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  CHAPTER




  1




  In which a young lady clinging to a cliff will eventually accept anyone’s help




  “OH MY, this is embarrassing,” Miss Juliana Telford said aloud. There was no reason to keep her thoughts

  to herself, as she was alone, completely alone. In fact, that was half of the problem. The other half was, of course, that she was hanging off the side of a cliff with the inability to climb either

  up or down and in dire need of rescue.




  “Another scrape. This will definitely give Aunt apoplexy.”




  Juliana hugged the cliff ever closer and tipped her head slightly so that she could glance over her shoulder. Her high-waisted ivory dress was deeply soiled across her right hip, where she had

  slid across the earth as she dropped over the edge.




  Juliana shifted slowly and glanced over her other shoulder. Fortunately, the left side showed no signs of distress, and her lilac sarcenet spencer could be brushed off easily. She would do it

  now were it not for the fact that her hands were engaged, holding tightly to the tangle of roots that kept her from falling off the tiny ledge.




  Juliana continued to scrutinize the damage to her wardrobe with regret, not for herself so much as for her aunt, who seemed to deem such matters of great importance. Unfortunately, her eyes

  wandered down to her shoes. Just beyond them yawned an abyss. It was all too apparent how far above the crashing waves of the English Channel she was—and how very small the ledge.




  Despite squishing her toes into the rock face as tightly as possible, Juliana’s heels were only just barely accommodated by the jutting amalgamate. The occasional skitter and plop of

  eroding rocks diving into the depths of the brackish water did nothing to calm her racing heart.




  Juliana swallowed convulsively. “Most embarrassing.” She shivered despite a warm April breeze. “I shall be considered completely beyond the pale if I am dashed upon the rocks.

  Aunt will be so uncomfortable. Most inconsiderate of me.”




  A small shower of sandy pebbles rained down on Juliana’s flowery bonnet. She shook the dust from her eyes and listened. She thought she had heard a voice.




  Please, she prayed, let it be a farmer or a tradesman, someone not of the gentry. No one who would feel obligated to report back to Grays Hill Park. No gentlemen, please.




  “Hello?” she called out. Juliana craned her neck upward, trying to see beyond the roots and accumulated thatch at the cliff’s edge.




  A head appeared. A rather handsome head. He had dark, almost black, hair and clear blue eyes and, if one were to notice such things at a time like this, a friendly, lopsided smile.




  “Need some assistance?” the head asked with a hint of sarcasm and the tone of a . . .




  “Are you a gentleman?” Juliana inquired politely.




  The head looked startled, frowned slightly, and then raised an eyebrow before answering. “Yes, indeed, I am—”




  “Please, I do not wish to be rescued by a gentleman. Could you find a farmer or a shopkeep—anyone not of the gentry—and then do me the great favor of forgetting you saw

  me?”




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “I do not want to be rude, but this is a most embarrassing predicament—”




  “I would probably use the word dangerous instead.”




  “Yes, well, you would, being a man. But I, on the other hand, being a young woman doing her best not to call attention to herself and bring shame upon her family, would call it

  otherwise.”




  “Embarrassing?”




  “Oh, most definitely. First, I should not have gone out in the carriage alone. Carrie was supposed to come with me, but we quarreled, you see, and I got into a snit, and—”

  Juliana stopped herself. She was beginning to prattle; it must be the effects of the sun. “Second, if I had not been watching the swallows instead of the road, I would have seen the hole

  before my wheel decided to explore its depths—very scatterbrained of me. And third, if I return home, soiled and in the company of a gentleman with no acquaintance to the family, I will be

  returned to Hartwell forthwith in shame. All possibility of a Season and trip to London will be gone completely.”




  “Well, that is quite an embarrassing list. I do see the problem.”




  “Is there someone down there?” another voice asked.




  The head with the blue eyes disappeared, but Juliana could hear a muffled conversation.




  “Yes, but she does not want to be rescued by us. She says she needs a farmer.”




  “What?”




  Juliana leaned back slightly to see if she could catch a glimpse of the other gentleman, but that dislodged a cloud of dirt.




  “Achoo.”




  “Bless you,” one of the voices called from above before continuing the conversation. “Yes, it seems that we are not the sort—”




  Juliana’s nose began to itch again. She scrunched it up and then wiggled it, trying to stop another burst. To no avail. “Achoo.” This time her left hand jerked with the

  force of the exhaled air and broke several of the roots to which she was clinging. Slowly, they began to unravel, lengthening and shifting Juliana away from the cliff’s side, out into the

  air.




  “Oh no.” She let go of that handful and reached back toward the rocks for another, hopefully stronger, group of roots. But she was not so lucky. Twice more she grabbed, praying that

  the tangle in her right hand would not get the same idea.




  Just as she had decided the situation was now possibly more dangerous than embarrassing, a hand grabbed her flailing wrist. Relief flooded through her, and her racing heart slowed just a

  touch.




  “Give me your other arm.”




  “I beg your pardon? You cannot expect me to let go.”




  “Well, if I am to pull you up, you are going to have to.”




  “Oh dear, oh dear. I really do not want to.”




  “I understand completely. But I am afraid we have no length of rope, no farmer is in sight, and your predicament seems to be proceeding into the realm of peril. Not to worry, though. I

  have this arm firmly in my grasp, my feet are being held—sat upon, to be exact, so I will not topple over—and all that is left for you to do is to let go. I will grab your other arm,

  you will close your eyes, and up you will come. Back onto terra firma.”




