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Haworth

Yorkshire, England

THE DOWAGER DUCHESS OF SALTERDON perched like a crow on the church pew, her stubborn old chin outthrust, her liver-spotted brow creased, and her shoulders slightly humped within the black garment she wore—she was not, after all, here to celebrate the most gossiped about marriage since my brother Clayton had wed some red-haired waif who haunted a crumbling old lighthouse and stole the King’s horses.

The dowager’s gnarled, bejeweled fingers curled around the crook of the cane she used to hobble around, and she impatiently bumped the cane upon the chapel floor, looking neither right nor left, seemingly oblivious to the whispers and occasional giggles of the guests who had packed the church, more for entertainment and perverse curiosity than to honor the bride and groom.

She wasn’t oblivious, of course. I, Trey Hawthorne, the dishonorable, infamous, and disgraceful Duke of Salterdon—the bane of the dowager’s existence—suspected my grandmother’s hearing was still as sharp as the diamond facets on the ridiculously ostentatious ring she wore on her left hand. If someone within a country mile so much as murmured the Salterdon name in anything other than worship, she knew about it—and God help the “hateful befouler.”

“Hateful old bitch,” I murmured as I gazed beyond the ajar rectory door, straight into my grandmother’s eyes—gray as my own—and watched her thin, silver eyebrow lift, knowing full well she could read my lips.

I returned her look with a cold curl of my mouth, a lift of my port glass in toast, and a slight bow that was more mocking than courteous.

“There’s still time to back out,” came my brother’s voice near my ear.

I turned my head a little too fast. The liquor in my veins slammed me hard enough to totter me backward.

My twin brother’s face swam before me, my mirror image—dark hair, slightly curly, stone gray eyes, chiseled features, and a mouth that reflected both concern and bemusement over my situation.

But that’s where the similarities ended.

While Clayton Hawthorne had the heart and soul of a flipping saint, and the luck of the blessed, I was one thin hair from burning in hellfire for eternity.

My peers didn’t refer to me as “Old Scratch” for nothing.

Clayton frowned and put out one hand to catch my arm, offering support. He sighed and shook his head.

“For the last three years, your objective in life has been to make Grandmother suffer—and suffer she has. You’ve burned through your inheritance, you consistently find ways to get your name blasted throughout the London news, and finally scandalize with the ultimate revenge—to marry not one of the acceptable young ladies of Grandmother’s choosing, but a notorious, thrice-divorced, twice-widowed older woman, whose penchant for cheating on her husbands and ruining them financially exceeds even your reputation. Edwina Narwhal Frydenthrope Thromonde Wohlstetter Rhodes is a…a…”

“Hussy.” I quaffed the last of the port and plunked the empty glass aside. “Whore. Doxy. Slut. Slattern. Bawd. Harlot.” I grinned and blinked sleepily at Clayton. “Shall I continue?”

“And you’re marrying her.”

I shrugged and adjusted my silk cravat. “So I am.”

“It won’t last.”

“Of course it won’t. But she’s entertaining in bed. And she has money. In case you haven’t noticed sufficiently, I need money.”

Clayton’s eyes narrowed. “How could I not notice? Thorn Rose Manor has gone to rack and ruin the last year. You’re down to one scullery maid with a habit of pinching the family silver—or what’s left of it that you haven’t sold to appease your gambling debts, a butler who is too frequently prostrated by the grape, and a groom too lazy to swat flies, much less muck the stalls. Trey, if you need money—”

“I won’t take it from you.”

Frustration darkened Clay’s face. “Damn you, brother, don’t do this. I know you’re still hurting—”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

I shoved my brother aside and walked unsteadily to the mullioned window overlooking the grounds. For as far as I could see were the fancy coaches of every high-stocking, blue-blooded family in England.

“If you bring up Maria again, I’m going to punch you. Hard.”

“Admit it. You’re still in love with her.”

“The hell you say.”

Clayton moved up behind me, placed a compassionate hand on my shoulder.

I shrugged it away and laughed, a brittle, angry sound, as heat rushed to my face.

“Obviously, the young woman wasn’t nearly so serious in her supposed affection for me as I was for her, or she wouldn’t have vanished. She simply didn’t care to be found. At least not by me.”

Looking at Clayton, I added, “Had Grandmother not sent her from the house—”

“What difference would it have made, if Maria didn’t love you?”

