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        Georgiana

      

      

      Georgiana Mayweather was a lady full-grown. The fact that she was sitting in this carriage at all was proof of that. Though her foot could not stop bouncing up and down, it was of no significance. It was not panic that she felt looming over her, threatening to suffocate her with its weight—it was merely excitement, likely brought on by her close proximity to the object of her affections. 

      She turned to look at the gentleman in question, and though she only succeeded in aggravating her sense of desperation further, it was merely because she was so desperately in love. Of course.

      The man who sat before her was objectively beautiful. His hair was of the blackest jet, his build athletic and lean, clad in an elegant yet simple suit, and his face reminded her of a portrait she had once seen in a museum. Most beautiful of all were his eyes, a shockingly clear blue that had dazzled her from the moment he had first made her acquaintance at her second ball. Those eyes fell on her now, filled with warm regard. 

      “How are you feeling, my love?” he asked her.

      Georgiana’s face warmed at the unfamiliar endearment. She opened her mouth to reply, then cleared her throat to try again when her voice failed her.

      “I am ... eager to begin this new chapter of our lives.”

      He beamed at her, and she melted a little, pleased to know she could elicit such a smile from him. He reached across the space between them and took her hand gently in his. Her breath caught at his touch, and she marveled that he could not hear her heart nearly leap out of her body with its every beat.

      “Thank you again for agreeing to this for me,” he said softly. “I know that you would have liked a traditional wedding, but with your father out to sea for God knows how long, I don’t think I could stand to wait to make you my bride—to prove to the world how much I love you.”

      Georgiana’s eyes became misty at his words, and she knew in her heart that she was making the right decision. She did love this man. And he loved her.

      “Of course, my lord,” she said, willing her eyes to convey the emotion she was too shy to speak aloud.

      “My love,” he said, gentle teasing in his voice, “won’t you call me by my name? We are about to become man and wife, after all.”

      Georgiana blushed much more deeply this time, and hesitated a moment.

      “Edmund,” she murmured shyly.

      He beamed at her again, and she knew she would follow him much further than Gretna Green, if he asked it of her. He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze before letting go, and she curled her fingers tightly in her lap.

      “And never you fret, my dearest,” Edmund continued. “The same instant we are officially wed, we shall write directly to your father and to all of our friends, letting them know the happy news.” He paused to look her over for a moment. “Well,” he amended roguishly, “perhaps not quite the same instant.”

      She felt herself turn scarlet from root to tip, and he laughed to see her “blush so prettily,” as he put it. She knew that as man and wife their relationship would change, and though they were scandalously without a chaperone now, they very shortly would not need one at all.

      There was a little humor in that. How much difference a few days could make in regards to one’s reputation and good standing. She sat a little taller, thinking of how close she was to being treated at last as a capable and grown adult, rather than the darling pet of her father or as the naïve and overreaching daughter of a merchant. Now she would be seen as someone truly worthy. And all that lay between her worthy future and her childish past was the three hundred or so miles it would take to reach the Scottish border, and then Gretna Green.

      Georgiana squeezed the reticule in her lap and glanced surreptitiously at Edmund. How lucky she was to have found such a man, one who could both love her despite her deficiencies and at the same time save her from them. Though anxiety still nipped at the back of her mind, she took courage from the fact that it was with Edmund that she would be spending the rest of her life. Kind, thoughtful, charming, beautiful Edmund. She knew her father would approve, and she felt a swell of rather unladylike pride to know that she alone had been responsible for securing such a fortuitous success at her very first Season.

      Won’t Papa be proud, she thought, looking forward to seeing the surprise and joy on her father’s face when he returned home and found her already married and settled, the wife of a baron.

      Of course, Edmund had been correct, insightful as he was. She was saddened that her father wouldn’t actually be present to see her married so successfully. And a small, nervous voice in the back of her mind wondered how very scandalous their elopement would be considered. But Edmund’s desire to elope spoke clearly to her of how highly he regarded her, and how strong his affections for her lay. It still caused a thrill in her to consider to what depths this man loved her.

      “My—Edmund?” she blushed at her own boldness.

      “Yes, my sweet?” he replied, smiling warmly at her again.

      “Do you think,” she began hesitantly, “that we are very far from the coaching inn now?”

      “Feeling a bit cramped in this carriage?” he asked knowingly. “Yes, I could quite go for a stretch of the legs myself.”

