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          LIVERPOOL- LATE SEPTEMBER 1816

        

      

    

    
      “We are clearly not in Pennsylvania anymore.” Tad Wentworth rested his elbows on the ship’s railing, stretching his shoulders, shaking out the tension lying under the surface. The Liverpool docks looked similar to those of New York and New Orleans. He suspected it was his unique circumstances rather than the location, which intensified his anxiety. Closing his eyes, he tried to calm his breathing. There is nothing to worry about. The phrase went through his mind for the millionth time. It did nothing to relieve his doubts because he knew there was everything to worry about. So many people would be relying on him, their very livelihoods at stake.

      The gangplank lowered—people jostled and elbows flew as everyone tried to make their way to the docks below. A large cathedral rose in the distance, its spire rising heavenward, while a smaller church stood next to the dock, dwarfed in comparison. This smaller church brought on a moment of sentimentality for Tad, taking him back to the parish church in Philadelphia. Both were rather simple in design and decoration. Their similarities brought a sense of peace.

      The salty breeze blowing through the canals mingled with the stench of rotting fish, tar, and filth from both animal and human, forcing him to cover his mouth and nose with his handkerchief. But the same gust also calmed him, as if it blew away some of the burden weighing him down.

      People stood below shoulder to shoulder, pushing and shoving to make their way through the crowds. Crying babes, bellowing animals, and curses flowing from men’s lips all converging together to create pandemonium. Releasing a heavy sigh, he ran his fingers through his hair. The stress mounting again. Did I leave home for this? He looked to the little church, trying to find the tranquility he’d felt only moments ago.

      “Have you regained your senses and decided to return to Pennsylvania?” Dawson leaned on the railing next to him.

      Tad removed the cloth from his nose, trying to breathe through his mouth. Cocking a brow at this friend, Tad shook his head. “You have known me since I was three years old. Have you ever seen me quit before a task was completed?” Waving to encompass the chaos around them, he continued. “Besides, the smell is not so bad…once you get used to it.” Tears formed in his eyes. Looking at his companion, Tad’s lips began to quiver at Dawson’s creased brow and half-closed eyes. A laugh pushed its way out. “You are right, the smell is terrible, but we will be away from the docks soon enough.”

      “You have noticed the crowd down there, have you not?” Dawson sighed, shaking his head in agitation. “I believe you may be too optimistic.”

      Tad picked up his trunk and bag, joining the throngs on the gangplank, slowly moving toward the chaos below. “Come, Dawson. My uncle’s summons did say not to ‘dilly-dally.’”

      Dawson trudged alongside him. The two began to shoulder and nudge their way through the mass of people. “If you were not so adamant about family honor, we would not be in this mess,” Dawson shouted over the crowd.

      “But we are in this mess, Dawson, so make the best of it.” Tad could barely make out his own words over the clamor surrounding them. “Besides…”

      A sudden blow struck him in the eye, pushing him into Dawson. Barely a breath had been taken before a man came hurling at him, laying them both flat on the ground. He grabbed at a mop of hair, pulling it away from him, his brain slowly registered the insults spewing from the attacker’s lips.

      “You dirty Yank. How dare you show your face on our shores?” A blow landed on Tad’s lip. He felt the skin split and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. The ache moved up his cheek, making it difficult to decipher where one pain ended and another began.

      Tad brought his knee up hard, catching the man off guard, and sent him rolling off. Tad pushed himself up into a crouch. His vision closed in as one eye began to swell shut. His legs wobbled beneath him.

      Dawson landed on top of the man with a loud and primal bellow and Tad finally took a breath. Dawson wrapped his arms around the attacker, pushing him back to the ground and striking him repeatedly.

      With pain burning in his ribs, Tad hauled himself to his feet, gasping for breath. He looked around frantically for any other potential threats. Unsure what had prompted the attack, he was leery of anyone in close proximity. The crowd around them had moved back, giving room to the brawlers. The people looked on, some bobbing in time to the fight playing out before them. Others moved away, keeping a tight hold of their possessions. It appeared no one else intended to join the skirmish.

      Shifting his attention to Tad, the thug shoved Dawson to the side. In a flash, the ruffian’s fist flew, but unlike the first time, the punch was anticipated and dodged. Instead, Tad landed one of his own sending the man stumbling into Dawson’s waiting arms.

      “Break it up.” Through his open eye, Tad could see a club glinting in the sunlight, slapping up and down in a man’s hand. The watchman stood alert and ready. He was not a large man when compared to Tad or Dawson, but the confident and steely set of his gaze proved intimidating. Tad motioned to the watchman with a flick of his head. Dawson released the man and moved slowly to Tad’s side. The attacker jerked away, his fists clenching over and over.

