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In Which the old Devil comes to a Bad end

An early October mist still lay heavy in the vales of Gloucestershire when the Honorable Mr. Camden Rutledge rose before dawn to partake of his customary morning repast, black coffee and two slices of bread, lightly buttered. Therefore, by the time the blood-chilling screams commenced, he had been miserably but diligently occupied in reviewing the estate finances for well over an hour, whilst ensconced in what was—or only moments earlier had been—his father’s study.

As a matter of old-fashioned civility, the room had always been called “his father’s study,” despite the fact that the wicked old devil had never troubled himself to study anything save games of chance, and had certainly never gazed upon the inside of an account ledger. Indeed, Chalcote Court’s elderly housekeeper had often sworn that the Earl of Treyhern had never poked so much as a toe inside the room during her tenure—though he had reputedly poked a rather saucy parlormaid in the corridor just outside the door one raucous New Year’s Eve.

His father’s lack of scholarship aside, Cam’s rather formidable concentration was abruptly severed when the aforesaid screaming began at precisely a quarter past seven. The shrieking was unmistakably feminine in origin, for Cam found it loud, shrill, and unremitting. The racket echoed down the ancient corridors of Chalcote, bounced off the tapestried walls, and sent a bevy of curious servants scurrying up from the pantries and kitchens and cellars, all of them eager to see just what mischief the old lord had wrought this time. And all of them—or so it seemed to Cam—bolted past the study door en route to the commotion, their boots and brogans pounding on the hard oak floor.

Hopelessly distracted from an already impossible task, Cam jerked from his chair with a hiss of frustration, and started toward the door just as the butler floated in, looking rather paler than usual. “I fear it’s the new governess, Mr. Rutledge,” Milford explained without preamble. He knew that the young master preferred to take bad news the same way he took his whisky; smooth, neat, and infrequently.

Cam threw his new pen onto the desk in disgust. “Good God—! What now?”

The ashen-faced butler hesitated. “She’s in the corridor upstairs, sir.”

Cam elevated one straight black brow. “As I plainly hear, Milford.”

“And she—well, she’s in a rather revealing state of dishabille, sir.”

Both Cam’s brows shot up. “Indeed? Cannot someone fetch her a wrapper?”

The screams were lessening a bit. Milford cleared his throat decorously. “Yes, Mr. Rutledge. Mrs. Naffles is seeing to it, but the more pressing concern, sir, is ... is his lordship. I greatly fear that ... well, the governess was in ... in his ... your father’s ... bedchamber and—”

“Oh, devil take it, Milford!” Against his will, Cam’s hands flew to his temples. “Please don’t say it—!” 

“Oh, sir,” said the butler mournfully. “I fear so ...”

Blood pounded in his head as Cam tried to dredge up a measure of apathy. Given his father’s ribald predilections, this embarrassment had probably been inevitable. “Well, he’s a damned ugly sight, seen bare-arsed,” he remarked flatly. “I should scream, too, I daresay.”

“Yes—well, I mean no ...” Milford shook his head as if to clear his vision. “Indeed, Mr. Rutledge is—or I should say—his lordship is perfectly bare-ars—er, naked, sir. But in addition, I fear he’s ... he’s—”

“Christ, man! Spit it out!”

“Dead.”

“Dead—?” Cam looked at the servant incredulously. “Dead, as in ... ?” He made a vague motion with his hand.

“Ah ... just dead, sir. In the regular way. ’Twas overexertion, I daresay, if you’ll forgive the impertinence.” Milford looked obviously relieved that the news was out. “Mrs. Naffles says ’twas apoplexy for sure, since his lordship’s gone an even darker shade of red than usual, sir. Rather like bad burgundy. And the eyes are even more protruding than ... well ... never mind about that. Nonetheless, a man of his advanced years ... and the governess, Miss Eggers ... er, rather lively and all that—”

“Yes, and apparently possessed of exceptional lungs,” interposed Cam dryly. The screams had subsided into heaving, hysterical sobs.

“Yes, sir. Quite good ... lungs, sir.”

Cam picked up his pen and balanced it in the palm of his hand. “Where is my daughter, Milford? Dare I hope that she has been spared this debacle?”

“Oh, yes, sir! Miss Ariane is still abed in the schoolroom wing.”

“Good.” Cam sat back down. “Well, I thank you, Milford. That will be all.” 

“Thank you, sir. I mean ... my lord.” The butler began to back out of the room, then paused. “By the way, my lord ... what, precisely, ought we to do now? About the, er, young lady? Miss Eggers?”

Cam scraped his chair forward and snapped open the next ledger. Without looking up from his task, he began to etch neat, uniformly shaped numbers into a perfectly straight column down one side of the page. “Precisely how long, Milford,” he finally replied, “had Miss Eggers been warming my father’s bed? And was she willing?”

The butler did not bother to feign ignorance. Hands clasped behind his back, the thin, angular servant looked up at the ceiling, calculating. “Above two months, the housekeeper says. And by all accounts, she had every expectation of becoming the next Lady Treyhern.”

“Well, that rather settles it then, doesn’t it? I certainly shan’t be marrying her, so best put her on the next mail coach to London.”

“Yes, my lord. And the ... the corpse?”

Elbows propped upon the desk, Cam heaved a weary sigh and dropped his head into his palms. “Just send for the priest, Milford. I can do no more for my father. He is in God’s hands now, not mine. And I do not envy God the task.”


Allowing a glint of a challenge to light her eyes, Helene de Severs lifted her chin and stared confidently across the burnished mahogany desk, studying the elderly gentleman who leaned back in his chair with such a condescending indolence. Outside the open window, the clatter of passing carriages and the rumble of drays in Threadneedle Street mingled with the strident cries of a morning costermonger as he made his way toward Bishopsgate and the old city walls.

By comparison, the bustling London traffic in the street below made the heavy, protracted silence inside the oak-paneled office seem all the more discordant. Finally, the elderly solicitor leaned forward, splaying his long, thin fingers upon his burnished desktop, as if perhaps he had decided to rise and escort his young visitor to the door.

Instead, the old man cleared his throat sonorously and began to tap one spindly finger as if to emphasize his warning. “Miss de Severs, you really must understand the full circumstance of this position,” he explained, his thick white brows pulled gravely together. “I am afraid Lord Treyhern’s child is, er, rather ... how shall I put it? Peculiar.”

Already remarkably rigid in her chair, Helene de Severs nonetheless managed to draw herself up another inch or two. She was a tall woman, not easily cowed, so the motion was usually effective. “I do beg your pardon,” she said archly. “You say the child is what—?”

“Peculiar. As in abnormal,” the solicitor returned coldly.

Helene suppressed her rising ire. “I am accustomed to challenging assignments, Mr. Brightsmith,” she said with a tight, uncomfortable smile. “I collect that the difficult nature of this assignment is precisely why I am here today, is it not? But peculiar and abnormal seem rather harsh words for any child.”

The solicitor shrugged. “In point of fact, I am given to understand that the girl may be hopelessly dim-witted. We simply do not know, and indeed, there may be little that you can do. But apparently, Lord Treyhern remains ... hopeful. He wishes to engage someone with special experience to work with the child.”

Helene held both her breath and her tongue for a long moment. Life in London had been abysmally dull since her return from abroad. Moreover, another three months of this indolence would severely press her meager savings. She needed this post rather desperately, and not just for the money. Given poor Nanny’s age and health, Helene needed to remain in England just now. But most of all, Helene needed the challenge, for try as she might, she had found that she could not be happy without her work.

Nonetheless, she most assuredly would not obtain the position by angering Lord Treyhern’s rather unenlightened solicitor. She was trained to educate children, Helene reminded herself, not pompous old men. So resolved, Helene tossed her neatly gloved hand dismissively, then bestowed upon old Mr. Brightsmith her most charming smile. It was a look, Helene knew, which could soften the most hardened of men, for she had seen her late mother use it often, and to merciless advantage.

