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				Prologue

				Thornton, England 1813

				The sound of pounding horse hooves brought Mauvreen from her midwife duties, down to the first floor of the hunting lodge. She quickly answered a frantic knock at the door, where she met familiar, anxious eyes.

				“Where is she?”

				“Upstairs,” Mauvreen said, urging him inside and closing the door behind him.

				“I got here as fast as I could from London. How — ?”

				“She has been thirty-eight hours in labor.”

				His hurried breathing stopped. Thirty-eight?

				“And?”

				Mauvreen shook her head. “Soon. Come with me.”

				She led him quickly up the wooden stairs and down the hall that led to Hallie’s bedroom. Mauvreen clutched her chest as a scream echoed through the cabin — the bone-piercing cry of a woman in the final stages of a difficult childbirth.

				“My God, Hallie …”

				Pushing past Mauvreen, the father-to-be bounded toward the bedroom. He was on his knees beside the bed before Mauvreen reached the threshold, one hand cupping the crown of Hallie’s head, the other clutching her hand. He appeared oblivious — or willfully blind — to the blood-soaked sheets beneath her.

				Hallie turned her face to him and attempted a smile through the pain. She was too drained. 

				“My love.”

				“I’m here.”

				She drew a shallow breath. “It won’t be long now. I can feel it.”

				Brushing away the sweat of her forehead, he nodded reassuringly.

				“Yes, it shall all be over soon, darling.” Turning abruptly to Mauvreen, he asked, “Do we not have forceps?”

				Mauvreen, fighting her greatest fears to remain outwardly calm, examined Hallie’s progress with steady hands.

				“No, but we are close. Focus, Hallie.”

				The lovers’ eyes met again.

				“I wanted to be here sooner. There was no carriage or beast that could move quickly enough.”

				“Hush, my love,” she said. “The baby has waited for you.”

				Another contraction brought a powerful cry. Hallie threw her head back into her pillow as she arched her spine. Her fingers turned white around her lover’s hand, matching the shade of her cheeks, the color drained from her sweet, young face many hours since.

				“Push, Hallie.”

				The contraction passed. Mauvreen ran a wet cloth along the insides of Hallie’s legs. It was a fruitless effort. The blood continued all the more as the baby drew closer.

				“Come along now, little one,” Mauvreen said, as another contraction kicked in. “Ah! There you are.”

				A head appeared. A continuous, blood-curdling scream sounded. And then, moments later, the softer cry of a newborn infant filled the air.

				“A girl,” Mauvreen announced.

				Hallie, who had fallen limp into the folds of bedsheets around her, forced her eyes open at this announcement and locked them on the baby as she caught her breath. Even as her lover kept his eyes on her, from that moment on it was clear Hallie saw only her daughter.

				Mauvreen worked furiously to cut the cord, rinse the baby, and hand her to her mother. Wrapped in a blanket crocheted for her by Hallie, the little girl was placed swiftly beside her.

				“Oh! She’s lovely,” Hallie said, her voice barely a whisper. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever beheld.”

				Her lover helped position the baby more securely in her exhausted arms. 

				“Beautiful,” he said, “like her mother.”

				Meanwhile, Mauvreen collapsed into a scroll-backed leather chair in the corner of the room. Its angle was blessedly away from Hallie’s line of vision and it was there Mauvreen fought her tears.

				She allowed the small family a quiet moment together before catching the father’s eyes. “May I see you a moment?”

				Her look conveyed the urgency of this request. Kissing both his girls on their foreheads, he prepared to oblige.

				“I’ll be right back,” he said, and rose to follow Mauvreen into the hallway.

				Hallie seemed hardly to notice. She never lifted her gaze from the new life she held beside her.

				Closing the door softly behind them, Mauvreen rested her hand on the father’s arm. “Do you understand,” she began gently, “Hallie is hemorrhaging?”

				He met her gaze with a blank stare, followed by a look of sudden understanding. “Dear God — what are you saying?”

				Mauvreen spoke slowly and deliberately. “There isn’t much time left.”

				She worked hard to compose herself, wiping away tears and resisting their multiplication, while he braced himself against the wall with an extended hand.

				“How much?” he pressed.

				“There is no saying.” She added delicately, “Make the most of what you have.”

				He raised his fingers to his temple, as if it would force her words to sink in. “I should not have left her during this time.”

				She tightened her grip on him. “Whether you were here or there would not have made any difference.”

				“I doubt I’ll ever accept that.” His eyes widened suddenly. “And the child?”

				“She will be fine, I’m certain of it.”

				The shadows that fell over his face could not hide its severe expression. “She can never know the truth — it would ruin her. I need to know I can trust you on that.”

				“Hallie is as much family to me as she is to you. Whatever you decide to do with the baby, you can trust me to help in any way I can. You have my word.”

				Taking a deep breath, he attempted to collect himself. As he prepared to reenter the bedroom, he took her hand in his. “Mauvreen, I know you have done more for Hallie than any doctor ever could. And I thank you.”