      “What seems to be the problem here, gentleman?” There was a hardness in the man’s voice.

      Tad tentatively stepped forward, hands raised in front of him, palms out. Licking the blood dribbling from his lip, he pushed his anger down; now was not the time for reaction. Before he could utter a word, the brute lunged for another attack.

      “He’s a dirty yank. I recognize his kind from the war.”

      The watchman was quicker and reached a hand out, grabbing the man by the collar, but it didn’t stop the kicks and insults.

      “Control yourself, Connell. Can we not have one day without an incident?” Shaking his captive, the watchman looked from Tad to Dawson with raised brows. “As you can tell, he has a problem with Americans.”

      Tad took a deep breath, wincing in pain. Speaking flawless King’s English, he shrugged. “I figured as much after the second or third punch, sir.”

      The guard narrowed his gaze at Connell, before turning it back on them. “Can you tell me what happened?” Suspicion creased his face.

      “We were making our way through the crowd when out of nowhere I was struck by this man.” Tad motioned with his head to the burly fellow.

      Connell closed his gaping mouth several times before shaking his head adamantly. “He didn’t sound like no gentleman then.”

      Tad smiled as if he were talking to a dim-witted child. “The man may have overheard my friend here. We have returned from the war and he finds humor in mocking the American’s vulgar tongue.” Tad felt Dawson stiffen, knowing his friend in no way wanted to be identified as an Englishman.

      Keeping a firm hold on the ruffian, the watchman looked at Tad with appraising eyes. “And whom might you be?”

      Tad stuck out his hand, pasting a wide smile on his face. “My name is Thaddeus Wentworth. I have come home at the request of my uncle, the Duke of Shearsby.” From the stories his father had told, his uncle’s title should help in getting them out of this spot.

      The watchman’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. “I have heard of His Grace. He is much respected. I hope this man has not caused any permanent harm.” Eyes darted back and forth between Tad and Dawson.

      Tad smiled slightly until the pain wiped it away. Even if the man thought his uncle the worst kind of scoundrel, it was not as if he would dare give voice to the thoughts. Perhaps there were some benefits to this stifling society.

      Clutching the prisoner a little tighter, even though his fight was all but gone, the watchman gave a slight nod. “I will see he is punished for his actions, sir.”

      “I shall leave him to you.” There was an edge to Tad’s voice.

      He turned to shoulder his trunk, the action nearly bringing him to his knees. Breathing heavily, he tried to smile but it came out as more of a grimace. “Perhaps, there is a punishment that might be beneficial to us both. My uncle was to send a man to meet us, but he does not seem to be here, yet. And it would seem my friend and I are in no shape to carry these trunks, because of Mr. Connell. He is a large man. If he would agree to carry them for us, I believe his sentence would be served. Is that acceptable Mr…?” Tad quirked a brow in question. Gads, even his eyebrows hurt.

      The watchman nodded his head vigorously. “The name is Turner, sir.” He sketched a brief bow. “Capital idea and no doubt better than he deserves.” Mr. Turner leveled a glare at Connell. Then turning his gaze on Tad and Dawson, he cringed. “I am glad I arrived before he inflicted more harm.”

      “Mr. Turner, would you happen to know the best route to the Mariners Compass? My uncle’s man will meet us there to escort us to Morley Park.”

      “I can do better and take you there myself. Follow me, sir.”

      True to his word, Mr. Turner led them directly to the inn. Connell stumbled along behind, weighted down with the load of both men’s trunks.

      Once Mr. Turner and his prisoner had departed, Dawson leaned against the wall, scrutinizing every inch of Tad’s face. The longer he stared, the deeper his frown grew. Tad straightened, squaring his shoulders.

      “Your mother was right, you know,” Dawson growled.

      Tad’s shoulders dropped back down. He was tired and it hurt like the devil to keep his back ramrod straight. He sighed. “About what, precisely?”

      “She said you should speak as your father taught you, for your own protection. You thought she was being a mother hen, but she knew of what she spoke.” He looked around suspiciously. “It would seem our kind is not well-received here.”

      Tad shrugged. “It was one man, Dawson. Do you really think the entire country will act so irrationally?” He tried to grin when he felt his lip split again. “I believe we handled the situation very well.”

      Dawson shook his head.

      Pushing through the door of the inn, Tad’s eyes slowly adjusted to the dim interior.

