lass?”

Her eyes widened further, which was truly remarkable as he hadn’t thought they could open any further. “What’s yer name?” he asked.

Her brow furrowed, and she opened her mouth then closed it again. She seemed to be trying to speak but could not find the words. Did he frighten her, or did she have a reason for not wanting to tell him? Let her keep her secrets—for the moment.

“Och, ye dinnae want tae tell me, is that it? Verra well. Where did ye come from? How did ye find yer way in here?” He gestured to the coach and she followed the movement with her eyes.

Well, this was one of the more tedious conversations he’d had. Perhaps if he revealed something of himself, she would follow. “My name is Duncan Murray.” He tapped his chest. “Since ye’re in my coach, sleeping under my coat, I dinnae think it’s too much tae ask yer name, lass.”

She swallowed, her long throat moving delicately. “Beatriz,” she said quietly, pointing to her own chest.

Duncan narrowed his eyes. She hadn’t said it in the English way—Beatrice. In fact, she hadn’t sounded British at all. “Where are ye from, Beatrice?”

“Beatriz.” And then she said several sentences, none of which made an ounce of sense to him. He wasn’t very good with languages. He understood the English well enough as his mother was one. But though the Highland clans had always been close with the French, Duncan had never learned it. Still, he’d heard it enough to figure what she’d said wasn’t French. Maybe Italian? Or German? Christ, he didn’t know.

She was looking at him expectantly, probably much as he’d been looking at her a moment ago. Now he was the one confused. He didn’t particularly mind having her eyes on him. She was unusually pretty. In addition to those large brown eyes, she possessed chestnut-colored hair that fell in waves about her face. On the seat beside her was a cap that had probably confined it at one point but had been lost or set aside during the trip.

“Where are ye from?” he asked.

She cocked her head to one side.

He pointed to himself again. “Scotland.” He pointed to her.

She bit her lip as she considered. He watched her small white teeth sink into the pink flesh and tried not to think of sinking his own teeth into that flesh. She was lost and alone. He needed to help her, not maul her. This was the problem with months of bride-shopping—all looking and no touching. 

Finally, she looked up at him and cleared her throat. “Portugal,” she said.

Duncan sat back on the seat. “Christ and all the saints.”

Duncan sat silently for some time with the word she’d spoken ringing in his ears. He was a man of action—some said too much action. He often acted without thinking, and that was fine by him. He lived by his wits and his instincts, and they hadn’t led him wrong yet. Sure, some might call him a lunatic—his fellow soldiers did—but Duncan couldn’t see how caution and restraint had served them any better than impulsivity had served him. But now, just for the moment, he wished he had Stratford or Phineas here beside him. Those two seemed to always know the correct course of action. They’d know what to do with this lass.

Duncan looked at her and sighed. She looked back at him, her legs still curled under his greatcoat, and her eyes wide with concern. She dropped her gaze when it met his, and a blush rose on her cheeks.

“I dinnae suppose ye ken what tae do aboot this situation?” he asked, mostly to himself, but she looked up at the sound of his voice. “I can’t exactly leave ye oot on the road nor can I take ye tae Scotland with me.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes, which burned with fatigue. He wished he had slept last night. His mind would be clearer. “I can only think of one option. I’d better take ye back tae London.”

“London?” she asked in an accented voice. “Não. Não London.” She shook her head and looked the most animated he had seen her.

Duncan leaned forward. “What’s wrong with London?”

She didn’t answer, merely looked at him.

“Ye dinnae like London?”

“Não London,” she repeated.

Well, that was a problem. He needed someone who spoke her language to find out who she was and where she belonged. A few of the men in Draven’s troop had been in Portugal and knew the language—Neil was one, but he was back in London. Nash was another. Nash was a sharpshooter who had been injured in battle. Duncan hadn’t seen him in a year at least, since Nash had retired to his family estate. If Duncan remembered correctly, that estate was only about fifty miles out of the way in the village of Milcroft.

“But if we go too much further north, we’ll have tae dooble back,” he said before parting the curtains and sliding the window down. “John Coachman!”

A moment later the driver’s voice carried back on the breeze. “Aye, sir?”

“Stop for the night at the next inn!”

“Sir?”

Duncan looked at the woman staring at him in alarm. “Our plans have changed.”

***
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EMMELINE

Emmeline Wellesley—a distant relation to the duke of that name—was beginning to realize that perhaps she should have thought through this plan of running away a bit more thoroughly before embarking on the adventure.