  “This is terra firma.” Juliana pointed with her nose to the rugged cliff wall.




  “Yes, but I doubt very much that you want to stay there.”




  “I like the idea of dangling in the air so much less.”




  The head nodded sympathetically. “Life is full of these trials, I am afraid.”




  “They seem to follow me around. I am a magnet for trouble.”




  “That is sad news. However, perhaps it would be best to discuss your penchant for interesting situations when we are on the same ground level—say, up here. It would make the

  discussion much easier to conduct.”




  “In other words, I should stop dillydallying.”




  “Exactly so.”




  “I really do not want to do this.”




  “I understand.”




  Juliana took a deep breath. “I am only eighteen, you know.”




  “I did not.”




  “That is much too young to die, do you not think?”




  “I quite agree, which is why we are going to do everything we can to help you make it to nineteen.”




  “All right, I will do it.”




  “Brave girl.”




  Juliana felt anything but brave. Her knees were starting to wobble and her hands had decided to shake. She took several deep breaths, counted to three in her head, and then let go. She stretched

  her arm up quickly and for a flash of a second wondered if he could reach her. Then a firm viselike grip locked onto her wrist, and she did as the man had suggested: Juliana closed her eyes.




  At first, his touch brought relief, but it didn’t last long . . . for she didn’t seem to be moving. She was just dangling. It was better than falling or hitting the rocks, but she

  really would rather be going up, definitely up.




  Juliana opened her eyes a slit. She could see that the man with the friendly smile was not smiling anymore. His expression was more of a grimace. Lifting her was clearly an effort, and Juliana

  shut her eyes again. She squeezed them so tightly that colors danced inside her head. Or was that because she wasn’t breathing? It could be either one.




  Juliana felt the sharp punch of an interfering cluster of rocks upon her upper leg and couldn’t help but regret the thin nature of her muslin gown. Next time she flew off a cliff, she

  would try to remember to wear her worsted skirts. Perhaps then, ouch, she would not have to suffer additional bruising.




  “It is all right now. You can open your eyes.”




  Juliana was startled. The voice was intimately close. Her eyes flew open and met those of the blue-eyed stranger. She lay on her side not two feet from her rescuer. The lopsided smile contrasted

  deeply with his beet-red face and his labored breath. Glistening perspiration dotted his forehead and dripped down his temples.




  Juliana smiled broadly and was about to thank him when two other hands grasped her waist and lifted her to her feet as if she weighed no more than a feather. Her rescuer rose as well, and all

  three set about dusting themselves off. It took quite some time, as they were all thoroughly dirty.




  Juliana was the last one finished. In fact, she wasn’t done so much as she finally gave up. The streak on her hip was too ingrained to succumb to a brushing. She would have to sneak into

  the manor the back way and bribe Nancy to clean it without a word to anyone. If her aunt were to find out . . .




  Juliana suddenly realized that she had to swear these gentlemen to secrecy. At the very least, she had to convince them that the least said the sooner mended, or something like that. Juliana

  straightened up.




  Two young men, who looked little more than her age, stared back with frank interest. Her rescuers were tall, handsome, and well built, but while one had dark wavy hair and blue eyes, the other

  had sandy locks and brown eyes. The sandy-haired man had a round face with a cleft in his smooth chin, and he moved with pent-up energy. The blue-eyed man with the friendly smile was rather

  loose-limbed, with a square jaw and an air of athletic grace.




  Juliana was momentarily at a loss for words, a strange condition for her. It didn’t last long.




  “Sirs, I cannot thank you enough.” She ventured a quick glance toward the cliff’s edge, once again noting the huge drop. “My initial reluctance to accept your kind offer

  of assistance was not in any way due to a lack of appreciation. My disinclination was due solely to the fact that my shortcomings were about to cause my family grief. I do apologize for asking you

  to go away—”




  “Oh, do not even consider it.” The sandy-haired gentleman dismissed her hesitance with a wave of his hand.




  “Still, I was wondering if you might not mention it to anyone.”




  “I beg your pardon?” His hand stopped midair.




  “As gentlemen, I am sure you realize that my . . . adventure . . . was a little . . . unladylike. Or at least that is how—”




  “How your relatives will see it?”




  Juliana turned toward the blue-eyed gentleman; his friendly smile was back.




  “How very perceptive, sir. I know that your efforts showed a great deal of bravery, but I was wondering if . . .”




  “Say no more. Your secret is safe with us.”




  “Once again, I must thank you for your exquisite generosity.” Juliana was almost limp with relief.




  “If—”




  She was suddenly stiff and alert again. “If?”




  “If you would do us the same courtesy.”




  Juliana brought her brows together and tilted her head.




  “We will not mention having to pry you free from certain death, if you do not mention having seen us on this side of town . . . to anyone. An easy arrangement, don’t you

  think?”




  The sandy-haired stranger nodded. “Good thinking. Wouldn’t want tales to reach the ears of my dearest mama.”




  Juliana smiled. “Well, yes, sir, that is easily done—since I do not know to whom I owe my gratitude.”




  “Wonderful, then it is established. You have never seen us before; we have never seen you. And should we at some time meet in any official capacity, it will be for the first time.

  Agreed?”




