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Chapter One

				1813

				Isabelle Jocelyn Fairfax Lockwood, the former Duchess of Monthwaite, knelt on the stone hearth and prodded the weak fire in the grate of her small cottage in southern Leicestershire. The flames gave a half-hearted attempt to brighten before they settled back to a feeble glow. She blew into the coals. Again, the flames briefly intensified. She held her hands out for warmth, their cracked skin pained by the January chill.

				“Another bit o’ peat, do you think, Mrs. Smith?” asked Bessie, Isabelle’s lone servant and companion.

				The middle-aged woman’s round cheeks were pink from cold, she noted with a pang of conscience. Bessie wore stout wool stockings under her dress, a shawl, cap, and fingerless gloves. Isabelle wore much the same; her attire was of only marginally better quality. She felt chilled, but she knew the cold did not seep into her bones the way it did Bessie’s. It wasn’t fair to make the woman suffer on account of Isabelle’s thriftiness. “Certainly.”

				She rose from the hearth and picked up the dress lying across the back of a chair in the cottage’s parlor. It was a fine gown at odds with the humble abode: sky blue silk with silver embroidery down the long sleeves and around the bottom hem, and seed pearls adorning the neckline. It was a heaven of luxurious elegance, a dress fit for a duchess, and it had several small moth-eaten holes in the skirt. Isabelle had cursed under her breath when she discovered the damage this morning. She had so few nice things left to her name, she’d be damned if this dress would feed those insidious creatures.

				She settled into the chair near the fire, took up needle and thread, and began carefully repairing the fabric.

				“Wouldn’t you like me to do that for you, ma’am?” Bessie hovered beside her, one hand extended. “Such a lovely thing. Where’ve you been keeping it?”

				Isabelle flinched inwardly. It was foolish of her to have the dress out where Bessie could see it. She ran the risk of spoiling the false identity she’d cultivated to escape notoriety. “Mrs. Smith,” the parson’s widow, had no business owning such an extravagant gown.

				She should have sold it with the rest, she chided herself. Goodness knew she needed the blunt. Alexander was late with her allowance — again. The last money her brother sent in October was nearly gone.

				But sentimentality had gotten the best of her. Everything she owned now was simple, serviceable, sensible. She had precious little left to remind her that she was a gentleman’s daughter and, for a short time, a noblewoman.

				“No, thank you,” she said, pulling the gown against her stomach. Isabelle cast around the immaculate cottage for something to occupy the maid. “Do you have any mending of your own?” she asked.

				Bessie frowned thoughtfully, deep lines marking her cheeks. “My nephew did drop off a few shirts when he brought the peat on Monday.”

				“There you are.” Isabelle smiled brightly. “Go ahead and see about them.” She watched the maid disappear into her small bedchamber. The door shut.

				Foolish, stupid girl, she chided herself. If she weren’t cautious, Bessie would discover Isabelle’s true identity. The past year had passed in peaceful anonymity. Her only correspondents were her brother and her last remaining friend, Lily. They both knew to address their letters to Mrs. Jocelyn Smith.

				Isabelle stroked her hand down the gown’s limp sleeve, the embroidery’s ridges a textural contrast to the slippery silk beneath. She’d never worn the dress. It was a winter gown, suited for a fête in London. That party never came.

				What had come was her mother-in-law Caro, hurling accusations of adultery against Isabelle and Justin — while Isabelle was still bedridden with a broken rib.

				What had come was Justin’s disappearance. She never saw or heard from her friend again after Caro came to Hamhurst.

				What had come was Marshall, confused and angry. He asked her over and over whether she had betrayed him. But what was the word of his wife of only months, compared to the wisdom of the woman he’d known all his life? He believed the worst: that Isabelle was the fortune-hunting, title-hungry jezebel his mother had always known her to be.

				What finally came, after months of agonizing uncertainty, was the divorce.

				• • •

				Isabelle stood on the walk in front of the village’s little posting office, clutching the letter from her brother. Finally, her allowance. She tore it open as she started toward the mercantile where the owner would exchange a bank draft for currency. There remained no money to purchase peat for the fireplace, nor tallow candles, or Bessie’s wages — or much food, for that matter.

				With fingers aching in the cold, she unfolded the letter and blinked in surprise. Instead of a bank draft tucked inside, there were only a few lines in her brother’s hand. She stopped and read the note in the middle of the walk:

                
				Having given the matter due consideration, I find I must discontinue my financial support. While I was obligated to look after your welfare when you were unmarried, and would be again if you were widowed and destitute, I simply cannot afford to maintain you further in your present situation. My own circumstances no longer allow for such an expense, as I’m sure you understand.

				A. Fairfax

                

				Cut off. Alexander had finally done it. She’d wondered, with her pittance of an allowance coming later and later every quarter, whether this was where it was headed. She scanned the letter again, searching for any sign of filial affection. There was none. Rather, she detected anger behind his words. Her present situation could only refer to her being divorced. If he truly felt no obligation to support his divorced sister, why had it taken him nearly three years to say so?

				Isabelle reversed direction and trudged back to her cottage with her brother’s letter buried in the pocket of her heavy wool coat. There was nothing remotely feminine or decorous about her outerwear, but neither was there anything refined about the bitter wind that lifted last night’s snowfall from the ground in swirling clouds that stung her eyes.

