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Praise for The Gentleman Spy Mysteries



“Schwarz launches her Gentleman Spy Mysteries series with an immersive and suspenseful Regency romance. The magnetic love scenes and enticing mystery will have readers eagerly anticipating the next installment.”


— Publishers Weekly


“I love Eliza and Allen together—not only do they lead interesting Regencyera spy lives, but their friends-to-lovers arc is based all the way on healing, trust, humor, and pleasure. A charming read!”


— Molly Ringle, author of Lava Red Feather Blue


“The Innkeeper’s Daughter is a sumptuous, sensual Regency romance that teases the senses and recalls the golden age of romance novels.”


— Foreword Reviews


“A gritty, steamy series opener full of dark twists and hot trysts.”


— Grace Burrowes, New York Times bestselling author


“The Memory of Her enfolded me once again in a richly detailed world of spies and traitors, of lovers and friends, all set against the backdrop of Regency England, and all framing two characters we’ve already come to know and care about — a woman with gumption and heart, and a man with a heart full of love for her.”


— Amanda Linsmeier, author of Starlings


“The Gentleman’s Daughter is an escapist romance novel whose pleasures and terrors culminate in a hopeful restorative ending.”


— Foreword Reviews


“Historically well-researched with enthralling characters and excellent storytelling. Absolutely wonderful.”


— C. H. Armstrong, author of The Edge of Nowhere


“The chemistry between the charming Sir Henry and independent Isabella is delectable, and the intrigue is woven in perfectly to round out a thoroughly enthralling historic romantic mystery.”


— Kelly Cain, author of An Acquired Taste 
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To my grandmother Helene, whose spirit lives on in Eliza.
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CHAPTER ONE


JANUARY 1823, SOMEWHERE ABOVE SEVASTOPOL ON THE CRIMEA



THERE WERE STARS ABOVE HIM, CLEAR AND bright in the velvety night sky. Why could he see stars? And why was he no longer in Henry’s breakfast room, watching the morning sun on her dark curls?


Cold air made him shiver. Christ, they’d taken the lid off the hole.


Allen hastily tucked the memory of her into the furthest corner of his mind. They could never know about his love. They would use her against him, threaten her with harm, and that would surely break him.


Above him the ladder appeared and was secured against the rocks, then the customary bucket of water hit him square in the face. It was meant as a prelude to the horrors to come, but Allen had learned to anticipate and use the clean spring water they threw down on him. His Russian captors tossed down a loaf of bread once or twice a week, too, but never bothered to actually give them water. They had the rivulets of water skipping down the rocks to the soft bottom every time it rained, and it rained frequently in winter on the Crimea. Not as much as in England, but enough to make an abandoned well a miserable place to live. Luckily, the water they caught in the two buckets they had in the hole was enough to survive on. Allen had no reason to believe the Russians had brought down the buckets for their prisoners to collect water with. It was far more likely they had gotten drunk before deciding to interrogate one of their captives, and had flung the buckets water-filled into the hole. Be that as it may, there was now clean water in the drinking bucket, and he was wet from head to toe. He rubbed his mangled hands together as best he could: best to get as much of himself as clean as possible before they inflicted more wounds. Hygiene was not the most pressing concern, but it was a concern, right after their weakened state and the demented demons above.


Judging by the stars winking down at him, four days had passed since the Greek had been thrown back into the hole and left to die. It had been horribly cold since the poor soul breathed his last. It occurred to Allen he should refer to himself in the first person singular, since he was currently the only live prisoner in the hole.


One of the Russians must have climbed down while Allen was busy cleaning his hands. He was roughly yanked up by the scruff of his neck and hauled out of the hole. Once above ground, he was dragged to a fire farther down the hill. The light was almost blinding after the endless darkness of the hole, and Allen rejoiced for a moment, thinking he would be able to warm up while he took his beating. But then he recognized the tall figure of the Russian colonel and knew today would be more than just painful. Allen didn’t actually know the man’s rank; he never wore a uniform, and none of the others addressed him as “Colonel,” but he was clearly in charge, so “the Colonel” was the name Allen had given him in his mind. Everything about the man screamed upper crust and military training. But all that military training pointed to a chain of command, and that then begged the question: who gave the Colonel his orders?


One look into the man’s cold, pale eyes and Allen also knew today would be the last time. This was his last chance to earn himself a quicker death by telling the Colonel what he wanted to know, what he had been sent to find out. But his tormentor didn’t understand Allen’s objective. He would face death on his terms, back in the hole, where he could remember her one more time.


The ogre who had dragged him out dropped Allen on the dirt by the fire and kicked him viciously. Allen heard the rib crack, all breath wrenched from him, and wondered how many more would break before they left him to die.