  Juliana, smiling larger than she had in some time, dropped into a deep curtsy. “I am most pleased to forget you, sir.” She turned and did the same to the sandy-haired man, who was

  watching her closely with a grin tugging at his lips.




  Having settled the arrangement amicably, Juliana turned with renewed energy to her pony cart, and her stomach plummeted to her toes. The cart was on its side—one wheel still encased in mud

  from the deep rut that had been the cause of her ordeal—and the pony was gone.




  “Oh dear, oh dear.”




  “Not shed of us yet, I am afraid,” the blue-eyed young man said at her elbow.




  Juliana almost jumped in surprise but held her reaction in check. Or at least she thought she had until she caught his look of amusement and his bold wink. She straightened her shoulders and

  lifted her chin.




  “Not to worry, the cart is not heavy. We will have it over in a trice,” he said easily, as if unaware of his improper proximity.




  “That is all well and good, but without the pony, it may as well stay where it is.” Juliana sighed. She raised a hand to her bonnet to shield her eyes and began scanning the

  horizon.




  It was fortunate that the day’s early-morning fog had rolled out to sea; it had left the rugged coast sparkling in warm sunlight. The vista was expansive, rich in textures and colors, and

  the visibility couldn’t have been better.




  The rooflines and chimney pots of Ryton Manor rose out of the forest canopy in the distance. Below the ancient manor, in an asymmetrical pattern of hilly fields and thick shrubbery, the bright

  yellow-green foliage of reawakening vegetation contrasted deeply with the blue-gray hues of the ocean. The pony’s dappled black-and-white coat stood out most profoundly.




  It had not gone far.




  “There,” Juliana said with great satisfaction. She pointed to a clearing just up the winding road.




  “Ah, you are right, I see him. Bob—” The young man started to call to his sandy-haired companion. He glanced quickly toward her and then continued. “Could you get the

  pony while I right the cart, old boy?”




  “Right-oh. Will do.”




  While the sandy-haired man walked away, Juliana half-heartedly tugged on the rail of her cart, testing the leverage. It didn’t budge. This was not going to be as easy as the gents had

  surmised.




  “I think we are going to have to wait for your friend to get back before we attempt to set the cart upright.”




  “Nonsense, just move your comely little self out of harm’s way, and I will take care of it.”




  Juliana blinked at the none-to-subtle condescension. Perhaps she deserved it. This stranger could not help but have a skewed idea of her capabilities. She must look like a silly girl, a

  babbling, inattentive silly girl. Juliana gave him an elaborate bow and made sure that he saw her intentionally vacuous smile and fluttering eyelashes. “Of course, kind sir. My poor, helpless

  self will be waiting just over there.” She pointed to the shade of a majestic oak on the other side of the road. It did look like a nice place to while away the time. And, likely, that is

  where she would be until the sandy-haired man returned to help, just as she had suggested in the first place.




  Juliana backed up a few paces and then, after watching the man poke and prod various parts of the cart, she stepped forward and offered to hold his coat.




  “That might not be a bad idea,” he conceded as he handed it to her.




  He still thought he could do it alone, foolish fellow.




  Standing by the raised side of the cart, he began rocking it back and forth, using the momentum of the cart’s own springs to bring it up farther with each dip. Then, in a great effort, he

  pulled the cart toward him. The vehicle tipped up into the air on one wheel.




  Juliana was very impressed until she noticed that the cart was no longer moving. It was just hovering, hanging in the air, neither up nor down. “Sir?”




  “Yes,” came the strained reply.




  “I think it might be easier to drive were both wheels on the ground.”




  “Likely.”




  Juliana tilted her head to see around the cart’s railing. The man’s face was red again with effort. “Would you care for some assistance?”




  “Well, now that you mention it.”




  “Are you certain?” Juliana inquired politely, enjoying the feeling of vindication. “After all, I am standing away, as you directed.”




  “A slight nudge might do the trick.”




  “By me?”




  “Ah, yes, that was the idea.”




  The cart started to shake slightly with his continued strain. With all due haste, Juliana crossed the road and levered her back against the railing. It took much more than a nudge; it was more

  like a shove, and a hard one at that.




  At last the cart tipped toward the stranger, who smartly stepped out of the way, and came to rest on the crest of the road—on both wheels.




  Without a word, he circled the cart and held his elegant but soiled hand out for his coat. His face held a languid, almost bored look, a very different expression from that of just a moment

  ago.




  “Oh, I do apologize.” Juliana rushed back to the tree, picked up his coat, dusted it off, and sheepishly handed back to him. “I, ah . . .”




  “Dropped it?”




  “Yes, most careless of me. I was not thinking.”




  “A habit?”




  “Well, actually no. I am seldom accused of not thinking. It is more on the order of being overly opinionated or easily distracted, but only by my aunt. Father would never say

  so.”




  “Very kind of him.”




  “Well, no, not really. I only seem to do imprudent things when it is expected of me. Strange, do you not think? Father has great respect for my intellect, so I am invariably witty and wise

  in his presence. Difficult to imagine, is it not?”




  “Very difficult.”




  Fortunately, the fellow’s friendly smile had returned, or Juliana might have been piqued. He was teasing in such a subtle manner that he was almost being familiar.




  They continued to assess each other in companionable silence. It was a rather pleasant sensation, and somewhat surprising. Juliana had not expected to experience any headiness this

  Season—not in London, and certainly not in the backcountry of Dorset. Apparently, one should never underestimate the allure of a mysterious stranger.