      The proprietor narrowed his gaze at them. “What can I help you men with?”

      Tad licked his throbbing lip, only now realizing how swollen it was.

      Dawson leaned in. “I can barely understand you. Perhaps it is best if I do the talking. We can test your theory here.” Dawson smirked before he moved to the counter, addressing the proprietor. “We are in need of some rooms for the night.”

      “Well, you won’t find them here. I don’t provide lodging to Americans.” The man’s lip curled in disgust.

      Sighing deeply, Tad pressed his lips together hoping to take some of the swelling down. He spoke as clearly as possible, without a hint of his American origins. “Excuse me, sir. This man is to be a guest at my family’s estate. I expected him to be treated better.”

      The proprietor stepped back in surprise, stumbling over his words. “Excuse me, sir. I, er…that is to say, I did not realize you were a…” His face turned several shades of red as he continued to bluster. Seeing no reason to save him from his embarrassment yet, Tad let him continue until he finally seemed to regain his wits. “How many rooms do you require, Mr.….”

      “Mr. Thaddeus Wentworth. Two would do us very well. We are in need of some rest.”

      The innkeeper raised a brow. “Wentworth, you say? I believe I have…” He shuffled papers beneath the counter before standing up and thrusting a folded paper at Tad. “This letter has been here for nigh on half a year.”

      Tad looked at the paper, noting the layer of dust, his name scrawled across the front in his uncle’s hand. It seemed unlikely anyone would be meeting them after all. They would need to hire a carriage and servant to see to the trunks for the remainder of the trip to Morley Park. Something else to add to his list of things needing his attention. A key dangling in his peripheral vision drew his attention away from the missive.

      Dawson reached out and grabbed it, a sour expression on his face.

      “Up the stairs and to the end of the hall, sir.” The man cast a nervous glance in Dawson’s direction as they both gingerly shouldered their trunks.

      Tad cracked the wax seal on the letter. Hopefully, it would give him some information to help settle his anxiety. His eyes scanned the words as they trudged up the steps. Stopping halfway up he leaned against the wall while he reread the letter. The pain from the attack ceased as the twisting of his stomach pushed to the front. This could not be happening. Did he not have enough to worry about without adding this to the mix? His trunk clattered to the stair in front of him, bringing Dawson to an abrupt stop at the top. “What the devil?”

      “What the devil, indeed.” Tad looked at his friend. “The old man has negotiated a marriage for me. I am engaged.”
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      Violet Allen slowed the gig as she came to the giant willow. She had been passing this tree in her travels for as long as she could remember. The tree was tall—taller than many of the tenant homes on their estate. Its branches fell all the way to the ground, creating a large space beneath, spacious enough for grown adults to stand at full height. Located a short distance down the road from her home, on the way to the village, it held many happy memories. After her mother's death, these branches hid her while she cried. It had been a cove for the pirate ship she captained as a child and a wild jungle waiting to be explored. Today though, she approached it with trepidation, unsure what she would find within.

      Parting the limbs, she saw Roger McPhail. He did not look altogether different from the boy who left all those years ago. Could the rumors about him be true? He did not look to be the savage the town's people claimed. Perhaps a bit older, but not markedly changed, which set her slightly at ease. She and Becky, her lady's maid, stepped under the canopy. Violet moved toward the man, while Becky moved to the farthest edge of the branches, hunching as if to make herself invisible.

      "Hullo, Violet. I had hoped you would come. You look even lovelier than I remember." He straightened his back, towering over her.

      Mr. McPhail smiled as she approached, memories and feelings came flooding back. This was the man on which she had pinned all her hopes of marriage and family. Even after all his years away, hope still bubbled inside.

      "Thank you." She smiled politely. "I must admit, you look very much the same."  Upon closer scrutiny, she realized he had changed in at least one way. His face was smiling, but his eyes held a vacantness which was new. As a youth, they had been animated and lively.

      The change made her wary. A scar starting at his ear and running along his jawline caught her attention, something she had not noticed until he turned to face her head on.

      "I thought we were to meet alone." He motioned with his head in the direction of Becky's stooped form.

      "Using the under-gardener to pass me your note was far from proper, Mr. McPhail. Becky is here to see propriety is not an issue." Violet smiled up at him, hoping he would understand the difference in their current situation.

      "I am to be Mr. McPhail, am I?" His nostrils flared slightly, causing the knot in her stomach to tighten. As a child he had been kind, never raising his voice nor his hand. She was unsure of this different man before her. "I thought we were past the formalities, Miss Violet." Contempt colored his voice.

