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To Stacy and Jeri, my two favorite nieces, with love



Chapter One

“By all that is holy, Trevaine, you’ve got to do something about that daughter of yours!” If complexion were a barometer of feelings, Squire George Bottwick was in a raging gale of a mood. His round face as red as the scarlet hunt jacket he wore, he stomped into the library of Treverly Hall and pounded on his friend’s desk. “It’s unlawful, unladylike, and…and unEnglish,” he sputtered, the last being the worst, in his view.

Lord Trevaine carefully placed a marker in the book he was reading, laid it gently on the side of the desk farthest from the Squire and, looking up, settled the spectacles on his nose. “Good day, George. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Didn’t hear me? Didn’t hear me?” roared his guest. “And I suppose you didn’t hear the riot and ruckus outside your front door, not an hour past?”

“Why no, I was studying this passage here. He waved a thin hand in the book’s general direction. “Quite interesting. You see—”

“No, blast it, Elliot, it’s your daughter you should be seeing to, not some demned book. I know I ain’t bookish, but anyone can tell you the chit can’t keep haring around the countryside, riding astride like a boy—”

“She is only seventeen, and it’s safer that way.”

“That’s what you said at fourteen, and fifteen, and sixteen. Man, she’s not a child anymore, to be out with nary a groom.”

“Come, George, nothing is going to happen to her in our own neighbourhood, and she does have her dog for companion.”

“It’s not her safety I’m concerned with! And you call that monster a dog! Hellhound more like. Misbegotten whelp of a—”

“Irish wolfhound, actually, for the most part.”

“Aye, part Irish revenge on the English, and part devil. It’s a pretty pair you’ve set loose on us, Trevaine, a ragtag hoyden and a barn-sized bristle brush with fangs. Do you know what they’ve done now? Do you even care? Look at me, Trevaine, just look!”

Squire was still storming around the small room, brandishing his riding whip at a bust of poor blind Homer and challenging the neat stacks of books. His face was still red and his waistcoat, already straining to meet across his more than ample girth, was in danger of surrendering the cause, with all his huffing and puffing. The whole ensemble, in fact, was mud-spattered and wet, with spots, stains and scuff marks. Fox one, locals zero? No, there had to be more to it, Lord Trevaine ruefully acknowledged. There always was, when his daughter Jacelyn was involved. He gestured Squire to the leather seat facing his, while be reached for the cut-glass decanter of fine French brandy he kept on the side table. This was not the first time he had entertained his friend in such a fashion, and he well knew the delaying tactics to let the storm of Squire’s anger blow itself out. While his friend sipped and mopped at his damp brow with a handkerchief, Lord Trevaine steepled his fingers and considered how times like this made him miss his wife more than ever. She had been dead almost ten years now, leaving him the sole raising of their daughter, a sunbeam in his darkened life. Jacelyn was bright and happy and lively and loving, everything her mother would have approved. Perhaps she was a trifle high-spirited, her father admitted, but that was to be expected in a girl surrounded only by doting servants. The rough edges would smooth out in time, he was sure. After all, she was ever kind and tenderhearted. The last thought brought Lord Trevaine back to the present, and his present company.

He cleared his throat. “I take it this has something to do with, er, fox hunting?”

Squire Bottwick sputtered, choking on his swallow. “Were you even aware there was to be a hunt this morning, then?”

“Actually, no. But by your dress…and discomposure…” Lord Trevaine hurriedly refilled the squire’s glass.

He sympathised with the Squire, truly he did, for he knew that what books were to him, fox hunting was to George Bottwick. Squire did not read much more than farming journals, and Lord Trevaine’s uncertain health kept him from the saddle, yet they each respected the other’s ways. Miss Jacelyn Trevaine, however, in the plainest of unvarnished truths, did not approve of fox hunting. Oh, she listened to the arguments of chicken farmers and gameskeepers, but countered with the foxes’ depredations of the far more destructive rodent populations. If, in a rare moment of conciliation, Jacelyn was willing to concede the possible necessity of controlling the foxes’ numbers, she would never, with her last breath if need be, agree to such a brutal, bloody, barbaric method as the hunt. So, with the single-minded dedication of youth and righteous morality, she set out to eradicate the gory sport, or at least make it dashed uncomfortable for the local Master of the Hunt, Squire Bottwick.

One of Jacelyn’s earliest efforts employed a vast quantity of pepper, primitive but effective. Another involved most of the village lads and all the dead fish they could accumulate. Jacelyn strewed the latter over the deer paths and forest tracks, covering whatever scent a fox may have left. That cost many a stand-up supper for the boys, and lost Miss Trevaine her last of many governesses. Whether Miss Polk resigned due to the stench, or well-bred dismay at the deed, or simple acknowledgement that the task of making her charge into a lady was beyond her, her departure freed Jacelyn, at age fifteen, from whatever constraints society was wont to impose on young females. The following season someone managed to keep overfeeding Squire’s hounds with good beef and mutton until they grew too fat and lazy to chase anything more than dream foxes. Bottwick had suspicions, of course, but could never prove them. Lord Trevaine quietly grew fond of omelettes.