That is to say, she should have thought about it for more than the quarter hour it took her to gather her belongings and depart. Yes, she was weary of the Season. It was her fifth Season, and the way things were progressing, she could envision a sixth and seventh Season as well. Emmeline had begun to wonder exactly how many Seasons her mother planned to force her to endure. Surely with three younger sisters, her mother might try to economize and cut her losses.

Emmeline was most certainly a loss in the eyes of Society. She had received only a handful of lackluster proposals from men she would not have married had a pistol been pointed to her head. The problem, as her mother had told her often enough, was that Emmeline insisted on opening her mouth when she met an eligible gentleman. And once she opened her mouth, she had the Very Bad Habit of saying what she thought. Her mother chastised her continually for her impertinence. Women were not supposed to have ideas of their own about matters other than fashion. Unmarried women, especially, were not to have thoughts about anything. They were to smile and flutter their lashes and agree with the man at their side.

Emmeline never fluttered her lashes and seldom agreed with any man. And whenever she was out in Society, she rarely smiled. Her mother always forced her into undergarments that cut off her breathing and dresses that were too small, so Emmeline could barely inhale much less dance. Added to the inconvenience of not being able to take in sufficient oxygen, her mother also did not allow Emmeline to eat, hoping that Emmeline would wither away and actually be able to fit into the too-small gowns. And her mother wondered why Emmeline did not look forward to the Season.

But this year insult had been added to injury. Marjorie, who was enjoying only her first Season, had a suitor who had asked Mama’s permission for Marjorie’s hand. Mama had agreed, but she wanted to keep the betrothal quiet until the end of the Season to “give Emmeline more time to make her own match.”

Emmeline was the eldest of the five siblings, and it was traditional to marry the eldest before the younger. But Marjorie had accused Emmeline of “ruining everything” and “standing in the way of all my happiness” by remaining unattached. Though her sister’s words had hurt Emmeline, she could not fault the sentiment. Of course, Marjorie, who was only twenty years old, wanted to publicly celebrate her good fortune. Her betrothed was the son of an earl—a younger son, but he had a good living as a barrister and had also inherited money from a doting grandfather. He seemed a pleasant enough man, though Emmeline found his conversation dull and plodding and his ideas about justice very wrongheaded indeed.

But then Marjorie’s brain was also dull and plodding, full of useless information about fichus and fripperies. She never read anything beyond the Morning Post’s descriptions of the clothing the fashionable set wore. Emmeline’s family preferred cards to literature, embroidery to long walks, and an evening at Vauxhall to the Royal Opera House. They did not understand Emmeline any more than she understood them.

But sitting in the packed coach, wedged between a woman with a baby whose nappy needed changing and an older woman whose head was drooping as she snored silently, Emmeline thought she might be more like her family than she had been willing to acknowledge. After all, running off like this was one of the more idiotic things she had ever done.

Yes, her feelings had been hurt by Marjorie’s cutting words. Yes, Emmeline had wanted to shock her mother and catch her attention so that she might finally listen when Emmeline said she did not want to go to another ball or assembly or dinner party. That she could not stand another evening of her stays biting into her ribs. But perhaps this method was a bit too extreme?

Emmeline hadn’t even really decided where she should go. She had a vague notion of visiting her paternal grandmother, who lived in the far north of England, but Emmeline realized now she did not really know if the coach on which she rode would take her anywhere near her grandmother’s residence in Carlisle. She had known it traveled north, and that seemed all that mattered at the time.

Now she had been sitting on this coach with the smelly infant and the snoring woman and the two men across from her arguing about the price of wool for the last three hours, and she needed to use the necessary and stretch her legs and fill her lungs with fresh air.

And so it was with great relief that the coachman called back to the passengers on top of the coach—at least she was not seated up there—and those unfortunates called down to inform those seated inside that the coach would stop for a brief refreshment at the next posting house. The sound of voices caused the mother to rock her baby and shush him, though he did not cry. On her other side, the elderly woman snorted awake and looked about.

“What is the commotion?” the lady asked.

“We will be stopping soon for refreshment,” Emmeline told her.

“Oh, thank goodness. I fear I may not be able to stand after such a long period of sitting, though,” the lady said. “My legs are not what they used to be.”

“I’ll be happy to provide whatever assistance you might need,” Emmeline offered.

The lady beamed at her, her eyes a pretty hazel under her dour black hat. “Thank you, my dear.” She patted Emmeline’s arm. “You remind me of my Lucy, now ten years in her grave.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Emmeline said, even as the older woman’s eyes filled with tears.