				The mile-long walk would not have been so burdensome if she had money in her pocket, instead of the cruel letter. Twice she lost her footing on snow-covered ice.

				“All it needs is a broken ankle to complete the Gothic tragedy,” she muttered.

				She passed the rest of the trip home playing out the novel in her mind: the ill-used maiden, broken in body and heart, taken to bed with consumption. The doctor shaking his head sadly. No hope for it, he’d say, nothing more to be done. Alexander, contrite, kneeling beside her bed, clutching her hand and weeping, begging her forgiveness and promising all the peat she could burn, if only she’d recover. She would turn her fevered eyes upon him, open her mouth as if to speak, and then sigh her last. Her brother would gnash his teeth, and pull out clumps of hair in his despair, cursing himself for being such a fool.

				She opened the cottage door no richer, but a little lighter in spirits.

				• • •

				The following Saturday, a visitor arrived to alleviate the winter doldrums. Though the cottage door opened into the front hall just off the parlor, Bessie took the unnecessary step of announcing the identity of the new arrival.

				“Miss Bachman to see you, Mrs. Smith.”

				Isabelle was already on her feet, flinging her needlework aside to embrace her friend.

				“Lily!” she exclaimed. “Whatever are you doing here?”

				Lily’s abigail sidled in behind her mistress, carrying a valise. She scrutinized her surroundings with a dismayed expression on her face.

				Both women sported bright pink cheeks. “Never say you walked in this inclement weather!”

				“Nothing like a bracing bit of exercise to shake off a post chaise trip,” Lily said.

				She divested herself of her fashionable bonnet and cloak, revealing a fetching red traveling costume. Isabelle took the items and passed them off to Bessie.

				“You must be freezing,” Isabelle said. “Can I offer you some — ”

				Behind Lily, Bessie emphatically shook her head. No tea.

				“That is, perhaps you would care for some coff — ”

				Bessie shook her head again.

				Isabelle’s face burned. Oh, this was low. She silently cursed her brother and the Duke of bloody Monthwaite, but most of all, she cursed herself for being in this predicament.

				Lily patted her lovely chestnut coiffure and pretended not to notice Isabelle’s discomfiture. Her brown eyes lit up.

				“I just remembered.” She gestured to her maid who pulled a small wooden box from her own coat pocket and handed it to Lily. “I brought some tea. It’s a new blend I haven’t tried.” The container was about the size of her palm and a couple inches deep. “I know you probably have your own favorite,” she said apologetically, “but if it’s not too much trouble, would you try this one with me?”

				Isabelle blinked back the tears burning her eyes. Only Lily could come bearing charity and make it sound as though Isabelle would be doing her a favor by accepting.

				She took the proffered gift, her fingers cradling the box. “Of course,” she said, her voice thick. “Tea, please, Bessie.” Her mouth twisted into an ironic half-smile. “In the good service.” She only had the one.

				Bessie gave the faintest of curtsies and bustled off, carrying Lily’s outerwear and the tea. Isabelle directed Lily’s Abigail to take her bag to Isabelle’s own bedchamber. They would have to share a room, as they’d done when they were girls.

				When the maids left, Lily started to sink onto the faded couch, but Isabelle scooped her up again in a fierce hug. “Thank you,” she whispered against her friend’s ear. They sat down and Isabelle took in her friend’s lovely ensemble. “It’s so good to see you in a cheerful color,” she said kindly. “The black never suited you.”

				Lily nodded. “Believe you me, you cannot be happier to see me in a color than I am to be wearing it. What an odd thing it was, to mourn a man I scarcely knew — to be a widow before I’d even wed. I’m glad the year is over, but neither do I quite look forward to being thrust onto the marriage mart. My whole life, I never had to wonder who I’d marry; I always knew. But now my future husband is an enigma. Which makes me like every other female in England, I suppose,” she finished matter-of-factly.

				Isabelle smiled sympathetically. Through the designs of all parents involved, Lily had been born with her wedding date already set. She was to marry her betrothed the first of June, 1811, when she was twenty years of age. January of that year, however, Ensign Charles Handford and the rest of the Nineteenth Lancers were sent to reinforce Wellington’s Peninsular force. Charles didn’t make it home for the summer wedding, and in November 1811, he’d been killed in battle. Isabelle knew her dear friend did not truly grieve him, but neither was she glad to have escaped the match at the cost of the groom’s life.

				These dreary thoughts occupied her mind until Bessie brought the tea tray. While Isabelle poured, Lily pulled Bessie aside and murmured to her in a low voice. The maid nodded and collected Lily’s abigail. The women donned cloaks and departed through the front door.

				“What was that about?” Isabelle asked wryly, hoping to put aside the somber atmosphere. “You haven’t sacked Bessie, have you? No one else worth a salt will work for such a miserable pittance. I shall never find another like her.” She passed a cup and saucer to Lily.

				“I’ve sent them to the butcher.” Lily shrugged guiltily. “You know how particular I am about food. I’m a horrible guest.”

				Isabelle shook her head. Again, Lily made her gifts sound like a nuisance.