      She smiled, though in truth she had actually been wondering how they were to manage going out in public with as little scandal as possible. It would take another three days to get to Gretna Green, and in the meantime they would need to stop for meals and to change the horses, and she without either ring or chaperone. What ought she to do? Should she pull the hood of her travel cloak up about her? Or might that only raise more suspicion? Possibly they ought to lie and claim to be already married. The audacious charade made her uncomfortable, but perhaps a clandestine journey such as theirs called for a little deceit.

      However, at that moment, almost as though the driver had heard Edmund speak, the carriage began to slow. Confused, Georgiana looked out the window, but as far as she could see they were still deep within a forest, with no inn or waypoint for miles. She glanced back at Edmund and saw his face wrinkle in consternation as well.

      “Why the devil are we stopping here?” he asked, and Georgiana fought to control the anxiety that her already taut nerves sent flooding throughout her body.

      We’ve been discovered! She thought wildly. Someone has found us out! They’ve come to stop us. Whatever shall we do?

      As the carriage came to a complete stop, Georgiana could hear rough voices outside and she became dizzy with terror. She had been foolish. The scandal of an elopement was too great for someone with as little social standing as she to overcome. She would be ruined. She would never be permitted to join Society again, but be subjected to its rejection and derision. The ton would see to it that all her hopes were dashed, that all her father’s ventures came to naught. Her future would be forever dictated by this single rash decision. This unaccompanied carriage ride alone would be enough to ruin her, to say nothing of their plan to stay at an inn tonight, too far from Gretna Green to make the journey in a single day. She suddenly felt the weight of the entirety of the ton’s gaze upon her, and it left her dizzy with panic.

      Edmund, seemingly unaware of the danger they were in, rose and moved to open the carriage door. As he turned the handle, Georgiana flung out her hand to clutch his sleeve.

      “My Lord!” she said in a strangled cry. “We are discovered!”

      He turned sharply to look at her, shock in his eyes. But it was too late. The carriage door swung open, and for a moment she forgot her panic in confusion. Standing before them was an elegantly dressed man with a pistol in his hand and a kerchief over his face.

      “Well,” he said in a polished tone, eyeing the stooped figure of Edmund. “I’d say ‘stand and deliver,’ but it seems you have already taken the initiative.”
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        Charles

      

      

      The underbrush rustled beneath the dappled light of the forest. Charles Sinclair, Duke of Ashburne, stilled, straining to hear the telltale signs of the deer he was tracking. A twig broke. Whatever was hidden in the bushes was sizable. And it was closer than expected.

      On an inhaled breath, Charles raised his flintlock rifle toward the source of the sound. He primed the rifle and became still as the marble busts that lined the halls of his manor. He let out the long-held breath and waited for an opportune moment.

      A form came bounding out of the brush. Just as Charles readied to squeeze the trigger, the light-haired man threw up his hands in surrender.

      "Hold! Sinclair, you've nearly startled the devil from me!" said Henry.

      Charles lowered the rifle, cradling it in the crook of his arm, eyes wide.

      "Startled you? I distinctly remember ordering you to stay twenty paces behind me."

      "I suppose I do recall you saying that." Henry brushed away twigs and bits of leaves from his jacket, grumbling to himself as he did. "But I do find myself utterly befuddled by these hunting trails. You really should have someone from your staff maintain your lands in a manner befitting a hunt."

      Charles sighed and turned his face to the forest, still looking for signs of his quarry. But other than Henry, there was no rustle or twitch in the trees that betrayed the presence of a deer.

      "I prefer the wood in its natural state," Charles said, starting down the overgrown trail. Ferns and brambles grazed his shins as he trudged down the incline, Henry cursing under his breath in protest behind.

      "And while we are sharing grievances, why not host a proper hunt?"

      Charles raised an eyebrow.

      "And how, pray tell, is this not a proper hunt?"

      "You see, a proper hunt has horses, hounds, and charming young ladies awaiting our return so we may boast of our conquests."

      "A party."

      "A social gathering, Sinclair, as all hunts should be."

      Charles turned his head. 

      "It seems we have different interpretations of the term 'hunt.'"

      "And why now? It's hardly hunting season. We should be in London, playing cards indoors with cigars in hand. There's a bottle of 1811 cognac at White's with your name on it."

      They walked the slope in silence for a moment, only the sounds of their footfalls and  bird song filling the forest. The truth was, there was nothing Charles would despise more than returning to London. The city's smog-laden air stifled him just as much as the ton. London meant receiving ceaseless invitations. It meant entertaining eligible young ladies in his drawing room. And then there was the prospect he detested most of all: revisiting old memories.