  “Here we are, friends and neighbors,” a voice interrupted her musings.




  Both started guiltily and turned toward the sandy-haired man. He was leading the dappled pony at a brisk pace down the road. The pony looked calm and unfazed by the adventure.




  “There is the cart, all ready for you,” he told the pony. “Good job, old boy,” he said over his shoulder. He led the pony to the front of the cart and started reattaching

  the leathers. He continued to soothe the pony with his monologue. “Now, did I not tell you that you were going home? Would I lie to you? I am sure, Miss, ah . . . I am sure your mistress will

  make sure you have plenty of sweet hay.” The sandy-haired stranger looked up at Juliana for confirmation.




  “Absolutely, the sweetest. Bonnie always gets the best . . . after all the other horses, of course.” Juliana was amused by his attitude toward the poor pony. She was a sorry example

  of horseflesh, made all the more obvious by the gentlemen’s fine specimens tethered to a nearby shrub, but he used a tone that was gentle and full of kindness. Admirable.




  The sandy-haired stranger nodded. “Right-oh. As I said, Bonnie will get you the best hay.”




  Juliana laughed. “No, no, I will do it for Bonnie. The pony is called Bonnie; it is not my given name.”




  He looked up at her and smiled. “I think Bonnie is most apt for a damsel in distress.”




  “Oh no, not at all. A damsel would be called Amelia or Octavia, even Brunhild. Bonnie is such a simple, unassuming name; it would not do at all.”




  His brown eyes twinkled. “Ah, but it might, for such a bonny young maid.”




  Juliana felt sudden warmth on her cheeks and turned her eyes to the ground briefly. She glanced up in time to see his companion roll his eyes.




  The stranger completed his task without further comment or flirtation, patted the pony on the flank, and slowly walked toward Juliana. The wind gently lifted his sandy hair, splaying it across

  his forehead in a wild fashion. “Your carriage awaits, my lady.” The gallant held his arm out to lead her to the cart.




  Juliana recoiled slightly. She sidestepped, almost bumping into the blue-eyed young man in her haste. “Thank you again,” she said to cover her acute discomfort.




  She was so gauche, so unpolished. She had made a cake of herself. The art of conversation was a talent that she had long since mastered, well able to hold her own on the topic of natural

  sciences—particularly the lady beetle—but this art of flirtation was another thing. She had always known her country manners to be a little coarse; it had never bothered her before.

  However, the contrast between the gentlemen’s smooth manner and her awkward response . . . well, she would have to try harder if she were to blend into London society.




  Juliana climbed into the cart, settled herself on the hard, wooden bench, and took up the reins. Doing her best to recover some dignity, she nodded with a benign smile and flicked the leathers.

  Unfortunately, she noticed the amusement in the young men’s eyes, and Juliana ruined the nonchalant effect she was trying to impart by chuckling and grinning broadly. Oh well, perhaps next

  time.




  Juliana directed Bonnie around the offending rut and back onto the crest of the road toward Grays Hill Park. She flicked the reins across the pony’s back to encourage a little more haste

  and prayed that Paul, Aunt’s wizened head groom, would see her coming. She knew that he would be more than willing to institute a little subterfuge to protect her from Aunt Phyllis’s

  sharp tongue. It was easy to spot a confederate.




  Juliana kept her gaze firmly on the road ahead. No swallows could distract her now; the invigorating smell of the salt air could not entice even the slightest diversion or glance to the water.

  No, no more accidents or incidents, at least not today. She would be the staid, mindful lady that she needed to be. But just as the road twisted inland, Juliana couldn’t help herself. She

  turned to look behind.




  Disappointingly, both strangers were no longer looking in her direction. She had already been dismissed from their minds. Juliana took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was not that she

  was truly attracted to either one—how could she be?—but it would have been ever so flattering if they, or even just one of them, had found her intriguing. No, it would seem that the

  vast, empty ocean had captured their attention instead. They both stared at the waves. Not flattering at all.




  It was only then that Juliana realized that while she had been forthcoming, far more than was necessary, about her reason for this harmless conspiracy of silence, the gentlemen had not.

  Actually, they had divulged hardly anything at all, while she had . . . Juliana shuddered in recollection of her babbling tongue. She really needed to take hold of that organ and cultivate the

  silence that exudes a more knowledgeable air.




  Juliana sighed. Perhaps the delay to London was a godsend. It gave her more time to school herself in the ladylike arts of elegance and witty discourse; she had spent too much time wielding a

  net and not enough time fluttering a fan.




  





  CHAPTER




  2




  In which a locket of great sentimental value is lost

  and a locket of a suspicious nature is found




  “ONE WOULD THINK THAT A MODISTE WOULD BE able to design a gown that a lady could shed by herself. But it would

  appear not,” Juliana complained as she waited impatiently for Nancy to finish undoing the back buttons of her mucky walking dress.




  “Yes, Miss.”




  There had been no disapproval or alarm in Nancy’s expression when Juliana had arrived in complete disarray, hair falling about her ears, out of breath, and in a severely soiled gown. The

  short, freckled maid simply dropped her armload of linens on the closest flat surface and rushed after her. She hadn’t even inquired as to what had occurred. In less than a month, Nancy had

  become quite accustomed to Juliana’s uncommon behavior.




  “The cart hit a rut,” Juliana explained needlessly, avoiding any reference to being out alone or falling off the cliff.




