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Grammy—


thank you


for violets,


tea parties,


and books.


Always books.















Prologue



Summer 1815


Even nice, obedient girls needed to escape now and then.


Lady Rose Sherbourne left Huntford Manor shortly after breakfast. A warm breeze whipped tendrils of hair against her cheek, and the heels of her boots sank into the deliciously soft grass, still slick with dew.


Each step across the vast lawn took her farther from the house, its imposing grandeur, and its paralyzing memories.


Better yet, each step took her closer to Charles.


She glanced over her shoulder, assuring herself that no one had seen her slip away. Her visits with the stable master—like so many other things—were best kept secret.


But the truth was, there was nothing improper about her relationship with Charles. Not really.


Perhaps the sight of his tanned forearms, large hands, and easy grin made her breath hitch in her throat. There wasn’t a seventeen-year-old girl in all of England who’d be unaffected by his strength and confidence. But her visits with Charles were not about flirtation. They were about preserving her sanity.


Some days, when she could feel it hanging by the very thinnest of threads, she fled to the stables and watched him work. The even strokes of his brush over a horse’s coat and the rhythmic flexing of his shoulders as he pitched hay soothed her frayed edges. With him, she could forget who she was and what she’d seen. She could simply bask in the moment, and if she wasn’t completely happy, well, she was close.


She sighed. Yes, the very best thing about Charles was the way he made her feel…  normal.


As he tended to an injured horse or poured water into the troughs, he’d talk to her, his deep, expressive voice washing over her and healing her soul. While she perched on an upside-down pail, he’d tell funny stories, without seeming to find it odd that their conversation was completely one-sided.


Without minding that she never spoke.


Upon realizing that she was mute, some invariably analyzed her. When, precisely, had she stopped talking? Could she make any sounds at all? What doctors had she seen and what treatment did they prescribe? Others took her silence as a personal challenge, saying all manner of outrageous things in order to provoke a response—one that never came.


But Charles didn’t treat her as an object of curiosity. He simply accepted her.


In her satchel, she carried a couple of books for him, carrots for Prometheus, and a small jar of milk for Romeo. She’d missed them terribly the past two days, too busy with dress fittings and ball preparations to steal away for a few hours. And so, this morning, she’d seized the opportunity to spend time with them, in spite of the gray clouds gathering in the western morning sky.


As she walked into the stable, the familiar smells of horses and hay tickled her nose. She looked around for Charles’s shock of blond hair, topped by the brown cap that was always slightly askew. He wasn’t there, and yet his presence filled the place. His overcoat hung from a peg beside the door, and a pair of work gloves lay on the ledge of an empty stall beside an open, facedown book. She glanced at the spine and smiled at his choice of reading material: Annals of Agriculture and Other Useful Arts.


One morning, over a game of chess, he’d shared his dream of owning land. Selfishly, she hoped he wouldn’t leave Huntford Manor anytime soon. She withdrew the volumes of mythology and Grimms’ fairy tales from her bag and placed them beside his book.


The half dozen stalls to her right were occupied by thoroughbreds—the very best a duke’s money could buy. In a smaller stall to her left was Prometheus, a faithful old draft horse of questionable breeding. His ears perked up when he saw her, and she dug into her satchel for the carrots. He slurped them from her hand, then gave a haughty snort, gloating for the benefit of the thoroughbreds.


Rose wished she could ask Prometheus where Charles was. And where Romeo was, for that matter. The fluffy gray cat was usually the first to greet her, twisting around her ankles, shamelessly crying for attention and treats. She peeked into the empty stall beside Prometheus—the one Romeo had usurped shortly after Rose found him—and checked the dry trough where the cat liked to nap. Empty. Only one thing was sure to bring her fickle friend out of hiding. She poured his milk into a tin bowl and waited.


“Lady Rose?”


She turned as Peter, the freckle-faced stable hand who worshipped Charles, shot her a grin. “Are you looking for Mr. Holland?”


She nodded.


“He went searching for Romeo.”


Rose tilted her head in a silent question.


“The cat wandered off two days ago and hasn’t been ’round since.”


Oh dear. Rose frowned.


“Don’t worry, Mr. Holland will find him.”


She walked to the back door of the stable and gazed at the thick woods that lay beyond. Peter stood beside her and pointed to a dirt path that led through a clump of trees and disappeared in the brush. “He went that way—not long ago.”


Rose gave the boy a grateful smile and headed down the trail.


A sudden gust of wind plastered the skirt of her green morning dress to her legs, and she glanced at the darkening sky. Romeo had seemed well enough during her last visit, but what if he’d gotten sick? Or ventured into the woods and foolishly tangled with a snake or fox? She picked up her pace, ignoring a rumble of thunder so low she could feel it in her belly.


She followed the path as it meandered around the trunks of towering elms and twisting oaks, looking for Charles or Romeo. Once, she would have called out to them, her words floating through the forest. Now she was as silent as the hare that trembled in the hollow log near her feet. She’d forgotten the sound of her own voice.


And sometimes feared she’d never hear it again.


A familiar but unwelcome thudding began in her chest. She mustn’t dwell on her troubles, mustn’t dwell on the past. She walked faster, as if putting distance between her and her worries were just that easy.


Low-hanging branches grabbed at her hair and thorny underbrush scratched at her ankles. The woods blurred past her, muddy green. Her ragged breathing echoed in her ears and the pungent smells of damp soil and leaves closed in around her, almost suffocating in their intensity. She picked up the front of her skirt and ran, looking down and dodging the stones and sticks in her way.


The toe of her boot caught on a gnarled root. Her satchel sailed through the air and the ground rose up to meet her.


Until a pair of strong arms caught and steadied her.


“Rose?”


Blinking, she looked up at Charles. He searched her face, his expression a mixture of concern and wonder.


“What’s happened? Are you hurt?”


His hands easily encircled her arms above her gloves, his palms warm against her bare skin. His light brown eyes crinkled at the corners, letting her know he was happy to see her.


Was she well? She took a deep breath and felt the tension in her body uncoil. The forest came back into focus and her breathing slowed. Her heart still beat fast, but for possibly different reasons. She nodded.


Charles looked at her arms where he clasped them, frowned, and released her quickly, as if his hands had betrayed him. He raked his fingers through his sun-streaked hair before retrieving his cap from the ground and stuffing it into the back pocket of his trousers. Then he scooped up her satchel, handed it to her, and led her toward a small clearing several yards away.


“I found Romeo,” he said. “The only problem is, I don’t think we can call him Romeo anymore. Look.”