				Mauvreen shot him an appreciative gaze before he returned to his place beside the bed. She followed silently behind him, pulling fresh bedsheets and blankets from a corner dresser and placing them beside the bed.

				The new mother appeared deliriously happy, her eyes and her smile bright as he leaned over her.

				“Hallie.”

				“My love,” she said, her daughter grasping her forefinger with all five of her own. 

				“I love you.”

				Her eyes flickered to his. It was clear that there was nothing he knew that she did not.

				“And I you.” Resting her hand on his, she said, “You must do something for me.”

				Holding a damp cloth to her forehead and wiping away a few stray hairs, he promised, “Anything.”

				Her smile widened. “I have a name for her.”

	
				Chapter One

				Manoir Vallière, France, 1832

				Ordinarily, it would have been a predictable morning at the estate. The autumn air was crisp and the sky cloudless as the girls and their horses enjoyed an early trot along the property’s meadows and grassland. Neither could have had any knowledge of the peculiar guest who was shortly to arrive at the manoir, nor of the events that his visit would inspire.

				On this morning, Rhianna Braden reflected on her life as she rode through the fields alongside her companion, Soleil Vallière. Perhaps it was the want of conversation between them that led to this rapt musing, though such thoughts had been a frequent pastime as of late. Still, she was surprised when a vivid girlhood memory came suddenly upon her.

				“They mean to send me away!” she heard her young voice exclaim.

				It was now ten years since she had been sent to Madame Chandelle’s School for Girls at the tender age of nine, but she recalled her cries as clearly as when she first spoke them. 

				“Who means to send you away?”

				The voice was soothing, its owner affectionate. Rhianna often still thought of her — her only friend in England. The person whose acquaintance she could never admit to having, their precious few visits shrouded in secrecy. Worst of all, it was impossible to write to this person, hence, all communication had long since been cut off.

				“Father and mother.”

				The words still stung after all these years. At the time she spoke them, her cheeks were moist and her eyes misty — Rhianna could almost feel the dampness on her skin now, before she pushed the memory away.

				Of course, if she had only known then what a positive change her move to France would be, she would have spared herself the hot tears that soaked her childhood pillow. Now, skilled in all the accomplishments of young womanhood and residing in the Vallière home as one of the family, Rhianna wondered at this decade of transition from an English curate’s daughter to a teacher at Madame Chandelle’s to working as a companion to Soleil. 

				Indeed, at nineteen, her days were consumed with the Vallières and their activities. The bond that developed among them was, from the beginning, immediate and mutual — a bond Rhianna did not think possible to exist in a family. She recalled the first time her own parents had rejected a visit from her how the Vallières demonstrated their kindness by taking her into their home; Rhianna hoped always to reflect the generosity they continued to show throughout her years of acquaintance with them.

				Their silence continued until the girls reached the easternmost plateau of the grounds. It was a favorite lookout place of theirs and, as on all mornings in this particular spot, a breathtaking scene lay before them. All the valleys of the neighboring properties came into view, draped in golden sunlight. Acres upon acres of flourishing, untamed land met them, accented in beaming rays of early morning light and outlined by sharply peaked mountains against the distant horizon. Never was there a more splendid place to fully immerse oneself in the deepest of contemplation, and it was here that the two girls reined in their horses.

				After a moment’s pause, Soleil’s meditations were broken and she turned to Rhianna with an anxious look.

				“What were your impressions of Count Armand Deveraux last night, Rhianna? You know how I trust your judgment and I am positively desperate for your opinion. I seem to be remarkably well aware of what my own is, but I fear my mind is clouded.”

				Rhianna tugged on the reins to ease her steed that, at the sight of a rabbit, had become restless. She could not suppress a smile. 

				“Certainly, his good qualities cannot be doubted,” Rhianna observed. “From what time we spent with him — though not opportunity enough to perceive the most intimate details of his character — I managed to form a very high opinion of him. And he seemed very much to fancy you.”

				Soleil’s dimples deepened in her cheeks. “We may have an opportunity of being in his acquaintance again in a few days’ time. Will you do me the favor of paying particular attention to his disposition? I am certain to be blinded the moment I am in his presence!”

				Rhianna promised to do as much, and added, “From his sweetness alone, one would imagine his person could only improve upon further acquaintance.” Brushing the horse’s mane with her fingers to further calm him, Rhianna concluded, “I confess, too, his appearance was very agreeable, very striking. His voice, expression, countenance — I cannot say I have before met a man whom I would deem so worthy of consideration for my dearest friend.” Soleil smiled broadly, and Rhianna added, “Of course, if you were to marry, I don’t know what I would do with myself!”

				“Rhianna,” Soleil quickly reflected, “you must know I am not the only one with such possibilities in my future. Each passing day I anticipate a confession from you.” When Rhianna offered a perplexed look, Soleil more daringly questioned, “Has he not yet expressed his feelings?”

				Rhianna was left no choice but to affirm her puzzlement. “I cannot think who you mean, Soleil.”

