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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Castle Kirkcaldy doesn’t exist, but the village of Dunkeld is very real, as is Charlotte’s Square in Edinburgh. The land of the Rossmaras is as beautiful in fact as it is in fiction, and I hope many of you will visit Scotland.


The Franchots are Cornish. Not far west of the charming gray-stone town of Fowey are the wild hills where I imagined Franchot Castle.


London was once my home. As with all other locations in FASCINATION, CHARMED, BRIDE, and BELOVED, I’ve walked every mile with the Rossmaras, the Franchots, and the Avenalls. London is an incredible city, unchanged in so many ways. If you stand on Bond Street today and pretend, you will swear you can see Ella, or Justine, or Pippa, or Grace, each carrying a hatbox, perhaps!


If you’re ever in Maidenhead, in Berkshire, you may come upon a lovely tudor house called Beehive Manor was the Dog and Partridge Inn when Ella and Saber stayed there. You may stay at the Beehive Manor today, as I have.


Travel to the north Costwolds, to Worcestershire, and the ancient village of Bretforten, and you’ll find The Fleece, a National Trust inn dating from the sixteenth century. Bretforten Manor, owned by Queen Elizabeth I in 1576 (and another lovely place to spend a night or so if you’re in the area), stills looks very much as I have described it.


––Stella Cameron
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      London, 1828


      Only madmen see Sibley’s ghost


      “Your call, I believe, Avenall.”


      Saber, Earl of Avenall, heard his name and remembered to breathe again. “Sorry, Langley. I’ll fold.”


      Mumbling into a glass of hock, Lord Langley squinted at his cards.


      Only madmen see Sibley’s ghost.


      Probably true, Saber decided. After all, he’d doubted his own sanity for four years—ever since the first endless days and

         nights of half-life after he’d been left for dead by a hill tribe in India.

      


      And now any doubt had been removed. He must be mad. Dressed in a flowing gray gown, its head and shoulders draped about with

         a drifting gray veil, the ghost of Sibley’s Club stood, quite still, upon a small raised platform at one end of the smoking

         room.

      


      “Things aren’t what they used to be, eh, Langley?” Sir Arthur Best remarked querulously. Ropes of twisted blue veins showed

         in his thin, ancient hands. “Time was when there were five or six full tables in this room every night. Deep play in those

         days, too. When there wasn’t a poetry reading or a damn good political wrangle in progress, eh?”

      


      Langley inclined his head. Meager light glimmered on his mane of white hair. Coals burned low in a smoke-stained marble fireplace,

         as low as the candles guttering in sconces around mahogany-paneled walls.

      


      Saber’s skin prickled. He was grateful that his overlong hair served to shadow the pallor he felt upon his face.


      “Thomas,” Colonel Fowles, the fourth at the table, summoned a hovering steward. “The fire, man! And two more bottles.”


      “Make it three,” Langley said.


      They didn’t see it.


      Of course not. They were old, but not mad. He was a young man in an old men’s club, and he was quite insane.


      Saber rested his jaw on a fist and contrived to look toward the velvet-curtained dais without entirely turning his head.


      The ghost revolved, its full silken robe billowing wide, only to wrap tightly about the form—or should that be lack of form?—as

         it reversed direction.

      


      A female form. Oh, certainly. Very female.


      Coals clattered in the grate.


      The colonel coughed, his lungs rattling as if in an empty cavern. He cleared his throat. “Fine weather for March, hmm?”


      “Should say so,” Sir Arthur agreed. Purplish hammocks of skin hung beneath his eyes. “The gay young things will be showin’

         off their finery in the Park, no doubt.”

      


      “I’m feelin’ good enough to chase a gay young thing or two meself,” the colonel announced, guffawing, before another gale

         of coughing shook him.

      


      Sir Arthur’s pale eyes flickered to his companion. “I might just keep you company, sir,” he said, chuckling. “Never felt better

         meself, either.”

      


      The platform was intended for readings and the like. Heavy gold ropes looped back the deep-red, faintly dusty curtains at

         each side. The lady in gray hovered near one of those curtains.

      


      Lady?


      A ghost was a ghost. Plain and simple. A manifestation of who knew what?


      Saber looked from one of his companions to another. They studied their cards, clearly oblivious to any apparition.


      But they were not mad.


      Thomas returned, passing within feet of … She danced! Danced. Twirling, her feet barely touched the boards. Ghosts’ feet didn’t have to touch anything, did they? Saber glared at Thomas.

         The man proceeded serenely past the dancing spirit, his face in its customary impassive folds.

      


      Sibley’s ghost was a joke! Tales of sightings were without foundation. The names of those who had supposedly seen the thing,

         and been borne away in restraining jackets, were unknown.

      


      Saber closed his eyes tightly and opened them again.


      Her ankles were slim. As she turned, a suggestion of shapely calf showed.


      He became hot, then, just as quickly, deeply cold once more.


      “Fill Avenall’s glass,” Langley bellowed. “The man looks positively peaked. The young aren’t what they used t’be. What d’you

         say, Best?”

      


      “Couldn’t agree with you more,” Sir Arthur said. “Fill ’em all around, Thomas.”


      Tall and slender. A slender waist and small but curvaceous hips.


      Sweat broke on Saber’s brow. He sat straighter, but bent his face over his drink and trained his eyes on his laced fingers.


      Surely there was the faintest shuffling of … slippers on wood?


      “Should think it’s about time to replace those curtains,” Langley announced loudly. “Old place is lookin’ a bit frayed around

         the edges, wouldn’t you say?”

      


      Muttered assent followed.


      The curtains?


      Saber raised his gaze to Langley, who stared directly at the red velvet curtains…flanking the platform… where…“I rather like

         a nice patina of age on things,” he ventured, all but swallowing his words. If he continued to sit mute someone might twig

         his discomfort.

      


      “Patina?” Sir Arthur Best filled his sunken jowls with air, then pouted before shaking his head. He regarded the curtains

         in question. “Might be a good thing on fine silver, I suppose. Hmm. Patina, eh? Hardly think it applies to threadbare velvet.

         A coat of polish wouldn’t hurt the floor, either. Now, that’d produce a little patina, what?” He laughed at his own weak humor.

      


      Langley and Colonel Fowles slapped their knees and rocked in their chairs. “Floor polish,” they sputtered in unison, pointing

         at each other. “Pa-patina!”

      


      Saber slid his eyes toward the stage.


      Long, elegant hands wove slowly upward to wrap at the wrist high above the veiled head. The body undulated.


      There was a sound. The slippers did make a soft scuffing. Silk clung to small, pointed breasts as if those breasts were concealed

         by nothing other than that silk, nothing other than thin, floating silk…

      


      He shifted in his seat.


      A spear of arousal hit with a force that was sweet agony. Aroused by a ghost! “I certainly do feel fit,” Langley said. “And I do believe my wits grow sharper as I grow older.”

      


      Sir Arthur downed the contents of his glass and smacked his lips. He leaned back in his chair. “I was about to say the same

         thing myself. A regular game of cards, gettin’ about a bit, and good company. That’s what I put it all down to.”

      


      “A three-bottle man always has the edge, I say,” Colonel Fowles roared, raising a glass in one hand, a bottle in the other.

         “When the wine’s in, the wit’s… the wit’s in too, I say.”

