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Chapter One


Matilda, duchess of Hadshire, knew she was losing her looks but did not greatly care, so deep was her misery. Her dislike of her husband had turned into hatred, a hatred that ate into her very soul.


The duke was a great collector and he had collected Matilda, much in the same way as he collected various fine and rare objets d’art. She had been, until lately, as pretty as a piece of Dresden with white-fair hair and large blue eyes, a trim figure, and a faultless dress sense. For a while she had been comforted by the friendship of Annabelle and Emma, both unhappily married as well. But Emma had married the Comte Saint-Juste after the death of her husband, and Annabelle, the Earl of Darkwood, after the death of her husband. Both were now blissfully happy and Matilda felt cast out into a sort of outer darkness.


All the winter long she had been incarcerated in the duke’s stately home in the center of Hadshire, a small county that bordered on Gloucestershire. Ramillies Palace was a huge building, built by the third duke to celebrate his success at that famous battle against the French in 1706.


The month was May and the duchess was walking aimlessly through the formal gardens. Sunlight was glittering on flowers and trees after a recent shower, blossoms drifted around her on the lightest of winds, and on a branch high above her head, a thrush sang out an anthem to the glory of the morning.


None of this beauty penetrated the blackness of Matilda’s soul. The duke had lost interest in her shortly after their marriage, having found fatal flaws in this beauty he had made his duchess. Despite her delicate and fragile appearance, Matilda had a tough, almost masculine mind, and a deep voice and forthright manner. He had never had any romantic feelings toward her, and such sexual ones as he had felt for her had quickly died. But he was, or had been, proud of her appearance. Now that misery had dimmed her beauty, he looked at her as if she offended his very soul. Objets d’art that had cracked or been found to be fakes were relegated to the attics or smashed. The duke often looked as if he would like to smash his wife. Had he ignored her very existence, then life would have been tolerable. Ramillies Palace was enormous enough for a couple not to see each other from one week’s end to the next.


But the duke knew his presence gave his wife pain and so he kept her close. He slept late, and Matilda had come to enjoy the freedom of the mornings.


Not that she particularly needed to be out this morning, for the duke had surprised her by leaving for London and taking his brutish valet, his constant shadow, Rougemont, with him. He had now been gone for three weeks and had not written to tell her when he meant to return.


But as she approached the great house, she feared a trick and that he might be there, waiting for her.


She had no friends in the county, the duke having choked off any calls. She had learned not to become too friendly with the tenants, for the duke would find out and punish them by raising their rents. There were no servants in the huge staff who would dare to show her any warmth or interest. They had all been hand-picked by the duke, even her own lady’s maid. And they watched her. They watched her constantly, for the duke encouraged them all to spy on his wife. She remembered the time on one of her walks when she had come across a small child who had fallen out of a tree. She had carried the child home and had been entertained by the grateful parents. The warmth of human company had been so wonderful, she had forgotten for the moment about her husband. She learned that the next day the family had been evicted from their cottage.


Matilda had rebelled. She had taken a small piece of jewelry that was her very own to the nearest town and sold it, tracked the family down to the workhouse, and given them a substantial sum of money. Of course the duke learned of it and she was kept locked in her room and half starved for a month. But the family had escaped, of that she was sure, for she had urged them to leave the county as soon as possible. Since then, she had not found the courage to make a stand on anything.


Although her husband had been absent for three weeks, Matilda was always conscious of the watching servants. She made her way to the breakfast room. The sideboard was groaning with dishes as usual, just as if there were an army of guests instead of one miserable and lonely duchess.


She tried to eat but the food seemed to choke her. Her gowns were beginning to hang on her now-spare figure.


After breakfast, she went up to her room and sat wearily down at the toilet table to brush her hair. But her new lady’s maid, Betty, appeared and silently took the brush from her and began to brush her mistress’s now-lank hair.


Then Matilda saw a small nosegay of flowers on the toilet table and reached out a wondering hand to touch them.


“How did these nasty weeds get there, Your Grace?” demanded Betty.


Matilda looked at them thoughtfully. It was an amateurish arrangement, a child’s arrangement. “Don’t you like them?” she asked. “I put them there myself this morning.”