My eyes briefly closed. The heat in the small room made me sweat. The tailored wool suit I wore clung to my skin and I began to feel nauseous.

Maria Ashton’s image rose before my mind’s eye—a pretty face with big blue eyes, tumbling silken flaxen hair, and a gentleness of spirit that had rescued me from hell’s torment. I might have died, had she not responded to my grandmother’s call for a nurse to minister me in my illness and the injury to my head inflicted by highwaymen who had left me for dead.

Maria not love me? Ah, but there was the problem in a nutshell. She had trembled with passion beneath my body, sacrificing her cherished innocence. She had vowed her love for me in a thousand ways.

The entire world had turned its back on me. Maria, daughter of a vicar, had appeared like some earth-bound angel to save me.

For the first time in my miserable life, I had actually fallen in love. Deeply. And it wouldn’t leave me. Despite the betrayal of her disappearance. Despite my immense anger. Though I was about to wed another, my heart thumped like a hot lead weight in my chest when I recalled the months I had searched for her, and the letter that had eventually arrived six months to the day after she had ridden away from Thorn Rose in my grandmother’s coach.

“Your Grace, what transpired between us was a mistake. I have wed another. I wish you happiness. Maria.”

Maria. God, how I had adored her. In my fogged lunacy I had poured out my heart and soul to her in music—my only way, during that dreadful time, that I could confess my feelings.

Maria’s Song.

Even now, three years later, the strands haunted me, playing over and over in my mind until I felt insane again.

Music from the chapel drifted to me, as did the murmuring of the collected guests. No friends there. I had no friends. Not any longer.

Dressed in their splendid clothes, arriving in their fine coaches, their wealth and titles dripping from their aristocratic pores like chips of ice—they were here for one reason. To watch a man step from the precipice of his crumbling dignity and spiral into the abyss of total ruin.

And when I plummeted into that perdition, I would drag my dowager duchess grandmother along with me.

 

THE PORT BEAT AT MY HEAD LIKE A CUDGEL AS the vicar spoke solemnly, first to the breath-holding onlookers, then to me, then to Edwina, who peered up at me with a knowing smirk. Her fiery red hair was covered in a lace cap and her plunging décolletage revealed the most voluptuous breasts outside of Paris.

With any luck I would get through the ceremony before I passed out completely. God forbid the vultures collected in the cushioned pews would come all this way only to have their entertainment spoiled by the groom passing out before he committed his life to total perdition.

The vicar’s words floated to me, scattering like leaves in a wind—something about if anyone knew of any reason these two should not be wed, speak now….

Oh, there were many, many reasons. The least of which—we didn’t love one another.

But she had money. I needed money.

She needed a compliant lover to satisfy her bent for erotic escapades, and since she had burned through five husbands—the last two dying in the throes of her orgasms—there wasn’t an available man on two continents who would come within a wink of her eyes.

Besides, if there was any woman on England’s beloved soil my grandmother despised, it was Edwina—the duchess’s deceased husband’s paramour.

“I do,” came a voice from the congregation.

The words were followed by a gasp and a sudden silence that rang through the room as resoundly as a church bell. The vicar, his expression frozen in shock, his face pale as flour, stared over my shoulder while the hands gripping the book went slack.

Clayton, standing at my side, let out a soft “Thank God.”

Edwina spat out a curse as she slowly turned.

I shook free of my inebriation and confusion as I swayed around to focus on a drab little creature, round as she was tall, wearing a dingy cap of sorts and a gray, shapeless frock covered by an equally dingy pinafore, standing center aisle, her body shaking as if with ague.

The duchess struggled to her feet, her face gray as her hair, her eyes too big for their sockets—eyes that locked with those of the intruder, who stepped back as if she anticipated an asp strike.

Lifting one shaking hand, the rotund little woman pointed at the dowager duchess and declared in a squeak, “She done it. All of it. May me sorry soul burn in hell for keepin’ shut ’bout it. But I cum soon as I heard ’bout yer weddin’, Yer Grace. I cudn’t keep me mouth closed a minute longer.”

Clayton stepped around me. “What the devil is this about?” he demanded.

I caught his arm, stopping him in his tracks.

Focusing on the terrified woman’s face, I spoke with no hint of the inebriation that had sullied my blood and brains seconds before.

“Let her speak.”

The woman sidestepped past the dowager, who clutched at her cane and opened and closed her mouth, saying nothing.

