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      Part 1

The Return






      
      1

      
      
      
      
      Despite the early hour and the chilly weather, the yard of the White Horse Inn in Fetter Lane, London, was crowded and noisy.
         The stagecoach for the West Country was preparing to make its daily run. Few passengers had yet boarded; most were milling
         about anxiously to see that their luggage had been properly stowed. Hawkers attempted to sell their wares to passengers for
         whom the day would be long and tedious. Grooms bustled about their business. Ragged children, when they were not being shooed
         back into the street, darted about, feeding on the excitement.
      

      
      The guard blew his horn, a deafening warning that the coach would be departing within a few minutes and anyone with a ticket
         would be well advised to climb aboard.
      

      
      Captain Gordon Harris, looking smart in the green regimentals of the Ninety-fifth Rifles, and his young wife, who was warmly
         and modishly dressed, looked somewhat out of place in such inelegant surroundings. But they were not themselves passengers. They had accompanied a woman to the White Horse in order to see her on her way.
      

      
      Her appearance was in marked contrast to theirs. While she was clean and tidy, she was undeniably shabby. She wore a simple
         high-waisted cotton dress with a shawl for warmth. Both garments looked well worn and well washed. Her bonnet, which had perhaps
         once been pretty even if never quite modish, had clearly shielded its wearer from one too many rainstorms. Its wide brim was
         limp and misshapen. She was a young woman – indeed, she was so small and so slight of frame that she might at first glance
         have been mistaken for a mere girl. But there was something about her that drew second, more lingering glances from several
         of the men who were busy about their various tasks. There were beauty and grace and some indefinable air of femininity about
         her to proclaim that she was indeed a woman.
      

      
      ‘I must be getting into the coach,’ she said with a smile for the captain and his wife. ‘You need not stay here any longer.
         It is too cold to be standing about.’ She held out both her slim hands to Mrs Harris, though she looked alternately at both
         of them. ‘How will I ever be able to thank you sufficiently for all you have done for me?’
      

      
      Tears sprang to Mrs Harris’s eyes, and she enfolded the young woman tightly in her arms. ‘We have done nothing of any great
         significance,’ she said. ‘And now we are abandoning you to travel on the stage, the very cheapest form of transportation,
         when you might have gone more respectably by post chaise or at the very worst by the mailcoach.’
      

      
      ‘I have borrowed enough from you,’ the young woman said, ‘without indulging in needless extravagances.’

      
      ‘Borrowed.’ Mrs Harris removed a lace-edged handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed at her eyes with it.
      

      
      
      ‘It is still not too late to alter your plans, you know.’ Captain Harris took one of the young woman’s hands in both of his
         own. ‘Come back to our hotel with us for breakfast and I shall write that letter even before I eat, and send it on its way.
         I daresay there will be an answer within the week.’
      

      
      ‘No, sir,’ she told him quite firmly, though she smiled. ‘I cannot wait. I must go.’

      
      He did not argue further but sighed, patted her hand, and then impulsively pulled her into a hug as his wife had done. By
         that time she was in danger of losing the inside seat he had quite adamantly insisted upon. He had even slipped the coachman
         a tip to ensure her a window seat for the long journey to the village of Upper Newbury in Dorsetshire. But a large woman,
         who looked as if she might be ready to take on any coachman or any army captain who dared cross her, or indeed both at once,
         was already settling herself into the only window seat still available.
      

      
      The young woman had to squeeze herself into a middle seat. But she did not appear to share the captain’s wrath. She smiled
         and lifted a hand in farewell. As she did so, the guard’s horn blew again as a warning to everyone nearby that the stage was
         about to begin its journey.
      

      
      Mrs Harris’s gloved hand was still raised in an answering farewell wave after the stagecoach had rumbled out of the yard,
         turned onto the street, and disappeared from sight.
      

      
      ‘I have never in my life known anyone so stubborn,’ she said, using her handkerchief again. ‘Or anyone so dear. What will
         become of her, Gordon?’
      

      
      The captain sighed once more. ‘I fear she is doing the wrong thing,’ he said. ‘Almost a year and a half has passed, and what
         seemed like madness even at the time will doubtless be a total impossibility now. But she does not understand.’
      

      
      
      ‘Her sudden appearance is going to come as a dreadful shock,’ Mrs Harris said. ‘Oh, foolish girl to have refused to delay
         even a few days while you wrote a letter. How will she manage, Gordon? She is so small and so frail and so – so innocent. I fear for her.’
      

      
      ‘For as long as I have known Lily,’ Captain Harris replied, ‘she has looked much the same, though admittedly she is thinner
         than she used to be. The appearance of fragility and innocence are largely illusory, though. We know that she has been through
         a great deal that would severely test the roughest and toughest of my men. But she must have experienced worse things that
         we can only imagine.’
      

      
      ‘I prefer not even to try,’ his wife said fervently.

      
      ‘She has survived, Maisie,’ he reminded her, ‘with her pride and her courage intact. And her sweetness too – she seems not
         to have been embittered. Despite everything there still appears to be more than a touch of innocence about her.’
      

      
      ‘What will he do when she arrives?’ she asked as they began to walk back to their hotel for breakfast. ‘Oh dear, he really
         ought to have been warned.’
      

      
      Newbury Abbey, the country seat and principal estate of the Earl of Kilbourne in Dorsetshire, was an imposing mansion in a
         large, carefully tended park that included a secluded, fern-laden valley and a private golden beach. Beyond the gates of the
         park, Upper Newbury was a picturesque village of thatched, whitewashed houses clustered about a green with the tall-spired
         Church of All Souls and an inn with its taproom belowstairs and its assembly room and guest rooms abovestairs. The village
         of Lower Newbury, a fishing community built about the sheltered cove on which fishing boats bobbed at rest when not in use,
         was connected to the upper village by a steep lane, lined with houses and a few shops.
      

      
      The inhabitants of both villages and the surrounding countryside were, on the whole, content with the quiet obscurity of their
         lives. But, when all was said and done, they were only human. They liked a spot of excitement as well as the next man or woman.
         Newbury Abbey supplied it on occasion.
      

      
      The last grand spectacle had been the funeral of the old earl more than a year before. The new earl, his son, had been in
         Portugal at the time with Lord Wellington’s armies and had been unable to return in time for the somber event. He had sold
         his commission and come home later to take up his responsibilities.
      

      
      And now – in early May of 1813 – the people of the Newburys were about to experience something far more joyful, far more splendid
         than a funeral. Neville Wyatt, the new Earl of Kilbourne, a young man of seven-and-twenty years, was to be married to his
         cousin by marriage, who had been brought up at the abbey with him and his sister, Lady Gwendoline. His father, the late earl,
         and Baron Galton, the bride’s maternal grandfather, had planned the match many years before.
      

      
      It was a popular match. There could be no more handsome couple, the villagers were generally agreed, than the Earl of Kilbourne
         and Miss Lauren Edgeworth. His lordship had gone away to the wars – much against his father’s wishes, it had been rumored
         – as a tall, slender, blond, and handsome boy. He had returned six years later improved almost beyond recognition. He was
         broad where a man should be broad, slim where a man should be slim, and fit and strong and rugged. Even the scar of an old
         saber wound that slashed his face from right temple to chin, only narrowly missing both his eye and the corner of his mouth, seemed somehow to enhance rather than mar his good looks. As for Miss Edgeworth,
         she was tall and slim and elegant and as pretty as any picture with her dark shiny curls and eyes that some described as smoky
         and others as violet, though all were agreed that they were uncommonly lovely. And she had waited patiently for her earl to
         an almost dangerously advanced age – she was all of four-and-twenty.
      