      


      Saber frowned. The rising babble raked his nerves. He came here to St. James’s Street from his rooms in Burlington Gardens

         to escape any possible visitors—and to find peace. He’d chosen membership in a club frequented by antiquarian gentlemen because

         no one from his former life would consider tolerating such dull company. No one except his determined friend, Devlin North,

         and even Devlin avoided the place unless he was too foxed to give a damn about his surroundings.

      


      Burlington Gardens would have been a better choice tonight. Even the disapproving comments of his gentleman’s gentleman, Bigun,

         would be preferable to this jabbering tribe—and the sensual ghost on the stage.

      


      “D’you remember the old story about the ghost, Thomas?” Langley asked suddenly.


      Saber jumped. “Y’know the one, man?”


      “My lord,” Thomas said, making a valiant effort to straighten his permanently stooped shoulders. “Certainly do, my lord.”


      “D’you recall the name of the madman who last saw her?” A crawling sensation attacked Saber’s insides. He raised his glass

         to eye level and swirled the contents rapidly. From the corner of his eye he noted a slowing of the apparition’s dance.

      


      How long could a ghost’s manifestation last?


      Thomas scratched his head and bunched up his face. “Can’t say as I do recall who it was, your lordship. Before my time. There

         was a mention of it in the book.”

      


      “Bring the book,” Saber demanded abruptly. He’d forgotten the bloody book.


      Sir Arthur poured more hock. “Good idea,” he said. “Bring the book, Thomas.”


      “Can’t do that, Sir Arthur,” Thomas muttered. “That would have been the one before the one before the present book. Never

         did know where that one went.”

      


      Saber pounded the gaming table. “Find the thing anyway!”


      “I say.” Langley tapped Saber’s arm. “Steady on, old chap.”


      If he didn’t control himself, they’d realize he was unbalanced. Saber shrugged. “Thought it might be entertaining. Forget

         it, Thomas.”

      


      “Good thing madness doesn’t run in families,” Colonel Fowles noted.


      Lord Langley arched his neck inside his stiff collar. “No madness in my family, I can tell you that.”


      “Nor mine,” Sir Arthur said.


      Shifting gray, with the floating quality of cobweb gossamer, wafted at the edge of Saber’s vision. “Where’s it written that

         madness doesn’t run in families?” he asked, aware of the truculence in his voice.

      


      Graceful hands lowered and rose again, taking the veil with them.


      Saber’s heart stopped beating.


      The veil swirled in circles above sleek black hair.


      He dared not look at her directly. Somehow he must get out of here, out and away before his condition was noted—before he

         said something that would brand him crazed.

      


      Colonel Fowles said, “It’s a scientific fact. About strong families having strong minds.”


      Saber’s hands shook. He set down his glass. “Never a whisper of that sort of thing in my bloodlines,” Sir Arthur said.


      Saber bowed his head and contrived to tilt his face just enough to see his ghostly nemesis more clearly. Straight and shimmering,

         the black hair fell well past her shoulders. Her brows winged gently upward over dark, almond-shaped eyes. Rather than waxen

         or transparent, her skin bore a golden sheen and a rosy tint colored a full mouth some might consider too large.

      


      Her mouth was not too large.


      Not too large for a ghost?


      He was completely mad!


      She smiled. She smiled and wiggled the fingers of her right hand enticingly. At him.


      Saber’s eyes swiveled to his companions. All three studied the yellowing molded ceiling.


      He returned his attention to the stage and barely grabbed his glass before he would have knocked it to the floor.


      “Probably time I got along home,” Colonel Fowles announced.


      “Probably,” Saber said evenly. He did not add that the colonel should leave before he admitted he’d seen a ghost. And the

         colonel had definitely seen her.

      


      Langley stirred and checked his fob watch. “Yes, indeed. Lady Langley worries if I’m too late.”


      Would that be the same Lady Langley who was supposedly in Northumberland to attend the birth of her daughter’s latest child?

         Langley, too, must get away. He had also encountered an “apparition” and feared—despite his marvelously stable family—that

         he’d be branded a lunatic.

      


      Damn, but she made a beautiful ghost. How long was it since he’d last seen her? Three years, of course. Three years


      while he’d ignored her letters, and refused to see her—as much as he’d longed to do so.


      “I’ll come out with you, then,” Sir Arthur said, pushing back his chair. “Call my carriage, will you, Thomas?”


      The steward retreated so quickly he all but fell into the echoing, stone-flagged vestibule.


      Another man fearful for his sanity.


      Saber rose with the others.


      She had grown still. He felt her stillness, her will demanding that he remain where they would be alone—and he would be forced

         to confront her.

      


      “You too, Avenall?” the colonel asked. “Calling it a night, are you?”


      “A lady awaits me, also,” he announced, loudly enough for anyone to hear.


      Sir Arthur chuckled and slapped Saber’s back. “The fair Countess Perruche? We’ve all heard about her, man. Exotic, eh? Demanding? From what they say, it’s a marvel you can tear yourself away at all.”

      


      Saber looped an arm around Langley’s shoulders and ambled toward the door. “A man has to get his strength back now and again,”

         he told them.

      


      They all laughed. Men together, they strolled from the room.


      Saber knew that Best, Langley, and Fowles controlled their urges to run from the “ghost” each thought he, alone, saw.


      How had she learned the legend of Sibley’s Ghost?


      How had she gained entrance to so male a sanctum?


      How? Hah! By using the quicksilver mind that seemed to curl around his even now.


      Without another glance, Saber did what he had to do. He walked past the only woman he would ever love, the woman he could

         never bear to burden with the dark, damaged thing he had become.

      


      He walked past, and away, from the most beautiful, vibrant creature in the world—Ella Rossmara.


      “Ella Rossmara!” Dressed in a peach-colored satin night robe, Lady Justine, Viscountess Hunsingore, rose from a chair by the

         window in Ella’s bedchamber. “There you are at last. Close the door and present yourself at once. At once, do you hear? What

         have you done? Where have you been? Explain yourself. If your father awakens and misses me you will have more than my disapproval

         to deal with, miss. Out and about in the middle of the night wearing … wearing… Oh, sin’s ears, this is the veriest muddle.

         Tell me—”

      


      Ella interrupted her adoptive parent. “Please, Mama! How can I explain anything if you will not be quiet long enough for me

         to speak?” She closed the door and leaned against it.

      


      With one long forefinger jabbing the air, Mama approached, her limp more pronounced than usual. “Do not take that tone with

         me, young lady. You have quite frightened me out of my wits. What is that thing you’re wearing?”

      


      “A ghost costume.” Oh, perish a foolish girl’s careless mouth.


      Mama’s mouth formed soundless words. Her lovely amber eyes grew quite round.


      Without thinking Ella said, “Who is Countess Perruche?” Oh, fie!


      “Ella!”


      “Mama?”


      “I shall rouse your papa at once.”


      “I shall cry if you do.”


      “No you won’t. You never cry. Where have you been?” Ella pressed her hands to her cheeks and willed herself to be calm and

         sensible. “To Sibley’s Club in St. James Street.”

      


      Once more Mama’s voice failed. She backed to the little pink damask chair and sat again—with an audible bump.