He pointed at a nest of leaves on the ground, protected by a log on one side and a large rock on another. The cat rested there, sprawled on his—no, her—side, two tiny black kittens nursing under her watchful, weary gaze.


Delighted, Rose clasped her hands beneath her chin and knelt for a closer look.


The babes climbed and tumbled over each other, greedy for their mother’s milk and attention. But as Romeo licked the back of one’s head, her leg twitched and lifted. Another kitten.


Charles’s brow creased. “You might not want to watch this, Rose. It’s, ah, messy. Let’s return to the stable. I’ll do a few chores, and then you can beat me at chess.”


She shook her head firmly. Nothing could drag her away.


Chuckling, Charles sank to his haunches beside her, so close that his thigh brushed the skirt of her gown. “Amazing, isn’t it?”


Rose watched transfixed as the third kitten’s hind paws emerged first, followed by a rounded belly and pointed face. The tiny creature resembled a bat wrapped in cobwebs, eerily still.


Romeo stretched, and her foot sent the newest kitten rolling like a mummy. It landed several inches from the leafy nest, and Rose’s fingers itched to nestle it beside its mother’s warm body. She took off her gloves.


“Patience,” Charles whispered. “It’s best if we let Romeo take care of this herself.”


However, the gray cat was distracted and tired. Rose didn’t blame her one bit, but after a minute passed, she shot Charles a pleading look. The newborn kitten, trapped in a thin film, looked so lifeless compared to its fuzzy siblings.


She reached out, unsure how to help but knowing she had to try.


“Wait. The less we handle the kitten the better.” Using a handkerchief pulled from his pocket, he carefully broke the membrane and wiped the kitten’s face.


Though its body unfurled slightly, it didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.


Charles’s mouth was pressed in a thin line, and Rose wanted to scream at Romeo. Take care of this one. It needs you.


“If it doesn’t start breathing soon, it’s not going to survive.” He swept the kitten into his handkerchief, laid flat on his palm. “Come on, little one.”


Tears gathered in Rose’s eyes. The creature looked so small, so helpless, with its eyes closed tight and its chest motionless. She leaned over Charles’s hand, wishing she could somehow breathe life into the kitten.


Desperate, she lifted a corner of the handkerchief and rubbed it over the kitten’s belly. The fur there turned soft as down, but her patient remained in a precarious twilight—not quite alive, not quite dead. Several drops of crimson stained the crisp white cotton handkerchief. That couldn’t be good. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and because she didn’t know what else to do, what else to try, she rubbed the kitten’s chest harder.


Charles clasped her wrist, stilling her. “I’m sorry, Rose.”


No. This kitten was like her. Fragile and broken, but not dead.


She closed her eyes and made one last, fervent wish.


Overhead, thunder cracked, sending birds fluttering. Raindrops pattered on the canopy of leaves, searching for a path through the dense foliage. Several drops plunked on her head, streaked down her forehead, and mingled with her tears. But Charles’s warm strength flowed through her, and she willed it to flow through the kitten as well.


“Rose. Look, he’s moving!”


Unbelieving, she opened her eyes. The kitten yawned and stretched its paws, writhing on Charles’s hand.


He gazed at her with wonder. “You did it.”


His words made her glow on the inside, but then his face dimmed.


“He’s not out of danger, though. It shouldn’t be bleeding this much.” He pointed at the kitten’s belly. “See where the cord ripped? We need something to tie around it. Do you have anything in your bag?”


Frowning, she shook her head. She had string at the house, of course, but by the time she ran there and back, it could well be too late.


Where to find string or thread? She flipped over the edge of her gown, hastily yanked a thread from the hem, and held it up for Charles to see.


“Perfect. I’ll hold him while you tie the strand tightly around the cord. Don’t worry, you won’t hurt him. Or her,” he added with a heart-stopping smile. “We’ll have plenty of time to figure that out later.”


Her hands trembled so badly that the thread missed its mark and she tied a knot in the air.


But Charles spoke softly, his breath warm near her ear. “Take your time. This one’s a fighter. You’re almost there.”


The rain fell harder, plopping on the backs of her hands as she worked. Charles held his cap over the kitten to shelter it, and Rose remained focused on the task before her. She pressed on, ignoring the thunder, the kitten’s blood, and, most daunting of all, her self-doubt.


At last, she pulled the strands tight and looked at Charles triumphantly.


“Well done.” The approval in his voice and in his eyes made her belly flip—in a strange and pleasant way.


She held up the ends of the thread, each several inches long.


“Here, hold our patient. I’ve got a knife.” In one smooth motion, he snapped open a pocket knife and cut the extra lengths off the thread. “Let’s return him to Romeo and his siblings. See if he can hold his own.”


Gingerly, Rose placed the kitten in the nest, just under its mother’s chin. He huddled close to her neck, nuzzling against her fur and soaking up her warmth.


Romeo remained vexingly aloof.


“The kitten won’t take no for an answer,” predicted Charles. “Watch.”


Refusing to be ignored, the runt crawled his way on top of his mother’s head and slid down her nose. At last, she began to lick his fur.


“Thank God!” Charles jumped up, lifting Rose and spinning her till she was breathless and dizzy. Lowering her slowly to the ground, he added, “He’s going to be fine.”


The kitten would be fine. And maybe—just maybe—she would be, too.


Because standing there in the rain, with Charles’s hands firmly on the curve of her hips, she felt strong enough to face anything. Even her past.


His chest rose and fell as rapidly as hers did—faster than it should. His amber eyes turned a rich chestnut, and his gaze dropped to her mouth. Like he wanted to kiss her.


There was a long list of reasons why she shouldn’t let him.


She was a lady; he was a stable master.


She was gently bred; he bred horses.


She was expected to marry a gentleman; he came from a long line of servants.


And yet, in spite of all that, she placed her hands on his chest and lifted her chin, inviting him to kiss her. It was, perhaps, the most daring and reckless thing she’d ever done.


Charles was worth it.


He wrapped his hands around her wrists, tugged her closer, and gazed at her with an intensity that burned her to her very soul. “You tempt me, Rose. But you must understand. There’s a line here, and if we cross it, there will be no going back to how things were.”


Maybe she wanted to cross the line. Jump right over it. But he was right. Charles wasn’t the sort to do something halfway. If they kissed, she would be forever his. And that was a very long time.


She frowned, willing him to understand.


“I know what I want.” The desire in his eyes left no doubt as to his meaning, and the low, gravelly timbre of his voice promised all manner of wicked delights. “What do you want?”