      "It has been many years, sir. I have come to an age, where meeting with a man alone would surely cause a scandal. I am sure we have both changed. The formality is appropriate until we have gotten to know each other again." Violet noticed the slight tremor in her voice but hoped he had not.

      "So I am to court you, again, am I? You made promises to me before I left. What is to become of them?" His voice was becoming terse and clipped.

      "Do you oppose the idea of courting me? Our courtship was never official, nor public knowledge." Violet took a small, involuntary step backward. "As for promises...you made several as well. What of them?" She could not keep the hurt from ringing in her voice. "You have been gone for three years, Mr. McPhail. I only received three letters from you and none in the last year. What was I to expect?" She spoke with a sternness she did not feel.

      He stepped forward, closing the distance Violet suddenly craved. "You were supposed to expect I would come home and we would marry, as we planned. It is not always easy to write from a battlefield, Violet. I thought you understood." He reached out to grab her arm, but she stepped out of his reach.

      His eyes narrowed.

      "For the time being, I would prefer we not use Christian names."

      He took in a deep breath, releasing it on a growl.

      Raising her chin, Violet pressed on, pushing her growing fear down. "Am I to assume you made your fortune? Have you purchased the estate with a music room and pianoforte you promised?" Violet balled her fists at her side, trying to keep her emotions in check. This meeting was not going the way she dreamed.

      "I do not have all of the money, yet. But I will. I have some business dealings, they should get me the blunt soon enough." His smile curled into a sneer. "Really, Violet. I never took you for a fortune hunter."

      "Miss Violet," she nearly shouted, stomping her foot in agitation. "I am not a fortune hunter, Mr. McPhail, I am a realist. And the reality is my father's consent is doubtful. He set his sights for me higher than the fourth son of a baronet. The estate would not guarantee his blessing, but without it, I am certain he will refuse."

      Mr. McPhail's face suddenly relaxed into a soft smile. "I'm sorry, Violet…Miss Violet. I did not mean to get angry with you. Since the war, I haven't been quite myself. But I know things will go back to the way they were...before I left. You fill the emptiness. And I believe I did the same for you once."

      Violet looked into his eyes. His face had calmed, but his eyes still remained cold. She softened her voice to match his. "I understand you want things to be the way they were. But we will never be exactly the same. Things have changed. We need time to become friends again."

      Taking hold of her hand, he pleaded. "Let me speak with your father. I am sure I can persuade him to our cause. We could live quite comfortably on the blunt I have coming and your dowry."

      Violet flinched, pulling her hand free. He had never made mention of her dowry in the past. She had believed he did not care about it—believed he loved her, not her money. Another thing she had been mistaken about.

      "No." Violet did not mean to shout, but panic drove her words. She tried to calm herself until she could leave. "Please do not speak to my father. Not yet. It is not the right time. He is…away on business." The statement was not exactly true, but on this occasion, she did not regret the bouncer. "We need to give it time."

      "Time?" he nearly yelled. "More time? It has been three years. What are you afraid of, Violet? Is it my scar you find frightening?"

      "No." Her voice rose to match his. "I care nothing about your scar. I am trying to get a glimpse as to the man you have become." Violet could not keep herself from looking in his eyes. The warning she saw there made her voice hitch. "There have been rumors circulating the village since your return. I did not want to believe them. But...but you are making it difficult for me not to consider them, at least in part."

      Mr. McPhail stepped toward her again. "And what are these rumors?" he growled.

      "Just tales from the war." Her legs began to shake beneath her skirts. "It would not be proper for a lady to repeat them. For now, I believe it is time for me to return home. Good day, Mr. McPhail."

      His voice calmed again. "We do not need your father's approval, Violet. We talked once before about eloping. I see no reason why we do not follow through with that plan. I want to marry you." He moved to block her exit. "And let's be honest. Do you really believe anyone else does?"

      Violet's head snapped back. She looked to Becky still cowering against the far side of the canopy, hoping for help, but seeing none forthcoming.

      His chuckle was deep and menacing. "Or have you forgotten you are nothing more than a by-blow from your mother's little tryst? No gentleman will have you, but I am still willing to marry you. Me. The fourth son of a baronet. I am doing you a favor."

      She stepped forward, slapping him across the face in one swift motion. "Never speak of my mother again. We are through here." Violet turned on her heel but was yanked back to face him.