“ ’Tis the lass, Yer Grace. Maria? I know where she is. Where she’s been since the night she done rode off in yer grandmother’s coach. ’Twasn’t Huddersfield where yer grandmother had her took. ’Twas Menson, Yer Grace.”

Another burst of gasps, twitters of shock mingled with nervous speculation.

“Menson.” I stepped from the dais, the port’s sluggishness replaced by a heat that began in my belly and sluiced through my body. “Surely you’re mistaken. Menson is an asylum for the criminally insane.”

The woman gulped and nodded, wrung her hands and began to cry. “Aye. Y’ll find ’er there, Yer Grace. Or what be left of ’er, God bless ’er tormented young soul.”
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Menson

Asylum for the Criminally Insane

THE MAN’S BREATH SMELLED OF ROTTING teeth and kippers. His right ear, or what I could see of it beneath his fringe of long, greasy gray hair, had been mauled to a nub. Human teeth marks scarred the remaining flap of skin.

I twisted my fists in the man’s filthy shirt, and for the third time slammed him hard against the stone wall.

“Answer me, you idiot. Where is she? Maria Ashton. Where have you buried her? If you don’t answer me, I’ll snap your sorry neck so fast you’ll be eating kippers in hell by nightfall.”

“What is the meaning of this?”

I looked around.

An obese man of some fifty years stood in the doorway. His head appeared much too small for his immense girth. Large, protuberant eyes, bulging with shrewdness and feverish with ambition, marked him as one who would sell his own mother’s soul if it would enrich his coffers.

There wasn’t an iota of doubt in my mind that my grandmother had enriched him a great amount.

Behind him crowded several behemothsized assistants prepared to initiate an attack, should the order be given. Judging by the authoritarian’s expression, however, there would be no such order. Realization glazed his eyes. He knew exactly who I was and why I was there.

“Who the devil are you?” I demanded.

“Ruskin. Rupert Ruskin.” He cleared his throat. “Might you release Mr. Swift? He really has no authority to help you, Your Grace. Killing him will accomplish little, and besides, he’s stupid as a rock, as I’m certain you’ve already gathered.”

I released my grip and the man shuffled out the door.

Ruskin forced a thin smile. “You’ve come for the girl, I assume.”

“Obviously.”

Ruskin gave a sharp nod, dismissed his guards with a flip of his hand, and stepped from the room, pausing to allow me to join him in the dark corridor.

As we moved down the dank stone tunnel, Ruskin rummaged through a ring of keys that jangled and clanked in his hands, his only show of nervousness.

No doubt Ruskin had already contemplated the ramifications of this despicable circumstance—suffer under the lash of my grandmother’s tantrums if he divulged the truth of Maria’s confinement at Menson, or die a quick and painful death at my hands as I choked the truth out of him.

I was capable of killing him with my bare hands. I wanted to do it in that moment. He recognized it in my eyes and clenched fists, my burning face and locked jaw. Had anyone attempted to thwart me I would have lost what little thread of self-control I had and become as criminally insane as the lunatics howling from their cages.

Yet I contained my hunger for murder by naively, perhaps obstinately, telling myself that this was all falsity—perhaps another of my grandmother’s schemes to manipulate my life and keep me from marrying a woman who would bring further scandal to the Salterdon reputation.

I wanted to believe that with such desperation that my entire body shook. Surely whatever creature resided behind one of these locked doors could not be the angel who had saved my life and soul from hell’s fiery abyss.

Coming to an iron door, Ruskin slid the key into the lock, gritted his teeth as he struggled to turn it, grunted as it gave with a rusty scratch of metal upon metal, then shouldered the door open with a heave of his immense weight.

Stench washed over me in a stomach-turning wave.

The howls of the insane battered my ears, nonsensical babbles of madness. Insanity peered out at me from slits in the doors.

With each step deeper into the gloom, the hatred for my grandmother mounted. Fury expanded in my chest so that each putrid breath of air became a combustible sear of heat. I shook, not just with fury, but also with fear. It turned my every raw nerve into excruciating pain.

I was not a particularly religious man; I had given up God when forced to watch my father being devoured by sharks after the ship in which we were sailing caught fire—setting dozens of passengers adrift at sea, clinging to fragments of the ship; entire families dying from the heat, starvation, drowning; the devils who silently slinked up from the depths to feed….

But in that moment, walking through the halls of this certain hell, I prayed, actually prayed with every fiber of my less-than-spiritual soul, that this was simply another of my drunken dreams.