  “Yes, Miss.” The maid’s tone was excessively neutral.




  All twenty tiny pearl buttons were at last undone, and the dress dropped to the floor. Nancy laid the muslin ruin upon the bed in such a way that the ingrained dirt was concealed. She knew to be

  cautious. Aunt Phyllis often entered a room unbidden. “It was such a handsome dress, Miss. The latest fashion.”




  “Just the latest fashion for Lambhurst, Nancy. I imagine it would . . . will look rather rustic next to my cousin’s London styles.”




  Juliana realized that she sounded petulant. It was unintentional, for the dress had been her idea. She had asked her aunt to help her find a local dressmaker for her London Season wardrobe.

  Lambhurst fashion was a vast improvement over anything she could have had made in her hometown hamlet of Compton Green. Aunt Phyllis had protested that all the best styles came from London, but, as

  Juliana was covering her own costs for the Season, there was little that her aunt could say. Besides, seeing her niece in country fine while Carrie paraded in London elegance suited Aunt Phyllis

  perfectly.




  The fact that Juliana could afford gowns to rival the most moneyed in society but chose not to, well, that was a source of great amusement for her aunt—one that she pretended to hide.

  Perhaps Aunt Phyllis did not resent having to present her niece to the beau monde at the same time as her daughter, but her barely veiled hostility hinted at such a possibility.




  The woman need not have worried. Carrie had her youth, as she was one year younger than Juliana, and her social ease, due to countless elocution, dancing, and etiquette tutors; and soon she

  would be a fashionable beauty enjoying the Season. Carrie would eclipse Juliana utterly—which played into Juliana’s plans exactly.




  Juliana intended to put her time in London to better use than shopping and attending frivolous fittings. She would be seeing to the publication of the Telford research—a fascinating

  project about the Coccinellidae. It was an important study on the lady beetle, which had begun simply as a common interest between Father and his motherless daughter, but it had grown to the

  point where it now formed the basis of their lives. It was something that Aunt Phyllis would never understand and certainly never approve of.




  And so Madame Greville, the renowned modiste of the town of Lambhurst, had been called in and put to immediate use. Aunt Phyllis had helped pick the beautiful fabrics in the dullest of

  colors—and suggested an abundance of lace and flounces, which Juliana had immediately censored. The resulting wardrobe was a mixed set of gowns—some suiting Juliana’s tastes and

  others suiting her aunt’s—all well made, if somewhat classic in style.




  “I would very much appreciate anything you could do to make the dress serviceable again, Nancy. I really did like it.”




  “Yes, Miss, you looked rather corky in it.”




  Juliana smiled and dropped a coin on the girl’s palm.




  “Miss?”




  “That is in case you need to replace any part of the skirt. Keep any left over.”




  “Thank you, Miss. I will have it back ’ere in the mornin’.” The vow of silence was implicit between them. Aunt Phyllis would not be informed.




  The coin quickly disappeared behind the maid’s frilled white muslin apron. “ ’Ow about yer Pomona green gown, Miss.” Nancy opened the doors to the large wardrobe sitting

  in the corner of the ivy guest room. It was deliciously full.




  Juliana felt a rush of pleasure at the sight of all those rich materials. As she was not usually prone to such frivolous feelings, the emotion surprised her. She snorted and shook her head. She

  had a touch of vanity in her after all.




  Nancy brought over a gown that had long, full sleeves tied in three places with ribbons. As the maid pulled the gown up over her shoulders, she made a startled sound and Juliana turned.




  “Is something wrong?”




  “Oh, no, Miss. Just surprised is all.”




  “By what?”




  “Yer locket, Miss. I never seen you without it afore.”




  Juliana’s hand went to her throat. Her neck tensed, and the pounding of her heart filled her ears. She pulled away from Nancy’s ministrations and rushed over to the mirror. Nancy was

  right. Her fingers were right. The locket was gone.




  “Oh dear, oh dear,” Juliana lamented. “I had it on this morning. The clasp must have broken. It could be anywhere.”




  “I’m that sorry, Miss. It were special, weren’t it?” Nancy met her eyes in the mirror with a twinkle. “From a particular gentleman?”




  Juliana smiled at the ludicrous suggestion. “Nothing so romantic, I am afraid, Nancy, but just as sentimental. It was my mother’s.” She laid her hand across her empty neckline.

  “Father gave it to me last August, on my birthday.” She swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. “I thought very highly of it.”




  Nancy resumed fastening Juliana’s buttons in silence. It gave Juliana the opportunity to fret in earnest. The locket had been a special tribute, a gift from her dead mother upon reaching

  her majority. A lovely necklace, not too large or ornate, it accented most of her dresses and could be hidden under those that were not set off by the etched silver. Best of all, it held a tress of

  her mother’s straight dark hair, so unlike her own wavy reddish brown. Juliana touched the widow’s peak on her forehead. That was a gift from her mother, too. Or so she had been

  told.




  “Primping again, I see,” Carrie Reeves teased from the doorway. She ambled across the floor, wafting lavender as she did so. Stopping at the full-length mirror, she swept her hand up

  under her carefully piled coiffure. It was a new look for her. It added the height she needed but was too severe for her youthful face.




  Juliana stepped behind her cousin and pulled a few honey-brown tendrils from around the nape of Carrie’s neck. Juliana worked absentmindedly, her thoughts focused on the loss of her

  locket. Nancy completed the last of her buttons, curtsied and started toward the door.