“Why are you in Sevastopol?” The Colonel wasn’t just an aristocrat; he was cultured. His French was flawless and his English only slightly accented. He was tall, blond, and clean shaven, and wore a gentleman’s suit that looked like it may have been tailored on Bond Street. By contrast, his men were in local garb consisting of breeches, wool shirts, fur vests, and heavy boots. All of them wore their hair long in various shades of dirty blond, their beards were unkempt, and they smelled no better than their prisoners. The two holding Allen down periodically passed a bottle containing strong spirits back and forth.


Allen breathed heavily through the pain. “Business,” was all he got out between his teeth.


“Who do you work for?”


The questions weren’t exactly original. Allen had been asked the very same ones several times a week for three months now, and his answers were always the same. “Myself. I import fine leather.”


Allen knew he had made a mistake the moment the words were out of his mouth.


“I didn’t ask what you did, spy. Spare me your rehearsed answers.” In Russian he ordered, “Left hand.”


It was a Herculean effort not to react. Letting on he understood Russian would further convince his nemesis he was a foreign agent. Allen’s arm was yanked to the side and his hand placed on a flat rock. That alone was painful enough with all the broken fingers. Allen panted with the panicked anticipation of having yet more bones broken in his hopelessly mangled hand.


The Colonel placed the heel of his boot on top of Allen’s hand and ground down, applying his weight. Allen whimpered when half-healed bones broke once again, his eyes streaming hopelessly.


“What were you doing on the hill above Sevastopol?”


Allen had to focus to answer the question. This was not the time to slip up. “Walking.”


The Colonel lifted his foot, and a moment later his heel smashed down onto his prisoner’s hand. Allen’s agonized screams tore through the frigid mountain air, his whole being an inferno of pain. Eventually the wave of agony subsided a little and he sobbed, “Just walking.”


The kick to his head was swift and painful, but nothing compared to the throbbing in his hand.


“Stop lying to me!” the Colonel thundered. Then in Russian he added, “Take off his boot. Let’s see how much he likes his toes.”


This was new. So far they had left his feet alone, and none of the others had ever had missing boots after an interrogation. None of the others had lasted a whole three months, either, but that was all the more reason for the Russian to want to crack him before he died. This was it. This was where he finally proved himself as an agent. This was where he gave his life for the sake of the mission, his country. If he cracked now, then three months of agony would be in vain and Rick would be next in that miserable hole. Rick didn’t know all he had uncovered, but enough so the Old Man would be able to draw the right conclusions, enough so the Russians would kill him for it. There was a chance his man and friend had sent a report to England, but there was no chance whatsoever he had taken that report home himself while his master was missing. Rick was still looking for him. Just as Allen would be still looking for Rick if the situation were reversed.


Allen’s continued sobbing convinced his tormentors he was still fully occupied with the pain in his hand as the Colonel’s two hellhounds held him down and pulled off his boot. The wool socks he had carefully washed and dried after each rain to avoid foot rot were next. One of the brutes joked in Russian how his pretty little toes were the cleanest part of him, wondering if he kept his cock whore-ready too. That got a big laugh from his companion and the two guards who were supposed to watch the woods in case someone stumbled upon them. They were instantly admonished to keep their minds on their respective tasks.


The Colonel pulled a short sword from his dainty mahogany walking stick and tested the blade against the tender skin on the inside of Allen’s foot.


What came out of Allen’s mouth could only be described as a shriek. The Russian smiled, satisfied with the sharpness of his weapon, and wiped the blade against Allen’s trousers.


“Let’s try this again. Who do you work for?”


The gash on his foot stung horribly, but Allen did his best to breathe through it. “Independent merchant. Don’t work for anyone.”


The Colonel shrugged, then motioned to the man holding the bottle. “Let’s set the cut on fire.”


The demon with the bottle grinned and tipped the liquor over the injured foot. Allen had little time to brace for the hurt and hissed frenzied pants until the wave of pain subsided. He was reaching the limit of what he could take. His mind was beginning to wander, and there was no telling what he would tell the bastards if he didn’t keep himself under control.


The Colonel motioned for the two brutes to hold him down. “Again, English. Who do you work for?”


“Just me,” Allen insisted, knowing it was not what the Russian wanted to hear and therefore would mean more pain. The two helpers held him down so tightly he couldn’t move a muscle, but he had a marvelous view of the Colonel’s hate-filled eyes as he raised his sword arm and the incredible speed with which it came down on his big toe.


The howl Allen sent into the night was barely human. Then the pain overwhelmed his brain, and he fainted.


ALLEN AWOKE TO SOMEONE HEAVING him onto a donkey and cried out as his foot hit something, probably the donkey’s belly. The man tying him to the donkey instantly put a firm hand over his mouth.


“Allen, sir. If you have any sense left in that brain of yours, use it to keep quiet. That band of cutthroats only left about half an hour ago, so they aren’t far in front of us going down the hill, but I’ve got to get you to the doctor. You’re bleeding out.”