“My dear Mr. Brightsmith, I have every confidence that I can be of help to his lordship,” said Helene. “Pray give me the benefit of any insight you may have regarding the child. Aman of your experience can but be of help in such a difficult situation.”

The solicitor seemed mollified. He shuffled through a few papers on his desk, then drew out a long sheet of foolscap. “Well, Ariane is about six years old. She resides in Gloucestershire with her widowed father, Lord Treyhern, who has directed me to find a ... a special teacher. Highly qualified, and experienced in these sorts of cases.” He faltered a little. “I fear, Miss de Severs, that I know little more than that.”

“And the child’s disorder—?”

“Her disorder?” The solicitor shot Helene an indeterminate look. “Well, the child cannot speak! She is mute!”

Her ire flashed again, and Helene forgot to simper. “Mute?” she archly replied. “Do you mean, sir, that she cannot speak? Or that she will not speak?”

The old man bristled a bit. “Indeed, Miss de Severs, is there some difference which escapes me? It is simple enough; the child cannot talk.” 

There was often a great deal of difference, but Helene would not trouble herself to cast pearls before swine. Instead, she slumped back against her chair, unaware until that moment of how intently she had been leaning forward. “I see,” she said softly. “But has the child never spoken? Not even when she was younger?”

At this, the white brows shot up. “Why, er ... yes! Exactly so! The child did begin to jabber on a bit when she was a babe. But she no longer seems capable.”

“Ah!” murmured Helene knowingly. “I have studied a few such cases.”

“Have you indeed?” The old solicitor looked fleetingly impressed, then no doubt recollecting that she was a mere female, quickly squashed it. “The child looks well enough. I’ve seen her myself. But she does appear a bit ... wild about the eyes.”

“And are you at liberty to tell me what happened to her, Mr. Brightsmith?” she asked rather sharply. Then, seeing his haughty glare, she dropped her eyes deferentially. “You see, sir, I cannot very well help the child without some understanding of her circumstance.”

“Circumstance?” he answered vaguely.

“Indeed. You asked me here today because I have had some experience with children who have, as you say, difficulties. Moreover, I have read and studied many such cases. And in my opinion, such abrupt losses of speech, or similar aberrations in what have previously appeared to be normally developing children are often precipitated by some sort of accident or crisis.”

Momentarily absorbed in thought, Helene furrowed her brows. “It could, of course, be a cranial tumor bearing pressure on something... or perhaps there was a blow to the head? And of course, an emotional trauma can disrupt normal childhood devel—”

“Thank you, Miss de Severs!” interjected Mr. Brightsmith, his thin hand extended, palm out, as if to forestall her extemporary lecture. “Rest assured, the child has sustained no injury. Moreover, I am already convinced of your qualifications for this post. As you must know, the letter from your German baroness in Passau is glowing, as were your earlier references.”

Helene had been interviewed often enough to know when the dice had finished tumbling. “You are too kind, sir,” she said graciously, then settled back to wait.

As if he had read her mind, the old solicitor pushed a sealed letter across the glossy desk. “I must say, Miss de Severs, you do come rather dear for ... for a governess, or for whatever it is you are.”

“Indeed, a governess,” echoed Helene compliantly.

“Yes, well. Against my judgment, his lordship has agreed to your extraordinary salary demands of £90 per annum, half payable in advance. However, I shall require a signature here,” he paused to thrust forward another document, “to signify your intent to remain in Treyhern’s employ for the duration. He has had difficulty retaining staff, and he wishes for consistency in his daughter’s life.”

“That is both wise and fair.” Helene scribbled her signature, and with a little prayer of thanks, picked up the envelope. This advance was enough to repair her ancient cottage, and keep Nanny supplied with coal for the coming winter.

“Moreover, if it eases your mind at all, sir,” she added, tucking the envelope into her reticule, “I am perhaps just a little more than a governess. His lordship shall have no cause to regret this.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt.

“A bold claim, Miss de Severs.” Brightsmith took up his quill and began to scratch out an address.

Helene smiled again. “I have always thought Virgil said it best,” she answered crisply. “Fortune favors the bold. I think I have the translation aright, do I not?” 

“You do indeed,” he answered dryly, folding, then sliding the paper toward her. “Your traveling directions, ma’am. You are expected in Cheston-on-the-Water, Tuesday a week.”

Helene felt her throat constrict. “Ch-Cheston?”

The solicitor’s keen eyes flicked up at her from his desk. “Is there a problem?”

“No.” Helene swallowed hard, tightly gripping the paper. “Not at all.”

“Excellent.” Brightsmith stood. “And Miss de Severs?”

“Yes?” she answered, glancing up a little uncertainly.

“Do take your black fripperies. Ribbons and such. His lordship’s household is in deep mourning.”

Helene nodded dumbly, and as if in a trance, walked out of Mr. Brightsmith’s office, through the reception room, and down the long flight of stairs which led to the street below. Weaving her way through the late morning pedestrians, she braced an unsteady hand against the door of her hired carriage, oblivious of the driver who leapt forward to assist.

Blindly, she stared down at the folded slip of paper Mr. Brightsmith had pressed into her palm. Surely not Cheston-on-the-Water? So very near to Chalcote ... It could not possibly be so, could it? Over a decade had passed. Gloucestershire was a vast county; its wolds scattered with fine estates. Moreover, Helene had never heard of the Earl of Treyhern.

As she tried to reassure herself, an empty tumbrel spun past, crowding her carriage and spraying a filthy arc of water across her hems. “Hey, look lively, miss!” insisted the driver. “I ain’t got all day.”

Helene finally flipped the paper open to scan the crabbed, sideways scrawl. Camden Rutledge, Lord Treyhern. Chalcote Court, Cheston-on-the-Water, Gloucestershire. Adeep buzzing began somewhere inside her head.

“Miss? What’s all this? You ill?” The driver’s voice, urgent now, came as if from a deep, black well, and Helene was only dimly aware that he had jerked open the carriage door and was pressing her into its shadowy depths. Camden Rutledge, Lord Treyhern ... the words began to whirl through her mind.

“Best get you back up to Hampstead quick-like, aye?” added the driver uneasily, slamming shut the door.

“Y-yes,” agreed Helene. But the driver was already climbing onto his seat.
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Miss Middleton goes Home to Gloucestershire

The newly invested Earl of Treyhern stood at his bedroom window, absently sipping tepid coffee, and pondering the state of his life, when his black traveling coach spun merrily into the long drive, returning from its errand in the nearby village of Cheston. An ancient dray, which the earl did not recognize, rumbled along in the coach’s wake. Lord Treyhern gazed wearily across the perfectly manicured lawns of Chalcote Court, watching as the faint November daylight reflected off the carriage roof, and wondering what next he ought to do.

He did not care for life’s uncertainties, for he was a precise, controlling sort of man. And yet, the preceding month had been a difficult one; harder somehow than he had expected. It had brought home to him the stark realization that while his father’s death had removed an undeniable burden from his life, it had been by no means the only one.

Indeed, following the sudden departure of her most recent—albeit incompetent—governess, Ariane had crawled ever deeper into her dark silence, and he was at a loss as to what should be done for the child. In all of his twenty-nine years, the earl had never felt so alone, nor so old. 

As his valet moved quietly about, neatening his room, Camden studied the carriage, its yellow wheels spinning inexorably toward the front door as it trundled beneath the blazing oaks which lined the drive. And as his eyes followed its progress, Cam began to fervently pray that it held at least a part of what his life so desperately needed right now. Oddly enough, he had the most fanciful feeling that it did, and he was not a man much given to optimism or prognostication.