				“Besides,” Lily continued with the spark of the devil in her eyes, “I wanted your dear Bessie out from under our feet. I live in fear of slipping up and calling you Isabelle, instead of Jocelyn or Mrs. Smith.”

				Isabelle nodded. “Fair enough.” A strand of her blond hair fell down alongside her cheek. She hooked it behind her ear. She couldn’t remember the last time her hair had been styled by a lady’s maid. “Why have you come, Lily?” She touched her friend’s arm lightly. “Not that I’m not delighted to see you, of course, but I don’t get many surprise visitors.”

				Lily set her tea on the small table beside the sofa. “I’ve come to issue an invitation.”

				Isabelle’s ears perked. “To what? No one’s invited me anywhere in years.”

				“A wedding,” Lily answered. “My cousin, Freddy Bachman, is returned from Spain. He’s getting married in a week. I hoped you’d come as my guest. It will be my first outing in quite a long time, too.”

				A wedding? Isabelle wrinkled her brow and buried her face in her teacup. A wedding was so respectable. Two people standing before God, pledging their lives to one another — surely they wouldn’t want a divorcée there. She’d be like a leper at a garden party — completely out of place, abnormal, despised.

				“Isabelle?” Lily ventured.

				She raised her eyes over the rim of her cup.

				“Shall I pour, dear?” Lily asked. “Your cup was empty before you lifted it.”

				Isabelle quickly lowered the vacant china. “Ah, so it is. Yes, please,” she said with tight gaiety. She forced a laugh. “Who on earth is married in the dead of winter?”

				“My cousin, for one,” Lily said while she poured Isabelle a fresh cup. “His fiancée has been waiting these several years for his discharge from the army.”

				Isabelle’s smile faltered. “She waited for him to come home from the war? For years?” Such a testament of devotion was humbling. Isabelle shook her head. “I can’t. It wouldn’t be right.”

				Lily’s finely arched brows drew together and she tilted her head to the side. One gleaming curl rested prettily on the shoulder of her red dress. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

				Isabelle shook her head again. “No.”

				“Why not?” Lily took Isabelle’s cup and set it aside, then scooped both of Isabelle’s hands in her own. “You must stop thinking of yourself as some kind of pariah. You’re divorced, not diseased. No one else is going to  …  catch it.” Her full lips turned up in a sympathetic smile. “You’ve been in exile long enough,” Lily continued. “I assure you, no one is talking about you at all anymore.”

				Isabelle regarded her warily. “Really?”

				Lily nodded. “You’re not nearly as interesting as you think you are.”

				Isabelle laughed, then drew a nervous breath. “Oh, I just don’t know. I would feel so conspicuous.”

				“It’s just a family affair,” Lily assured her. “You wouldn’t know anyone there, and they don’t know you, either — except for my parents, of course, and they adore you. It will be a perfect first step.”

				Isabelle sighed. “It does sound like an ideal reintroduction to respectable company. But, something has happened that may delay my plans.” She went into her bedchamber to retrieve Alexander’s letter and handed it to her friend.

				Lily scanned the page, then clicked her tongue. “The absolute gall of the man.” Her fist closed around an edge of the page. She shook it in front of her. “How dare he? Punishing you yet again? What does he hope to accomplish by cutting you off?”

				“I don’t know.” Isabelle pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “But you see, now is not the time for me to try to go back into society. I’ll have to work first, save a little money — ”

				“Work?” The word fell from Lily’s mouth like a bite of rotten egg. “What do you mean?”

				“I have to earn money,” Isabelle explained calmly. “I’ve given it a great deal of thought. I’ll do something small to start, perhaps take in mending. I can’t rely upon unexpected visitors to keep me in tea.”

				Lily blushed.

				Isabelle stood and paced the length of the small room. “I should like to open a shop, eventually. Perhaps a millinery.”

				“You don’t make hats,” Lily pointed out.

				“There is that,” Isabelle agreed. “Perhaps I could import them. From Paris.”

				Lily’s eyes widened. “Smuggled bonnets? I really can’t imagine you mingling with the criminal element. Not at all a respectable endeavor.”

				“I suppose not.” Isabelle tapped her chin. “There must be something!”

				“We’ll think about it this week, all right?” Lily reassured her. “I wonder, though, if you won’t be in your dotage by the time you have enough money to launch yourself again.”

				Isabelle sighed and plopped back onto the couch in a rather unladylike fashion. “I just want a family, Lily. Is that really too much to ask? A respectable husband and a few children of my own?”

				The familiar emptiness in her heart ached. Childbirth had taken both Isabelle’s mother and the infant girl who would have been her little sister. Her father then fell into a melancholy from which he’d never recovered. Fairfax Hall went without the attention of its master for a decade. Isabelle had likewise gone neglected. Left to the care of doting servants and a tutor, she’d been permitted to do as she pleased.

				Her treasured friendship with Justin Miller should never have gone on as long as it did, she now knew. It was not at all the thing for a young lady to be on such close terms with a young man, but no one bothered to put a stop to it. Justin was the one constant source of affection and amusement in her life.

				Lily’s family came from their home in Brighton only a couple times a year to visit Mrs. Bachman’s parents, who were neighbors to Fairfax Hall.