      Finally, Charles spoke.

      "White's can wait, my tenants cannot. They rely on my support to keep food on their tables."

      "I thought that was what your staff was for," Henry grumbled.

      Charles caught movement in his peripheral vision and he halted mid-stride, causing Henry to bump into him. Before the man could open his mouth to lodge another string of complaints, Charles held up a finger, silencing him.

      Then he saw it, and so did Henry, as evidenced by a sharp intake of breath. Past the wild brush and twisted trees lay a clearing hidden in the heart of the forest. An adult buck stood in the center of the clearing, tall and proud, antlers fanned above him regally. The creature stood just within range of their rifles.

      With a subtle nod to Henry, they both lowered to a crouch, hiding behind a log covered in a lush coat of moss, peering over the edge at their target. Charles moved deliberately, each muscle flexing with purpose, as he propped his rifle on the log. Closing one eye, he peered down the barrel and adjusted his aim, accounting for wind and distance, attempting to ignore the blood rushing through his ears.

      "What are you waiting for?" Henry whispered. "Take your shot, old boy!"

      "Hush," Charles replied, gaze fixed on the deer. It was as if he feared that blinking would cause the buck to disappear without a trace. He exhaled slowly, letting stillness fall over him like a blanket.

      The sound of a gunshot pierced the air, but it hadn't come from Charles' rifle. He cursed as the deer was spooked by the far-off sound, then bounded away into the shadows of the trees.

      "What in the devil?" Henry said, leaping to his feet and throwing his hat to the ground in frustration. "You had that in your sights! He was right there!"

      Charles clenched his jaw, rising to look toward the sound of the gunshot. He narrowed his eyes as he rested the barrel of the rifle on his shoulder. Gunfire was a rare occurrence near his estate. Sometimes neighboring farms had to cull an animal out of necessity or desperation, but there were no farms in the direction of the gunfire, only dense forest.

      "Do you suppose someone is hunting on your land?" Henry asked, picking up his hat to dust off the dirt, his expression contorted with frustration.

      Then the realization hit Charles like a lead weight.

      "The road lies in that direction."

      The two men exchanged a momentary glance, shock in their features. Though it was possible the source of the gunfire could be a hunter, Henry was right that it was not the usual season, nor the weather, for such things. More likely, if there was gunfire on the road, violence was the likelier explanation. Charles had heard tales about highwaymen in other parts of the countryside but never expected to find them on his own land. The last time one came through was when he was only a boy. He recalled the lifeless man they'd brought to his father's feet, and the bright blood that had stained his cravat.

      A high pitched scream rose above the trees, causing birds take flight over the forest. There was no questioning it now.

      "Follow me," Charles said, rushing through the underbrush and thickets, paying little heed to what harm might befall them. Henry yelped, but hurried behind, for once in his life not complaining about his friend's decision.
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      Georgiana jumped at the ear-splitting crack of a gun, and the entire carriage rocked as a large weight fell from above. She realized in shock that they must have shot the driver. She watched in horror as Edmund moved towards the highwayman before them, attempting to grab his gun only to be forcibly pulled from the carriage and into the dirt. She let out a single, high-pitched scream as the villain kicked Edmund twice, once in the head and again in the stomach. He groaned in agony as a different man grabbed hold of his jacket and pulled him out of view.

      Georgiana’s hands flew to her mouth and she watched in horror as the first highwayman turned his attention to her. His pale eyes roved over her figure in an unhurried sort of way, and she felt her skin prickle with gooseflesh, so terrified that tears began to prick at the corners of her eyes. Finally, he held out a gloved hand to where she sat, frozen in place.

      “My lady,” he said smoothly, as though he had not just kicked another man in the head.

      Taking on the strange properties of a dream, the world around her narrowed as if to the point of a pin, and she felt herself automatically reach out, achingly slowly, and take his hand. Moving as though bewitched, she stepped out of the carriage and onto the ground, one hand in the highwayman’s, the other gripping her reticule.

      She heard a cry and turned to see Edmund being forcibly held up by one man while a third villain slammed a fist into his gut. As though splashed with a pitcher of icy water, Georgiana suddenly woke up from her trance and turned to shriekingly attack her assailant.

      She did her level best to defend herself against the highwaymen, but after a few minutes she knew deep in her heart that she was woefully overpowered by the man hauling her away. She did not know how many villains there were, but she had seen at least two men pummeling poor Edmund, and she had a brute of her own dragging her away from both her fiancé and the carriage.