				Leaning closer, as though she might be overheard, Soleil hinted, “Someone with whom we are both most intimately acquainted.”

				Rhianna spoke the thoughts that came to her mind. “Surely, you cannot mean Philippe.” 

				Her friend’s sudden blush betrayed her thoughts. 

				“Soleil, you are quite imaginative, I declare!” Rhianna cried. “He views me in the same manner in which he views you, as his sister. There can be no deeper feelings on his account.”

				Soleil insisted otherwise. “On my word, Rhianna, Philippe is quite in love with you and has been, you may be assured, since the day you entered into our very house.”

				“I cannot believe so positively absurd a notion!”

				“And, pray, where is the absurdity in it? Do you find my brother so lacking in sense as to not fall in love with a girl so learned and handsome as the one I see before me?”

				Rhianna could barely find words, as Soleil insisted her red curls and green eyes had quite done him in.

				“In all seriousness, Soleil, why would a man who could have his pick of all the loveliest and wealthiest women in France ever consider the daughter of an English curate? It’s preposterous!”

				“Did you not see his expression as he danced with you last night? Mind you, it is the same expression he always has when he dances with you. You put him into quite a stupor!”

				“If Philippe had any such expression, it was most certainly due to the wine,” she returned, with a laugh.

				Thus, Rhianna made it apparent that no persuasion, no matter how convincing, could influence her to believe that Philippe Vallière was in love with her and Soleil pursued it little further. 

				With these final reflections, the girls returned their attention to the landscape before making their way back toward the stables.

				• • •

				Had Soleil not been so excessively tired from the previous night’s dance — not to mention the sleeplessness that resulted from meeting a handsome gentleman — she would have accompanied Rhianna on her walk through the garden. As it was, Soleil bid adieu to her companion at the stables and entered the manor house.

				Rhianna, resolved to enjoy the morning air a while longer, wandered along under sapphire skies in peaceful intimacy with the nature surrounding her. Leisurely, she strolled among the flowers, breathing in their pleasant fragrances. There was evidence of perfection in every turn and Rhianna felt, as she often did, that walking through this garden was much like walking through a painting — a painting where no leaf had gone astray and no flower wanted a petal. Perhaps, she mused, the gardens of Kingsley Manor imitated a similar design … 

				As she twirled the leaf of a rhododendron bush between her fingers, a mental image of the house brought a smile to her face. Kingsley Manor, the great manor house that sat atop the hill beside her old English cottage, the very staple of her girlhood dreams of petticoats and pearls. She had dreams of it still.

				Thus transported, Rhianna recalled a girlhood conversation with a young neighbor, Brenna:

				“Just once, Brenna, I would like to walk up a Kingsley Manor staircase or to dance in its ballroom. Just once, I would like to have a necklace with matching earrings and gloves for my gown.”

				“That would be lovely,” Brenna replied, wistfully. “And perhaps, too, some handsome fellow would ask you to dance.”

				When she caught sight of Philippe Vallière entering the garden from the opposite side, her reminiscences came to an end. 

				“Philippe.” She smiled widely at the sight of him. “What brings you to the garden this morning?”

				His lips curled in response. “I cannot see how it was to be avoided, on such a day.”

				“Well, you must have read my thoughts,” she declared, as Philippe approached her. “I was only just this moment feeling the ache of having no one to share this inspiration with. The garden is so enchanting.”

				“Unquestionably, it is that,” he asserted, his manner distracted. “There is something about it today that makes it more so than usual.”

				Unaware of any hidden implications, Rhianna readily agreed.

				Seeming at once to forget the garden, Philippe went on, “I am glad of finding you. Indeed, I have searched for you all morning.”

				“Have you?”

				“Yes. Rhianna, I must speak with you on a subject that has consumed me as of late.”

				Not his words only, but also the manner in which he spoke them caught her attention acutely. All fascination with the garden was lost as her eyes met his and she beheld in them the agitation of his emotions. Philippe appeared to be in a state so ill at ease that she was certain she had never seen him thus in their ten years’ acquaintance. 

				“It is of the utmost importance,” he added.

				Rhianna recalled her earlier conversation with Soleil, but dismissed it at once, unable to conceive he was, in fact, or would ever, head toward the delicate subject of love.

				“I can see that it is,” she replied with care. “Philippe, I have not before seen you so distressed. Pray, do not leave me in wonder.”

				“You must not, Rhianna, mistake my anxiousness for distress. My affliction is one of joyful anticipation. And you alone can relieve me of my restlessness, allay me from this malady.”

				Rhianna was earnest in her concern. “Philippe, I have not the privilege of understanding you …”

				“No, indeed, you do not, for I have been too concealing in my behavior. Repeatedly have I asked wherefore? To what end should I suppress it? For years have I kept silent, my soul restrained and inwardly anguished while awaiting the sensible and perfect moment — but no more! My secret shall be masked no longer. For my own sanity it cannot!”