				Alexander had gone to Oxford, and Isabelle’s papa spent his time in solitude — in the library, in his study, or wandering the estate. Several times, she and Justin had found him lying on the ground, sleeping beside the white marble tomb he’d built for his wife and child. There was room inside for him, too. It seemed to Isabelle as though he wanted to crawl inside and join her.

				Isabelle sometimes wondered how her life would have been different if he had been dead in truth, rather than absent only in mind and spirit. She would have been properly provided for, she supposed, not allowed to develop such hoydenish tendencies. It had been painful, too. As a child, she tried and tried to cheer her father. She danced and sang silly songs. He smiled wanly with eyes devoid of humor and patted her head. Isabelle wondered why she and Alexander weren’t good enough. She missed Mama, too, but there were still people she loved around her. Didn’t Papa love her? She was certain there was something — some one thing — that would make him better. Isabelle spent countless hours trying to find it.

				In time, when she was twelve, Papa did the only thing that would end his suffering. Isabelle heard the shot and got to his study first. He’d fallen sideways on the leather sofa, and what she noticed most was not the blood, but the peaceful expression on his face.

				Isabelle returned to herself. She blinked a few times and said in a low voice, “I’ve never had a family, Lily. Is it too selfish of me to want one of my own?”

				“Of course not,” Lily cooed. “We’ll get you there, Isa, never you fear.” She straightened to a businesslike posture. “As much as I dislike the idea, I agree you must do something to generate income. I’ll save up my pin money, too, and maybe in a few months — ”

				“No,” Isabelle interjected vehemently. She clutched her skirt in her fists. “I’ll take your tea, but I cannot accept your money.” Lily started to protest, but Isabelle raised a hand to stop her. “Please. I have endured this situation for several years. This is just a new obstacle, and I shall overcome it. But not with your allowance.”

				Lily sighed. “All right, then. Do say you’ll come to the wedding, though. I should dearly love your company.”

				The allure of polite society warred with Isabelle’s practical concerns. At last, she shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t, Lily. Not with things so tight here. The days I’d spend away are days I could be earning money to keep this place heated.”

				Worry lines bracketed Lily’s mouth. “I wish you would let me do something for you, dear. Your bleak circumstances cannot persist.”

				A half-smile tugged Isabelle’s mouth. “Things will improve. And I’ll tell you something,” she said, pulling her shoulders back. “It will be nice to have reliable income, rather than depend on a man’s whim.”

				“Hmm.” A thoughtful expression crossed Lily’s pretty features. “I didn’t think of that, but you’re right. What a novel idea. Since you won’t come to the wedding with me, I’ll do what I can to help you find a position.”

				“Maybe it will even be fun,” Isabelle said, her mood brightening. “This is a chance to make a new start. I’ve been living a kind of half-life ever since the divorce. Now I can start over.”

				Lily raised her chipped teacup. “To new beginnings.”

				Isabelle lifted hers to join the toast. “To new beginnings. And, to the devil with men.”

				• • •

				Lily’s brows shot to her hairline. “A cook? Really, Isabelle, what are you thinking?”

				A week after her arrival, the maids bustled to prepare for Miss Bachman’s departure to her cousin’s wedding. In that time, Isabelle had approached every business in the area at which she might be at all useful.

				Isabelle playfully swatted her friend’s arm. “Yes, a cook. I’ll have you know, I’m a reasonable hand in the kitchen. At home, Cook taught me out of Mother’s French recipe books.”

				The taller woman cast her a dubious look. “Be that as it may, inns are frequently rather seedy.”

				“Oh, no, the George is a very clean establishment. Mr. Davies was so impressed with the stew I made, I was even able to negotiate a higher wage.”

				“Wage negotiations?” Lily’s shoulders rose and fell with her sigh. “All right, Isabelle, you’ve impressed me. Go ahead and tumble into the working class. I suppose you’re ready as you’ll ever be.”

				Isabelle grasped her friend in a tight hug. “Thank you for everything.”

				Lily held her back at arm’s length. “You can do anything you put your mind to, Isabelle. Your dreams of a husband and children — you can have those, you know. Go and cook for your villagers if you must, but you’re still hiding. Come back to the world and take your proper place.”

				Isabelle’s lips curved in a wistful smile. “This is my proper place now, Lily. This is the life I must live.”

	
Chapter Two

				“On the matter of Thomas Gerald, Your Grace, there has been no progress.”

				Marshall Trevelyan Bruckner Lockwood, Duke of Monthwaite, looked up from the folding desk in his traveling chaise where he was reviewing the annual expenditure summaries he’d collected from his various stewards over the past month.

				His secretary, Perkins, sat opposite, with papers strewn across his lap and the seat. The pale, bespectacled man had a mind as strong as a steel trap. He’d been in Marshall’s employ for several years now, and had become invaluable in keeping Marshall’s dealings sorted out.

				“Nothing?” Marshall asked, raising a brow.

				Perkins scanned the parchment in his hand. He pressed a handkerchief to his lips, squeezed his eyes shut, and shook his head. “No, sir, nothing.” He cleared his throat. “Thomas Gerald’s name appears on the manifest of the Destiny, which sailed from Van Diemen’s Land August 17, 1809. He worked as a deck hand to pay his passage. All told, the voyage took the better part of a year, with stops for provisions, and repairs in the Caribbean islands. He could have disembarked at any one of these locations, rather than return to England. His name is not mentioned again, either in the manifest or the captain’s log. There is nothing more.” Perkins dabbed at the sheen of sweat that had popped out on his forehead as he spoke.