      "I will say when we are done, Dragon. You will not cry-off." Even through her spencer, she could feel his fingers dig into her arm. As she tried to pull free, they tightened even more. When a small cry of pain passed her lips, his eyes registered joy and even pleasure. He pushed her up against the tree trunk, leaning close into her. His breath coming hard against her face. She could smell the spirits. The odor made her stomach roil.

      "Unhand me, you…"

      Mr. McPhail moved one hand to her throat, squeezing until she could feel her own heartbeat under his fingers. Her breathing became more difficult.

      "Stop. You are hurting her." Becky lunged forward but was sent to the ground with a flick of his hand.

      Violet looked for Becky but was unable to see her without moving her head. With eyes wide, she searched Mr. McPhail's face for any sign of her former friend and confidante. When she found none, she realized the very true possibility that he was going to kill her.

      Her vision filled with pops of light, and then darkness began to fold in from the sides. He released her, letting her fall to the ground. Her huge gulps did not satisfy her need for air.

      "You are not worth the trouble. I am done with you." He pushed through the weeping branches, disappearing from sight.

      Becky rushed to her side. "Can you breathe, miss?"

      Violet nodded her head, her shaking hands gently caressing the skin where his fingers had been. Her voice came out in a raspy whisper. "I will be well, Becky. If you would please help me to the gig, we will return to the house."
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      Astride a chestnut colored mount, Tad breathed in deeply, grunting at the pain it caused. Tad and Dawson were taking a slower pace due to their injuries, but the pain was ever present. He was grateful they had decided to send their trunks on the coach but opted for horseback for themselves. The ruts in the road would surely have been unpleasant and he would have missed seeing so much of the countryside.

      Taking up the reins in one hand, he placed his other lightly on his thigh, trying to sit taller in the saddle and thus take some pressure off his ribs. He let his mind wander to the letter in his pocket. Tad had read the note no less than fifty times—the words seared on his brain.

      Nephew,

      Send word upon your arrival in Liverpool. Make haste in setting out for Morley Park. There is much preparation to finalize for your upcoming nuptials. I have taken the liberty to secure you a match.

      Safe travels,

      Shearsby  P.R.

      He could scarcely believe his uncle had arranged a marriage for him. From everything he knew of the man, he was arrogant, proud and at times even mean-spirited. But to be so high handed as to arrange an engagement before Tad had even arrived? He sighed. He did not know his uncle well enough to know if he would or would not do such a thing. The thought left him feeling unsettled and restless.

      A smirk graced Dawson's usually gruff face.

      "What do you find of such humor, this afternoon, Dawson?"

      Dawson's face split into a full-faced grin and a chuckle escaped. "You."

      Tad's brow furrowed slightly. "And what have I done to inspire such glee?"

      Dawson could not seem to contain his delight. "This whole situation. Not only has your uncle summoned you to this country, but now you find he has even found you a wife. Every time I think upon it, I cannot help but grin." His smile widened. "What type of wife do you think the old man has shackled you to, eh Tad?"

      The breakfast they had eaten this morning began to curdle in Tad’s stomach. Changing the subject, he turned to his traveling companion. "Tell me, Dawson, how do you find England? Is it as terrible as you imagined?"

      The grin dropped from the man's face. Looking about, he replied. "I haven't seen anything to impress me. My opinion is unchanged."

      The hills surrounding them were covered in golden grass, swaying gently in the breeze. Low lying hedgerows divided the area into half a dozen different sections. Cattle speckled two of the pastures with blacks and browns, while sheep grazed in the others. The sight could have been a painting it was so beautiful. "You do not find this to your liking?"

      Dawson turned enough for Tad to see his arched brow. He made an exaggerated point of looking around. "I see nothing grander than I have seen before…in Pennsylvania."

      Tad gave a restrained sigh. "If you find this all so distasteful, why did you agree to accompany me on this journey? I will gladly pay your passage back if that is what you desire."

      Shaking his head in frustration, Dawson slumped in his saddle. "Return to what? You know I have nothing there. My father saw to that when he gambled it all away. With one turn of a card, he changed my life." He closed his eyes and rubbed angrily at them with his palms. "If I must serve as a secretary," the word was said with great disdain, "then so be it, but I shall not be forced to like it here."

      Frustration laced Tad's voice. "Are you never going to give it a chance? Are you determined to be miserable for the rest of your life?"

      Dawson's eyes jerked up to meet his. "Give it a chance? I don't understand why you are in such a hurry to love this place and forget your roots. What of your family?" Dawson waved his hand wildly in the air.