“She was my only daughter, you see, and a comfort to me in my advancing years. My sons pay me no heed. They hire companions for me, but what good is that when the creatures leave me to fend for myself? My last one ran off with a gentleman she hardly knew. And now I must make my way back to Derbyshire all on my own.”

“My own grandmother lives in Cumbria,” Emmeline said. “I will be happy to assist you to Derbyshire.”

“You are most kind.” The lady patted Emmeline’s sleeve. “But I fear you have taken the wrong coach. This conveyance is not traveling to Cumbria.”

Emmeline nodded as this confirmed her supposition. “I purchased my ticket in haste. At the posting house I will ask about making a change at some point on the route.”

“My, but you speak decisively for one so young.”

Emmeline had heard this criticism before. Decisively was another word for her mother’s favorite—Impertinent.

The lady continued, “I have traveled on this coach many times, and I would be happy to assist you. It seems we can both be of service today.”

Emmeline did not need the woman’s help, but when she squeezed Emmeline’s arm, Emmeline managed a smile for her. She’d been mistaken about this adventure after all. It was not exactly comfortable or pleasant, but she’d be able to stretch her legs shortly, and she could assist the older woman, who was alone in the world. This was exactly the sort of thing Emmeline was always telling her mother—there were more important things to do than finding a husband. It felt infinitely more satisfying, when they did stop a few minutes later, to help the lady down from the coach and into the small public house than it ever had to exchange words about the weather with the son of a duke.

Inside the small, dark posting house, Emmeline ordered bread and tea and paid for it and that of the older lady, who she had learned was a Mrs. Goodly. Mrs. Goodly asked the proprietor of the posting house where Emmeline should change coaches to travel to Cumbria, and though he was not certain, he assured her she would have that opportunity once they were further north. Emmeline sat at one of the smattering of tables, Mrs. Goodly across from her, and sipped her tea. She would have preferred to go outside and walk about in the sunshine and fresh air. The posting house smelled of cabbage and Mrs. Goodly had wanted to sit by the fire, which made the room much too warm. But Emmeline could not leave Mrs. Goodly alone.

Finally, the coachman came inside and informed the passengers the coach would be departing again in five minutes. Emmeline helped Mrs. Goodly rise to her feet and supported her as she walked across the room. But before they could reach the door, the young mother cried out, “Oh, no!”

“What is it?” Emmeline asked. The woman turned to look at her, tears streaming from her eyes. Emmeline knew that look. She’d seen it a time or two on her own mother’s face when her brother had been a baby. It was exhaustion coupled with frustration.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” the mother said, dashing a hand across her wet eyes. “My little Jack has just wet his clean nappy, and I left his others in the coach.”

“I will fetch one for you,” Emmeline said. Really, what would these passengers do without her?

“Thank you, but they are packed at the bottom of my valise. I fear it would take too long to find them.”

“Perhaps I can hold the baby while you search,” Emmeline offered. “I will just see Mrs. Goodly to the coach and then return.”

“Oh, but this lady can see me to the coach,” Mrs. Goodly said. “Then she can fetch what she needs and return.”

Emmeline did not know why she hesitated. The plan was reasonable and more efficient. She opened her mouth to reject it anyway then realized perhaps her mother was correct, and she did argue just for the sake of arguing. Emmeline swallowed her objection. “Oh, yes,” Emmeline agreed. “That is a much better solution.”

“The proprietor offered me this room to change him,” the mother said, leading Emmeline away from Mrs. Goodly to a door in the back. She opened it, and Emmeline saw a small storage closet full of mops and brooms, but a table was cleared and that must have been what the mother used to change the infant. “If you wait in here, I will be right back. He’s sleeping,” she said as she handed him to Emmeline. “I’ve covered his face so the light doesn’t wake him.”

Emmeline took the small, warm bundle and stepped into the closet, rocking the baby gently. The mother gave her a hug, which Emmeline found very sweet. The door closed behind her, the motion causing the lantern to go out and casting her into darkness. Emmeline assumed this was probably for the best so the baby would stay asleep as long as possible. Come to think of it, the baby had been sleeping the entire journey. Emmeline didn’t remember Robert sleeping that much when he’d been an infant. This mother was either very lucky or the baby was very tired.

From inside the closet she heard the coachman call out for any last passengers. Emmeline started. She knew the coaches did not wait for anyone, but surely the mother would tell him she needed to collect her child and Emmeline.

