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        The Lady's Guide to Deception and Desire

        by Emmanuelle de Maupassant

        Disowned by her oil tycoon father, Rosamund is in a fix. With limited funds, and a long way from Texas, the answer seems obvious: pretend she's still a wealthy catch, to ensnare an eligible English bachelor.

        Meeting the Duke of Studborne, it seems her prayers have been answered, but the Duke's motives for courting her are not what they seem, and Rosamund is caught in a trap.
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        The Governess's Secret Love

        by Beverley Oakley

        For three long years, Governess Charlotte Stanbridge has adored tutor Hugh Kernick from afar.

        When a violent storm strands them in a smuggler’s cave, secrets spill, desire ignites, and one stolen night changes everything.

        With a wealthy widower’s proposal looming and smugglers closing in, will love ruin them, or bind them forever?
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        A Rogue in Rome

        by Linda Rae Sande

        He’s an amiable young man on his Grand Tour.

        She’s the spitfire he can’t soon forget.

        Will he have to become a rake to tame the shrew?
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        Never Have I Ever with a Duke

        by Darcy Burke

        Graham inherits a debt-ridden dukedom and needs an heiress.

        Arabella must find a wealthy husband to save her family.

        When they meet, sparks fly, but they’re both penniless. Working together to recover their fortunes, they face an impossible choice: duty or love?
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        by KJ Jackson

        Betrayal battles obsession in this adventure-filled romance between the ruler of the London underworld and the woman he is determined to possess. Little does he know, she lives with secrets of her own.
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        Studborne Abbey

        January, 1882

      

      

      Barely an hour after his son entered the world, the Duke of Studborne held him in his arms for the first and last time.

      “Algernon.” The duchess tried to raise her head, looking to the figure silhouetted by the firelight.

      Her voice was but a whisper. “I’m so sorry. I thought…this time…”

      Studborne placed the still, silent child in the cradle at the foot of the bed. The ache in his chest squeezed tight, as if to crush his own mortal being. Rage and grief pounded there; monsters he’d fought before, and would again, when he was alone.

      For now, he must have fortitude.

      “Our son is at peace, my love.” He came to sit beside her, lacing his fingers through hers.

      It was their joke that she was always cold, pressing to him in the night for the comfort of his warmth. But, her small hand had never before been so chill, nor her face so pale.

      Still bleeding, the doctor had told him, and her pulse weak and fluttering.

      Studborne made himself speak. “The boy is with his sister and brother; three angels together.”

      “My darling, how shall we bear it?” Lit by the quivering flame of the candle, her eyes were fathomless. “I so wanted…but I’ve failed you…”

      “You are perfect, my love. So perfect. Everything I dreamed of. From the day we first met to this moment.” He spoke feverishly, smoothing back her golden hair. “I would change nothing.”

      The words were true.

      She’d been but twenty when he’d made her his duchess and he more than twice her age. He’d never before felt such love. Only for her.

      There had never been another.

      There never would be.

      “I’ll be waiting for you, my darling.” Her breaths—mingled with tears—were each fainter than the last, each a labor for which she had no more might. “The babies and I. Waiting for you.”

      He brought his lips to her forehead, then kissed her upon the mouth.

      I’ve life enough for us both. Stay with me, my little Viola. I won’t let you go. Not yet. ’Tis not your time.

      But the soft lips beneath his gave no returning caress.

      No breath stirred.

      Her cheek fell to the pillow.

      Violetta’s heart, always so filled with devotion, had slowed to its last beat.

      Roaring his pain, the duke buried his face upon her neck and clutched her to him.

      It cannot be. I shan’t let it be so.

      The children God may take, if it’s his will, but not my love!

      Rocking her, he made his silent vow.

      We shall meet again, my duchess, my Violetta.

      You shall return to me.

      And I shall be waiting.
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        Near Osmington, Dorset

        Early September, 1883

      

      

      “I’ve run away from your father!” her mother sobbed, coming clean to Rosamund over the final third of the sherry.

      It explained why her father had sent men to collect Ethan and take him back to the States.

      She and her mother were hardly in a position to argue.

      There was no similar summoning for Rosamund. Judged complicit, she was persona non grata.

      She poured herself a small measure from the bottle, while some remained to be had, and guided her mother to the better of the two chairs by the hearth.

      The beach cottage was what the British called 'cozy'. If you ignored the musty odors, the spiders in the outside water closet and the dishevelled state of the furnishings, you might say it was agreeable.

      Prostrate on the rug, blessedly snoozing, lay Hector—or Pom Pom. Rosamund couldn’t quite decide which suited him best. Her mother had presented Rosamund with the puppy just the evening before—one of a litter born a mere three months ago. Mrs. Appleby, who came in once a week to clean the cottage and take their laundry, had been more than glad to find a home for the ‘little terror’ as she’d called him.

      Soft and white with large, dark eyes, he was the nicest birthday gift Rosamund had ever been given, though he was already proving a handful.

      She’d let him sleep on her bed and, upon waking, had found the adorable terrier curled high upon the pillow, his belly pressed to the crown of her head.

      Reaching down to stroke his ears, Rosamund reminded herself to remain calm. No matter how worried she was, it wouldn’t help matters to further distress her mother. Already, she was fit to be tied.

      “Tell me your thinking, Ma. You had an idea, I suppose, of how you’d carry this off successfully?”

      “Of course.” Her mother gave a haughty sniff. “I left a note explaining that I was taking you both to visit my sister, in Pennsylvania, and that I’d be back at the end of the month.”

      Naively, Rosamund had assumed her father had sanctioned the trip across the Pond. Her mother had told her she’d be meeting ‘eligible men’: the sort with an aristocratic title, who’d take on an American if her dowry was sweet enough.

      Not that her family’s wealth was the only recommendation on Rosamund’s slate, but pretty faces were ten to the dollar; even charm only got a girl so far.

      She took a deep breath. “Nothing about boarding the liner and crossing the Atlantic?”

      “Don’t be addle-pated.“ Her mother took a restorative sip of the sweet aperitif. “If I’d told him that, he’d have stopped us before we’d even boarded.”

      Heaven and all the angels help me!

      Rosamund tried to pull the threads together.

      Naturally, she’d harboured suspicions.

      From the first, it had seemed odd for them to begin the search for a suitable English husband by burying themselves in rural obscurity. Surely, all the bachelors were in London. Possibly Bath. Perhaps Brighton.

      They were probably not vacationing in a remote, rather dull corner of the British Isles.

      In fact, no-one seemed to be favoring this particular destination apart from themselves—and the eccentric Misses Everly, who occupied a cottage nearby.

      Lovely as they were, Blanche and Eustacia didn’t seem the sort to have connections, and their niece (being all of six years old) was some way off from being a fellow debutante.

      Rosamund had frittered away the summer, picnicking on the sands and wandering the cliff paths. She hadn’t been in any hurry to get to the part where she was supposed to hunt down some prime manhood.

      As it was, she’d only seen one "gentleman", and that from afar: a gangly, bespectacled specimen rooting about at the base of the cliffs.

      He’d arrived the other week, likely looking for fossils, the Miss Everlys had said. She hadn’t been tempted to approach him, and be treated to some lecture on whatever it was he was digging for.

      The company of women alone had suited her just fine, after the tension of having a domineering man around.

      Not that her father had ever raised his fist against her, but perhaps only because she’d schooled herself to be meek and obedient, never daring to do anything that would incite his wrath.

      Until now.

      He probably thought she’d colluded in the whole thing, helping her mother in her escape.

      Not that she could blame him.

      If her mother had confided in her, wouldn’t Rosamund have done exactly that? Helped her in this madcap plan.

      Lord knows, Rosamund had cried herself to sleep often enough on her mother’s account, putting her pillow over her ears to save from hearing those stifled cries.

      The Burnell oil empire wasn’t run by a man who suffered fools. Sadly for Meribelle Burnell, she’d been too much on the receiving end of her husband’s temper.

      “I needed some time to regain my equilibrium.” Rosamund’s mother gave a sniff. “Besides which, everyone knows the Season doesn’t start until the Fall. I was intending to go up soon and find a place to lease. One of the smarter districts—Mayfair or Belgravia or some such. We’d be sure to get to know the neighbours, and then the invitations would come.”

      “Telling them I was an oil heiress, I suppose, but leaving out the part that I was likely disinherited.” Rosamund rubbed at her temples. Much as she loved her mother, she’d never been the practical sort.

      “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. Your Pa is mighty proud. I thought, if I found you the sort of husband he could boast about, he’d want to save face by paying whatever dowry was called for.”

      “And what about you, Ma?” Leaning forward, Rosamund squeezed her mother’s hand. “You didn’t plan on going back, did you?”

      The older woman’s lip wobbled. “I was thinking to stay with you, wherever you might take up residence. Your Pa wouldn’t be happy about it, but he might’ve let it pass.”

      Rosamund had to admit that it made a degree of sense.

      Mr. Burnell liked a tight rein on his household. Her mother had been right in thinking he’d never have given her liberty to stray so far. She’d seen an opportunity and seized it. A chance to get away from the man who’d heaped daily cruelty upon her.

      Lord forbid Rosamund were ever in a marriage of that sort herself.

      “I’ve something else to show you, Rosamund dear, and I hope you won’t be too angry with me.” Looking woebegone, her mother extracted an envelope from the pocket of her skirts. “I’m sorry. I truly am. I never meant to put you in this position, but I couldn’t stay any longer. I just couldn’t. And I didn’t want to leave without you and Ethan.”

      The mention of her son’s name was clearly too much for the woman. Burying her face in her handkerchief, she sobbed again.

      With shaking hands, Rosamund unfolded the letter and read.

      
        
        Don’t you ever come back, Meribelle.

        Nor that girl of yours.

        You’ve made your beds and in them you’ll lie.

        My son won’t hear your name no more.

        I’ll teach him what’s right, and how to put a woman in her place.

        Don’t think you’ll get no money neither.

        You’ve taken enough.

      

      

      Rosamund turned over the paper but there was nothing more. It simply ended. No other mention of her. She was simply "that girl", her mother’s daughter.

      She and her mother were on their own.

      As for her brother, would she ever see him again? In another ten years, he’d be a man—able to make his own decisions.

      But what poison might her father have worked by then?

      Closing her eyes, she fought back her own tears. Her mother had enough for them both. Better that she find strength.

      It was fortunate that her mother had managed to smuggle away her jewels. It was the sale of those, Rosamund guessed, that would provide the wherewithal to feed and house them.

      But, what would happen when the money ran out?

      All the places of fashion would be expensive. How long might their funds last? And what if there were no suitors?

      Even if she found someone she could bear to call husband, would he take her with no dowry?

      There had to be another solution.

      Surely there must be some families of standing in this part of Dorset? If only they could gain an introduction, who knew where that might lead…

      She’d a feeling that a country gentleman would suit her better than a town dandy. What had Miss Everly told her about the young man digging beneath the cliffs with his little trowel?

      Something about him belonging to an abbey.

      She’d not heard of monks being given time off for those sorts of useless pursuits.

      Perhaps he wasn’t a monk then.

      One thing she did know; the Miss Everlys had spoken of him as "a person of interest".

      She might ask them to elaborate, but some part of her shied away from the crassness of appearing to pursue a random man upon the beach.

      Better to take matters into her own hands.

      She’d observed the location he favored. Tomorrow, she’d seek him out and introduce herself. Pretend she was collecting shells and ask his opinion on them.

      He was bound to know their names. He looked the sort.

      Leastways, she’d think of something to get his attention. And then she’d find out what this abbey business was about.

      Rosamund set her jaw. It was demeaning and shameful, but if he’d any sort of connection worth claiming, she’d find a way to ingratiate herself.

      The prospect filled her with dread. Nevertheless, the wolf was at the door—or it soon would be. She had her mother to look after, as well as herself, not to mention her little Pom Pom.

      Her instinct told her that London was not the answer.

      Instead, she would see what the environs of Osmington had to offer.

      Rising, she fetched the sherry bottle and poured the last into their glasses.

      “Stop crying, Ma. I have a plan…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Osmington Beach

      

      

      Taking the breakfast chipolata from her pocket, Rosamund lobbed it skyward. Pom Pom cocked his little head, looking from Rosamund to where the meaty morsel had come to rest on a ledge, some twenty feet above. Rosamund peered upward.

      Her throwing arm, as it turned out, was rather better than she’d thought.

      “Off you go.” Clucking her tongue, Rosamund made encouraging noises.

      Weren’t dogs supposed to fetch by instinct?

      Admittedly, the cliffs were rather daunting.

      A bead of perspiration trickled within Rosamund’s cleavage. She ought to be sitting somewhere shady with a cool glass of iced tea; not baking herself to a crisp out here.

      The English summer had turned out a deal more sunny than she'd been expecting—though hardly comparable with the heat of Texas.

      The sea was far out, a distant silver line beyond the wide expanse of sand. Each grain seemed to have soaked up the heat and was radiating it back at her. Even the gulls had decided it was too hot for swooping about making their usual cacophony. A few were perched in shady nooks; the rest were far off, diving the waves.

      “Lovely sausage, Pom Pom.” She smacked her lips, pointing at the vivid yellow and terracotta cliffs.

      The contrary canine decided that sitting down was preferable to exerting itself. With a sigh, Rosamund scooped up the puppy.

      The man from the abbey was in the next cove, but walking this way—as Rosamund had ascertained from peeking around the rocks studded out from the headland.

      She was certain this was the place he’d been fussing over the day before, just along from the caves Ethan and his little friend had spent so much time exploring.

      At the thought of her brother, Rosamund felt a pang of anxiety. He’d be in Southampton by now. Within the next day or so, he might be on his way across the ocean. He hadn’t accompanied her father’s men willingly, though he’d done his best to put a brave face on things when he’d realized Rosamund and his mother were unable to prevent him from being taken.

      Was he missing them?

      Wondering, as Rosamund did, when they’d ever see one another again?

      Burying her face in Pom Pom’s fur, she willed herself to keep focused. Ethan—the beloved son and heir to the Burnell empire—would be fine.

      Her mother and herself, however, were in dire straits.

      And this man, who would arrive at any moment, might help them gain acquaintance with the Society within which they wanted to move.

      She needed to be all-fired and ready.

      If Pom Pom wouldn’t scamper up himself, she’d have to carry him.

      There were several places along the slope where she might grab hold to steady herself, even if there were no obvious path to follow. She need only climb a short way. Just far enough to look plausibly in need of assistance.

      Gathering her skirts, she set off. “See, Pom Pom, it’s not so bad.”

      However, she’d gone no more than a dozen steps before the puppy began wriggling, clearly fed up with being carried against her hip.

      “Oh! Thunderation! Keep still!” She wobbled, clutching Pom Pom tighter. Grasping a protuberance of rock, it crumbled beneath her fingers. She ended up, somewhat painfully, on her knees.

      With a yap, the puppy leapt from under her elbow, sprinting onward to where the sausage lay. Thankfully he seemed to have found his feet, and his courage.

      “I say! What are you doing up there?” a voice called from below; distinctly aristocratic, distinctly male.

      It was him alright; the tall, slender fellow, pushing back his spectacles and squinting.

      “Hello there.” Rosamund realized she was still on all fours, with her bottom stuck in the air.

      Not terribly dignified.

      She promptly sat back on her heels.

      “It’s my puppy. He scooted up here, chasing a bird I think, and he’s stuck. I must rescue him.”

      “You shouldn’t; I mean, it’s dangerous! The limestone isn’t stable. Too much scrabbling and you’ll likely bring on a landslide.”

      Rosamund frowned.

      Now she thought of it, the surface here was quite powdery.

      Meanwhile, Mr. Disapproving was simply standing, looking up at her.

      “I’m so glad you’ve found us.” She summoned what she hoped was a "damsel-in-distress" expression. “Might you help, do you think? I’m dreadfully scared of heights.”

      It wasn’t true. It had been a while since she’d clambered the old cherry tree in their yard, but she’d been rather good at it once.

      “And I don’t think I can manage on my own.”

      As if!

      The fellow pondered for a moment. “My climbing up won’t necessarily help.” He scanned the slope. “You’ve already loosened things. Better if you make it down on your own.”

      Well! Thank you for nothing!

      Rosamund glanced over at Pom Pom. Having polished off the sausage, he was lying down, looking unperturbed.

      “But, my poor puppy!” Rosamund twisted her hands together. “I can’t just leave him.”

      “He’ll come down when he’s ready. He’ll be fine. As I said, it’s yourself that’s the problem. You’re a deal heavier than the dog.”

      Rosamund bit back a retort.

      Clearly, she’d found the one Englishman without a shred of chivalry.

      Easing off her knees, she stood upright.

      Her costume had been newly laundered: white, sprigged in daisies. Now, the hem was stained orange. Where she’d been kneeling, there were two similar marks about halfway down her skirts.

      Tutting, she shook out the material, brushing downward with her palms. Too late she realized that her hands were also coated with bronze dust. Mrs. Appleby wouldn’t be pleased.

      “Here.” The bespectacled personage dropped the canvas bag from his shoulder and stretched towards her. “Make your way slowly. Take my hand as soon as you’re able.”

      Rosamund smiled to herself.

      I can do better than that!

      She only hoped all this effort would come to more than a hill of beans.

      There was a slightly steeper section where she’d first made her way up. It would be easy enough to act as if she was losing her balance, launching herself the final few feet, where Mr. Get-Yourself-Down could darn well catch her.

      As it happened, she didn’t have to pretend too much. On the final descent, several stones dislodged. Skidding across the scree, she doubted she could have stopped herself, even had she tried.

      Her shriek as she tumbled over, landing atop him, was not altogether feigned.

      Uttering an audible "ooph!", he stumbled back, but managed to remain upright, his arms naturally closing about her as she slid down his chest. Briefly, he made contact with her derriere, before her toes touched terra firma.

      Tipping back her head to look at him, she saw that his spectacles were askew, and she’d knocked the straw boater from his head. Her own was threatening to tumble, despite the application of three hat pins. Wisps of hair were escaping.

      With some satisfaction, she noted that she’d left a colorful smudge across his cheek and two streaks down the front of his shirt. White linen, it was a loose-fitting affair and, most shockingly, the upper buttons were undone, revealing a flash of chest hair.

      There was no sign of a cravat or bow tie.

      Recovering his wits, Mr. Don’t-You-Know-That’s-Dangerous unhanded her and took a step back, self-consciously fumbling with his glasses. He stared at her with a shocked expression.

      “Are you alright?” He blinked twice. “I mean, you’re not hurt?”

      They were rather kind eyes. Brown, like his hair, and with a softness in them.

      Somewhat breathlessly, she answered. “I’m unharmed—thanks to you.”