Through the haze of pain and a profound weakness, Allen registered two things: The person talking to him was Rick! And he wasn’t in the hole. His mouth was as dry as a desert wind, so it was hard to get the words out.


“Did I tell them anything?”


A reassuring hand came to rest between his shoulder blades, and Allen had never before been so glad for a kind touch from another human.


“No, you didn’t.”


Allen breathed a sigh of relief and drifted back into unconsciousness.





CHAPTER TWO


MAYFAIR, LONDON



ELIZA ENTERED THE ROOM BEHIND LADY GREYSON’S butler and instantly knew this meeting to be about more than just another assignment. She no longer felt overdressed in her moss-green velvet gown with the white gossamer drapes framing her bosom and an ostrich feather curling around her face. Over the past three years, under Sir Henry’s tutelage, Eliza had become a capable and respected agent. She had learned to move in society as if she were born to it, but knowing how to speak and act didn’t mean she truly belonged. The right clothes helped, however, and Madame Clarise’s latest creation complemented her dark curls and eyes perfectly, so she let the dress infuse her with confidence and straightened her spine.


Eliza was announced and made her way to the seating area in the center of Lady Greyson’s cream-and-gold drawing room. There she sank into a respectful curtsy in front of the two women occupying the large sofa. “Your Grace, Lady Greyson, I hope I find you both in good health?”


Lady Greyson, matronly but still pretty, with not a hint of gray in her brown hair, gestured for her to rise, and the dowager glared at her.


“None of that, my girl. Come sit with us.” The Dowager Duchess of Avon, stately in gray taffeta a few shades darker than her tight silver curls, was Henry’s grandmother. She hated all pomp and ceremony, so her comment didn’t surprise Eliza.


Rising out of her curtsy, Eliza turned to smile at Sara Davis, the Duke of York’s lovely companion. She was a fellow agent for the crown and was seated on the love seat, set at a right angle to the sofa. “Sara, lovely to see you here.”


Taking her place where Lady Greyson patted the cushion between herself and the dowager, Eliza took a deep breath. “So it’s time then, is it?”


There was no point in beating around the bush to drag it out. Eliza had known this day would come from the moment she had agreed to be Henry’s mistress, but now that the hour was at hand, the very ground seemed to shift beneath her feet.


The dowager’s cornflower-blue eyes, so much like Henry’s, were kind but serious. She took Eliza’s hand and patted it. “Yes, dear, Emily is growing up fast, and Henry has to start looking for a wife this year if he is to establish himself in society before her coming out.”


Lady Greyson sighed, rubbed Eliza’s knee in a motherly fashion, and handed her a cup of tea. “I wish to God the boy could marry you!”


“As do we all,” the dowager added.


Eliza shook her head and looked from one to the other, holding each lady’s gaze for a moment. “There is no point in wishing on the moon. Marrying me would be worse than living in sin with me, and I love him too well to let him sacrifice his daughter’s future.”


Theirs wasn’t a grand passion but a quiet love built on friendship, trust, and respect. But what on earth would she do without her best friend, her partner, her companion? Of course she wouldn’t want for anything. Henry had bought her a lovely house in Chelsea, and there was more money in the accounts he had opened for her than she could spend in a lifetime. Besides, she had the inn. But now that she had to go on alone, she hoped fervently the Old Man would take pity on her and send her on a long-drawn-out assignment, so she wouldn’t have to face that lovely, empty house. Like most of the agents in their network, Eliza had never met the Old Man. Only the seven original members knew who he was, but he was the only one who could authorize her first solo mission without Henry.


Something of her thoughts must have shown in her face and prompted her friend Sara to leave her perch on the love seat and sink to her knees on the plush carpet in front of Eliza, ignoring her blue taffeta gown.


“You won’t be alone, darling. We will help you through it, and once he is married, you should be able to resume your friendship, at least.”


Sara pulled her into a sisterly embrace, and Eliza let herself be held for a moment, despite wanting to scream at them all that she would never be a married man’s mistress. Once it was over between her and Henry, she would never let herself be second best again. Next time she loved, it would be on her terms. She used the shelter of Sara’s arms to calm herself before she pulled back and fortified herself with a sip of her tea. “My thanks, ladies. I know I will go on, but wish I had something to do so I won’t have time to dwell on it.”


Sara’s face spread into a beatific smile, and she exchanged a quick glance with Lady Greyson. “Well, we may be able to help.”


The dowager knew that to be her cue to leave them to their business. “Eliza, my dear, my door will always be open to you.”


She stood and pulled Eliza up with her so she could draw her into a hug. They held each other for a long while before Henry’s grandmother stepped back and discreetly dabbed a tear away. “You gave Henry his heart back, and I shall never forget that. Farewell, my dear.”


“Thank you, Your Grace.”