      


      “I had to—”


      Mama held up a silencing hand. “That is a gentlemen’s club, Ella.”


      “Yes.”


      “You went inside this place?”

      


      “Yes.”


      “You… How did you get there?”


      “Potts—”


      “Potts!” Mama closed her eyes for an instant. “Naturally. How can I even think of chiding the poor man? He is butter in your

         wheedling fingers.”

      


      “I seem to recall that he is also butter in your fingers, Mama.” Potts had been a coachman in the employ of Mama’s family

         for more years than he claimed to remember. After her marriage, Mama had persuaded him to work for the Ross-maras. “Papa has

         told me how you made some risky journeys in Potts’s company.” Potts invariably did his best to dissuade his employers from

         questionable excursions, but could always be relied upon to do as he was asked eventually—and to hold his tongue.

      


      “We will not refer to those occasions. Why did you go to this club?”


      “To make Saber see me.”


      Silence followed. Mama sat further back in the chair. Saber was her cousin, and she loved him dearly. She plucked at the ribbons

         on her robe and turned her face away.

      


      “Saber belongs to Sibley’s Club. He goes there frequently. I found out a legend about a ghost that only madmen see, and I

         pretended I was that ghost.”

      


      “Oh, Ella, how could you?”


      “You know how I could! I love him and he loves me, yet he will not even see me.”

      


      “He will not see any of us. He has not seen any of us for years—not since, well, not for years.”


      “I love him,” Ella repeated stubbornly. “You think you love him. You’re little more than a child.” Ella tossed the gray veil

         on top of her pink counterpane. “I am twenty. And, in case you have forgotten, I am in London at the urging of you and Papa

         because you want to get rid of me.”

      


      “Ella!”


      “Well, anyway.” Mama’s stricken expression chastened Ella. “I’m sorry. You don’t want to get rid of me, but you do want me

         to find a husband and marry. Children don’t marry, or they shouldn’t. So you must consider me a woman, mustn’t you?”

      


      The ribbons suffered considerable punishment. “You will always try to twist my words,” Mama said.


      “No. For three years you have urged me to make a Season. Surely that means I am all but an old maid by now.”


      Mama’s chin rose. “Since there was a certain Lady Justine Girvin who did not marry until she was an ancient of five and thirty,

         I doubt if that same lady considers you an old maid.”

      


      Mama referred to herself. Hoping only to be near him, she had followed the man she loved to Scotland and become not only his

         good friend, but his wife. Struan, Viscount Hunsin-gore, had swept Justine away and refused to accept less than her hand in

         marriage.

      


      Orphaned Ella and her younger brother, Max, had already had the great fortune to be rescued from dire circumstances by the

         viscount. After the marriage the couple had promptly adopted Ella and Max. That had been three years earlier and there were

         now two more small Rossmaras at home in Scotland. Edward was two and his sister, Sarah, just a year old.

      


      “I asked about Countess Perruche,” Ella persisted. A flush rose on Mama’s cheeks.


      Ella tapped a toe impatiently. “What does it mean when a lady is referred to as demanding? And when a gentleman says he needs time away from her to regain his strength?”

      


      Mama closed her eyes and kept them closed. “Is she a ladybird?”


      “You know entirely too much, my girl.” Mama rallied and sat quite straight. “These are not matters for an innocent like yourself

         to consider.”

      


      “Innocent?” Ella tossed her head. “I have seen things—”


      “Do not mention that. You are an innocent. If your father and I could erase the memories, we would. We are grateful you were blindfolded

         through much of your time in that place. But regardless, what you were forced to witness did not touch your person, thank

         goodness. You are not only innocent, you are the dearest daughter any parent could have. I will not listen to you saying otherwise.”

      


      Unfamiliar tears sprang into Ella’s eyes, and she turned quickly away. “I love you,” she said softly.


      She heard Mama sniff before she said, “Come here. We must talk about this situation. We should have talked about it a long

         time ago.”

      


      Ella went to her and sat on a plump tapestry stool near her feet. “He pretended he did not see me,” she mumbled.


      Mama stroked her hair and placed a kiss on her brow. “I know the legend. Surely no man would admit to seeing a ghost at Sibley’s

         unless he was prepared to be considered insane.”

      


      “True. But I took off my veil and I know Saber recognized me—even though he never looked at me directly.”

      


      “Ella! What of the other gentlemen there?”


      “All about two hundred years old and all pretending they saw nothing. They’ll never mention the incident. Saber could have

         remained behind if he’d wanted to.”

      


      “That is an extraordinary gown,” Mama said, perusing the gray silk more closely. “What exactly is beneath it?”


      Ella hunched her shoulders. “Nothing.”


      “Nothing?”


      “Nothing, Mama. It’s supposed to appear ethereal. Under-garments might spoil the impression.”


      “The lack of undergarments presents far too much impression. Where did you acquire the … Where did you get that thing?”

      


      “I cannot say,” Ella told her. “Please do not ask again.” Rose, a favorite maid, had been coerced into buying the garment

         from a woman who made theatrical costumes.

      


      “If your papa learns of this we shall undoubtedly ask about the finer points again.” A faraway expression entered Mama’s eyes.

         “How did Saber appear? Is he completely recovered from his injuries, do you think?”

      


      Ella’s frustration resurfaced with fresh force. “His hair is long. It curls over his collar. I saw nothing more than his sideways

         glances while he pretended I was not there. But when he left he stood straight and walked well.” She swallowed. Sad longing

         crept about her heart. “He is Saber and I love him. Why has he decided to ignore me?”

      


      “Who told you this ghost story?”


      “Do not change the subject,” Ella said, changing the subject herself. “Tell me about Countess Perruche? Have you heard of

         her?”

      


      “She is French,” Mama said simply. “A toast with a great many vague rumors circulating about her. Some refer to her as a courtesan

         sought after by many men who want …I cannot imagine Saber having any connection to her.”

      


      “He said he would love me forever.”


      Mama’s hand grew still in Ella’s hair. “You never told me that.”


      “I was a child then. When Papa first brought Max and me to Cornwall and we all met you. Saber told me he would look after

         me forever—that I could always go to him. He helped me when I discovered my birth mother had died.”

      


      “Ah, yes.”


      “I have not forgotten even if he has,” Ella said vehemently. “And if he has forgotten I shall find a way to remind him.”


      “Ella—”


      “This French toast had best seek another admirer. Not that I believe for a moment that Saber would dally with such a person.

         I only agreed to this Season because I heard he was in London. He is trying to deny his natural desires, and it will not do.

         It will not do at all.”

      


      “Oh, Ella, please—”


      “No! No, I shall not be diverted. Some might consider this evening’s events a calamity. I see them in quite another light.”


      “You are so headstrong.” Mama held Ella’s face between her hands. “We will talk to your father, my poppet. I know he will

         consider your plea, but you cannot assume that his wishes and yours will be the same. And, in the end, we must abide by his

         decisions—even if we do not always fully appreciate his wisdom. Promise me you will go on no more wild excursions, and that

         you will allow us to deal with these matters for you.”

      


      “By all means deal with whatever you can, as long as it means Saber and I are together at last.” She heard her own demanding

         tones but could not turn back. “If I made him uncomfortable tonight, just wait until I decide how to approach him next!”