I want you to heal me, to make me whole, to make me feel alive. I want you to kiss me.


She held her breath as he searched her face. His chest rose and fell as though he’d run a mile; beneath his wet, almost transparent, shirt, his shoulder muscles tensed.


He’d never failed to understand her before, but with every second that passed, she sensed his frustration growing. He wanted something more from her.


And she was unable to give it.


Releasing her, he looked away.


For once, her silence had disappointed him. She’d disappointed him.


He took two steps backward, but they might as well have been a mile. “If ever you need a friend, you may depend on me. But I think it’s best if you don’t visit the stables for a while.”


She gasped, reached for his arm, and opened her mouth.


He froze, expectant. Hopeful.


And all the things she wanted to say to him, all the feelings she wanted to confess, died somewhere between her heart and her throat. She pressed her lips together.


He nodded, as though he should have known better than to wish for more. “Good-bye, Lady Rose.”


And he turned and walked away, leaving her sobbing, silently.















Chapter One





Rearing: (1) The act of a horse rising up on its hind legs. (2) The raising and nurturing of a child, as in A gently reared, well-bred young lady would never loiter about the stables daydreaming of the handsome stable master.




Winter 1818


London’s elite could not fathom why a young, eligible miss like Lady Rose Sherbourne, who happened to be the Duke of Huntford’s sister, would choose to travel to Bath, playing the part of companion to the esteemed—but famously cantankerous—Lady Bonneville.


Rose had her reasons.


The first—which everyone rightfully suspected—was that she wished to escape the constant pressure from her well-meaning family to fall in love with a respectable gentleman and marry. As if she could, with a mere snap of her fingers, command her heart to desire a suitable sort of man. Her heart had proven to be less than docile.


The second reason, no one suspected.


Which was for the best.


Because her brother and sister, Owen and Olivia, would never approve of her plan to discover the whereabouts of their mother, who’d disappeared six years ago. According to rumor, Mama had left her husband and children to run off to the Continent with her lover.


But as far as Rose’s siblings were concerned, their mother was dead. No, worse than dead. It was as though her very existence had been erased.


No one spoke of her. Most of her personal things had been sold or given to the poor. Owen and Olivia would deny that they’d been born from her womb if they could, preferring a mythical sort of creation involving Zeus’s head or sea foam.


But as the youngest child, Rose couldn’t quite forget Mama. She couldn’t forget the tea parties where Mama carried on silly conversations with her doll guests, or the cozy evenings when Mama let Rose wear her silky ball dresses and prettiest slippers. There had been lazy afternoons when Rose and Olivia had stayed in their dressing gowns and listened to Mama read stories as they ate biscuits. A mother who’d done all those things couldn’t be all bad—even if she had abandoned her three children.


Owen and Olivia didn’t agree, however. Just the casual mention of Mama’s name darkened their moods, and for their sakes, Rose had tried to keep the past buried. But the older she grew, the more she needed to understand. And she couldn’t quite resist the urge to dig—to find out what had become of the mother she’d once adored.


So here she was, in a coach rumbling over the frozen ground toward Bath, grateful for the warmed brick beneath her feet and the whisper-soft fur lining her muff. Lady Bonneville sat beside her, snoring softly. The viscountess’s maid sat on the seat opposite them, gazing out the window and enjoying the few minutes of peace in much the same way a mother blissfully relishes her infant’s naptime.


The trip had been enjoyable thus far. Lady Bonneville was one of the few people who didn’t coddle Rose. Everyone else assumed she was fragile, on the verge of shattering if someone mentioned an unpleasant matter or looked at her askance. She had been fragile once, but no more. Indeed, she could feel herself becoming stronger every day.


Charles had provided the catalyst that helped her recover her voice. Even now, her palms grew clammy as she remembered that terrifying, momentous day. Her brother had learned of her secret visits to the stables and her intimate—if innocent—relationship with Charles. Enraged, Owen fired Charles and ordered him to leave Huntford Manor immediately. And Rose simply couldn’t let that happen.


So she’d uttered a single word. No.


She’d spoken millions more words since then, but none had been as difficult, as necessary, or as impassioned. She’d saved Charles’s job, and she’d saved herself from a life without him. At least temporarily.


But that was Rose’s problem—she was always so preoccupied with the past.


She was a grown woman now, and a completely different person, ready and able to take matters into her own hands. Somehow, she knew that if she were able to find her mother, she would finally be able to put her difficult past behind her and embrace the opportunities that lay before her. Something she hadn’t quite been able to manage heretofore.


Outside the foggy coach windows, miles of frostbitten pastures gradually gave way to cozy cottages blowing smoky tendrils from their chimneys. The dirt road widened into a city street with shops along either side, and an arched bridge ferried the coach across the River Avon, where ducks bobbed in the cold gray water. “We’ll be there soon,” Rose said to the maid. “Shall we wake her?”


Audrey molded her face into a stoic expression, nodded, and touched the viscountess’s arm with the caution one might use when petting a sleeping lion. “My lady, we shall arrive shortly.”


Lady Bonneville bolted upright and blinked. “It’s about time. Between the cold and the cramped conditions, sleeping is nigh impossible.”


Though Rose could hardly imagine a conveyance more luxurious than the viscountess’s coach, she offered a sympathetic smile. “You’ll soon be in Lady Yardley’s drawing room, enjoying a cup of hot tea.”


Lady Bonneville yawned and felt around on the velvet squabs beside her. “Audrey?”


“Here you are, my lady.” The maid proffered a lorgnette, which the older woman snatched and peered through, taking in the pinkish-orange sunset with apparent distaste.


Facing Rose, Lady Bonneville said, “Well then. This is your last chance. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather take a room at the White Hart?” The viscountess wrinkled her powdered face in concern. “Staying with an old friend of your mother’s is bound to resurrect some unpleasant memories.”


Rose’s heart beat rapidly, but she gave Lady Bonneville a reassuring smile. “Do not worry. I’ve made my peace with the past.” A small fib. “Besides, Lady Yardley is expecting us. It would be rude to decline her hospitality.” Even as she spoke, their hostess’s manor house came into view. Tall windows and iconic columns graced its honey-colored limestone walls.


“Rude? I should think not. When a woman is of a certain age”—Lady Bonneville lifted her chin proudly—“rude behavior is merely considered eccentric.” She narrowed her eyes, blatantly assessing Rose. “What is the real reason you decided to accompany me to Bath?”