Once the old lady had taken her leave, Sara took her seat on the large sofa, and Eliza looked from one to the other expectantly. “So you have an assignment for me?”


Lady Greyson nodded somberly, putting Eliza slightly on edge. “We are sending Henry to Dover to meet Allen Strathem. You will go to Allen’s estate in Oxfordshire.”


This news was so monumental, it momentarily distracted Eliza from her own situation. “What? Allen has finally been found? Oh, thank God, Henry will be so relieved.”


Lady Greyson’s next words were sobering, however. “Yes, we all are. But apparently he has had a horrendous experience in Russia, and his man, Rick, only barely got him out alive. Henry will debrief him when he is ready and return here with the report. You are to help Allen recuperate and adjust.”


Eliza nodded, feeling a surge of happiness at the news of Allen’s return despite the troubling circumstances. “I see. The perfect reason for our separation, and Henry will be assured that I’m in good hands and that Allen has my help. Will you tell me more about what happened to Allen?”


Lady Greyson rang for a fresh pot of tea. “Indeed, the Old Man just briefed me. Allen’s ship is not due for another two weeks, so we have plenty of time to prepare and send people to Oxfordshire to get his house ready.”


“Did the Old Man tell you anything further?” Eliza cared for Allen. He had saved her life once, and there was an undeniable bond between them.


Lady Greyson looked concerned. “He was held captive for several months, and apparently the conditions as well as the treatment were brutal. Rick’s report says the only reason he found Allen alive is that Allen never gave them any information at all, so they could never confirm him to be part of any organization. Poor Allen was beaten relentlessly and has several broken ribs and some broken bones in his hands, which were left untreated. There may be permanent damage.”


Eliza winced at the description, but Sara explained, “That’s why you were chosen for this. Not only are you friends, but you have been through similar abuse and have helped others to recover. We think it may be important for Allen to be able to talk to someone who understands, at least in part, what he went through. He will need help coming to terms with certain facts, so you will stay with him for as long as he needs.”


Eliza had no trouble understanding that Allen’s crippled hands might make his return to active fieldwork doubtful. “Of course, I’ll be glad to help. Will Dr. Hartcastle attend?”


Lady Greyson nodded. “I’m sure Henry will arrange that.” She paused for a moment. “There is something else you should know. It appears Allen’s captors cut one of his big toes off.”


Eliza’s heart hurt at the thought of Allen’s broken body. It was evident from the injuries described that Allen had been tortured, and there was no telling what state of mind he would be in. A broken body could be healed; a broken mind was far more difficult to restore. “I take it Henry knows about all of this?”


Sara and Lady Greyson nodded in unison, and Lady Greyson answered, “He was briefed this morning.”


Searching her eyes, Eliza asked one last question. “And he is aware we are to part?”


Lady Greyson gave her a motherly pat on the hand. “Yes, dear.”


“Then I am to report to you, I take it?”


A nod was her answer.


Eliza set her cold tea on a side table and stood. “Ladies, if there is nothing further, I shall go home. We are going to the theatre tonight.”


Lady Greyson stood to embrace her. “By all means, enjoy your remaining time together.”


Returning the older woman’s embrace, Eliza contemplated the notion of remaining time. All she had ever had with Henry had been remaining time; she had known from the start that they would eventually part. He had been her savior and her teacher, and he would always be her friend. That she knew; the rest of her future was uncertain.


Eliza took her leave from her friends, accepted her cloak from the footman in the foyer, and stepped out into the street. As she stood next to the wrought iron fence separating the whitewashed Georgian townhouses from the street, Eliza took a deep breath. The ever-present smell of horse preceded a carriage clopping by on the cobblestones, the driver whistling a jolly tune as an old lady’s lapdog barked at him enthusiastically. Surrounded by the familiar and comforting sights and sounds of Mayfair, it occurred to Eliza that she was now a full-fledged agent of the crown in her own right. She had just been given her first mission independent of Henry, who would soon no longer be her partner in any sense of the word. But instead of making her sad, it gave the moment brilliance.


THE FOLLOWING TWO WEEKS WERE bittersweet. Eliza oversaw the transfer of her belongings from Henry’s house to her own residence in Chelsea and prepared for her task of protecting Allen and restoring him to health. Henry found a million ways to make their last few days together memorable, but agreed with Eliza they should not contact each other for a period of six months once they had parted. At long last it was time to say their farewells.


A gray January sky hung over Cavendish Square as Eliza stepped out of the house that had been her home for the past three years. Henry’s carriage was waiting for her with Henry himself inside and ready to escort her to her new house. He opened the door as she came down the front steps and held out his hand to help her in. She took his hand and climbed up, but settled herself on the opposing seat.


Holding both his hands, Eliza took a good last look at her friend and now former lover. “Henry, I’m going to leave you here. Prolonging our goodbye will only make it more painful.”