      


      “Sin’s ears! I shall have to watch you every moment. We cannot have you running around in the night. You will be ruined. And,

         lest you forget the way of things entirely, we are in London to launch you. We shall do so admirably, I assure you. I, too,

         embrace the power of love, but there can be no question of any hasty decisions regarding your future.”

      


      Ella collected herself. She was being foolish. Under no circumstances must she risk her freedom. “I am being silly.” She laughed

         lightly. “This has been too much. Too long a day and night after all the excitement of arriving in London. The modiste. The

         shopping. Getting ready for such lovely affairs. Don’t worry for another instant.”

      


      Mama narrowed her eyes. “You change your tune too quickly, my girl. Don’t think you can trick me so easily.”


      “I mean it.” Lying was wrong, but her life was at stake— any chance she might have for happiness. “Isn’t there a soiree the

         day after tomorrow?”

      


      “Yes,” Mama said slowly, still looking deeply suspicious. “The first major event of the Season. The Eagletons’ soiree. It

         will be good to see James and Celine again. It’s been too long.”

      


      “I’m so looking forward to that,” Ella said. “I must decide what to wear.” What she wore concerned her not one bit. She would

         direct a note to Saber at once, informing him that she would hope to see him at the Eagletons’. Not that he would respond—or

         appear—but meanwhile she would contemplate her next move.

      


      “There was a particular reason for my visiting your rooms this evening,” Mama said in a tone that assured Ella’s complete

         attention. “Your papa had suggested we await further developments before mentioning the subject to you. I decided I would

         at least give you a hint that something momentous may be afoot. Men do not always understand the way a woman’s mind works,

         do they?”

      


      There was something indefinable, something ominous hidden in those words. “You are the expert on these things.” Mama had written

         a book on the subject of relationships between men and women, a famous volume that Ella had yet to be allowed to read. “What

         exactly is this momentous something?”

      


      With the rustle of sumptuous satin, Mama got to her feet once more. “Nothing definite yet. Not until Struan has received them.”


      Ella wrinkled her brow and got up too. “Them? Until Papa receives whom? What can you mean?”


      “I really mustn’t go entirely against his wishes. You shall learn about it tomorrow if he decides there is something we should

         consider.”

      


      “Consider?” Ella all but squealed. “Consider what?”

      


      “Ooh”—Mama waved a hand airily—“I do not know them personally. I’m not even entirely certain how well Struan is acquainted

         with them.” She approached the door.

      


      “I shall explode! You cannot leave me with such intriguing hints and nothing more.”


      “Tomorrow, Ella. You must be patient until tomorrow. But I will tell you that serious interest has been tendered. Interest

         in you. In your hand in marriage.”

      


   

      Chapter Two
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      Ella remembered the smells, the sights, the feel of London in the early hours of the morning. She remembered them too well.

      


      Smoke and dust, and a suggestion of animal sweat and leather… and old fear. A bite to the air. And over and around it all,

         a faintly silvered mist unfurling beneath the blue-black sky.

      


      Tonight the scent of fear was imagined, of course—a recollection of her wretched days in Whitechapel. There, in the eastern

         reaches of the city, the buildings crowded meanly together and most of those about at this time of night were about mean business.

         She was not in Whitechapel now. Between Hanover Square and her destination lay nothing but the fine homes of the wealthy.

         The wealthy who were all tucked into their sweetly scented sheets preparing for the next day of pampered appetites.

      


      The wheels of the Rossmara town coach ground through the streets, echoed over the sounds of the horses’ hoofs and creaking

         tack. Ella huddled in a corner and tried to feel nothing but the jarring sway of the carriage.

      


      Not thinking about what she had set out to do was impossible. She was on a desperate mission. Nothing less would have sent

         her to awaken poor Potts and beg him to perform yet another service guaranteed to make him grumble fiercely, if quietly.

      


      Desperate. Desperate. Desperate.


      The word repeated with the turning of the great wheels. She had no choice but to take desperate steps to avert a desperate

         situation.

      


      Papa was to receive some people who would discuss the disposition of her person as if she were a body without a mind? Never.

         She would die before she would submit to such horror.

      


      The coach slowed.


      Perhaps she should just die anyway.


      The coach crunched to a halt.


      Ella covered her mouth. Her heart felt in danger of leaping away completely.


      There was no expected sag of the springs under Potts’s dismounting weight.


      “You’ll change your mind, Miss Ella,” he said when she’d at last coaxed him into making the journey. “At least, I hopes t’Gawd

         you changes your mind.”

      


      Now he was waiting for her to do exactly that.


      Beyond the windows lay the dark facade of a terrace of grand houses. Very dark. Barely a glimmer of light showed anywhere.


      Ella reached up and rapped for Potts.


      The trap slid open. “Miss?”


      “Oh, Potts, don’t be so difficult.”


      “Difficult? Me? Oh, no, I mustn’t be difficult, must I? Drivin’ around in the middle of the night. Runnin’ the risk of ’is

         lordship ’avin me guts fer garters.”

      


      Despite her agitation, Ella grinned. Potts had never been one to temper his language. “I shall pay my visit now, if you please.”


      His grumbling fell so low, she no longer heard the words.


      When he handed her down, she requested, “Await me here, please, Potts. And do not concern yourself. I shall be quite safe.”

         She did not tell him she’d come to the house in Burlington Gardens once before—when she’d been certain Saber would be out.

         On that occasion she’d found an unexpected accomplice in her cause, but “safe” hardly described the way he’d made her feel.

      


      “It’s almost three of a mornin’, miss. What’ll anyone think—?”


      “Hush,” she told him. “I am in no danger, I tell you. I have a message to deliver and then we’ll return to Hanover Square

         at once.”

      


      “That’s what you said when we went to that gentlemen’s club last night. You was gone—”


      “That was then. This is now.” She left him, ran up a flight of stone steps to the front door, and pulled the bell before she

         could change her mind.

      


      Somewhere inside the building a faint jangle sounded.


      Ella waited. She felt Potts’s eyes on her back but would not turn around.


      She pulled the bell again.


      Almost three in the morning. Mama and Papa were asleep. Ella had waited long enough to be certain of that. And she must return

         and be asleep before they awoke or her world would crack apart.

      


      Her world was already threatening to crack apart. Everyone was asleep here too.

      


      A burst of jewel-toned glow through the fanlight above the door made her jump. The soft swish, swish of footsteps approached, and the door opened.

      


      Ella looked directly into the face of the wiry little man who stood there. She whispered, “Good evening, Mr. Bigun.”


      “Bigun,” he said shortly, scowling his annoyance at being disturbed. Worn over full, white trousers, his red brocade tunic

         was wrongly buttoned. “The evening is gone. The morning has come.”

      


      “Bigun,” Ella amended hastily. “And it’s not quite morning, although I do know it soon will be. That is why I’m so anxious

         to complete my business and leave you to resume your rest.”

      


      He inclined his head. “So you say.” He wore a slightly askew gold turban, the same gold turban she’d seen on the occasion

         of her first visit. “Had you not disturbed my rest, it would not have to be resumed.” His voice bore a mysteriously clipped

         foreign accent quite unfamiliar to Ella.

      


      She smiled brilliantly at him. The effort was wasted. Haughty disapproval remained on his fine-boned, bronzed face. Ella continued

         to smile. “I wanted to thank you for telling me about Sibley’s Ghost. And to report on my progress in the little matter we

         discussed.”