Even her loving father felt that Jacelyn had used unfair tactics last year, bringing two orphaned fox kits over to Bottwick’s where Squire’s three little girls, still in the schoolroom, could help care for the “innocent victims” of their father’s bloodlust and butchery. Such whining and weeping had to reach even the hardest heart; Squire discovered business in London.

For all that, Jacelyn never injured the dogs or the horses or their riders, which she could have, setting out traps or deadfalls or draglines across the ridings. No, it was only Squire’s pride—and pleasure—which got hurt. Bottwick seemed relaxed by now, warmed by the fire in the grate and the good brandy, so, taking care to top the glass first, Lord Trevaine cautiously suggested, “I take it you and my daughter had another, ah, confrontation this morning?”

“Confrontation? No, I never saw her but, your daughter or not, if I’d had my hands on her—”

Trevaine cleared his throat.

“—what you should have seen to years ago.” He stomped over to the window, pointed with his wineglass. “Look at it out. Cool, crisp, no rain for the first day this week. Everyone came out for the hunt—not the London crowd; they’ll get here week’s end—but all the local gentry. There we were, assembled in my drive for a stirrup cup to get the blood flowing. Horses pawing, the kennelmen barely holding the dogs, they’re so eager. The trumpet sounds Away. Ah, Trevaine, there’s no sweeter sight nor sound than the pack in voice on the trail, gorgeous horseflesh, fine riders. Then my Jasper, the best pack leader I’ve ever seen, starts belling. I can hear it now:A-roo, A-roo. And we all follow, through the home wood, across the spinney, over the stream, then cut back through Granders’ and over the bridge at Treverly. We lost the vicar at Four Corners. What a ride! No View Halloo though, just the dogs running like the wind…right up to your front door.”

“Hold, George. I know Jacelyn’s got no fox cubs here now, and she could not get your dogs to follow a dead pelt. So what—”

“It wasn’t any damned fox! It was that infernal dog of hers, in season. Anyone with a ha’penny’s worth of sense knows to keep a bitch like that inside, but is that what your daughter does? Oh, no. Miss Trevaine takes the dog, and its bedding, and marks every blasted trail in the neighbourhood, leading every jack dog in the county right to your doorstep and the biggest dogfight you’ve ever read a damned book through. It took all your people and all mine, and buckets of water, just to separate them. Now my Jasper is back in the kennels, howling like some curst Romeo. And there’s nary hide nor hair of missy and the dog, of course.” Squire realised his last bellows were rattling the windowpanes. He wiped his face again, turned and in a quieter voice asked, “What do you think of your sweet, tender-hearted girl now?”

Lord Trevaine coughed to hide his laugh, but he answered, “A trifle indelicate, but ingenious all the same. I’ll make good on any damages, of course.” He refilled the glass.

“You always do. When the dog steals a ham curing in the sun, or attacks some villager’s washline as if it were a row of advancing Frenchies, or when missy talks the tenants’ sons into letting her plough the fields. You’ve got to stop laughing, Elliot. It is different now. Oh, I’ll recover m’dignity, and the dogs will be fit by the house party, and old Reynard can have a rest till then, but it is high time you took your nose out of your books and had a better look around. The tabbies are talking about Jacelyn, and it ain’t good. This morning’s escapade alone will keep them meowing for days.”

“You know better than that, George. I don’t care what the local matrons say, and neither does my daughter.”

“That’s just it, you don’t care. But what’s to become of your daughter, eh? She’s not a little girl anymore. She cannot just stay in Cambridgeshire, sitting at your feet, making Maygames of the locals.”

“Why not, if it suits her? You are just concerned with your own peace of mind,” Trevaine said with a smile.

Squire was thoroughly at ease now—after four brandies anyone else would be comatose—and earnestly tried to make his friend see clear. “Nay, it’s not my comfort, Elliot, but yours. Think on it. You won’t be here to make good for her forever. What then?”

“Then she will be a wealthy young woman, free to make whatever decisions she wants.”

“Free to fall prey to every loose screw with a sad story. You know she’s got no more sense about men than a kitten.”

“So what are you saying, that I should teach her not to trust anyone?”

“I’m suggesting that you try—try, mind you—to get her shaped up like a lady instead of a harum-scarum chit, get her launched into Society before she’s blotted her copybook for good and all, and get her a good man to hold the reins when you’re gone. Then we can all rest easy.”

“A husband? But she’s only—”

“Seventeen, I know. And how old was your Elizabeth when you met, hm? Remember, you are not going to make her into a butterfly overnight. Men don’t want a gal with Greek and Latin; they want one with blushes and fluttery eyelashes. I bet my ten-year-old Amanda knows more about it than Jacelyn. And men don’t want a wife their mothers won’t invite to tea.”

Lord Trevaine nodded. “You’ve given me a lot to think about, George, and I will this time, truly. Perhaps if I ask my sister again… Yes, and I’ll speak to Jacelyn too.”

“And what about the hunt party for my house guests?”

Lord Trevaine pulled the bell cord near his desk.