The pulse at Rose’s throat beat like a hummingbird’s wings. “What do you mean?”


“Gads, gel. It’s a shame you are so kind, so…  guileless. You really are transparent, you know. It was obvious from the moment you volunteered to be my companion that you wished to escape London and your matchmaking relatives. Your sister-in-law, Anabelle, and her sister, Daphne, are quite determined. And I’ve no doubt that Olivia will join their ranks as soon as she returns from Egypt.”


“Yes. They mean well, but—”


Lady Bonneville held up a gloved hand, heavy with sparkling rings. “You needn’t defend them. There’s nothing so tiresome as blissfully happy newlyweds. Although I suppose new grandmothers are almost as tedious. My dear friend Marian can hardly tear herself away from her granddaughter—as though the little cretin will forget who she is if she goes out for one evening to play bridge.”


The viscountess snorted indelicately. “In any event, I don’t object to being your excuse for fleeing London. However, that does not mean I’ll allow you to hole yourself up in Lady Yardley’s gauche manor house all month with only a pair of older ladies and a stack of dull books for company. If you are to play the part of my companion, you shall have to try to keep up with me and my social engagements.”


“I’ll do my best.”


Rose intended to be a dutiful, pleasant companion. She only required a little time alone with their hostess—an old friend of Mama’s, and the one person she could think of who might know where to find her.


The coach glided to a stop in front of the house. Flanked by a line of servants, Lady Yardley stood ready to welcome them.


“Ah, here we are,” said the viscountess. “Let us hope my legs haven’t frozen all the way through. I should hate to have to ask a footman to carry me.” She shot Rose a mischievous grin. “Unless he was handsome—then I shouldn’t mind it at all.”


A half hour later, Lady Bonneville was sufficiently thawed to have tea with Rose and Lady Yardley in their hostess’s pale green drawing room. Despite Lady Bonneville’s warning, Rose could find nothing remotely gauche about the manor house. The drawing room’s thick carpet in muted creams and blues felt soft beneath her slippers, and the settee was angled in front of a flickering fire. Sconces on the wall lent a warm and inviting glow to the room.


Holding her lorgnette to her face, Lady Bonneville glared about as though a lady of ill repute might pop out from behind a sofa.


“It was good of you to come.” Lady Yardley smiled warmly, and the lines on her otherwise youthful face became more pronounced. She’d aged gracefully, just as Mama would no doubt have done. A familiar pang went through Rose.


“The house is so large, so empty,” Lady Yardley continued. “I haven’t entertained much since Roger passed, and I’ve missed it. Your visit gave me an excuse to bring out the fine china and silver.”


Lady Bonneville eyed the Wedgwood bone china, clearly unimpressed.


“Thank you for making us feel so welcome,” Rose said. “Shall I pour?”


“Please, dear.”


As Rose tipped the steaming pot over a delicate teacup, she felt Lady Yardley measuring her.


“So much like your mother. Not in the coloring, of course—your particular shade of red hair is utterly unique—but you do resemble her. It must be the high cheekbones and delicate chin. Wouldn’t you agree, Henrietta?”


The viscountess seemed to consider the question carefully, and Rose held her breath as she awaited the answer, conflicted about the response she hoped for.


“The more I get to know young Lady Rose, the more I think she is like her hair. Unique.”


Rose suspected unique was simply a polite way of saying odd. Then again, no one could accuse Lady Bonneville of being polite.


“Here, this will warm you.” Rose handed the viscountess her teacup.


Lady Bonneville grimaced. “I am warm enough. I require my footstool.”


“Ah.” The viscountess never went anywhere without the red velvet ottoman on which she rested her feet—a peculiar habit for which she was rather famous. “I believe Audrey is putting your things away. Shall I retrieve the stool for you?”


“I should think not. Simply tell Audrey that if my ottoman is not here within five minutes my legs will turn into sausages from the knees down—and that she shall be to blame.”


Rose spotted at least two other perfectly good footstools in the drawing room, but knew better than to suggest that Lady Bonneville use one till hers could be located.


“I’ll check with Audrey at once.” Rose smiled at Lady Yardley. “Excuse me.”


She glided out of the room and up the grand staircase. Though her visit had just begun, Rose felt hopeful. Lady Yardley had already mentioned Mama, so perhaps the topic wasn’t taboo, as it was at home. Still, she couldn’t imagine that Lady Bonneville would approve of her quest to discover Mama’s whereabouts. She was, in her own ornery way, very protective of Rose’s family—a fact she’d probably deny with her dying breath.


Lady Bonneville had been assigned the bedchamber next to hers. Rose knocked on the door and peeked inside, but the lady’s maid wasn’t there. Rose looked about for the red velvet ottoman. It had definitely been on the coach, hadn’t it? She had a small jolt of panic, the kind she imagined a mother must feel upon discovering she’d left her child’s favorite toy at home.


“Oh, Lady Rose. May I help you?”


Rose turned to find Audrey standing in the doorway, slightly breathless.


“I’d come looking for—”


“Her ladyship’s ottoman? I just took it to her.” She smiled apologetically. “You’d think I’d know better by now than to keep Lady Bonneville waiting.”


“Do not fret. I suspect that she derives a great deal of pleasure from complaining—you would not wish to deny her that, would you?”


“You’re very kind,” the maid said gratefully. “You should return to the drawing room and finish your tea. Meanwhile, I’ll go next door and unpack your things. Hopefully you can have a rest before dinner.”


Rose was already looking forward to an hour of solitude. Humming to herself, she made her way back down to the drawing room. She was about to enter, when something made her freeze just outside the door. From where she stood, she could see Lady Bonneville, slippers perched on her bright red footstool. She was leaning forward, serious and thoughtful as she listened to Lady Yardley. Their hostess stood beside a desk, glancing down occasionally at a paper she held. “Such a pity,” she was saying. “Who would have thought?”


A chill ran through Rose and the back of her neck prickled. Somehow, she knew Lady Yardley was talking about Mama. She debated whether to remain there, eavesdropping, or to boldly walk in, asking for answers. In the end, she compromised, clearing her throat before walking toward the settee. “Have I missed anything?” she asked innocently.


The paper Lady Yardley was holding fluttered from her fingers and landed on the desk. She opened the drawer and stuffed it—a letter perhaps?—inside before shutting it with considerably more force than was necessary. Her face flushed. “No, not a thing.”


Rose looked at Lady Bonneville, who suddenly seemed fascinated with the vase sitting on the table beside her. “Come have a crumpet, dear.”