      She flew at him, attempting to scratch his eyes out and spitting like a feral cat. Unable to avoid her claws, the masked man backhanded her across the face, and for a moment white spots exploded in her vision before she registered the pain. Having never been struck in such a manner before, the blow came as an enormous shock. She gasped as pain unlike any she had known seared her face. She vaguely felt rough hands seize her wrists and begin to yank her forward, likely bruising her in the process.

      A second shot exploded from behind her, and she whipped around in panic.

      “Edmund!”

      For a moment she was seized with terror as she noticed a body lying limp on the ground, a dark stain already spreading across his chest. It was not Edmund, but the driver. She had not noticed him earlier in the growing mist, but seeing his still, unmoving body lit a primal terror deep inside her, and she knew unconsciously that she was going to be killed unless she did something now.

      The highwayman dragged her around a bend in the road, and she could no longer see the carriage, nor the other criminals. Each step took her farther from Edmund, the only hope of aid she had.

      Still half blind from the blow to her head, Georgiana dug her heels into the dirt, straining against the man dragging her with all of her strength, pathetic though it was. She was horrified at how very ineffectual her efforts were, and instinctively knew that what little strength she did have compared to him would soon run out. He was crushing her wrists painfully, but as he dragged her, her eyes fell to his calves, sheathed in shiny black riding boots.

      Flailing wildly, she struck out with the heel of her shoe and slammed it forcibly into his calf. Shockingly, she hit her mark and he cursed, letting her go in pain. She fell onto her back in a shallow puddle.

      She flipped onto her knees and struggled in the slick mud to get away from him, her chest heaving. She saw the bend in the road some yards away and focused only on getting to where she desperately prayed her fiancé still was, behind the carriage.

      “Edmund,” she gasped, terrified that the second shot had found its target in her betrothed.

      Out of nowhere, the rough hand of the highwayman snatched her ankle in an iron vice, causing her to lurch headfirst towards the mud again. She glanced behind her and met his furious gaze, made even more menacing by the kerchief hiding his countenance.

      “Release me!” she shrieked, kicking wildly at his face.

      She saw the coldness in his pale eyes as he easily dodged her unskilled attacks. He wrenched on the ankle he held and instantly pain—sharp and blinding as lightning—raced up the whole of her leg.

      A scream ripped itself from her throat and for a moment, all that existed in the world was pain. The highwayman hauled on her again, and she sobbed in agony as her face hit the mud. Then, distantly, barely registering above her gasping sobs, she heard a man’s hard voice.

      “Unhand her.”
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      "Unhand her," Charles demanded, eyeing the man as he did the buck. As if he was prey.

      The highwayman froze, face turning toward Charles. The woman, her eyes wide with fear, tried to shuffle away from her captor.

      "Who the bloody hell are you?" the highwayman growled as he reached for the hilt of a concealed weapon.

      Charles stood his ground, flintlock rifle aimed squarely at the man. He spoke unwaveringly.

      "I am the rightful owner of this land, and you are trespassing upon it. Release the lady at once, and perhaps we will show you mercy."

      The air tensed around them. The forest seemed to hold its breath, as though the trees themselves were watching, waiting for the first person to move. A bead of sweat trickled down Charles' temple, his finger twitching slightly against the trigger. The seconds felt like hours, and then, in a split second, the barrel of Henry's rifle shifted ever so slightly, causing a loud click.

      The highwayman reacted without thinking. He instinctively reached for his weapon, and as he did, Charles squeezed the trigger. The deafening blast echoed through the forest, and the bullet whizzed by the head of the highwayman, causing him to stagger back in shock.

      Chaos erupted. The highwayman turned and sprinted down the road, disappearing into the mist. The young woman, now free from her captor, scrambled away.

      "I'll go after him," Henry said, eyes wide with adrenaline. “You help the lady.”

      Charles could only nod in agreement before Henry adjusted his rifle and dashed off into the woods, chasing after the fleeing highwayman.

      The woman whimpered, reminding Charles she was a few yards away, her breaths coming in ragged sobs. Charles approached and knelt beside her, concern etched on his face.

      "Are you all right, madam?” he asked, extending a hand to help her up.

      The moment their bodies touched, the woman's eyes widened in a mix of terror and indignation. Her breaths came so quickly Charles was afraid she would faint, but instead she screamed as though he were another assailant.

      And then, in one swift moment, she hit Charles straight across the face with her frilly pink reticule.