      Shaking his head, Tad leaned back slightly in the saddle and winced. "You are muttonheaded. Don't you understand? This is where my roots are. Pennsylvania has been home to my family for less than thirty years. In Leicestershire, however, we can trace the Wentworth name back over 500 years. As much as it pained me when I received the letter from my uncle, the reality is, this is my family home. Here is where my roots started." Even though he said the words, he still found it difficult to call this place home. His features grew hard. "As for forgetting about my family in Pennsylvania? They are never far from my thoughts. Don't ever make that assumption again."

      Dawson leveled a glare at him. "And there it is. Your Duke look. I must say, Wentworth, you are equal to the task. I shouldn't have doubted you."

      Tad clenched the reins tightly in his fists. His horse took several stutter steps. Gritting his teeth, Tad loosened his hold. This man was his best friend, but at times he was infuriating. On the verge of screaming at him, Tad took a few deep breaths. "This is our home now. If you do intend to stay, I suggest you find a way to come to terms with it."

      Dawson looked up, anger radiating from him. "How can you forgive them so easily? Do you not remember what they did to us during the war? I can never forget. I have the marks on my back to remind me." His eyes dropped to his hands. Flicking the reins, he increased his pace and moved ahead.

      Tad did not have a ready response. It all boiled down to the blasted war. Dawson's reaction was understandable. He had not been treated as well as Tad. Pushing his horse, Tad pulled beside Dawson again. "I have not forgotten. I do not believe it is possible to forget being impressed into a foreign navy. But I have forgiven. I had to, it was killing me." He ran his fingers through his hair. "It takes time, Dugray."

      Dawson glared at the use of his Christian name but then nodded, not slowing his pace in the least.

      Hoofs beating the dirt sounded in the distance. Quickly, the horse and rider came into sight, racing past them in a cloud of dust. Tad pulled his gelding to a stop next to Dawson.

      "What the blazes?" Tad looked around them, assessing if there was danger lurking about.

      Dawson shrugged. "Perhaps he was giving the horse his head?"

      "Whatever he was doing, it appears he was alone." Tad clicked his tongue and pressed his heels into the horse's flanks, setting him in motion again. Dawson followed suit, the silence descending upon them.

      The dust had barely settled when Tad spied a small carriage sitting to the side of the road by a large willow tree. As they approached, he could see the carriage was empty. Pulling his horse to a stop, Tad led the animal in a tight circle but saw no one.

      Then he saw a movement in the weeping branches. Pulling the horse around, Tad turned. A hand slowly parted the low hanging branches. Two women stepped out from beneath the canopy. A lady and her maid, if he guessed correctly. The maid had her arm about the lady, offering support. At the sight, Tad leaped from his horse, moving to the women’s sides in four long strides.

      "Begging your pardon, miss. Are you injured? May I offer some assistance?" He looked between the two, but his words were directed to the young lady.

      They both appeared injured. The maid's cheek was red and swollen. The lady showed no obvious signs of injury but was leaning heavily on the girl. The lady's eyes darted between him and Dawson, fear evident in her eyes.

      Tad reached a hand forward to help steady her, but the companion moved between them, arms stretched out to her sides, blocking his attempts.

      "Be off with you." She shouted, her hands shaking as she balled them into fists. As fierce as she looked, he could hear the tremor in her voice.

      Hands raised in front of him, Tad stepped back several paces. Holding very still, afraid he would send the women scampering away, he looked them both over. Something unpleasant had obviously happened to them, for such a reaction to be warranted. He could understand hesitation or apprehension, but the body shaking fear they were exhibiting seemed unusual.

      The girl was small and thin. Her light ginger colored hair was coiled into a tight knot at the back of her head.

      Tad shifted ever so slightly to his right, trying to catch a better view of the lady behind.

      Her head was held high, but her breathing was heavy. Even from his distance, he could see her hands shaking. The gown she wore was made of a light, thin fabric printed with small purple flowers. Her neck craned in a very delicate way as if she were trying to discern his motives without fully looking at him. She wore a shawl tucked about her upper arms and shoulders, which succeeded in drawing attention to her slender frame.

      Dawson dismounted and came to stand beside him. The women shuffled back a few steps, the willow branches now at their backs.

      Tad talked in quiet tones, as he did when breaking a wild horse. "I apologize for frightening you. That was not my intention." Slowly he dropped his hands to his sides. "You appear to be hurt, miss. Will you let me see you home? We saw a gentleman riding like the devil himself was chasing him. Is he fetching the doctor?"

      The servant snorted in derision. "Hardly. He⁠—"

      She was cut off by a hand on her shoulder. "Becky, no."