      As if appraising the truth of it, he surveyed her head to toe.

      Rosamund suppressed a scowl. No doubt, he'd be thinking she looked an utter fright, but at least she was properly attired.

      Besides having been walking with his shirt unfastened, Mr. It’s-Yourself-That’s-The-Problem also had his sleeves rolled back to the elbow, and his trousers legs similarly turned up. His feet were bare, half sunk in the sand.

      From above, there was a sharp yap, as if the third member of their gathering was put out at being ignored. The next moment, Rosamund caught a flash of white shooting down the cliff. Reaching a point somewhat level with their heads, the bundle of fur flung himself through the air, landing in the vicinity of the canvas bag.

      In two twitches of a tail, Pom Pom had his nose inside.

      “Naughty Pom—Hector! Naughty Hector! Stop that!” Though she’d felt obliged to act the "helpless woman", Rosamund wasn’t having him think her utterly frivolous. She knew her Greek history and myths, even if she’d only read them in translation.

      “My sandwich!” The young man’s attention was promptly very much on his lunch, clutched in Pom Pom’s jaws and disappearing into the nearest cave.
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      The young man took chase, uttering an expletive inappropriate for the ears of a lady. Definitely not a monk. She was certain they weren’t allowed to swear like that.

      From the cavern came an echoing, gleeful bark.

      By the time Rosamund had caught up, it appeared the battle had been won. Inside, it was decidedly dark but there was light enough to see Pom Pom standing atop a slice of bread.

      A lettuce leaf appeared to have been sampled and spat out. The rest of the contents had been received with greater appreciation.

      “I sure am sorry.” Rosamund attempted to appear contrite. “I’m still training him in how to behave.”

      “He’s just a pup having fun. Not enough of that in life generally, I tend to think.” The man extended his hand. “Benedict Studborne. Pleased to meet you.”

      Rosamund returned his shake firmly. “Miss Burnell.”

      The puppy snuffled about before selecting a spot for some vigorous digging.

      Rosamund couldn’t help feeling rather awkward. She mightn’t be up on the finer points of English etiquette, but she was pretty sure that being in such a secluded spot with a man one didn’t know wasn’t good form.

      He didn’t seem the sort to get fresh, but you never knew…

      Not that she was defenceless. She’d seen enough fist-fights among the men who worked the oil fields to know how to throw a punch.

      At least it was cooler in here, though the tang of seaweed was rather potent.

      Remembering the shells she’d put in her pocket, she drew them out. “I was collecting these from a rockpool when Hector took off up the cliffs.” She displayed them across her open palms.

      “They’ll make an interesting arrangement for painting.” She was thinking on her feet, but there was some truth in it. She’d used her watercolors to capture the beach landscape at various times of day. Only now did it occur to her that the shells themselves would make a worthwhile subject.

      “You’ve some sting winkles there, and some common whelks. Being carnivorous, the whelks bore into the shells of other creatures to suck out the soft molluscs inside.” He prodded them with a finger.  “I’ve a feeling some of these are still alive.”

      Rosamund wasn’t generally squeamish but the notion of having a handful of predator snails was too much. Hastily, she tipped them into a trench of water by the cave wall and wiped her hands on the back of her skirts.

      “Best to turn them upside down and check next time—or keep to treasure hunting on the upper sands. Less likely to find live ones there.”  He took off his spectacles, polishing the lenses with his handkerchief.

      Yes. He truly did have nice eyes, thought Rosamund.

      “You seem to know a great deal.”

      He gave a small shrug. “Fossils are more my thing, but you have to make a study of one to be knowledgeable in the other. Did you know that limpets can live up to fifteen years? They graze on algae but always return to their own little groove, which they make for themselves in the rock.”

      “True homebodies, huh?” Rosamund couldn’t help but smile, though something about the idea of limpets finding their way back to the same anchoring spot where they felt secure and comfortable brought a pang about her heart.

      One way or another, it was what everyone did, wasn’t it? One spent one’s entire life searching for that sort of place.

      “I can’t help but notice your accent, Miss Burnell.” He spoke somewhat shyly. “I’ve been following the paleontological activity in Como Bluff, and the amazing finds there. I don’t suppose you’ve ever been?”

      Rosamund hadn’t the least idea of what to say. Naturally, she’d read of the dinosaur bones found in the Wyoming desert. Everyone had.

      But to go there?

      Even had she the interest or the opportunity, it had to be near on a thousand miles from their home in Texas.

      She settled for being polite. “I’m afraid not. Though I’m sure it would be fascinating.”

      In an instant, the young man took on a new animation.

      “We can hardly compare the two, but this part of the coast is known for its finds. You’ve heard of Mary Anning and her Ichthyosaur?”

      Rosamund couldn’t say that she had, but she nodded politely.

      He lowered his voice, as if imparting some great secret. “The stomach contained visible remains of prehistoric fish, would you believe!”

      Rosamund made the required sounds of interest, though there was only so much enthusiasm she could summon for things which hadn’t been alive for millions of years.

      Still, he was talking. “This is one of the best stretches, from Osmington Mills westward. Plenty of Cretaceous boulders on the beach until you reach the Corallian section at Black Head, but I’ve been sketching a fossil embedded in the cliff face just along from here. You find all sorts of fragments at the foot of the cliffs and buried in the sand, though it takes a careful eye to spot the best examples. I might show you, if you’d like.”

      Now they were getting somewhere.

      She’d let him show her his bits of rock, she’d exclaim at how marvellous they were, and then she’d begin her interrogation in earnest: finding out just where this abbey was, and what he had to do with it.

      She was about to suggest they head out into the sun and begin the grand tour of "Dorset’s most thrilling rocks" when Pom Pom stopped shovelling sand and gave a sharp yelp.

      “Oh P—Hector! What’s the matter, puppy?” Rosamund cupped his face in her hands. “Did you hurt your paws with all that digging?”

      “Looks like he found a crab and got a nip for his trouble.”  Bending over, Mr. Studborne extracted something. “Not just a crab, look. Your dog has made his own find—a rather fine ammonite, though only a small one, I’m afraid.”

      He washed it in the same puddle into which Rosamund had thrown her shells, then brought it for her to see.

      Taking her hand, he traced her forefinger over the hard, curving ridges, guiding along the ever-decreasing spirals. “A simple design, but effective. The chambers strengthened the shell, stopping it from being crushed by the pressure of the sea. The creature lived in only the last chamber. The earlier ones it used to control its buoyancy and movement, much like a submarine—pushing out air or water as needed.”

      Her finger had reached the centre of the fossilised shell.

      His was still atop.

      And his finely-haired forearm, bare beneath his rolled-up sleeve, had brushed against her wrist.

      Rosamund glanced up. She didn’t give a hoot for fossils, but the way Mr. Studborne was looking at her, her head felt strangely light.

      “Miss Burnell?” He spoke her name softly and his hand closed fully over hers.

      “Yes?” Her gaze fell to his lips.

      Suddenly, he jumped back.

      Pom Pom had attached himself to the gentleman’s ankle and was…

      “Oh, too naughty! Stop that!” Rosamund stifled a giggle. “I do apologize. He seems to like you.”

      There was no mistaking the drive behind the terrier’s pelvic exertions. It might have appeared less indecent if Mr. Studborne hadn’t had his trousers rolled up. He gave his leg a shake, but the puppy showed no sign of letting up on his amorous quest.

      Much as Rosamund loved Pom Pom, and she really ought to intervene, she’d no desire to pick him up while he was covered in wet sand. Instead, she felt in her pocket. Thank goodness, she’d kept back a bit of sausage.

      Pulling it out, she waved it under Pom Pom’s nose then threw it towards the cave entrance.

      The ploy worked a treat. Yelping excitedly, the dog set off after it. Mr. Studborne gave an embarrassed cough, and invited her to lead the way.

      Whatever he might have been planning to say, or do, his sense of propriety had reasserted itself, and he returned to the formalities. “So, what brings you to the Jurassic Coast, Miss Burnell?” He pushed his hands deep into his trouser pockets, as if they’d been traitorous and now needed to be hidden away.

      If she wished to be honest, now was her chance. He seemed a nice enough sort. Even knowing her real situation, he might be prepared to help her gain access to local Society. Could she take the risk?

      Her conscience wavered. A heap of untruths wasn't going to sit well on her conscience, but there was too much at stake.

      “It was all my father’s idea; a gift for my recent birthday.” She adopted her brightest tone, to hide any hint of brittleness. “He’s very generous, and I’d always wanted to see the England I’ve read about in novels.”

      “You chose to start here?” Mr. Studborne looked bemused.

      “Well, the beach was more for my little brother, really.” As they emerged outside, Rosamund was relieved to see that the sea winds had brought clouds scudding across the sky, offering some shade.

      She just hoped there wasn’t a thunderbolt lurking somewhere with her name on it, ready to strike her down for telling lies.

      “But he’s gone back to join my father now, leaving my mother and I to begin our tour in earnest.”

      There was some truth in that, at least.

      “I don’t suppose you have a recommendation, as to where we might begin? My mother has a passion for Miss Austen’s novels and won’t rest until she’s visited somewhere akin to Pemberley or Mansfield Park or… Northanger Abbey.” She held her breath for a moment, letting the last word hang between them.

      He paused, pushing his toes into the sand, and she wasn’t sure if she’d said the wrong thing.

      She cleared her throat. “I understand there’s often public viewing at this time of year.”

      “Yes, you’re right—at least, there are some families who open their homes in that way.” He gave no more exacting answer, but held out the ammonite, studying it briefly before handing it to Rosamund.

      “You ought to have this, seeing as your pup found it.”

      Their fingers almost touched as she took the fossil.

      The calcified stone, or whatever one called it, was warmer now, from having been held.

      Putting it in her pocket, she closed her hand about it.

      He appeared to take several deep breaths. “And, perhaps you’d like to see my uncle’s residence. It’s old enough to be of interest. You might visit only for the day, but I’m sure you’d be welcome longer than that. I’ve always thought, one doesn’t get a feel for a place until you’ve slept under its roof and woken to see the morning from its windows.”

      “Well, that sounds delightful.” Rosamund’s heart beat a little faster. “I hope we shan’t be imposing. It really would be very kind. My mother is a chatterbox, I’m afraid, but it would make her happy, truly.”

      “The pleasure would be ours, I’m sure.”

      They reached where his knapsack lay, and he hung it over his shoulder.

      “I wouldn’t say so to my uncle, but the house has been too quiet since my aunt’s death. It will do him good to have some lively company.”

      “Then we’ll do our best to oblige.” Rosamund hugged herself. Perhaps things were going to come right, after all.

      Mr. Studborne’s uncle sounded the retiring sort, but well-established families tended to know everyone about. With some skilful conversation, Rosamund was sure she’d be able to find out something to their advantage.

      Pom Pom was far ahead now, heading back towards the little dwelling just above the shore. The tide had begun to turn, and the breeze was getting up. Suddenly, it felt almost chilly. How quickly things changed. The summer was coming to an end, and even the brightest sun was at the mercy of waiting clouds.

      But she'd achieved her aim. To push further would be unseemly.

      “I’m sorry.” She threw the gentleman a brief smile. “I’d better follow him. Perhaps you’ll show me your fossils another day.”

      “Of course.” Her new acquaintance bowed, as if they were standing up together in a ballroom and about to begin their dance.

      She took her leave and began walking briskly, but he cried out to her. “You’re in the cottage, there? I’ll square things with my uncle and send a note. I’m sure we’ll see one another soon.”

      “And where is it we shall be going?” Rosamund spun about, only now thinking to ask.

      He cupped his hands to his mouth, and she heard his answer clearly, carried to her through the wind and the cry of the gulls who’d stirred at last from their shaded perches.

      “Studborne Abbey.”
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      “So clever of you, honey-sweet.” Mrs. Burnell leaned across the carriage to squeeze Rosamund’s hand. “An invitation from a duke, no less!”

      Rosamund summoned a wan smile. “Hardly from the duke, Ma. It’s his nephew who has invited us.”

      She was still reeling from the turn of events. Even when Mr. Studborne’s letter had arrived, proposing that they join the family at the abbey, she hadn’t realized the significance of the embossed notepaper.

      Only when the handsome equipage in black had rolled up, the crest painted large upon the carriage door, had she taken in the true honour.

      Mrs. Appleby, who’d been helping them pack their trunks, had come running out to greet the driver, passing along her best wishes to the cook and housekeeper at the abbey, and asking after the health of His Grace.

      Her mother’s ears had pricked up.

      “Perhaps the duke himself will take a fancy to you, my love.” Her mother's mind was clearly hell-fired and racing.

      Rosamund merely looked out at the passing countryside. The sea lay behind them now, rolling hills replacing the heathlands and dunes of the coast.

      Were youth and fair looks enough to win a man’s heart?

      Rosamund had nothing else obvious to offer. No connections. No dowry.

      Her father seemed unlikely to have a change of heart on that front.

      The duke mightn’t be in need of a wealthy match but, surely, could take his pick of any lady. An upstart American would hardly be his idea of the perfect spouse.

      She slipped her hand from her mother’s grasp and returned to stroking Pom Pom, curled on the seat beside her.

      A meandering river, sunk low from lack of rainfall, followed the gentle incline of the road. They entered woodlands, the tunnel of leaves obscuring the light before the carriage emerged again into dappled sunshine.

      It served her right of course.

      She’d sent a wish out into the world, for Fate to send them a lifeline, and here it was—in the shape of some elderly widower who might "take a fancy to her", as her mother put it.

      What then?

      Was she supposed to set aside all personal feeling and let him woo her, if he seemed so inclined?

      “We must show you to best advantage.” Her mother beamed at Rosamund. “You’ll have my grandmother’s ruby necklace, and the matching earrings; be sure to put them on when we dine.”

      Mrs. Burnell had taken to wearing the necklace always, beneath her blouse for safekeeping, but she’d passed it into Rosamund's care, in honor of her birthday, along with the matching earbobs.

      Of course, the pieces would have to be sold if they were to fund a stay in any of the fashionable places. Meanwhile, anyone seeing the gems adorning Rosamund would assume her to be the heiress she’d been not so long ago.

      Rosamund’s mother was still talking.

      “Apparently, the duke was much devoted to his late wife. The heart takes time to heal in such cases, so he mayn’t be looking for a bride at present.”

      Mrs. Burnell tapped her chin. “You might need to remind him of why such a thing is appealing. Don’t be too subtle, Rosamund. Mrs. Appleby tells me he’s yet to father an heir, and you’ll be sure to fall in the family way as soon as he lays hands on you. Naturally, after the marriage ceremony would be preferable, but there are more ways than one towards the altar.”

      “Really, Ma!” Rosamund rolled her eyes. It was no secret that her own birth had occurred a mere six months after her parents’ nuptials, but she was sure it wasn’t the done thing among the gentry. At least, she didn’t remember reading of it in any of Miss Austen’s novels.

      “Best to be prepared.” Mrs. Burnell folded her hands in her lap with a smug expression. “Don’t forget the book I gave you for your birthday, my love. There’s more than etiquette in there, though goodness knows, the advice on table settings is welcome. These English have so many rules!”

      Dutifully, Rosamund extracted it from the bag beside her. Bound in pale pink leather and embossed in gold, the title stated: "The Lady’s Guide to All Things Useful" and Mrs Burnell had written on the flyleaf.

      
        
        To my darling Rosamund,

        On your twenty-first birthday

        Wishing you a lifetime of happiness

        All love

        Mother

      

      

      Happiness! What did that mean?

      Marriage. Babies. Status. Security.

      Those were the things that were supposed to make women contented.

      Rosamund flipped through the pages: Bravery. Compassion. Dress. Fans. Forgiveness. Forks! At last, she came to H, and there it was. An entry on happiness itself.

      
        
        Our life is as meaningful, as full and as wonderful, as we choose to make it. Do not look back wistfully, at what once you had, nor imagine anxiously what is to come. Seek your happiness in the present season. The fruit hanging within your reach is just as sweet as that growing high.

      

      

      It was sensible enough.

      Her mother would argue that the duke was dangling within her reach—like a juicy peach. As for other fruit, she wasn’t sure how abundant the pickings would be.

      There was the duke's nephew of course; except that her mother had quickly ascertained from Mrs. Appleby that the young man had only a small legacy of his own, and was largely dependent on His Grace's charity.

      She couldn't deny liking Mr. Studborne, even if he was rather bookish.  But, their situation demanded that she focus her mind on the bigger prize, however distasteful she might find it.

      “It’s the advice on marriage you’ll be wanting.” Mrs. Burnell leaned forward again, lowering her voice. “And the chapters on ‘Bedroom Matters’.”

      The last she only mouthed, as if the driver of the carriage might hear them over the sound of the wheels on the road and the horses’ hooves.

      Rosamund had to concede that her mother was right.

      All victorious soldiers went into battle prepared. If there was anything in the book that might prove useful, she ought to take note.

      Among the first entries, she spotted a chapter entitled 'Affection'.

      A good place to start.

      
        
        The affection of men and women alike is easily won. An easy smile and contented mien bring charm to even the plainest countenance. Then, we need only listen, and respond to what is said. To make the other feel heard and known.

      

      

      Rosamund had long ago learnt to listen rather than speak. In general, her opinions were not sought, nor deemed of value.

      How then, did one respond honestly?

      And what about "being heard and known" herself?

      If the book was full of this sort of nonsense, it would do nothing to improve her temper.

      Snappishly, she closed it.

      One thing she was determined on: she would make her own future.

      She was hog-tied, but it didn't mean she couldn't turn things around. Even if there was bad in the choices ahead, good might come of it. For she’d have the security she needed, and a home of her own.

      A home for her mother, too.

      If sacrifice was necessary, so be it.
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      At last, there was a break in the dense trees. They swung off the road and the gatekeeper hurried out. As they passed through the tall iron gates, the man looked boldly at the carriage. His eyes met Rosamund’s and he did not turn away.

      Audacious! But I suppose even dukes mightn’t have so many visitors when their home is buried in a remote spot such as this, thought Rosamund. One can hardly blame the gatekeeper for his curiosity.

      Pom Pom stirred, clambering over Rosamund’s lap to look out, replacing his mistress’s face at the window. His tail wagged uncertainly at the sight of the staring stranger, but then they were on their way again, continuing through oak and beech and chestnut.

      After some time, these gave way to a neat avenue of limes beyond which lay open parkland. The long drive climbed, taking them past orchards and a walled garden. The grand vista was then revealed: a lake, a little building that looked like one of those Greek temples on the far side, and the house itself, rising upon the crest of the hill.

      Her mother craned her neck. “Well, chickadee. If that doesn’t fire you up to claim the duke’s favor, I don’t know what will!”