Oh, there had been plenty of them over the last years—at first, romantic visions of finding Maria, of our rushing into one another’s arms and covering each other in frantic, impassioned kisses. Then the letter had come—declaring that our affaire de coeur had been a mistake and she had married another. Then my romantic fantasies had turned to hideous nightmares of such hate that I oft dreamed of killing her.

But this was no dream.

No dream could assault my senses to such a degree!

Dare I pray, then, that this path on which I was being led would reveal some macabre mistake—that the weeping little nurse had been wrong; that the sweating, smelly man with a dough face and compassionless eyes shambling at my side was wrong, as well?

It staggered me that my grandmother would bow to such extreme cruelty and criminality. Disbelief hammered at my brain as the maddened howls reverberated along the damp stone walls. Bile crawled up my throat, acid and bitter.

As we rounded into a dim-as-twilight corridor, we happened upon a pitiful creature being dragged by attendants to his cell as he wept and babbled incoherently. I stopped, incapable of moving, watching as through a spinning tunnel as Ruskin moved ahead, halting at a narrow door.

Ruskin’s fat hands fumbled with keys—I was certain their jingling would become a scar on my memory, as would every crevice of the stone walls and floors, every hateful nuance of Ruskin’s colorless face as it turned slowly toward me, as he shoved open the door and waited.

“Your Grace,” he said with a simple lift of one eyebrow.

I moved. Slowly. One foot carefully placed before the other, like one balancing upon a high beam, the cold of my shock giving way to an internal heat that made sweat run down my back and sides.

Dark loomed inside the cell. The stench burned my eyes and nostrils, forcing me to remove a kerchief from my suit coat and cover my nose.

Slowly, my gaze moved along the straw-littered floor until—

Dear Merciful God.

Rocked back by the sight, I closed my eyes.

Ruskin’s voice came to me, sounding garbled, and an assistant moved around me with a lamp that cast dingy light upon the creature cowering in one corner of the cell.

No. No. This was not Maria! My Maria. With gentle blue eyes and an angel’s face. Whose soft, pale hair had brushed my cheeks with scented sweetness.

“She’s naked.”

’Twas all I could mutter in that moment.

“Of course she is,” Ruskin replied. “She might have hanged herself otherwise. It happens frequently.”

The kerchief floated from my hand, dropping softly as a feather at my feet. I stared down at it momentarily, thinking how odd it looked—such absurd foppishness juxtaposed against the fouled straw.

I blinked sweat from my burning eyes, then yanked at the buttons on my coat—tore them away in my fumbling haste to remove the garment as I staggered toward her—whoever she was—not Maria—surely not Maria. But whoever she was, she deserved to be shielded from the men who stood looking at her as if she were a slab of butchered meat.

“No.” Ruskin’s hand clamped upon my shoulder, halting me. “She may appear docile, Your Grace, but I assure you, she isn’t.”

“Get your hand off me,” I said through clenched teeth. “Now.”

Closer, he said, barely above a whisper, “Your Grace, Miss Ashton is insane.”

I turned on Ruskin and drove him back against the wall, my hands twisting his collar, knuckles buried into the flabby flesh of his throat.

“That’s not Maria. Now tell me what you’ve done with her. My Maria. Maria Ashton of Huddersfield.” My voice broke. “That…animal is not Maria.”

He said nothing, just blinked with rummy eyes, bulging as a toad’s.

Then I heard it—the dreaded sound.

Humming.

Recognition sluiced through my heart and mind.

Humming.

Maria’s Song.

The love melody I had once composed for her lifted sweetly as birdsong along her cage walls.

As Ruskin tremblingly peeled my fingers from his coat, I stumbled back, my gaze drawn again to the frail woman crouched in the dim corner. Her blank gaze stared off into nothingness as she rocked, her knees drawn up to her breasts, her shorn hair a tangled filthy mass around her gaunt face.

I covered my eyes with my hands, then my ears, attempting to block out the soft sound of the song—certain that I was teetering on the brink of insanity myself.

No, this reality was not the insanity.

The insanity must surely lurk in my grandmother’s mind. Who in their right mind, with a grain of goodness in their heart, would dispose of another human being in such a way all for the sake of lineage? Just so the long line of blue blood running through the Hawthorne veins wouldn’t be tainted by a commoner, so the Salterdon title would not become a laughingstock to be tittered about, so the doors of aristocracy would not be slammed in their faces?