      


      His right hand shot out and he jerked her into a vestibule hung with lengths of silk that matched his tunic. “Do not speak

         loud,” he said, bringing his large, dark eyes nearer to her face. He closed the door. “I told you. Nothing more. Nothing repeated.

         Now you go, miss.”

      


      But he had given her a weapon to make certain she did not have to go—not immediately, anyway. “You do not wish me to speak

         loudly?”

      


      He shook his head. “Then I won’t…. But I do need to talk to you about Sibley’s—”


      Bigun’s fingers closed on her wrist once more and he hauled her with him across tessellated black and white tiles. Her kidskin

         half-boots made no more sound than the servant’s soft, gold slippers.

      


      The room into which he drew Ella completely stole her carefully prepared and persuasive speech.


      Bigun closed them in and set about lighting too few of the candles held aloft by an extraordinary company. Ivory and jade

         figures, some more or less human, some reptilian or beastlike, offered up thin, white tapers in golden vessels. On her previous

         visit Ella and Bigun had conversed in the vestibule. She rather thought she might prefer to return there.

      


      “I came to see Lord Avenall,” she said shakily when her voice at last returned.


      “You did not make progress at Sibley’s.” Bigun faced her. The scanty flickerings from the candles wove fingers of yellow through

         the shadowy crowd. “You failed. My decision was wrong. What occurred there troubled my master.”

      


      “How do you know?”


      “Leave now.”


      Ella pressed her elbows to her sides. “I know he will want to see me.”


      Bigun shook his head. “I know he will not.”


      Ella gulped, and breathed through her mouth. “Ask him.”


      “No.”


      “He will be angry if he discovers I was here and you didn’t tell him.”


      “He will not discover.”


      Nearby, jeweled eyes glinted in the two heads of a green jade creature. Ella stepped away—and bumped into an ivory dragon

         with a long, lolling gold tongue.

      


      Candlelight gleamed on Bigun’s gaunt features. “My master cannot receive you,” he said. “Leave, please.”


      A subtle aroma reached her nose. Burning flowers? Her eyes stung. “You don’t understand, Mr. Bigun. As I told you the other

         day, it is imperative that I see Saber.”

      


      “Bigun.”


      “Sorry. As I said the other—”


      “I do not remember another day.”


      Ella opened her mouth—and promptly closed it again. “Leave. If you please. Do not return. Do not trouble my master further.”


      She was not alone in feeling desperate tonight. “What’s afoot here?” Beneath the servant’s cold exterior Ella felt deep anxiety.

         “Is something wrong—with Saber?”

      


      He didn’t answer.


      There was something wrong with him. “Tell me.” Her chest grew tight. “He is ill. That’s it, isn’t it? He’s ill and doesn’t want me

         to know.”

      


      Bigun’s face lost all expression. “I want to go to him, please.”


      “That is not possible. Not wise. Out of the question. My master is quite himself. He will not see you.”


      Quite himself. He had not been himself since he’d left her in Cornwall four years earlier. She’d tried and tried to forget him, but then

         she’d discovered he was staying near her Scottish home at Castle Kirkcaldy—so near that he could have come to her within an

         hour.

      


      He had not come, so she had gone to him.


      On that occasion she’d managed to get into his presence, though only for a short time. He had sent her away. But he had been

         recovering from a battle injury and she’d been certain he did not want to burden her. She’d also been certain he would seek

         her out once he was whole again.

      


      He was whole again. Ella had seen him at Sibley’s. Still he had not come to her. He had walked away. She drew herself up and

         said, “Is he alone?” Or with the famous Countess Perruche?

      


      Bigun’s eyelids lowered briefly. His mouth drew straight. “I should not have spoken of my master’s club to you.”


      “I thought you were worried about him. I felt that. You saw that I cared for him and you wanted me to see him, didn’t you?”


      “He is alone.”


      “You never answer my questions directly, Mr. Bigun.”


      “Bigun.”


      “Yes, as you say. I am in serious trouble. That is, I may be in serious trouble. And I am certain Saber would wish to know.

         He once promised me he would always come to my aid if I needed him. I need him now.”

      


      Bigun’s brow furrowed.


      Trembling, Ella struggled to open her reticule. Her fingers caught in the ribbon rosettes at the closure. By the time she

         tugged a folded piece of paper into view she was close to tears. “Please, Bigun,” she implored. “If you doubt that Saber would

         come to my aid, take this to him. When he reads it, he will not turn me away.”

      


      With another of his unexpected grabs, Bigun snatched the note.


      Ella took a step toward him. “You’ll give it to him? Now?”


      He turned away and opened the door. “My master sleeps.”


      “I beg you to do this. If you will not, I don’t know what I shall do.”


      With his back to her and his head bowed, Bigun paused.


      “Please will you…?”


      “Remain here.”


      He left, closing the door firmly behind him.


      Relief and hope lightened Ella’s head. She reached out to steady herself—and grasped the ivory elephant’s cold, golden tongue.


      Sunlight shot along curved blades.


      His horse reared. All around him horses reared and screamed. And men screamed. He fought his mount. Down. Down. “Down. Get

            down! Everyone, retreat!”


      Nigel Brannington’s horse smashed into Saber’s. “Hold on, Nigel. Hold—” Nigel didn’t hear him, would never hear him again.

            His remaining blue eye saw nothing. The rest was blood.


      Hot, so hot. Bound. Hot and bound. Twisting against his bonds. Sweat and blood. All, sweat and blood. He had to be free, to

         help them. His company. He must save them.

      


      “Sir! Sir, help!” a soldier shouted to him, a soldier thrown from his horse.


      “Mount and ride, boy, ride. Go! Go! Go!”


      Little more than a child.


      A blade sang overhead, swept this way and that, swept down toward the child soldier.


      Saber ran through the next tribesman to come at him, withdrew his sword, and leaned to sweep up the boy. “Hold on. Keep your

            head down.”


      He rode with the boy, made it safely from the tangle of whooping men protecting their barren Indian hill, made it out of the

            sea of blood and flesh and terror.


      The company was his. They had expected no trouble, simply a quiet reconnaissance of the area. He must go back for them. Not

            one more must be lost.


      Nigel Brannington was already lost. Many were lost.


      He must go back. Bound. Twisted in bonds and held down. Sweat. So hot. “Go back!”


      Sweat ran over his horse’s hide. Lather dripped from the mud-spattered animal—lather and mud, and blood. Foam flew from its

            mouth. The whites of great, frightened eyes rolled upward.


      Saber spurred the beast on, away from the edges of the safe village where he’d quickly left the boy.


      He had led his unsuspecting men toward death. “Faster.” He was strong. He would not die because he was strong, and he must

            save the rest.


      Blowing hard, the horse crested a hill and Saber saw the fray again. “On. Faster!” The animal’s hoofs drummed. They beat the

            sun-baked ground. They hammered. They pounded.


      Bound by twisted bonds. Bonds that raked his damp skin. Holding him down. Stopping him from saving them. His men. “Silence!

         I’ve got to have silence! Stop! Stop, I tell you!”

      


      Saber’s own shout forced his eyes open.


      Pounding, pounding. The hoofs.