      
      It was all very proper and very romantic, everyone agreed.

      
      For two days a steady stream of grand carriages had passed through the village and been duly gawked at by the more vulgar
         and peered at from behind parlor curtains by the more genteel. Half the quality of England was coming for the occasion, it
         was said, and more titled persons than some of them had known existed in all of England, Scotland, and Wales combined. Rumor
         had it – though it was surely more fact than rumor since it had come directly from the first cousin of the brother-in-law
         of the aunt of one of the kitchen maids at Newbury – that there was not a bedchamber at the abbey that was not to be filled
         with guests. And that was a prodigious number of rooms.
      

      
      A number of local families had received invitations – to the wedding itself and the breakfast that would follow it at the
         abbey, and to the grand ball that was to take place on the evening prior to the wedding. Indeed, no one could remember more
         elaborate plans. Even the humbler folk were not doomed to being mere spectators. While the wedding guests were partaking of
         their breakfast, the villagers would be enjoying a sumptuous repast of their own, to be served inside the inn at the earl’s
         behest and expense. There was to be dancing afterward about the maypole on the green.
      

      
      The wedding eve was a time of heightened activity in the village. Tantalizing aromas of cooking wafted from the inn all day long in promise of the next day’s feast. Some of the women
         set the tables in the assembly room while their men hung colored streamers from the maypole and children tried them out and
         were scolded for tangling them and getting under everyone’s feet. Miss Taylor, spinster daughter of a former vicar, and her
         younger sister, Miss Amelia, helped the vicar’s wife decorate the church with white bows and spring flowers while the vicar
         set new candles in the holders and dreamed of the glory the morrow would bring him.
      

      
      The next morning would see the convergence of all the illustrious guests and their carriages on the upper village. And there
         would be the earl to admire in his wedding finery, and the bride in hers. And – bliss of all blisses – there would be the
         newly married couple to cheer as they emerged from the church doors with the church bells pealing out the glad tidings that
         there was a new young countess for the abbey. And then the feasting and frolicking would begin.
      

      
      Everyone kept a wary eye on the western horizon, from which direction most weather approached. But there was nothing ominous
         to see. Today was a clear, sunny, really quite warm day. There was no sign of clouds building in the west. Tomorrow looked
         to be a fair day – as was only right and proper. Nothing was to be allowed to spoil the day.
      

      
      No one thought to look east.

      
      The stagecoach from London set Lily down outside the inn in the village of Upper Newbury. It was certainly a pretty place,
         she thought, breathing in the cool, slightly salty evening air and feeling somewhat restored despite her weariness and the
         stiffness of her limbs. It all looked very English to her – very pretty and very peaceful and rather alien.
      

      
      
      But the dusk of evening was falling already and she still might have a way to go on foot. She had neither the time nor the
         energy to explore. Besides, her heart had begun thumping in her chest, making her slightly breathless. She had realized that
         she was very close now – at last. But the closer she came, the more uncertain she was of her welcome and of the wisdom of
         having made this journey at all – except that there had seemed to be no real alternative.
      

      
      Lily turned and walked into the inn.

      
      ‘Is Newbury Abbey far?’ she asked the innkeeper, ignoring the near silence that fell over the taproom as she entered it. The
         room was full to overflowing with men, who all appeared to be in a festive mood, but Lily was not unaccustomed to such situations.
         Large numbers of men did not embarrass or frighten her.
      

      
      ‘Two miles if it is anything to you,’ the innkeeper said, leaning massive elbows on the counter and looking her up and down
         with open curiosity.
      

      
      ‘In which direction?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Past the church and through the gates,’ he said, pointing, ‘and follow the driveway.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Lily said politely, and turned away.

      
      ‘If I was you, my pretty wench,’ a man seated at one of the tables called to her, not unkindly, ‘I would knock on the vicarage
         door. Next to the church this side. They will give you a crust and a mug of water.’
      

      
      ‘If you cares to sit down between me and Mitch ’ere,’ someone else called with rough jocularity, ‘I’ll see that you ’as your
         crust and a mug of cider to go with it, my lovely.’
      

      
      A hearty guffaw of laughter greeted his words as well as a few whistles and the sound of tables being pounded with the flat
         of the hand.
      

      
      
      Lily smiled, unoffended. She was accustomed to rough men and rough ways. They rarely meant any harm or even any great disrespect.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘but not tonight.’

      
      She stepped outside. Two miles. And it was very nearly dark. But she could not wait until morning. Where would she stay? She
         had enough money to buy herself a glass of lemonade and perhaps a small loaf of bread, but not enough to buy lodging for the
         night. Besides, she was very close.
      

      
      Only two miles.
      

      
      The ballroom at Newbury Abbey, magnificent even when empty, was laden with yellow, orange, and white flowers from the gardens
         and hothouses and decked with white satin ribbons and bows. It was ablaze with the lights of hundreds of candles set into
         the crystal chandeliers overhead and by their myriad reflections in the long mirrors that covered two facing walls. It was
         crowded with the cream of the ton as well as with members of the local gentry, all dressed in their finest for the wedding eve ball. Satins and silks shimmered
         and lace and white linen glowed. Costly gems glittered. The most expensive of perfumes vied with the scents of a thousand
         flowers. Voices were raised in an effort to be heard above others and above the strains of the music, provided by an entire
         orchestra.
      

      
      Beyond the ballroom, guests strolled on the wide landing and ascended or descended the twin curved staircases to the domed
         and pillared great hall below. They strolled outdoors – on the balcony beyond the ballroom, on the terrace before the house,
         about the stone fountain below the terrace, along the graveled walks of the rock and flower garden to the east of the house.
         Colored lanterns had been strung about the fountain and hung from trees though the moonlight would have offered illumination even without them.
      

      
      It was a perfect May evening. One could only hope, as several of the guests did aloud to Lauren and Neville as they passed
         along the receiving line, that tomorrow would be half as lovely a day.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow will be twice as lovely,’ Neville replied each time, smiling warmly at his betrothed, ‘even if the wind howls and the rain pours and the
         thunder rolls.’
      

      
      Lauren’s smile was unmistakably radiant. It seemed strange to Neville as he led her eventually into the first set of country
         dances that he had ever hesitated about making her his bride, that he had kept her waiting for six years while he worked off
         the restless rebellion of youth as an officer with the Ninety-fifth Rifles. He had advised her not to wait, of course – he
         had been far too fond of her to keep her dangling when he had been quite uncertain of his intentions toward her. But she had waited. He was glad of it now, humbled by her patience and fidelity. There was a rightness about their impending marriage.
         And his affection for her had not dimmed. It had grown along with his admiration for her character and his appreciation of
         her beauty.
      

      
      ‘And so it begins,’ he murmured to her as the orchestra began to play. ‘Our nuptials, Lauren. Are you happy?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      But even the single word was unnecessary. She glowed with happiness. She looked like the quintessential bride. She was his bride. It felt right.
      

      
      Neville danced first with Lauren, then with his sister. Then he danced with a series of young ladies who looked as if they
         expected to be wallflowers while Lauren danced with a succession of different partners.
      

      
      
      After taking a turn upon the balcony with one of his partners, Neville entered the ballroom through the French doors and joined
         a group of young gentlemen who, as always at balls, seemed to need one another’s collective company in order to summon the
         courage to ask a young lady to dance. He had the misfortune to remark on the fact that none of them appeared to be dancing.
      