The dowager duchess would pay for this. Sorely.

Unbreathing, I removed my coat and forced myself to approach, her name tripping upon my lips.

“Ma—ria?”

Her eyes shifted. Her lids narrowed.

There was no recognition in the blank orbs that had once embraced me with their compassion and love.

She sprang with no warning, feral as a wild cat, the impact of her body driving me backward and down into the morass on the floor.

Her ragged nails tore at my cheeks; her hands pummeled me. Her legs kicked, knee driving into my ribs with such force the air expelled from my lungs and I suddenly felt as if I were a child again, driven deep into sea water by fragments of an exploding ship—bludgeoned and drowning.

The assistants fell upon her, lifting her off me as she thrashed like an animal in a trap, horrible, inhuman sounds boiling from the mouth that had once lavished me with kindness.

At last, dragging in a fragment of breath, I managed only, “Don’t hurt her.”

“For the love of God.”

Clayton pushed his way through the gaping onlookers crowding the doorway, disheveled from his frantic ride on horseback to Menson. He took my arm and hauled me to my feet, his expression one of shock and repulsion as we watched the attendants struggle to restrain her.

As swiftly as she had roused to strike me, she collapsed into the arms of a hulk of a man who dropped her in a pile of straw as if she were nothing more than a lot of rags.

I turned on Ruskin, who had retreated, his face slack with dread.

Clayton stepped between us and threw his shoulder into me, his every muscle straining to restrain me, knowing that should I get my hands on Ruskin, I would most likely kill him for what he had allowed to transpire here.

“You’ll do Maria no good if you get yourself imprisoned for murder,” Clayton said as matter-of-factly as possible.

I flashed him a hot look. “I’m a duke. Those wigged bastards wouldn’t dare imprison me.”

“Your Grace, you’re the scourge of aristocracy. The King himself would sink you into the deepest, darkest hole of perdition if he wasn’t so fond of our grandmother.”

“I fully intend to kill her, too.”

“Promises, promises.” Clayton’s lips curved, and I felt myself relax.

Clayton removed a kerchief from his vest pocket and shoved it into my hand, then touched one finger to his cheek, reminding me of the scratches that only then began to pulsate with sharp pain.

I pressed the linen to my face, and the cloth was quickly tainted with blood. As I stared down at it, the absolute reality of this place and its people, of the cowering, once-beautiful lunatic huddled in the corner, bore down on me, a behemoth weight that made me feel as breakable as thin glass.

Clayton ushered me from the cell.

I collapsed against the corridor wall, head down, remotely watching drops of blood from my cheek spot my shoes like dark teardrops.

“What do you propose to do now?” Clayton leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “Need I remind you that you left a church full of guests and an abandoned fiancée at the altar?”

“The wedding is off, of course.”

He looked back at Maria’s cell. “That goes without saying. I was referring to…this. Her. Brother, I sense you’re much too late to do her any good. She’s quite gone, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll take her home, where she belongs.”

“Huddersfield?”

“Thorn Rose.”

Clay’s gray eyes regarded me solemnly. “She’ll need a staff of nurses and servants. I’ll see to it immediately.”

“Unnecessary.” I straightened and stared at the wall. “She’s my burden to bear. If it weren’t for me—”

“Trey.” Clay moved closer, his voice softening. “This isn’t your doing.”

I looked at my brother. “Aye, it is. I loved her. That was enough.”
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Thorn Rose Manor

ISAT IN A CHAIR IN THE SECOND-FLOOR gallery, in a pool of sunlight fractured through mullioned glass, the heat making the back of my neck damp with warmth. My cheek throbbed from the scratches Maria had inflicted the day before, ragged trenches that would undoubtedly scar.

Portraits of Salterdon ancestors lined the walls, all of whom stared down at me with such righteousness, my face burned.

I might have been twelve again, ordered to my grandmother’s apartment to be disciplined for some infraction unworthy of a future duke. The wait had been a punishment in itself—giving me and, less frequently, Clayton, ample time to ponder the consequences she would lay upon our backsides.

Occasionally, if Grandfather were in the house, he would attempt to dissuade her from inflicting her sort of justice.

“Boys will be boys,” he would guffaw, and she would crow, “And dukes will be dukes.”

I had spent my entire life trying to prove her wrong.