				His meaning could no longer be mistaken. These opening words produced a shock in Rhianna, for they were beyond everything she could have supposed. She stood silent as he took her hands in his and continued with his declaration, his unrestrained passion in presenting it rendering her wordless. 

				“It has been said the gift of a rosebud is considered a confession of love. I should like to give to you all the rosebuds of this garden — nay, those of all the gardens in France! Tell me your heart does share mine’s affections, that your soul shares mine’s desires. I treasure you, my dear Rhianna, and I want to treasure you always. Grant me the permission to do so and cease this torment!”

				No sooner had he avowed this last to her than a servant came racing toward them from the house. Once within audible distance, the servant exclaimed his winded announcement. 

				“Count Vallière, Miss Braden! I beg your pardon, but there is a guest arrived only a few moments ago. He comes from England for you, Miss Braden, and requests to speak with you on a matter of great importance! Marquis Vallière is with him and begs you to come directly.”

				The awkward interruption drained all color from Philippe’s complexion, while Rhianna’s cheeks flushed pink with embarrassment. After a weak recovery, Philippe recognized the need to put aside his proposal.

				“Where are they?” he called out to the servant.

				Rhianna was grateful for his response, for she was not yet lucid enough to form words of any audible quality. First, Philippe’s declarations and, now, a mysterious visitor from England! She decided it imperative that she focus only on taking in each breath.

				“The drawing room,” the servant responded, with his first look of curiosity at the scene before him.

				Philippe lowered his eyes to the hands he yet held and seemed unwilling to release them. 

				“You must go,” he stated with chagrin.

				Feeling severely for him and how his proposal had been so critically disrupted, she hardly knew how to respond, either to him or to the servant. 

				“Philippe …” His name was all she could manage and, yet, it said everything to him.

				“Come,” said he, with grand composure, “we shall both go.”

				There could be no other option. They withdrew from the garden and hastened toward the house.

				• • •

				His arrival was early in the day and unannounced, but Guilford, Lord Kingsley, received a warm reception to the Vallière home. A strikingly tall man, with a broad stature and a generally pleasing appearance, he entered the Vallières’ drawing room with little time for social graces. With a brief introduction and hurried civilities, he explained his visit from England to Marquis and Marquise Vallière.

				“I hope you will forgive the discourtesy,” he expressed. “It is unfortunate that we must meet in this manner, but the tidings I bring are rather urgent.”

				Even under such circumstances, Lord Kingsley had a composed way about him. His calm, gentle manner recommended him to Marquis Vallière who, although characteristically cautious and fittingly concerned, felt quickly at ease with this unknown traveler. 

				“Please, will you not have a seat?” insisted the somewhat rounder, though in no way displeasingly shaped Marquis Vallière. Turning to his butler, he instructed, “Belmont, do bring our guest some refreshments.”

				“I thank you for your kind hospitality, Marquis Vallière,” Lord Kingsley replied somberly. “However, I feel I cannot rest until I have carried out the purpose of my visit. I bring a message to Miss Rhianna Braden. It is my understanding that it is here, in your excellent care, that I may find her.”

				Marquis Vallière was excessively protective of his children and, as he had for the last decade considered Rhianna as one of them, his first reaction to this comment was guarded. 

				“Of course,” he responded, with a thoughtful nod. “I imagine this message is from someone of close connection to her.”

				“It is. I have personally been well acquainted with Miss Braden’s father for many years and, in fact, bestowed him with the benefice at Thornton Church where Miss Braden lived prior to her schooling at Madame Chandelle’s School for Girls.”

				“Ah! I see,” he declared, his investigation nearly complete and his inquiring mind all but satisfied. “And I trust her father is well?”

				Lord Kingsley hesitated before answering, “It is of Mr. and Mrs. Braden that my message refers. I am afraid it is not good news and, if it is not an unreasonable request, it is my hope that it be related first to Miss Braden.”

				“Oh dear,” Marquise Vallière declared, speaking for the first time since their introduction. She wrung her hands together.

				Marquise Vallière was a petite, slender woman whose exquisite fashion and irreproachable character were eclipsed only by her common sense.

				“I do not believe Rhianna and Soleil have returned yet from their riding,” she told her husband. 

				As she spoke her words, Soleil entered the room. Belmont closed the double doors behind her. 

				“What is it, Mother? You look troubled.”

				Soleil, noting the intensity in the air, turned to the unacknowledged guest. Marquis Vallière hurriedly introduced him. 

				“My dear, this is Lord Kingsley of Thornton, England. He is the friend and patron of Rhianna’s father and wishes to speak with her tout de suite.”

				Stationed beside her mother, and at once afflicted, she offered, “Rhianna had mentioned going for a walk in the garden. To my knowledge, she is yet there.”

				A servant was dispatched to find her at once.

				• • •

				Neither Rhianna nor Philippe wasted a moment. As the doors were opened and the two entered the drawing room, Rhianna moved instinctively toward Marquis Vallière, a man she had for many years viewed with a deep, fatherly regard.