He could hear the crunch of gravel as his coachman neared the steps which led down into the sweeping circular drive. In a flash, a liveried footman trotted dutifully down to open the door, a second following to unload the luggage. Through the open carriage door, Cam saw an arm extend gracefully; saw the flash of white skin just where her cuff met her glove. Surprisingly, both sleeve and glove were a deep, rich shade of purple, like a well-cut amethyst viewed by candlelight. Subdued, but nonetheless opulent.

At a glance, neither her attire nor her bearing looked quite like that of a governess, and yet, Cam could not have said precisely why that was so. She stepped down into the drive, her burnished black tresses swept tightly up in what Cam always thought of as “governess hair.” But once again, on this woman, the arrangement looked strangely paradoxical, particularly so when topped by a dark purple hat, trimmed with a rakishly tilted black feather.

The footmen were unloading her luggage now as she stood beside the dray, gesturing her instructions to them in a decidedly bold, Gallic way. Good God! Had the woman come to stay forever? A veritable heap of boxes and trunks seemed to be accumulating in his driveway. Cam was taken aback; he had never known a governess to own so many things, let alone to travel with them.

Somehow, it seemed inappropriate. This was the country, and she would have little need of such fripperies and fineries, if that was what her luggage held. Indeed, what else could it be? Cam recollected that Miss de Severs’s decidedly French name had initially given him pause when Brightsmith recommended her. Perhaps his hesitation had been justified. What Cam had wanted was a sturdy, stoic Englishwoman, yet as the pile of baggage grew, he began to be very much afraid that was not at all what he’d got.

Damn his luck to hell.

“Crane!” the earl called sharply to the valet who was busily brushing his frock coat. “What sort of luggage do you make that out to be, eh?”

The portly valet stepped up to the glass and peered down at the drive. “Well, my lord ... ’tis mostly packing crates, I should say. Four o’ them.” He squinted mightily. “Aye, with two trunks, a dressing case, a small leather valise, and a portmanteau. All trussed up with a length of rope, that one is.”

“Good eye,” mumbled Lord Treyhern. His gaze left the mountain of luggage to study his new employee. He could not help himself; Helene de Severs was fascinating, even at a distance. She was a tall woman, yet she moved across the drive with an almost athletic grace. Not the mincing steps and rigid hips of most women, but a leggy, confident stride, her shoulders back, and her chin up.

Her cloak was of the severest black, her gown suitably trimmed for a house in mourning, and yet she seemed to glow with inner radiance. He could not help but wonder at the color of her eyes. Something exotic, most likely.

Then, just as Cam lifted the lukewarm cup to his lips, the new governess looked up to smile beatifically at the helpful footman, and Cam sucked in his breath with an audible gasp, very nearly choking on his coffee.

Bloody hell, it was Helene!

Not Helene de Severs. Helene Middleton. What the devil was she doing here? Despite the passage of eleven barren years, and the utter destruction of all his youthful fantasies, Cam truly believed that he would have known her anywhere. His first thought was that his elderly coachman had taken up the wrong passenger; that somewhere in the dust and disorder of the Rose and Crown stood a bewildered and abandoned governess. The real governess. A plain, sensible, middle-aged woman in proper, wrenlike attire. But there was no mistake. He knew it with a certainty.

Dear God! Cam had prayed hard for a miracle, advertised repeatedly for a governess, and yet what had the Good Lord and old Brightsmith conspired to send him? Helene! The unusual name had immediately drawn his eye when first he had skimmed her letter of introduction, the very sight of the word submerging him in warm memories of his nascent sensuality. Inexplicably, he had not slept well since. Perhaps his subconscious had held fast to those same memories this sen’night past. Perhaps he had even been hoping to see her.

Hoping?

Oh no. He had hoped never to see Helene Middleton again.


Helene found herself ushered into a vast but simply furnished gentleman’s study, then offered refreshment, which she summarily declined. Left alone to await his lordship’s pleasure, she cast her eyes about the room, taking in its obviously masculine warmth. In one corner, a fat ginger tabby snoozed peacefully, her impressive breadth taking up the better part of a stout leather armchair, one white foot hanging over the edge.

“Ah, le chat botté,” murmured Helene, kneeling down. “Bonjour!”

The desultory cat greeted her with a wide, toothy yawn, extended one leg in a tremulous stretch, then returned to her nap, leaving Helene to her own devices. She strolled through the room, which was broad and deep, and filled with sturdy, simple furniture. This was a room she had never seen before, of that she was certain. More of a library, really, for a huge desk sat in its center, and massive bookshelves ran from floor to ceiling along three walls. In the center of the rear wall was a deep, Jacobean window with a tattered cushion laid across its seat.

It was the first tattered thing she had seen at Chalcote Court, beginning with the elegant stone gateposts which flanked the drive, to the obviously new Turkish carpets which warmed the massive entry hall. Quite a contrast to the crumbling manor house she remembered from her youth. Obviously, the new Lord Treyhern had gotten the whip hand on his dissolute sire before the place collapsed into the pile of Cotswold rubble from whence it had sprung.

Helene’s gaze traveled across the walls as she paced the room’s length. Books of every type were methodically shelved, apparently by subject, then size. Adjacent to the window seat, one entire bookcase had been given over to poetry, some of it of very recent origin. She pulled a well-worn volume from one shelf, and it fell easily open. To her surprise, the poem was one of her favorites, “Beauty Like the Night” by Lord Byron.

Thoughtfully, she slid it back and let her eyes skim across the titles. How very odd it was. The late, and probably not too lamented Randolph Rutledge had never given the impression of having literary inclinations. But then, if Helene’s memory served, his lordship had inherited Chalcote Court from his Camden in-laws, hence his eldest son’s name. Perhaps these finely bound books were theirs? Perhaps they were even Cam’s.

Inwardly, Helene laughed at her foolishness. Of course, they were Cam’s. The new Lord Treyhern had always been heir to Chalcote, under the terms of his mother’s marriage settlements. But somewhere along the way, old “Randy” Rutledge had got himself an earldom, then passed it along to his eldest, too. The title had come from an ancient great-uncle, or so Nanny had learned. But Rutledge had held it less than two months before keeling over—probably from celebratory excesses, Helene did not doubt. Oddly enough, Helene had no recollection of a title hanging about in the Rutledge family tree, but she would have bet her last sou that Maman had been keenly aware.

Despite the passage of time, however, Gloucestershire, and indeed Chalcote itself, seemed very much the same, and Helene was struck by how ... well, how comfortable it felt to return. Not at all as she had feared. And why should she be afraid? She had been only seventeen when last she had come to Chalcote. Cam had been young, too. And they had been the best of friends. He would be glad, perhaps, that she had come.

Yet that optimistic thought had barely taken root when the study door flew open as if propelled inward by an unholy power, squashing all of Helene’s tenuous hopes against the wall as it jarred the adjacent picture frame. The tabby sailed off her perch and pattered across the carpet with a throaty trill of greeting.

And suddenly, there he was. Aman grown. And a fine specimen of manhood, at that. Not that Helene had harbored any doubt whatsoever on that score. As a boy, he had been lean and graceful. As a man, he was large and overpowering. Indeed, even her sudden fear could not obliterate the sheer physical presence of Camden Rutledge in a foul temper. And unless she missed her guess, such was his mood. Well! C’est la vie! Helene gave him a muted smile.

Clearly dressed for the country, Cam paused to stare heatedly at her for a moment, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. His long, booted legs were set wide; his stance rigid. Obviously, Lord Treyhern had come down in some haste, for he had not paused to don his frock coat, and stood before her now in his rolled linen shirtsleeves and plain waistcoat. He looked for all the world like an irate young squire who had just discovered a vagrant poaching his pheasants.

The effect of this intimidating entrance was somewhat diminished, however, when the ginger cat began to purr resonantly, twining herself sensually back and forth around his topboots in a gesture which clearly belied his cruelty.