Betty sniffed and continued to brush Matilda’s hair. A little glow of warmth entered Matilda’s heart as she looked at the simple bunch of wildflowers. Someone liked her enough to pay her a tribute. But the glow quickly fled. It must have been one of the servants and if that servant were discovered, then he or she would be dismissed. She stood up and submitted to having her gown removed and a fresh one put on. I wish I were Miss Bloggs of nowhere, thought Matilda. Then I could make my own meals and put on my own clothes and be as free as the air.


She half reached out a hand intending to take one of the flowers and pin it on her gown, but withdrew her hand quickly. She must show no particular interest in that little bouquet.


She passed the day reading and walking, a day that ended in a glorious sunset. Eating her solitary meal and waited on by two footmen and the butler and underbutler, all supervised by the house steward, Matilda began to feel freer than she had in a long time. She must not waste each day dreading her husband’s return. On the morrow, she would sleep late and then perhaps take a drive out into the countryside. Provided she talked to no one, she could not bring harm to anyone. It was rather like having the plague or the evil eye, she thought.


After dinner, she went up to her room, looked at the toilet table, and stiffened. The flowers had gone. Betty appeared silently in the doorway.


“Where are my flowers?” asked Matilda.


“They had faded, Your Grace,” Betty said in a flat voice, “so I threw them away.”


Betty began to prepare her for bed. Matilda hated the touch of the maid’s fingers against her skin. But she would not think of such unpleasant things. Tomorrow she would celebrate a day of freedom.


She found she awoke early as usual, despite her intention of sleeping late. Betty appeared promptly as she usually did, as if sensing her mistress would rather dress herself and being determined to thwart her.


The house steward was waiting for her in the breakfast room. “His Grace has written to me with orders that preparations are to be made for a ball to be held here in three weeks’ time, Your Grace.”


Matilda looked amazed. A ball! Normally her husband hated entertainments of any sort in his own home, although he was happy enough to attend balls and drums and ridottos at other houses. “Does His Grace say how many are to be invited?”


“I believe he has written to his secretary, Mr. Curtis, to that effect, Your Grace.”


How like him, thought Matilda, to leave all the arrangements down to the guest list in the hands of his servants. She thought of the many hostesses who would be thrown into a flutter at the idea of arranging a ball, but in her case, she knew she would not have a say in anything, not even the flower arrangements.


“Does he say when he plans to return?”


“His Grace wrote to say he will return the evening before the day of the ball.”


So she was to be free of him for at least three weeks. But what freedom had she, surrounded as she was by all his loyal servants? The prospect of a drive to the nearest town, Hadsborough, faded. She would be obliged to take Betty, outriders, and footmen. It was another perfect day. Sun glinted on the silver urn, the silver teapot, the fine china, and beyond the long windows that looked out onto the terrace, dew sparkled on a lilac tree, heavy with blossom.


Her head ached and she could feel the darkness of depression settling down on her. Reading was her only solace. She would plead a headache and lock herself in her room and ask not to be disturbed. A day free of the prying eyes of the servants would be some relief.


She went back up to her room. Her eyes flew to the toilet table. There, as before, was a pretty little nosegay. She walked over and examined it and saw a spool of paper thrust into the center of the flowers. She could hear Betty coming. Quickly she thrust the little piece of paper into the bodice of her gown and then, just as quickly, picked up the nosegay and hid it in the chamberpot under the bed. If Betty saw that nosegay, then she would become very suspicious indeed, for the maid would know her mistress had not been out walking that morning.


“I have the headache,” said Matilda, “and do not wish to be disturbed this day. Leave me.”


“Then I shall prepare Your Grace for bed.”


“I am not going to bed. I am just going to sit here quietly. Go away, Betty.”


When the maid had reluctantly withdrawn, Matilda locked the bedroom door, then went through to her boudoir and locked that door as well and then into the sitting room, to close and lock the door that led out into the corridor. The house steward had spare keys to all the rooms, but she felt sure he would be too busy starting to plan arrangements for the ball to disturb her.


She unrolled the spool of paper. Written in pencil was a short message. “Do You know ther is a Secret Passidge by the fireplace in your room? Press the rose.”


The letters were large and badly formed. Her eyes roamed around the room. The fireplace had an ugly, ornately carved overmantel, grapes and vines and, yes, roses. With a beating heart, Matilda approached it. Which rose?