Henry looked like he wanted to argue, but then smiled with a hint of nostalgia. “Always the brave one.” He kissed both her hands in farewell. “Take good care of yourself, Eliza.” He held her gaze while he took a deep breath, then jumped out of the carriage and instructed the driver: “Take Miss Eliza to her house in Chelsea.”


Eliza waved her last goodbye as the vehicle left the fashionable square and turned into Piccadilly. Only once she was in her lovely Georgian villa, secure in the knowledge that Henry was on his way to meet Allen in Dover, did she allow herself to mourn the end of their romance. Henry had been so very good to her. It was only natural to miss his company and feel a little lost without him.


However, two days later Eliza was ready to start her mission. She hired a coach and four at a local inn to take her to the northern Cotswolds, where Allen’s estate was located. It was good to get on the way; it felt like stepping into her own future.


She set off on a cold, bright morning. The first leg of her journey took her through the hustle and bustle of London. Chelsea was a sleepy village on the north side of the river Thames, but just turning into Kings Road left no doubt that she was still within the capital. Pedestrians, riders, and carriages of all descriptions moved past each other in the endless, anonymous ebb and flow of a large city. The coach made its way past Hyde Park to the northwest side of London and the Oxford road. It took a good hour to make their way through the traffic, but once they were on the open road, mud and the occasional icy patch impeded their speed. Still, wrapped in a fur cape and blankets, hot bricks under her feet, Eliza enjoyed the drive through the stark winter landscape. The muted colors and plainness matched her mood. The bare trees waiting for the first green of spring seemed as lonely as she was, yet hopeful of what the future might bring, anticipating the spring that would surely follow. And right there, on a lonely stretch of road between London and Oxford, Eliza realized that she was now completely her own woman. She was an agent to the crown with her own mission, answerable only to Lady Greyson and the Old Man. Excitement surged through her, edging out some of her melancholy musings.


Mindful of the delays and the short winter days, Eliza opted to stay the night in Oxford so she would arrive at Allen’s farmhouse in the light of day. She had no reason to believe she would be doing anything more than helping Allen adjust, but the two most important lessons Henry had taught her were to always be prepared for the unexpected and that knowledge was power. Seeing the approach to the house and the surrounding countryside may come in useful, even just to give her an idea which paths might be suitable for Allen to walk on.


Eliza’s coach rumbled through the village of Chipping Norton around lunchtime, and she took extra care to familiarize herself with its layout as they slowly drove through. It was a substantial village, arranged mostly around a market square dominated by a community hall, its existence attesting to the prosperity of the little community. Eliza admired the solid stone buildings and took note where merchants were located and the position of church steeples. A large inn sat at the edge of the village, facing north. From there, Eliza’s coach crossed over a river and again drove into the countryside.


Allen’s property was located about two miles northwest of the village. The farmhouse, standing at the end of a quiet country lane in the northern Cotswolds, was simple in its design but generous in its proportions. Built out of the local yellow sandstone, the house had been designed by Allen’s maternal great-grandfather in the last century and seemed to be growing right out of the landscape. A stand of trees caressed its left side, and a grassy hill rose behind it. The structure wasn’t visible from any roads and was surrounded by peaceful fields and pastures. Nine large sash windows broke up the facade, five on the upper story and four on the ground floor, with the front door right in the middle. Gable windows under the roof indicated a third story. The lane turned into a drive and followed the treeline around a large pasture until finally ending in front of the house.


As the coach stopped, a sturdy-looking young man in a short brown riding jacket and scuffed boots came bounding out of the house, his face open and friendly. Eliza had already opened the coach door by the time he reached her, but he let down the step and offered his hand to help her out. “My name is Paul Woodhouse. I’m Mr. Strathem’s steward. You must be Miss Broad. We have been expecting you.”


Eliza climbed out of the coach. “How do you do, Mr. Woodhouse. I’m glad to make your acquaintance. Has the house been readied?”


The young man beamed. “The house is as clean as a matron on Sunday. But do call me Paul.”


Eliza was glad to make a friend. “Only if you call me Eliza. Where might I find a cup of tea?”





CHAPTER THREE


THE SHIP WAS STILL MOVING, BUT GENTLER now, no longer the rolling of the open sea. The cry of seagulls was his constant companion, reminding him of a world outside his aching body. Or maybe those were crows he kept hearing and he was in a coach. He had heard them the previous day, too, or at least he thought he had. The whole journey had been a blur of pain and heavy, laudanum-induced dreams. Except for the two days he had spent with Henry, and that of course meant he was in a coach now and on the way home. Home to where Eliza waited for him.


Allen had wondered why Henry might leave Eliza with him. Rick was a most excellent nurse and quite capable of defending his home. But the news was so welcome he decided to just be grateful.