      
      ‘Well, you have done the pretty every set, Nev,’ his cousin Ralph Milne, Viscount Sterne, said, ‘though only once with your
         betrothed. Hard luck, old chap, but I suppose you are not allowed to dance with her more than once, are you?’
      

      
      ‘Alas, no,’ Neville agreed, gazing across the ballroom to where Lauren was standing with his mother, his paternal aunt, Lady
         Elizabeth Wyatt, and his maternal uncle and aunt, the Duke and Duchess of Anburey.
      

      
      Sir Paul Longford, a childhood neighbor and friend, could not resist such a perfect opportunity for bawdiness. ‘Well, you
         know, Sterne,’ he said with his best drawl, ‘it is only for tonight, old chap. Nev is to dance alone with his bride all night
         tomorrow, though not necessarily on a dance floor. I have it on the best authority.’
      

      
      The whole group exploded with raucous male laughter, drawing considerable attention their way.

      
      ‘A hit, Nev, you must confess,’ said his cousin and tomorrow’s best man, the Marquess of Attingsborough.

      
      Neville grinned after pursing his lips and handling the ribbon of his quizzing glass. ‘Let those words fall on any female
         ears, Paul,’ he said, ‘and I might feel obliged to call you out. Enjoy yourselves, gentlemen, but do not neglect the ladies,
         if you please.’
      

      
      He strolled off in the direction of his betrothed. She was wearing a high-waisted gown of blond net over daffodil-yellow sarcenet and looked as fresh and lovely as the springtime. It really was too bad that he was not to dance with her again
         for the rest of the evening. But then it would be strange indeed if he could not maneuver matters more to his liking.
      

      
      It was not immediately possible. There was the necessity of conversing politely with Mr Calvin Dorsey, a middle-aged, mild-mannered
         acquaintance of Lauren’s grandfather, who had come to solicit Lauren’s hand for the dance after supper and who stayed for
         a few minutes to make himself agreeable. And then the Duke of Portfrey arrived on Dorsey’s heels to lead Elizabeth away for
         the next set. He was her longtime friend and beau. But finally Neville saw his chance.
      

      
      ‘It is more like summer than spring outside,’ he remarked to no one in particular. ‘The rock garden must look quite enchanting
         in the lantern light.’ He smiled with deliberate wistfulness at Lauren.
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘And the fountain too.’

      
      ‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘you have reserved the next set with Lauren, Uncle Webster?’

      
      ‘Indeed I have,’ the Duke of Anburey replied, but he winked at his nephew over Lauren’s head. He had not missed his cue. ‘But
         all this talk of lanterns and summer evenings has given me a hankering to see the gardens with Sadie on my arm.’ He looked
         at his wife and waggled his eyebrows. ‘Now if someone could just be persuaded to take young Lauren off my hands . . .’
      

      
      ‘If you were to twist my arm hard enough,’ Neville said, while his mother smiled in enjoyment of the conspiracy, ‘I might
         be persuaded to take on the task myself.’
      

      
      And so one minute later he was on his way downstairs, his betrothed on his arm. It was true that they were stopped at least
         half a dozen times by guests desiring to compliment them on the ball and wish them well during the coming day and the years ahead, but finally they were outside and descending
         the wide marble steps to feast their eyes on the rainbows created by lantern light on the spraying water of the fountain.
         They strolled onward toward the rock garden.
      

      
      ‘You are a quite shameless maneuverer, Neville,’ Lauren told him.

      
      ‘Are you glad of it?’ He moved his head closer to hers.

      
      She thought for a moment, her head tipped to one side, the telltale dimple denting her left cheek. ‘Yes,’ she said quite decisively.
         ‘Very.’
      

      
      ‘We are going to remember this night,’ he said, ‘as one of the happiest of our lives.’ He breathed in the freshness of the
         air with its faint tang of saltiness from the sea. He squinted his eyes so that the lights of individuals lanterns in the
         rock garden ahead all blurred into one kaleidoscope of color.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Neville,’ she said, her hand tightening on his arm.

      
      ‘Does anyone have a right to so much happiness?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ he told her, his voice low against her car. ‘You do.’

      
      ‘Just look at the garden,’ she said. ‘The lanterns make it seem like a fairyland.’

      
      He set himself to enjoying the unexpected half hour with her.

   



      
      2

      
      
      
      
      Lily found the driveway beyond the massive gates to the park – a wide and winding road so darkened by huge trees that grew
         on either side and whose branches met overhead that only the occasional gleam of moonlight kept her from wandering off the
         path and becoming hopelessly lost. It was a driveway that seemed more like four miles long than two. Crickets chirped off
         to either side and a bird that might have been an owl hooted close by. Once there was the crackling of movement off in the
         forest to her right – some wild animal that she had disturbed, perhaps. But the sounds only succeeded in intensifying the
         pervading silence and darkness. Night had fallen with almost indecent haste.
      

      
      And then finally she turned a bend and was startled by light in the near distance. She found herself staring at a brightly
         lighted mansion with another large building to one side of it also lighted up. There was light outside too – colored lanterns
         that must be hanging from tree branches.
      

      
      Lily paused and gazed in amazement and awe. She had not expected anything of near this magnitude. The house appeared to be built of gray granite, but there was nothing heavy
         about its design. It was all pillars and pointed pediments and tall windows and perfect symmetry. She did not have the knowledge
         of architecture with which to recognize the Palladian design that had been superimposed upon the original medieval abbey with
         remarkably pleasing effect, but she felt the grandeur of the building and was overwhelmed by it. If she had imagined anything
         at all, it was a large cottage with a well-sized garden. But the name itself might have alerted her if she had ever really
         considered it. This was Newbury Abbey? Frankly it terrified her. And what was going on inside? Surely it did not look like this every night.
      

      
      She would have turned back, but where would she go? She could only go forward. At least the lights – and the sounds of music
         that reached her ears as she drew closer – assured her that he must be at home.
      

      
      Somehow she didn’t find that a particularly comforting thought.

      
      The great double doors at the front of Newbury Abbey stood open. There was light spilling out onto marble steps leading up
         to them, and the sounds of voices and laughter and music echoed behind them. There was the sound of voices outside too, though
         Lily saw only distant shadows in the darkness and no one noticed her approach.
      

      
      She climbed the marble steps – she counted eight of them – and stepped into a hall so brightly lighted and so vast that she
         felt suddenly dwarfed and quite robbed of breath and coherent thought. There were people everywhere, milling about in the
         hall, moving up and down the great staircases. They were all dressed in rich fabrics and sparkled with jewels and gems. Lily had foolishly expected to walk up to a closed door and knock on it, and he would answer it.
      

      
      She wished suddenly that she had allowed Captain Harris to write his letter and had awaited a reply. What she had done instead
         no longer seemed a wise course at all.
      

      
      Several liveried, white-wigged servants stood about on duty. One of them was hurrying toward her, she saw in some relief.
         She had been feeling invisible and conspicuous all at the same time.
      

      
      ‘Out of here immediately!’ he commanded, keeping his voice low, attempting to move her back toward the doors without actually
         pushing her. He was clearly trying not to draw attention to himself or to her. ‘If you have business here, I will direct you
         to the servants’ entrance. But I doubt you do, especially at this time of night.’
      

      
      ‘I wish to speak with the Earl of Kilbourne,’ Lily said. She never thought of him by that name. She felt as if she were asking
         for a stranger.
      

      
      ‘Oh, do you now?’ The servant looked at her with withering scorn. ‘If you have come here to beg, be off with you before I
         summon a constable.’
      