She waited for voices indicating someone was coming for her, but there were none. Growing even more alarmed, Emmeline tried the handle of the door. When she pushed down on the latch, it did not move. She tried it again, pushing harder. Nothing happened. The door was locked. She waited for screams or the sound of the mother running back to claim her baby, but there was only silence as the passengers had left and now the public house was empty.

Emmeline pounded on the door with her free hand. When no one came, she called out. There was no answer. The proprietor was probably outside or in the kitchen, which meant he could not hear her. But she had to get out before the coach was too far away. She had to catch up and reunite the mother and child. She was certain the mother was distraught and in a state of panic at having her child left behind.

Emmeline was certainly panicking. She could not be left here. She had no idea where she was, and it wasn’t as though there was a town nearby. This posting house had been all she had seen on the road for some time.

Emmeline pounded on the door again, then realized she had better calm down or the baby would wake and cry. But the baby was already moving in her arms. Emmeline pushed the blanket away from his face and murmured some words of comfort.

And that’s when the baby licked her.

To her credit Emmeline did not drop the squirming bundle. She jumped, but she managed to hold on. Shaking now with fear and uncertainty, she reached a hand back toward the baby’s face.

The baby licked her again with a big, wet tongue...

That was no baby tongue.

Emmeline touched the child’s face and felt a wet snout, fur, and soft, long ears.

It was not a baby at all. Further unwrapping of the blankets confirmed her suspicions that she held a small dog.

And that was the point Emmeline sank to the floor. She had been duped, played for a fool, tricked. And here she had prided herself on being the cleverest of her sisters. Well, they weren’t sitting in a broom closet with a dog wrapped like a baby, were they?

But why would the so-called mother want to trick her like that? What could she possibly be after—

Emmeline set the dog down quickly and reached inside her dress for the pockets she’d tied over her petticoat. She dove into one pocket then the other. Both were empty. But how—

That hug.

The embrace she had thought so sweet. That was when the woman had reached into her pockets and taken her purse. And now poor Mrs. Goodly was trapped on the coach with the duplicitous woman. 

Except that Mrs. Goodly had encouraged her to go with the mother and baby. And Mrs. Goodly had not stopped the coach when Emmeline did not arrive before it departed. Surely a woman like Mrs. Goodly could make a coachman listen to her.

It was all so clear now. Mrs. Goodly had been part of the scheme as well, and Emmeline had been very easy prey. Why hadn’t she argued? The one time she held her tongue and look what had happened!

The dog licked her hand again and Emmeline stroked his head. “No wonder you were so quiet,” she said. “She was probably feeding you treats to keep you happy.” At the mention of the word treat the dog put his—or her—paws on Emmeline’s knee and jumped. “I don’t have anything for you,” Emmeline said, sinking down to the floor. “And until the next coach arrives, we’ll probably be stuck in here.”

She listened for a few moments, but the room that had been so full of people a few minutes ago was silent. She leaned her head back against the wall. “What will we do? I have no money, no one knows where I am.” She bolted upright, sending the dog scampering back. “I left my valise on the coach! Oh, no!”

She had nothing but the clothes on her back and the dog creeping back toward her feet. Now she’d have to slink home and admit what a failure she was—not only at securing a husband but at running away. She couldn’t do anything right!

Emmeline straightened her shoulders. If she continued to think that way, she’d probably end up right where she’d been, propping up a wall at another ball. She’d made the decision to go to her grandmother’s, and she would see that through.

One way or another.
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Three
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Ines

Ines could not tear her gaze from the Scotsman seated across from her. He was like a dream—or a fantasy—come true. In the flesh he was even better than she had imagined. He was taller, gruffer, and more dangerous than she could have hoped. They sat in the public room of an inn in a village she did not know the name of. He’d told her, but she’d been looking at his hands. Large hands she suspected would feel deliciously rough on her skin. Watching her warily, he bit off a hunk of bread and motioned for her to eat. She tried, but it was difficult when she could not stop thinking about what he looked like under his clothes.

Everything about this day was surreal. Duncan Murray was looking at her, had been talking to her, was eating with her. Of course, he didn’t know who she was. He thought she was a Portuguese woman named Beatriz. Ines hadn’t planned to lie to him or to pretend she didn’t speak English. She’d been struck mute when she’d awoke to find him looking down at her. Her throat had closed up and her mind hadn’t been able to think of anything except the words I love you. And when he had asked her name, she had been about to tell him she was Ines, but then she realized that once he knew she was Catarina Draven’s sister, he would take her straight back to London. And so she’d given him one of her other sisters’ names, and she’d pretended she didn’t speak English so she didn’t have to try and think of any more lies. Ines was not a very good liar. Catarina always said Ines’s face was like an open book.