      Becky turned her head, casting her gaze quickly at the lady behind her. The girl narrowed her eyes at Tad. "You sound funny. Be you from London?"

      Tad sighed, clenching his teeth. After the beating he had received in Liverpool, he had vowed never to speak with his American tongue. Now here he was not two days later, in trouble for it again. He smiled, hoping he looked friendly. "Yes, yes." He tilted his head again, trying to catch a glimpse of the young lady.

      Her eyes focused on his face. "I do not believe the man is fetching anyone, sir."

      Ah, she spoke. When their eyes met, his heart thumped quickly in his chest.

      Her gaze flicked to Dawson, studying him for a moment. She moved out from behind the servant, straightening herself up to her full height. Tad smiled inwardly. This lady had some tenacity. He could see her hands shaking, yet she seemed determined to appear unaffected.

      He took a tentative step forward and then another. Her eyes widened at the last step, causing him to halt his forward progression. Red marks covered her neck. Furrowing his brow, he leaned forward slightly, checking his suspicions. A single mark marred one side, while the other showed four distinct discolorations of her skin. A sudden anger reared up inside him. Without thinking he moved quickly to her. Gently cupping her chin in his hand, he tilted her head to one side and then the next. She flinched, stepping out of his reach.

      He nodded his head at her, his voice full of anger. "Who did this to you?” Her eyes widened even more.

      "It is none of your concern, sir. Now, if you will move aside, Becky and I will be on our way. We have been gone longer than I expected. My father will be very worried." Shooing Becky into the gig, the lady climbed in after her. Taking up the reins, she set the horse into motion.

      Standing in the road, Tad could think of nothing to do but watch her as she disappeared down the road.

      Dawson, astride his horse, stopped beside him. "Do you think it wise to let her go alone?"

      Tad shook his head as he swung into his saddle. "No. We will follow behind to ensure she makes it home safely."

      The two pushed their horses until the small conveyance came into sight, then followed behind at a distance. They had not traveled far when the gig turned down a tree-lined lane. Instinct told him to quicken his pace and catch up, but Dawson held him back.

      "You will only make her afraid of you. Remember what our mission is right now."

      Tad grunted and threw a scowl in Dawson's direction. He knew the man was right.

      "Besides, you are not available to pursue her. If you recall, your uncle has taken that task upon himself."

      "Did I indicate I wanted to pursue her? I am only concerned for her well-being," Tad snapped.

      Dawson nodded his head and smiled. "Of course you are."
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        * * *

      

      Violet could feel the gentleman following behind. She knew it should frighten her, but it did not. On the contrary, she felt safer now than she had since meeting with Mr. McPhail. Using the pretense of coughing into her shoulder, she quickly searched the road behind them. As she suspected, two horses followed them in the distance.

      "They are following us, aren’t they, miss?"

      Surprised her ruse had been so transparent, Violet nodded her head. "Yes, Becky, they are."

      "Do you think they mean to harm us?" Fear still lingered in her eyes.

      Violet smiled, trying to reassure the girl. "I believe if they were intent on injuring us, they would have done so back at the tree. No, I think they mean to protect."

      A smile broke out on Becky's face. "It's a might romantic, don't you think?"

      A laugh broke free as Violet shook her head. "Oh, Becky, you are a ninny. They are being gentlemen, nothing more." Heat blossomed on her cheeks, her palms became moist inside her gloves.

      "Why did we leave so quickly? Your papa is not even home."

      Nor would he be worried if he were. He had not worried about her in a very long time.

      "Such a meeting is very improper. We do not even know the gentleman's name." She shifted in her seat, straightening her spine. "And they do not know my father is away."

      Becky gave a dreamy sigh. "He was very handsome, was he not, miss?"

      Violet tsked the maid, before giving her a pert smile. "And which one did you find so fetching?"

      "Well, they were both dashing and very much out of my reach. But for you, I should think the gallant one." She looked over at her through lowered lashes, the dreamy tone returning to her voice. "He seemed very concerned for you, miss." Becky's eyes dropped to Violet neck. "When he saw those marks, he looked quite deadly."

      The frivolity of moments ago fled. Violet whispered, "I do not believe you know the gentleman well enough to make such accusations, Becky. Please keep them to yourself."

      Becky looked at her hands clasped in her lap. "Yes, miss. I shall try to remember that in the future."

      Violet lightly touched her neck, already noticing the pain it evoked. "You must not speak of any of this. Not to a single soul. Do you understand?" She had not intended the sternness in her tone.