      
      ‘I wish to speak with the Earl of Kilbourne,’ she said again, standing her ground.

      
      The servant set his white-gloved hands on her shoulders, obviously intending to move her backward by force after all. But
         another man had glided into place beside him, a man dressed all in black and white, though he did not have the same sort of
         splendor as other gentlemen who were in the hall and on the stairs. He must be a servant too, Lily guessed, though superior
         to the first one.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Jones?’ he asked coldly. ‘Is she refusing to leave quietly?’

      
      
      ‘I wish to speak to the Earl of Kilbourne,’ Lily told him.

      
      ‘You may leave of your own volition now,’ the man in black told her with quiet emphasis, ‘or be taken up for vagrancy five minutes from now and thrown in jail. The
         choice is yours, woman. It makes no difference to me. Which is it to be?’
      

      
      Lily opened her mouth again and drew breath. She had come at the wrong time, of course. Some grand sort of entertainment was
         in progress. He would not thank her for appearing now. Indeed, he might not thank her for coming at all. Now that she had
         seen all this, she began to understand the impossibility of it all. But what else could she do? Where else could she go? She
         closed her mouth.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ the superior servant asked.

      
      ‘Trouble, Forbes?’ another, far more cultured voice asked, and Lily turned her head to see an older gentleman with silver
         hair and a lady in purple satin with matching plumed turban on his arm. The lady had a ring on each finger, worn over her
         glove.
      

      
      ‘Not at all, your grace,’ the servant called Forbes answered with a deferential bow. ‘She is just a beggar woman who has had
         the impudence to wander in here. She will be gone in a moment.’
      

      
      ‘Well, give her sixpence,’ the gentleman said, looking with a measure of kindness at Lily. ‘You will be able to buy bread
         for a couple of days with it, girl.’
      

      
      With a sinking heart Lily decided it was the wrong moment in which to stand her ground. She was so close to the end of her
         journey and yet seemingly as far away as ever. The servant in black was fishing in a pocket, probably for a sixpenny piece.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said with quiet dignity, ‘but I did not come here for charity.’

      
      
      She turned even as the superior servant and the gentleman with the cultured voice spoke simultaneously and hurried from the
         hall, down the steps, along the terrace, and across a downward sloping lawn. She could not face that dark driveway again.
      

      
      The light of the moon led her onward to a narrow path that sloped downward at a sharper angle through more trees though these
         did not completely hide the light. She would go down far enough, Lily decided, that she was out of sight of the house.
      

      
      The path steepened still more and the trees thinned out until the pathway was flanked only by the dense and luxuri -ant growth
         of ferms. She could hear water now – the faint elemental surging of the sea and the rush of running water closer at hand.
         It was a waterfall, she guessed, and then she could see it gleaming in the moonlight away to her right – a steep ribbon of
         water falling almost sheer down a cliff face to the valley below and the stream that flowed toward the sea. And at the foot
         of the waterfall, what appeared to be a small cottage.
      

      
      Lily did not turn up the valley toward it. There was no light inside and she would not have approached it even if there had
         been. To her left she could see a wide, sandy beach and the moonlight in a sparkling band across the sea.
      

      
      She would spend the night just above the beach, she decided. And tomorrow she would return to Newbury Abbey.

      
      When Lily awoke early the following morning, she washed her face and hands in the cold water of the stream and tidied herself
         as best she could before climbing the path back up over the fern-draped slope and through the trees to the bottom of the cultivated
         lawn.
      

      
      
      She stood looking up at what appeared to be stables with the house beyond. Both looked even more massive and forbidding in
         the morning light than they had appeared last night. And there was a great deal of activity going on. There were numerous
         carriages on the driveway close to the stables, and grooms and coachmen bustled about everywhere. Last night’s party guests
         must have stayed overnight and were preparing to leave, Lily guessed. It was clearly still not the right time to make her
         call. She must wait until later.
      

      
      She was hungry, she discovered after she had returned to the beach, and decided to fill in some time by walking into the village,
         where perhaps she could buy a small loaf of bread. But when she arrived there, she found that it was by no means the quiet,
         deserted place it had been the evening before. The square was almost surrounded by grand carriages – perhaps some of the very
         ones she had seen earlier by the stables of the abbey. The green itself was crowded with people. The doors of the inn were
         wide open, and a great bustling in and out discouraged Lily from approaching. She could see that the gateway to the church
         was tightly packed with an even denser throng than the green held.
      

      
      ‘What is happening?’ she asked a couple of women who stood on the edge of the green close to the inn, both staring in the
         direction of the church, one of them on tiptoe.
      

      
      They turned their heads to stare at her. One looked her up and down, recognized her as a stranger, and frowned. The other
         was more friendly.
      

      
      ‘A wedding,’ she said. ‘Half the quality of England is here for the wedding of Miss Edgeworth to the Earl of Kilbourne. I
         don’t know how they squeezed them all inside the church.’
      

      
      The Earl of Kilbourne! Again the name sounded like that of a stranger. But he was not a stranger. And the meaning of what the woman had just said struck home. He was getting married? Now? Inside that church? The Earl of Kilbourne was getting married?
      

      
      ‘The bride just arrived,’ the second woman added, having thawed to the idea of having a stranger for an audience. ‘You missed
         her, more’s the pity. All in white satin, she is, with a scalloped train and a bonnet and netting that covers her face. But
         if you stand here a spell, you will see them coming out as soon as the church bells start to ring. The carriage will come
         around this way before going back around and through the gates, I daresay, so that we can all wave and get a good look at
         them. Leastways that is what Mr Wesley says – the innkeeper, you know.’
      

      
      But Lily did not wait for further explanations. She was hurrying across the green, threading her way among the people standing
         there. She was half running by the time she reached the church gateway.
      

      
      Neville could tell by the flurry of movement at the back of the church that Lauren had arrived with Baron Galton, her grandfather.
         There was a stirring of heightened expectation from the pews, which held all the flower of the ton as well as a number of the more prominent local families. Several heads turned to look back, though there was nothing to
         see yet.
      

      
      Neville felt as if someone had tightened his cravat at the neck and dropped a handful of frisky butterflies into his stomach,
         both of which afflictions had been with him to varying degrees since before the early breakfast he had been unable to consume,
         but he turned eagerly enough for his first sight of his bride. He caught a glimpse of Gwen, who was stooping apparently to
         straighten the train of Lauren’s gown. The bride herself stood tantalizingly just out of sight.
      

      
      
      The vicar, splendidly robed for the occasion, stood just behind Neville’s shoulder. Joseph Fawcitt, Marquess of Attingsborough,
         the male cousin closest to him in age and always a close friend, cleared his throat from his other side. Every head, Neville
         was aware, had turned now to look toward the back entrance in expectation of the appearance of the bride. Of what importance
         was a mere bridegroom, after all, when the bride was about to appear? Lauren was exactly on time, he guessed with a private
         half smile. It would be unlike her to be late by even a single minute.
      

      
      He shifted his feet as the movements at the back of the church became more pronounced and there was even the sound of voices
         inappropriately loud for the interior of a church. Someone was telling someone else with sharp urgency that he or she could
         not go in there.
      

      
      And then she stepped through the doorway into the view of those gathered inside the church. Except that she was alone. And
         not dressed as a bride but as a beggar woman. And she was not Lauren. She took a few hurried steps forward along the nave
         before stopping.
      