      Being hit in the face with a reticule was akin to being hit with a feather pillow. The pillow might do more harm. He blinked and shook his head as the woman hit him again with the bag, wheezing from exertion. A smile pulled at the edges of his mouth at her spirit, however misplaced it was.

      "Calm yourself, madam. The danger has passed. You are unharmed," Charles said, trying to sound as reassuring as possible.

      “Get away from me!” She screamed, holding her head. The front of her expensive-looking blue dress was ruined with a splatter of mud. She raised her reticule once more. Charles pressed his lips together and raised his hands in surrender.

      "I yield, I yield. I doubt my constitution could survive another beating."

      She lowered her bag slowly, a realization dawning that Charles had come to her rescue. But the moment it seemed as though she had relaxed, her eyes glistened with tears, wincing as if she were in pain.

      "Please,” she whispered. “I implore you. Please, you must ..."

      Her breathing quickened. This time, she promptly hyperventilated, causing herself to swoon. Charles leaned forward just as her eyes fluttered shut and she fainted, falling against his chest. He caught her with one arm, her breath warm against his skin as it slowed in unconsciousness. He glanced around for any sign of Henry, but heard and saw nothing, then grimaced. As much as he worried for his friend, he had to take the woman to Ashburne and send for a physician urgently. Henry knew the way back, and Charles prayed that he would return unscathed.

      Charles heaved and lifted the woman with both arms, almost falling over himself. For such a small woman, she certainly felt like she was made of lead. But he had carried animal carcasses much heavier through the wood. He adjusted her in his arms, noting all the places his body touched hers, his growing annoyance heating his face. Charles tried to banish those thoughts from his mind as he started up the hill toward home.
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        * * *

      

      When the woods gave way, Charles was met with the long, meticulously manicured lawn, punctuated by a large rectangular pond at the center. Just beyond the pond was his ancestral home, Ashburne Manor. It had been in the family for generations, and since the deaths of both his parents, it belonged solely to him. It was constructed of gleaming marble, long Greek columns marking the entrance.

      Sims, his butler and longtime family friend, was at the far end of the pond when Charles arrived. the old man huffing and puffing as he ran to meet Charles, having sensed something was amiss.

      "Highwaymen on the road," Charles said as Sims opened his mouth to ask the question. "They accosted this young woman. Send for a surgeon at once. Have a maid prepare a bath and a room."

      "Yes, Your Grace," Sims replied, turning on his heel and picking up the pace to ensure everything was done promptly.

      Charles followed him into the large doors of the house. He was greeted by a grand staircase, but he veered to the right, which led to a drawing room where he might set the woman down.

      The drawing room was lushly decorated with navy blue and dark mahogany accents. Portraits of his family stared down on them from every wall, and Charles briefly wondered if they would be scandalized by the current scene. A fire crackled in the hearth and Charles hurried to a settee nearest it. There, he gently lowered the woman to the velvet cushions, not caring if the mud would stain them. He could always buy another.

      She stirred and released a deep sigh, her delicate brow knitting in worry. Her intricate hair had come partially undone, and wisps were plastered to her face with mud and sweat. Charles paused momentarily, surveying the room. They were presently without a chaperone, which was an entirely improper situation for her. He was determined not to cast her virtue into question, especially after what she had endured.

      However, he could not help but crouch beside her, watching her countenance etched with concern. The fire cast a gentle warmth upon her skin, the light dancing upon it. Then, oh so gently, as to not wake her, he reached out and brushed the errant lock from her face. Her cheek was soft, but red from where the man had assaulted her.

      A surge of anger coursed in his gut. Charles gritted his teeth, letting his hand linger for a moment longer than propriety allowed, then stood abruptly, pivoting on his heel toward the door. Lingering would not help the woman's situation. What would help was apprehending the men responsible for her brutal kidnapping.

      A pair of scullery maids loitered at the door, clearly snooping. They stepped back, arching their brows, but he paid them no heed. As he passed, they peered into the room, murmuring about the new stranger in their midst. It would likely fuel their gossip for months, and he hoped no improper rumors would spring from his moment of weakness.

      His fingers still tingled where he had touched her face, and he rubbed his hands together to rid himself of the unfamiliar sensation. Regardless of his efforts, the feeling persisted.

      "Dammit all," he cursed beneath his breath, then found Sims at the entrance, dispatching a member of his staff with a letter.

      "When should we expect the surgeon?" Charles asked.