She would try them all.


She pressed one after another, beginning to think it was all a hoax, when she saw a carved rose, down at the left-hand side near the fender. She pressed hard. There was a hideous grating sound and a door slid open in the wainscoting next to the fireplace.


Matilda thought quickly. If she was going to explore that secret passage, then she would need to be quick. But she had better make plans before she rushed off. If that passage led out somewhere in the grounds, she could have a blessed time, walking about unobserved. She knew that normally when she went out for a walk, a footman was sent to keep a discreet eye on her.


She forced herself to be calm. She drew the bedroom curtains and then took one of her nightgowns and stuffed it with two pillows and some underwear until she felt it looked like a human form. Then she remembered she still had a wig that looked like her own hair. She had once, in the early days of her marriage, had her hair cut in a fashionable crop. The incensed duke had forced her to wear a wig until her hair grew in again. She found it in a chest at the end of the bed, lifted the top off a wig stand, which stood in a corner, placed the wig on it, tied a lacy nightcap on top, and put the “head” on top of the dummy she had made with pillows and nightdress. She tucked the whole lot into bed. Then she wrote in large letters on a broad sheet of paper, “I have taken laudanum and am not to be disturbed for any reason,” and pinned it on the end of the bed.


Matilda changed into riding dress, boots, and hat as being the most serviceable wear for exploring secret passages, retrieved the bouquet from the chamberpot in case it was found, and made her way to the passage, carrying a candle in her other hand.


The passage led to a narrow black staircase. She put the little bouquet down on the floor, raised the candle high, and searched for the mechanism that would close the door behind her. There was a carved stone dolphin on the inside of the secret door. She pressed and pulled at it until the door behind her grated shut.


Matilda started to make her way gingerly down the stairs. Why had the staircase been built? Had the wife of the third duke taken lovers? On and on it went, down and down, and then she found herself at the foot of the staircase with a long narrow passage stretching out in front of her. She walked and walked, wondering whether she would ever reach the end of it, glad that the place had been built in the last century and not farther back, say, in Tudor times. That might have meant danger from crumbling walls.


Just when she was beginning to wonder whether it would ever come to an end, she came up against a blank wall.


She held the candle up and stood looking at it. The wall was of smooth polished wood. Her eye caught a dark stain on the floor. She bent down and looked at it. Oil. She was sure it was oil. That might mean there was some mechanism that caused a door to open in the wall and that someone had been there recently to oil it.


Matilda began to press various parts of the wall but nothing happened. Her heart sank. The adventure was over. She raised the candle again for a last look and then nearly laughed aloud. At the top of the wall was a metal lever, jutting out. How could she have missed it? She stood on tiptoe and pulled it downward and the whole wall slid open like a door. Ahead of her lay a green tunnel of tall arched bushes and a mossy path. She turned and looked at the outside wall to find some way of shutting the door. But this time there was no carved dolphin, no rose, no lever. Determination to solve the mystery made her calmly start to probe the brickwork. But she could find nothing. Her candle wavered in the green gloom. She blew it out and put it back inside the door and continued her search. Her eye fell on a rusty foot scraper, but the rust, she noticed, lay not on the top, which was shiny and clean, but at the sides. She bent down and tugged it forward like a lever and let out a sigh of pure satisfaction when the door quietly slid closed behind her. Now to see whereabouts in the grounds she was. If she was in view of any of the outdoor servants, there would be no point in proceeding with the adventure.


The tangled path led on and on and then suddenly she found herself in a small glade carpeted with bluebells. To the west of the glade, the trees were thinner and she could see the jutting wing of the rustic, or servants’ quarters. This then must be the wooded section to the far side of the house. She smiled. She was, therefore, well away from either being seen by anyone in the servants’ quarters or the stables. If she continued through the wood, bearing east, she would soon reach the road that led to the town.


She set out walking briskly until she came to the wall of the estate. She nimbly climbed over it and dropped down quietly onto the road on the other side. After a mile she came to a signpost that said HADSBOROUGH, 10 MILES. Matilda groaned but continued doggedly. After about a mile she heard the rumble of wagon wheels. When the wagon came alongside her, she called to the driver, asking him whether he could take her as far as Hadsborough. He stopped and nodded and she climbed up beside him. The wagoner was a slow, incurious man, and they traveled into the market town in companionable silence. Matilda was grateful she had had the foresight to bring money with her and paid him a shilling before alighting in the market square.