				“How does a man just disappear for years?” He muttered to himself. “Are you all right?” he asked Perkins. “You’re looking a touch green.”

				“Apologies, sir,” the secretary said through clenched teeth. “Reading in a moving vehicle causes a mild indisposition. I’m quite well, though, I assure you.” Marshall watched his fastidious secretary run a finger under his neck cloth, loosening it. “Shall we continue?”

				“No, that will do for now,” Marshall said. “I’d rather you not cast your accounts on my boots.”

				Perkins scowled.

				“Take a rest,” Marshall suggested. “We’ll soon be stopping for the night.”

				“Thank you, sir.” Perkins looked decidedly peaked, but neatly stowed away all the papers before leaning his head back against the squabs.

				Marshall took up the Thomas Gerald file and flipped through it. He once again scanned the sole report his investigator had been able to generate about Gerald’s departure from the penal colony, having fulfilled his ten-year sentence for the willful destruction of Marshall’s father’s property — his prize mare and her foal. The information was now several years old. He could be anywhere, Marshall thought in frustration — Brazil, or Haiti  …  or England.

				He closed his eyes, and the whole horrible scene was there, as though the incident had been yesterday, not twelve years ago. In his mind’s eye, he saw the mare, Priscilla, past due for her foaling, and the grooms worried about her. He saw Thomas Gerald, a young man just a couple years older than Marshall, laughing and jovial as he joked with the other grooms, tender and concerned when he looked after the ailing Priscilla.

				And then Marshall saw himself: a boy of thirteen, bored with the confines of the schoolroom, desperate to prove his maturity, and longing to earn his father’s approval. His newfound interest in botany consumed his adolescent mind. He’d read a few books and had begun helping the gardener in the greenhouse, observing the way the man planted seeds in different fashions and watching carefully as he grafted one plant onto another. In short order, Marshall became the embodiment of the phrase about a little knowledge being a dangerous thing.

				Priscilla’s swollen belly had the stable in a tizzy, and the duke on tenterhooks. But Marshall remembered the midwife’s words he’d once overheard to the blacksmith, offering the man’s wife a tincture of mugwort and juniper berries to help ease her birthing, and an idea took shape in his mind.

				Then Priscilla ate from Thomas Gerald’s gentle hands. The mare convulsed. And then she screamed. Marshall pressed his hands to his eyes — dear God, he could still hear that horse’s scream. Marshall had never been so scared in all his young life. He squeezed himself into a corner, where he remained unnoticed as every hand in the stable came running.

				So much blood. At first, Priscilla had thrashed and protested against the restraining hands that held her down while she was examined in her stall. Marshall heard the head groom yelling for a towel — he was going to try to pull the foal free. Gradually, Priscilla’s cries gave way to piteous whinnies, until even those declined into gentle moans, and then silence. Horrible, heavy silence.

				They sent for His Grace, and explained to Marshall’s father that Priscilla’s womb had ruptured. Both mare and foal had been lost.

				His father was terribly distraught. Marshall remembered his pale face, the concerned crease of his brow as he looked into the poor mare’s stall, how he pressed a handkerchief to his lips and then quickly walked away.

				Marshall himself slipped out of the stable a short time later. He spent the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening wandering through the woods, throwing accusatory looks at every herb he encountered. They were supposed to help, not hurt! His beloved flora had betrayed him.

				The next morning, Marshall awoke to a house in an uproar. When the mare’s body had been removed and the stall cleaned, a jar had been discovered under a layer of straw, containing the remains of an unknown sticky substance.

				Someone had fed Priscilla poison. Someone had deliberately killed His Grace’s favorite mare. If there was one thing in the world the Duke of Monthwaite was passionate about, it was his horses. The gruesome way in which his most prized bit of horseflesh had met her demise was beyond all reckoning. The criminal would be punished. Severely.

				Another groom said he recalled seeing Thomas Gerald feeding the horse by hand, but never imagined he’d do something so heinous. Sticky stains found on Gerald’s shirt cuffs gave weight to the accusation. For his atrocious crime, the fifteen-year-old groom was transported to Van Diemen’s Land for ten years on the labor gangs.

				The carriage pulled to a stop. Marshall opened his eyes and drew a shuddering breath. Somewhere in the world, possibly even in England, roamed a man who could rightfully blame Marshall for ruining his life. Such a man was dangerous and had to be found before he attempted something foolish. Marshall scrawled a note on the report to remind Perkins to call in yet another investigator, since this one had lost the trail.

				• • •

				In Leicestershire, Marshall stopped at the estate of David Hornsby, the younger son of an earl. He had the good fortune of a sire who’d acquired a spare estate to give his youngest offspring.

				As a result, the estate’s master epitomized the idle rich. Mr. Hornsby was of an age with Marshall, and lived well off the income of his land. With a competent steward taking care of the estate’s day-to-day operations, Hornsby had no purpose in life other than pursuing pleasure and fulfilling his own whims.