Quickly, she looked down and ate a spoonful of soup. If her face was an open book, she had better stop staring at him because he’d know right away she was lusting after him. But was that such a bad thing? If he knew, he might try to take advantage of her. She shivered at the thought of his kisses.

“Are ye cold, lass?” Duncan removed his coat and draped it over her shoulders. Ines was not cold, and though she liked the warmth of his coat and the scent of him surrounding her, she could not appreciate his chivalry. Why did he have to be such a gentleman? Didn’t he want to ravish her? Didn’t he want to sweep her into his arms, carry her up the stairs, and kick open a chamber door then have his way with her?

Ines sighed. Given that Duncan Murray had been given the sobriquet the Lunatic by his fellow soldiers, Ines feared that it was not propriety that kept Murray from following his baser instincts. He had taken one look at her and didn’t want her. Catarina always said Ines was the pretty one, but she’d heard Murray was looking for a wife these past weeks in London. The fact that he was going home without one meant he was quite choosy, for surely he could have had any woman he wanted. He was breathtaking to look upon and exciting to be with.

Ines could only assume that whatever Duncan was looking for, it wasn’t her. He probably wanted one of those pale, yellow-haired English women with blue eyes and a curvaceous figure. Ines was dark haired, dark eyed, slender, and petite. She’d been told many times she was attractive, but obviously she did not have the qualities that would tempt the Scotsman.

“Why the long face, lass?” he asked. “I ken ye miss yer family, but we’ll have ye back in Town for supper tomorrow.”

Oh, good. Just what she wanted. To sit across from Catarina and Benedict and explain how she ended up in Duncan Murray’s carriage. The Scotsman would probably be none too pleased when he learned she spoke perfect English. She was beginning to regret not simply telling him who she was to begin with.

Murray pushed his plate away and lifted his glass of whisky. “I do wonder how ye ended up in my coach. It doesnae make sense tae me. Why would ye climb into an unfamiliar coach?”

She wished she could tell him about Podmore. She would have climbed into the mouth of a lion to avoid the cartwright.

“But I suppose that’s one more thing I dinnae ken aboot London. I went there tae find a bride.”

She did know this, but she was surprised he was speaking of it. Perhaps the whisky he’d drank made him talkative. Or perhaps it was easy to talk to someone he didn’t think could understand him.

“But do ye ken what I found instead? A passel of lasses who jumped everra time I said boo.” He shook his head and drank more whisky. “I was an idjit to believe anything had changed. We Scots are considered little more than barbarians.” He leaned closer, speaking conspiratorially. “In my case, that’s nae altogether untrue, lass, but I dinnae advertise the fact.” He winked, and Ines made a little sound of need, like the sound a puppy makes when waiting impatiently for her food to be set down.

The wink was roguish and unexpected from a man who had the look of a barbarian with that long hair and the scratchy beginnings of a beard. She liked barbarians just fine.

“To tell ye the truth, I wouldnae have bothered with the English if my mother had nae insisted.”

Ines wanted to ask why his mother wanted him to marry an English lass—er, lady. 

“She’s English, and my uncle, the laird, has had nae end of trouble with the English. Lady Charlotte thinks if I marry an Englishwoman it will be a boon tae the entire clan. She’ll blister my ears when I return withoot a bride.”

Ines’s own ears felt blistered at his words. He needed an English bride. Not only English, it seemed, but a lady. She was neither of those things. No wonder he didn’t look at her. So much for her fantasies about marrying Duncan Murray.

Duncan was still speaking, something about the trouble the laird had in the past with English soldiers, but Ines was not listening again. Yes, Murray’s mother, Lady Charlotte, had wanted him to marry an English lady. But it now appeared that eventuality would not come to pass. He was returning home without a bride or a betrothal. Ines had always said she wanted to pick her own husband, one with the PED (Passion-Excitement-Danger) qualities she prized. She’d already escaped one marriage and she didn’t think she was so lucky as to be able to escape a second. But if she could not have Murray, a marriage for her would have to be years in the future. She wanted to experience the world a bit first. She wanted to kiss a man like Duncan Murray and perhaps a few dozen others before she decided who she would tie herself to permanently.

The problem now was how to make Murray realize he should kiss her. She couldn’t tell him since she was pretending she couldn’t understand him. Perhaps she could use nonverbal communication...