      
      It was a hallucination brought on by the occasion, some remote part of his mind told Neville. She looked startlingly, achingly
         familiar. But she was not Lauren, His vision darkened about the edges and sharpened down the center. He looked along the nave
         of the church as down a long tunnel – or as through the eyepiece of a telescope – at the illusion standing there. His mind
         refused to function normally.
      

      
      Someone – two men actually, he observed almost dis passionately – grabbed her arms and would have dragged her back out of
         sight. But the sudden terror that she would dis appear, never to be seen again, released him from the paralysis that had held
         him in its grip. He held up one staying arm. He did not hear himself speak, but everyone turned sharply to look at him and he was aware of the echo of someone’s voice saying
         something.
      

      
      He took two steps forward.

      
      ‘Lily?’ he whispered. He tried to restore reality and passed a hand swiftly over his eyes, but she was still there, a man
         holding to each of her arms and looking his way as if for instructions. There was a coldness in his head, in his nostrils.
      

      
      ‘Lily?’ he said again, louder this time.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said in the soft, melodic voice that had haunted his dreams and his conscience for many months after her—

      
      ‘Lily,’ he said, and he felt curiously detached from the scene. He heard his words over the buzzing in his ears as if someone
         else were speaking them. ‘Lily, you are dead!’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said, ‘I did not die.’

      
      He was still seeing her down the tunnel of his hallucin -ation. Only her. Only Lily. He was unaware of the church, unaware
         of the people stirring uneasily in the pews, of the vicar clearing his throat, of Joseph setting a hand on his sleeve, of
         Lauren standing in the doorway behind Lily, her eyes wide with the dawning premonition of disaster. He clung to the vision.
         He would not let it go. Not again. He would not let her go again. He took another step forward.
      

      
      The vicar cleared his throat once more and Neville finally comprehended that he was in All Souls Church, Upper Newbury, on
         his wedding day. With Lily standing in the aisle between him and his bride.
      

      
      ‘My lord,’ the vicar said, addressing him, ‘do you know this woman? Is it your wish that she be removed so that we may proceed
         with the wedding service?’
      

      
      Did he know her?

      
      
      Did he know her?

      
      ‘Yes, I know her,’ he said, his voice quiet, though he was fully aware now that every single wedding guest hung upon his words
         and heard him clearly. ‘She is my wife.’
      

      
      The silence, though total, lasted only a very few seconds.

      
      ‘My lord?’ The vicar was the first to break it.

      
      There was a swell of sound as half the people present, it seemed, tried to talk at once while the other half tried just as
         loudly to shush them so that they would not miss anything of significance. The Countess of Kilbourne was on her feet in the
         front pew. Her brother, the Duke of Anburey, rose too and set a hand on her arm.
      

      
      ‘Neville?’ the countess said in a shaking voice, which neverthe less was distinctly audible above the general buzz of sound.
         ‘What is this? Who is this woman?’
      

      
      ‘I should have had her taken up for vagrancy last night,’ the duke said in his usual authoritative voice, trying to take charge
         of the situation. ‘Calm yourself, Clara. Gentlemen, remove the woman, if you please. Neville, return to your place so that
         this wedding may proceed.’
      

      
      But no one paid his grace any heed, except the vicar. Everyone had heard what Neville had said. There had been no ambiguity
         in his words.
      

      
      ‘With all due respect, your grace,’ the Reverend Beckford said, ‘this wedding may not proceed when his lordship has just acknowledged
         this woman as his wife.’
      

      
      ‘I married Lily Doyle in Portugal,’ Neville said, never taking his eyes from the beggar woman. The shushing voices became
         more insistent and a hush so total that it was almost loud fell again on the congregation. ‘I watched her die less than twenty-four
         hours later. I reached her side no more than a few minutes after that. I stood over her dead body – you were dead, Lily. And then I was shot in the head.’
      

      
      Everyone knew that for over a month before his return to England Neville had lain in a hospital in Lisbon, suffering from
         a head wound sustained during an ambush among the hills of central Portugal when he had been leading a winter scouting party.
         Amnesia and persistent dizziness and headaches had prevented his return to his regiment even after the wound itself had healed.
         And then news of his father’s death had reached him and brought him home.
      

      
      But no one had heard of any marriage.

      
      Until now.

      
      And clearly the woman he had married was not dead.
      

      
      Someone in the church had already realized the full implic ations of the fact. There was a strangled cry from the back of
         the church, and those who looked back saw Lauren standing there, her face as pale now as the veil that covered it, her hands
         clawing at the sides of her gown and sweeping up the train behind it before she turned and fled, followed closely by Gwendoline.
         The church doors opened and then closed again rather noisily.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry,’ Lily said. ‘I am so very sorry. I was not dead.’

      
      ‘Neville!’ Lady Kilbourne was clinging with both gloved hands to the back of the pew.

      
      Sound swelled again.

      
      But Neville held up both hands, palm out.

      
      ‘I beg your pardon, all of you,’ he said, ‘but clearly this is not a matter for public airing. Not yet at least. I hope to
         offer a full explanation before the day is out. In the meantime, it is obvious that there is to be no wedding here this morning.
         I invite you all to return to the Abbey for breakfast.’
      

      
      
      He lowered his arms and strode down the aisle, his right hand reaching out toward Lily. His eyes were on hers.

      
      ‘Lily?’ he said. ‘Come.’

      
      His hand closed on hers and clamped hard about it. He scarcely broke stride, but continued on his way toward the outer door,
         Lily at his side.
      

      
      Neville threw the doors wide, and they stepped out into blinding sunshine and were met by a sea of faces and a chorus of excited,
         curious voices.
      

      
      He ignored them. Indeed, he did not even see or hear them. He strode down the churchyard path, through the gateway, between
         crowds of people who opened a way for him by hastily stepping back upon one another, and around to the gates into the park
         of Newbury Abbey.
      

      
      He said nothing to the woman at his side. He could not yet trust the reality of what had happened, of what was happening,
         even though he held tightly to the apparition and could feel her small hand in his own.
      

      
      He was remembering . . .
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      Lily Doyle is sitting alone on a small rocky promontory jutting out over a deep valley high in the barren hills of central
         Portugal. It is December and chilly.
      

      
      She is wrapped in a shabby old army cloak that she has cut down to size. But it cannot hide the fact that she has been transformed
         over the past year or so from a lithe, coltish girl into a heart-stoppingly beautiful woman. Her dark-blond hair waves loose
         down her back to below her waist. The wind is blowing it out behind her and hopelessly tangling it. Her slender arms, covered
         by the sleeves of her faded blue cotton dress, clasp her updrawn knees. Her feet, despite the cold, are bare. How can she
         feel the earth, how can she feel life, she once explained, if she is always shod?
      

      
      Neville Wyatt, Major Lord Newbury, is reclining at his ease on the ground some distance behind her, a tin mug of hot tea cupped
         in both hands. He is watching her. He cannot see her face, but he can imagine its expression as she gazes down over the valley
         below, up at the cloud-dotted sky and the lone bird wheeling there. It will be dreamy, serene. No, those descriptions are too passive. There will be a glow in
         her face, a light in her eyes.
      

      
      Lily sees beauty wherever she goes. While the men of the Ninety-fifth and the women who follow in its train curse the Iberian
         landscape, the weather, the endless marches, the dreary camps, the food, one another, Lily can always find something of beauty.
         But she is not resented for her eternal cheerfulness. She is a favorite with all who know her.
      

      
      Until recently she has been a girl. She is a girl no longer.