				One of his few redeeming qualities was a kindred leaning toward botany. They had attended lectures together at the Royal Society and struck up something of a friendship, founded only on their shared intellectual pursuits. The botany community was a small one, and Marshall would not turn his nose up at a man who was as eager as he was to see progress in the field.

				Marshall was shown into Hornsby’s library, the walls of which were adorned with framed prints of local wildflowers.

				“Monthwaite!” Hornsby sprang from the leather chair in which he’d been ensconced with a book and a bottle of brandy. Marshall noted this last item with distaste, considering it was just past noon. Hornsby extended his hand for Marshall’s greeting and pumped the duke’s arm vigorously. “Good to see you, Monty, good to see you. How fare the great swaths of the kingdom in your possession?” The man’s face, flushed with drink, clashed against his yellow-checked jacket.

				Hornsby had no sooner returned to his seat than he sprang up again. Most men as far into their cups as he appeared to be — judging by the alarmingly low level in the brandy decanter — would have been half-asleep by now. However, Marshall’s host appeared as energetic as if he’d just awoken from a refreshing night’s sleep.

				Hornsby strode on thick legs to an oak table standing near a large picture window overlooking the expansive gardens on the back of the house. He unrolled a map and gestured for Marshall to join him at the table. He jabbed a chubby finger into the map. “I believe I’ve located a suitable site for the herbarium.”

				“Coventry?”

				Hornsby nodded. “London would be the obvious choice, of course, but land there is dear and hard to come by. I thought,” he said, turning his glassy brown eyes on Marshall, “a centralized location would be a nice gesture.”

				“To whom?” Marshall asked.

				Hornsby shrugged and smiled like the spoiled little boy he was. “Everyone.”

				Everyone Marshall took to mean the entire population of Britain, and indeed the world, to whom their proposed herbarium would be open.

				For a long moment, he held Hornsby’s gaze. His eager face seemed desperate for Marshall’s approval. Though they had been born the same year and Marshall only a few months before Hornsby, Marshall still felt as though Hornsby looked to him for guidance, like an older brother. He regarded the map again. His lips turned up in a slow, lazy smile.

				“You might be on to something,” he drawled. He nodded, affirming his statement. “Yes, let’s go have a look at the land you have in mind.”

				A wide grin broke across Hornsby’s face. “Really?” he breathed rapturously.

				Marshall took a step back and away from the fumes rolling off his friend.

				“I’ll have my bags ready in a trice,” Hornsby said. As he hurried from the room he called over his shoulder, “I know a good inn where we can stay tonight.”

	
Chapter Three

				Isabelle gave the stew a stir. She wiped her palms against the faded linen apron around her waist, then peeked into the oven to check on the roasting chickens. Everything was coming along nicely, but a few customers had been kept waiting longer than she — or they — liked.

				In the month she’d been working in the kitchen at the George, word of the inn’s uncommonly good cook quickly spread beyond the village. The inn now often saw customers who came just to dine, rather than to stay the night or spend the evening drinking in the common room.

				The first dish to win the locals’ acclaim had been her savory beef stew. Initially, Isabelle made use of the last bit of ale in the barrels as the base for her concoction. The dish had become so popular, however, Mr. Davies now purchased ale specifically for cooking.

				A serving girl stuck her head in the kitchen. “Is the stew ready yet, Miz Smith? Some of the blokes are startin’ to grumble.”

				“Almost, Gretchen.” Isabelle fished out a slice of carrot and bit it. Still a touch too firm in the center. “Ten more minutes,” she told the girl. At the servant’s harried expression, Isabelle snapped, “I could give it to them raw, but they wouldn’t like that, either.”

				“I s’pose not,” Gretchen muttered. “But they’re ’plainin’, and I’m the one has to hear it.”

				Isabelle’s annoyance fell away, and she gave the girl a sympathetic smile. “Why don’t you hide in here with me for a few minutes?” She blew at a wayward strand of hair that had fallen loose from the cap containing her unruly tresses.

				The serving girl gave her an appreciative look and stepped farther into the kitchen. It was a large room, but cramped for all that.

				A brick oven was set into one wall, pouring out heat as a steady supply of bread went in and came out. Beside the oven was a long counter on which the dough was mixed, kneaded, and set aside to rise.

				A large table for preparing meats and vegetables dominated the center of the room. Above it hung a black iron rack covered with saucepans, stockpots, and skillets. Beside the pantry, a door opened on stairs leading to the modest wine cellar.

				Another wall had a sink and scullery counter. The fourth side of the room held the massive stove and roasting oven where Isabelle toiled her hours away.

				Isabelle directed Gretchen to pull fresh loaves from the brick oven with the long bread paddle, while she cubed a cut of beef for another pot of stew. A boy came in carrying dirty plates. The omnipresent rumble of talking and laughter was momentarily bright and clear until the door swung shut again, dampening the noise.

				“Sammy,” Isabelle said to the boy, “run to the larder and fetch me some suet.” The boy dropped the dishes to the counter with a clatter and scampered out the door.

				Isabelle dumped the beef cubes into a hot skillet to brown. She washed her hands, wiped them on her apron, and checked the stew again. Perfect.

				“Gretchen,” she called, “stew’s ready.” She glanced over to where the girl had set the steaming, fresh loaves on the bread counter and was struggling to get an unbaked loaf into the oven.