				“What has happened?” she implored him.

				“There you are, child,” he received her. “Rhianna, we have a Lord Kingsley to see you.”

				At the mention of this name, Rhianna’s heart fluttered so intensely that she was certain it could not endure another surprise in the same day. Could she have heard him correctly? Lord Kingsley, owner of her most beloved Thornton, England manor house? 

				“I beg your pardon?” she replied.

				The tall man beside her bowed — the most graceful bow she had ever witnessed — and she pressed her hand to her chest as if to ease the palpitations. When his posture straightened, she curtseyed with equal elegance and he took a step toward her. 

				“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Braden,” he began, his voice kind and mild. “My only wish is that it would have been under happier circumstances.” 

				Rhianna wondered only briefly if her outward appearance revealed the fusion of emotions within. This was the man, the face of the man, who inhabited so many of her dreams that even ten years in France could not allay, the man who invited her to balls and greeted her at the gates on many a wakeful night, the man who lived in Kingsley Manor.

				“I come to inform you of an occurrence which brings me great pain to relay. Forgive me, for I know I shall never find the appropriate manner with which to report it.”

				Marquis Vallière stepped forward. “Perhaps we should excuse ourselves.”

				He motioned to his wife and children to leave so that Lord Kingsley might carry out his obligation with confidentiality, but Rhianna awoke from her reflections in time to intercede. 

				“No, pray, do not leave. Whatever Lord Kingsley has to say, he may say it before us all. Indeed, I prefer you stay,” she said, turning to Lord Kingsley, “if it is not objectionable to you, my lord.”

				Guilford Kingsley showed no disapproval. “If that is your wish, it is entirely at your discretion.”

				“Thank you. Please, proceed.”

				He nodded in accord, and said, “Though we have never had the privilege of meeting, Miss Braden, I have been a friend of your father for a great many years. Therefore, I have taken it upon myself to personally bring you a message which, in my opinion, cannot be given by way of written word.”

				For the second time this day, Rhianna received a shocking announcement: a carriage accident, which Mr. and Mrs. Braden had not survived.

				“When did it happen?” Marquis Vallière delicately questioned, as Philippe and Soleil assisted Rhianna to the nearest seat.

				“Three weeks past,” Lord Kingsley declared. “I left almost as soon as it was made known to me. Miss Braden, allow me to be among the first to offer my deepest of sympathies.”

				“Thank you,” she responded, her voice barely above a whisper.

				“Belmont, please, some water,” Marquise Vallière requested, as she and her two children surrounded Rhianna.

				Condolences were offered by the others, but she hardly heard them. Water was soon given her, but she was hardly aware as she sipped from her glass. Philippe’s hands held one of her own, but little did she feel it. Her mind accepted the knowledge imparted by Lord Kingsley that funeral services had been carried out, but beyond this her mind could not process. 

				Emotionally fatigued, Rhianna soon retired to her room, not to emerge for the rest of the day and night. There seclusion afforded her a chance to reflect, however deliriously, on the day’s events.

				• • •

				The horses moved gracefully through tall, wrought-iron gates, blithely pulling their two-wheeled barouche toward the manor. Bathed in the light of a beaming, springtime sun, they danced past the hedgerows that grew along the property’s enclosing stone wall and up the familiar cobblestone approach. 

				Breathlessly, their passenger gazed from her window, clinging to her reticule. The landscape was vast and impressive, populated with meticulously placed shrubbery, spring flowers in full bloom and, in the center of the lawn, an ornate, Grecian fountain spurting forth its sparkling waters. It was just enough to distract her until the barouche pulled up to the front of the great Kingsley Manor.

				At long last, the horses pulled to a stop. The driver stepped down and opened the carriage door, offering his hand to assist her. Accepting it with one slender, lace-gloved hand, she, too, stepped down, lifting her parasol high above her red curls and porcelain skin. After smoothing out her muslin gown, she raised her eyes toward the portico before her. She blushed, as the enchanting lord of the manor himself appeared to greet her. 

				Removing his top hat, he approached with a bow, and said …

				“I regret to inform you Mr. and Mrs. Braden did not survive.”

				Rhianna jerked upright to a sitting position, her heart racing and her palms sweaty. A glance to the far wall revealed the tracing of a moonlit escritoire that reminded her of where she was. The familiar dream had taken a turn for the worse.

				Gradually she took control of her erratic breathing, as the bedroom that had become home the last few years seemed to wrap its arms around her. Some hours yet remained before the sun would rise, but though she was inclined to fall back into her bedcovers and pull the white linens up under her chin, she feared what surrendering to sleep would bring.

				She decided to seek comfort from the one object that, as a child, brought her peace in a foreign land — the only piece of England she still had. With the house and those in it sleeping soundly around her, Rhianna swung her feet over the side of the bed, lit a taper, and carried it to her dressing table. 