*

If the adage about beauty being in the eye of the beholder needed any reinforcing, proof entered the library ten minutes later, along with Miss Jacelyn Trevaine and a footman carrying the tea tray. While the tea was being placed, Jacelyn gave the Squire her most demure curtsey, then dimpled at her father when she kissed his cheek and straightened a shawl around his shoulders.

What her adoring sire saw was a graceful sprite of a girl, not quite five foot three, with heavy, brown hair falling in graceful waves halfway down her back, held off her face by a yellow ribbon to match the cheerful colour of her dress. Her moves were all that was gentle and gracious, and her face exquisite, with her mother’s dark brown eyes, now twinkling at him in shared humour. He saw a laughing, generous mouth, a serious, straight nose, and a healthy, sun-touched complexion that was all the more beautiful to him after his own indoor pallor.

What the Squire saw, on the other hand, was a skinny little dab of a chit in an outmoded gown, and way past the age not to put her hair up. Thank goodness his own little dumplings fit the mould of blonde, blue-eyed, rounded beauty. Oh, Jacelyn Trevaine was passable enough, he supposed, in an unfashionable way, but his eldest, Samantha, would have cried for weeks over the freckles, and even his youngest knew better than such public displays of affection. Why, if any of his girls gave him such a saucy look, he’d take a birch rod to her. If any of his girls, in fact, ever so much as hinted at causing him as much upset as this one, he’d drown the passel of them, see if he wouldn’t. No amount of brandy was going to improve his opinion of Miss Trevaine. Squire was a firm believer in that other old saying: Pretty is as pretty does.

“Jacey, my dear, Squire and I have been talking,” Lord Trevaine began.

“I’m sure you have,” she agreed with an impish smile.

“Seriously, my dear, I begin to see his point. What would you think if I wrote to my sister in London about arranging a comeout for you?”

“Lady Parkhurst? I’d think you were wasting good paper, Papa. You know she washed her hands of me the last time I visited when I—”

“Yes, yes, but that was two years ago. You are quite the young lady now, and perhaps it is time to consider your future.”

“Do you mean marriage, Papa?” When he muttered something about that being what all girls dreamt of, he supposed, she saluted the Squire with her teacup, but said, “Oh no, Father, it’s just the favoured method of ridding the neighbourhood of plaguey females. I’m quite content right here.” Miss Trevaine then made a very pretty though incomplete apology to the Squire, with no prompting from her father. She apologised, that is, for causing him distress and for any injuries the dogs may have sustained, which she sincerely regretted, not having considered such a possibility. She did not, however, apologise for her behaviour or for disrupting the hunt. “I’ll say the words if you think I should, Papa, but we all know I won’t mean them.”

What a good, honest child she is, thought her father. What a devious minx, thought George Bottwick.

“What about my hunt this Saturday, then? I’ve got a whole house party arriving, m’sister and her family. You remember m’nephew Arthur, don’t you, Elliot? Fine boy, just back from Belgium now that the war’s over. Mentioned in the despatches, don’t you know. He’s bringing some tonish friends, and my niece Priscilla is also. I’ve invited some other London acquaintances up too. Promised them fine sport, and I intend them to have it. Can I have your word on that, missy? If things go well, perhaps we could get up a small dancing party so you could come meet all the young bucks. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, puss, if all goes well?”

Jacelyn considered the nature of the offer, bribe actually, and the nature of the implied threat, and her own nature.

“Squire, what you like best about the hunt is the chase, the ride, the jumps, all the noise and excitement, true?” At his nod and the dreamy look that came over his face at the thought, she went on to ask, “Then why, after your glorious chase, don’t you let the poor fox go?”

Bottwick chuckled at Jacelyn’s naïveté. He did not usually have discussions with females, but perhaps he could humour her this time. “What, just tell the dogs good sport, let’s go home? There is no calling them back once they’ve got their fox cornered, my dear.”

“Then, sir, why don’t you shoot the fox, to kill it cleanly and quickly, before the dogs get to it?” Jacelyn asked in what she thought was a reasonable tone of voice.

All the brandy, the tea and macaroons, the quiet talk and apologies, all went for naught as Bottwick thundered to his feet and roared: “Because that bloody well ain’t the sporting way!”

*

It might have been a moral dilemma for Jacelyn, the hunt versus the ball which, she thought wistfully, would have been her first, even if she had no desire to dance with a bunch of London dandies, or to be held up as a rural frump by their feminine counterparts, including Squire’s niece Priscilla, whom she had known—and disliked—for years. Whatever decisions Jacelyn might have made were scrapped when Squire took action of his own.

Failing to secure Miss Trevaine’s cooperation, needless to say, Bottwick rode home in high dudgeon. His temper was not improved when he found his dog Jasper trying to dig a hole under the kennel fence, nor was his digestion aided by his daughters’ prattle about the London guests, over luncheon. He left the table in mid-meal and retired to his study with his port, a cigar, and a grudge. He told himself no little chit was going to make a fool of him—again. Especially not in front of his uppity sister, the Town swells, and soldier-heroes he had coming. After all, he was the Squire; he was the Master of the Hunt; he was the magistrate.