      
      Neville tosses the dregs of his tea onto the grass beside him and gets to his feet. He looks about, first at the company of
         men he has brought with him on a winter scouting expedition to make sure that the French are observing the unwritten truce
         of the season and are keeping behind their lines in Spain or else inside the border fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo, which the
         British forces will besiege as soon as spring comes.
      

      
      He squints across to the hills opposite and down into the valley. All is quiet. He has not expected otherwise. If there had
         been any real danger, he would never have allowed Corporal Geary to bring his wife or Sergeant Doyle to bring his daughter.
         It is a routine mission and has been unexpectedly pleasant – this is normally the rainy season. Tomorrow they will return
         to base camp. But tonight they will camp where they are.
      

      
      He can no longer resist. He strolls toward the promontory on which Lily sits and makes a show when he is standing beside her
         of shielding his eyes and sweeping his gaze over the valley again. She looks up and smiles. He is not quite sure when her
         looks and smiles started to make his heart skip a beat. He has tried to continue seeing her as the young daughter – the too-young daughter – of his sergeant. But he has been failing miserably of late. She is eighteen, after all.
      

      
      ‘You have observed no French regiment tiptoeing stealthily along the valley floor, Lily?’ he asks without looking down at
         her.
      

      
      She laughs. ‘Two of them actually, sir,’ she says. ‘One cavalry and one infantry. Was I supposed to have said something?’
      

      
      ‘No, no.’ He grins down at her, and there – it happens again. His heart turns over when he sees the eager delight in her face.
         ‘It is not important. Not unless old Boney was with them.’
      

      
      She laughs again. He wonders as he seats himself beside her, one leg stretched out, one arm draped over the raised knee of
         the other, if she knows the effect she has on men – on him. He is not by any means the only one who has noticed that she has
         become a woman.
      

      
      ‘I suppose, Lily,’ Neville says, ‘you can see some beauty in this godforsaken place?’

      
      ‘Oh, not godforsaken,’ she says earnestly, as he knew she would. ‘Even bare rocks have a certain majesty that inspires awe.
         But see?’ She lifts one slender arm and points. ‘There is grass. There are even a few trees. Nature cannot be repressed. It
         will burst through.’
      

      
      ‘They are sorry apologies for trees.’ He looks to where she is pointing. ‘And the gardener at Newbury Abbey would consign
         that grass to the rubbish heap without a second thought.’
      

      
      When she turns toward him and her eyes focus on his, he finds himself drawing a slow breath, half of him wanting to edge farther
         back away from her, the other half wanting to close the distance until . . .
      

      
      
      ‘What is the garden like there?’ she asks him, an unmistak -able wistfulness in her voice. ‘Papa says there is nothing so lovely as an English garden.’
      

      
      ‘Green,’ he says. ‘A lush, vibrant green that cannot be adequately described in words, Lily. Grass and trees and flowers of
         every color and description. Masses of them. Especially roses. The air is heavy with their perfume in summer.’
      

      
      He rarely feels nostalgia for home. Sometimes the realization makes him feel guilty. It is not that he does not love his mother
         and father. He does. But he was brought up to take over his father’s role as earl one day, and he was brought up to marry
         Lauren, his stepcousin, who was raised at Newbury Abbey with him and was as dear to him as his sister Gwen was. The time came
         when he was stifled by his father’s loving plans for him, desperate for a life of his own, for action, adventure, freedom
         . . .
      

      
      He has hurt his parents by becoming a military man. He suspects he has done more than hurt Lauren, having informed her as
         tactfully as he could when he left that he would not promise to be back soon, that he would not expect her to wait for him.
      

      
      ‘How I would love to see them and smell them.’ Lily has closed her eyes and is inhaling slowly as if she actually can smell
         the roses at Newbury.
      

      
      ‘You will one day.’ Without thinking, he reaches out to draw free with one finger a strand of her hair that has blown into
         the corner of her mouth. Her skin is smooth – and warm. The hair is wet. He feels raw desire stab into his groin and withdraws
         the finger hastily.
      

      
      She smiles at him. But then she does something Lily rarely does. She blushes and her eyes waver and then look away rather
         jerkily to the valley again.
      

      
      
      She knows.

      
      He is saddened by the thought. Lily has always been his friend, ever since Doyle became his sergeant four years ago. She has
         a lively mind and a delightful sense of humor and a natural refinement of manner despite the fact that she is illiterate.
         She has talked to him about her life, especially her years in India, where her mother died, and about people and experiences
         they have in common. She once argued with him when he found her on a battlefield after the fighting was over and scolded her
         for tending a wounded and dying French soldier. A man is simply a man, a person, she told him. She has always been uncowed by his rank even though, like her father and all the men, she calls him ‘sir.’
         He knelt beside her and gave the Frenchman a drink from his own canteen.
      

      
      But things have changed. Lily has grown up. And he desires her. She knows it. He will have to withdraw from the friendship
         because Lily is off limits to him as anything more than a friend. She is Sergeant Doyle’s daughter, and he respects Doyle
         even though they are from different social classes. But besides that, Lily is an innocent, and it is his duty to protect her
         honor, not take it. And she too, of course, is of a different class from his own. Such things do matter in the real world,
         unfortunately. Rebel as he still is, he has nevertheless not broken with his own world and never will. He has too much of
         a sense of duty for that. He is a gentleman, an officer, a viscount, a future earl.
      

      
      He can never be Lily’s lover.

      
      ‘Lily,’ he asks, trying to cling to the friendship, to suppress the other, unwelcome feelings, ‘what do you look forward to?
         What will you do with your life? What are your dreams?’
      

      
      She cannot stay with her father forever. What does the future hold for her? Marriage to a soldier chosen carefully for her by her father? No. He wishes he has not thought it.
      

      
      
      She does not immediately answer. But when he turns his head to look at her again, he sees that she is gazing upward and that
         her wonderful dreamy smile is lighting her face again.
      

      
      ‘Do you see that bird, sir?’ He turns his head and glances at it. ‘I want to be like that. Soaring high. Strong. Free. Borne
         by the wind and friend of the sky. I do not know what will become of me. One day you will be gone, and one day . . .’
      

      
      But her words trail off and her smile fades and what she has just said hangs in the air before them like a tangible thing.

      
      Then the silence is broken by the crack of a single gunshot.

      
      One of the pickets has caught sight of a rabbit out of the corner of his eye and has imagined a ravenous French host. That
         is Neville’s first thought. But he cannot take a chance. His years as an officer have trained him to act from instinct as
         much as from reason. It works faster, and sometimes it saves lives.
      

      
      He jumps to his feet and hauls Lily to hers. They are running back to the company, Neville protectively hunched over her from
         behind, even as Sergeant Doyle bellows to her and everyone else is grabbing rifles and ammunition. Neville checks for his
         sword at his side even as he runs. He yells orders to his men, Lily forgotten as soon as he has her back in the relative safety
         of the makeshift camp.
      

      
      He has misjudged the picket. It is not a rabbit that has caught his attention; it is a French scouting party. But the warning
         shot was a mistake. Without it, the French probably would have gone peacefully on their way even if they had spotted the British
         soldiers. Nothing can be gained for either side by engaging in a fight. But the shot has been fired.
      

      
      The ensuing skirmish is short and sharp but relatively harmless. It would have been entirely so if a new recruit in Neville’s company had not frozen with terror on the bare hillside,
         a motionless, open target for the French. Sergeant Doyle, cursing foully, goes to his assistance and takes the bullet intended
         for the boy through his own chest.
      

      
      The fighting is all over five minutes after it has started. With a derisive cheer the French go on their way.