As I stared at the locked door of Maria’s room, the large ornate silver key resting on my thigh, I listened for any sound to alert me that she had arisen from the drugged state in which she had traveled from Menson to Thorn Rose. It had been a hellish journey, with Maria bound and occasionally rousing from her opiate stupor to howl in horror from the rich squabs of my coach while I rode up with Maynord, who drove the conveyance as if all the hounds of Hades were in pursuit.

Herbert, my man, butler, cook, and swigger of my finest port stood near, having delivered hot water and the scented soap that I had recently purchased in Paris for my affianced—lovely, taloned, and fanged Edwina, who even now must be planning my demise over this turn of events.

Not that she would have been at all humiliated over having been left at the altar. Nor would she have been heartbroken. She didn’t love me any more than I loved her. I needed her money, and she needed a husband…and a father for the babe flourishing in her womb—sire unknown.

Not mine, for certain. She was too far gone when I first had her.

With my desertion, however, she would be forced to deal with her situation on her own. She was no more prepared for motherhood than I was for fatherhood; we were much too self-absorbed. Children were for men like my brother, who found baby babble and drool somehow endearing, who enjoyed romping like wild puppies in the gardens, spending dreary winter nights sharing fairy tales before roaring fires, and reading Bible scriptures.

Together, however, we might have made a go of it. She had the money to supply the child enough nurses to keep it dry, fed, and pacified while Edwina and I went about our business, entertaining ourselves with lovers, Faro, and the occasional foray into London’s dark East Side, where bounders like myself indulged in unmentionable but pleasurable sins.

There was a sound, at long last, from behind the locked door.

I took the key in my suddenly sweating hand and slowly stood, my gaze locked upon the door as if it were a causeway to hell.

How could I possibly fear her?

She, whose hands had once soothed my fevered brow, and stroked my phallus with such incredible gentleness that the very act of orgasmic climax into her warm, yielding body seemed a sacrilege.

Sick bastard.

Even as I stood outside her door, the memories of our lovemaking slugged me with a desire for her that made my lower body rouse with a heat and firmness that made me clench my teeth.

I had ached for Maria Ashton from the first moment I looked into her eyes those years ago. She had become, in a curve of her full, crimson mouth, my sole cause for survival.

My…exquisite obsession.

I slid the key into the lock slowly as I pressed my ear hard to the door, listening for another hint of her revival, turning the key until it clicked, so loud in the tense moment that I flinched.

Placing my fingertips lightly upon the door, I shoved it open.

Sunlight spilled through the open window where Maria crouched on the broad sill. Having shed the soft, thin cotton sleeping gown in which I had dressed her, her naked skin, pale as milk and marred by deep bruises, glowed with an iridescence that made her appear some ethereal spirit prepared to take flight.

She was poised, face turned up into the late afternoon sun, faded blue eyes glistening, the tufts of her once-beautiful hair stirring with the breeze that billowed the curtains on either side of her.

Her head turned, and those wide, as-yet innocent irises regarded me—first with the look of a deer staring into its stalker’s hungry eyes, then confusion, then—

She was gone.

Before my fear-frozen limbs could spring toward the window to stop her, she was gone, arms outstretched like a soaring bird.

A sound rose in my throat as I stumbled to the open window and looked down to where she lay on her back upon the thick, dark green grass with its sprinkling of wild anemones. One arm was crooked over her head, one leg straight, the other bent at the knee, giving her the appearance of a marionette.

Her eyes were open, staring up into mine, her red lips curved as they had always been in my dreams.

 

“HER CONDITION IS DEPLORABLE, OF COURSE. EXTREME malnourishment. While her leap from the window appears to have done little harm, there is evidence of formerly broken bones. You see here, along the femur—how it crooks slightly there. It was broken and poorly set, if set at all. And the fingers here, and here just below the knuckle. The open sores on her feet and legs are no doubt due to the unsanitary conditions in which she was forced to live. Also, Your Grace, she appears to be in a disassociated state.”

“Meaning?”

I glared at the old physician, Jules Goodbody. Herbert had located him in Haworth, just exiting the Black Bull, cheeks flushed by ale. He boasted a baritone bark, abrupt in utterance—little to assure the dying of much more than the inevitability of their demise.

“She’s quite mad,” he explained, then flipped open the face of his watch and regarded the time with a down quirking of his lips. “Yes, yes, quite mad. I should return her to Menson posthaste if you know what’s good for you.”

“I expect you to cure her.”