Perhaps it was his solid body filled only with liquid nourishment that day, or perhaps all that fluid had washed away the cobwebs of his mind, but Squire had an idea, a strategy to deal with the troublesome Miss Trevaine and her pet. He was the local magistrate, wasn’t he? He had the authority, the right, nay, the duty, to uphold the law and preserve the peace. The key to his peace of mind was simple: He would arrest the dog as a public nuisance, and hold it in gaol as surety for the girl’s good behaviour. Simple!

*

“It’s simple extortion, Papa,” Miss Trevaine fumed. “Bribery didn’t work, his efforts to get me shipped off would take too long, so he is resorting to blackmail! How could you let him take poor Pen?”

“I am not entirely certain Bottwick isn’t within his rights, my dear, and it is only for three days, after all. You know Penelope is being well cared for; Squire even said you could visit. Just think of her namesake, Ulysses’ wife, waiting patiently all those years. You’ll get through, both of you.” He patted her hand. “Perhaps it is a good time to consider Squire’s suggestion of a London Season, though.”

“You know I would rather stay here with you, Papa, and it won’t fadge anyway. Aunt Amabel vowed she would never have me back… I wonder whatever happened to the monkey.” Father and daughter both laughed. Jacelyn had been fifteen when she was last invited to visit her aunt in London, a good opportunity to widen her horizons, according to Lady Parkhurst, lest she think the whole world was made of Cambridge farmland. All had gone well, shopping, sedate teas with her aunt’s cronies and other girls not yet “out,” and carriage rides in the park. It was at the start of one of these drives, however, that disaster struck. Jacelyn and her aunt were seated in Lady Parkhurst’s pink-satin-lined open coach for the afternoon “strut,” when all the Beau Monde paraded down Hyde Park’s Rotten Row for the daily spectacle. They were right at the entrance to the park when Jacelyn “rescued” an organ-grinder’s monkey from its master’s mistreatment. What a spectacle it turned out to be: grooms, guards, gypsies, high-strung horses and higher-strung ladies—and a monkey who did not like carriage rides! Aunt Amabel retired to Bath for the restorative waters, Jacelyn was banished home, the coach had to be sold.

Now it was time for another rescue, Jacelyn decided as she dressed for bed. It wasn’t only the injustice of innocent Pen’s capture, it was the whole idea of Squire’s trying to dictate her behaviour, when he was the one who was so obviously wrong. Besides, Miss Trevaine simply did not like having her will crossed. As far as she was concerned, the gauntlet had been cast.

The plan she evolved by the next evening had all the derringdo appeal of the Minerva Press romances she read as avidly as the Greek and Latin she studied with her father. It had been an easy matter to find out from the servants that Squire’s precious nephew Arthur was expected long after dinner. She would, therefore, waylay Arthur after her father’s bedtime, stash him away in the old gardener’s cottage with her friend Shoop, who would not be quite as easy to convince, then negotiate for a trade of hostages—and be home before her father missed her at breakfast! The plan wasn’t a perfect drama, of course, for if Squire were the villain, and Penelope the damsel in distress, where did that leave her and Arthur? She remembered Squire’s nephew from a visit at least ten years ago as a pouty, fleshy rudesby who had disdained the company of a mere girl on his country rambles, even though she knew all the fish holes and climbing trees. Since defeating Napoleon single-handedly, if one listened to Squire’s boasts, Lord Arthur Ponsonby must be even more puffed up with his own conceit than ever. No, no tragic figure there. She would just have to portray the avenging hero herself. Jacey giggled as she drew on the old boots, breeches, and coat from the back of her closet, crammed her hair under a widebrimmed, low-crowned hat, and crept down the stairs, shielding her candle. She looked more like a skulking stableboy than any kind of hero, which wasn’t surprising, considering that her outfit’s source was Lem, the apprentice groom. The lingering odour was less than epic too, and she wrinkled her nose as she tiptoed to her father’s desk. His old pistols, even unloaded, made her feel more the part. The cold metal as she tucked them in her waistband sent a delicious shiver down her backbone. Maria Edgeworth and Mrs. Radcliffe would have been proud.



Chapter Two

The beat of the horse’s hooves was as steady as a clock, that and the creak of saddle leather the only sounds intruding on the night. The moon was reflected off the hard-packed dirt road, and the hedgerows shut out the rest of the world. The horse was sure-footed and tireless, the road was straight. Riding in the country after dark was a perfect time for thinking, if one’s thoughts were good company. The thoughts of Leigh Merrill, Earl of Claibourne, were not.

Things were not universally gloomy, of course. At age thirty-two the earl still had his health, though the French had done their damnedest to change that during the last seven years. He still had his lands, mortgaged and marginally profitable that they were; he had rugged, fair-haired good looks enough for success in the petticoat line, and luck enough, combined with his army pay, to keep himself in a style his title and acreage could not. He had his brave charger, Baron, under him, and good friends like Arthur Ponsonby, for whose uncle’s house party the earl was already late. What he didn’t have was a future worth a groat.