				Taking a seat on the ivory, embroidered cushion mounted on a mahogany frame, she placed the taper before the mirror and opened one of the small drawers. Lifting the brooch in her fingers, she examined the gold trinket from all angles as she had many times before. 

				Of course, it was more than a familiar ornament. Rhianna was wholly intimate with it, knew every stone, every change of hue in each of the pearls, its oval center a window to the past. Indeed, as she examined the object — a going away present from her dear, mysterious English friend — she could still hear the sound of the impending carriage coming to take her away from the only world she had ever known.

				Memories of the past held her captive for a time, but she at last returned the brooch to the drawer. Her home was here now, and despite the sadness that had loomed over Rhianna’s young life, her broken heart had healed by rooting itself, not in England, but in France.

				Suddenly, raising her eyes to her reflection in the mirror, she was at once startled to see the likeness of her nine-year-old self looking back at her. Rhianna leapt to her feet as the same fair skin, red curls, and green eyes met her, but with the appearance and innocence of her younger years.

				And with a blink, that young girl’s image was gone.

				• • •

				Lord Kingsley’s intention to reserve a room at a nearby inn was at once overthrown by the Vallières. It was quickly settled that the two weeks he intended to remain in France would be spent with them at the manoir. 

				During the course of the next several days, Rhianna recovered enough to speak with Lord Kingsley at length about the accident. She was glad when, finally, she could express her appreciation for his coming to France. To her consternation, however, as the shock of her parents’ death wore off, Rhianna discovered an unsettling truth: that other than said initial shock, she felt very little. This troubling find left her questioning her very humanness, and even many hours of meditation could not open her to forgive the coldness of her heart.

				Despite a dark cloud of self-condemnation looming over her, Rhianna found speaking with Lord Kingsley a welcome respite. Always interested in the lives of those who resided in Kingsley Manor, she was eager to hear him speak of its mistress, Lydia — Lady Kingsley — and of their two children, Desmond and Audra. As the days continued to pass, Lord Kingsley transformed from the fictitious creature of her imagination to a real person — and a good-natured, sympathetic one at that. Rhianna soon hoped to learn from him, indeed, to emulate the apparent goodness in this man, who showed gracious attentiveness even to her own inconsequential account of life in France.

				At dinner one evening, shortly after his arrival, Lord Kingsley made Rhianna an offer she could hardly refuse. Indeed, he told her it was an offer he always intended to make, but had hesitated for fear of overburdening her: If she wished, he would be glad to personally escort her back to Thornton, England. More than that, Guilford Kingsley completed his invitation by including a place to stay at his own Kingsley Manor.

				“Kingsley Manor! Do I understand you correctly?” she asked across the table.

				“For as long as you wish,” he told her, as a servant offered Philippe a clean fork to replace the one he had dropped to the floor. 

				Rhianna had not been to Thornton since she was a nine-year-old girl. Moreover, she was not devoid of a desire to return once again, though she quickly reproached herself for having such narrow-minded reasons as seeing her place of birth and staying at Kingsley Manor. After all, there was the matter of cleaning out her parents’ cottage to consider, though she was certain there would be nothing of sentimental value within. And, of course, as Lord Kingsley suggested, she may wish to pay her respects to the deceased.

				“That is very generous,” Marquis Vallière said, followed by his wife’s echoing sentiments. 

				Soleil, the only one at the table who knew just how large an offer this was to Rhianna, mirrored her mother’s feelings and caught her friend’s hand under the table with an excited squeeze. 

				“Lord Kingsley, I hardly know what to say,” Rhianna replied, setting her wineglass down on the table without taking a sip. 

				“You should seriously consider it,” Marquis Vallière encouraged. “After all, we are not going anywhere.”

				“No, we are not,” Philippe said.

				Rhianna understood his meaning at once, and was, in fact, the only one to understand him. Neither she nor Philippe had discussed his interrupted proposal from that fateful morning with anyone, nor had he broached the subject again with her.

				Collecting herself, Rhianna tried not to be dazzled by the idea of living at Kingsley Manor and considered her life in France. Here was her home, and besides the lure of the manor, what did Thornton hold for her?

				“Lord Kingsley, I do hope you will give me some time to think it over,” she said.

				“Take all the time you need,” he answered. “The option is there, if you wish to accept.”

				As the night wore on, Rhianna became increasingly aware that a fascination with returning to England was strong within her — not to mention the prospect of fulfilling her childhood dream of not only stepping foot in Kingsley Manor, but living there. Nevertheless, the notion of leaving France, where she had made both a home and a family, was a melancholy one. Moreover, there was Philippe’s confession of love to consider … 

				But the prospect of marrying Philippe frightened her terribly — and is that what one ought to feel after receiving a proposal from an agreeable gentleman? Rhianna suspected not, and her suspicions grew stronger as Soleil’s fascination with Armand grew daily. Of course, if she rejected Philippe, Rhianna could not help but wonder what she would do if Soleil were to marry. Under such circumstances, would she find reason to remain in France? Or, was marrying Philippe the only sensible option for a woman in her position? The Marquis and Marquise seemed to be very happy together; perhaps she could have something similar with Philippe. On the other hand, what could England possibly hold for her? And would she ever forgive herself if she did not go?