Ines made a show of yawning and covering her mouth prettily. When he didn’t seem to notice, she did it again. 

“But ye must be tired, lass. I’ll see ye tae yer chamber.”

He had secured them separate chambers. Hers was at the top of the stairs and to the right, and his was on the other end of the first floor of the inn. He’d certainly made sure he was far away from her. Now he took her arm and escorted her up the stairs. Ines’s heart pounded so loudly she couldn’t hear a word he said, if he even spoke. He’d drank quite a bit of whisky but didn’t seem the least bit impaired. That was too bad because she’d been hoping he would stumble, and she could catch him. And then they’d look into each other’s eyes, and he wouldn’t be able to resist ravishing her.

They had almost reached her chamber and there’d been no sign of stumbling or hints that a ravishing was coming. Well, if he wouldn’t fall into her arms, she’d have to fall into his. At her door, she took the key from her glove and inserted it into the lock. Then she opened the door. He couldn’t kick it open now, but she was willing to forgo that part of the fantasy. She turned to tell him goodnight and pretended to trip and fall forward.

If all had gone as she’d wanted, she would have fallen into his arms. Instead, his hand shot out, caught her elbow, and he righted her with one easy motion. Damn his strength and agility! 

“Careful, lass,” he said, still holding her at arm’s length. “Goodnight.”

She glared at him and at his puzzled look, finally managed to parrot his “Good night.” And then he was gone, and she closed the door behind her and wondered just exactly how everything in her life always went wrong.

***
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STRATFORD

Stratford had little hope the posting house in the distance would yield him any more answers than the last three where he had stopped. But the light was fading, his horse was tiring, and he could use a drink before going on. He didn’t like that Emmeline had managed to get ahead of him. As a single rider, he should have easily overtaken the coach. The problem was he couldn’t be absolutely certain she was on it, so he had to stop at every inn or public house the coach might have stopped at to inquire after her. So far no one remembered her.

That didn’t discourage Stratford. At most of the stops, the coach would not have paused long enough for the passengers to disembark. But eventually the passengers would be allowed down for refreshment and personal needs. He simply had to find the posting house where the coach had paused and hope Emmeline had stepped out and been seen. He slowed, tossed his reins to the groom who hurried out to greet him, and ordered a fresh horse. “Did the mail coach stop here?” he asked.

“Which one?” the groom asked. “One headed north stopped about an hour ago.”

Finally! Good news. “Was a young woman among the passengers? Dark hair, blue eyes...”

“I can’t say, sir. I didn’t see the passengers. Mr. Miller will know.”

Stratford followed the groom’s eyes toward the low building a few yards away. “Mr. Miller is the proprietor?”

“Yes, sir. We have another coach scheduled in a quarter of an hour, so he might be supervising in the kitchen. He’ll hear if you call for him.”

Stratford thanked the groom and entered the dark public house, his eyes surveying the room for any sign of a Mr. Miller. The room was empty and though Stratford thought it rather gauche, he called out for the man.

But instead of a male reply, he heard a woman’s muffled voice and a pounding on the wall. “What the devil?” he muttered, moving closer to the sound of the pounding. “Who is there?”

“Open the door!” the voice called out. “Let me out of here!”

Stratford realized the sound of pounding did not come from behind a wall at all but from behind a door. A chair had been placed in front of the door, ensuring it remained closed with the occupant inside. Stratford looked about for the elusive Mr. Miller, but the man was still absent. With a shrug, Stratford moved the chair aside.

The door swung open and a woman tumbled out, followed by a jumping blur of brown-and-white fur.

What the devil had he unleashed? He had the urge to push the woman and animal back into the closet, but she stumbled right into him, and when he righted her, he looked down into the bright blue eyes of Emmeline Wellesley.

“Miss Wellesley,” he said, trying to ignore the dog jumping at her side.

“Stratford?” She glanced down at the dog, which he identified as a King Charles Cavalier Spaniel. “Hush.” But the attention only seemed to encourage the spaniel, who began to bark and run around them in circles. Emmeline said something else, but he couldn’t hear over the din of the animal.

“Pardon?”

“I said, what are you doing here, but now I realize you must have been sent to look for me.”

Her supposition was close enough to the truth. “And it seems I’ve arrived just in time.”

“What?”

“I said—oh, for God’s sake.” He bent, lifted the spaniel into his arms, and the animal quieted. “Do you want to explain what you were doing locked in a”—he peered over her shoulder—“storage closet with a spaniel?”
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