  “Where have you been, Juliana? Mama was looking for you earlier. We have news.” Carrie watched Juliana from the mirror. The tendrils had done the trick; Carrie looked like a fragile

  porcelain doll, no longer her mother in miniature.




  “I told ya, Miss Carrie,” Nancy quickly interrupted, “Miss Juliana were out walking in the gardens.” She glanced toward Juliana, who nodded her appreciation and dismissed

  her at the same time.




  “No one could find you,” Carrie persisted after Nancy closed the door.




  “I went farther than I had intended—into the park.” It was almost the truth.




  “You really ought not to do that, Juliana.” Carrie’s concern sounded genuine. “There are a lot more rules here than you are used to—and a lot more eyes to make sure

  you abide by them.” She sighed deeply. “Ladies are expected to act with an abundance of decorum in Lambhurst. It will be worse in London.”




  Carrie shook her head and turned. First staring at the floor and then the bed curtain, she avoided Juliana’s watchful gaze in a studied fashion. Walking over to the window, she pulled back

  the green draperies and gazed out at the gardens, as if she were more interested in her surroundings than the conversation.
 

  

  “I hadn’t planned an excursion . . . but I was piqued, remember,” Juliana prodded.




  Carrie sniffed, lifted her chin, and then paused—drawing a ragged breath. She dropped the curtain, and the pretense, finally turning to meet Juliana’s eyes. “Yes, and I do

  apologize. I didn’t mean to be so vile—you can talk about bugs anytime you wish.”




  “Insects.”




  “Yes, yes . . . those horrid little creatures that you find so fascinating. I did not mean to imply that you are a bluestocking.”




  “I don’t mind the name, goose. I was quite pleased with the label; it was the way you said it. With such disgust, as if to be knowledgeable were a terrible affliction. One that you

  share, I’d like to point out.”




  “Yes, I don’t know what came over me. Frustration perhaps? It’s this infernal sitting around waiting. I almost wish there were someone else who could present us—but no,

  that would preclude Vivian, and I wouldn’t want to do that.”




  “I am sorry, too, for I knew you not to be in earnest—it was quite unlike you.” It was more like her Aunt Phyllis, but Juliana kept that thought safely tucked away.




  Carrie smiled and grabbed Juliana’s hand, pulling her out into the hall. “Enough of that. I must tell you my news.” She brought them to a halt on the top step of the grand

  staircase. But her words were to remain unspoken, her excitement stifled.




  Clicking on the marble below announced the arrival of Aunt Phyllis.




  [image: ]




  “YOU CANNOT CONTROL YOURSELF, can you, Bobbington?”




  “Whatever do you mean?”




  Spencer Northam watched Lord Randolph Bobbington line up his ball, blowing his sandy hair out of his eyes. He stared with such tiresome and painstaking concentration that Spencer knew his friend

  had not heard a word of his advice.




  The two young men were sequestered in the large, heavily paneled billiard room of Shelsley Hall, Bobbington’s cavernous ancestral home. They had not lingered long on the cliffs of St. Ives

  Head. It had not seemed prudent. To stay longer would have invited discovery, by someone other than a young lady intent on keeping her own small secret.




  Spencer curled up the right side of his mouth into a lopsided smile, recalling the odd miss who had diverted him from his purpose a few hours ago. Very different from the sophisticated,

  calculating young ladies he usually encountered. No, this one was rather fetching, country fresh and quite a talker . . . a green but intelligent girl, certainly with a mind of her own. Confident,

  until Bobbington had flustered her with his cocky flirtation.




  Spencer frowned. Lambhurst society was small. It was probable that they already knew her aunt. Spencer hoped that the miss was true to her word and found no reason to mention their appearance on

  the Head. He had no desire for his name to be bandied about the country as a young man too ripe and ready by half. He had woven the air of passivity into the tapestry of his persona for too long

  for it to become unraveled at this late date.




  “Whatever do you mean?” Bobbington eventually repeated. “I can, indeed, control myself.” He was leaning on the table with his cue resting beside him. The ball he had so

  laboriously studied lay stagnant and untouchable on the far side of the table. “In what way?”




  Spencer realized that he could be accused of woolgathering just as much as his friend. He straightened his back and his thoughts. “For the better part of a fortnight you have extolled the

  virtues of one Miss Vivian Pyebald. A litany of her marvelous qualities has followed me around every corner of Shelsley, as well as assurances that your devotion is so complete, so constant, that

  she will live in your heart until you gasp out your dying breath. And then along comes this pert miss and you forget your unalterable fixation. In a blink, you cast your net around a new candidate.

  We wouldn’t have been on the blasted cliff had you not insisted on staring wistfully at her manor . . . against the express wishes of your dear mama.”




  “How can you say that? To flatter an obviously comely young lady is merely courtesy. I could never turn my thoughts from dearest Miss Pyebald. She lives in my heart—”




  “You will have to pardon my lack of enthusiasm, Bobbington. We have been friends since Eton, and in that time, I believe your complete and exclusive devotion has been passed from—let

  me see, there was darling Miss Wilson last autumn, virtuous Lady Harriet in July, stellar Miss Barnard just before Easter, beloved Miss—”




  “But this is different.”




  “Really? How so?”




  Bobbington flushed and shifted his weight from one side to the other. “Because my feelings are returned.”