“Welcome to Chalcote, Miss de Severs,” he said, ignoring the cat. “Or is it not Miss Middleton? You look so very much alike, I vow, I cannot make it out.”

“You were ever a wit, my lord.” Helene gave a light, casual laugh as she dropped into a smooth curtsey. “Can you forgive the confusion? For in truth, I have always been Helene de Severs.”

“Indeed?” he replied, strolling into the room. “I never heard you called so.”

“Maman’s first husband, my lord—? That rather obscure Frenchman who lost his head in the September massacres? I’m given to understand that he was my father, but perhaps Maman thought the pretense made her seem younger. Too many husbands, you know ... not very bon ton.”

“Ah!” he answered sharply. “And your mother ... ?” Cam lifted one hand in the barest gesture of civility, then flicked it toward the desk to show that she might sit down. “Mrs. Middleton is, I hope, w—”

“Dead, my lord,” interjected Helene, sinking gratefully into the proffered chair. “After the war she died in Paris. Cholera. Since then, I have rarely come back to England. Which is to say, only if Nanny needed me.”

Cam took a seat behind the wide mahogany desk and laid his hands flat against the desktop, pressing down as if the act might restrain his own emotions, which were plainly in turmoil. “I knew none of this,” he said at last. “I’m sorry for Mrs. Middleton’s death. I am sure you feel her loss very deeply.”

“Yes, much to my amazement, I do,” Helene admitted. “And allow me to extend my condolences on the death of your father, my lord. I pray your brother and sister are well?”

Something which looked like exasperation flared in Cam’s eyes. “Catherine married too young, and Bentley is floundering at Oxford,” he answered with a curt half-nod. “But I suppose they are well enough.”

Helene bowed her head deferentially, pausing to gather her scattered wits. Despite the fact that she had had ten days in which to prepare herself, it was difficult to maintain the semblance of professionalism while in the presence of this man. This man.

The word shocked her still. For Cam was more than a man grown; he had a hint of silver glinting at his temples. The boyishly attractive face was gone, too, the skin now drawn taut and closer to the bone, and darkened by the shadow of a heavy beard. No less handsome, but far more intimidating.

In her own mind, Helene supposed, she had irrationally fixed him forever in time. There, in her daydreams, and sometimes in her nocturnal fantasies, Cam would always be her gentle, laughing beau. Nonetheless, it took but one quick glance at the harshly drawn lines of Cam’s face, and just a scant few moments of conversation, to see that the love of her life had grown dour, distant, and humorless.

“It has been rather a long time, my lord,” she said quietly, lifting her eyes to his. “I feel the passage of it most keenly.” And there, for the briefest moment, she saw his gaze soften. 

“Yes, a very long time,” he murmured, then set his hands firmly down on the desktop again. Surprisingly, her heart lurched when he then absently lifted one up again, raking his fingers through his thick, black hair in a boyish, achingly familiar gesture. The awkward cowlick which had always plagued him was still there, she saw. Inwardly, she smiled at the memory, and tried not to permit the familiar wave of bitterness to surge forth.

He stared at her blankly for a long moment. “I—well! Indeed, Helene, I cannot think how this has happened.”

“How what has happened, my lord?”

“Your returning here. To Chalcote. After so many years.”

“It is a rather simple matter, I collect,” she answered dryly. “I am a particular sort of ... of governess. And you required a teacher of children who are—”

“You, Helene?” he interjected. “A governess? I vow, I never could have dreamt such a thing.”

“Really, Lord Treyhern?” she asked archly, emphasizing his title. “Whatever did you fancy would become of me?”

She watched the muscle in his jaw harden and twitch. “Why, I am sure I had no notion,” he said at last.

Oh, but I think you did, she responded, but with her eyes, not her lips. “Rest assured, my lord, that I am relatively untarnished by my mother’s reputation,” she coolly returned. “I am respected in my field. Indeed, your money has bought you rather more than a governess. I believe my training and experience speaks for itself, but if you do not wish to avail yourself of it, someone else will be glad to do so.”

Cam swallowed hard. She watched the movements of his throat with fascination. “Yes, yes! To be sure,” he admitted vaguely.

Suddenly, Helene found herself a little angry at her new employer’s veiled remarks and pregnant silences. In the years since she’d left Gloucestershire, Helene had learned to govern her wild exuberance and passionate nature, but her temper was far less obliging. “Forgive me, Lord Treyhern. I grow weary of having my past suspiciously poked and prodded. Might we discuss your daughter?”

Cam took an obvious exception to her tone, jerking from his desk chair and crossing to the wide bow window. He stared silently through the glass, one hand set at his narrow hips, the other absently massaging the muscles in the back of his neck. In the weak morning sun, a sprinkling of dark hair was visible across the corded tendons of his raised forearm.

“I do not believe, Helene, that this is wise.” His voice was thick with some emotion she could not identify. “Indeed, it just won’t do. I think you know it as well as I.”

“Quelle sottise, Cam!” she exploded, rising from her seat to stride after him. “Particularly when your daughter is in want of help! What do you think really matters here? Your pride? My sensibilities? I like this no better than you, but there is a child who must come first.”

“I am only too well aware of that, Helene,” he snapped.

Helene softened her tone. “The child requires a teacher—and a good one, from all I have heard. Moreover, I accepted your offer and signed your contract, all without knowing who you were. But upon learning it, I have kept my word. I will go, and gladly, if you will release me from our agreement. But if you wish me to stay, I want to see Ariane now.”

Cam turned to look at her, his straight dark brows drawing taut across his eyes. “No, Helene. I am afraid it is out of the question.”

“Why?” she demanded. “Because of my mother’s reputation?”

“No. But Helene—after what has passed between us, I cannot—you cannot possibly think—”

“Think what, for God’s sake?” Helene’s voice took on a bitter edge. “I can assure you, my lord, that I think of nothing but your daughter’s welfare. You and I were naught but friends. At worst, we were two forsaken children, thrown together by selfish parents. I was fond of you, and you of me. Is that such a bad thing?”

Almost of its own volition, her hand reached out to rest lightly upon his shoulder. Despite her height, she had to reach up to do so. As if under her command, Cam sunk down into the window seat, and pressed the heel of one palm against his brow.

“No,” he answered at last. “For the most part, it was a very good thing, our friendship. And it came at a time when I needed a friend. Rather badly, perhaps.”

Helene’s knees turned to pudding at his frank response, and she realized how close she had been standing. Stepping slightly backward, she let her hand slide away. “Perhaps you need a friend now, my lord. It is no small matter to bury a parent, no matter their failings. No one understands that fact better than I. And your daughter, she concerns you greatly, does she not?”

Cam stared at her, unblinking. “I have changed, Helene,” he said simply.

She laughed unsteadily. “My lord, we are none of us what we once were. You and I, well, we are all grown up now. We may do as we please, just as we always wished. And yet, for my part, I feel decidedly old.”

“You do not look old,” he answered gruffly. “You look the very same. I would have known you anywhere.”

When she made no further response, Cam rose and pulled the bell. “I must think on this, Helene. Milford will show you to your room. Please make yourself—” His words faltered for a moment. “Please make yourself at home here. We’ll speak again tomorrow.”

As she stood to leave, the cat rose, stretched languidly, then crossed the room to leap up onto a folded newspaper which had been left atop the desk. Cam followed Helene’s every move as his butler ushered her from the room.

“Damn it, Boadicea!” he growled to the ginger cat after the door thumped shut. “What the devil was I thinking? Why did I not simply send her away?”

Boadicea stared at him, blinked her eyes slowly, then stretched out a coppery leg and began to nibble between her toes. It was probably the most sagacious response one could expect, given the sheer stupidity of his behavior. Perhaps, Cam inwardly admitted, Helene was an excellent teacher. Nonetheless, he was not sure he could bear to have her beneath his roof. Helene enticed a man to live his life as if it were meant for laughter and pleasure. A tempting but treacherous illusion, that.