Anger flashed through her. If Lady Yardley knew something about Mama, Rose had a right to know it, too. Why did Lady Bonneville think she could placate her with a pastry? Though tempted to protest and make a scene, Rose refrained—as she’d learned to do so long ago.


She had to keep her emotions in check, needed to maintain her sense of calm. If she let go, even the slightest little bit, she might unleash all the anguish that had built up inside her—a terrifying thought if ever there was one.


And so she obediently took her seat and pretended that she wasn’t at all curious about the conversation she’d almost overheard. She poured herself tea and even had a bite to eat, as Lady Bonneville had suggested. She made polite small talk with her hostess and acted interested in all the upcoming engagements on her social calendar, many of which she and Lady Bonneville would attend as well. A serene smile in place once more, Rose smoothed over the viscountess’s rough edges, which also seemed to endear her to Lady Yardley.


And all the while, she plotted how to get her hands on that letter.















Chapter Two



Later that evening, Rose waited in her room, listening intently. When Audrey knocked on Lady Bonneville’s door and began to help her dress for dinner—a rather involved process—Rose stood and took a deep, fortifying breath.


She was determined to retrieve the letter from Lady Yardley’s desk. It was wrong, of course, a clear invasion of privacy, but for once, Rose shushed her conscience. The anger she’d felt before had waned a bit, but her need to know had not. She feared that the longer she waited, the less likely the letter would be there. Lady Yardley might move it to a more secure spot or, worse, burn it. Perhaps she already had.


Hopefully, Lady Yardley had forgotten about the letter and was also dressing for dinner. Rose needed only five minutes. And a bit of good fortune.


She slipped out of her room and down the corridor, grateful that she was quite alone. The house was so sprawling, so devoid of humanity, that she could almost hear her frantic heartbeat echoing off the walls.


As she entered the drawing room, a shiver ran through her. She was afraid of being discovered—and even more afraid of what she might discover.


Secrets. Her mother had been full of them. At a young and fragile age, Rose had come face-to-face with Mama’s most scandalous and shameful secret. It had been the reason she went silent for so long. Even now, she wished she could unsee it.


As she approached Lady Yardley’s feminine mahogany desk, she doubled her resolve. Mama had already disgraced and abandoned her family. She’d chosen a life of excess and pleasure over responsibility and them—her children. Rose couldn’t imagine it was possible for Mama to hurt her any more than she already had.


Besides, the whole point of coming to Bath was to discover the truth. No matter how ugly it might be.


The servants had already cleared the tea tray, and the fire burned low in the grate. The room was quiet but for the soft sizzle of the log and the ticking of the clock on the mantel.


Rose pulled open the drawer.


There, on top of a stack of correspondence, was a slightly crumpled letter.


Written in Mama’s handwriting.


The cheerful, flowing script was perfectly matched to her lilting voice and twinkling eyes. It was more of her mother than Rose had seen or felt in six years, and the force of it hit her solidly in the belly.


Just holding the letter unleashed a rush of memories so sweet that they hurt. Mama’s golden beauty and contagious smile. Her soothing touch on Rose’s fevered brow. The way her exquisite French perfume lingered after she’d tucked Rose into bed.


Of course, Mama hadn’t written her a note, and that knowledge stung.


But there was no time for self-pity or hurt. The letter Rose held was a clue, and she’d be a fool not to read it—quickly.


She lifted the paper, but the words swam before her. Sniffling, she swiped at the corners of her eyes.


“What are you doing?”


The voice was authoritative, rich, and deep. And hauntingly familiar.


She turned, hiding the letter behind her. She made a clumsy attempt to shove the drawer shut with her bottom but succeeded only in bumping the desk, which rocked on spindly legs. The man must be a servant. If she could manage a haughty tone, she could probably talk her way out of the situation. But she’d never been particularly good at haughty. Her face burned.


“I was looking for something.” She looked at the man, hoping he wasn’t half as intimidating as he sounded, and froze.


Dear God. It couldn’t be.


“Rose?” He blinked, clearly as stunned as she, then quickly corrected himself. “Lady Rose?”


“Charles.” The sound of his name on her lips was surreal. She’d thought that her feelings for him had withered, dried, and blown away like dead leaves.


She’d been wrong.


He was the same as she remembered—confident, solid, and steady. But he was different, too. His hair had turned a darker shade of gold, and he seemed to have grown all over. His neck was thicker, his jaw stronger. He’d traded the patched trousers and threadbare shirt that he’d worn in the stables for buckskin breeches and a nicely tailored jacket, both of which showed his strong physique to advantage. But the biggest change in him was the way he looked at her.


And it nearly broke her heart.


For instead of looking happy to see her, like he was anticipating a few stolen moments of summertime bliss, he looked suspicious. The laughing amber eyes that had always welcomed her to the stable glowered, chilly and remote.


She choked out the obvious question. “What are you doing at Lady Yardley’s?”


“I could ask the same of you.” The words, formal and clipped, didn’t fit with the Charles she knew.


She raised her chin and matched her tone to his. “I’m acting as a companion to Lady Bonneville, and we’re guests of the countess.”


“You’re a companion?” He raised a brow, skeptical.


“Yes.”


“Why?”


Once, she would have willingly explained everything to him. For even before she’d regained her voice, she’d shared her whole being with him—she’d been as honest and open as it was possible for her to be. But now, his question irritated her. It presumed too much—a connection, a trust, a bond.


“I don’t see that it’s any concern of yours.”


“Forgive me.” But the look he leveled at her belied his apology. It said, Fine. We can play it that way if you’d like.


Fighting the urge to shiver, she folded the letter behind her back. She felt for the drawer, slipped the note through the crack, and slid the drawer shut. “You’re no longer a stable master.” It was an idiotic thing to say, but she had to say something—anything—to fill the vast and unnatural gulf between them.


“No.” His stiff smile didn’t reach his eyes.


“And I think it’s safe to presume,” she stated saucily, “that you’re not Lady Yardley’s companion.”


“I am not.” This time, his smile was genuine.


Dangerous, that. She gripped the edge of the desk behind her to keep her knees from wobbling.


He took one step toward her. “I’m her steward.”


Ah, he’d been too busy moving up in the world to reply to her letters. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to better his station in life—that had always been his dream. Perhaps he wanted no reminders of the days he’d spent mucking out stables. But those days happened to be the ones she most treasured.


“Congratulations are in order then.”


“I’m grateful to Lady Yardley for giving me the opportunity.” He took another step toward Rose. “And I am in her debt.”