  “The beautiful Miss Pyebald, daughter of Lord Reginald Pyebald, has informed you of her devotion though you have had but three encounters and she is not yet out? That is miraculous. Have

  you spoken to her father?”




  “Oh, Northam, leave off, will you? You know I have done no such thing. She has been gone since March. I am simply awaiting her return.”




  “Then why, oh why, do you believe that Miss Pyebald returns your regard?”




  “We had a moment just before she left.”




  “Would you care to elucidate?”




  “That would not be gentlemanly.”




  Spencer sighed. He rubbed at his temple. “Well, then, my friend, you might want to leave off flirting with strangers on a lonely cliff-side, or you might find yourself in a compromising

  situation, thereby losing all hope of winning your fair Miss Pyebald.”




  Bobbington shook his head in sharp jerks. “That is not likely to happen.”




  “Despite your lack of funds, your title holds great allure. You would not be the first to fall victim to a scheming mama and her daughter.”




  “Our miss has an aunt.”




  “Do not be so literal, Bobbington.”




  “You cannot believe the girl threw herself off a cliff in order to gain my attention.”




  “Perhaps not. That would be going a bit too far.”




  “Indeed. I believe the true nature of your disapproval is not that I brought her to blush, but that I did it before you had the chance.”




  “Rot.”




  Bobbington gave him a victorious smirk.




  Spencer bent over the table and hit his ball with a little more force than he had intended. As he watched Bobbington play out his turn, he fingered the delicate ornament in his pocket. He

  wondered about the lock of dark hair and the fleur-de-lis etching. It had been lying in the thatch beside the oak. Was it a love token dropped by the traitorous French spy? Did it indicate a

  cliff-top vigil or simply a passing vehicle? Was there any significance in its location? Was it a signal? It was not a busy thoroughfare; the locket could have been there for some

  time—perhaps it meant nothing.




  As he speculated, Spencer lamented his inexperience—the ability to know and understand exactly what an object represented might be years away. He looked forward to when his espionage

  skills were honed enough to match those of Bibury and Lord Winfrith. It is likely that they would have been able to see the locket for what it was.




  However, Spencer did not yet have their mastery, and he reasoned that St. Ives Head would need another look as a result; it would also afford him another opportunity to observe Ryton Manor.
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  “GIRLS, come down here at once.” The tenor of Aunt Phyllis’s voice was unreadable. But the variables were small: She was either

  annoyed or very annoyed.




  Juliana didn’t wait to find out. With as much haste and grace as she could—lest she bring on a tongue-lashing for unladylike behavior—Juliana scrambled down the wide staircase.

  Carrie followed closely behind. Aunt abhorred dawdlers.




  “Juliana, it has come to my attention that . . .” Aunt Phyllis began the minute Juliana’s feet touched the ground floor. Then she stopped.




  Chester, the footman, entered the main hall carrying a large candelabra destined for the dining room. Maisie was busy in the back corner, dusting the family portrait, and Mrs. Belcher, the

  housekeeper, passed into the little hall with her keys clunking and jingling as she moved.




  Aunt Phyllis swooped her hand impatiently to the morning room, indicating that their private discussion would continue in there.




  Juliana entered the pastel blue room with a surge of resentment taking up residence in her spleen. She simply would not allow the woman to rail at her again for nothing. Aunt might deserve

  respect for the mere fact that she was older, well positioned in society, and Father’s sister, but that did not give her the right to—




  “Juliana, do not slouch.”




  “Yes, Aunt.” Juliana acquiesced as sweetly as possible. Position and familial connections did not give Aunt Phyllis the right to belittle her moral character, insult her education,

  or—




  “Juliana, straighten your gown.”




  “Yes, Aunt.” Juliana ran her hands down the perfectly placed bodice. She simply could not . . . would not allow her aunt to intimidate her. Juliana raised her chin and turned to face

  the enemy.




  Aunt Phyllis was a beautiful woman. She was small in stature, but her fine bone structure was in proportion to her height. She had thick honey-colored hair, with a few touches of gray that were

  allowed to see the light of day only occasionally, very occasionally. Her voice was always calm but held a sting, a malicious message that seemed indiscernible to gentlemen but was infinitely clear

  to other women.




  Juliana slowly descended onto the closest brocade settee with exaggerated grace. Aunt did not like that most people towered over her, even when it was by mere inches, as was the case with

  Juliana.




  “There must be some mysterious voice emanating from the shadows that only you can hear, Juliana, for I am quite certain that it was not I who suggested that you sit before I do—the

  height of disrespect.”




  “I beg to differ, Aunt. The voice I heard was, indeed, yours—just yesterday you mentioned the strain of having to look up.” Juliana smiled sweetly. “I wouldn’t want

  to be a pain in the neck.” After appreciating the ceiling for a calming moment, Juliana returned her gaze to the martinet, doing her best to look attentive—while clenching her jaw.




  If this had not been the only way that she could get to London with her true purpose undetected, she would have gracefully marched back up the stairs, neatly thrown her possessions into her

  trunks, and calmly run from the house. As it was, she had to put up with the derisive treatment and snide remarks, or return home unpublished. It was now or never—for she had heard that

  another natural scientist was putting his theories forward—studies that borrowed heavily from the Telford research.