Violently, he shoved his chair back from the desk, much to his cat’s disapproval. Ignoring her glare, Cam told himself to get a grip on his thoughts. He was no green lad now. The woman was just a damned governess, for pity’s sake. But she was right about one thing. His overriding concern had to be Ariane’s welfare, and if Helene was as gifted as her references would have one believe, could he in all fairness to the child send her away? Life’s challenges, which had seemed merely plentiful a quarter-hour ago, now seemed innumerable.

“And there are Bentley and Cousin Joan to sort out, as well,” Cam murmured to Boadicea. “Bentley, I fear, will soon come to a bad end. And Aunt Belmont! God preserve me from her! I feel perplexed by it all.”

The cat stretched out on the desktop with a low rumble of contentment, but otherwise had little to offer. Nor did Cam, for that matter. His young brother, Bentley, was an eternal font of misfortune. Although the boy had returned to Oxford after the funeral, disturbing rumors of his progress, or lack thereof, had already reached Cheston-on-the-Water. Not even Cam’s wealth would be able to buy his brother another chance this time. 

As to his Cousin Joan, she would shortly be eighteen, and Cam could sense that Aunt Belmont was anxious for him to announce their betrothal, and save her the expense of a London season. Cam kept telling himself that he was glad; that his aunt’s zeal would help propel him forward into the future, for he had been too long mired in the past.

And yet, he did nothing. It was time to stop waiting, always waiting. And what the devil was he waiting for, anyway? For the hole in his heart to be filled by something greater than himself? Perhaps Joan was up to the task, though he was hard-pressed to feel much enthusiasm.

Nonetheless, he would do his duty. A Belmont match had been his mother’s dearest wish, for her father had had no sons, so he had divided his land between his two daughters, with the vague hope that it might be reunited by a marriage between cousins.

But over the years, those dreams and many more had been tossed to the wind like so much cold ash, with Randy Rutledge hefting the shovel.

Now, however, things had changed. Cam was a wealthy widower, and Joan was of an age for marriage. There was an understanding. And no one could deny his cousin’s suitability as a wife, for she was quiet, subtle, and delicate. Indeed, Joan would never challenge a man’s opinion, poke her nose into his business, or leave him tossing and turning in his bed until dawn. And Joan would never wear purple, nor set such a rakish feather in her hat.


In the darkness, she listened. The pretty lady with the lilting voice was gone now. But Papa was still talking to his cat. Papa was perplexed. Per-plexed. She liked the sound that word made in her head. She shaped it with her lips, careful to let no noise escape.

Her leg was numb now. It was squashed against the door of Milford’s service pantry. Quietly, carefully, she twisted about in her tiny cubbyhole beneath the shelves. Ooh, ooh! Pins-and-needles! She rubbed her leg, waiting for the pain to go away. She wanted out. She wanted to slip away, to follow the lady upstairs. But Milford was rumbling about in the parlor now, and Papa was still in his study. She was trapped between them.

She knew why the lady had come. Oh, yes. The lady was here to make her talk. They would sit together in the schoolroom, and the lady would show her the pictures on paper. The lady would say words, and scratch them with chalk, like little white birch twigs, onto the slate.

Anxiously, she shifted her weight again. Why, oh, why did Milford not leave? She wanted to follow, to see the lady up close. Miss Eggers had been bouncy and round like Mama, with ... sunshine hair. The new one was like Milford. Like Milford but not like him at all. Tall and ... and willowy, yes. But pretty, not ugly. Papa called her ... not Miss something, but ... Helene.

Hay-leen. Hay-leen. She said the word in her head, just as Papa did, with a little lilt at the end.

Well, well! Papa was per-plexed by Hay-leen. She wondered if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She did not know. But she would find out. In the dark, Ariane suppressed a giggle.


In the dead silence which remained in the wake of Helene’s departure, Cam could hear a mouse scrabbling about in the walls of the service pantry. There seemed to be rather a lot of them in the house lately. He pushed back his chair and glared at Boadicea, who now snoozed lazily atop his morning paper.

Abruptly, he rose from his seat to pace about in the oppressive stillness, letting his indignation fill the emptiness. Crossing the rug with long strides, Cam seized the poker and jabbed viciously at the coals until they sprang into full flame. Helene’s flashing dark blue eyes had always been able to heat a room, and her departure had seemingly stripped all warmth from this one.

Abruptly, he was roused from his introspection by a loud, rapid knock. 
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The Perennial Spring of all Prodigality

Before Cam could turn from the hearth, the door was pitched open to admit a whirlwind, in the form of the Honorable Randolph Bentham Rutledge, who stalked into the room, then hurled his lithe frame into the chair Helene had just vacated. A bitter smile made plain the boy’s mood, even before he spoke.

“Do your worst, my lord brother!” announced Bentley without preamble, stretching his long legs out to cross them carelessly at the ankles. “I’m out on my ear, and they’ll not have me back.” He spoke with an indifference which stripped any semblance of apology from his words.

The earl stared at his seventeen-year-old sibling in amazement. Given what had already been a disconcerting morning, Cam’s comprehension was sluggish, but catch up it finally did. “Bentley,” he began ominously, “we are but a few scant days into Michaelmas term. I pray, for your sake, that you have some mitigating explanation for your presence here ...?”

“No,” said Bentley. Through a spreading haze of anger, Cam watched as what appeared to be his late father’s handsomely carved chin and jaw went rigid, solidifying into stubborn, arrogant lines. 

“Just no ... ?” The earl’s voice dropped to a cold whisper.

“No, my lord?” responded Bentley, slipping fractionally lower in his chair. “I have no explanation. Or none, I daresay, which you would care to hear.”

“How exceedingly perceptive!” Cam wanted to throttle the boy. Instead, he sat down, picked up his pencil, and began to beat a violent tattoo on the opposite palm. He found the pain strangely satisfying, and settled back to study his young brother’s ashen but willful face.

“Oh, blister it, Bentley!” he said, after a time. “Cards or dice?”

“Neither.”

“Drunkenness? Whoring?”

Bentley shrugged equivocally.

“Cut line, my boy,” cautioned Cam. “How bad? What’s it to cost? Or perhaps more to the point, will I even pay it?”

“Sorry to put it to you, Saint Camden, but I’m not your boy, and I’ve no dearth of funds.” Bentley managed a snide grin, then drew a tattered letter from his coat pocket and sent it sailing through the air with a casual flick of his wrist. “Here, then, if you’ve nothing better to read. I believe you’ll find that the vice chancellor ‘regrets my enduring lack of scholarly interest, and feels I might better be occupied in some less intellectually demanding endeavor.’ At least, that’s what I recollect it said. Wasn’t there to receive the official dressing-down, don’t you know. Had to tool down to London to watch a little turnup and to play hazard with some chaps at the Cocoa-Tree.” The chin came up again. “And I won, too.”

Cam suddenly snapped, raking the note and half the contents of his desktop onto the floor with a sweeping right arm. “Damn you to hell and back, Bentley!” he raged as Boadicea bolted for cover amidst the clatter. “I swear, you’re no better than Father. The pair of you could bring a nobleman to a ninepence in a fortnight.” 

“Why, one does what one can for the family,” murmured Bentley tauntingly. Then in a mockingly seductive whisper, “Good Lord, Cam, I do love to make you lose that infernal self-control. Reminds me of the good old days when Cassandra was still alive. Glad you’ve still got a temper underneath all that ice.”

Cam came out of his chair. “My dead wife is none of your concern, Bentley! My God! Have you no notion of what is due your name? Do you believe us to be made of money? Do you imagine our reputation so unsullied by scandal that it can bear your going on this way?”