Henry had literally carried him off the ship to the hotel at the end of the dock. He had bathed him and fed him and finally put him to bed in a real bed for the first time in months. Henry let him sleep off the laudanum haze and then took Allen’s report so he could take it to the Admiralty in London. But the bastards had followed him from the Crimea. Rick had spotted one of them on the ship and had slept the entire journey with his mattress jammed between the door and Allen’s bunk. When Rick and Henry spotted another watcher waiting on the docks, they concluded Allen’s Russian captors had a foothold in England. That tied in with Allen’s suspicion that the Colonel had acted on orders, that someone else was behind his capture, another detail that would have to be discussed with the Admiralty.


Assuming they would be followed, Henry sent ahead a coach identical to the one that would carry them, and just before the turnoff to Blisington they changed the black side panels of their own coach to yellow and sent the other coach, with two of Henry’s best men, on to London. Mere minutes later, their Russian pursuers passed, heading to London after the black coach. Relieved, Allen had taken another dose of laudanum so he could bear the journey before they took the side roads west and then north toward Oxfordshire. By the time they had reached Reading, Henry was convinced they were no longer being followed and had returned to London to deliver Allen’s report.


Allen couldn’t remember saying goodbye to Henry, and it bothered him. The moment was lost in the haze of agony. Maddeningly, he could remember the screaming pain of being heaved onto a donkey and led down a mountain path through a night seeming bright after an eternity spent in absolute darkness. It was clear in his mind how Rick had carried him onto the ship, and how the ship’s doctor had set his bones as best he could, cauterized the site where his toe had been cut off, and then dosed him with opiates so he would stay quiet until they reached safer waters. And that was where his memories became hazy and jumbled. He hadn’t particularly cared to remember any of it, but he did care that he couldn’t remember his last moments with Henry.


Rick had tended to him meticulously, and there was no doubt his condition had improved, though his injuries and the opium fog still held him hostage. But no more. He had refused the morning dose of laudanum and already felt a little clearer. The birds, whether they were seagulls or crows, and Rick chatting to other English voices whenever they stopped, meant they were safe at last. Nevertheless, every time Allen let his mind drift over the barrier of sleep, he was right back in the filthy mountain hole waiting for his Russian tormentors to inflict new cruelties.


The coach stopped, and the door swung open, but he kept his eyes closed because even the gentle English light hurt after months in the dark. Rick was talking to someone outside, then the vehicle dipped as someone climbed in, and the small space was filled with the gentle scent of rosewater and an underlying hint of lavender. Eliza! There was no doubt in his mind, and for the first time in months, something akin to joy blossomed in Allen’s heart.


He heard Eliza’s sharp inhale when she first set eyes on him, but she didn’t shrink back; on the contrary, she drew closer, and then her cool hand was on his forehead.


“He is still feverish.”


Her hand was so soft and comforting. He let the full force of his feelings for her rise to the surface. She was with him; there was hope. But he was no longer the same. His body was mangled, his spirit as close to broken as a spirit could get. Still, she had come, and he could only pray she would stay.


Eliza had been the light guiding him through his captivity, his feelings for her the one thing he had buried so deep in his heart the Russians couldn’t get to it. She had kept his soul from despair.


The sound of her voice was like a magic balm. “Let’s get him into the house so we can make him more comfortable.”


The hand on his forehead stroked into his hair, and he simply had to see her to make sure this wasn’t a laudanum dream.


ALLEN WAS PALE AND THIN, as she had expected, but she saw no hint of how fragile his mind was until he opened his eyes. The irresistible, mischievous spark was gone from their moss-green depths. They were full of pain and need, and she knew she would not rest until that spark was back where it belonged.


Eliza withdrew her hand from his dark, matted hair and decided restoring it to its former chestnut luster would be next on her list of things to do for Allen. “Hello, Allen, how are you feeling?”


His voice was a raspy whisper. “Eliza! I dreamed you would come.”


Relieved to hear his voice, she smiled. “The Old Man got a pigeon a fortnight ago, informing us of your rescue. I was sent here to prepare the house for your arrival.” After a pause she added, “You really had us worried this time.”


Allen attempted to smile, but it was obvious his lips lacked practice, and it never reached his eyes. “Well, we can’t all be warming our feet by the fire, now, can we?”


Eliza chuckled. “Next you’ll tell me I’ve grown round and matronly. Let’s get you inside.” She reached to pull off the blanket, but Allen’s bandaged hand shot out to stop her.


“Wait. I’m not wearing breeches.”


“Says the man who relieved himself right in front of me at the opera.” The words were out of her mouth before she could consider this may not be the time, or the place.


But evidently it was a good memory for Allen. Amusement shone from his eyes and brightened his countenance. “Climb out, all the same, and turn away for good measure.”