      "We’re handling it, Your Grace," Sims replied. "The nearest surgeon is an hour's ride if he pushes the horse. A few hours if he is occupied elsewhere."

      Annoyance flared within Charles, but he closed his eyes and let out a steadying breath. Part of him wondered if personally riding to fetch the physician would expedite matters, but he knew his staff to be proficient riders. During emergencies he had to trust that his household would rise to the occasion, rather than taking charge in every matter.

      Sims seemed to notice Charles' change in demeanor, and stepped forward, offering a paternal pat on the back.

      "We will manage the situation, Charles," he said reassuringly.

      "I know," Charles said through gritted teeth.

      A shout rang from outside, causing both Charles and Sims to turn toward the door. Charles wasted no time in waiting for his servants to open the doors for him—instead, he flung them wide open and descended the steps of his estate.

      There, in the distance, he spotted a lone figure emerging from the woods. It was Henry.

      Charles watched as Henry made his way toward the estate. The man appeared to notice Charles, and picked up his pace, his footfalls crunching in the gravel path. The tension that had gripped Charles' chest ever since Henry had chased after the highwaymen started to loosen its hold. Henry was unharmed and the relief that washed over Charles was palpable.

      As Henry drew closer, Charles noticed a mixture of frustration and bull-headed stubbornness he knew his friend to have.

      "They got away, Sinclair," Henry said, voice taut with anger. "They had horses awaiting them and vanished into the mist like demons. I attempted pursuit, but there was no use."

      Charles clenched his jaw, wishing to do something—anything—to bring those brutes to justice. The fact they had concealed horses indicated a level of organization he had not expected. But why had they not approached the carriage on horseback? It would be a much more advantageous offensive position than attacking on foot. 

      "I knew we'd regret not bringing the horses on the hunt," Henry grumbled, giving a rueful shake of his head.

      "There's nothing to be done about it now," Charles said, but part of him recognized that Henry was right. If he had only listened to his friend, they likely would have apprehended the young woman's assailants. Instead, Charles had insisted on his own approach, and now it had cost them in consequences.

      "We should involve the authorities," Charles said after a brief silence. "I will not tolerate highwaymen overrunning my land, kidnapping young women."

      "I can send a messenger to Eastwood," Sims said, stepping next to Charles.

      "No need," Henry said immediately, turning to Charles with a resolute smile.  "We both know I'm the better rider. Provide me a horse and I will be there by sundown."

      "Are you certain?" Charles asked. "You've placed your safety in jeopardy once already today. We can send someone else."

      Henry drew closer, resting a hand on his friend's shoulder.

      "Let me do this. Nothing would please me more than to see those ruffians behind bars."

      "Very well," Charles said. "Take one of the horses, and inform the constables of what has happened."

      Henry patted him on the shoulder and tipped his cap. 

      "You owe me a stiff drink after this."

      With that, Henry turned and followed one of the servants toward the stables. The weight in Charles' chest tightened as his friend once more put his safety on the line. Charles wanted to join him, wanted to hunt down the highwaymen himself, but his responsibility lay at the estate, ensuring the young woman got the best care he could provide.

      He cast his eyes toward the door, his mind lingering on how she had looked in his drawing room, peacefully lying on the settee. Shaking his head as if to clear the vision of her, he turned into his home, the events of the day finally taking their toll on his nerves.
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      When Georgiana finally awoke, she blinked her eyes heavily and gave a rather unladylike groan of discomfort. Every part of her complained at having undergone such rough treatment, and she couldn’t remember a time when she’d been less comfortable. She began to roll to one side and immediately gasped with the pain of it, her eyes flying open as her ankle screamed in protest.

      She knew instantly that she was somewhere unfamiliar. Where that might be, she hadn’t the faintest notion. She was in a canopied bed with crisp sheets, but with the window curtains drawn she couldn’t tell if it was day or night. Sconces lit the room she was in, and she could see it was filled with handsome furniture and expensive fabrics.

      As she whimpered at the sharp pain emanating from her ankle, she wondered wildly for a moment if they had made it to Gretna Green. But then, where was Edmund? He ought to be very close, in a nearby room perhaps.

      She began to recall details of her rescue in scattered pieces. The gentleman who had come to her aid had seemed the capable sort. Georgiana remembered the low, commanding tone of his voice, and how he had taken charge of the situation. Georgiana felt a gentleman like that would surely be equal to the task of running off the highwaymen and rescuing both she and Edmund.