      Hewn from honey-colored stone, the abbey was breathtakingly beautiful. Turrets reached skyward above crenelated towers.

      Monks had lived here?

      It seemed strangely grand as a place for men of God, but Rosamund supposed the building had been smaller then. It was customary to extend old buildings, or so she’d read, each generation of owners keen to make their stamp by adding and improving.

      The sun caught the leaded planes of the narrow, mullioned windows, set deep in stone. If anyone were there, looking out, she couldn’t tell.

      Crunching upon the gravel, the carriage came to a standstill and the driver descended. He lowered the step before offering his hand to her mother, and then to Rosamund herself.

      Rosamund’s heart gave a tremulous leap.

      She would see Mr. Studborne again. He’d surely be here to welcome them. It was his invitation, after all.

      However, it wasn’t he who opened the grand doors.

      A figure dressed in black—somewhat stooped, his hair thinning, his face sunken and grey—stood on the threshold. For one horrible moment, Rosamund wondered if this were the duke.

      But, of course, it was the butler. Having greeted them, he shuffled to one side.

      Tapestries of hunting scenes graced both sides of the hall, overlooked by lines of fearsome stags—their heads mounted alongside vicious-bladed weaponry. Within the circle of a long-chained chandelier, candles flickered.

      Tall windows rose above wide stairs and a galleried landing yet there was an oppressive air, as if the oak-panelled walls pressed too close. The closing of the doors behind them only confirmed the feeling.

      The butler’s fingers jittered as he took their cloaks. His hands veined and tinged purple, swollen at the knuckle, were those of a man surely too old to be working. But such faithful family retainers were kept until they dropped at last. A kindness of sorts, or a cruelty, depending on how one viewed it.

      Eyes pale from age met Rosamund’s, and the butler inclined his head. “In the library, Madam. The master is waiting for you.”
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      They were struck by the smell of leather. The walls, at least forty paces long, were lined with books—endless volumes ranged floor to ceiling on dark oak shelves.

      There were two fireplaces and, leaning upon the mantle of the first, was their host, staring into its bright flames, a huge dog at his feet. Only when the duke straightened did his imposing stature become apparent.

      His features were strong: a nose of which Caesar would have been proud, a high brow, and deep-hooded eyes. His hair was silvering at the temples, as was his moustache, but his vitality was evident.

      “Welcome to my home.” The duke gave a slow smile, looking over both Rosamund and her mother.

      In the gloom, the fire’s glow lit his face. The dog lifted its head and Rosamund had a sudden notion of looking upon Hades himself—the King of the Underworld, flanked by Cerberus.

      Rosamund was rather glad the butler had suggested Pom Pom be taken to the kitchen for something to eat. The poor little thing would have been all atremble at the sight of the Great Dane.

      “Oh, Your Grace. It’s a privilege to be sure.” Mrs. Burnell gave a wobbling curtsey and tugged at Rosamund to do the same.

      “Please, there is no need for formalities.” With an expansive gesture, the duke bid them sit. “The pleasure is mine. It was most fortunate for my nephew to meet you.”

      He lowered into the armchair beside the hearth. “Cornwort will see to your bags and you will want to settle in but you must first take something restorative.”

      Almost immediately, the door opened and a maid came through. There was a rattling of china as she placed her tray upon the table before them, and two of the cups rolled from their saucers.

      The duke said nothing but the girl quaked nonetheless, her fingers clumsy in righting the crockery.

      “Enough.” The duke’s tone was abrupt, his displeasure obvious.

      The girl buried her hands in her apron, bobbing quickly before scurrying out.

      The duke set the cups upright himself and took up the pot. It was strange to see him do so, but he poured with ease.

      “Now you are here, you must stay at least a few days, to experience the abbey properly. My nephew tells me you are without fixed plans—so I shall hear nothing to the contrary."

      “So kind.” Mrs. Burnell beamed, accepting her cup.

      Rosamund looked into hers. The liquid was very dark, and the fragrance wasn’t that of coffee.

      “Oh! Delicious!” exclaimed Mrs. Burnell. “And such a treat! You must know how fond the ladies are of chocolate, Your Grace.”

      “Indeed.” Raising his own cup, he inhaled appreciatively before sampling the contents. "And so many health benefits. So very fortifying.” He gave another of his slow smiles.

      “I must tell my husband. He’s a bourbon man, though he’ll take a cup of coffee now and then.” Rosamund’s mother had moved to full-on simpering. “He works so hard. P’raps you’ve heard of the Texas Burnells? Richest oil finds in the whole state, though one doesn’t like to boast of such things…”

      Ignoring the vulgar mention of wealth, the duke turned to Rosamund. “And you are enjoying England, Miss Burnell? Greener than Texas, I should imagine.”

      “Why, yes.” Rosamund set the chocolate drink upon her knee. “All the more for seeing your beautiful abbey. I’m looking forward to finding out its history.”

      “And so you shall.” Sitting forward in his chair, the duke’s attention was all upon Rosamund. “We are built on the foundations of an old monastery, though only a small portion of the original remains. It was founded by a Franciscan monk who travelled to Mexico, would you believe: one Vasco de Benevente. But, during the Reformation, it was surrendered and passed to private hands, like many of the holy buildings in these parts. King Henry VIII created our dukedom at that time.”

      “Fascinating.” Rosamund cast her eyes about the library. There were more volumes than she’d seen anywhere, though that wasn’t saying much. Her father hadn’t been big on reading.

      It was then that she noticed the portraits.

      Above each mantle hung a large canvas. The closest portrayed a woman elegantly dressed in a blue riding habit, with crop in hand. Her hair, of a similar shade of blonde to Rosamund’s, was swept beneath a hat beribboned in purple. The color was most becoming, for her eyes were deeply sapphire and there was a playfulness in them that lent the portrait charm.

      The other she couldn’t discern so clearly but she would say the same woman featured upon that canvas too—wearing lemon chiffon and her hair uncovered, so that her fairness was all the more apparent.

      When Rosamund’s gaze returned to the duke, she was aware of him looking at her, of him having watched her perusing the paintings.

      Previously, she had thought him rather menacing, in an attractively dangerous way. Now, he looked altogether different: wistful and sad.

      “Do you believe, Miss Burnell, that those we love wait for us beyond the veil?”

      She guessed then that this was the last duchess, as Mr. Studborne had mentioned that day on the beach. From the duke’s softened expression, it was clear he’d cherished her.

      Rosamund’s compassion rose in the face of those tender feelings.

      She’d never been in love herself; could only imagine the bond between husband and wife when affection grew over years together.

      How sad it was, to be parted.

      “One must have faith,” she said simply.

      In recognition of her sympathy, he nodded.

      The look in his eyes she could not fully fathom, but raw emotion—unspoken grief and loneliness—caught at her heart.

      Her thoughts passed fleetingly to his nephew.

      One beginning his journey, with all before him. The other shaped by love and loss, his pain etched in the fine lines upon his face.

      The Duke of Studborne was not as she had expected.
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      They climbed the stairs at a funereal pace, Cornwort wobbling so much that Rosamund half expected him to topple backwards, where he’d have a reasonably soft landing on her mother.

      Mrs. Burnell was busy looking about her.

      Several fine marble statues occupied alcoves on the ascending stairs, and there were endless paintings—all finely executed. The tapestries looked rather faded, but one had to allow for that. They were authentic, after all, and probably rather old.

      “Such costly things! And such grandeur! To think you might be mistress of the whole spread, my little chick!” Mrs. Burnell squeezed her daughter’s arm. “Did you see the way the duke looked at you?”

      “Shush, Ma.” Rosamund gave a warning glare.

      It was likely the butler was hard of hearing, but it would be mortifying for her mother’s words to be repeated in the servants’ hall.

      Mrs. Burnell lowered her voice a little. “And the portrait! You must have noticed. All men have their preferences, and you are alike. It will all happen just as I’m hoping. He’ll be on his knees within the week!”

      Reaching the next floor, the butler continued down a narrow passageway panelled in dark wood, lit by candles in sconces. The smoke made Rosamund’s eyes water. At last, almost at the very end of the corridor, he stopped, turning a handle on one of the doors.

      “Your chamber, Madam.” He invited Mrs. Burnell to step through. “The connecting door leads to a room for the young lady. I trust you’ll have all you need. The gong calls to dine at seven.”

      With that, he left them, the door clicking softly shut.

      “Not bad at all.” Mrs. Burnell fingered the velvet drapes upon the bed post before opening the double doors of the great wardrobe.

      “And it looks as if someone’s been hanging up my things.” She beamed. “So nice to have servants again after making do mostly on our own.”

      Over at the window, Rosamund looked across the lawns, towards the lake.

      It was what she’d dreamed of, wasn’t it?

      Such a home? And a titled husband?

      He was older than she’d imagined for herself, but he was far from unattractive. In his prime, her mother would doubtless say. Certainly, of an age when he might still father children—which was the point, after all.

      “I’ll order some tea.” Her mother was already tugging at the bell pull. “Isn’t it about now that the English serve their cakes and such? I wouldn’t mind a slice of something sweet.”

      Rosamund gave her mother a weary smile. “I’ll go lie down for a while.”

      “Of course, dear. You rest up. I’ll check in on you when it’s time to dress.” Her mother picked up her scent bottle, giving herself a spritz. “Don’t forget, you’ll be wearing the rubies—but not with dark silk. We need you to look fresh and lovely. The pink dress will be better; more virginal.”

      Rosamund gritted her teeth.

      Of all the things she would be pretending that evening, her maidenhood was one thing she wouldn’t need to fake.
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      With relief, Rosamund rested her back against the door and closed her eyes. Was everyone’s mother like this?

      Kicking off her shoes, she wriggled against the lacing of her corset. Over the summer, she’d taken to hardly tightening it at all—even going without sometimes—but her mother had insisted she cinch her waist fashionably while they were in company.

      “Good afternoon, Madam. I’m Mrs. Cornwort.” A voice came from across the room. “I’ve been putting away your things.”

      Startled, Rosamund looked about her, suddenly self-conscious.

      The woman staring fixedly in her direction wore black unrelieved by the addition of an apron.

      She was clearly a member of staff—and a senior one at that, judging by her age. Though, the severity of her hair pulled back in a bun and sour expression doubtless made her seem older than she was.

      Reaching into the trunk, she extracted a pair of bloomers, folding them into a drawer.

      Rosamund bristled. “There’s really no need. I can do that.”

      The reply was curt. “As housekeeper, I’m above such tasks, but it’s my duty to see you’re cared for properly. His Grace was most particular.”

      More like it gives you a chance to be nosy! thought Rosamund, but she knew it was best to try and get on the right side of staff. They could make one’s life difficult otherwise.

      “It’s very kind.” Rosamund smiled sweetly.

      “Well, seeing as you and your mother have arrived without a maid of your own”—the housekeeper gave a sniff—“you’ll be needing assistance.”

      She drew out a cotton camisole and placed it atop the bloomers. “I’ll send Bessie for your daily needs—though do avoid asking too much of her. We’re three chambermaids down at present, so she’s taking extra duties with the laundry. She hasn't the time to be running about after frivolous whims.”

      Mrs. Cornwort pursed her lips. “And I’d ask that you keep that little dog of yours from chewing the rugs or cushions—or leaving any deposits. Bessie will bring him up to you shortly, but she can’t be cleaning up after him all hours of the day.”

      Wrestling to maintain a polite demeanour, Rosamund diverted the conversation. “Cornwort is an usual name. Like the butler, isn’t it? Such a lovely tradition to see family members serving in the same house.”

      “Indeed!” The housekeeper cast a stony glare at Rosamund. “Mr. Cornwort is my husband.”

      Rosamund was slightly taken aback. Mrs. Cornwort was no spring chicken, but surely too young to be saddled with an octogenarian.

      Uncomfortably, it occurred to her that the age disparity between herself and the duke would lead them, ultimately, to the same place—assuming they both lived a long life.

      Upon the mantle, a little carriage clock chimed for half past three.

      Mrs. Cornwort frowned. “If you’ll excuse me, I should be going. The duke wishes another pot of his drinking chocolate at four, and the recipe takes a deal of whisking. I’m the only one entrusted with the task.” She bustled out the door, looking rather smug, and without asking Rosamund if she’d care for a beverage herself.

      Locking both the connecting door and the one to the corridor, Rosamund flopped onto the bed.

      Some privacy would be welcome, without someone telling her what she should be doing, or thinking, or saying. It must be even worse when one was an actual duchess, having to live up to other people’s expectations of what was appropriate.

      Perhaps, she wasn’t cut out for this at all.
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      “Stop that, Pom Pom, or Bessie won’t want to come back again.” Rosamund scooped up the puppy and he gave her ear a lick.

      “’Tis alright, Madam. We’ve had plenty of collies on the farm, and they always are playful.” Bessie caught Rosamund’s eye in the dressing mirror.

      With her friendly, open face and lively manner, she looked only a year or two younger than Rosamund herself.

      “Well, it’s very understanding of you. Not everyone would take so kindly to having their bootlaces tugged.” Rosamund held still as Bessie fixed the curls for her Le Greque style.

      “And I’m sorry once again for bein’ a bit late. There’s so much to do downstairs. Hetty up and left yesterday, with no word to anyone, and it was Gwen afore that,” said Bessie.

      “Did they not enjoy working here?” Rosamund twisted her fingers in Pom Pom’s fur. “I’d have thought it was a rather desirable position. The duke surely pays a proper wage?”

      “Oh yes.” Bessie bit at her lip. “O’ course, it can be strange by night. There’s so many corridors, and Mrs. Cornwort isn’t one to let us have an excess of candles, but I dunnat reckon that’s the cause o’ the girls not wantin’ to stay.”

      “Strange indeed.” Rosamund shifted Pom Pom’s weight in her arms. “I hope you won’t leave Bessie.”

      “I’d say not, Madam. I be savin’ my quarterlies for the future, and the pennies do add up nicely when you’re stuck with no temptation to spending. My cousin has employ at one o’ the hotels in Weymouth and she said I might try for a place there, but it’s not the same is it? Not like workin’ in a proper grand house, with all the history o’ the family.”

      The maid set the last pins in Rosamund’s hair. “No doubt there’ll soon be someone new arriving. It’s the Reverend Nossle what requests them here on the duke’s behalf, up from Weymouth orphanage. There never be a shortage of young ’uns needin’ a place. They be fortunate, I do think, that the duke be willin’ to take those girls with no family and give them a chance. Downright ungrateful I call it when they take off in a snit without a by your leave.”

      Bessie took a step back. “There we are. Ye look a picture, if I may say so. And the dress suits well. ’Twill be nice to have a little gaiety at the table. ’Tis best to look to the living, when all’s done, rather than dwelling on what’s past.”

      Rosamund smiled her thanks as Bessie began hanging up the clothes she'd earlier been wearing.

      As for the rest, it was hardly appropriate for her to comment—least of all to a member of the duke’s household.

      She’d been moved by Lord Studborne's evident devotion to his late wife. Too many men were inclined not to show their feelings, as far as she could tell—or denounced strong emotion as a sign of weakness.

      It was refreshing to discover that the man she needed to woo was capable of adoration and unafraid for others to see it.  Although that thought also gave her pause. Could she marry a man who would likely remain devoted to his first bride?

      On her own side, she’d settle for respecting and admiring her husband. Her own heart would be safer left undisturbed. As an observer of her parents’ marriage, she’d learnt that lesson.

      Bessie was right about the dress though.

      A charming froth of rose-colored tulle, it was softly feminine, its neckline sweeping the outer curve of her shoulders, while diaphanous chiffon swagged her upper arms. A dress made for debutantes, whose minds were expected to be as insubstantial as the layers of gauzy, gossamer silk.

      A dress her father had paid for, shipped to New York by the House of Worth.

      Some small adjustment had been needed to fit her waist, which had narrowed in the interval between taking measurements and the gown arriving. Not that she’d wished to lose any inches. She’d been quite slim enough for fashion.

      Somehow, her appetite had faded, listening to her mother and father’s raised voices. For a time, they’d argued only in hushed tones, but those arguments had begun occurring more often. Desultory remarks had transformed to outright criticism. Some mornings, her mother had borne evidence of the application of a fist.

      Rosamund hoped that whomever she married would be even-tempered.

      It was such a gamble. One only knew of a man what he chose to show. When her mother had married her father, she’d had no inkling, Rosamund was sure, of how things would turn out.

      As if summoned by those thoughts, the connecting door opened, revealing Mrs. Burnell in an evening gown of purple taffeta.

      “Oh yes!” her mother clapped her hands. “You’re looking radiant, sweet-pea—although you really shouldn’t be holding this creature.”

      She took Pom Pom from Rosamund and deposited him on the floor. “You’ll end up covered in dog hair.”

      From the little jewellery box on the dressing table, Bessie selected Rosamund’s pearls. “These ones, Madam?”

      Of course, they were entirely the right choice but Mrs. Burnell jumped in before Rosamund could respond. “Not those; the rubies.”

      Eagerly, her mother opened the lid on the leather box that held them. She took the dazzling pendant from its resting place on a bed of velvet and held it up: one large teardrop hanging from a circlet of smaller crimson stones.

      “You can go now.” She smiled benignly at Bessie and lowered the necklace to Rosamund’s neck.

      It was a gaudy exhibition of wealth.

      A necessary deceit.

      Earlier on, Rosamund had been browsing that little book: The Lady’s Guide to All Things Useful. Such a strange volume. The foreword notes indicated that the entries were the work of various authors, added to over time. Some of its advice was antiquated, to be sure, but there were some wise words there, if one took care to look.

      It had fallen open for her on the chapter marked ‘Dress’.

      What had it said?

      
        
        Fashions may be purchased as our purse allows but true style cannot be bought—and a woman who is uncomfortable in her dress can never appear to advantage. Even where we utter not a word, our appearance speaks for us.  Our costume is the canvas of our mood, and the armour in which we battle.

      

      

      And then it had said something ridiculous, about not underestimating the power of a jaunty hat! The first part had been interesting though.

      The rubies were designed to speak for her.

      And the dress; the sort worn by irreproachable young ladies.

      Her mother took the matching earrings from the box and clipped them in place. Against Rosamund’s pale skin, they were like droplets of blood.

      “The duke is clearly interested, so you’ve nothing to do but appear demure and compliant.” Mrs. Burnell laid her hands lightly upon her daughter’s shoulders. “Once he’s infatuated, he’ll overlook our unfortunate circumstances.”

      Lord Studborne was more attractive than Rosamund had anticipated, and it had been her own idea—to gain entry to a house of note and seduce her way into the graces of a suitable man.

      Here was exactly what she’d wished for; yet, she couldn’t help feeling truculent.

      “What if I don’t wish to marry someone old enough to be my father?”