Eliza smiled and complied, like she had done three years back in the ladies’ retiring room at Covent Garden. It was good to know the old Allen was still in there. She listened to the commotion behind her as Rick and Paul assisted him. Allen greeted the young steward with a friendly “Hello, Paul.” It took some time for the men to help him out of the coach, but eventually Allen’s slightly out-of-breath voice invited her to turn back around. “Ready.”


He stood upright in a clean suit of clothes, propped up by his friends on either side. His jutting cheekbones, sharp jawline, and pinched lips had shown how emaciated he was, but his clothes made it worse: they seemed to belong to a giant. Both his hands were in bandages, and one boot was missing, making the full scope of his injuries apparent. Eliza struggled not to show her shock, but something must have given her away.


Allen gave her a sad, lopsided smile. “I look a fright, don’t I?”


She stepped up to smooth a lock out of his brow and smiled back. “Nothing a few decent English meals won’t fix. What happened to your boot?”


Allen exchanged a quick glance with Rick, then shrugged. “My foot is still too tender. The Russians chopped my big toe off. You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to balance with one of those missing.”


Eliza couldn’t help her sharp intake of breath. “I can imagine.”


Allen lowered his gaze. “I would have preferred to spare you the knowledge, but I can’t get my foot in a boot yet, and this balance thing will most likely render me useless for fieldwork.”


Rick patted his arm. “I’m sure there will be things for you to do.”


Allen just shook his head. They all knew how much he loved traveling around the world in the king’s service, relying on no one but himself—and Rick, of course. His injuries could very well spell the end of that self-reliance.


Eliza’s heart ached for him, but she couldn’t show him pity. No man, especially not one as independent as Allen, wanted to be pitied. Even worse, if he felt pitied, he wouldn’t take her help, and Eliza desperately wanted to help him, needed him to accept it. Not just for his sake; she needed to feel useful, be distracted from her loneliness. She gave him the brightest smile she could muster. “Let’s get you into the house first. There will be plenty of time for thinking about the future later. I expect once you are stronger you will get used to balancing differently.”


Saying it almost made her believe it, and the hope in Allen’s eyes suggested perhaps he did too. And maybe the most important thing was for him to learn to believe in himself again. He had spent more than three months in captivity, and from what Eliza had heard so far, he had been isolated, tortured, and completely helpless. He did not escape his captors by himself; he had been rescued, and after weeks of recuperation on the ship he was still too weak to stand alone. His mind needed to be healed as much as his body.


She reached out both hands. “Henry has a book by a Chinese philosopher who says ‘a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.’ Let’s make this your first.” Then she waited patiently for him to straighten his shoulders, rebalance his weight from Rick and Paul on either side of him to his own feet, and extricate his arms so he could reach for Eliza. She grasped his forearms so as not to hurt his hands and waited again, the challenge clear between them.


The lines between Allen’s brows deepened as he concentrated on his balance and moving his long-unused limbs. He took one small step, then another, then half collapsed into her arms.


She stepped into him so he wouldn’t fall and wrapped her arms around his too-narrow waist. “See, all you need is to get stronger and practice.” Eliza felt him tremble, then his weight was taken off her shoulders as Paul and Rick lifted him again.


Worried she had asked too much of him, Eliza stepped back, but was rewarded with his heartfelt “Thank you.”


SHE FELT SO GOOD IN his arms he almost forgot to breathe. Three years of dreaming about this woman, and here she was. He had respected her choice to be with Henry, had even understood and supported it. Instead of telling her how he felt, he had gone off adventuring. But after all he had been through on the Crimea over the past months, having her near, holding her in his arms, felt like a benediction. All of a sudden he couldn’t remember why it had seemed so important to wander so far from the shores of England. There was a plethora of things he had not yet worked out for himself, but one thing was crystal clear: if she was there to make him take one agonizing step at a time, the journey would be worth taking.


As Eliza stepped back again he allowed Paul and Rick to take his weight once more and watched her move ahead of them. She had matured a little in the three years since last he had seen her. While she was still slender, her curves were more womanly and her cheeks a little less round, but he still saw much of the woman he had fallen for. Her big brown eyes shone with undiminished luster and looked at the world around her with endless curiosity. Her luscious brown curls were artfully swept into a loose chignon, unadorned by a hat. The hunter-green wool dress was simple enough not to draw attention, but Allen detected the work of a master seamstress in its cut. Walking in front of him, she directed where pieces of luggage were to be taken, and held the door for them to enter his farmhouse. All her movements were fluid and graceful, and as much as he admired them, they also reminded him that his were anything but.


Rick must have detected his mood. “Let’s get you indoors and take it one step at a time. Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know.”


“Good Lord, Rick, you are full of platitudes.”


Encouraged by his friend and master’s reply, Rick grinned, showing crooked but well-maintained teeth, and winked at Paul on the other side of Allen. “What? When I say it, it’s a platitude, but when the lovely Eliza makes grandiose statements, it’s a revelation?”