      He flung himself to the edge of his bed and thrust his feet to the bare wooden floor. It was always so. The sheets wound about

         his body, the screams—then his feet to the cold floor. No carpet, so that the floor would be cold—cold enough to shock him

         to consciousness.

      


      Again, it had happened again.


      He sagged to sit on the bed and let his head hang forward. How many times had he ridden into the madness that day and managed,

         with strength that could not have been his own alone, to help another of his men to safety? Not enough times. He had not saved

         them all.

      


      Many had died, too many, and it was his fault.


      Would it never be over?


      The crazed episodes came more frequently now.


      A sharp, rapping sound almost stopped his thundering heart. Rapping at the door, God help him. The black thing he had become

         did not even recognize a knock at the door for what it was.

      


      “Go away,” he called.


      Instantly the door opened and Bigun slipped inside. He closed the door firmly and turned the key in the lock.


      “What is it?” Saber asked. His hair clung damply to his neck. Chilled by the icy cooling of sweat, his naked body shook. “Speak

         up, Bigun. What’s the meaning of this intrusion? And why the locked door?” Had the faithful servant decided to turn on his

         troubled master—to become his jailer?

      


      “You will drink, my lord,” Bigun said. He carried a candle, and this he set beside the bed while he poured water from a pitcher

         into a glass. “Drink, my lord.”

      


      Saber pushed back his hair and took the glass. The water bathed his parched throat, and he gulped thirstily.


      Bigun refilled the glass. “I regret I took so long to hear you. I was distracted by an event below.” He moistened a cloth

         and pressed it to Saber’s brow.

      


      Saber closed his eyes. “No matter.”


      They had first met on the ship back to England. The dour Indian had tended the English lord in his almost constant delirium.

         At his own request, once ashore Saber had been transferred to Devlin North’s care. It had been some months before Saber encountered

         Bigun again. On that occasion he’d saved Bigun from a crippling penance.

      


      Coincidence had placed Saber on the same ship for his second trip to India. Bigun, too, was aboard, but this time another

         Englishman recognized the Indian as a fugitive from justice. Some matter of filching leftover food from the English officer’s

         kitchens for beggars at the door. Evidently the paltry theft and the devastating punishment to which Bigun had been sentenced

         was all that concerned the pompous officer.

      


      Bigun’s wrist had been upon a block, a sword raised to ensure payment for crusts, when Saber intervened. Cousin to a duke,

         an earl in his own right, Saber’s rank had “persuaded” the other Englishman to relent. Afterward the Indian insisted he must

         spend the rest of his life repaying the debt.

      


      He looked critically at Saber now. “You will sicken, my lord,” he said, wringing out the cloth. “Let me help you dress.”


      Saber shook his head. Still naked, he stretched out on the mattress and rested the back of a forearm over his eyes. He preferred

         to sleep without clothes—when he slept.

      


      “There was the event,” Bigun said.


      “Hmm?” The answer might be to abandon sleep entirely. Only in his sleep did the specters rise.


      Bigun cleared his throat. “The event. Below.”


      Saber slid his arm to the pillow above his head. “What are you talking about, man? Event below? Another of your damnable riddles.”


      The Indian drew himself up to his full, diminutive height. “A visitor.”


      “A visitor?” Saber peered through the dim light. “At… what? Two in the morning?”


      “Well past four. Now.”


      Past four? Saber pushed to his elbows. “The devil you say. Who is it?”


      Silently, Bigun produced a folded sheet of paper from a pocket in his tunic.


      Glancing from his servant to the paper, Saber took it and turned on his side. A flood of sickness swept through him and he

         fell back.

      


      “My lord!” Anxiety raised Bigun’s voice.


      “It’s nothing. It passes—when the memory passes.” There were few secrets between master and servant. Bigun had learned the

         nature of Saber’s demons when he’d first tended him.

      


      Saber rose to an elbow again, unfolded the paper, and held it beneath the candle:


      “My dearest Saber,” he read. “I will not ask you to forgive my little masquerade last night. You would not agree to see me, so I found a way to see you

            without your permission.”


      He arched his neck backward. “Bigun, do not tell me there is a female somewhere in this house—other than our incomparable

         housekeeper?”

      


      Bigun shuffled his feet and said nothing.


      Saber moistened his dry lips. “I see. There is another female in this house.”


      He read on: “Once you said you were my friend. You told me you would never deny me if I was in trouble. I am in trouble, Saber. I need

            you.”


      He made a fist on his thigh. Yes, he had told her he would never deny her, but that had been when he was still a whole man,

         when he had dreamed of making her his, his beautiful bride—his wife, the mother of his children.

      


      All gone.


      “My lord?” Bigun said tentatively.


      Saber grunted and continued reading: “Tomorrow evening there is a soiree at the Eagletons’. No doubt you are also invited. Please relent from the solitary sentence

            you have assigned yourself—and me—and come. Please, Saber. But first, will you see me now? Just for a moment? So that I may look upon you and know peace? With affection, Ella.”


      “My God!” Sweat broke upon his brow again. “Get rid of her! Do as I tell you, at once.”


      “She is lovely. Lovely. Young. Serious, I believe.”


      “Serious, yes,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “Serious, determined, willful, outrageous—trusting, gentle—and wasting

         her time on me.”

      


      “You could spare her a few minutes.”


      “No. How did she get here?”


      “By carriage.”


      “And alone?”


      Bigun sighed. “Alone.”


      “Send her home. Instruct her coachman to protect her at all costs. She should not be abroad at such an hour. What can Struan

         and Justine be about? First she appears at Sibley’s to torment me … now this. She should be in the safety of her parents’

         home, not wandering in the night.”

      


      “Hmm. She insists she must talk to you.”


      Saber threw wide his arms. “Look at me. Look, Bigun. Soaked with my own sweat. Wild. A sick man.”


      “You, my lord,” Bigun said very solemnly, “are a very strong, fit man.”


      “Not in my mind! I can never be free of the sickness in my mind. How could I ever subject a sweet female to such horror as

         living with me would represent?”

      


      “You would like to live with her?”


      “I—” Saber turned facedown on his bed. He let the note drift from his fingers. “I would like not to discuss this matter.”


      “Perhaps she would help. Mend you, my lord. Heal you.”


      “I am sick of soul,” Saber said into the pillow. “A man with a sick soul can never have anything to offer—and he can never

         be healed.”

      


      “My lord—”


      Tapping at the door silenced Bigun.


      Saber turned his face in the direction of the tapping. “Saber? Are you in there?”


      “I cannot bear it,” he muttered. “Saber, it’s me, Ella. Can you hear me?”


      He shook his head, unable to trust his voice. “I know you are there,” she said, emotion trembling in every word. “Please could

         we talk? Please would you tell me what I’ve done wrong?”

      


      He buried his face. To want. To want and to be able to have, yet to know the having would be utterly wrong…Torment.


      “My lord?” Bigun said beside Saber’s ear. “It grows almost morning.”


      “Go away,” Saber muttered into the pillow. He raised his face and shouted, “Go away, Ella. Forget the past. Go.”


      “Saber, please—”


      “Leave this house at once. Cease your persecution of me. I never wish to see you again.”


      He heard her cry out, a strangled, wounded sound that faded to rasping sobs. Then her retreating footsteps followed.