Born to the land, coming to the title at a tragically early age, he should have been seeing to his estates, but he had managers far more capable than he, and what the land needed was not another mouth to feed, but money, for repairs, equipment, modernisation. Trained for war, rising to the well-decorated rank of major on Wellington’s own staff, Claibourne could have stayed in uniform, but the battles were all fought, and he had lost his taste for vagabond army life. The war years had been hellish, costing him so many good friends, but at least they were full, and the command staff lived every day as if it were their last, which it well could have been. The victory was celebrated in Paris, Vienna, London, with almost enough hell-raising to deaden the pain of memories, or at least satisfy any hunger a soldier could name. Even that palled after a time.

And now? Now he was accepting invitations to provincial parties at strangers’ houses for want of anything better to do. At least he and Baron would get some healthy exercise out of the visit. The earl had kept fit by sparring at Gentleman Jackson’s, but the stallion was restricted to a few tame canters in the park. That was why the earl had come on alone, bringing his horse along in easy stages instead of driving up with Arthur and their baggage as they had originally planned. This way Arthur had not had to kick his heels while the earl kept his appointment with his man of business, which was all to the good, since after hearing Pettigrew’s latest news of the current price of corn, Claibourne did not feel much like company.

Company. There would be plenty of that, besides exercise, at the gathering. The men were no problem; they would accept anyone who could ride hard, drink long, and gamble deep. The women were another…proposition. There would be the young widow or the married cousin whose husband was off in the diplomatic corps, or some such convenient errand. These ladies had an altogether different form of exercise in mind when they invited the tanned, well-muscled, elegantly dressed earl on a private chase. Even the younger ladies made much of a handsome war hero, giggling into their fans and blushing at his compliments, until they were warned off by their mamas.

The gabblemongers always had a picnic when Leigh Claibourne, as he was now called, so much as danced with a debutante. That he held a title supported by ancient tradition instead of wealth was no novelty among the ton, and no cause to strike his name from the invitation lists to come-out balls, even if the female’s family was too hard pressed to consider an impecunious suitor. No, what kept him from being wholeheartedly welcome in these circles was a family closet so full of skeletons it was surprising the Claibourne crest still fit in.

What father of a wealthy girl—Claibourne’s solicitor had just spent an hour impressing the earl that no other type of female would do—would give her hand, and dowry, in exchange for a name tainted with dishonourable duels, divorce, and the filthy blot of slave trading? Gads, they had it all, even near imbecility, in his cousin Percival. The scandals had been well aired ages ago, in Claibourne’s childhood, and only the highest sticklers held his Uncle Fenton and Percy against him. Still, all of Society read the Claibourne wildness in his own richly deserved reputation as a rake. As Leigh had ruefully commented to his solicitor, if he could afford a wife or mistress of his own, perhaps other men’s wouldn’t have so much appeal.

Mr. Pettigrew’s next suggestion for refilling the Claibourne coffers, if not reroofing Claibourne Abbey, was a marriage of convenience—dashed inconvenient, according to every tender feeling the earl still harboured—and to a cit, besides. Wealthy merchants were willing to overlook a lot in a son-in-law, Pettigrew explained, in order to see their daughters’ names in Debrett’s Peerage. Damme, that was how the family got landed with Fenton!

They were in Dun Territory even before Leigh’s father Jonathan ran through most of his inheritance and then married a French noblewoman. The lady’s family lost their lives and fortunes, including her dot, in the Terror. Jonathan rashly agreed to an arranged marriage between his sister Sydelle and Josiah Fenton, a man with no title but with considerable wealth and ambition. It was perfectly acceptable for a gentleman to make investments on ’Change or abroad, even gamble on trading ventures, as long as the gentleman refrained from soiling his own hands. Slave trade, however, soiled everyone connected with it. Fenton was no gentleman. The knowledge became public and Fenton was no longer accepted into tonish circles—or into Sydelle’s bed. When he grew abusive, possibly due to another unsavoury product of his merchant trade, the opium pipe, Sydelle moved home. Furious, Fenton pressed for a divorce, claiming her unborn child was not his. Vowing he’d see Sydelle a widow before he’d let Fenton call her wanton, Leigh’s father withdrew all of her marriage settlement from Claibourne holdings, mortgaging the property to establish a fund for her coming child. Then he challenged his brother-in-law to a duel. Duels were not outlawed yet, just discouraged.

Fenton shot early, making Leigh, at age five, the sixth Earl of Claibourne, with a French-speaking mother and an impoverished estate. Jonathan got off his own shot before he died, leaving Fenton crippled for life, although some said Fenton used the injury as an excuse for staying in his house instead of facing society’s cuts and ridicule. Sydelle was forced to return to her despised husband, where she died shortly, and perhaps gladly, after bringing forth Percival, Leigh’s cousin and heir.

If it weren’t for that drunken fool Percy and his blackguard of a father, Leigh would have emigrated to America or journeyed to India to seek his fortune. He could even remain a carefree bachelor. But leave Claibourne Abbey to those two? Not on his life—or death!

Blast, if he stayed lost in his dreary thoughts, he’d soon be lost in Cambridgeshire. Where was that third Ryefield marker?