Bentley snorted derisively. “Our name? Our reputation? Indeed! Father cared little enough for either, so why should I be troubled with them? I hold one saint in this family to be piety enough. And as to money, if we’ve been caught short—which I doubt—then perhaps you might just thaw out that whacking great cock of yours and marry us another merchant’s chit, eh? But Joan would never serve that purpose, would she?”

Cam’s fist came down on the desk, rattling the drawer-pulls. Bentley did jump then, his first show of real fear. “You will leave my intended bride out of this, Bentley! Do you hear me? I’ll not have you impugn your cousin’s good name.”

Bentley was out of his chair in a flash. He strode to the window, arms crossed over his chest and fists wedged beneath his armpits, as if he could barely restrain them. “Damn you, Cam,” he whispered, staring out into the sun-dappled gardens. “You know I’d never hurt Joan! It is you whom I scorn! I am so damned tired of bowing and scraping to the savior of our reputation, our fortunes, and indeed, our bloody self-righteousness! Yet all the while, you go on trampling over all of us and doing what you presume to think best. Father never plagued me. It has always been you.”

Cam opened his mouth, then clapped it shut again. He wanted to say “Yes! Because Father never gave a damn about you!” But it was clear, even to him, that this confrontation had nothing to do with scandal or school or funerals. Indeed, Cam was hard put to explain just what was wrong. But it obviously ran cold and deep inside Bentley’s heart, and Cam was struck with the impression that this time his whelp of a brother was truly spoiling for a fight. Damn it, he bloody well would not give it to him.

Cam exhaled slowly and forced his temper under control. “Very well, Bentley,” he responded tightly. “I collect that you plan to seek your fortune without benefit of education, then. Moreover, you have no further wish to live under my guardianship. Do I understand that aright?”

Bentley still refused to face him, but he watched suspiciously from the corner of his left eye. “I ... no. I ... that is to say, I have not yet decided.”

“Then by all means, let me help you,” answered Cam, his voice laced with deceptive softness. “Law ... or the church?” He laid one finger against his lips for a moment. “No, I fancy not. If you cannot finish Oxford, those methods of earning one’s bread would never do, would they? But perhaps you would like a pair of colors? Or does the navy hold some attraction?”

“Oh no—!” said Bentley, snapping around. “I shan’t leave England, and you cannot make me!”

“Yes, very true! Very true!” said Cam in a contemplative tone. He was beginning to have a vague suspicion as to what this latest outburst—indeed, perhaps the last several—were all about. But there was nothing to be done for it.

“Then I shall send you down to our seat in Devonshire,” he said at last. “Old Hastings shall require a bit of assistance with winter coming soon. You may go in my stead, and learn something about estate management in the bargain.” 

“Don’t plan my future, Cam!” cautioned Bentley. “You have no notion of what is best for me.”

“True enough,” admitted Cam softly. “But if you think to piss away your life, you’ll not do it here.” He paused in thought, drumming his fingers upon the desktop. “Very well, Bentley. I shall look to you to decide what is best done with your future. I shall give you until the New Year, at which time you shall have three options: you may beg—without my help—for admission to Cambridge, or you may go down to Treyhern Castle and help old Hastings. Thirdly, if those do not suit, you must seek your fortune by whatever means you think best.”

Bentley’s brown eyes widened in shock. “You cannot—why, you cannot send me away from Chalcote!”

“Can and will,” countered Cam dryly. “It is time to wake up, bold fellow! You’ll be eighteen soon. If life under my roof holds such thwarted opportunity, then go and seek it where you may.”

For only a fraction, Bentley looked crestfallen, his arms dropping loose at his sides. Then just as quickly, the impudent grin was back. “Right, then,” he said, bouncing eagerly up onto the balls of his feet. “Since I have until the New Year, I’d best pass the time in some pleasurable pursuit. I fancy I shall spend it seducing that rather fetching governess you’ve just hired. Older women are so experienced, and God blind me if she ain’t got a rack of tits to put old Miss Eggers to sha—!”

But Bentley did not get a chance to further elucidate. Cam had hold of his cravat and was pounding him mercilessly into a bookcase. A hailstorm of books rained down around them as Cam yanked taut the fabric, then hoisted him ruthlessly upward by the coat collar, leaving Bentley’s booted feet dangling aimlessly above the Oriental carpet.

“Aahk! Ugghk!” gagged Bentley, his face flooding with red as he clawed impotently at his brother’s fists. 

Cam slammed his brother’s head roughly back against the bookshelf. “So you want to see me lose my infernal self-control, Bentley?” he hissed, hitching the cravat a notch higher. “You touch so much as her gloved hand, and by God, see it you surely shall. I’ll relieve you of your ballocks with my own blade.”

Abruptly, he let go, and Bentley collapsed onto the jumble of books which were scattered about on the carpet. “And reshelve my bloody poetry collection,” he added, striding toward the door. “I’ll not be cleaning up after you ever again.”

From behind him, Cam heard Boadicea drop to the floor. She darted forward to precede him from the room, haughtily waving her bright orange tail, as if she were the herald of an invading army.


Cam strode toward the stables, still shaking with rage. A part of him was all too aware that he could have hurt his brother. Cam was physically powerful, and he too easily forgot it. For many years, he’d had to work side by side with his retainers like the lowliest yeoman farmer, just to ensure the estate’s survival. It had given him a strong back and powerful arms. Yet his self-discipline had always been far stronger.

What in heaven’s name was wrong with him? First Helene Middleton, and now this! Look what the mere mention of the woman had done to him. He’d very nearly throttled a seventeen-year-old boy! In truth, he loved Bentley, and wanted only the best for him. As he did for Ariane and Catherine.

Yes, the family’s name was still a bit tarnished, despite the fact that Cam had forced his father to restrict his antics to the country these past few years. But now, with their father finally at peace, Bentley could throw off the bad influence and yet make something of his life. He was Cam’s heir, for pity’s sake. Was that what so rankled his brother? Did the thought of Cam’s remarriage remind Bentley that he might easily be supplanted?

By the time Cam reached the stables he had calmed marginally. He strode past the box stalls and into the tack room, then hefted his saddle onto one shoulder.

“Beg pardon, m’lord,” came a voice from the shadows. “Would you be in need of a mount?” Shreeves, the groom, stuck his head out of a stall and into a shaft of sunlight. Dust motes danced about his head like a rustic halo.

“Ah, Shreeves!” said Cam, shifting the weight of the saddle. “Be so obliging as to bring ’round that new bay stallion. I’ve a mind for some exercise.”

The groom’s face split into a grin as he strode into the corridor. “Aye, if it’s exercise you’re wantin’, you’ll get it. That devil’s a trifle ill-tempered today.”

Cam smiled grimly. “Aye, well, we’ll make a fine pair, then.”

“Oh ho! Like that, is it?” The grin widened to reveal a broad gap in his teeth. “Looked as though ’twas young Hell-Bent’s gear being unloaded this morning. Right after that new governess arrived, it was.”

Cam inwardly smiled at the staff’s nickname for his brother. “Yes, Shreeves, it’s like that. Now fetch me the bay so I can die in style.”

He carried the saddle out into the daylight, and in another ten minutes, Cam was well on his way to breaking his neck. The stallion was worse than feisty, he was outright spiteful, and it took Cam the better part of half an hour to work the devilment out of the both of them. Soon enough, however, the horse settled down for a long, hard ride, and Cam settled down to decide what to do with Helene. What a task that had always been!

Cam had first laid eyes on her as a wide-eyed, leggy adolescent, and even then, she was a dark, coquettish beauty in the making. And she had learned from the best. Her mother, Marie Middleton, had been a beautiful French émigré of uncertain origin. The lovely widow had taken London by storm when first she had arrived in England. Before long, she had buried two more marginally respectable English husbands, and only God knew how many lovers.