      “Fiddlesticks! When he has such wealth and status? Age is of no importance. Besides which, he is hardly in his dotage,” her mother chided.  “The places you’ll go, once you’re a duchess! You’ll be welcomed by all the great houses: the Devonshires at Chatsworth, and the Marlboroughs at Blenheim. I’ve a fancy to see the castles of Belvoir and Alnwick. All the doors will be open. Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter to you!” Mrs. Burnell’s grip upon her daughter’s shoulders tightened.

      Wincing, Rosamund shrugged her away. “I wonder that you don’t try for him yourself, Mother.”

      “Don’t be facetious, Rosamund! The duke will be seeking a wife able to bear him children. For that, he needs someone in the first flush of youth.” Leaning towards the mirror, she licked her finger and pressed at a curl near her temple.  “Besides which, although I have parted ways with your father, I remain tied to him legally. It will remain that way unless he deigns to divorce me.”

      Mrs. Burnell sighed. “You are a lucky, lucky girl. Brains and beauty, and enough of the first to know not to show them! Now, time to smile, and do what must be done.”

      As they made their way down, Rosamund’s thoughts turned to Mr. Studborne. They hadn’t seen him yet, but he’d appear for dinner, wouldn’t he? The invitation had been his, on behalf of his uncle.

      Rosamund had no logical reason to care either way. Nevertheless, she found that she did.
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      Fearful of missing the gong, Rosamund and her mother came down in good time and were directed to the drawing room, where a servant dressed in smartly brocaded uniform waited with aperitifs.

      "Thank you, young man." Mrs. Burnell lifted the glass of dark liquid with dainty fingers, raising her pinkie to the side.

      Her eyes twinkled as she turned to Rosamund. "There're called footmen, apparently. Don't you just love the livery? I wonder how many the duke employs? I've read that the Queen has twenty-three, or is it forty-three?" She sipped at the drink, grimaced and wrinkled her nose, then seemed to decide it was quite pleasant after all, tipping back the glass in one swig.

      "Please don't ask." Rosamund hissed. "And the drink smells awful strong. Best stick to just the one."

      Tall and slender, Mr. Studborne was by the fire, looking elegant in evening wear. Quite different from the last time he’d stood before Rosamund, with his trouser legs rolled up, the sand pushed between his bare toes.

      “Mrs. Burnell, a pleasure to meet you. And Miss Burnell—lovely to see you again.” Stepping forward, his soft eyes were full of apology. “I hope you can forgive me not being here to welcome you. My uncle sent me to Weymouth on an errand and I only returned an hour ago.”

      Mr. Studborne made the usual enquiries into their comfort and Rosamund found herself grateful for his warm attentions.

      Within a few minutes the door opened again, and a finely dressed woman appeared: a woman undeniably attractive, though perhaps a good fifteen years older than Rosamund.

      Mr. Studborne made the introductions. “Mrs. Burnell, Miss Burnell, may I present Madame Florian—a guest of my uncle.”

      Her glossy, dark hair was swept up loosely, showing off a swan-like neck. Her gown, though simply cut in green silk, was adorned through the bodice with black beading and the wide yoke did an admirable job of displaying the creamy skin of her décolleté.

      “Ah, so nice to have other ladies in the house.” Madame Florian’s emerald eyes flashed like the matching droplets dangling from her ears.

      Rosamund was aware of her mother bristling.

      No one had mentioned additional guests but, of course, it was only natural. If they should be invited for a short stay, why not others too.

      “Madame Florian shares my uncle’s interest in spiritualism,” explained Mr. Studborne.

      Mrs. Burnell frowned. “I’m not sure I approve of that line of thinking. As Christian souls, we believe in the hereafter, but I prefer to imagine those passed over being at peace. It seems rather discourteous of us to be bothering them with séances and such.”

      “I’m of the same mind.” Mr. Studborne nodded. “But my uncle persists in his desire to communicate with my aunt.” He gave an almost imperceptible sigh. “It’s approaching two years since her death, but his devotion was such that she remains much in his thoughts.”

      Rosamund noticed that the far wall displayed another portrait of the fair duchess--this time with her skirts spread around her, seated beneath trees with a pastoral scene behind.

      “Mon cher”—Madame Florian raised her fingertips to the young man’s cheek in an altogether overly familiar manner—“It comforts him. Sometimes, this is enough, yes?”

      Mr. Studborne answered tightly. “For that reason alone, I keep my opinions to myself. But, my hope is that he’ll move on from this fascination, to engage more fully with the living. I rely on you, Madame, to support me when the time comes, in putting away the past.”

      “But of course. I am sure that Violetta herself would also approve. I feel the presence of her lingering spirit but perhaps she waits only to see her beloved duke find happiness again in the arms of another.” The French woman lowered her eyes demurely.

      So that’s the lay of the land! thought Rosamund. You want him for yourself.

      The look upon her mother’s face told Rosamund that she’d deduced the same.

      “Have you been here long, Madame?” Mrs. Burnell cast an appraising eye over her daughter’s rival.

      “Three weeks only, but long enough for the duke to place his trust in me. Naturellement, we corresponded for many months prior to this. I hardly need to spread the word regarding my work, but I was appearing at one of the smaller London theatres and His Grace read of it in his newspaper. It was he who approached me—courted me, we might say—to attend him here, at the abbey.” Her expression was all smugness.

      Mrs. Burnell’s eyes narrowed. “And here we are, knowing next to nothing about our host. You’ll be so kind as to share with me anything pertinent to His Grace’s feelings, Madame. I wouldn’t want to speak out of turn and distress him.”

      “Mais bien sûr.” The French woman took Mrs. Burnell’s arm. “Come, let us take a turn about the room, and leave les jeunes to become acquainted.” She gave a knowing smile. “So agréable, yes, for Monsieur Benedict to have a delightful young lady of his own age to converse with.”

      Left alone, Rosamund and Mr. Studborne stood in silence for a few moments. He cleared his throat self-consciously. She wondered if it would be too gauche to take a second glass of sherry.

      She'd have preferred a refreshing cider, as they enjoyed back home when guests were over, but she'd settle for anything that might stop her feeling so nervous.

      “Has Hector settled in alright?” he said at last.

      “Hector?”

      “Your little dog.” he prompted.

      “Oh yes! Of course.”

      Silly of her to have insisted on naming him so when they’d met on the beach. Rosamund wondered whether to admit that she really only called him Pom Pom, but before she had the chance, Mr. Studborne was talking again, his air studious.

      “An appropriate name for the breed, West Highland Terriers being known for their stubborn temperament and their courage—like Hector in Homer’s Iliad, defending Troy to the last. He knew the gods were favoring Achilles and he was about to die, but continued fighting valiantly.”

      He added hurriedly, “Not that I’m suggesting he’s at all aggressive. He seems very sweet natured—like his mistress. That is, they do say owners and their dogs tend to be alike.”

      Rosamund blinked. Was he flirting?

      “There may be something in that.” Rosamund gave a tentative smile, thinking of the duke and his formidable Great Dane. “It’s more bare cheek than bravery. He's rather too food-driven, I’m afraid, but wonderfully doting, always making free with his nose kisses.”

      She blushed, realizing she’d managed to compare herself with an overly affectionate dog.

      Thankfully, Mr. Studborne seemed not to have noticed, and was giving her the benefit of his encyclopaedic knowledge of West Highland Terriers.

      “Bred for the field. White-colored so that they’re easy to see during hunts, with powerful hindquarters for pursuing anything that runs. King James I was fond of them apparently.” He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Not that I’m keen on hunting. I’m glad that wearing these gives me a good excuse not to join in with gun sports.”

      He gave a nervous cough. “But such dogs are also useful if you’ve a vermin problem. One jolly good shake and the neck snaps.”

      “I’ve not checked under the bed, but I’m hopeful the bedrooms here are free of rats.” Rosamund curbed a sudden desire to laugh.

      If this was flirting, he was quite terrible at it.

      At last, the gong in the hall sounded and the duke appeared, as if summoned from the shadows, looking distinguished in white tie and tails. The severe colors emphasised the silver in his hair, brushed back smoothly from a high forehead.

      Though he surveyed her through hooded eyes, Rosamund did not miss the glimmer in their depths. He continued staring until she looked away shyly.

      “The three graces themselves cannot have been more enchanting. You honor me ladies.” Taking Mrs. Burnell on one side and Madame Florian on the other, he led them in to dine.

      Somewhat self-consciously, Rosamund allowed Mr. Studborne to escort her, and a flash of remembrance took her by surprise: of his hand covering hers in the cave, and his lightly-haired forearm brushing her wrist.

      None of that! Rosamund chided herself. There’s a great catfish to land.

      The decoration of the abbey lacked some imagination, in that all the rooms seemed to follow the same dark crimson tones (a practical color, being less likely to show the dirt). However, the dining room had clearly been designed to impress. The stucco ceiling was most prettily finished, its cherubs carrying garlands of roses between them, surrounding a central chandelier of magnificent proportions.

      Meanwhile, a series of French doors led onto a terrace. The curtains remained open, allowing enjoyment of the parkland vista, though there was little light remaining. Only the smallest portion of far-off sky yet glowed from the dipping sun.

      Rosamund was glad that the table had been set only in its centre portion, closest to the great hearth. The older members of their party had the privilege of the flames at their back. Seated beside Mr. Studborne, Rosamund wished she’d had the foresight to bring down her silk shawl.

      With the lifting of the lid on a tureen of soup, she was happy to see tendrils of steam ascend. Only a vegetable broth, she guessed from the aroma, but it would be warming.

      It occurred to her that the duke had planned the placement well, for it afforded him the most opportune view of Rosamund, and she was aware of his eyes upon her.

      She concentrated on her posture and bringing the soup to her mouth without dribbling any down her chin. Her mother was right; she need say almost nothing. And, the less she was obliged to say, the fewer lies she would need to tell.

      The hardest thing was knowing where to look. She could hardly keep her eyes lowered the entire time, but whenever she looked up, the duke’s were upon her.

      Her mother would call it a triumph. Through the fish course, she asked endless questions, regarding the history of the duke’s family and the abbey itself.

      Roast beef followed, served rare and thinly sliced, the juices running red on the plate. Rosamund lifted a fork of buttery potato to her lips, aware of the duke watching as she chewed and swallowed.

      It was passably good, though Rosamund couldn't help but think the dish would be improved by a few chili beans.

      She made herself raise her eyes. Above the fireplace was another portrait of the late duchess—this time resplendent in black velvet. Rosamund had no doubt of the duke’s grief in losing his wife, and yet he looked at her with such a predatory air.

      “You wear an unusually large gem, Miss Burnell.” He’d refrained from addressing her directly, until now. His lidded eyes were upon the ruby about her neck. “They are said to ward off the evil eye and protect the wearer, being especially potent when given with love by someone close.”

      Without thinking, Rosamund brought her hand to the pendant.

      “Most regard only the financial value of such stones”—he paused, his eyes sliding to Rosamund’s mother—“but their symbolism is of more interest to me. Madame Florian wears emeralds, do you see? They focus the mind, many believe, giving us vision where others have none. My late wife was fond of sapphires, which suited her well, representing her constancy.”

      “And what of diamonds?” asked Mrs. Burnell. “They seem to me the most romantic. What do those signify, Your Grace? A reflection of a new lover’s ardour, perhaps?”

      “Not quite.” A half-smile curled the duke's lips. “They were rather known for testing a woman’s honesty.”

      Rosamund willed herself to maintain her composure.

      “A diamond may be placed under a sleeping bride’s pillow. A woman without true love will toss in her sleep, unable to rest. Meanwhile, she of faithful heart is said to embrace her husband, even as she sleeps.”

      Madame Florian gave a tinkling laugh. “And so the canny bride pretends to be dreaming, waiting until the diamond she covets is placed beneath her. Then, she may sigh and twine herself about her spouse, winning herself both gems and the trust of her husband.”

      Rosamund felt heat rush to her cheek.

      Mr. Studborne’s knife clattered clumsily against his plate.

      Her mother tittered. “My, your European humor is quite risqué! I fear my Rosamund won’t understand, being maidenly as she is.”

      “Forgive me.” The duke pressed his napkin to the corner of his mouth. “It was ungallant of me to mention such a subject.”

      Madame Florian sighed. “The innocence of youth, so idolised in poetry and art—yet so fleeting. Youth and beauty alike have no power over time. The soft kernel is devoured and the husk cast aside.”

      She took a sip from her wine glass, peering mischievously at Rosamund. “What is it Shakespeare says of beauty? ‘Lost, faded, broken, dead within an hour?’ Ah, the final hour comes to us all.”

      The duke raised an eyebrow. “You, above all, Madame, must know that death is not to be feared. It is only one stage in the great cycle. The ancient Maya believed nothing was ever born and nothing died. It inspired their view of the gods and the cosmos.”

      The French woman pursed her lips.

      Rosamund had endured the past half hour without uttering more than a handful of words. Now, she felt compelled to speak. “Surely, Your Grace, you do believe in the notion of Heaven; of our eternal souls returning at last to our Maker?”

      The duke’s eyes brightened. “Indeed I do, Miss Burnell, and much else besides. For does the Church not tell us of an intermediate state between death and resurrection, in which our soul does not sleep in unconsciousness, but exists—in happiness or misery—until the day we rise again and are reunited with our corporeal body? Perhaps, then, we may communicate with those who have passed over into that place of waiting.”

      “It is a fascinating thought,” Rosamund said. “But it seems unnatural to⁠—”

      Madame Florian made a sound of exasperation and muttered something sounding far from complimentary in her native tongue.

      The duke raised his hand to silence her.

      “Pray continue, Miss Burnell.” He leaned forward a little. “I like to think myself open to all opinions in this matter.”

      Rosamund was acutely aware of suddenly commanding all attention. She swallowed hard. “I mean only that, if we believe in such a realm, we should recognise, also, that those spirits residing there are no longer of this world. Once passed over, they belong to another place.” She shivered involuntarily.

      “I agree with Miss Burnell.” Beside her, Mr. Studborne spoke firmly. “Uncle, I believe your happiness lies in the future rather than the past. Life is for the living and, while a period of mourning is only proper, we must recognise when to let go.”

      “There are some things too important to ever be 'let go', Benedict.” The duke’s countenance was like stone. “And, I can assure you that my vision is fixed firmly on what lies ahead.”

      The beat of Rosamund’s heart seemed to stop in her breast as the duke’s eyes came to rest upon her once more, now filled with glinting fervor.

      “The past and the future cannot be divided, for one springs from the other, and powers beyond our own intervene to bring about our destiny.” The duke raised his glass, surveying its crimson depths. “If Madame is willing, I propose a séance this night, to demonstrate to our new guests what must be experienced to be accepted.”

      “Well, color me excited!” declared Rosamund's mother. “I can't think of anything I'd like more.”

      “A séance?” Rosamund’s voice emerged as barely a whisper. She’d only a vague idea of what they involved but the idea of calling spirits from their resting place seemed a dangerous notion.

      Mrs. Burnell clearly had no such reservation. “I’ve never attended such a gathering, although I believe they’re all the rage in New York. Those Fox sisters, isn’t it, who’ve been raising a storm. I’m a healthy sceptic, of course—but seeing is believing, as they say.”

      “Splendid!” The duke nodded to the footmen to remove their plates.

      “I’m afraid you can count me out.” Mr. Studborne frowned. “You know I don’t approve. Besides which, I’ll be making an early start in the morning. I want to continue examining that stretch of cliff at Osmington while the weather holds.”

      “You are excused.” The duke waved his hand contemptuously. “There is no place at the table for those who mock. Dig, instead, for your little stones. In this, you seek communion with the past, just as I.”

      “It isn't the same.” Mr. Studborne’s fingers crushed the napkin resting in his lap, but he said no more.

      Satisfied, the duke picked up his fork and sliced into the latticed blackberry tart now placed before them.

      The dark juices stained his lips.
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      The curtains had been drawn against the night, and the candelabras and chandelier extinguished. The dead resided within a realm absent of light, Rosamund supposed, making darkness a necessity to invoke them.

      Only the hearth flames burned brightly, illuminating a circular table around which were four upright chairs.

      The drawing room had previously seemed to Rosamund quite welcoming, with its well-stuffed sofas in soft velvets. Now, the corners were full of shadows.

      “Please, come.” Madame Florian beckoned Rosamund and her mother to sit on either side, while the duke placed himself opposite.

      The fire behind left his face in shadow, but there was an alertness about his countenance; a sense of anticipation.

      “Your palms flat, like this.” Madame Florian pressed her elegant hands upon the table, stretching them wide.

      “We must touch, thumb to thumb and smallest fingers. We four shall be one mind, calling into the darkness, summoning the spirit guide.”

      “Who’s that?” said Mrs. Burnell.

      Madame Florian spoke in hushed tones. “The founder of this place, the old abbot himself—Vasco de Benevente.” The French woman straightened her spine. “Remember, the circle must be complete. Whatever you see or hear, do not break the chain of our living force, or we shall lose our communion with the other world.”

      Closing her eyes, she rolled her head and drew a deep breath, holding it before exhaling deliberately.

      There was no other sound in the room but that of their breathing—the four of them—and the crackle of logs burning in the grate.

      Rosamund was aware of her fingertip touching that of the duke, and her other in contact with Madame Florian’s. There was a strange intimacy in it.

      Inlaid into the centre of the table was a curving shape in darker wood. Rosamund followed it, spiralling round, twisting upon itself. Not just a pattern but a snake, she realized, coming at last to its head, where a thin tongue forked from its mouth.

      Madame Florian took another deep breath, letting the air pass slowly through her nose.

      Rosamund glanced at the others. Her mother had a small crease between her brows, her eyes being squeezed tightly shut. The duke’s head was tilted back, his lids low over his eyes, focused upon Madame Florian; watching her.

      This is surely something the French woman does to earn an income. Benedict was right to go to bed.

      Of course, it didn’t matter whether it was real or not; only that the duke wished it to be so. A macabre desire, but not so unnatural for those who were older, and nearer to death. They must consider more often their mortality, and what awaited on the other side.

      There were worse things with which a man could become obsessed. The duke lived a quiet life, didn't he? He wasn't a gambler nor a man who drank to excess.

      Madame Florian suddenly gave a great gasp, and a shiver passed through her body. “He is here.” Her neck strained upwards, the muscles drawn taut.

      “Vasco, speak with us.” Her voice trailed off before emerging strong again. “Has another crossed over to join you? Bring them to us.”

      Another convulsion shook her body and she gave a strangled cry. When next she spoke, there was no foreign accent discernible. Instead, her tone had a gentle, English lilt.

      “Oh my love, my love.” Madame Florian drew a long, wheezing breath. “How I’ve missed you.”