The show of loyalty to his employer stung—especially since he seemed to have forgotten the sultry summer days and the confidences they’d shared. “I’ve no doubt you’ve proven yourself worthy.”


He strode closer, till only an arm’s length separated them. His clothes might have been more refined, but the man beneath them was not. He looked like he’d be more at ease chopping wood and hammering nails outdoors than reviewing ledgers and attending to correspondence in a study. The merest shadow of a beard covered the lower half of his masculine face, but his lips, soft and full, captured her attention. She’d imagined kissing him so many times that she could almost convince herself she had.


“I need to ask you again,” he said evenly. “What are you doing in here?”


“We had tea here earlier. I left something behind.”


“In Lady Yardley’s desk?” he asked doubtfully.


Drat. She’d rather hoped he hadn’t seen her rummaging through the drawer. “No, of course not. I, ah, simply noticed that the drawer was open and thought I’d close it.” Heat crept up her face—the curse of being a redhead. Even the tops of her ears burned.


“I see.” His cool, assessing gaze raked over her. “Did you find it?”


“Pardon?” Her mouth went dry. Had he seen her holding the letter?


“The item you left behind.”


She laughed a bit too loudly. “No. That is, perhaps it’s in my room after all.”


He nodded—as though he didn’t believe a word she said.


“In fact, I’m sure I left it there. I feel quite foolish for coming here to search for it. I don’t suppose we could pretend that I didn’t?”


Rose held her breath as she awaited his response. Asking him to overlook her snooping was like asking him to put her before his employer, Lady Yardley. He’d always been very dedicated to his job, the most conscientious of workers, and yet, there was a time when Charles would have put her ahead of anyone. She wouldn’t have even had to ask. But that was years ago, and he wasn’t the same. She wasn’t the same.


He inclined his head politely. Distantly. Like they were barely acquainted. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Lady Rose.” With that, he stepped aside and glanced at the door, dismissing her. He might be willing to forget about this incident, but he wasn’t about to leave her to her own devices in Lady Yardley’s drawing room.


She thought of the letter with her mother’s handwriting, still sitting in the desk drawer. It could hold all the answers Rose was seeking. Who knew when she’d have another chance to peek at the letter, or whether it would still be there when she did? Surely that was the reason her feet refused to move.


The stark physical change in Charles made her realize just how young he’d been the summer that she’d met him. Back then, she’d thought him terribly mature and experienced, but the truth was he’d been little more than a boy himself. She should never have placed so much hope in him. She should have known they’d grow apart—that he’d leave, just as Mama had. Papa, too. No, it wasn’t Charles’s fault that she’d been so naïve. She always expected too much from people…  and was inevitably disappointed.


“You should leave now.” His voice was deeper but still achingly familiar.


Hurt, and determined that he should not see it, Rose lifted her chin. “I was just about to return to my room to dress for dinner.”


“I think that would be best.”


She should have simply nodded and taken her leave. But that one simple statement, uttered with such frosty detachment, wounded her to the core.


She was tired of being dismissed, deserted, and forgotten. Years might have passed, but the ache in her chest was a permanent, palpable thing. Mama was missing; Papa was dead. And now Charles was here, in the flesh, exposing all the hurt and grief once again.


She couldn’t walk away.


“Why do you want me to leave, Charles? Does it make you uncomfortable that the girl who once visited you in the stables has made an appearance in your new life?”


“No.” His brows, several shades darker than his golden hair, drew together. It was a glimpse of the old Charles—the one who would sooner die than hurt her, the one who looked at her with undisguised longing. “I heard some of the staff in the hallway. I didn’t think you’d want to be discovered here. With me.”


Well, that did make sense…  but wait. As of this moment, she was through with giving people the benefit of the doubt. Especially the ones who’d let her down.


“If you are truly concerned for my reputation,” she said, “why don’t you leave? It’s what a gentleman would do.”


She regretted the words the moment she’d uttered them. She’d only meant to point out that his behavior was less than gallant, not to belittle his station or to wound his pride.


Throwing off the mask of polite behavior, he leaned toward her and curled his mouth into a wicked smile. “You should know, Rose, that I’m no gentleman.”


His breath was a caress on her neck, his words a heady elixir. This was the closest he’d ever come to flirting with her. And she had to admit…  she liked it. So much so, that she almost forgot he had caught her brazenly riffling through the contents of his employer’s desk drawer.


But the suspicion in his beautiful brown eyes told her that he hadn’t forgotten.


“What were you really doing in here?” His whispered question invited her confidences and promised understanding.


But this was not the Charles she’d known before—predictable, solid, and safe. As his heavy-lidded gaze drifted over her, her pulse leaped in her throat, confirming her thoughts. There was nothing safe about him.


“Excuse me. I must go.” Just as she started to sweep past him, footsteps sounded in the hall. Charles grasped her upper arm, pulled her away from the desk, and almost carried her to the shadowed area between the large open door and a bookcase. He pressed her back against the shelves and held a calloused finger to her lips.


Rose’s whole body tingled.


It sounded as though a maid had entered the drawing room and was lighting a few lamps. She proceeded to plump the pillows on the chairs and settees, timing each thump of the velvet pillows to the beat of the waltz she was humming.


Meanwhile, Charles stood very close, his torso a mere inch from Rose’s. It was too dark to see his face—to see anything, really—but somehow she felt the intensity of his gaze upon her, heating her skin. The air fairly crackled around them. And his finger still rested on her lips.


It was funny how one little transgression led to another. Her heart pounded in her chest from fear, desire, and delight at her own daring. No one—not even her dear sister, Olivia—would believe that the always obedient and demure Rose was hiding in the shadows of Lady Yardley’s drawing room. With a man. The same virile, breathtakingly handsome man whom she’d once believed she loved. The man she’d never been quite able to forget.


Charles felt as though he’d stumbled into a strange dream. He shouldn’t be hiding behind a door with Rose or touching her mouth. And he certainly shouldn’t be thinking of all the wicked things he’d like to do to her.


Seeing her, after so many years, was a punch to the gut. The flimsy lies he’d told himself—it was a youthful infatuation, you’ll forget her in time—didn’t begin to hold up now that she was in his arms. Her creamy skin, fine features, and slender frame would drive any man to distraction, but for him, the pull was greater. He knew that her delicate beauty hid deep wisdom and quiet strength. He knew Rose.


And the truth was that he’d never stopped wanting her.