				“Bollocks! I forgot to flour the paddle,” Gretchen exclaimed.

				“Do you need help?” Isabelle ladled up a bowl of stew, set it on the counter, and reached for another empty dish.

				“I can manage.” The serving girl gave up trying to shake the dough free of the paddle and moved right to the oven, where she attempted to force the loaf off with her hand.

				She shouldn’t do that, Isabelle thought with trepidation. “Careful,” she called. “Pull the whole thing back out and I’ll — ”

				Too late.

				“Yeouch!” Gretchen snatched her hand back and grabbed it with the other. The paddle clattered to the floor and the stubborn loaf of dough rolled traitorously onto the stones.

				Isabelle hurried to the girl. Three of Gretchen’s fingers were red and one was already blistering. The serving girl kept up a steady stream of cries and curses. Isabelle dragged her to the washing station and plunged her hand into the basin of rinse water.

				Gretchen yowled.

				Isabelle made a shushing sound. “The water will cool the skin.”

				“What is going on in here?”

				Isabelle looked up. Mr. Davies, her employer and the proprietor of the George, cast a look of wide-eyed alarm over the chaotic disarray in his usually orderly kitchen. His balding pate glistened with sweat. He grabbed a dishtowel from the counter and ran it over his head and mutton-chopped cheeks.

				“Gretchen burned her hand,” Isabelle explained.

				He huffed in annoyance, pressing his massive fists to his hips. Mr. Davies was a large man, but Isabelle would never have called him fat. He gave one the impression of a rock-filled sack. “Well, get it out of the basin and get that food to the customers!” Mr. Davies ordered.

				Isabelle shot her employer a disapproving look, but released Gretchen. The girl gingerly patted her burned hand dry, lifted a bowl of stew, and set it down again, howling with pain.

				“Would you shut it?” Mr. Davies hissed. “We’ve got gents out there. You want them to think there’s a murder going on?”

				Isabelle drew the weeping Gretchen back to the basin and once again plunged her hand into the water. Mr. Davies was usually a jovial man and was not an unkind master of his establishment. There was a larger-than-usual crowd out there tonight, though, so Isabelle tried to ignore his insensitivity to Gretchen’s predicament. “She can’t work anymore tonight,” Isabelle said in a reasonable tone.

				“Who’s going to do the serving, then?” the man asked. His dark blue eyes were wide and his gray brows shot up into his forehead. “I’m already short-handed. Gretchen’s the only girl in tonight, as is. We’ve got honest-to-God blue bloods in the private dining room who need seeing to, and half the common room’s going to die of barrel fever on me if we don’t get food into their bellies to sop up the ale.”

				“My sister would come help!” Sammy, the dish boy, piped up. “She needs a few shillings for a bit o’ ribbon she’s got her eye on.”

				“Go get her, then,” Mr. Davies instructed. The boy dashed out. “In the meantime,” he said, turning to Isabelle, “you do the serving.”

				Nerves grabbed at Isabelle’s middle. She was happy in the kitchen, working with only a few other employees. She did not relish the idea of plunging into the morass in the common room. “Who’s going to mind the kitchen, then?” she asked.

				“You are!” Mr. Davies barked. “Do both until Sammy’s sainted sister gets here to save us.”

				Isabelle gritted her teeth, pulled Gretchen’s hand from the water, and wrapped it in a towel a little more roughly than she’d intended. Gretchen yelped. “All right,” Isabelle muttered. “Who’s first?”

				“Get that stew out there to the common room. Once they’ve got spoons in their mouths, they won’t be hollerin’, and we’ll all be able to hear ourselves think. The nobs down the hall want stew, too, and a chicken with the sides.”

				Isabelle nodded. Gretchen gave her a pained look and bit her lip. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed.

				“Don’t worry about it,” Isabelle said.

				She finished wrapping the girl’s hand and sent her on her way, with instructions to keep the burn clean and wrapped.

				Then Isabelle loaded a tray with bowls of stew and loaves of bread. Mr. Davies held the door for her, and she walked down a short hall that opened into the common room.

				Twenty tables stood in the spacious room, every one occupied. When the crowd spotted Isabelle and her tray, a cheer went up around the room. She smiled in spite of herself. Most of the patrons were good-natured villagers. There were a few ribald comments from men deep in their tankards, but she began enjoying herself as she served the hard-working folk their suppers. In turn, the men and women seemed to appreciate being able to personally thank the woman who so satisfactorily filled their stomachs.

				A shilling landed on her tray when Isabelle delivered food to the table where Mr. Barnaby, a village carpenter, and his wife were dining.

				“Excellent, as usual, Mrs. Smith!” the man boomed. His wife nodded her agreement.

				Isabelle’s heart swelled with pride and delight at the extra coin. “Thank you kindly, sir.” She bobbed a curtsy in her giddiness.

				As she returned to the kitchen to reload her tray, heat crept up her neck as she realized what she’d done. She was a gently born woman who had just curtsied to a carpenter.

				Never did Isabelle think she’d see the day where she’d make a cake of herself over a few pennies tossed in her direction, but that was before she was a ruined woman, before her brother had cast her aside. She might have been born to a softer life, but that life was long gone. She slammed open the kitchen door and filled more bowls.