He closed the watch with a click and tucked all but the ornate silver fob back into his vest pocket. Pondering, he gazed out the window to the distant winding lane and pennines, and the sunken stone wall where legions of rooks lined the lichen-covered stones.

“Curing such injuries isn’t so simple as lancing poison from a boil or splinting a broken bone. We cannot open the skull, prod about it with an instrument, and pluck out the malady.”

“There has to be something—some way to help her.”

“Only time, Your Grace. Kindness. Gentleness. Above all, patience.” He punctuated “patience” with a sharp jab of one finger toward the ceiling.

“Ah, patience.” I laughed dryly into the man’s face. “Am I not renowned for my impatience, unkindness, and deviltry, sir?”

“You might try repenting, Your Grace.”

“In hopes that God will be so very pleased over the conquest of yet another sinner, He’ll suddenly shower me in the attributes I am so sorely lacking?”

“I shouldn’t attempt such a wholesale redemption too quickly. ’Twould seem a bit hypocritical, I think.”

I picked up my glass of port and regarded it. “God hasn’t done me any favors.”

“On the contrary. You were born into position and prosperity, to loving parents—”

“Who were taken from me and my brother when we were only ten, depositing us into the care of a manipulating, heartless old crone who would sacrifice the body and soul of the angel in that bed, in order to keep me a prisoner of her control.

“Oh, and let’s not forget that He allowed highwaymen to bash my head so I was little more than one of those dribbling idiots at Menson. What was that for? God’s way of reminding me I should be thankful my skull is hard as a coconut?”

“Had your coconut not been knocked, you wouldn’t have met her, would you?”

“Touché. However, had she not met me, she would no doubt be happily married to that limpish little vicar—John Rees or something—from Huddersfield, who was so madly in love with her. He showed up on my doorstep once with his heart on his sleeve, wishing to whisk Maria away before I could sully her innocence.”

“Occasionally, God’s road to happiness comes with pits and valleys. Such is life, Your Grace. Sublimity is made all the more divine if one must suffer to attain it.”

“The road to heaven being paved with flagellation seems a touch hypocritical of a God who is supposed to epitomize kindness. Doesn’t it?”

“If life was meant to be bliss, Your Grace, there would be no rational reason to look forward to heaven. Would there?”

“You sound like a bloody vicar. I thought physicians were prone to atheism, along with science scholars, philosophers, and mathematicians.”

Goodbody looked down at Maria, and his brow furrowed. “I should hate to think this life is all we have to look forward to, else what a damnable waste of time it all is.”

He sighed. “Take care in the way you handle her. I sense she could be dangerous.”

 

MARIA DANGEROUS? NOT POSSIBLE. NOT THE angel who had delivered me from my own hell.

Maria Ashton epitomized kindness. She had been the first true goodness to influence my life since the death of my parents. How confident she had been in God’s charity. To this very moment, her words of God’s benevolence tapped upon my memory.

“I believe Him to be patient and kind and all-forgiving—no matter what the sin, or sins. His hand is always outstretched. All one needs, Your Grace, is faith and courage, and a repentant heart.”

Such damned, naive conviction, and this is how He repaid her faith in Him?

“Your Grace.”

Herbert entered the room carrying a tray of food, which he placed on a table near the bed. Stiffly, he then turned to face me. A thin strand of gray hair spilled over one bloodshot eye. He didn’t bother to push it back.

“Will there be anything else, Your Grace?”

I regarded his rumpled white shirt. “You’ve forgotten your coat again, Herbert.”

He looked down, looked up, and sniffed. “So I have, Your Grace. My apologies.”

“What is that?” I pointed to several dark stains on the shirt front, below his chin.

“The young lady’s dinner, Your Grace.” He flopped a hand in the general direction of the tray. “Stew.”

“Good God. Not the lamb stew you tried to feed me three days ago.”

“Pigeon, Your Grace.”

We looked in unison toward the now closed and locked window, where a trio of pigeons perched on the windowsill peered in at us.

I slowly turned my gaze back on Herbert. “You didn’t—”

“Not personally, Your Grace. ’Twas the stableman Maynord. He was most happy to do it. Said they were—I beg your pardon, Your Grace—‘shattin’ on his bleedin’ harness and buggy.’ ”

“How very…appetizing.”

“Aye.” Herbert blinked sleepily. “Will there be anything else, Sir?”

I shook my head and watched him move toward the door.

“Herbert.”

He turned and looked at me.

I tossed him the key. “Lock the door from the outside.”