He peered around the edge of the door. The maid knelt before the fireplace, adding a few sticks of kindling to the grate. She was probably preparing the room for a before-dinner gathering.


Somehow, he had to make sure Rose escaped from the room unseen—or at least unseen with him.


The maid’s back was to the door. He could whisk Rose out of the room in two seconds and the servant would be none the wiser.


“Follow my lead,” he whispered.


Slowly—reluctantly—he let his finger drop and placed his hands on Rose’s slender shoulders.


She nodded. At least she wasn’t resisting him. He slipped an arm behind her and prepared to guide her around the door and out of Lady Yardley’s drawing room. He checked once more to ensure the maid was still tending the fire, but she’d moved. She was wiping her hands on her apron as she walked directly toward the doorway—and Rose and him.


He hauled her lithe body against his and pressed her against the wall of bookshelves, trying to make their entwined bodies as small as possible. Her sharp intake of breath reminded him she wasn’t accustomed to being manhandled, and he supposed he should be grateful she hadn’t slapped him across the face—not yet, at any rate.


The maid’s humming grew louder as she approached the door, but then her singing and her footsteps halted suddenly, as though she were pausing to listen. Perhaps she was simply giving the room one last check…  or maybe she’d sensed something was not as it should be. Charles watched her shadow glide toward Lady Yardley’s desk and listened as she moved something—probably the small portrait that sat on top of it.


Charles didn’t breathe, didn’t flinch. Rose was a statue in his arms—a very beautiful, warm, soft statue.


At last, the maid hurried out of the room, humming once more as she walked down the corridor.


And still, neither he nor Rose moved. Her dress was silky beneath his arm, and the faint scent of summer wildflowers filled his head.


“The maid’s gone,” he said. A statement so obvious and mundane should have broken the odd spell that had settled over them in their hiding spot. It didn’t.


“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “That was frightfully close.” And still she didn’t pull away.


“Rose,” he began, uncertain of what he wanted to say and even more uncertain of what he should say. He couldn’t believe she was there. He’d glimpsed her auburn hair as he’d walked by the drawing room earlier, and it had stopped him dead in his tracks. That distinct, fiery shade could have been only hers.


Having Rose here at Lady Yardley’s was everything he’d hoped for and everything he’d feared. He’d liked and admired her from the first day he’d met her. And then came the summer he’d begun to look at her differently—the summer he’d started to fantasize about kissing her. Which he definitely could not do. Not then, not now.


“It’s good to see you, Charles,” she whispered. “I should have said that before.”


“I’m sorry if I—”


“There’s no need to apologize—for anything.”


But there was. He really should explain why he’d left Huntford Manor without a word and why he hadn’t replied to dozens of her letters. The problem was that all the explanations in the world couldn’t change the truth.


“I hope I didn’t hurt you.” He let her go and instantly felt a strange sense of loss.


She walked out of the shadows and smoothed her skirts. “You didn’t. I’m stronger than I used to be.” Her smile said she wasn’t talking just about physical strength.


“That’s good.”


She stood there as though she expected him to say more. If he were nineteen again, he might invite her on a picnic or ask her if she’d like to meet him at the stables and feed apples to the horses. But he wasn’t the same lad. And she sure as hell wasn’t the same girl.


After a year of working on the docks and another assisting the steward of a gentleman he’d met in a pub, he was finally on his way to achieving his dream. He couldn’t let this beauty distract him from his goals, no matter how much she tempted him. And he couldn’t let her riffle through his employer’s personal papers either.


“I must go and dress for dinner.” She headed toward the door, paused, and turned to look at him. “Thank you for understanding.”


“But I don’t.” He didn’t understand why she had become Lady Bonneville’s companion or what she’d been doing looking in Lady Yardley’s desk. He most definitely didn’t understand what had just transpired between them.


“Then I thank you for your discretion.”


With that, she glided into the hallway and out of sight. Charles stood there stunned. The desk drawer beckoned, tempting him to look at its contents and discover Rose’s secrets. However, that would have amounted to a betrayal of her…  and Lady Yardley. Besides, he had no legitimate reason to be near the desk—or even in the drawing room.


No good could come of pursuing answers where Rose was concerned. They had grown apart over the last few years, and that was as it should be. If all went according to plan, he’d be heading to America within the year—far from England’s civilized shores and far from Rose’s knowing gaze.















Chapter Three





Snort: (1) The loud sound a horse makes by forcing air through its nostrils. (2) The unladylike noise a viscountess makes when surrounded by idiots.




You look positively wretched this morning.” Lady Bonneville nibbled delicately on the corner of her toast as she eyed Rose from across Lady Yardley’s breakfast table. “Your face is pale and your eyes are puffy. Was your mattress as hard as mine? I might as well have been slumbering on sarsen stone. Be a dear and pass the jam.”


“Oh.” Lady Yardley coughed and touched a hand to her throat, like her last bite of ham had gone down the wrong pipe. “I shall have Mrs. Seymour look into it at once.”


“Please do not trouble yourself,” Rose said quickly. “Our rooms are lovely and our beds are quite comfortable.”


Lady Bonneville squinted at Rose, her displeasure etched in the deep lines framing her mouth. “I hardly think you an authority on the comfort of my mattress.”


Rose ignored this and smiled at Lady Yardley. “If I look tired, I’m sure it’s due to the hours we spent traveling yesterday.”


It was a lie. Her sleepless night was due to one stable master–turned–steward. Thoughts of him had troubled her throughout the night. She wondered what had brought him to Lady Yardley’s house in Bath and whether he’d report her suspicious activities of the night before. She wondered if he remembered the golden summer they’d spent at Huntford Manor and whether any remnants of their improbable but cherished friendship had survived their separation. But mostly she wondered what it would be like to kiss him—to surrender to the desire she’d felt when he held her.


Of course, he hadn’t meant to hold her. It was more of a necessity, an act of desperation in order to avoid discovery. But whatever the circumstances, having his hard, large body pressed against hers had been…  unsettling. And not the least bit unpleasant.


His torso was a wall of muscle, broad and unyielding, and his arm had easily circled her waist, holding her snug against him. With any other man, she imagined she’d have felt trapped and suffocated. However, with Charles she felt safe and slightly woozy at the same time.


“Rose!” Lady Bonneville was clearly cross, and she startled Rose so badly that she almost tipped over the cream. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”


Rose searched her memory for some thread of the conversation but found nary a trace. “Forgive me. What were you saying?”


“Why haven’t you touched your food?” The viscountess looked down her nose at the runny egg on Rose’s plate. “Never mind, I think I know the answer. At least we shan’t grow too plump during our stay.”