Cam’s mother had died a few months after Bentley’s birth, when Cam was in his teens, and Catherine but a child. Randolph Rutledge had cast off his mourning early, and with relish. In truth, the short charade of grief had suited him very ill, for he had never loved his wife.

Mrs. Middleton had run with a raffish crowd which moved on the fringes of Polite Society. In hindsight, it seemed perfectly natural that such a woman should soon become fast friends with his father. Throughout the gay autumn which followed, Chalcote had buzzed with house parties and hunting, country weekends and picnics. And through it all, Cam had watched the dashing, hoydenish Helene with an inward fascination, for she was everything he dared not be.

Soon Marie Middleton was his father’s paramour, and because they were so frequently thrown together by self-absorbed parents, Cam and Helene became friends, and partners in crime as well, for no one could ferret out adventure like Helene unleashed on an unsuspecting countryside. Serious even as a child, Cam was shocked to discover his own penchant for mischief under Helene’s wayward influence.

Their friendship deepened over the course of many months, and soon, a more dangerous sort of attachment began to take root. The years drifted past, until eventually, Helene had bewitched and bedeviled poor Cam to the point that his young cock was incessantly rigid, like a Maypole stuffed into his breeches. He had been utterly humiliated, utterly charmed, and utterly lost in the depths of her blue-black gaze.

In the end, Cam had been so maddened by desire, he had been unable to help himself. They were close; too close. And ultimately, he had been unable to stop himself from compromising her, by even the most liberal of English standards. Had Marie Middleton wielded any influence among the ton, there would have been a parson’s mousetrap for Cam, and never mind his tender years.

But what, then, would his life have been like?

If he were honest, he’d admit having been haunted by that question all too often throughout the years. But the answer was always the same: damned difficult. Certainly, there would not have been his wife’s marriage portion to save Chalcote from his father’s excesses. There would have been no money to fund his sister’s dowry, nor to educate Bentley. In those respects, at least, Cam’s marriage had been worth something. But it was of cold comfort to him now, when he looked back over the last decade of his life, and felt a timeless hunger gnawing at his gut.

And now ... and now Helene had come back. And to his eye, though she would soon be eight-and-twenty, she had not changed at all. There would be all manner of trouble if he allowed her to stay. His argument with Bentley was but the first instance.

But bloody hell, the woman invited such remarks! That seductive smile! That saucy hat! That bold, assessing stare! Still, Cam was admittedly hard-pressed to blame her for this one. How dare the boy even dream of bedding Helene? Or any other member of the household? Damn it all, it just was not done.

Well, it was done, and Cam was shrewd enough to know it. But by thunder, not in his house.

Already Bentley was too much like their father for Cam’s comfort. Just short of eighteen, the boy was a handsome charmer who looked far older than his years. Bentley had already managed to breach the portals of London’s hells, and Cam knew for a fact that the boy consorted with Haymarket whores and village barmaids every chance he got. Cam just prayed that his brother would not carry out his threat to trifle with Helene.

Fleetingly, however, he wondered what Helene’s reaction would be. Would she be flattered by the attentions of a younger man? Bentley was handsome enough, and in a few years’ time, he would come into a decent independence.

Cam remembered with perfect clarity what he had been like at Bentley’s age. He had wanted to bed Helene, and he was quietly determined that nothing was going to stop him. Her mother had barely done so. He had tried to tell himself afterward that it was not his fault. That Helene had been more temptation than any young man could have been expected to resist.

But in truth, it was no more her fault than his, and the attraction had been more than her body. Cam was alternately angry at their parents for separating them, and angry at himself for compromising her. Often, he had even been irrationally angry with Helene for making him want her.

Beneath him, the horse set a steady course along a familiar bridle path, its powerful muscles rolling under him in a smooth, flowing motion, but Cam had all but forgotten where he was.


Standing on tippy-toes until her feet hurt, Ariane Rutledge watched the new lady through the crack in the dressing room door. She could barely see. It was just too, too bad! If not for Milford, she could have been under the lady’s bed by now.

The lady walked all about the room, her forehead wrinkled like Papa’s, and her arms crossed over her ... her front. But Bentley called it something else ... a bosom. She almost let a giggle escape. Uncle Bentley was funny. 

“Gad’s me life!” she had once heard Grandpapa say to Bentley. “If that ain’t a fine rack o’ tits.”

“Why, that bosom could pretty nearly smother a fellow!” Bentley had answered.

And then they had laughed and laughed. But they had been talking about Miss Eggers, not this pretty new lady. And now Miss Eggers was ... gone.

And Grandpapa was gone, too. From what she’d heard Milford say belowstairs, she rather thought Grandpapa had been smothered by Miss Eggers’s tits or bosoms or something, which made no sense at all. Anyway, he was gone. Like Mama was gone. Gone forever, which was different from gone away, like Miss Eggers. They did not think she understood the difference. But she was not a baby anymore. She knew a lot of things.

Suddenly, the lady came closer. She walked to the window and pulled away the draperies with one fingertip. She stared out through the glass, then went to her dressing table and began lifting up the bottles and jars. Now she was back at the window, peering out again, and nibbling at her thumbnail. Slowly, she lifted her hand and let her fingers rest upon the glass, as if studying someone beyond.

Perhaps the lady was restless. She knew about restless. Papa used to say it a lot. “Your Mama is just restless,” he would say. And then, he would hold her in his lap, because Mama was usually too busy walking around, being restless. Staring out the window and making gloomy faces. And soon, she was gone forever.

Suddenly, the lady made a little gasping sound, then let the draperies drop again. Well! Ariane knew what that was all about. She knew that look. She knew what the little sound meant. The watcher was out there. Perhaps he was watching the new lady, too. Ariane shivered. She would not think about him. Not at all. She would not let herself. She would think about the new lady. 

She wondered if the new lady was about to become gone. She sure looked as if she wanted to be. That would be all right, she supposed. If the new lady—Helene—stayed, then Helene would just want her to talk. Talk, talk. That was what they always wanted. They wanted to ask her questions.

But she would say nothing.

Mama had said “Do not ever tell!” And “Shh! shh!” she would whisper. “It must be our little secret, Ariane! Don’t answer their questions!” Ooh, it all made her head hurt now. And the worst thing was, she could no longer remember exactly what it was that she was not supposed to tell. She could not remember the secret anymore, no matter how hard she tried.

Suddenly, something soft and warm touched her leg. Boadicea! Oh, no! But Papa’s cat was very quick. She darted past, and pushed open the door to run across the lady’s bedchamber. Damn and blast and bloody hell! That is what Uncle Bentley would have said! But she did not have time to think about silly Bentley. She moved fast, too. Back through the passageway, toward the schoolroom.

“Le chat botté!” she heard the lady say in her pretty, lilting voice. “Wherever did you come from?”


Filled with restless unease, Helene paced the length of her bedchamber, staring at her unopened trunk and wondering what next to do. How dare Camden Rutledge insult her so! Five minutes into their meeting, Cam had leapt to some less than flattering assumptions about her character, and what had she done? She had offered him her friendship, when she ought to have slapped his face and stalked out.

Helene caught herself up short. She was not being entirely fair. Cam had always been an honorable person, and in Helene’s experience, people changed little. And, really, what would most people have expected her to become? Certainly, Helene had not been brought up in the most respectable of environments.

And despite Cam’s being her elder, Helene knew perfectly well that throughout their adolescence, she had tormented him—yes, even manipulated him—beyond human bearing. Helene had enticed quiet, responsible Cam into capers that hauled him through hell and back. They had painted all the village weathervanes blue on May Day, replaced all the prayer books with Methodist hymnals on Palm Sunday, and burnt down Mr. Clapham’s hayrick on Guy Fawkes’ Day—accidentally, of course—in a veritable calendar of misadventure.