				• • •

				Marquise Vallière and Soleil had immediately seen to it that their dressmaker prepare the necessary mourning wardrobe for Rhianna, and on the day following Lord Kingsley’s offer to accompany Rhianna to England, the first of three outfits was completed. Thus smothered in layers of black crêpe, Rhianna decided to debut her dreary new costume with a turn through the garden.

				She was not there long when Lord Kingsley appeared. “Miss Braden, may I have a word?”

				Always pleased to see him, the somber mood her clothing inspired quickly lifted at his arrival. “Good day, Lord Kingsley. Of course.”

				Guilford held his hands behind his back as he walked with her. The day was fine, as it had been the day Philippe professed his love. Rhianna was at once grateful that it was Lord Kingsley, and not Philippe, who accompanied her on her stroll.

				“I believe you are aware that I bestowed Mr. Braden with the benefice at Thornton Church,” he said to her.

				To this common knowledge, Rhianna replied in the affirmative. “I am.”

				He paused before his next statement, but his countenance gave off a serious air. Rhianna got the distinct impression there was something more. As, in fact, there was.

				“What you are no doubt unaware of,” he said at last, clearing his throat, “is that I deeded it to him many years ago.”

				Rhianna stopped and turned to him. As she did so, her arms fell to her sides and her hands closed over folds of ebony fabric.

				“I beg your pardon?”

				Lord Kingsley supported his statement with a nod. “You are the sole heir, Miss Braden. The benefice is now under your control.”

				Rhianna realized suddenly that she was staring. Quickly returning her eyes to the path, she began to place one foot carefully in front of the other. He followed her.

				“I hardly know what to say, Lord Kingsley.”

				“Then you have already fulfilled my request.” As she turned to him yet again, he continued, “It is not public knowledge that such is the case. In fact, at the time the matter transpired, it was under the stipulation that it remain, for all intents and purposes, a private transaction. I had my own reasons for doing so, and I’m sure you will understand I cannot elaborate.”

				Rhianna mumbled something in agreement, though she hardly knew what.

				“Miss Braden,” Lord Kingsley went on, “obviously, no one could foresee the sad situation that has now befallen us. I must admit to you, though, I did not anticipate the matter of the benefice coming to light at this time.”

				He paused, and Rhianna felt the necessity of a response.

				“I’m not entirely sure I comprehend you,” she admitted.

				“It is my wish,” he told her, discreetly scanning the garden around them, “for the time being, that the general understanding continue to be that the benefice is Kingsley property. I am hoping that in placing this delicate situation in your confidence you might be willing to work with me.” Lord Kingsley drew a long breath, and added, “I realize you would have no reason to grant this peculiar request of mine. Furthermore, you have not been of my acquaintance for more than a week …”

				“Lord Kingsley,” Rhianna said, incited by her clearer understanding, “please, say no more. We may not have known each other for very long, but I am forever indebted to you for overseeing my parents’ funeral arrangements. Not only that, but your kindness in traveling to deliver the tragic news of their passing to me personally will not be forgotten. Whatever your reasons, it would seem to me the least I could do. In fact, I would be happy to oblige.”

				Rhianna saw him suddenly release the tension that had been in his shoulders and his arms relaxed at his sides. He smiled at her.

				“Thank you, Miss Braden. It is … of great relief to me.”

				They walked on in silence as Rhianna considered the impact this would have on her decision of whether or not to leave France.

				“I imagine, then,” Rhianna said, as if thinking aloud, “I have no choice but to go to England.”

				“Well, that all depends,” Lord Kingsley said, “on how involved you wish to be in selecting a new clergyman. The extent of your participation, of course, is entirely up to you.”

				“Lord Kingsley,” Rhianna confessed, “I do not pretend to know the first thing about choosing an appropriate clergyman.”

				“I will be happy to make my recommendations to you, either in person or by post.”

				Rhianna’s head swirled. This added an entirely new element to her situation, and not one that in any way simplified matters.

				“Well, Lord Kingsley, it would seem I have quite a lot to think about and I suspect a bit of tea is in order.”

				“May I accompany you back to the house?”

				Feeling a bit overcome by her thoughts, Rhianna was glad to take his arm and make her way with him back to the manoir. That she would have control over the benefice was of itself enough to fuel her recent insomnia, but Lord Kingsley’s request for silence even more so. After all, what reasons could a man have to deed away property and then fear its discovery?

				It would be difficult, but she resolved to curtail her mind’s wandering until she was out of his presence.

				• • •

				Near the end of Lord Kingsley’s two-week visit, the choice of whether to remain in France or return to England was still not made. The evening before Rhianna had to decide, she and Soleil politely stayed with the party after dinner for only as long as was socially necessary before excusing themselves to escape upstairs. 