      The duke’s mouth contorted, his face wrought with the fiercest of emotions. “Violetta! It is you. I know it must be. I’ve been waiting.”

      He fought back tears, Rosamund could see. Her mother’s eyes were now open wide, taking in the scene before them, her mouth gaping.

      “My love. I am yours, always, watching over you.” Madame Florian’s features were soft. She did not look as she had. There was no cunning in this face.

      What an actress she is, thought Rosamund. Saying what the duke wishes to hear. But to what end?

      “My love, I am bound here. Tormented. Held within these walls.” Madame Florian continued breathlessly. “I cannot pass on. Not while you grieve. Not while your heart pulls me to you.”

      “Oh, my dear one.” The duke swallowed hard. “We shall be together again.”

      Madame Florian gave a deep and shuddering sigh. “Algernon, my dearest. We were so happy. So very happy. But, there is another; here, tonight.”

      The French woman’s voice rose. “I give you my blessing. I sent her to you. Across the dark realm, I reached into the light.”

      “Violetta!” The duke gave a sob.

      What cruel trick was this? Madame Florian was causing distress, not comfort.

      “A woman to take my place in your heart, Algernon. A woman who will resurrect the love we once shared.”

      “I hear you. We shall be together again, at last. No matter how long it takes.” The duke’s words were like a sacred promise, uttered with great fervor.

      Madame Florian jerked violently and she gave a half-shriek, twisting in her chair. Her chin dropped and her head lolled forward.

      This voice was different: thick and guttural and rasping. Inhuman, almost. A thing dredged from the darkness. Scratching, husky.

      “Before the next cycle of the moon, one Eve shall die.” Madame Florian wheezed. “Down to dark earth and there she’ll lie, but Violetta shall never return.”

      “No!” The duke leapt up, toppling his chair.

      One of the blazing logs gave a loud spit and crack.

      With the breaking of the circle, Madame Florian screamed, pulling her hands to her chest.

      “What was it? What did I say? Was it Vasco?” Her eyes darted wildly from the duke to Rosamund, and then to Mrs. Burnell. “Tell me!”

      Rosamund shrank back. She was convinced of Madame Florian being a master actress but, if she didn’t know better, she’d swear the French woman’s fear was genuine.

      “Oh!” cried Mrs. Burnell. “One of us is to die! It’ll be me! I know it shall. Rosamund, I’m going to die. The spirit said. All this way, but we’re not safe!”

      “Mother, no. It’s going to be alright. You are safe. I’m here.” Rosamund came round to place her arms about her mother’s shoulders.

      The duke threw a bitter look at Madame Florian, then leant over Mrs. Burnell. “Come, dear lady, let me help you.”

      Rosamund watched as he placed his arms around her mother and lifted her easily into his arms.

      “She’s suffering from shock. We’ll send for extra warming blocks for the sheets and hot milk. Once rested, she’ll be more herself.”

      Rosamund trailed after him as he strode across the hall and up the stairs.

      Her mother was no sylph. For a man of his age, the duke was surprisingly strong.
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      While Pom Pom lay prone on the bed, his stubby legs splayed in all directions, Rosamund picked over the events which had brought on her mother’s attack of nerves.

      Had it all been an act?

      Madame Florian was clearly fixing on the duke for herself, and was making best use of her position in "speaking for" the late duchess. The French woman was unscrupulous; Rosamund would lay a dollar any day of the week on that!

      But what explanation could there be for predicting doom upon one of them at the table. Little wonder that her mother had taken a turn! The whole experience had been unsettling.

      Fortunately, Rosamund wasn’t so easily spooked.

      Even were the abbey rammed to the uppermost towers with the ghosts of the departed, she hardly thought it likely they’d be interested in telling fortunes.

      Far easier to believe that Madame Florian had planned the charade with mischief in mind.
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      Bessie arrived with breakfast, though the fare didn’t appeal greatly to Rosamund’s appetite: black pudding with an oily egg on top. She hadn’t realized what the pudding was made of until Bessie explained. She nibbled a small piece before deciding it wasn’t for her. Pom Pom had no such compunction.

      Having dressed, Rosamund checked in on her mother, with Pom Pom trotting at her heels.

      Bessie waited at the foot of the bed with a tray.

      “Ma?” Rosamund shook her gently. “It’s morning. Time to wake up.”

      Mrs. Burnell frowned and snuffled.

      The tincture administered by the duke into her mother's hot milk the night before sat upon the nightstand.

      Laudenum.

      It contained opium; that much Rosamund knew.

      She squeezed a drop, reddish-brown, onto the back of her hand, dipping her tongue to taste it, then recoiled at the bitterness.

      “So tired.” Mrs. Burnell turned her head on the pillow, away from the faint light filtering through the curtains.

      “You needed your rest. It’s been a trying time, and that horrible séance made you overwrought.”

      “Stay in bed a bit longer.” Her mother yawned. “Warm here.”

      “Of course, but let’s sit you up for a bit. Take a cup of tea and a few bites of something.” Together with Bessie, Rosamund plumped the cushions and managed to get Mrs. Burnell upright.

      “What time is it, sweet-pea?” Sleepily, her mother dragged her hand across her eyes.

      “Almost ten; far later than usual.” Rosamund nodded for Bessie to open the curtains.

      “I’ve an invitation to tour the abbey, and mustn’t keep the duke waiting.” Rosamund scooped some marmalade, spreading it across a triangle of thinly sliced toast, and was pleased that her mother accepted it without arguing.

      “Bessie’ll sit with you for a while, then bring up some hot water. You’ll feel much better after a wash.” Rosamund hoped it was true.

      Her mother had been under a deal of strain—what with Ethan having been taken from them; not to mention the worry of how they’d secure a future for themselves that didn’t end in poverty.

      She rested the back of her hand against her mother’s forehead. It was rather hot, and her pupils were dilated more than usual.

      Was she sickening?

      “I’ll look in on you again before luncheon, Ma. Meantime, Pom Pom will keep you company.” Reaching down, Rosamund lifted the puppy onto the bed.

      Thanks to Bessie, he’d already been out for a run, and to fulfil his morning ablutions.

      “Now, you be good.” She ruffled the fur either side of Pom Pom’s ears and gave his nose a boop. “No chewing the coverlet.”

      In response, he rolled onto his back, exposing his soft belly for stroking.

      It wasn’t ideal, leaving him alone with her mother, but she could hardly keep imposing on abbey servants. They had enough to do without watching over a puppy.

      “I’ll be fine, dear.” Mrs. Burnell brought Pom Pom under her arm and let him lick her buttery finger. She smiled weakly. “A tour of the abbey will be just the thing for letting the duke get a better look at you.”
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      The duke insisted they begin at the top, viewing the surrounding land and gardens from the very roof of the abbey.

      “You are unafraid of heights,” His Grace remarked as Rosamund stood at the edge of the crenelated wall, looking down onto the terrace below.

      “Oh yes. I used to climb trees back home. I was quite good at it.”

      The duke raised one eyebrow.

      “Of course, I was very young,” Rosamund added. “I wouldn’t dream of doing so now. I mean, I haven’t climbed anything for a long time.”

      “Quite!” Fortunately, the duke appeared more amused than shocked.

      He was without any of the pomposity or hauteur Rosamund had expected. Enquiring as to her mother’s comfort, he’d advised wholeheartedly that she take all the rest needed, without thought of leaving her chamber, let alone the abbey itself, until she was restored in strength.

      Rosamund was moved by his generosity and understanding.

      Having suffered grief, he was clearly attuned to the moods of others. Rosamund felt quite chastened. She was too impatient with her mother; too prone to forget the strain of these recent months, heaped upon that of many years.

      Now, at last, the light of hope was before them.

      The duke gave every appearance of being considerate and courteous. As he led her within, and they began their descent through the upper floors and labyrinth of passageways, he took care to ensure that Rosamund did not miss her step. Always, his arm was there to support her.

      The rambling abbey was not what she had envisioned for a home but there was a romanticism to its turrets and towers, and the spiralling stairs which appeared in the strangest places, taking one a short way before revealing another passage, or an awkwardly placed door. The level of the floor changed often as one moved through the ancient dwelling, bearing witness to the various additions the abbey had seen over the centuries.

      At last they came to a long gallery: a place to promenade on wet days and to show off portraits of illustrious ancestors.

      “An addition to the original monastery,” His Grace explained. “This wing was commissioned around 1720, by the seventh Duke of Studborne.”

      Rosamund murmured her admiration. The gallery, spanning the length of this part of the abbey, took advantage of a great many south-facing windows, allowing the sun to stream in and warm the large, open space. Meanwhile, the high ceiling was ornately decorated in stucco plaster, with chandeliers placed at intervals along its length.

      The atmosphere here was entirely different than in the stone passageways of the older building, so narrow and dark. Portraits filled the inner wall almost from floor to ceiling, most in the late Baroque style, displaying a rich sensuousness, drama and grandeur.

      Only one differed, being far more whimsical, and depicting the fair beauty Rosamund knew to be the late duchess. In a gown entirely of white, her golden hair hung in waves to her waist. She wore a crown of flowers, while mushrooms and forest fruits embellished the lower corners of the canvas.

      “It is the most charming of all images of my late wife, capturing her in a way the others do not.”  The duke looked up at the portrait. “The theme was of her own choosing: Titania, from ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’.”

      “It is masterfully done,” said Rosamund. The play was one of her own favorites—the fairy queen wandering lost, her eyes failing to see what was before her, but recovering her true love at last.

      The duke was staring at her again, intently, without reserve or self-consciousness. “You are much alike.”

      He reached for a curl beside her ear. “I should like to behold your hair down, in the same way.”

      “Your Grace.” Rosamund knew she must be blushing, for such a thing was only likely if the duke were to see her in her night attire, when her hair had been unpinned, before being braided for the night. “You honor me, I’m sure.”

      From somewhere at the far end of the gallery, a clock began to chime the midday hour. Rosamund took the tiniest step away. “Should we not proceed?”

      “As you wish.” The duke gave a languid smile. “I have waited long for one such as you, Miss Burnell, and I can be patient. Fate brings to us what is meant to be, do you not think?”

      Rosamund nodded meekly. If Lord Studborne had a notion to think they were destined, it would make her task all the easier. It would hardly matter if she came as a pauper on her knees, were he to believe she was his fated mate.

      They advanced downwards again, until reaching a door leading to an inner courtyard, the abbey surrounding on all four sides. It was uncannily quiet.

      “The quadrangle formed the original cloister,” explained the duke. “Some of the abbey's wooden structures were lost in a fire some years after it passed into my ancestors’ hands. They made clever work, however, in building new wings upon the foundations of the old.”

      Rosamund surveyed the looming stone. Sculpted griffins and ugly-faced gargoyles leered back. The abbey rose four stories; five if one counted the reaches of the towers. So many windows. Anyone might be at them, looking down.

      Rosamund had the strongest feeling that it was so, although the servants must be occupied in their work, and Madame Florian surely had better things to do than idly gaze into the courtyard.

      “And here we finish.” The duke smiled benignly at Rosamund. “Since your mother hasn’t been able to tour the abbey herself, you must persuade her of your delight in all you’ve seen.”

      The thought of returning to her mother suddenly seemed less than appealing. The duke frightened her a little but there was something about him that exerted a strong attraction.

      “Is that not the chapel?” Rosamund indicated the building jutting slightly into the courtyard from the opposite side. “Might we see inside? Just quickly.”

      The duke considered a moment before leading the way. “It is not used for holy service anymore; not since the duchess’s death. The servants walk to the church in the village, and I attend on high days—Easter and so on. But you may see inside if you wish.”

      To Rosamund’s surprise, he drew a key from his waistcoat pocket to open the door.

      Did such a place need to be locked?

      Inside, simple wooden pews ranged either side of a central aisle. The floor, stone-flagged, was chill beneath Rosamund’s feet, and the air musty.

      There was little adornment; no rich coverings nor banners for the walls. Not even a statue of the Virgin, nor a crucifix—as if the place had been stripped of its Christian trappings.

      “Is that…The Garden of Eden?” Rosamund stared at the stained-glass window above the altar.

      “I believe so.” The duke came to stand next to her. “Naturally, the chapel was among the original buildings of the abbey, and the window was made to follow a sketch by Vasco de Benevente himself.”

      Rosamund started at the mention of the old friar’s name. It had been Vasco, according to Madame Florian, who’d given them the message of doom during the séance.

      Standing in the gloomy chapel, she could almost imagine the first abbot lingering. Such ancient places were not like others—as if the past were caught between its thick walls.

      “Vasco was a fascinating man,” the duke went on. “Some of his journals remain in the library. He travelled to Mexico early in the sixteenth century and, though he was a Christian missionary, was intrigued by the local customs and myths.”

      “But, the snake?” Rosamund studied the predominant image within the window. “A strange choice, isn’t it? I can see the tree and the apples, but no Adam or Eve.”

      Although Rosamund knew the Faithful of old were inclined to favor Old Testament themes, it seemed odd to have the snake looming over them. Hadn’t the devil himself spoken through the serpent’s mouth?

      “The snake symbolizes rebirth and renewal in many cultures,” the duke explained. “Some think it a sacred creature, joining the realms of living and dead. Vasco was fascinated by the parallels between Christian orthodoxy and that of the ancient Maya. His views were unconventional for the time, but the abbey was his domain. The snake may be thought to represent Christ, resurrecting to walk again on the earth.”

      “I see.” Rosamund frowned.

      She wasn’t sure that she did, but it seemed only polite to try.

      Looking at the altar again, she saw someone had left a wooden cup upon the bare stone—and there was liquid within.

      “Is that—?” She sniffed. “Is that cocoa?”

      “Ah!” Taking her by the arm, the duke led her away. “It is only my hot chocolate. I am fond of it, as you know. I was here to lay a wreath upon my wife’s tomb. I must have left it, without thinking.”

      The duke certainly does have his eccentricities, thought Rosamund. But she was touched, as she had been on their first meeting, by his devotion to his wife’s memory.

      “And where are the tombs?” she asked. “There must be a great many—the family having lived here for centuries.”

      “As is customary, there is a crypt. But, that is one place you should not wish to see, Miss Burnell. The steps are worn and there are many spiders.” He moved, so that his back was towards the small door Rosamund surmised must take one beneath the chapel.

      “I alone go there, to pay my respects, and to make sure all is well. The chambers beneath where we stand are the oldest in all the abbey—not just the crypt but other rooms and passageways. The monks slept there, long ago.”

      “Underground?” Rosamund recoiled at the idea.

      To be in the dark, surrounded by dank stone! Such places were always damp, where the sun’s warmth never penetrated. To attempt sleeping in such a place would be uncomfortable in the extreme.

      It may have been the point, she supposed. A sort of penance.

      As the duke drew her back towards the open air, Rosamund was all too willing to follow.
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      “Thank goodness!” Breathless, Rosamund’s mother struggled to push herself against the pillows. There was a touch of pink to each cheek and her eyes held a frantic look.

      “Ma, what’s the matter?” Hurrying to the bedside, Rosamund touched her mother’s forehead and was relieved to find it wasn’t overly hot.

      “I was worried about you.” Mrs. Burnell clutched at her daughter’s hand. “Madame Florian came to see me. So kind. She begged me not to pay attention to what the spirit of Vasco told us at the séance. Apparently, he has a mischievous streak and isn’t to be relied upon. Madame insisted that the Tarot cards are more trustworthy.”

      “Is that so.” Rosamund couldn’t help answering coldly. She’d rather Madame Florian stayed well away. The woman was a troublemaker—and here was her mother, all upset again.

      The bottle of laudanum was still upon the night stand. Rosamund picked it up, squinting through the brown glass. “Did you take some more, Ma?”

      “I did. Madame Florian measured out the drops for me, into some hot water with honey.” Her mother sighed, dropping her head back against the pillows.

      “I don’t want you taking any more.” Opening the drawer, Rosamund pushed the bottle to the back, out of sight. “Not unless I give it to you myself.”

      “If you insist chickadee, but I don’t see any harm. It’s just to calm the nerves.” She gave a great yawn.

      “There’s nothing to be anxious about. I want you to put the séance from your mind. You’re in no danger, and neither am I.”

      Her mother’s eyes fluttered. “It was the Tarot, you see. Madame Florian said they don’t lie—and such cards! There was a tower struck by lightning, and some with swords. Madame explained it all, though I can’t remember everything.”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples. “The strain, dearest; it’s too much for me. The cards were talking about separation—which is true, isn’t it, because our little Ethan has been taken away. And then there was some other talk about betrayal and lurking danger.”

      Rosamund fought a surge of anger. “They’re just cards. A carnival trick to persuade people to part with money. But here I am safe, and you too—tucked in bed.” Rosamund spoke as brightly as she could.

      “You will take care, won’t you darling?” Her mother’s voice was suddenly much smaller. “I had a fear, you see, that you might miss your footing and fall. When you’re young, you think nothing can hurt you—but it’s not always true…”

      “I’ll be careful.” Rosamund drew the covers higher, smoothing them around her mother's shoulders, as she’d used to for Ethan.
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      Madame Florian had clearly decided to stay out of her way, for Rosamund saw no sign of her at luncheon. The duke joined her in the dining room for a light repast of cold meats and salads, and was all hospitality, as before.

      However, he excused himself as soon as the meal was done, and Rosamund was left to her own devices for the rest of the afternoon.

      Rosamund thought of Mr. Studborne, down on Osmington beach. It had begun raining and a wind had picked up, tossing branches and sending leaves skittering across the lawns.

      “He’d hoped to ‘beat the weather’, Pom Pom, but he’s probably stuck in it right now, getting soaked to the skin—unless he’s taken shelter in the cave.”

      That made Rosamund think of how he’d been, showing her the ammonite.

      Not that it meant anything.

      He wasn’t the sort, was he, for romantic entanglements.

      Theirs had been a fleeting moment, and she doubted he’d given it a second thought. After all, where was he now? Not here, showing any desire to get to know her. Instead, he was following his usual pursuits, as if she didn’t exist at all.

      Meanwhile, she’d placed the ammonite on the mantle, as if it were some sort of treasure, between two rather pretty Dresden china figurines.

      Reclining upon the bed, with Pom Pom pushed as close to her as could be, Rosamund buried herself in rereading her copy of Wuthering Heights.

      Not for the first time, she pondered on the savage nature of Heathcliff. She could understand Cathy being attracted to the more sedate charms of Edgar Linton. However enticing the idea of a lover for whom one’s soul burned, in the real world, one had to be sensible. She would settle for a man who treated her with affection, and whose temper was steady.

      Lord Studborne would be such a man.

      Once she was wed, she’d make sure that Madame Florian was no longer welcome, and her mother would be calmer, knowing their position was secure.