Lady Yardley whimpered into her teacup.


“Everything looks delicious,” Rose assured their hostess. “I haven’t much of an appetite this morning.”


“Heed my advice,” Lady Bonneville said to Rose, “and go back to bed—it’s what I intend to do. Before you retire to your room, however, would you fetch my book from the drawing room? I left it on the table beside the settee last night.”


“Of course.” Rose checked the urge to leap out of her chair. She’d been trying to think of an excuse to return to the room so that she could retrieve her mother’s letter, and Lady Bonneville had unwittingly provided it. “If you’d like I could read to you while you’re resting.”


“I suppose I can let you attempt it. I’m rather particular about the way in which books are read aloud. Too much expression vexes me; too little bores me.”


Rose stood and placed her napkin on the table. “I shall endeavor to do my best. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll fetch the book and meet you in your room in a few minutes.”


For a few minutes was all she’d need.


She glided from the breakfast room and down the chilly corridor, wrapping her shawl more tightly about her. The drawing room door was open, and sunlight streamed through the tall windows, banishing the shadows of the previous night. Standing in the bright room, it was hard to believe that she and Charles had managed to hide by the bookshelves.


But Rose had no time to linger, no time to contemplate that unexpected, intimate encounter. She spotted the viscountess’s book across the room, went to pick it up, and tucked it under one arm. Then she strode directly to the desk, eager to see her mother’s familiar handwriting once more. She’d already decided she wouldn’t read the letter right away. She would slip the folded paper into her pocket and wait until after Lady Bonneville was napping to read it. She suspected it would take some time to digest, and she wouldn’t be able to do so while she was reading to the viscountess.


Rose’s hand trembled as she opened the desk drawer. Just like last night, it was full of letters and writing supplies…  but something was different. The papers were neatly bound in string or ribbon. Several ink pots sat in a row with quills nestled beside them. Rose set down the viscountess’s book and frantically flipped through the bundled papers in the drawer, hoping against hope that her mother’s note—the one she’d held in her hands just hours ago—would be there.


It was not.


Anger, hot and fierce, welled up inside her. Somebody had removed the letter to ensure that she could not read it.


And there was no doubt who that somebody was, for only Charles had seen her snooping.


She’d thought she could trust him. She’d thought he was on her side.


But perhaps he was not the man she’d imagined him to be.


She checked the other desk drawers, but didn’t really expect to find the letter there. If she wanted to get it back, she was going to have to find Charles and either convince him that she deserved to have it or take it without his consent—and if it came to that, she would.


No one had ever accused Rose of being unscrupulous, but she knew in her heart that she’d do anything to obtain that letter—that little piece of Mama.


Lord help the handsome steward who stood in her way.


Charles divided his duties into two categories. The first, which he vastly preferred, were the physical sorts of activities. Riding around the estate, seeing to repairs, and visiting tenants took up much of his day. He knew he should delegate more of the work, but he liked the satisfaction of mending a fence or patching a leaking roof. Anything to get him out from behind a damned desk.


Which brought him to the second, reviled group of tasks: reviewing ledgers, ensuring accounts were up-to-date, and meeting with Lady Yardley. Not that she was a particularly demanding employer—he just felt trapped if he had to spend more than a few hours sitting indoors.


Today in particular he would avoid the manor house. He needed to lose himself in his work.


Because the one woman he’d always wanted was here in Bath—staying on the estate where he lived and worked.


During his last summer working at Huntford Manor, he and Rose had forged an unlikely bond. He’d been a sullen nineteen-year-old with a huge chip on his shoulder and every reason to distrust Rose. As the sister of a duke, she stood for the very things he resented: wealth, privilege, and power.


But damn it, she hadn’t looked like a spoiled debutante when she came into the stables, sat on an upside-down pail, and silently pet Romeo behind his mangy ears. Animals loved her, and he’d respected that. Besides, the loneliness and sadness in her eyes would have crumbled anyone’s defenses.


The connection was more than that though. She’d seen something in him that no one but his father had. She believed he could do anything—break the wildest stud colt, heal the sickliest mare, and manage the finest stables in all of England. He might have been a stable master on her brother’s estate, but she’d made him feel like a king.


It had been only a matter of time before he’d wanted more than friendship. Her beauty was ethereal and earthly at the same time. Lips he was sure had never been kissed taunted him with their ripe fullness. Hair the color of a perfect sunset begged to be touched. He’d desired her with every fiber of his being. And she’d desired him, too.


But he would never have been content with a part of her. Or a few passionate kisses. He wanted all of her—and it was the very thing that drove him to make something more of himself.


Now she was here, even more beautiful than he’d remembered. And the chasm between them seemed wider than ever.


So he’d decided to spend the bitterly cold afternoon inspecting the garden and noting items to discuss with the head gardener. He strode over pebbled paths, welcoming the brisk breeze that stung his face and the little clouds that appeared when he exhaled.


Winter was a fine time to see to the garden’s structural elements. With the branches stripped of their green finery, imperfections in the architecture stood out. The trellis required painting and some of the border stones along a path needed replacing. As he walked down a narrow pathway, one of the large flat slabs of slate beneath his boots wobbled. He crouched to inspect it more closely.


Some of the dirt under one corner of the stone had shifted—either from erosion or a burrowing creature. A hazard such as this was best dealt with immediately, before someone tripped on the stone and took a tumble into the rosebushes. He hadn’t brought a shovel or any other tools, but this wasn’t a difficult job.


He gripped the edges of the rock and grunted as he hoisted it aside, then exhaled as it thudded on the grass. The soil where the rock had been was compacted—except for one spot where a small animal had dug out a home. Charles frowned. He loved animals more than he did most people, but this creature was going to have to relocate. He’d probably have to come back with a shovel to get the ground completely firm and level, but for now, he stood and dug the heel of his boot into the ground to push dirt into the hole.


“You’re a difficult man to find.”


Startled, Charles turned to see Rose standing on the walkway. She wore a long, midnight-blue hooded cloak trimmed in snow-white fur, but her cheeks and the tip of her nose were pink from the cold. Tendrils of her fiery hair peeked out from beneath her hood, instantly adding color and life to the dreary garden.


“It’s rare that anyone comes looking for me.” He brushed off his gloves and stood. “Least of all a beautiful young woman. How can I be of service?”


She raised her chin. “I think you know.”


“I’m afraid I don’t. Is this about last night?”


“What have you done with it?” she asked.
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