				Soleil privately hoped she might persuade Rhianna to go to bed early. The latter had been up nearly every night since Lord Kingsley came and Soleil began to fear for her friend’s health. But, as with all previous nights, she was unsuccessful. When it had grown late, Rhianna protested against Soleil’s continued companionship, declaring it was unnecessary for both of them to lose sleep.

				“As if I could go to my room and get a moment’s sleep,” Soleil professed. “I could hardly think of leaving your side while you are in this weakened state.” 

				“I will be fine, Soleil, you really mustn’t stay.”

				“You know the depth of my affection for you, Rhianna. I am going to stay in this room tonight and do not expect me to change my mind.”

				Soleil knew Rhianna had no energy to persist in urging her, and clearly it would be a fruitless venture. She smiled as Rhianna accepted with a sigh.

				“I do not know how I am supposed to feel, Soleil,” Rhianna declared, at length. “You know better than most that I never was close to my mother and father. If I return to England and visit their graves, it will be out of a sense of obligation only, to do what is right and honorable.”

				“Of course, we support any such endeavor.”

				“But I have no attachment to them, Soleil. That is the difficult thing. Of course, news such as this is shocking, and I still hardly believe it, but they did not love me, as you and your family have.”

				“You must not say such things,” Soleil told her delicately. “I have no doubt they cared for you very much.”

				“If such was the case,” Rhianna declared, with only a trace of the inner regret and heartache she had long suppressed, “they neither demonstrated it nor declared it.” 

				To this, there was nothing to be said, for her words had been proven true in the many years of little correspondence. The few letters sent, always in her father’s hand, bore no measure of feeling and, in ten years, not one visit was requested of her, nor performed on their part.

				Soleil fell to the seat of the rosewood vanity, her body facing away from the mirror, her arms draped across the back of the chair. Without any convincingly positive response, she remained silent and watched with uneasiness as Rhianna sat curled before the great bay window of the room, gazing blankly into the moonlit countryside.

				The hours passed and fatigue set in. With so much to meditate on, conversation continued intermittently. Soleil was glad amidst the tragedy to observe Rhianna’s emotions had not crumbled beneath her. Rather, her demeanor was merely solemn, reflective. 

				But Soleil was yet unaware of a matter of particular significance.

				The words that caused Soleil suspicion did not come until nearly twelve o’clock. They came subtly and were peculiar enough in character that one would naturally be inclined to reflect on them for meaning. Rhianna, drowsy and incoherent, spoke them aloud unwittingly, saying, “He would not wait for me.” 

				All at once, Soleil had a sense that there was something more — an underlying element troubling her friend. She could not seem to place Rhianna’s words in accordance with any subject that had distressed them as of late. After some time pondering this sentiment, she came to no sensible explanation.

				“You must forgive my presumptuousness, Rhianna, but I must know,” said Soleil, “is there something you have not told me? Indeed, I know you too well not to discern you have something else vexing your thoughts.”

				Rhianna turned to her somnolently. Soleil moved toward her and seated herself beside her friend on the sill. She said nothing, so as to allow her sisterly companion a moment to collect her thoughts.

				“My dear Soleil,” she began, “I should never have imagined you not to discern as much, and I confess I am grateful for it. I so wanted to tell you, yet I could not seem to find the words on my own. Even now, I can hardly begin.” 

				Soleil, though anxious, refrained from interrupting and gave her a moment to continue with her delirious reflection. 

				“But I suppose it no longer matters,” Rhianna sighed, “for I am to be in mourning for a whole year.”

				Soleil held her breath, wondering at the implications, while Rhianna faded in and out of aberration. 

				“What no longer matters, Rhianna?” she implored.

				“Why would Philippe ever want to wait an entire twelvemonth?”

				The mention of her brother’s name all but confirmed her suspicions. 

				“Do you mean to tell me,” Soleil cried, with a start, “that Philippe has proposed?”

				Her last words were uttered an octave higher than those at the start of her question and Soleil covered her own mouth at the realization of it. Simultaneously, Rhianna’s full mental powers appeared to return and both women listened intently to the silence around them. Fortunately, the house remained silent.

				“Yes,” Rhianna replied at first. “No,” she retracted suddenly. “That is, he attempted to before he was interrupted.”

				“Gracious God, when?”

				“The morning after the dance, after you and I parted at the stables, Philippe met with me in the garden. It happened moments before Lord Kingsley’s arrival.”

				Soleil was quite struck by this and considered Rhianna with great admiration for speaking of it with such fortitude.

				“What awful timing, Philippe! Oh, Rhianna!”

				“You were right all along! How could I not have known? It was all so obvious, you must wonder at my naïveté.” Rhianna continued, “I can only imagine that he will now withdraw his offer.”

				“Oh, for shame, Rhianna! There is nothing to reconsider as far as you are concerned. I congratulate him on choosing so amiable a girl! As to withdrawing his offer, you misjudge him severely. I know my brother very well. He would not wish to detach himself because of your changed situation. Philippe is far too loyal. He will wait.”
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