      On a whim, she flicked open the little book her mother had given her. Wasn’t there a page on husbands?

      Rosamund began reading.

      
        
        A woman may live her life perfectly without any husband at all, if she has the companionship of friends and the satisfaction of intellectual pursuits.

      

      

      That was all very well, but to live without a husband, a woman also needed independent means, didn’t she?

      
        
        No woman can be content wedded to the wrong man. Choose wisely and well—for marriage is a union not just of bodies, but of minds. Its foundation lies not in passion but in respect, and the love which cares as much for another’s happiness as our own.

      

      

      Rosamund snapped the cover shut.

      How very preachy the book was!

      And how exactly was one to tell if a man was ‘wrong’ or ‘right’? She certainly wasn’t in the grip of passion where the duke was concerned, so she didn’t need to worry about that leading her astray.

      As for love, she’d barely spent more than a few hours in Lord Studborne’s company—though people were married on lesser acquaintance.  It was generally held, so she believed, that love was not the most dependable basis for marriage; certainly not a requirement.

      If His Grace wished her for his wife, she would do her duty, bearing him the heir he required. In return, her life would be comfortable.

      More than that.

      She would be a duchess, wanting for nothing.
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      In the late afternoon, Mrs. Burnell woke from a disturbing dream—of dark caves filled with snakes, and not being able to escape or make anyone hear, though she called with all her might.

      Fortunately, Rosamund was close to hand.

      “The drops, dear. The drops. I must have them!” Mrs. Burnell grasped at her daughter’s sleeve.

      Unhappily, Rosamund fetched the bottle from the back of the drawer. Her mother was in such a state of agitation, she hardly had a choice. However, she made her take them on her tongue, hoping the bitterness would deter her from asking for them again.

      Mrs. Burnell grimaced but made no complaint. She sagged once more upon the pillows. “It was so horrible, you can’t imagine!”

      “All’s well, Ma. I’m right here, and no snakes, I promise.”

      Of course, it was all Madame Florian’s fault, putting ideas in her mother’s head.

      As for snakes, they seemed to be cropping up everywhere—although there were none in the decor of the bedchamber. Rosamund could only guess that her mother had been looking at the one in the centre of the table on the night of the séance.

      Much as Rosamund disliked the idea of giving her mother a sedative, it seemed the duke had been right in suggesting it. Recent events had brought her to a state of near hysteria, and Rosamund was at a loss.

      She could only hope that sleep would do its work and, if she were able to put her mother’s mind to rest over their future, that would surely aid her recovery.

      A knock at the door saw Bessie enter.

      “I’ve tea for you both, and a nice slice of fruit cake.” Setting up a small table at the side of the bed, she laid out the plates, pot and cups.

      Rosamund made sure her mother had all she needed, then drew the maid aside while she took paper and wrote a hasty note. Folding it in two, she gave it to Bessie.

      “Would you pass this to His Grace’s valet? I’m excusing myself from dining downstairs.” She glanced over at her mother. “I don’t want to leave her alone this evening. I’m sure Lord Studborne will understand.”

      “Yes, Madam.” The maid bobbed a curtsey.

      “And, Bessie, which room belongs to Madame Florian? I’ve a mind to speak with her.”

      Armed with the information she needed, Rosamund reminded herself to remain genteel at all times. She was going to put the French woman straight on a few things, and she doubted anything she had to say would be recommended by The Lady’s Guide.
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      As soon as her mother nodded off, Rosamund slipped out and made her way down the passageway, counting the doors until she reached that of Madame Florian.

      Taking a deep breath, she knocked firmly.

      “Entrez.” The voice within had an unmistakably seductive lilt.

      Stepping inside, Rosamund was flustered to find the French woman in a state of undress. Her dark mane tumbled over her shoulders and she wore an alluring peignoir of black lace.

      “Oh, it is you.” With an air of dismissal Madame Florian turned back to her dressing table. Picking up a bottle of perfume, she dabbed some upon her wrist.

      Rosamund resolved to be brief. “I want you to stay away from my mother. All this foolishness you’ve been feeding her—first with your séance and then reading her cards! I can’t think what satisfaction it gives you to upset her, but I won’t allow it!” Aware of her fingernails digging into her palms, Rosamund folded her arms before her.

      Madame Florian shrugged. “Such melodrama! And they say we French are ruled by our passions. Calm yourself, chérie.”

      Swivelling on her heel, she faced Rosamund with glinting eyes. “I know why you are here, and it not for the sake of your dear Mama, though you act the dutiful daughter. You see I am having my feet already under the table and you think to take my place in the duke’s affections! But I tell you, you are out of your depth.”

      Madame Florian placed her hand provocatively upon her hip. “You are a girl, while I am a woman. Your virginity is enticing to him only in a passing way. All men wish to plant their spade where no one else has dug, but there is nothing more.”

      Her peignoir was draping open a little, revealing a glimpse of well-rounded breast. “Caring nothing for what others may think, His Grace is free to choose as he likes, and what he likes is me.” Madame Florian gave a cat-like smile.

      “He is a man of certain tastes, which I am prepared to satisfy—but you know nothing of this, do you, little virgin.” Throwing back her head, Madame Florian gave a throaty laugh. “Ah! If you did, you might not be in such a hurry to claim him.”

      The French woman took several steps, shooing Rosamund backwards. “Go and find that milksop boy. He is raw about the gills, and should be easy enough to entice. More your style, chérie—and I am sure the duke will raise his nephew’s allowance if he takes a bride. Live modestly, and you will be content.”

      Finding her mouth gaping, Rosamund shut it promptly.

      The woman was a pure adventuress. A hussy! Playing a part to win the duke’s good favor, and a chance of being the next duchess.

      The French woman was a minx.

      But, the heated constriction in Rosamund’s chest had nothing to do with jealousy, nor indignation. If Madame Florian was a trollop, Rosamund was no better, pursuing the duke for her own selfish ends.
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      The evening did not pass pleasantly.

      Rosamund had little more appetite for food than her mother. She read to her for a while but, within the first pages, Mrs. Burnell was gently snoring.

      The wind whipped around the abbey, rattling the windows, moaning and whistling. In bed, Rosamund tossed, so that the sheets tangled round her legs. Meanwhile, Pom Pom whined, frightened by the stormy weather outside.

      Drifting into sleep, Rosamund dreamt that she was not alone. A shadowy figure crossed the room, pausing at the bedside to look upon her and touch her hair, before moving away once more. From the depths of slumber, she heard the click of the closing door.
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      Rosamund was determined not to be subdued by Madame Florian. If she wished to do battle, Rosamund would don her gloves and the best woman would win.

      The duke had been devoted to his last duchess. On that basis, he’d surely offer his new bride a degree of tenderness, if not the same abiding love.

      With Bessie’s help, Rosamund dressed hurriedly in a simply cut two piece of navy wool and went through to the adjoining room.

      Happily, her mother appeared well-rested. The laudanum, at least, had allowed her to sleep through the night’s lashing wind and rain.

      “You’re looking more lively this morning, Ma.” Rosamund plumped the pillows, helping her sit upright. “Will you come downstairs, today?”

      Mrs. Burnell sipped her tea thoughtfully, her hands only shaking a little.

      “I do feel rather better, my darling, but I’ll keep to my room another day, if you think Lord Studborne won’t be too put out.”

      “Of course.” Rosamund did her best not to let her disappointment show. “The weather has been rather miserable but there’s a break coming in the clouds. You won’t mind if I take Pom Pom out for a while? The poor thing has been too much stuck indoors.”

      Her mother smiled warmly. “Don’t let me spoil your fun. The fresh air will bring a flush to your cheeks which I’m sure the duke will appreciate. Only”— between her brows, a small crease appeared—“you will be careful, as we spoke of yesterday? I know you think it’s silly of me, but you are all I have now, Rosamund, and I love you very much.”

      Mrs. Burnell touched her daughter’s cheek. “I’m not one for believing in ghosts or curses, or any of those supernatural shenanigans, but these ancient places make you feel rather differently—especially in the night.”

      Rosamund laid her hand over her mother’s. “I shan’t run on the stairs or go leaning over any old balustrades that might be woodworm eaten.”

      “I should think not!” Her mother looked flustered, before realizing her daughter was teasing.

      “And do say hello to that young man, darling, if he’s about today. So sensible, and a nice honesty about him. Naturally, he’s smitten. One can tell from the way he looks at you.” She folded her hands in her lap. “If it weren’t for the duke being yours for the taking, I’d think you a lovely match.”

      “Ma, you’re dreadful! Delightful as it would be for every man to be falling at his feet before me, I’m afraid it simply isn’t the case.” Rising, she placed a kiss on her mother's forehead.

      Was it ridiculous of her to be ever so slightly pleased at the thought of young Mr. Studborne being sweet on her?

      Rosamund tucked that thought away and went to put on her hat.
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      Rosamund walked first along the terrace, then along the gravel path between box hedging and late-flowering roses. Pom Pom trotted happily beside, sticking his nose into every corner and claiming as much of it for his own as his tiny bladder would allow.

      With the mid-morning sun glinting off the small-paned windows, the abbey looked far less foreboding than from within the old cloister.

      Rosamund headed across the lawns. Still drenched from the downpour, they left her skirt hems flapping wet about her ankles but she couldn’t bring herself to care.

      Everything smelt so green and alive!

      Pom Pom rolled in the glistening grass, running back and forth, his stubby tail wagging furiously. It was impossible for one’s heart not to lift, surrounded by such beauty and with a puppy in the throe of discovering how wonderful the world could be.

      Continuing onwards, she reached the walled garden and swung open the iron gate. There was no one working there but the rows of vegetables were well-kept, hoed neatly with no sign of weeds.

      She meandered up and down, bending to read the labels on wooden sticks, planted at the end of each section.

      Pom Pom sniffed at some rhubarb stems and gave one a tentative lick.

      “Come on, Little Mischief! Those aren’t for you.” Clicking her fingers, Rosamund called the puppy to her and made her way back.

      The last thing she needed was for a gardener to appear and catch Pom Pom watering what might need to be picked for the kitchen.

      Beyond the tall stone walls were the orchards: apples and pears, their fragrance mingling with wild chamomile and buttercups.

      “Plenty of apples, but no snakes, huh Pom Pom!” Picking up a piece of fallen fruit, she threw it, and the puppy hared off in chase.

      Reaching the far end of the outer walls of the enclosed garden, it occurred to Rosamund that she’d been walking longer than she intended.

      What was the time?

      She hadn’t a pocket watch of her own.

      Judging by the position of the sun, she’d say it was well past midday. A cloud passed over. There was a whole bank of them behind—iron grey and scudding fast. A breeze had whipped up through the orchard, shivering through the leaves and knocking over-ripe fruit to the ground.

      Pom Pom ran around his mistress in a circle, barking at the invisible force that moved with such power through the trees.

      There was no mistaking the weather. The storm was returning. Picking up her skirts, Rosamund ran, following the wall of the vegetable garden.

      Wasn’t there an orangery at this end of the abbey?

      She was sure she’d glimpsed something of the sort.

      If she could reach it, she might avoid getting wet. There would be a door, surely, which the gardeners used. She only hoped it would be open.
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      Panting hard, Rosamund pulled at the handle of the little side door and sent up a prayer. Spits of rain were already falling.

      To her great relief, it swung open. She dashed through, closing the door again before the gusting wind could take it. With a savage clap, the sky let rip with its deluge and the orangery, almost wholly comprised of glass, became a thundering chamber.

      Skittering on the polished tiles, Pom Pom gave himself a shake while Rosamund untied her hat and found a handkerchief to wipe her cheeks.

      “Didn’t we do well!” Bending over, she rubbed his ears.

      It had been ages since she’d run like that. Rosamund had almost forgotten that she could. She’d even leapt over some box hedging, following Pom Pom’s wildly wagging behind.

      The thought of it made her want to laugh.

      The orangery was filled with potted trees—some in bloom and others in fruit. She was no expert, but the ones closest looked like fig and apricot, and there were oranges and lemons further down.

      The scent was heavenly, and there was a fountain, too, set in the middle of the aisle. Though she couldn’t see much past it, Rosamund guessed the orangery extended the length of this side of the abbey.

      Wandering along, she kept an eye out for any sort of passage that might lead into the main house. Then, just ahead, she saw Mr. Studborne, tucked against the wall and so fixedly reading that he didn’t seem to have heard her approach.

      This part of the orangery was a deal warmer than where she’d entered, thanks to a woodburner, the doors of which were half-open. The young man was clearly comfortable, sitting with one long leg crossed upon the other and his collar discarded. A lock of hair had fallen over his brow, which he pushed away absent-mindedly, only to have it tumble forward again.

      He rubbed at his nose, then nudged his spectacles.

      “A good read?” Rosamund piped up.

      Just as she’d expected, he jumped in surprise, sending his glasses into his lap and the book thumping to the floor.

      Rosamund merely grinned.
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      She was laughing at him!

      Miss Burnell—with flushed cheeks and hair coming loose in all directions—had crept up on him and given him an almighty spook!

      For several moments, he was speechless.

      In the meantime, her dog—looking almost as dishevelled as Miss Burnell herself—had selected a fern and was cocking its leg ambitiously, spraying an impressive arc for one so small.

      “Naughty Pom Pom. Stop that!” Reaching down, she gave his nose a gentle bop.

      Benedict recovered his spectacles, rubbing them on his sleeve. “Thought his name was Hector…”

      Miss Burnell looked at him through half-shaded eyes. “I changed it. Parents shouldn’t burden their offspring with those sorts of names. The expectations are ponderous.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” He looked about for a second stool and gestured for her to sit, then recovered the book. The puppy was a menace, and all too likely to start chewing the corners.

      She perched with her hands in her lap. “Fossils, is it?” She nodded at the shelf where he’d found a spot to display his treasures.

      “You found them all?” She leaned forward, looking past his shoulder, and he noticed she’d a small leaf stuck to her neck.

      “Some are my father’s; were his, I mean. I’m adding to the collection, gradually. As for the book, it’s about drainage, among other things. We suffer from water-logging where the land slopes off near the village.”

      “Engrossing I’m sure.” She dropped her chin, looking at him through thick lashes. “I’d have thought you might sit in the library or somewhere else in the vicinity of a stiff whisky. Might make the ditches more palatable.”

      “Actually, I like this spot. Hardly anyone comes in, so I’m guaranteed some peace.”

      “And here we are, busting in on you.” She arranged her face into an expression of extreme contrition.

      Benedict made himself take a deep breath. He’d invited her here on the pretext of giving his uncle a change of company, and offering Miss Burnell and her mother hospitality. The truth was that there was really nothing altruistic about his motives. As soon as he’d laid eyes on her, he’d hardly thought of anything else.

      He’d read of people being in the grip of infatuation and losing all sense. He'd thought it a load of poppycock but he was burbling on about drainage of all things, and probably boring her half to death with his fossils.

      Meanwhile, his uncle appeared similarly fascinated, going by the way he’d been looking at Miss Burnell over dinner.

      Not having the first idea what to do about any of it, Benedict had been sticking his head in the sand—first taking himself off to Weymouth and then back to the cliffs at Osmington. Goodness only knew what she thought about his inviting her here and then disappearing.

      “Well, it’s very good of you to be helping—with the water-logging, or whatever.” Miss Burnell looked at him expectantly.

      Of course, he needed to make small talk. He’d always found it rather trying, making conversation for its own sake, but it was what people did, wasn’t it?

      And he did want her to stay; now that she was here, sitting right in front of him, and looking damnably pretty—in a windswept fashion.

      “My uncle used to take an active hand in running the estate when my Aunt Violetta was alive, but he’s been distracted since…” Benedict sighed. He was undoubtedly being a bore again, and Miss Burnell had no interest in hearing the humdrum of family affairs. Nevertheless, he continued.

       “The estate manager can’t be left to make every decision, so I’ve been working alongside him when I can. There’s plenty to learn and it’s meaningful. So many families depend upon the efficient running of the land, you see.”

      “I do,” Miss Burnell answered solemnly. “It sounds very important work. Your uncle is blessed to have you.”

      “Kind of you to say, although it’s me who’s fortunate, to be fair. I’m here by his largesse, and he’s been quite generous in paying for my education and providing me with an allowance. I could live simply elsewhere, but I hope my presence in the house is useful.”

      Having begun talking, Benedict found that he rather wanted to carry on. Miss Burnell was a good listener, and there was nothing pitying in the way she looked at him.

      “Some of the estate work is quite pleasurable. I’ve been working on returning the lake to its former glory—introducing more trout. The monks used to breed them.”

      “Marvellous.” Miss Burnell gave a warm smile. “I’ve been told fishing is a very calming pastime. It does seem cruel to end anything’s life, but one must eat, and I’m sure the trout will be delicious.”

      Benedict nodded. “I feel the same, although it’s not an opinion I tend to share. At Oxford, the other fellows would talk for hours about shooting parties, stalking deer, and fox hunting—all of which I find barbarous. There are plenty of livestock on the estate but their slaughter contributes to the coffers that keep everything running. Their deaths aren’t notched up in the pursuit of mindless entertainment, and they’re killed humanely when their time comes.”

      Her little dog, Hector, or Pom Pom, or whatever she was calling it, had concluded its sniff-quest and come to lie beside his foot. He reached down to give it an ear rub and the puppy rolled onto its back, presenting its tummy for his attention.

      “I’m grateful that my uncle has little interest in bloodsports. I only wish that—” He broke off, aware that he was perhaps saying more than he ought.

      “Do go on.” Miss Burnell leaned forward, her eyes— a shade of blue that reminded him of cornflowers—fixing upon his.

      “He’s been too much caught up in his study of the abbey’s history—which I understand, feeling the same way about palaeontology—but the amount of time he’s spending in the underground parts of the building isn’t good for him, I’m sure.”

      “Oh yes.” Miss Burnell was thoughtful a moment. “He was telling me something of it.”

      “I’ve offered to accompany him, to hold an extra lamp at the very least, but he’s reluctant to let anyone else down there.” Benedict shook his head. “He says he’s making plans of the lower levels of the house, cataloguing what might be in need of repair, but I’m fearful it’s a way of him hiding—from his grief, that is. This nonsense with séances is just the same; a refusal to accept what can never again be.”

      Miss Burnell gave a small sniff, her eyes glistening. “It is terribly sad, to lose someone we care for deeply. It brings a sort of madness, don’t you think, being in the grip of that emotion. We aren’t ourselves; not rational, in the way we should be.”

      She looked at him, across the small space between them, and a wild impulse arose in him to confide in her; to tell her all that was in his heart.

      Not just that he was drawn to her in a way he’d never experienced before, but to tell her of his own fears and the grief he carried with him.