				This was her life now. She cooked in the kitchen of a middle-of-nowhere inn to keep a roof over her head and food on her and Bessie’s plates. Fortunately, Mr. Davies didn’t mind if she took home some of the leftovers from her evening’s efforts. She’d eaten more beef stew and mutton than she cared to think about, but at least she could count on having one hearty meal at night and a bit of bread in the morning.

				With her tray once again laden, she made another round through the common room. Her smile was not as bright this time, but she still collected some coins from the jolly patrons.

				On her next return trip to the kitchen, Mr. Davies ran her to ground. “Get the food down the hall for the gentlemen now,” he said. His voice was still clipped, but his relaxed posture indicated that he felt better about the state of the common room. The grumbles had given way to convivial laughter as neighbors broke bread with one another.

				Isabelle loaded down a wheeled cart for the patrons in the private dining room. She felt not the least bit concerned about encountering someone who might know her. First of all, though Marshall had introduced her to a few of his friends, she had encountered only a tiny portion of the haut ton. Those she had not met would have known her only by name, not on sight, and Isabelle used a false name here. Further, if by some remote chance there was someone she’d met before in that dining room, she understood the way the privileged class operated. A nobleman might pay attention to the servants in his own house, but he never took notice of the servants in someone else’s home, much less a simple serving girl in a country inn. Her position was the perfect disguise.

				She filled a covered serving dish with her beef stew and set a ladle alongside. A roasted chicken, along with an assortment of roasted vegetables, asparagus in crème sauce, two loaves of bread, fresh butter, and a slab of cheese also made their way to the tray, along with a bottle of Madeira, another of port, and a decanter of brandy. She then found room for the dishes, utensils, and glasses the meal required, and rolled the heavy cart down the hall.

				The noise of the common room faded as she moved toward the dining room. She knocked on the door, waited for the perfunctory, “Enter,” opened the door, and pushed in the cart. Warm air rolled out. While the dining room afforded the upper class the privacy they demanded, there were drawbacks to the enclosed space — namely, its oppressive stuffiness. The dishes on the cart tinkled and rattled against each other, a sound that had been previously drowned out by the multitude of voices outside.

				Two men sat close together at the far end of the gleaming table, their heads bent over maps and other papers.

				One had a commanding air that captured her attention at once. Broad shoulders, straight back, black hair, a firm jaw, and strong nose. He did not so much as look in her direction, but Isabelle instantly recognized the chiseled profile.

				Marshall.

				Shock numbed her face and limbs, while her heart launched into a panicked gallop. Her fists tightened around the cart handle, white knuckles threatening to burst through her skin.

				What was he doing here? Stay calm, she ordered herself. She took in great gulps of air and concentrated on acting like a serving girl. Her position was her disguise, she reminded herself.

				Marshall’s companion, a ginger-haired fellow Isabelle did not recognize, groaned when she came in. “Finally! We’re famished. I thought we were being starved out.”

				“Apologies, m’lord,” Isabelle said. It was a wonder she could talk with her heart in her throat. “There’s a dreadful crush of people wanting supper tonight.” She forced her limbs into motion, lifting the dishes from the cart to set the near end of the table for two.

				“Still, it was bloody inconsiderate of you to leave us neglected.” The man’s lips pursed in a petulant, effeminate fashion.

				“Give over, Hornsby,” Marshall said in a flat tone. “Mr. Davies told us there would be a wait.”

				A flash of tenderness unexpectedly tugged at her heart at the sound of his voice. He was tired, she realized. She remembered that tone in his voice after he’d spent many hours in the greenhouse with his plants or working at his desk.

				As quickly as she detected the sensation, she fought to squash it out. He didn’t need or deserve her pity. It was idiotic to feel badly for the pampered duke, while she — thanks to his wrongful divorce — worked long hours in a hot, steamy kitchen to survive.

				Isabelle kept her face lowered and turned away from the men as much as possible. Still, she identified Marshall’s movements by sound. That Hornsby person flailed around. He sounded messy. By contrast, Marshall made careful, deliberate motions. She heard the tap of a stack of papers being made neat, followed by the light, smooth scrape of his chair moving back from the table. His even footsteps came her way. Her heart pounded, and she dropped the ladle onto the table. She winced at the clatter.

				“Something smells delicious,” Marshall said.

				Isabelle paused. Should she say anything? No, she decided. Probably not. Servants shouldn’t engage in conversation with their betters.

				“Is this the famous stew we heard so much about?” he asked. Marshall stood close beside her to examine the tureen’s contents. His imposing presence seemed to make the air heavier and more difficult to inhale.

				Isabelle noted with another pang that he even looked as though he’d been working for hours. His coat was slung over the back of a chair. The sleeves of his cream-colored shirt were rolled up his forearms. He did that when he wrote a lot. An image sprung to mind of an afternoon at Hamhurst, shortly after they were married. She’d spent most of the day alone while he took care of estate work, and when she went to find him in his study, he had been sitting at his desk, looking much the way he did just now.

				She also remembered what happened when she found him in the study, how she’d come to stand behind his chair and put her fingers into the soft hair at his nape, rubbing his neck, trying to distract him. And it had worked. Her cheeks burned at the brief memory.
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