And as they got older, matters become far more serious than a few childish pranks. Ah, yes. More serious indeed. Little wonder Cam thought her unfit to teach his daughter. And from the outset of their friendship, neither of them had been, figuratively speaking, an innocent. Helene had been unduly influenced by her mother’s devil-may-care attitudes. Marie had believed that life was short. That life was for the taking. That life was for pleasure. These were the lessons taught her by the guillotine. For a very long time, Helene had known no better.

Abruptly, Helene threw back her shoulders and pushed aside the memories. Resentment seemed like a safer emotion. And she very much resented being sequestered in this bedchamber, instead of being permitted to see her intended pupil. For what seemed like the tenth time in a quarter hour, Helene strode to the window, drew back the draperies, and stared dully across the rear gardens of Chalcote. This time, however, as she turned away, her eye caught a flash of motion in the distance. She looked again.

Someone—a man—was walking rapidly along the public footpath which ran from the village proper along the wall of Chalcote’s rear garden. Abruptly, he stopped, then turned to stare. Indeed, he seemed to look quite deliberately at the rear of the house. Helene gasped when his gaze, almost methodically scanning the row of windows, caught and held hers for a long moment. Or at least, it seemed that it had done so.

An ugly, unpleasant chill ran up her spine. But how fanciful. She was just weary and distracted. The stranger was some five hundred yards away, and on a public path, no less. Indeed, she could not even see his features; just his size, his long, open greatcoat and black hat. She blinked, and looked again. He was continuing on his way, perfectly disinterested in Chalcote and its occupants. Still, the chilly unease lingered. Helene wrapped her arms about her shoulders and shivered. Good heavens, her nerves were overset!

Suddenly, the door to her dressing closet creaked inward, and Cam’s ginger tabby darted around the bed. How odd. She was quite certain she had shut that door. Nonetheless, Helene greeted the cat, then knelt down and offered her fingertips. But the huge beast did not deign to be scratched, choosing instead to lazily circle Helene’s trunk and portmanteau, pausing to sniff every hinge and handle. And then, as if she had done what she had come to do, the cat turned about and strutted from the room, apparently satisfied.

Well! It would seem Helene had passed inspection, at least as far as Cam’s cat was concerned. As to the lord and master himself, that was another thing altogether. With a weary sigh, she flopped down onto the wide bed and let herself sink into its thick, downy depths.

Idly, she let her gaze roam over the furnishings of her chamber. The room was of a good size, and conveniently connected to a passageway that led through a dressing closet, into the schoolroom, and on to Ariane Rutledge’s room beyond. Like all of Chalcote, Helene’s chamber was decorated in a style that was elegant yet comfortable. She found the contrast rather disconcerting, for without, Chalcote was solidly beautiful, the perfect country house. But within, despite its grace and symmetry, there was a bleakness, a sense of melancholy she did not remember from her earlier visits. She doubted it had much to do with Randolph’s demise. Perhaps Cam grieved for the loss of his wife? And he was quite obviously worried for his child.

Her feet dangling off the bed, Helene toed off her shoes and let them fall, then curled up in the center of the elegant woolen coverlet. She pressed her nose into the pillow, realizing that she, like Cam’s tabby, was searching for a comforting smell, for some sense of the familiar. Though she had lived more or less alone for years, it suddenly occurred to Helene that she felt terribly lonely in this vast, rambling house. Any sense of homecoming had vanished.

Yes, returning to Chalcote had been impetuous, she decided, picking aimlessly at a loose thread in the pillowcase. In that, at least, Cam had been entirely correct. Nanny had been right, too. Helene remembered every detail of the argument which had followed her dazed return from Brightsmith’s interview. After gossiping amongst her network of former servants to confirm Helene’s fears, the old woman had been beside herself with worry. Her remonstrations had continued until the day of Helene’s departure.

“Are you perfectly sure, m’dear, that this is wise?” Nanny had said for the fifth time that morning.

Helene had felt her exasperation begin to battle the anxiety she had been trying so hard to hide. “Nanny, please!” she had begged. “Have we not been over this time and again? I want to be near you! And I must have a job—”

“Aye, and a job’s what you’ll get, but o’ what sort, there’s no knowing,” the old woman had insisted with a wag of her gnarled finger. “Now mind me! That Camden Rutledge is his father’s son, and blood’ll tell! Aye, and rich now, too. A man don’t rise up that high—not from where he’s been—with easy ways and a gentle tongue.”

In frustration, Helene had yanked fast the buckle on her portmanteau, ripping it off and nearly ruining the bag. “I am no longer a child to be nursed, Nanny,” she had insisted, pitching the torn leather strap into the cold hearth. “And I am no longer so easily felled by a shy smile and a pair of smoldering eyes. Moreover, I’ve dealt with men far more sophisticated than the new Lord Treyhern.”

Nonetheless, as she had stood in Cam’s study this morning, Helene had begun to question the truth of her words. A lifetime had passed since she’d seen him. And in that time, the pain of her loss had lessened, and then numbed, until at last she had thought of him rarely.

Well, perhaps a little more often than that. But what she remembered was no more than a young girl’s infatuation. And so it had seemed, all the way to Gloucestershire, across the Coln, over the wolds, and right up the twisting lane which led to the gates of Chalcote Court. With every mile, Helene had been increasingly confident that what she felt for the new Lord Treyhern was nothing more than a warm fondness for an old friend.

Even when Cam, dark with rage, had stepped into the study, Helene had believed herself to be in control of the situation. In the past, she usually had been. It had taken her all of about five minutes to realize that the tables had turned. No one controlled Camden Rutledge now. Helene saw it, as surely as she could see that the soft-spoken youth had grown into a dangerously quiet man.

And a stunningly handsome one, too. At seventeen, Cam had seemingly reached his full height, a lithesome six feet; yet now, he seemed far taller. Moreover, he was clearly possessed of that kind of silent, solid strength that quiet young men so often carry into adulthood. When Cam had set his hands stubbornly upon the desk and leaned toward her, Helene had watched a man’s strength ripple through his wide shoulders. She had seen a man’s anger—and yes, perhaps even a man’s lust—flash across his face.

Drawing an unsteady breath, Helene turned her face into the pillow, her hand fisting tightly in the soft wool of the coverlet. 
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Thou turn’st Mine eyes into my Very soul

Before Cam realized just how far he had ridden, he looked up to discover that he had traveled the width of Chalcote, and now stood at the high wold which overlooked his Aunt Belmont’s adjoining estate. He reined his horse about and went back down at once.

A dutiful nephew would have dropped in for tea, but he’d been avoiding his maternal aunt and cousin since the funeral. That delicately inquiring look which lingered in Aunt Belmont’s eyes nowadays made him break into a sweat.

Cam accepted the fact that he had a duty to marry someone of unassailable character and exemplary breeding. And Joan more than met those lofty standards. Cam agreed that the old idea of reuniting the estates held some merit. Still, he delayed.

But today, Cam did not want to think about his plaguing, prodding female relatives. Someone else was still on his mind, despite the heart-pounding ride across the meadows and through the forests. How unwise it was to think about his youthful indiscretions at such a time.

But Helene had been his only indiscretion. Youthful or otherwise. Ever eager to vex his sober-minded son, Randolph had once joked that Cam was so boring, trifling with Helene Middleton had been his only lapse in judgment. But in truth, Cam had not been trifling. He had foolishly meant to marry Helene.

At the time, it had not seemed so wildly out of the question. Despite all his earnest promises to his mother, Cam had been eldest son to a dissipated ne’er-do-well. There had been no title, just a ramshackle estate which Aunt Belmont had disdained to so much as visit. Yes, life had been simpler before he’d been thrust into the role of family savior.
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