      “You lied to me, Saber,” she gasped through her tears. “You said you loved me. I was too young. I am not too young now, but

         you do not love me now.”

      


      Her feet hit the stairs in quick succession.


      Saber looked up at Bigun. “See to it that she gains her coach safely.”


      Bigun’s face took on the haughty expression he saved for moments of extreme disapproval. “I wash my hands of this.”


      “Do as I request,” Saber roared. “Saber!” Ella’s voice reached him from the vestibule. “Today Papa is to see a man who wishes

         to ask for my hand. A stranger. I do not want this man.”

      


      He rose and approached the door, then remembered his nakedness. Blindly, he sought around for something to cover himself with.

         “Give me a robe,” he said, yanking the door open. “I must speak to her. She must see that what she remembers was only a childish

         infatuation that could not last.”

      


      Bigun rummaged in a huge ebony wardrobe and brought forth a black silk robe.


      “Hurry,” Saber urged. A draft rose from the floor below. She had opened the door.


      “I will die rather than be given to a stranger I do not love,” Ella called to him in her broken voice.


      He struggled into the robe and tied the sash. Without bothering with shoes, he threw the door wide and started for the stairs.


      “I love you, Saber. I’ll never love another.”


      The front door slammed shut.


      He ran downstairs and outside into the stinging early-morning air.


      Her coach drew away from the flagway. “Ella!”


      The shades at the carriage windows were drawn down. She neither saw nor heard him. Too late. It had been too late even before

         they met.

      


      “Ella,” he murmured. “My beloved Ella.”


   

      Chapter Three
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      No man was good enough for his daughter. Struan, Viscount Hunsingore, turned the pages of a document his solicitor had left

         for signature that morning.

      


      A calm manner would serve him well in the days to come. And an unruffled air would be mandatory in such matters as dealing

         with the callers he was expecting today. Yes, an air of nonchalant control.

      


      He threw down his pen. He could not be dispassionate where Ella was concerned. “Absolutely not! No!”


      “My lord?”


      Startled, Struan looked up to see Crabley, the Hanover Square butler, standing before the mahogany desk. “I didn’t hear you

         enter,” he said, more sharply than he intended.

      


      “I did knock, my lord.”


      “Are they here?”


      “They, my lord?” Crabley’s small, protruding black eyes magnified the question conveyed by his words.

      


      Struan pushed to his feet and advanced around his desk. This study usually brought him peace and pleasure. He felt neither

         today. “They, Crabley. The people I told you were calling on me this afternoon.”

      


      “It is not yet eleven, my lord.” Doughy of complexion, his width and height similar, the butler had always performed his duties

         impeccably. Both Struan and his older brother, Arran, Marquess of Stonehaven, found the servant’s manner irritating, but his

         loyalty and scrupulous attention to detail made him invaluable.

      


      Struan eyed the man speculatively. “Are you a man of passion, Crabley?” There, let him come up with a suitably butlerlike

         response to that!

      


      Crabley pushed out his lips and wriggled his snub nose as if some thought were necessary. “Considerable passion,” he said

         without inflection. “Yes, my lord, I am a very passionate man. I would protect those I serve to the death … if such an extraordinary

         measure should prove necessary. Is that what you meant, my lord?”

      


      Struan coughed, and waved a hand. “Um, yes, yes, I suppose it is.” He smiled. “Very admirable, Crabley.” And somewhat humbling—humbling

         enough to make a man a deal less angry at the world.

      


      “This was delivered,” Crabley said, extending a small bundle of silk the color of emeralds and bound shut with gold braid.

         “For Miss Ella.”

      


      “What is it?” Struan asked, deeply suspicious. “Who would send Ella gifts? She knows no one in London.”


      “I’m sure I couldn’t say, my lord.”


      “Didn’t the messenger say who it was from?”


      “No, my lord.”


      “There isn’t a card?”


      “No, my lord.”


      “In God’s name!” Struan roared. “Must you always be so—?” Ella’s entrance, with Justine at her heels, saved him from losing

         his composure completely. “Someone sent something for me?” Ella asked.

      


      Struan glared. “How do you know someone sent something for you?”


      She had the grace to blush a little. “I was …I heard the doorbell and looked down to see who it was.”


      “Are you expecting someone?”


      Ella, dressed in one of the overly simply-cut gowns she favored, swept to a little gilt chair and sat down. She twitched her

         lavender-colored skirts and crossed her hands in her lap. Too nonchalant, Struan thought. And too exotically beautiful for

         any father’s peace of mind. Her eyes were particularly dark today, her skin translucent despite its burnished quality. Her

         blue-black hair had been tightly restrained in braids and knotted at her crown. Rather than producing the plain effect most

         would achieve, the stark style only accentuated her mysterious perfection. A man should not be burdened with such extraordinary

         loveliness to protect and guide.

      


      He glanced at Justine. Their eyes met, and he saw her understanding of his feelings. They could not love this girl more. She

         and her brother, Max, were as dear to them as little Edward and Sarah.

      


      “Ella?” he said sharply, flexing his shoulders. “Perhaps we should have a discussion. Certain matters are deeply concerning

         to me. Set that down, Crabley. Leave us, please.”

      


      He caught Justine’s frantic gesturing and stopped himself from chastising Ella for her escapade at Sibley’s. Justine kept

         no secrets from him, but she easily extracted a price for her honesty. She had made him promise he would not mention the episode

         unless it was repeated.

      


      Once Crabley had closed the door behind him, Struan turned back to Ella. He studied her closely. “You don’t appear rested,”

         he said, ignoring Justine’s grimace. “Are you well?”

      


      “Very well, thank you, Papa,” Ella said. Her attention was on the green silk-covered parcel.


      “I understand your mama explained to you that I’m to receive visitors this afternoon.”


      Ella’s carefully relaxed posture tensed. “We don’t have to speak of that now,” Justine said in a rush. “After all, Struan,

         this is all very premature. Ella hasn’t as much as showed her nose to the ton yet.”

      


      “The suggestion is that we should consider avoiding the Season altogether,” Struan responded, uncomfortably aware of his own

         stress.

      


      Justine came to him and rested her hands on his. “No Season? You cannot mean it.”


      “I didn’t say I meant it, merely that the suitor’s father did make the remark in his letter to me that a wedding would be

         a better use of a large amount of my blunt than what he termed pretty and pointless affairs.”

      


      “Oh!” Justine blinked rapidly and leaned closer. She lowered her voice. “She is upset, Struan. Please do not persist in this.”


      “Please don’t whisper,” Ella said. “I have no intention of marrying this person who needs his parent to speak for him. How

         very strange. A man too immature to deal with his own affairs, but who has the temerity to offer for me in marriage. Of course,

         you will not see him, Papa.”

      


      Struan smothered a smile. “Of course I will see them, young lady. I have made inquiries. Apparently the Woking-hams have very

         deep pockets and a fine estate in Lancashire. Lord Wokingham’s letter refers to a previous meeting of ours. Although I confess

         that I have no memory of the event, courtesy demands that I at least entertain his suggestions.” He wished he could recall

         the meeting to which Wokingham referred.

      


      “Piffle,” Justine said distinctly.


      “Why,” Struan said, anticipating an outburst of annoyance, “I do believe you sound more like your grandma every day.”