      He’d tried to keep busy, to be the son his parents would have been proud of. But he couldn’t escape the feeling of none of it being good enough, because they were still dead, no matter what.

      His uncle felt the same, Benedict supposed, struggling under that dreadful, clinging weight. A terrible sadness; always there, heavy and dead and dark.

      Miss Burnell looked as if she’d be sympathetic, but Benedict couldn’t bring himself to say any of it aloud. He didn’t want her to think him cowardly.

      Men were supposed to show a stiff upper lip and get on with life—not wallow. So, he said, “It’s important not to hide, don’t you think? Better to be thankful for living, and to be honest with ourselves—about what can bring us happiness in the present.”

      Miss Burnell answered softly. “You’re right; we shouldn’t waste what time we have. I hope, truly, that the duke finds his way back to himself.”

      He might, thought Benedict, if he falls in love again. Are you the woman to bring that about?

      His reasons for her being under this roof were entirely selfish. He’d thought no further than simply wanting to have her near. But what if his uncle did propose?

      Benedict would hardly be in a position to object. Whatever he, himself, might offer a bride, it paled in comparison to being the Duchess of Studborne.

      And Miss Burnell’s family was wealthy, by her mother’s admission. Once they were installed in London, her daughter wouldn’t lack suitors.  American heiresses were always popular. There would be a line of young bucks calling, and Miss Burnell would have her pick.

      At least, if she were to marry his uncle, Miss Burnell would remain at the abbey. She wouldn’t be his, but he would have the pleasure of seeing her every day, of watching her grow in happiness as she had a family of her own.

      Something about his heart wrenched at the thought.

      There would be as much torture in that as joy.
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      The conversation had upset him. That much was obvious.

      Rosamund felt a certain disquiet herself. She’d sensed Mr. Studborne battling his emotions, fighting them down and putting on a brave face. He’d lost his parents, she gathered, and some time ago.

      One assumed people moved on, eventually. It would be too exhausting to mourn indefinitely. But what did she know?

      There were only a handful of people she really cared about, and they were all still alive—even if Ethan was on the High Seas by now and she’d no idea when she’d see him again.

      Mr. Studborne stood. “I’ve made you miss luncheon, I’m afraid, talking on.” Picking up the book he’d been reading, he tucked it under his arm.

      “You’ll excuse me. Things to do.” He stepped over Pom Pom and, with a final, fleeting smile, turned his back, making his way further down the orangery before disappearing out of sight.

      Rosamund sat quite still.

      Something had happened while they were talking. A subtle sea-change in the way he’d looked at her.

      She’d thought him flirting, in that awkward way of his, while dining the first night. Since then, he’d made himself unavailable, as if he didn’t care for her company at all.

      Now, she wasn’t so sure.

      “Oh, Pom Pom!” She lifted him onto her lap. “Nothing is straightforward!”

      Gathering her hat, she followed where Mr. Studborne had passed.

      The rain was still sheeting, making it hard to see much beyond the windows, but Rosamund was startled by a sudden movement.

      She paused in her step, peeping between the leaves of two lemon trees, looking out through the misted glass.

      “Who’s there?”

      It was a pointless thing to do, calling out. Even were someone outside, they wouldn’t hear her. Besides which, what would they be doing—besides getting terribly wet?

      And yet, as Rosamund made her way back into the house, through a dark passageway which opened at last into the main hall, she couldn’t help but ponder.

      Had someone been looking in?
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      That evening, Rosamund found herself dining alone with Mr. Studborne.

      To her chagrin, the duke did not appear, and nor did Madame Florian. Her mind immediately pictured them indulging in a tête-à-tête.

      Really, it was quite rude—even if the duke was entitled to do as he wished in his own home.

      Had she said something to offend him? She’d been too assertive, perhaps, in requesting to see the chapel. Though he’d indulged her, he’d done so reluctantly.

      She’d intruded in some way she couldn’t understand, and now she was being punished.

      Throughout their courses of duck pâté, lightly broiled sole and rabbit cassoulet, Mr. Studborne seemed as perturbed as she, and the meal passed with an abundance of awkward silences—hardly helped by the footmen hovering.

      It was as if the intimacy of their earlier conversation had never been.

      Pardoning herself from the sweet course, Rosamund pleaded a sore head and left Mr. Studborne to complete his meal without her.

      Really, it was too bad!

      Meanwhile, her mother continued to decline leaving her chamber.

      It was time to adopt a stern approach.

      “Ma, I insist, you must dress and join me downstairs tomorrow,” Rosamund said with as much authority as she could muster.

      Mrs. Burnell plucked at a stray thread on the coverlet. “It’s only that, I do still worry, dear. There are so many stairs.”

      “You'll be fine if I take your arm.” Rosamund endeavored to be the voice of reason, though she knew there was no logic to her mother’s frame of mind. It was all due to the séance, and Madame Florian’s doom-laden Tarot reading.

      “I don’t like to point it out, Ma, but we’re just as likely to come to harm in this room as anywhere else.”

      A look of dread crossed her mother’s features.

      “You mean a murderer could enter in the night and do away with me! I’d be helpless. They might strangle me before I had a chance to scream!” Her gaze darted about the room, as if the villain might already be in wait behind the curtains.

      Rosamund took several deep breaths. “No. I don’t mean that at all.”

      It was time to say whatever was necessary to give her mother reassurance. “You must know Lord Studborne has an army of brave footmen guarding the doors at night. The abbey is safer from intruders than the Queen’s own palaces.”

      Mrs. Burnell blinked, taking in this new piece of information.

      Rosamund continued. “I’m just saying that accidents can happen anywhere. You might choke on a fish bone, for instance. Far better to be where other people are about, who can come to your aid.”

      “The sole! I never thought of it.” Mrs. Burnell eyed her empty plate with suspicion. “I’ll insist on having only soup from now on. No one shall do away with me by making me eat fish.”

      Her fingers, still plucking at the quilt, had begun to unravel the crewel-work embroidery. Much as it distressed Rosamund to admit, her mother was in the grip of an obsession.

      With heavy heart, Rosamund brought out the bottle of laudanum. Immediately, Mrs. Burnell stuck out her tongue to receive the drops.

      She took her daughter’s hand. “I know I worry over much, but I’ll be better soon. Once you’ve wed the duke, everything will be alright, I just know it. Your father might even let Ethan visit us, don’t you think, when he hears of your grand marriage?”

      “I’m sure he will.”

      Rosamund could hardly tell her mother that the duke didn’t appear interested in her after all.
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      Mrs. Burnell was altogether worse in the morning, shrinking back as Rosamund drew open the curtains.

      “There was someone behind the drapes, in the night—just as you said there would be!” Mrs. Burnell pulled the coverlet up and Rosamund saw it was threadbare where her mother had been worrying at it.

      “I never said that, Ma, and I’m sure there wasn’t.” Rosamund took her wrist. The pulse was faster than it should be, and her mother’s cheeks were unnaturally flushed.

      “Let’s get you some warm milk.” Rosamund gave the bellpull a tug. “Try to rest, and clear your head of these worries.”

      Her mother lay down obediently and seemed soothed by Rosamund’s hand on her brow.

      Nevertheless, her eyes moved to the drawer. “Might I have some more of the medicine, dear? Just to settle me?”

      “I don’t think so. In fact, it might be better if I took them away.” However, as Rosamund reached over, her mother grabbed her by the wrist.

      “No! Don’t!” Her mother’s eyes were pleading. “I’ve been good. I’ve hardly touched them. Only a drop now and then.”

      Wretchedly, Rosamund took out the bottle and held it to the light. The level of the liquid had dropped more than she would have expected, but it was as her mother said. She’d only helped herself to a modest dose.

      “Very well.” Rosamund replaced the bottle in the drawer. “But you mustn’t take them unless I’m here.”

      Mrs. Burnell nodded.

      “Goodness, where is Bessie?” Rosamund pulled the bell again.

      She hadn’t come to Rosamund’s room with a morning tray, nor looked in on her mother.

      “I’ll go to the kitchen myself for the milk.”

      Going through to her room, Rosamund flung off her dressing gown and slipped on a loose dress over her night chemise. She’d worn it sometimes for the beach, with just a belt rather than a corset.

      Wrapping a shawl about her, she was sufficiently decent. It was early enough, she hoped, that she wouldn’t bump into Lord Studborne, or his infuriating nephew.
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      The kitchen looked as if it hadn’t changed much in all the centuries. From great oak beams hung joints of ham, and an open fireplace consumed most of one wall, large enough to spit roast a pig. There were ovens built into the walls either side of the hearth, and a more modern addition—a cast iron range—occupied the other end, with copper pans dangling overhead.

      Through the open door of the scullery came the sound of someone washing up. Meanwhile, at a huge table, the cook was cutting oranges, her cotton sleeves rolled to the elbow.

      One of the maids was kneading dough, and the smell of baking bread made Rosamund’s mouth water. Though the room was large it was invitingly warm.

      “Morning, Madam. What can I do you for?” The cook set down her knife and wiped her hands on her apron, looking surprised to see Rosamund but not displeased.

      “Good morning to you, Mrs. Penhorgan.” Rosamund smiled. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but is Bessie on her way up with the trays?”

      “‘Fraid not, Madam, but young Morwenna were supposed to do that for ee.” The cook rolled her eyes. “’Scusing your pardon but no doubt she be off with Thomas again. I do keep warning she that I’ll let her go, but ’tisn’t easy—we being short o’ help as we be.”

      Mrs. Penhorgan shouted through to the scullery. “Mary, put those pots aside an’ come help with the trays.”

      The cook shook her head with a resigned air. “I dunnat know where Bessie be this morning, and Morwenna—as does share a room with she—says her bed weren’t slept in. I be thinking she done a flit, like the others. These young 'uns think they want to serve in the big house but they can’t abide the work of it. Not that Bessie were idle. I hoped she’d be one to stay, but you never can tell. She did have a few spats with Mrs. Cornwort. That could be the way of it.”

      Might Bessie have left without saying goodbye? She’d been so friendly, and hadn’t she told Rosamund how much she preferred being here to taking a job in Weymouth? “Are you sure she’s gone? Her clothes and such—has she packed them?”

      “That I don’t know, Madam. I’d have to ask Morwenna. I’ve not the time to be goin’ up them stairs an’ checking for myself. P’raps Bessie do return later, if she have second thoughts—though I wouldn’t hold my breath over it. I don’t know how many girls have been and gone these past months. Has been nothing but trouble.”

      “But, don’t you think—” Rosamund hesitated, looking first at Mrs. Penhorgan, then at the two young women. They were doing a good job of looking engrossed in their tasks but Rosamund could tell they were listening to every word.

      It would do her no good for the staff to think her a busybody.

      “I mean to say”—she smiled airily—“could it be that Bessie has gotten lost somewhere, or fallen? There are cellars and other underground places, are there not? Might she have gone to fetch something and be lying injured?”

      “I should say not!” Mrs. Penhorgan looked most affronted. “If I do send a girl on an errand, I do expect her to return, an’ I’d notice for sure if she went astray!”

      “Of course.” Rosamund added quickly. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      Except you’ve no idea where Morwenna is! thought Rosamund.

      “Still, perhaps I might search for her,” Rosamund ventured.

      Mrs. Penhorgan looked at Rosamund as if she’d suggested she strip naked and dance on the table.

      “What an idea!” Picking up her knife again, the cook set about the oranges. “I’m sure you’ve better things to do with your time, Madam. Besides which, ’tis true some o’ the old parts of the abbey do be unsafe. I dunnat go down them cellars, and I tell my girls not to neither. Only Mr. Cornwort fetches the wine, with Thomas on occasion.”

      Rosamund did wonder how the butler, being aged as he was, managed worn and narrow stairs without coming to an unfortunate end. Even climbing the main staircase seemed perilous to him.

      “You go upstairs, Madam, and Mary’ll be with you in no time with the trays. She may help ee with your dressing too, seeing as Bessie isn’t about.”

      Only when Rosamund was at her door did she remember that she’d entirely forgotten to mention the milk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 13


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosamund was in despair.

      The duke was still making himself scarce and she could only conclude he was roaming beneath the abbey—as Mr. Studborne had warned her.

      Or, he was indulging quite another passion, in the arms of a certain French Fancy.

      Neither prospect was comforting, but dwelling on what she couldn’t be sure of was doing her no good.

      Outside looked rather blustery and the sky was a mixture of greys that hardly boded well for the afternoon, but if she didn’t get some fresh air she’d run mad.

      Having donned her cloak and availed herself of several hat pins, she set out with Pom Pom, heading across the lawns towards the lake. She hoped to have time to stroll its circumference before the weather broke. If not, there was the pretty little temple near the bottom which would offer shelter if need be; being obliged to hide there for a while wasn’t an unappealing notion.

      However, as she reached the gravel drive, Pom Pom dived into a bed of chrysanthemums and began a frenzy of digging. Rosamund rooted in her pocket for a dry biscuit. There would be no luring him out unless she offered a more attractive alternative.

      “Here, try this,” a voice called, and a tennis ball flew through the air, bouncing across the grass.

      Pom Pom’s head popped up, his white muzzle thick with dirt, and he set off after the missile, spraying soil behind him.

      “Good idea to stretch the legs before those clouds get any darker. Don’t mind if I come?”

      He really was a strange one, thought Rosamund: convivial one minute and standoffish the next—as if he couldn’t make up his mind whether to bother with her.

      Much like his uncle!

      “If you like, but I’m walking briskly, so do keep up!” Rosamund lengthened her stride. If he wanted to tag along, he could go at whatever pace she set!

      “Your mother, how is she?” he asked, appearing at her side slightly breathless.

      “Fine.” Rosamund really didn’t want to talk about it. “She’s resting, is all.”

      Rosamund regretted the turn of phrase immediately. It was what people said when they were being discreet. Women "rested" when their nerves were frayed; when the world around them was just too much to face. To be indisposed in such a way implied an inability to function.

      It was all true, Rosamund supposed, although she kept telling herself the confusion her mother was displaying was merely due to an over-exerted mind.

      “Glad she’s alright,” said Mr. Studborne brightly. “We should all take a leaf from her book. Good to know when to take things easy.”

      Pom Pom sprinted back with the ball in his mouth and dropped it by the young man’s feet.

      “Clever boy! Off you go!” Mr. Studborne launched the ball, sending the Westie dashing off again.

      Rosamund paused, watching her puppy in his new game. “I hadn’t realized he’d be able to do that.”

      Grudgingly, she smiled. “Kind of you to think of it.”

      “Well, I saw you go out with him and…” Mr. Studborne faltered. “Not that I was watching for you. I was just looking…hoping really…” His voice trailed off.

      “It’s fine. Nice to have the company.” She set off again, this time at a more sedate speed. “Although, shouldn’t you be reading up on ditches, or the most efficient methods of spreading muck on fields.”

      He laughed. “I probably should, but I’m giving myself the day off from wearing my estate managing hat.”

      He pondered a moment. “I’ve been preparing a paper for submission to the Royal Society, actually. Hence my trips to Osmington. I’m looking at how the preservation of fossilised organisms differs through the various strata.”

      He was off again! She appreciated those lumps of rock must be of interest to somebody; sadly, they weren’t to her, but Mr. Studborne deserved her politeness.

      “You clearly have a passion for the subject. Aren’t you tempted to be at Oxford, teaching or something?”

      He hesitated before answering. “Yes, perhaps, but it’s better to be based where the fossils are. This part of the coast is richer in finds than anywhere else in the country. Besides which, my uncle needs me.”

      “Of course.”

      They walked in silence for a little, Pom Pom running back and forth with the ball, leaping with excitement as he waited for it to be thrown once more.

      “Still, nice to have the choice, isn’t it?” Rosamund mused. “The only thing I’m supposed to achieve is a suitable marriage, and I doubt a curious intellect is high on the list of suitors’ requisites.”

      “The Royal Society would approve—of the curiosity that is. Nullius in verba.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Latin isn’t among my accomplishments, I’m afraid.”

      “It simply means ’take nobody's word for it’. The Fellows declare their determination to verify all statements by an appeal to facts, rather than speculation.”

      “I see.” Rosamund gathered her skirts closer as they pushed through swathes of cow parsley. The lawns had been left to grow as they liked down here, seeding with all manner of wildflowers. “I shouldn’t think they’d hold with Madame Florian’s séances then.”

      He laughed. “Very doubtful. It’s a good motto anyway; I prefer it to ours. You’ll see that on the crest over the door: Resurgam.”

      “That I can guess.” Rosamund stopped as they reached the end of the lake. “Resurgence, yes?”

      “Exactly.” He, too, paused, surveying the view towards the abbey. “I shall rise again. Even in days of darkness, there shall be resurrection.”

      “I like that too,” Rosamund mused. “Not giving up; it ought to be everyone’s maxim.”

      “How wise you are.” His voice was soft. “Perhaps you ought to be at Oxford yourself. They’ve had halls for women these five years. Not full membership yet, but it’ll come eventually.”

      “I’ll give it some consideration.” Rosamund set off again.

      Being at the bottom of a slope, this section of the meadow was waterlogged. Pom Pom appeared and disappeared in the long grass, accompanied by a splash with each landing.

      With the damp seeping through her boots and her eyes cast down, she hardly noticed how dark it was getting.

      Only Mr. Studborne’s entreaty alerted her.

      “We might want to go a touch faster.” He pointed skywards.

      But it was too late. Hailstones were falling: small at first—intermittent, then launching more densely. Rosamund gave a cry of alarm as several larger pieces hit her shoulders.

      With a bark, Pom Pom sped towards the little temple up ahead. Mr. Studborne took Rosamund’s hand and tugged her into a run.

      She hadn’t put on gloves, since she’d been expecting to be alone. It caught her by surprise; his hand—warm and firm—grasping hers.

      Reaching the safety of the portico, flagged by Greek columns, they stood gasping. The rattle of spiteful hail on the copper roof was deafening.

      Rosamund scraped away some hair straggling wet on her cheek. Her hat had stayed on but was sagging over one eye. Irritably, she yanked out the pins and threw it onto the marble floor. “It’s only September! Is the weather always like this?”

      “Mostly,” said Mr. Studborne. “Predictable in its unpredictability, you might say.”

      “Well, it’s becoming annoying!” Rosamund moved further inside the miniature temple. Being stone, it was rather cold and not terribly welcoming.

      "What is this place?" She was barely able to hide her disappointment at the sparse interior.

      "A folly," Mr. Studborne answered. "It's mostly for decoration. Part of the view, you know, from the house. Although quite handy for shelter."

      "Uh huh." Rosamund took in the seating: a small bench which looked to be granite. If she sat on that, she’d give herself piles! It was a shame no previous visitor had left a cushion or two.