      Continuing to look at her hands, the girl nodded. Violet lowered her voice. "Do you think we can find a way to hide these marks? If Rose should see them..."

      Becky looked up at last. "I think some cleverly placed lace will do the trick, miss." She put a finger to her lips, her brow puckered. "If the lace will not cover it all, we may have to use some beauty paints."

      Violet turned wide eyes to the girl. "Do you have beauty paints? Where did you get such things?"

      Becky smiled smugly. "I have my secrets. You leave it to me, miss." The gig came to a stop in front of the stables. "For now, we need to get you to your chambers without being seen." Looking around, she shooed Violet toward the house. "I will see to the horses. You hurry on inside."

      Violet pulled her shawl higher up around her neck and shoulders, dashing toward the house. As she opened the front door, she glanced over her shoulder. The gentlemen were waiting at the bend in the drive. A warmth settled over her. The gallant one, as Becky called him, tipped his hat to her. She dropped a quick curtsy before closing the door on them.

      It was doubtful she would ever see him again, yet the thought that someone, if even for only a moment, had cared about her brought a sting to her eyes.
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      Darkness engulfed the countryside, the stars hidden by a thick layer of clouds. The last several hours had been quiet between the two men. Dawson undoubtedly was cursing ever coming to this dratted land, while Tad's mind had stayed quite constantly on the young woman they had come upon yesterday.

      Her outward beauty was undeniable, but there was something about her that left him wanting to know more. Fear had been evident in her eyes, yet she stood tall and determined. Knowing he would never see her again left him feeling displeased.

      It had taken longer than Tad had hoped to reach their destination. He had wanted to speak with his uncle as soon as possible, driving them to press on the previous evening, forgoing the comforts of an inn along the way. Now, in the early morning hours, Morley Park stood before them, looming large and forbidding, save a very faint light in some lower windows.

      The inky blackness prohibited any study or evaluation of the edifice. Closing his eyes, he recalled the detailed descriptions given by his father. The images helped calm his racing nerves.

      Tad dismounted first, with Dawson following behind.

      Dawson's eyes followed the massive walls up to the sky. "Even in the dark of night, she is impressive. I admit to believing your father had embellished his tales of her grandeur."

      Tad nodded, his tone laced with awe. "She is beautiful. I cannot wait to see her by morning light. My father used to tell of the early morning rays, striking the pale stones, turning them a soft shade of pink." There was a reverence in his tone. "My sisters used to love that story. They were convinced he had grown up in a fairy castle." He smiled at the memory.

      The two made their way to the stables. Finding only one empty stall, they turned the other animal loose in an adjoining paddock. Dawson began the task of unsaddling his mount. "I will brush them down and get them fed." He motioned to the house with his head. "Go ahead. I will be along shortly."

      Tad headed for the house, taking the front steps two at a time. The fatigue of moments ago faded as he reached the landing. The heavily patinaed iron knocker—an ancient lion's head with a ring running through its mouth—felt heavy in his hand. He dropped it to the door several times. A deep knock sounded.

      As he stood waiting, he took in as much of the surroundings as the darkness would allow. When the door remained closed, he knocked a second time. He jogged back down the stairs and began to circle the home.

      A dimly lit window, flanked by a door, glowed on the side of the house. After knocking, he waited only a moment before it cracked open.

      A young girl peered out at him. She made no sound, just stared until a voice inside sounded through the crack.

      "Well, Agnes, who is it? Don't stand there gawking." The door was thrown open, revealing a stout woman, with graying hair. She wore an apron covered in flour, little bits of dough clinging to her stubby fingers. The smell of warm bread and ham wafted out the door, causing his stomach to growl.

      She looked him up and down before leveling a gaze at him. "And who might you be?" Her hand moved to the side, settling back in front of her with a rolling pin firmly in her grasp.

      Tad bowed, but kept his eyes on her hand and her weapon. "I beg your pardon for interrupting your breakfast preparation. I have only just arrived, and there was no answer at the front door."

      Before he could continue the woman scowled at him, clutching the rolling pin tighter. "That didn't answer my question, sir."

      A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. This cook was formidable. "Again, I beg your pardon. My name is Thaddeus Wentworth. I have come to see my uncle."

      The woman's mouth dropped open, the rolling pin clattering to the floor. "Oh no, sir. It is I who should beg your pardon. I had no idea. I should never have presumed to speak to you in such a manner had I known who you were." Her mouth clamped shut. "That is no excuse, sir. It shan't happen again."
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