      Justine didn’t disappoint him. “I shall ignore that comment.” But she scowled darkly at the suggestion that she resembled

         her termagant dowager duchess grandparent in any manner. “Sin’s ears, Struan, Ella’s right. A creature who needs his father’s

         voice is not ready to ask for any woman’s hand in marriage, much less the hand of the most beautiful girl in England. Wait

         until she appears at the Eagletons’ tomorrow. We shall be inundated with gentleman callers. Do not see these people today.”

      


      He found it almost impossible to deny Justine anything, but he had already agreed to see the Wokinghams. “We are in suspense,

         Ella,” he said, patting Justine’s hands and reaching for the surprisingly heavy gift. “No card came with this, but I understand

         it is for you. Open it.”

      


      “You’re changing the subject,” Justine whispered.


      He kissed her elegant nose and whispered back, “Yes, I am, my love.”


      Ella took the bundle from him, set it back on the desk, and carefully untied the golden braid. She parted the silk and her

         hands went to her cheeks.

      


      Within the silk rested a pouch of woven gold, heavy and soft—and shimmering richly. Here and there in the priceless fabric,

         cunningly placed diamonds winked with sly brilliance. “Gad,” Struan murmured. “A small fortune, I shouldn’t wonder.”

      


      “You seem remarkably taken with displays of wealth today,” Justine said sharply. “What is it supposed to be? Do look at it,

         Ella.”

      


      Ella bent over the exquisite thing. “The diamonds are woven into the gold—like beads into fine lace. So perfect.”


      “Very old, I should imagine,” Struan said. “Look at the thing. There’s got to be some sort of note.”


      His haste earned him another frown from both his wife and daughter.


      Ella touched the gold and it fell open.


      “Oh, how clever,” Justine exclaimed. “It’s an evening reticule. See the gold strings to close it—and the white satin lining.

         I’ve never seen the like.”

      


      “No,” Ella said softly. She leaned over and picked up something that had lain hidden in the folds of white satin. “A red glass

         star on a chain. How strange.”

      


      Struan narrowed his eyes. “A ruby star. Incredible workmanship. I do believe the Wokinghams have decided to ease their way

         here.”

      


      Ella wasn’t listening to him. She held the fabulous ruby star in her palm and gathered up the little golden web bag with its

         dusting of diamond sparkles.

      


      “Perhaps you are more interested in Pomeroy Wokingham now?” Struan asked. “After all, he wouldn’t send you such a priceless

         thing if he weren’t very serious about his suit, would he?”

      


      Ella held the bag to her face and sniffed deeply. “Pomeroy isn’t a name I could ever come to care for in a man,” she said

         indistinctly. “He did not send this.” Without another word, she turned away and left the room.

      


      If the beating of one’s heart could make one deaf, then she would surely never hear again. Ella sped belowstairs and through

         the kitchens. Cook and three maids all paused and dipped curtsies. Curtsies, Ella thought vaguely. How her life had changed

         since the night when Papa had saved her from the horror in Whitechapel.

      


      “Good morning,” she said, smiling brightly. Every eye went to the treasure she carried. Ella held it aloft and said, “Isn’t

         it a lovely thing? Useless, but lovely. Did Crabley come this way?”

      


      “In his pantry, miss,” Cook said, wiping her hands on a vo-luminous white apron. Red-faced from working over the fire, she

         blew at escaping strands of hair. The aroma of nutmeg and stewing apples promised delicious things to come.

      


      Ella hurried on to Crabley’s pantry and knocked. She waited for him to bid her entry. “Morning, Crabley,” she said pleasantly

         once she was inside the comfortable little room. This was where he held court over the household’s fine crystal and china,

         and dispatched orders to various underlings.

      


      He got hastily to his feet and set down a book beside his brown leather chair. “Miss Ella?”


      She held out the bag in one hand, the ruby bauble in the other. “This was delivered a short while ago.”


      “Yes, miss.”


      “There was no note?”


      “No, miss.”


      “You don’t know who sent this?”


      “No, miss.”


      Yes, miss. No, miss. Ella swallowed the irritation Crabley always made her feel. She’d been unable to see who came to the door—or to make out

         more than her own name amid the low exchange. Her reason for looking down from the gallery at all was that she’d hoped to

         get a peek at the beastly Wokinghams. “Was the messenger liveried?”

      


      “In a manner of speaking.”


      “Speak, then!” She rolled in her lips, then said, “I am too sharp sometimes, Crabley. Forgive me. This is a puzzle. I merely

         wondered if you could help me decide who sent such a gift.” And prove that she wasn’t imagining what she thought she smelled.

      


      “Strange attire,” Crabley said, setting his short legs apart and clasping his hands behind his back. He frowned in concentration.

         “Foreign, if you ask me.”

      


      “I am asking you,” Ella said softly.


      “Definitely foreign. Never did hold with foreigners myself. Not to be trusted—particularly that type. Turbans and tunics and

         baggy trousers. Most unsuitable in a servant.”

      


      Ella almost laughed aloud—with joy, not mirth. She pretended to be interested in the rows of Baccarat glasses in cabinets

         along one wall. “But there was no note, Crabley?”

      


      “No, miss.”


      She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “Did this servant give his name?”


      “No, miss.”


      Patience. “Very well, thank you, Crabley. You’ve been most helpful.”

      


      She hadn’t been mistaken. Once more she held the bag to her nose. Roses. Rose-scented incense—the kind she’d smelled at Saber’s

         house. And Bigun must have delivered the gift, which, in turn, must have been sent by Saber.

      


      “I must return upstairs.” And she must go at once to Saber and thank him for the gift. This was his way of asking her to forget

         their difficulties and go forward. She could scarcely breathe for happiness.

      


      “Miss Ella,” Crabley said as she went to open the door. “The foreign gentleman said I should tell you and no other.”


      She spun around. “Tell me what?”


      “He said I should wait for an appropriate moment to tell you his master’s comments. His master knows you will understand.”


      Ella held the bag to her breast. “He said his master believes you need no written message, since you will look at the pendant

         and understand what it represents.”

      


      She stared from Crabley’s little black eyes to the ruby. “I do not know.”


      Crabley cleared his throat. “You don’t know what’s happened to this man who gave you the gift—so the servant says. He has

         suffered, and it’s changed him.”

      


      Ella felt her way to sit in Crabley’s leather chair. “I do know that. I know it well. What does it mean?”


      “The servant was instructed to let you know that the man you knew is gone. Someone you would hate is in his place now. More

         tender than the heart that sends it. That’s what he said I was to say. The foreigner’s master tells you that the red stone

         star is more tender than the heart that sent it.”

      


      She looked at the ruby in her palm. “How can he think such a thing?”


      Crabley didn’t respond. “Was that all?”


      “If you have kind thoughts of him still, this person doesn’t want them. You’re to look at the stone and remember how cold

         it is. Don’t try again. That was the most important instruction, he said. You’re not to try again, whatever that means. The

         gift is for the past and in thanks.” Crabley coughed and looked blankly at the ceiling. “An exotic star for an exotic girl—one

         he will see whenever he looks at a night sky. A girl whose countenance will shine for him wherever he is, wherever he looks.

         There can be nothing more between you. That was the rest of the message.”
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