      
      ‘Leave him where he is!’ Neville shouts, racing across the slope of the hill toward his felled sergeant. ‘Fetch the first-aid
         box.’
      

      
      But it will be useless. He sees that as soon as he is close. There is only a small spot of blood on the dark-green fabric
         of his sergeant’s coat, but there is death in his face. Neville has seen it in too many faces to be mistaken. And Doyle knows
         it too.
      

      
      ‘I am done for, sir,’ he says faintly.

      
      ‘Fetch the damned first-aid box!’ Neville goes down on one knee beside the dying man. ‘We will have you patched up in no time
         at all, Sergeant.’
      

      
      ‘No, sir.’ Doyle clutches at his hand with fingers that are already cold and feeble. ‘Lily.’

      
      ‘She is safe. She is unhurt,’ Neville assures him.

      
      ‘I should not have brought her out here.’ The man’s eyes are losing focus. His breath is coming in rasping gasps. ‘If they
         attack again . . .’
      

      
      ‘They will not.’ Neville’s fingers close about those of his sergeant. He gives up the pretense. ‘I will see Lily safely back
         to camp tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘If she is taken prisoner . . .’

      
      It is highly unlikely even on the remote chance that there will be another encounter, another skirmish. The French will surely
         be as little eager for a confrontation at this time of year as the British. But if she is, of course, her fate will be dreadful indeed. Rape . . .
      

      
      ‘I will see that she is safe.’ Neville leans over the man who has been his respected comrade, even his friend, despite the
         differences in their rank. His heart is involved in this death more than his head. ‘She will not be harmed even if she is taken prisoner. You have my word as a gentleman on it. I will marry her today.’
      

      
      As the wife of an officer and a gentleman, Lily will be treated with honor and courtesy even by the French. And the Reverend
         Parker-Rowe, the regimental chaplain, who finds life in camp as tedious as the most restless soldier, has come with the scouting
         party.
      

      
      ‘She will be my wife, Sergeant. She will be safe.’ He is not quite sure the dying man understands. The cold fingers still
         pluck weakly at his own.
      

      
      ‘My pack back at the base,’ Sergeant Doyle says. ‘Inside my pack . . .’

      
      ‘It will be given to Lily,’ Neville promises. ‘Tomorrow, when we arrive safely back at camp.’

      
      ‘I should have told her long ago.’ The voice is becoming fainter, less distinct. Neville leans over him. ‘I should have told
         him. My wife . . . God forgive me. She loved her. We both did. We loved her too much to . . .’
      

      
      ‘God forgives you, Sergeant.’ Where the devil is the chaplain? ‘And no one could ever have doubted your devotion to Lily.’
      

      
      Parker-Rowe and Lily arrive at the same moment, the latter hurtling down the hill at reckless speed. Neville gets to his feet
         and stands to one side as Lily takes his place beside her father, gathering his hand into both her own, bending low over him,
         her hair a curtain about his face and her own.
      

      
      ‘Papa,’ she says. She whispers his name over and over again and remains as she is for several minutes while the chaplain murmurs prayers and the company stands about, helpless in the
         presence of death and grief.
      

      
      After they have buried Sergeant Doyle on the hillside where he died, Neville orders the camp moved two or three miles farther
         on. He walks on one side of a silent, frozen-faced Lily while Parker-Rowe walks on the other side. He has already spoken with
         the chaplain.
      

      
      Lily has not wept. She has not spoken a word since Neville took her by the shoulders and raised her to her feet and told her
         gently what she already knew – that her father was gone. She is accustomed to death, of course. But one is never prepared
         for the death of a loved one.
      

      
      ‘Lily,’ Neville says in the same gentle voice he used earlier, ‘I want you to know that your father’s last thoughts were of
         you and your safety and your future.’
      

      
      She does not answer him.

      
      ‘I made him a promise,’ he tells her. ‘A gentleman’s promise. Because he was my friend, Lily, and because it was something
         that I wanted to do anyway. I promised him that I would marry you today so that you will have the protection of my name and
         rank for the rest of this journey and for the rest of your life.’
      

      
      There is still no response. Has he really made such a promise? A gentleman’s promise? Because it was what he wanted? Has he wanted to be forced into doing something impossible so that it can be made
         possible after all? It is impossible for him, an officer, an aristocrat, a future earl, to marry an enlisted man’s humble
         and illiterate daughter. But doing so has now become an obligation, a gentleman’s obligation. He feels a strange welling of exultation.
      

      
      
      ‘Lily,’ he asks her, bending his head to look into her pale, expressionless face – so unlike her usual self, ‘do you understand
         what I am saying to you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ Her voice is flat, toneless.

      
      ‘You will marry me, then? You will be my wife?’ The moment seems unreal, as do all the events of the past two hours. But there
         is a sense of breathless panic. Because she might refuse? Because she might accept?
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she says.

      
      ‘We will do it as soon as we have made camp again then,’ he says.

      
      It is unlike Lily to be so passive, so meek. Is it fair to her . . .

      
      But what is the alternative? A return to England, to relatives he knows she has never met? Marriage to an enlisted soldier
         of her own social rank? No, that is an unbearable thought. But it is Lily’s life.
      

      
      ‘Look at me, Lily,’ he commands, no longer gently, using the voice that she, as well as all the men under his command, obeys
         instinctively. She looks. ‘You will be my wife within the hour. Is it what you want?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ Her eyes stare dully back into his before he looks over her head and locks eyes with the chaplain.

      
      It will be so, then. Within the hour. The great impossibility. The obligation.

      
      Again the panic.

      
      Again the exultation.

      
      The marriage service is conducted before the whole company and is officially witnessed by Lieutenant Harris and the newly
         promoted Sergeant Rieder. The gathered men seem not to know whether to cheer or to maintain the subdued solemnity they have carried from Sergeant Doyle’s funeral three hours ago. Led by the lieutenant, they applaud politely and give three
         cheers for their newly married major and for the new Viscountess Newbury.
      

      
      The new viscountess herself appears totally detached from the proceedings. She goes quietly off to help Mrs Geary prepare
         the evening meal. Neville does not stop her or mention the fact that a viscountess must expect to be waited upon. He has duties
         of his own to attend to.
      

      
      It is dark. Neville has checked on the pickets and the schedule for the night watch.

      
      He will remain in the army, he has decided. He will make a permanent career of it. In the army he and Lily can be equals.
         They can share a world with which they are both familiar and comfortable. He will no longer feel pulled in two directions
         as he has since he left Newbury. They would not want him back there now anyway. Not with Lily. She is beautiful. She is everything
         that is grace and light and joy. He is in love with her. More than that, he loves her. But she can never be the Countess of Kilbourne, except perhaps in name. Cinderellas are fine in the pages of a fairy
         tale and might expect to live happily ever after with their princes. In real life things do not work that way.
      

      
      He is glad he has married Lily. He feels as if a load has been lifted from his soul. She will be his world, his future, his
         happiness. His all.
      

      
      His tent, he notices, has been set up a tactful distance away from the rest of the camp. She is standing alone outside it,
         looking off into the moonlit valley.
      

      
      ‘Lily,’ he says softly as he approaches.

      
      She turns her head to look at him. She says nothing, but even in the dim moonlight he can see that the glazed look of shock has gone from her eyes. She looks at him with awareness
         and understanding.
      

      
      ‘Lily.’ Everything they say now is in whispers so that they will not be overheard. ‘I am so sorry. About your father.’