      Her brow creased for a moment as she wondered how exactly he had gotten her here, wherever here was. She felt as though she ought to be up and looking about the place, to find Edmund or at least a maid or nurse, whatever the case might be. She also ought to find the gentleman to whom she owed their lives and thank him for his gallantry.

      Unfortunately, the thought of moving her ankle caused her to shrink in on herself in fear. She was very gently easing herself up to sit and treating her ankle as gingerly as possible in the process when the door to her room opened.

      In came three men, as disalike in appearance as could be. The first, a slightly short and older gentleman with spectacles, wore a suit and carried what looked like a physician’s bag. The next man was one she didn’t recognize. He was tall and broad shouldered, with an open, friendly face that put her in mind of a happy dog she had known as a child. He gave her an encouraging smile when he saw her awake and attempting to sit up.

      As the third man entered the room behind the others, Georgiana’s pulse quickened ever so slightly. Here was her rescuer. Tall as the agreeable looking man, this gentleman was as dark in his coloring as the second man was bright. He was undeniably handsome, and she felt a great warmth of gratitude wash over her at the sight of him. The gaze he returned her, however, felt stoney in comparison.

      “Well, I see the patient has awoken,” the first man said, coming closer. “I am Mr. Broughton, the surgeon. It would appear that you have had quite an ill-fated trial.” Georgiana did not say anything, her rescuer’s countenance filling her with disquietude. “I am here to examine you and to ascertain your well-being, Miss …?”

      “Miss Mayweather,” Georgiana responded croakily, only now realizing how terribly her throat hurt. Her hand flew to her neck and she winced at the sting.

      “Ah, I imagine that would be from your screaming,” Mr. Broughton remarked, seeing her reaction. “I am told that you put up quite the resistance, despite being heavily outnumbered and without companion or aid.”

      Georgiana frowned at this, wondering if he simply meant that she had not had Edmund beside her during the struggle.

      “If I may?” the surgeon asked, sitting in an empty chair beside the bed and gesturing towards her with both hands. She nodded, and he began his examination, drawing back the covers to gently examine each part of her.

      Considering how dramatic the whole event had been, Georgiana considered herself fortunate that she was not worse off. Besides her throat, which felt as though it had been run through a grater, most of her injuries appeared to be bruises. Both wrists were already turning deep shades of purple where her assailant had crushed them in his hand. Her face, where she had been struck, felt very tender. She could tell by the surgeon’s light touch that she would have a striking bruise from cheekbone to jaw on that side of her face.

      Despite being covered in bruises and having hit her head several times against the ground, she did not seem to be too badly off. She could tell that her muscles and nerves had been pushed to their limits, but she was assured that she would recover fully with more rest.

      Finally, Mr. Broughton moved to her ankle. He cleared his throat as he raised the hem of her chemise up, and Georgiana could not help but blush. The friendly-looking gentleman, who had been watching on with concern until now, glanced away, somewhat embarrassed. Only the dark man in the back of the room continued to look on, unperturbed.

      Mr. Broughton gently pressed his fingers all around Georgiana’s ankle, now swollen to the size of an orange and extremely discolored. She sucked in her breath as he touched the most sensitive area.

      “I think,” Mr. Broughton said slowly, feeling the surrounding flesh carefully, “that you are extremely lucky, Miss Mayweather.” He glanced at her reassuringly. “It is not broken clean through, but is rather a fracture.”

      She was not sure what this would mean for her recovery, but she allowed herself to release some of the tension she had been holding in her body as she waited for his assessment. His relative calm eased her fears greatly. He lowered her hem down and replaced the coverlet over her.

      “I will not need to set it, and you will be able to walk again, provided you allow plenty of time to heal.” He gave her a stern look. “Let me be clear. What is a simple fracture now may become a crippling limp should you stress the injury before it is healed. I shall bind the ankle and foot, and you must not use it, nor allow it to bear any weight for eight weeks.”

      “Eight weeks?” Georgiana cried in dismay, hands still clutching her throat.

      “And after that,” Mr. Broughton continued strictly, “it will still take yet another fortnight at least before you have regained the strength sufficient to use it properly.”

      “But what am I to do?” she whimpered. “I am on my way—” she cut off, realizing that exposing her plan to elope would likely do her no favors. “I … need to return to my home, in London.”

      “Absolutely out of the question,” Mr. Broughton responded severely. “The carriage ride alone would completely ruin all hope of full recovery. As your surgeon, I insist that you must stay in place for the duration of your healing.”

      “But …” Georgiana protested feebly, “I do not even know where I am.” She looked wide-eyed up at the two gentlemen who had until now remained silent.