      Against the opposite wall was an altar of sorts, with a statue of some goddess posing nakedly on top, concealing her modesty with artfully placed hands.

      From underneath came a growl and three sharp barks.

      “Pom Pom, what are you doing under there?” Rosamund bent over.

      The puppy was tugging at something towards the back. “Come away at once.”

      Resolutely ignoring her, the dog continued jerking at whatever had taken his interest.

      Rosamund got down on her knees, crawling beneath to fetch him out. “Really, Pom, we need to work on your obedience and…urgh!” Rosamund saw what the puppy had been so keen to get his paws on: a snake of all things.

      It was quite small, and pale green, and thankfully not moving; dead, at a guess.

      “Leave it!” Rosamund dragged the dog away, banging her head on the underside of the altar in the process.

      “Are you alright?” Mr. Studborne’s face appeared in view.

      “Fine but…here, take him.” She passed Pom Pom out.

      “What was he after?”

      “A snake!” Rosamund prodded its tail. “I didn’t even think you had them in England.”

      “It’s likely a grass snake. Might have slunk in here to lay eggs, or it might just be sleeping.”

      Rosamund snatched back her hand. Keeping well away from the snake, she peered into the darkness. “There’s a metal gate at the back here, did you know?”

      She couldn’t see much, but she’d swear there were steps leading downward on the other side and a slight draught blowing through, carrying with it the smell of musty air. On her bottom, she shuffled a tiny bit closer. Definitely steps.

      A wisp of something brushed her ear and she batted it away. A thread of hair—quite long, caught on the bolt securing the gate—but not hers, which was a much paler blonde; this looked a middling-brown.

      “I can’t say I know anything about it,” came Mr. Studborne’s voice. “Might lead into an old ice house. Would be an ingenious place for it. I wouldn’t go poking about though. It’ll just be an empty room. Nothing of interest.”

      That was good enough for Rosamund.

      Crawling out, she brushed the dust off her hands.

      Mr. Studborne was looking at her most oddly—half-amused and half-disbelieving.

      Getting down on the floor wasn’t exactly ladylike, she knew, but she was used to doing so where Pom Pom was concerned.

      The puppy, cradled in the young man’s arms, was licking his ear like it was sugar-candy-coated, while Mr. Studborne stroked the thick fur about Pom Pom’s neck.

      It made a fetching picture.

      “You’ve got a⁠—”

      “You can⁠—”

      They both spoke at the same time.

      He plucked something from her hair. “Just a cobweb.” He wiped it on his trousers.

      He was standing very close but Rosamund had a sudden urge to stand closer still.

      The way he was holding Pom Pom…how would it feel to have him touch her like that?

      To have his arms about her?

      To rest her cheek upon his chest or, even…to tip back her head and let his lips brush hers?

      She couldn’t bring herself to meet his eye but she took a step forward.

      Simultaneously, so did he.

      That was when the top of her head collided with his jaw.

      “Ow!” Rosamund rubbed her crown.

      “Dear God!” He clutched at his mouth.

      Between his fingers, she was sure she saw blood.

      Pom Pom uttered an excited bark and gave them both an enthusiastic lick.
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      The day was turning out so strangely.

      Mr. Studborne had only bitten his lip but, if he’d been thinking of attempting to kiss her, his new wound had certainly put the dampers on it.

      Fortunately, the hail eased off again and they made their way back to the house without further incident, though both rather subdued.

      After giving Pom Pom to one of the footmen for a kitchen bath, and checking on her mother, who was still dozing, Rosamund hurried to her room.

      Eager to change her clothing, her tug on the bellpull brought assistance from a chambermaid she’d not seen before.

      “Sorry, Miss. Mrs. Cornwort is right in a miff about Bessie bunking off, and says I’m to see to you instead.” The girl, Jenny, was clearly unused to the job in hand but managed to help Rosamund out of the sodden-hemmed skirts.

      Together, they navigated the various ribbons and buttons until Rosamund was changed into a combination in pale gold, and her coiffure tidied again for luncheon.

      “’Tis a good color on you, Miss, what with your hair being similar,” Jenny ventured. “Bessie said as you were a proper lady, and much nicer than the other one.”

      The girl’s cheeks reddened. “Not that I mean any offence. Oh dear!” Her face crumpled.

      “It’s quite alright.” Rosamund attempted to soothe her. “But where is Bessie? She seemed happy here, don’t you think?”

      Jenny sniffed. “I couldn’t rightly say. Happy enough, I suppose, but I’ve half a mind to do the same.”

      She clapped her hands to her mouth. “Only don’t tell Mrs. Cornwort!”

      “Of course not.” Rosamund sat on the chaise. “But what makes you say so, Jenny? And the other girls who’ve left at short notice—is Mrs. Cornwort the trouble? She seems very strict.”

      The girl worried at her lip. “It’s not her—though she’s a dragon, right enough. It’s this place. Always looking over my shoulder, I be. Don’t never see anything, but the feeling’s there.”

      A chill travelled Rosamund’s spine. Hadn’t she felt the same at times? Not just in the orangery but in the inner courtyard. Sometimes, it was as if even the portraits on the walls were looking at her, following her every footstep.

      “An’ there be lights when there shouldn’t be!” Now Jenny had begun unburdening herself, there seemed no stopping her. “Past midnight is a time all decent folk should be abed—but I’ve heard things, and I’ve seen...”

      Rosamund’s heart began to beat faster. “What have you seen, Jenny? Don’t be afraid to tell me. It’s important!”

      “I don’t like to say—only that I know it’s not right. The master of a big house can make free to do as he wants, but it don’t mean I have to like it.” She looked about her, as if afraid someone besides themselves were listening.

      “I’ll be leaving you, if there’s naught else you be needing, Miss.” Jenny was already backing towards the door.

      With lips pressed tight, it seemed her talkativeness was at an end.
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      Luncheon passed in a haze, as did the evening repast. Mr. Studborne, his uncle and Madame Florian appeared at both meals, and Rosamund was aware of conversation about her.

      But she couldn’t have recalled a word of it.

      Her mind spun upon Jenny’s revelations.

      What was happening at the abbey? Had Madame Florian something to do with these bizarre goings on? Mr. Studborne surely had no part in them.

      By the time Rosamund retired, she was exhausted from mulling over what made no sense to her, going to bed without even braiding her hair. Yet her dreams were troubled, and she woke to a moon almost full, silvering a path between the curtains, from the window to the door.

      The night was silent.

      No wind, nor rain or hail.

      Pom Pom was deep in sleep, one foot kicking randomly in chase of some imaginary rabbit.

      Rosamund rose, slipping a white angora shawl about her shoulders then lighting a lamp. With the flame turned low, she made her way along the passage, past her mother’s door, to the far end and onwards—only her own feet bringing a squeak to the old wooden boards.

      From the long gallery, she’d be able to look down into the courtyard and across to the other wings.

      If someone were about, she wished to discover for herself. And, if Bessie were still within these walls, somewhere unseen, she would do her best to find her.

      All was as it had been when last she’d beheld this part of the abbey, though moonlight bathed where the sun had touched. Leaving the lamp upon the floor, Rosamund padded on soft feet past the portraits in their heavy frames. How bright the moon was, illuminating every corner of the old cloister. There was no movement across the cold flags below, nor in the tall windows upon the other sides. No face looking back at her, nor candle moving through the house.

      She observed the closed doors of the chapel, then the side windows. For a moment, Rosamund thought she saw a light within, but then it was gone. Perhaps, it had been the moonlight glinting upon the glass.

      She was standing before the painting of the late duchess: Titania, in silvered light, with her hair flowing loose over her white gown.

      Rosamund took a step forward, gazing upward, and then a cloud passed across the moon: dimming its illumination, closing the space around her.

      The dull glow of her lamp remained where she’d entered, casting a faint pool of light, but the far end of the room was obscured.

      A prickle came upon her neck.

      Had there been a footstep—or merely a disturbance to the air?

      “Violetta?” The whisper came from the shadows.

      There was a movement to Rosamund’s left.

      The moon appeared again, flooding the gallery with its brilliance, and a man stepped fully into the ghostly light.

      “Violetta!” His expression was both disbelieving and elated.

      Rosamund remained fixed where she stood as the duke strode then ran, closing the distance between them.

      His eyes were unnaturally bright, staring into hers with frightening intensity. “You have come.”

      He pulled her tightly into his arms.

      “Your Grace. I cannot—” Rosamund struggled for breath, so strong was his embrace. “Stop, I beg.”

      As quickly as he’d taken her to him, he released her. The wild flame in his eyes retreated and the joy that had transformed him turned to ash.

      Rosamund swayed but he grasped her again, this time placing his hands upon her shoulders. His touch glided up her neck until his palms cupped her jaw. “Forgive me. Briefly, I thought…but you shouldn’t be here, wandering in the night. Were you to stumble, who would come to your aid?”

      Lord Studborne bent closer, his fingers stroking the sensitive skin of her throat, one hand moving to her nape, twining in her hair.

      “You were searching, though you aren’t sure for what, wishing the nameless to be known. So it shall, when we're together. I've waited long enough, and you're ready for the ceremony. You want to give yourself, to become what you're destined to be.”

      The duke’s words were like an enchantment, heavy upon Rosamund, making her limp.

      In a moment of heightened emotion, he’d called her by the name of his last duchess. Was she ready to become the next, to give herself into his care, to belong only to him?

      The thought scared her.

      Her lips parted, to protest at the way he held her, and what he was saying. She needed more time.

      It occurred to Rosamund that the duke intended to kiss her, and there was nothing she could do to prevent him. She was at every disadvantage. She’d placed herself in an impossible situation—wandering alone, wearing only her night attire. And the duke was master of this house.

      Surely, he would only take a kiss, and then escort her back to her room. What could she do but comply? She closed her eyes, waiting for his mouth to crush upon hers, telling herself that she would submit to this as a necessity. In the morning, she would be able to think more clearly.

      But the kiss did not come.

      Instead, the duke relinquished his hold, stepping away. His tone was abrupt. “Return to bed the way you have come. Your maidenhead must be intact, my dear, though you may think to tempt me. The moon shall soon be full: portentous for new beginnings. We must wait.”

      So, he did wish to marry her!

      And within only a few days.

      Were there not bans to be read, or a license to procure? Of course, he was Lord Studborne; whatever was necessary, he would arrange.

      A quiet ceremony, witnessed by those already in the house. Flowers from the garden. She’d wear something from her existing wardrobe.

      She had only to stand before him at the altar and consent.
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      In a daze, she collected her lantern. Wrapped in her thoughts, she did not see Mr. Studborne; not until she turned the corner at the end of the gallery and bumped headlong into him.

      Her lamp fell from her hand with a clatter, the flame extinguishing. “What are you…were you here, all the time?”

      He surveyed her coolly. “Long enough. I heard footsteps pass my door—yours, as it happens. I don’t make a habit of spying, but I was awake. It seemed sensible to follow and make sure everything was alright.”

      “Very considerate of you.” Rosamund couldn’t help but sound snappish.

      It was embarrassing to think of him watching while the duke embraced her. What must he have thought? That she’d arranged to meet his uncle on purpose?

      Shame heated her cheeks.

      It had been the last thing on her mind.

      Mr. Studborne held aloft his own lamp. “Let’s get you back to where you should be.”

      “No. That is, not yet.” Rosamund looked back towards the long gallery. “Whatever you may think, I wasn’t having a tryst with your uncle.”

      Mr. Studborne’s expression remained implacable. “It’s no business of mine.”

      Rosamund rubbed at her temple. It rankled that he was willing to think badly of her—but what did that matter? Nothing would, if she married the duke.

      Clearly, she reminded Lord Studborne of the wife he’d lost—but that didn’t mean he couldn’t grow to care for her too.

      And how easy he was making this!

      He’d set his mind on marrying her within the coming few days, knowing full well her mother would agree. As they’d hoped, he’d made no reference to a dowry or gaining her father’s blessing. But Rosamund could not suppress her unease.

      She remembered why she was here, rather than tucked in her bed.

      Bessie!

      She’d been hoping to discover some clue to her whereabouts, and the duke had appeared. His Grace kept unusual hours, to be sure. If she were to agree to the marriage, she needed, at least, to see this place, beneath the chapel, that so fascinated him.

      And, to reassure herself that Bessie wasn’t there, fallen or injured.

      “Your uncle has made me an offer.”

      Rosamund noted, with some satisfaction, that Mr. Studborne looked less than pleased.

      “And I wish to see the chapel.”

      “At this time? Don’t be absurd!” Mr. Studborne frowned. “Beside which, the doors are kept locked. Only my uncle has the key.”

      Rosamund had suspected as much but, thinking back, she was sure there had been two inner doors. One, the duke had told her led to the crypt. What of the other? Its position would indicate it could be used to re-enter the main body of the house.

      Was it possible the duke had been in the chapel when she’d looked down from above, and used that same door to come upon her in the gallery?

      “We’re contemplating an evening ceremony!” said Rosamund, thinking on her feet. “I want to see the chapel by moonlight, to decide upon where lamps and arrangements should be placed.”

      “And my uncle didn’t think to take you there himself?” Mr. Studborne looked rightfully sceptical.

      Rosamund gave a beaming smile. “Apparently, there’s a door into the chapel from somewhere on the ground floor, not far from the other end of this wing. There are stairs, are there not, which lead downward at that point. We might follow them and attempt to locate this inner entryway.”

      How easy it was to lie, thought Rosamund, once you began!

      Mr. Studborne narrowed his eyes. “I'm guessing you’ll attempt to find this door regardless of whether I accompany you. In which case, I hardly have a choice. You cannot wander without a lamp.”
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      As Rosamund had thought, there was a staircase at the far end of the gallery—one tucked into the corner, narrow and bare: more for the use of servants than the noble residents of the house. Following it downwards, they came to a door correctly positioned for access to the chapel.

      A tall-backed chair, elaborately carved from dark wood, had been placed in front.

      Mr. Studborne sighed quietly. “It looks as if my uncle wishes to deter entry via this means.”

      “It’s only a chair.” Rosamund tugged at one arm. She could guess why it had been placed there. The door behind had a sliding lock but no sign of a keyhole.

      Reluctantly, Mr. Studborne set down his lamp and helped shift the piece of furniture.

      The chapel was entirely dark, silent and chill.

      The glow from their lantern reached only a few feet around them.

      “I’ve not been in here since… I don’t know when. Are you sure this is where you’d want to…” His voice, somewhat melancholy, trailed off.

      “Oh yes!” Rosamund tried her best to appear cheerful. “Some flowers will transform the place, you’ll see.”

      She wasn’t sure she sounded convincing. It was hard to imagine anything joyful taking place beneath this vaulted roof. Even were the place filled with blooms, it would retain a dolorous air.

      “Pink roses, I think.”

      Mr. Studborne followed behind as she approached the altar.

      There were candles arranged where there had been none before, and the wax looked freshly melted. Beside was a small wooden carving, like a child’s toy.

      Rosamund transferred it into her palm: a snake, polished smooth, with a pattern etched on its back.

      Quickly, she replaced it.

      “Hold the lamp up, if you would.” She turned to Mr. Studborne, motioning for him to move further down, to walk the length of the aisle. As he did so, the shadows pressed around her.

      It was a relief to see him walking back again, the golden glow of the lantern coming closer until he was beside her once more, the light encompassing them both.

      “Was it helpful?” He blew out his cheeks.

      “Yes, thank you.” Rosamund felt a sudden weariness coming over her. What was she doing? Bessie wasn’t here.

      But, there was still the crypt.

      She’d promised herself, hadn’t she—that she wouldn’t rest until she’d seen it. Taking the lamp from Mr. Studborne, she moved to the door the duke had shown her. If it were locked, she’d have to forget this notion but, like the other, leading into the main body of the abbey, there was no keyhole.

      Only a drop bolt, which slid upwards easily.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Studborne’s voice held a note of alarm.

      “I want to see.” She was through, the lamp revealing a flight of stairs spiralling downward.

      “Miss Burnell!” The voice behind her was sharp. “You can’t! It’s the middle of the night. Besides which, the duke doesn’t like anyone to… Come back!”

      But she’d already descended several steps.

      “Come with me,” she called back.

      She heard him curse.

      “You’re impossible! And you’re wearing slippers!”

      “True on both counts. As for being the middle of the night, I don’t suppose it’s any different down here during the daytime, is it?”

      Grumbling, Mr. Studborne followed her down. “Here, give me the lantern. I can hold it higher, and it’ll allow you to use both hands to steady yourself.”

      But, as Rosamund handed over the lamp, Mr. Studborne turned on his heel. “Now, you must see sense! I’m escorting you back to your room.”

      Reaching out, he took her arm. “Don’t argue, please.”

      “Oh! You!” Rosamund stamped her foot, but it did no good. Without light, she couldn’t go any further.

      Then, from above, there was a sudden bang and a scraping sound.

      Rosamund’s heart froze in her chest. “That wasn’t⁠—?”

      Mr. Studborne sprinted upwards.

      In the lamp’s glow, Rosamund watched him push against the heavy oak, but the door remained shut.

      Someone had locked them in.
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      “Are you sure we can’t open it?” Rosamund tried not to give way to panic.

      “The bolt’s dropped.” He rattled it again. “Must have been a draught—blowing it shut. My fault. I should’ve been more careful, propping it open with something.”

      Rosamund wasn’t so sure.

      “We’ll have to wait here until morning.” Mr. Studborne sat down on the upper step. “My uncle is sure to turn up at some point. He’ll find us and let us out.”

      Rosamund fought a wave of nausea. “That won’t do at all. You know it won’t! I can’t stay here—with you!”

      Mr. Studborne raised an eyebrow. “But dragging me around after you in the middle of the night was just fine?”

      “I wasn’t planning on anyone finding out.” Sitting two steps below, she buried her face in her hands. “Are you sure we’re stuck? Mightn’t there be another way out, from the place below?”

      “It’s possible…but we’re just as likely to get lost. From what my uncle has told me, it’s a veritable maze down there.” Mr. Studborne sounded doubtful.

      “But there’s a chance, and we can be careful, only turning right each time, or something like that.” Even to Rosamund’s ears the plan sounded thin. And she’d been thinking of exploring the place in search of Bessie! It had been beyond foolish of her.

      To Rosamund’s surprise, Mr. Studborne stood. “It’s better than just sitting here. But, if we don’t find another exit within say…half an hour, you must return here with me and wait.”

      Rosamund nodded gratefully. It would allow her to set her mind at rest about what was down there, and give them a chance to find another way out.
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      Descending, the air grew more chill and, brushing against the stone, Rosamund found it damp. After near twenty steps, a space roughly six feet square was revealed, with a corridor leading off on either side.
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