She looked around eagerly at the bustling crowds and drew a breath of sheer gladness. Freedom! No one would recognize her, which was one of the advantages of having been kept mewed up at Ramillies.


Matilda wandered around stalls and in and out of shops, looking at the wares until she began to feel hungry. She went to the main posting house and was served with a light meal in the coffee room. She ate well for the first time in months, no longer caring about the long road home.


And then she became conscious of that familiar feeling of being watched. The hair began to rise at the back of her neck. At last she could bear the suspense no longer and swung about in her chair.


The coffee room was deserted save for one tall man, who was standing by the fireplace, surveying her. He was a commanding figure. His eyes were arresting, light green with a black ring around the iris and heavy lidded. He had a powerful, handsome face, lightly tanned, a clever, sensuous mouth, and glossy black hair worn rather long. His coat was exquisitely cut. He approached and made her a low bow.


“Do I have the honor of addressing the Duchess of Hadshire?” he asked. His voice was deep and husky.


“You do, sir,” said Matilda, after a momentary pause in which she had wondered whether or not to lie.


“I saw you once at Lady Bellamy’s autumn ball,” he said. “May I?” One hand indicated the chair opposite.


“Please do,” said Matilda, all the while wishing him in Jericho.


“My name is Torridon,” he said.


Matilda furrowed her brow. Then her face cleared. “Ah, you are the Earl of Torridon,” she said. “What brings you to Hadshire? Your estates are in the north, are they not?”


“I am staying with friends nearby, the Ansteys. I escaped by myself for the afternoon.” He gave a rueful smile. “Country house life can become a trifle dull. And you, Your Grace? What are you doing all alone without husband or maid?”


“I escaped as well,” said Matilda. She leaned forward impulsively. “I fear I must take you into my confidence, my lord. My husband is in Town. I am… well, in short, I am not allowed anywhere even in his absence. The servants watch me, you see. Please do not tell anyone you have seen me or I shall be in sore trouble.”


“My hand on my heart and my solemn promise,” he said, his eyes studying her curiously. There were shadows under her eyes and the eyes themselves held a haunted look.


“Will you not be missed?” he asked.


“I hope not,” said Matilda. “I said I had the headache and wished to be left alone.”


“You have obviously friends among the servants.”


“I have no one loyal to me,” said Matilda quietly. “I have found a way of coming and going unobserved. Oh, you must not speak of this!”


“Did I not give you my solemn promise?”


“You are very kind, sir, but you cannot know what it is to long for freedom. I do not criticize my husband,” Matilda added quickly, “but he is, let us say, very protective.”


The Earl of Torridon’s heavy eyelids drooped as he conjured up a picture of the Duke of Hadshire. A tall man, well enough looking, with large liquid black eyes, a straight nose, and a rather pretty little mouth. As cold as ice, however. It was rumored he treated his wife shamefully. There were other rumors about him, dark rumors and whispers, hinting at cruelty. “I do know what it is to long for freedom,” said the earl quietly. “Did you walk all the way from Ramillies?”


“Not I,” said Matilda. “A wagoner took me up.”


“Then with your permission, I will escort you home. Oh, no! Do not look so. I shall take you to the nearest place convenient for you.”


“Thank you,” said Matilda gratefully. She looked at him shyly. “I am not in the way of conversing with people. I have two very good friends, the Comtesse Saint-Juste and Lady Darkwood, but the only chance I get to see them is during the Season, and…” She bit her lip.


“And provided your husband does not know of it,” he finished for her. Matilda remained silent. She could not criticize her husband to this stranger. Only Annabelle and Emma knew of her hatred for her husband.


“I shall be in London in a few weeks’ time,” he said lightly. “Perhaps we shall meet.”


“I do not know whether my husband plans to go this year or not.” Matilda sighed. “Probably not.”


“Will you take wine with me?” he asked, looking at the jug of lemonade at Matilda’s elbow.


She suddenly felt reckless. They were alone in the coffee room. From outside filtered the noise and bustle of the square. The coffee room was cool and dark, low-beamed and intimate.


“I should like that very much.”
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