      “Pardon the discourtesy,” the sandy-haired man said quickly. “We’ve been remiss. I am Henry Thornton, Viscount of Notting Grove. My brooding friend here is Charles Sinclair, Duke of Ashburne.” The dark-haired man threw him a reproachful look. “It is on his land we now reside, Ashburne Manor, some forty miles from London.”

      “Oh,” Georgiana said. She paused, quailing for a moment beneath Charles’ unreadable gaze. “I believe I am greatly in your debt, sirs. You have absolutely saved our lives from those brigands. I … dare not imagine what might have happened, had you not come upon us when you did.”

      She held Charles’ gaze, trying to convey the depth of her gratitude to him with her eyes. But his only narrowed in return, and he stood up a little straighter.

      “ ‘Our lives’?” he asked, and it was the first thing he had said since his daring rescue of her. He exchanged a puzzled glance with Henry, who looked as confused as he did. “Do you mean the driver and yourself?”

      Georgiana paled a bit as she remembered the sound the driver’s body had made as it thudded to the ground, and how still he had lain afterwards in that unnatural position.

      “No,” she corrected, and started shaking her head, but stopped almost immediately at the dull throbbing it produced. “Not him. I … saw him …” She took in a shuddered breath before continuing again. “No, I meant myself and the gentleman I was traveling with, Lord Edmund Colborne.” As the three men continued to stare at her in confusion, Georgiana felt her pulse quicken in anxiety. “Surely … surely you have Lord Colborne here as well.”

      She watched as Charles’ mouth drew to a grim line. Henry’s countenance changed to look as though he were a man delivering dreadful news.

      “I must apologize,” Henry said. “When we found you, Sinclair rushed to your side, but I went straight away after the villains. They fled and I chased them down as far as I could on foot, but they somehow escaped me.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and Georgiana could see that he was embarrassed by this confession. “But on returning to the scene, I found only the driver, dead.” He wrinkled his brow, perplexed. “I did not see any other soul, alive or otherwise.”

      “But …” Georgiana stammered, her thoughts in disarray, “how can that be? He was there with me. I saw two ruffians attack him as I was dragged away.” She turned to glare pointedly at Charles. “Why would you not help to capture the attackers? Surely they could not have escaped the both of you, had you aided your friend.”

      Charles’ eyebrows snapped together.

      “I did not pursue those criminals because I was doing my duty as a gentleman to see to your safety,” he said, his voice low and his eyes dangerous

      “I was perfectly alright,” she snapped, pain and worry making her conveniently forget to whom she was indebted. “You ought to have saved Lord Colborne, rather than waste time simpering over me.”

      Charles’ eyes grew wide in shock.

      “ ‘Simper’?” he repeated, voice rising. “I have never simpered over anyone, let alone some chit plastered in mud.”

      Georgiana’s jaw dropped at the same time her blood rose. She started to let Charles know exactly what she thought of his ridiculous sham of a rescue when she was interrupted by Mr. Broughton clearing his throat. She looked at him and could clearly see by his stiff posture and raised eyebrows that he was extremely uncomfortable.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, standing. “If I may see you in the other room? Due to Miss Mayweather’s delicate condition I must insist that we not over excite her further.”

      He gestured for them to leave through the door they had entered. 

      Henry immediately followed the surgeon’s advice, still looking perplexed about the whole situation. Charles waited a moment longer before he, too, turned to go through the door. He sent her a disparaging look before he exited. Georgiana felt her cheeks heat with rage at his censure. Had she really thought him competent? 

      Mr. Broughton looked down at her disapprovingly.

      “Miss Mayweather,” he said quietly. “I believe you ought to re-examine your situation here before you throw out any more condemnations.”

      She felt herself color again, this time out of embarrassment.

      “I shall speak with His Grace about what is to be done,” he continued. “In the meantime, stay off that ankle. I shall get you a tonic to help you rest and restore your health. Good day to you, ma’am.”

      He turned and left, quietly shutting the door behind him.

      Georgiana burned with shame. She could not believe she had been so abominably rude to the man who had rescued her from heaven only knew. Her cheek and throat and ankle all hurt dreadfully. She did not know where Edmund might be, nor even if he were alive. She barely had any notion of where she was. She was quite alone and frightened, unsure what was to become of her. She felt rather like a lone ship tossed about a terrible storm, with no safe port or help at hand. Her chin trembling, Georgiana threw an arm over eyes and began to weep wretchedly.
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