“Lock it…Your Grace?” His brow creased.

“Aye.”

His pink, big-knuckled fingers curled around it and he gave a reluctant bob of his head.

I watched the door slowly close, heard it click shut, and waited a long moment before I heard the scrape of the key in the lock and the shift of the bolt into place.

I listened to myself breathe.

I was not, nor ever had been, a particularly brave man. Not like my brother. Twice—only twice—had I ever rallied a stiff enough backbone to do something remotely courageous: once when I saved Clayton from drowning, the other when I told my grandmother to go to hell and rode off into the dark to find Maria.

With my shirtsleeves rolled partially to my elbows, I moved a basin of hot water to the bed, along with the ball of soap with its faint scent of peach blossom, and a cloth.

I recalled her bathing me once, sinking her body onto mine as water and bubbles surged over her pretty breasts. By the time we had finished, we had rocked most of the water from the tub. She had stood mid-room with great fluffs of bubbles on the smooth slopes of her buttocks, froth pearls beaded upon the tips of her pink nipples, and her skin rosy from the water’s heat and the flush of surcease.

I had fallen in love with her in that moment.

Unequivocally.

Squeezing water from the cloth, I eased down on the bed beside her, took up her hand and lay it, palm down, upon my own. She didn’t notice. She was apparently still…disassociated?

Her face was turned toward the window; she stared into the sunlight unblinking, as if she were asleep with her eyes open.

With one fingertip I traced the curve of her cheekbone, down into the gaunt hollow of her cheek, to the tip of her lips, along the line of her jaw to her earlobe. I smiled; she had incredible ears—delicate and shapely as shells. I once traced the little folds in her ear with my tongue, making her shiver. And giggle. And groan.

Down, lightly, barely touching, along the length of her neck—transparent as china—tracing the dark blue veins I could see beneath her thin skin, to the fluttering pulse, where I hesitated.

Each distinct throb of her heart beat inside my head.

Maria.

In that moment I felt as voiceless as I had been when she first came to Thorn Rose. As desperate, with fear, with anger. I closed my eyes and fought against the collision of emotions…and memories.

She had appeared to me draped in soft, flowing white cotton, a guttering candle held aloft in one pale hand. She’d floated toward me like a vision, moonlit hair shimmering in the candlelight. I had felt dizzy and desperate, but when the fierce anger roused inside me, something about her child-like look had captured me, and I had lain still, barely breathing, like one in the company of a fawn. If I had so much as blinked, she might have flown.

Ah, Maria. Sweet Maria. Could I but turn back the hours, the days, the years, I would happily trade my own sanity—aye, my own life—for the restoration of her dear soul.

As my shock and numbness began to melt away beneath the sunbeams stroking our flesh, my hand still wrapped possessively around hers, my anger mounted. I looked down on her profile, her cheek nestled into the down-stuffed pillow, and felt a fresh sense of desperation.

I had once hunted her like one possessed of the madness that gripped her now. Later, I had hated her with the viciousness of a mad dog.

Covering my eyes with my soap-slick fingers, I felt sickened with guilt. For all that my grandmother had done to her—to us—and for all that I had cursed upon her undeserving soul when hearing she had married another.

What little trust and faith I had harbored in my heart. Falling in love with her had become a raging wound that festered until disillusionment and hate had devoured me.

She could be dangerous.

There was nothing dangerous about her arms as I drew the damp, warm cloth down the soft, pale skin from her elbow to her wrist.

Nothing dangerous about her shoulders, thin and slightly sloping, white as the sheets upon which she rested, her gaze still locked upon the window and her face gilded by sunlight.

Nor about her breasts. Soft globes that had once tasted as sweet as marzipan—I ached to touch them even now, to cup them into my palms and lift each delicate dusty-rose tip to my waiting lips.

There came a light tapping at the door.

I slid the sheet up over Maria’s breasts, then moved to the door as it opened.

Herbert stood there, still coatless and droopy-eyed, his expression rattled.

“ ’Tis the woman,” he declared in the monotone he used to announce Edwina.

I briefly closed my eyes. “I suppose it was inevitable.”

“Would you like me to fetch you a drink, Your Grace? You’re going to need it. She’s in a right mood, I assure you.”

“How bad is it?”

He scratched his tuft of gray hair. “The claws are sharpened and I detected a gnashing of teeth.”

“Ah, so she’s in a relatively good mood, then.”

We exchanged dry smiles.
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