  “Juliana, it has come to my attention that you were out alone. Again. This, after I so delicately stated that such wanton behavior is vulgar and common. You must refrain from voyaging

  abroad immediately, even in our own park as you were today. What if you had been seen? Walking, without an escort. It is likely that you only barely avoided an incident today. I will not brook

  another one.”




  “Yes, Aunt.” Thank the heavens she had requested the silence of her cliff-side rescuers. “However, you must recall that I am unused to such restrictions and find them

  chafing.”




  Aunt Phyllis’s small but strong hand drummed dramatically on her upper bodice, in the general area of her poor, taxed heart. “That is irrelevant. You are no longer in the primitive

  environs of Compton Green. The Ton has standards, and I will not be associated . . .” Aunt Phyllis artfully collapsed into the small chair next to her escritoire. Her hands fluttered like a

  small bird and then came to rest, with a twitch, in her lap. The exquisite lavender gown flowed and puddled around her.




  “I will not be associated,” she began again for emphasis, “with anyone about whom there might be a hint of poor breeding. We must do our utmost to hide your mother’s

  French taint.”




  This proved too much for Juliana’s sense of justice. “Aunt Phyllis, how can you deride Mama’s heritage? She was the daughter of a comte. Hardly an example of poor

  breeding.”




  Aunt Phyllis arched her left brow in a practiced expression of superiority, then she turned toward the fireplace, staring at the painting above the mantel. It was a depiction of a tree—the

  Telford family tree to be precise.




  “I shudder to think what my great-grandfather, the Earl, would say about your bloodlines, Juliana. France is our enemy. We are at war.” She continued to stare with her lips curled

  into what could be mistaken for a smile; she was entranced by the long list of names.




  Juliana refrained from pointing out that Phyllis Reeves had never actually met “the Earl” and that her name was on one of the lowest branches of this revered family tree. With great

  forbearance, Juliana placed her tongue between her teeth and held it there on the off chance that it would escape and say all manner of vulgarities, with great force.




  “Now I must tell you the glad tidings.” Aunt turned back to the girls, looked critically at Carrie, and then frowned. Her eyes focused on the soft tendrils curling prettily about her

  daughter’s neck. She pursed her lips momentarily but continued with no reference to the altered coiffure. “Our vigil is over; Lady Pyebald and Vivian have returned. An elegant,

  articulate letter arrived just a few hours ago. Apparently, the holiday in the Lake District was most successful, although the journey home has been overlong and taxing on the delicate constitution

  of our dearest Vivian. A brief respite is required, but we will be able to leave for London within five or six days . . . perhaps a seven-night. Certainly not more—now what say you to

  that!”




  Despite herself, Juliana smiled. “That is good news, indeed, Aunt.” Juliana glanced at her cousin. Their eyes met in mutual excitement. At last they were going to London.




  When Juliana had arrived at Grays Hill Park, it had been with the expectation of leaving for London within a fortnight. She had planned to use those fourteen days to procure the necessaries for

  the Season, catch up with her cousin, whom she hadn’t seen since the previous summer, and be apprised of the who’s who of London society by Aunt Phyllis. It would have been a tight

  schedule, but one that Juliana had thought was best suited to her needs—predominantly, her need not to spend any more time with Aunt Phyllis than was absolutely necessary.




  However, no sooner had Juliana arrived than she had been informed of a delay. The ladies of great Ryton Manor, with whom Carrie and Juliana were to share the Season, had not yet returned from

  their visit with relatives in the Lake District. Some sort of ailment had laid Vivian low, and they had been required to postpone their departure by a full week.




  As the Pyebalds were to enjoy the hospitality of the Reeves family while in London—their own opulent residence being in need of unspecified repairs—there was nothing to do but wait

  upon the return of these grand dames if the entrance into good society was to be assured. Now at last came news of their return.




  “We have been invited to the Great-House tomorrow. You, in particular, Juliana. Although it was not stated, I do believe Lady Pyebald wishes to assess your suitability to our little party.

  You would do well to keep your mouth firmly closed, your eyes cast upon the floor, and your opinions to yourself. Do you take my meaning, girl?”




  “Yes, Aunt. You would prefer me to be someone I am not.”




  “Good, then we understand each other. You will not attract the attention of anyone, least of all the good lady. Wear the yellow gown I directed you to buy.”




  “Yes, Aunt.” It was the least attractive of her new gowns, fashioned in a pallid yellow that made her look sallow. However, Juliana would match it with her apple-green pelisse, and

  the effect would be charming.




  Having imparted the required warnings, Aunt Phyllis rose and glided to the door. No doubt she had Cook to harass or Mrs. Belcher to criticize. The moment the door closed behind her, Carrie was

  on her feet.




  “Oh, this is too splendid by half, Juliana. I thought this day would never come.” Carrie reached over and gave Juliana’s hand an affectionate squeeze.




  “Do you refer to the social call or the Season?”




  “Goose, the Season, of course.” Carrie laughed, then sighed deeply and stared dreamily into the air. “The balls, the gowns, the music. Handsome gentlemen and starry romance. It

  is too delicious.”




  “Lechers with sweaty palms and crowded smelly rooms.”




  “Juliana. One would almost think you had no interest in catching a man’s eye.”




  “Well, I do not.”




  “Then why, pray tell, are you about to place yourself upon the most notorious marriage stage?”




  “To dance the night away, laugh at deplorable comments, and be frivolous and lighthearted. Go to the theater, visit the museum, and ride down Rotten Row. Need there be more than

  that?”
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