* * *

A light bobbed up ahead. The earl reined Baron in while still a way off, loosening the pistol from his saddle pack. Another gun rested in his greatcoat’s inner pocket, and a very thin, very sharp pearl-handled stiletto reposed in a sheath carefully sewn into the seam of Claibourne’s right high-top riding boot. He’d been a soldier too long and too recently to be easy game.

Baron took exception to the delay and the flickering light, sideskipping and snorting until Claibourne clucked him forward again. Soon the source of the light was discernible: a small man, no, a boy, from his high voice, dressed in rough, rustic garb and waving a lantern.

“Mister, hey mister,” the boy was calling. “Please stop, sir. Please, sir, m’granfer’s hurt somethin’ awful, ’n needs help. Please, mister, wontcha help me?”

“Aye, lad,” the earl answered, “give me directions, and I’ll ride for the doctor.”

“No, no sir,” came the desperate reply, hastily amended to “m’lord” when Leigh was close enough for the boy to see the obvious quality of the large grey horse, if not the elegance of the rider’s clothing. “It’d be too late. He’s took real bad, and…and I ain’t knowin’ what to do. Can’t you follow me, please?” the youngster pleaded, wringing every drop of melodrama from the scene. Jacelyn was having a marvelous time.

Claibourne heard the near-tears tremour in the voice and instantly responded with an offer to take the boy up behind him, to make faster time. Jacelyn knew her disguise would never pass that kind of close, tactile inspection, not when Lem’s outgrown jacket already barely concealed her very feminine charms. She mumbled, “Faster’f I lead the way. Hurry,” and took off down a side path before her quarry could change his mind.

As they turned off the main road, the taller trees blocked what moonlight fell, so Leigh was forced to slow Baron’s pace, carefully picking his way on the turnings, the wavering light staying too far ahead for him to ask any more questions, like how much farther did they have to go, what would the lad have done if horse and rider had not chanced along, and what was the nature of the grandfather’s illness? The earl hadn’t seen any lights indicating habitation for ages, so why would the boy come this way, instead of ahead, which had to be getting closer to Ponsonby’s uncle’s place, or set off himself for the doctor? It occurred to Leigh that the old man might have been shot while out poaching, on Bottwick’s land, perhaps, eliminating the Manor as a source of aid, as well as the doctor, since he would be bound to report a bullet wound. That would account for the boy’s nervousness and reticence. He’d also said “hurt,” not sick or ailing. Ah, well, Claibourne had seen enough of gunshots to know what to do as well as any surgeon, if it wasn’t already too late. He hoped not, for the boy’s sake.

After so many twistings that the earl knew he’d never find his way back to the main road by himself—at least not till morning—the lantern finally came to a standstill outside a small stone cottage. There was a fire’s glow in the one facing window but the door was shut.

“Please, yer lordship, g’wan. I’ll tie yer horse,” the boy offered, stepping from the darkness of the clearing beyond the circle of light from the lantern, which he had hung by the door. He touched the floppy brim of his hat as an afterthought.

“There’s no need, Baron will wait here. What’s your name, lad?” the earl asked, quickly dismounting and looping the grey’s reins back over the saddle so the horse couldn’t trip on them. With a “Stay, Baron,” Leigh followed the boy toward the door.

“Jace—Jason, m’lord,” the youngster answered, scurrying on. At the doorway he stopped, as though adjusting the lantern, but urged the other in. “G’wan, sir. It be unlatched.”

A soldier is used to gathering impressions quickly; his life so often depends on assessing a situation in mere seconds. Ex-Major Merrill had the time between heartbeats to note a warm, tidy cottage scented with herbs hanging to dry; a cot, a table, a few log-hewn chairs and benches, some rough-fashioned shelves; a skinny old man with weathered skin crouched at the table, pointing a gun at him—and no back door. The next heartbeat added still another relevant impression: the unmistakable sensation of a gun being pressed into his back.

Lord Claibourne raised his hands slowly, not making any sudden moves which might jar unsteady fingers. The greybeard peered at him closely, as though he had difficulty seeing even the short distance, a fact the earl mentally filed, as well as the distance to either window.

“Please have a seat, m’lord,” the boy said, coming around from behind. The hat still shielded most of the lad’s face so Leigh could not read the intentions in his eyes, but the gun stayed firm. Leigh sat. He took the seat facing the old man, careful to place his hands in plain sight on the table. The grandfather nodded and, picking up some rags, started to clean the gun, his eyes still on the captive’s. Any fool knows not to clean a loaded gun, Claibourne noted. What was going on here? The fine pair of bridle culls hadn’t even searched him. Claibourne raised one eyebrow but the ancient only grunted, shrugged his boney shoulders and bent to his task. The earl relaxed, biding his time. Whatever huggery-muggery this was, it didn’t seem to require drastic measures, like gunning down a smooth-faced youth or overpowering a wizened septuagenarian. The situation was beginning to appeal to his lordship’s sense of humour, far more than dinner at the squire’s would have. And here he’d thought civilian life was going to be dull!