“Most certainly,” Allen asserted, knowing Eliza was only a few feet ahead and could hear them. “Now shut up, she’s not used to your teasing.”





CHAPTER FOUR


ALLEN WAS HELPED INTO HIS HOME AND HAD the strange feeling he was seeing it for the first time. A small foyer housed the staircase to the upper stories, a few portraits of sober-looking ancestors decorating the walls. The flagstones in the hall gave way to polished floorboards as he was led into his comfortable parlor. A simple cream-colored damask covered the walls above the oak wainscoting. Slightly mismatched sofas and chairs were arranged around the fireplace, and a few passable landscapes competed with the view outside the windows. Everything was as he had left it, so it followed he was the one who was altered. Still, since the familiar surroundings soothed him, maybe he could heal here.


Addressing Eliza, Allen motioned for them all to enter. “Nothing fancy, just a decent-sized English farmhouse, but the setting is spectacular, don’t you agree?”


“Gorgeous, even in winter.” Eliza stepped to one of the two large sashed windows and let her eyes wander over the idyllic rural vista beyond. The house looked out onto a small vale. Mature trees, now winter bare, lined the sides of it and hid the lane leading to the house. In the foreground a few heads of cattle grazed in the meadow despite the cold weather.


Eliza turned back to Allen. “I look forward to you showing me the best rambles around here.”


Sadness shadowed Allen’s eyes. “It might be some time before I can navigate footpaths.”


Her reply brimmed with resolve. “Nonsense. We will be going on country walks by the time we celebrate Beltane. I’m not missing out on spring in the Cotswolds, and neither shall you.”


Allen found her confidence in his ability to overcome all his present challenges reassuring, even though he doubted a full recovery was possible. But for Eliza he was willing to give it his all. Even a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step, she had said. The maid placed a full cup of tea on the side table by his elbow. Allen awkwardly picked it up with both of his bandaged hands and brought the steaming brew to his lips. A fragile but undeniable sense of pride dawned in him when he carefully placed the cup back into its saucer without spilling a drop. Perhaps Eliza was right: perhaps it could be done.


ELIZA WATCHED ALLEN CAREFULLY. HIS condition was nothing short of shocking, but he had responded to her challenge, and his spirits were brighter because of it. She would have to be vigilant and keep his focus on recovery rather than his disability. Thankfully Allen was willing to take her help, and his company would keep her from being lonely. Truth be told, Eliza was ready to find out who she was without Henry, and spending time with an old friend like Allen would help.


After tea Rick suggested Allen should rest before dinner and begged Paul’s assistance to take their master upstairs. Eliza agreed and rushed ahead of the trio to open doors. She stirred the fire while Rick removed Allen’s coat and the one boot so he could lie on the bed. Eliza was about to leave when she caught sight of Rick motioning for her to wait for him. Following Paul out of the room, she asked him to find a map of the area for her and stayed on the landing.


Allen’s man appeared a few moments later, his weathered face concerned as well as resolved. He was a few years older than Allen, whom Eliza knew to be in his late twenties, and moved with agility and grace. Rick’s harsh face and crooked teeth stood in stark contrast to his kind, humor-filled eyes and his immaculate gray-and-black gentleman’s gentleman outfit. He joined Eliza by the window overlooking the apple orchard behind the house and the hill beyond. “Miss Broad, can I have a word?”


Glad to have an opportunity to talk to him, Eliza nodded. “Of course. Rick, you have been with him for years. Have you ever seen him like this?”


Rick was clearly troubled. “Ten years, miss, and no, never like this. I’ve seen him grieve over lost friends, and I’ve seen him curse the pain from injuries, but that helpless pain in his eyes? No, I’ve never seen that before. I’m hoping you can help.”


Eliza sighed heavily. Being kept alone in a hole for months with no hope of escape or rescue would make anybody feel helpless, but it would be especially hard for someone as self-reliant and capable as Allen. She had felt helpless against the machinations of her stepfather, so she understood the feeling very well. Perhaps she could be of use to Allen in this way.


But before Eliza could tell Rick that helping Allen was what she was there for, Rick continued. “That will have to wait till we know we are safe, though.”


Taken aback, Eliza inquired, “What do you mean? He is on English soil, and he has given his report to Henry. What danger could he be in still?”


“We were followed.”


The words hung between them like a storm cloud. It took Eliza a moment to digest the news, then her questions tumbled out. “From where? The Crimea? Dover? Who followed you?”


Rick told her what he knew. “There was a man on the ship who watched every step I took. Once he tried to get into our quarters, so I paid one of the cabin boys to watch our door whenever I had to leave Mr. Strathem by himself. Then in Dover Sir Henry spotted another one on the dock as we carried Mr. Strathem off the ship.”
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