      
      He lifts one hand and touches the tips of his fingers lightly to one of her cheeks. He has thought about this. He will not
         force himself on her tonight. She must be allowed time to grieve for her father, to adjust to the new conditions of her life.
         She still says nothing, but she raises one hand and sets it against the back of his, drawing his palm fully against her cheek.
      

      
      ‘I ought to have said no,’ she says. ‘I did know what you were asking of me. I pretended even to myself that I did not so that I would not have to refuse you and face
         an empty future. I am sorry.’
      

      
      ‘Lily,’ he says, ‘I did it because I wanted to.’

      
      She turns her head and sets her lips against his palm. She closes her eyes and says nothing.

      
      Lily. Ah, Lily, is it possible . . .

      
      ‘You take the tent,’ he tells her. ‘I will sleep on the ground here. You must not worry. I will keep you quite safe.’

      
      But she opens her eyes and gazes at him in the moonlight. ‘Did you really want to?’ she asks him. ‘Did you really want to
         marry me?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ He wishes he could retrieve his hand. He is not made of stone.

      
      ‘You asked me what my dream was,’ she tells him. ‘How could I tell you then? But I can tell you now. It was this. Just this.
         My dream.’
      

      
      He touches his mouth to hers and wonders while he still can if they have an audience.

      
      
      ‘Lily,’ he says against her mouth. ‘Lily.’

	  ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Neville,’ he tells her. ‘Say it. Say my name. I want to hear you saying it.’

      
      ‘Neville,’ she says, and it sounds like the most tender, the most erotic of endearments. ‘Neville. Neville.’

      
      ‘Will I share the tent with you, then?’ he asks her.

      
      ‘Yes.’ There can be no mistaking that she means it, that she wants him. ‘Neville. My beloved.’

      
      Surely only Lily could utter such a word without sounding theatrical.

      
      It seems strange to him that they are about to consummate a marriage when they buried his comrade, her father, a mere few
         hours ago. But he has had enough experience with death to know that life must reaffirm itself immediately after in the survivors,
         that living on is an integral part of the grieving process.
      

      
      ‘Come then,’ he says, stooping to open the flap of the small tent. ‘Come, Lily. Come, my love.’

      
      They make love in near silence since there undoubtedly are listeners enough eager to hear grunts of pleasure, cries of pain.
         And they make love slowly so as not to cause any undue shaking of the tent’s flimsy structure. And they make love fully clothed
         except in essential places, and covered by their two cloaks so that they will not be chilled by the December night.
      

      
      She is innocent and ignorant.

      
      He is eager and experienced and desperate to give her pleasure, terrified of giving her pain.

      
      He kisses her, touches her with gentle, exploring, worshipful hands, first through her clothing, then beneath it, feathering touches over her warm, silken flesh, cupping her small, firm breasts, teasing his thumb across their stiffening crests, sliding
         gentle, caressing fingers down into the moist heat between her thighs, touching, parting, arousing.
      

      
      She holds him. She does no caressing of her own. She makes no sound except for quickened breathing. But he knows that she
         is one with his desire. He knows that even in this she is finding beauty.
      

      
      ‘Lily . . .’

      
      She opens to him at the prodding of his knees and wraps herself about him at the bidding of her own instincts. She croons
         soft endearments to him – mostly his own name – as he mounts her, surprising himself with his own sobs as he does so. She
         is small and tight and very virgin. The barrier seems unbreakable and he knows he is hurting her. And then it is gone and
         he eases inward to his full length. Into soft, wet heat and the involuntary contraction of her muscles.
      

      
      She speaks to him in a soft whisper against his ear.

      
      ‘I always knew,’ she tells him, ‘that this would be the most beautiful moment of my life. This. With you. But I never expected
         it to happen.’
      

      
      Ah, Lily. I never knew.

      
      ‘My sweet life,’ he tells her. ‘Ah, my dear love.’

      
      But he can no longer think only of not hurting his bride. His desire, his need, pulses like a drumbeat through every blood
         vessel in his body and focuses as exquisite pain in his groin and the part of himself that is sheathed in her. He withdraws
         to the brink of her and presses deep again, hears her gasp of surprise and surely of pleasure too, and withdraws and presses
         deep.
      

      
      He holds the rhythm steady for as long as he is able both for her sake and his own, resisting the urge to release into pleasure too soon, before she can learn that intimacy consists of more than simple penetration.
      

      
      She lies relaxed beneath him. Not out of distaste or shock or passive submission. He would know. Even if she were not making
         quiet sounds of satisfaction to the rhythm, he would know. She is enjoying what is happening. He finds her mouth with his
         own and it is warm, open, responsive.
      

      
      ‘My love,’ he tells her. ‘This is what happens. Ah, you are beautiful, Lily. So very beautiful.’

      
      He can hold back no longer. He slows the rhythm, pressing deeper, pausing longer. He is enclosed by her, engulfed by her,
         part of her. Lily. My love. My wife. Flesh of my flesh, bone of my bone, heart of my heart.
      

      
      He withdraws and delves deep again. Deeper. Beyond barriers. Beyond time or place. He releases deep into the eternity that
         is himself and Lily united.
      

      
      He hears her whisper his name.

      
      They have only a few miles to go before reaching the base camp. But there is a narrow pass to be negotiated before they get
         there. There can be no real danger of any French force being this far in front of its winter lines, but Neville is cautious.
         He sends men ahead to scout the hills. He arranges the line of his company so that he has the most dangerous position in front
         while Lieutenant Harris is at the rear and the rawest of his men as well as the chaplain and the two women are in the middle.
      

      
      Lily is quiet today though no longer dazed. The reality of her father’s death has begun to sink in. She has begun to grieve.
         But she made love with him for a second time in the early-morning darkness before he got up, and she twined her arms about
         his neck and told him that she loved him, that she had always loved him from the first moment she saw him, perhaps even before that, before her birth, before time and creation.
         He had laughed softly and told her that he adored her.
      

      
      She is wearing a package on a cord about her neck. In the package is a copy of their marriage papers – the other copy will
         be duly registered by Parker-Rowe when they return to camp. Lily’s package is a final precaution. Anyone opening it will see
         that she is the wife of a British officer and will treat her with the appropriate chivalry.
      

      
      The French are clever. At least this particular company is. They have evaded detection by the advance British party. They
         allow the front of the British line to march through the pass and emerge on the other side before they attack the weak center.
      

      
      Neville whips around at the sound of the first volley of shots from the hills. It seems to him that the world slows and his
         vision becomes a dark tunnel through which he observes Lily in the middle of the pass, throwing up her hands and tipping backward
         out of sight amid the smoke and the milling bodies of his trapped men.
      

      
      She has been hit.

      
      He calls her name.

      
      ‘L-i-l-y! L-I-L-Y!’

      
      Instinctively he acts like the officer he is, drawing his sword, bellowing out orders, fighting his way back into the killing
         field of the pass. Back to Lily.
      

      
      Lieutenant Harris meanwhile has led his men from the rear up onto the hill. Within minutes the French are put at least to
         temporary flight. But during those minutes Neville has reached the middle of the pass and found Lily, who has blood on her
         chest. More blood than was on her father’s yesterday.
      

      
      
      She is dead.

      
      He looks down at her slain body and falls to his knees beside her, his duty forgotten. His arms reach for her.

      
      Lily. My love. My life. So briefly my life. For one night.

      
      Only one night for love.

      
      Lily!

      
      He feels no pain from the bullet that grazes his head. The world blacks out for him as he falls senseless across Lily’s dead
         body.
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