Jacelyn was undergoing a few surprises herself. She’d never expected pudgy Arthur to turn out so…masculine, for one thing. Of course she’d not seen him for ten years, since he was just fifteen, and after all, what did she know about how boys developed into men? Still, he looked much older than his years—maybe that’s what wars did, and living in tents—and so much more formidable than she could have dreamt of Arthur becoming. The boy she remembered was pudding-faced, sulky at being sent to visit relatives in the country when he’d rather have stayed in London with his own chums. He was a soft city child, singularly inept at the simple country pursuits which were the only available entertainment, and he had snidely refused to take advice from a mere moppet. The grown-up Arthur, however, looked to be all muscle, and all in command, all polite good humour as he sat there in captivity. She’d feared Arthur would throw a fit, just as he’d thrown rocks, fishing poles, and tantrums when frustrated. This man looked as though he could give a setdown with one golden eyebrow, never needing to raise his voice at all. If this was what the army did for young men’s characters, Jacelyn heartily approved. As for his appearance, well, his hair was a lighter blond than she recalled—from the same sun that gave him such a bronzed look, she supposed—but neither the sun nor military discipline could explain the glow she felt just looking at him. Arthur was beautiful! With his wide brow, square chin, and strong, straight nose, he was positively the most attractive man she’d ever seen, and he didn’t even recognize the know-it-all tomboy who’d followed him around, laughing at his mistakes. Goodness, she had to stop staring and get on with this.

“My lord, I am dreadfully sorry for any inconvenience you may have suffered,” she began, too absorbed still in his lordship’s features to remember her rustic accent. “It is just a small matter, really.”

Shoop cleared his throat. “Methinks we’d best reconsider, Miss—”

“Missed his dinner?” Jacelyn broke in hastily. “Of course he did. I brought some wine and cheese, remember? We have to take care of business first, though.” She dropped the pistol on the table when she jumped up to fetch something, to Shoop’s grumbled “Aargh.”

His lordship’s lips quivered as the old man disgustedly reached over and switched guns, starting to dismantle the lad’s for cleaning while the youngster set a bottle of ink and some paper on the table. The delicate white hand that offered the earl a pen certainly didn’t match the oldster’s workgnarled, knobby mitts, no more than that cultured accent matched this rough dwelling. The earl wished he could see the lad’s face, but the hat’s low brim still obscured all but a pointed chin and a full mouth which seemed on the verge of laughter.

The boy picked up the pistol, quite obviously unloaded, and determinedly pointed it at the prisoner. “Will you do as I request, write what I say?”

“You see me trembling with fear, ready to obey your every command,” the earl drawled, which earned him a “Bah,” from Shoop and a chuckle from Jacelyn.

“You’re really being a good sport, Arthur. I should say Lord Ponsonby, shouldn’t I?”

She began to pace, planning the words to use, so she missed his lordship’s start of surprise. What would staid Arthur have to do with such a havey-cavey pair? Unless…no, the boy was too old to be a by-blow. Perhaps a young cousin, then. This was getting more and more amusing.

“‘Dear Squire,’” the boy dictated. “No, ‘Dear Uncle.’ No, ‘My Dearest Uncle.’ That’s it.”

That did sound more like Arthur, Claibourne acknowledged, writing, but how could the boy know Arthur’s style and not recognise—

“‘I am being held hostage, my life is in dire peril, and I require your immediate assistance.’ The earl had to laugh out loud at this. Not just at the threats as empty as the guns, but at the thought of his own uncle’s reception of such a message. Fenton would be in such high gig he’d dance, crippled legs or no. And if, as Claibourne suspected, this missive was to be a ransom note, why, Fenton would rather see his nephew rot in hell than spend a brass farthing in his behalf.

“Please, my lord, this is serious. Continue: ‘I will be freed as soon as you release the prisoner you now hold in…in durance vile. Your instant compliance is urgently requested!’ Sign it, ‘Your affectionate nephew, Arthur.’

“There,” Jacelyn said triumphantly, sealing the note with a flourish and handing it to Shoop. “Remember to hand it to one of the grooms, as we discussed. Say some stranger gave it to you, a big, nasty looking brute with a scar down his face. Then you’d better play least-in-sight for a bit, in case Squire has questions.”

Shoop made a last try at dissent, but gave it up when Jacelyn handed him a shilling for the local pub and herded him out the door. He shook his head resignedly and left, muttering about, “’Adn’t oughta be ’ere atall, divil a bit alone. Niver could talk reason…

Jacelyn called after, by way of reassuring her friend, “Don’t worry, it’s only Arthur.” Then she busied herself emptying a hamper onto the table. Bread, wine, cheese, mugs appeared, no utensils. Her “oh dear” changed to an “oh” of admiration as the gentleman withdrew a knife from his boot top. Wasn’t Arthur complete to a shade?

Claibourne sliced off a wedge of cheese, pushed it toward the boy and said, “That’s it? No names, no places, no times for exchange of prisoners? A most peculiar kidnapping, cawker. I take it the Squire, Uncle, that is, knows both you and your intentions?”

Jacelyn giggled around a mouthful. “You might say so.”

“Then what’s to keep him from coming after you, young Jason? Even if you succeed in obtaining your friend’s release, you’ve still committed a crime. One cannot go around kidnapping people, you know, especially not a peer of the realm. You are obviously well-born, though, and young, so Squire might consider it a boyish prank. He mightn’t send you up for hanging after all.” Claibourne pensively sipped his wine, which, he noted incidentally, was excellent. “No, my guess is that he’ll take a birch rod to your backside.”

“I don’t think so, my lord,” Jacelyn answered as she removed the droopy hat, letting a heavy shower of dark brown waves cascade down past her shoulders. “I don’t think so.”

*

“Do you remember me now, Arthur? It’s Jacey, Jacelyn Trevaine.” Remember her? The gentleman barely remembered to breathe! No, if he’d seen this girl, he’d never have forgotten her. No girl though, definitely a young woman, he could see now, especially as the shirt strained across her chest as she reached in a pocket for a ribbon to tie back her hair. He watched as she gathered the chestnut mass into a haphazard pony’s tail, the rich brown colour catching the fire’s light and reflecting its gold. Some of the waves strayed loose to frame her face delightfully.

“Don’t ever cut it.” He surprised himself by speaking his thoughts.

“No? Papa likes it too, but it’s very unfashionable, you know.”

“It’s perfect.” And it was, in a way, even trailing wisps, just as the girl herself was enchanting, in a warm, softly smiling way that was far from Society’s standards. No china-blue eyes or rosebud mouth or porcelain complexion, or affectations. Miss Trevaine had pansy-brown eyes which sparkled with her enjoyment and a full, laughing mouth just made to be kissed! Claibourne cleared his throat and redirected his thoughts, with great effort. He carefully wiped the knife on a napkin and said, “Well, Miss Trevaine, I’d be mightily obliged to know just what rig you are running.”

Jacelyn was a bit disappointed at the formal address; she much preferred “Arthur” to the sober “Lord Ponsonby,” which did not seem to fit the gentleman now grinning as if ready to share her triumph. She compromised with, “Of course, my lord, you have every right. And I’d like to say that you’re a regular Trojan, letting me play my game. I know I couldn’t have kept you here against your will, even without the knife.”

“You mean you wouldn’t have pulled the trigger?”

The chit even had dimples—unfair! “But you didn’t know the guns were empty, not at first, did you?”

“No, but I knew mine weren’t. Come now, an explanation. And if it’s not a good one, my girl, and honour-true, then I shall leave, and you’ll really be in the suds.” It was a silly threat; he could no more leave now than he could fly. He was already thinking ahead to what difficulties such a madcap might be in, to resort to kidnapping, and what strings he could pull to extricate her. First, however, what was such a little charmer doing in britches—he was trying not to stare—in a workman’s cottage? “Now, ma’am, if you please,” he ordered, severe with concern.

That voice had commanded whole battalions. Jacey started. “You see, my lord, Squire, your uncle, that is—and I’m sorry for that, not that he’s your uncle, of course, else you’d not be here, but that it’s your uncle that I’m referring to. Does that make sense?” Jacelyn was unaccountably flustered by her companion’s look of disapproval. “Squire arrested Pen, and I kidnapped you in exchange,” she hurried on, not choosing to discuss the reasons behind Squire’s actions. “He will release Pen, I will, ah, let you go. You’ll go on to the house party, I’ll return home. Simple.”

Her explanation wasn’t simple, it was simple-minded, telling him nothing he didn’t previously know except the other prisoner’s name. If this friend were a man, if this were all to free her lover… “Who is Pen, and what are the charges?” he demanded.

Jacey shrank back in her seat. “There were no charges, Arthur. Squire arrested Pen so I wouldn’t interfere with his fox hunt and…and Pen is my dog, Penelope.”

“A dog? Squire, er, Uncle, arrested your dog?” Leigh had to laugh, partly at the idea, but mostly in relief that a convict lover didn’t wait in gaol for her. He poured another glass of wine, then it struck him as even funnier. “You are actually holding me hostage to ransom a dog? My dear, what a blow to my pride! I’ll have you know I was once traded for three French prisoners of war, two officers and a spy; our esteemed government thought I was that valuable. Three Frenchmen, one dog. How the mighty are fallen.”

Jacelyn laughed with him. “But she’s a very special dog, my lord. She’s named for Ulysses’ wife, you know, and she is every bit as faithful and wise.”

“Wasn’t Ulysses’ dog named Argos? Why didn’t you name your dog after him?”

“Argos died when his master finally came home. It was too sad.”

“What a curious mix you are, Miss Trevaine. Swaggering highwayman one moment, sentimental schoolgirl the next. I don’t even want to go into the fox-hunting reference. I’m not quite ready for that yet. Tell me about your grandfather.”

“Oh, he’s our gardener, Shoop. I thought you would remember him for sure. He shouted at you for practicing your cricket in the formal gardens.”

“Did he? Will he find himself up on charges over this nonsense, or dismissed from his position?”

“Oh no. Squire only blames Papa. He’ll turn all red and rage at my poor father to do something about me.”

“And will he? Your father, I mean. You’d ought to be spanked, girl, for what I’m beginning to suspect is a long history of thoroughly disreputable behaviour. It’s too much to hope, I’m sure, at this late date.”
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