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Dear Reader,

I am thrilled to have this opportunity to share with you the exciting return of By Love Unveiled. Long out of print, this historical romance from early in my career is finally available once more from Pocket Books, revised and refurbished throughout. How many authors get a chance to revisit one of their early works, to tighten and sharpen the characters and dialogue, bringing to bear everything they’ve learned in the years since it was first published to make it a richer, deeper reading experience than ever before? I am one lucky writer!

The eight novels I wrote some years ago under the pen name Deborah Martin are distinctively different in tone from my more recent Sabrina Jeffries releases. Where my five lighthearted Hellions of Halstead Hall novels, for instance, are packed with witty, sexy repartee and sensual romantic entanglements, my Deborah Martin novels are steeped in history and brimming with passionate action. Of course, whatever author name appears on the cover, one thing I am sure to bring to all my novels is heart-pounding sexual tension—and plenty of it!

I hope you enjoy this reissue of By Love Unveiled, whether it’s one of your past favorites or a new reading adventure for you to relish.

Sincerely,
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“ANYONE WHO LOVES ROMANCE MUST READ SABRINA JEFFRIES!”

—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Kleypas

THE HELLIONS OF HALSTEAD HALL

Praise for the “sparkling” (Library Journal) New York Times bestselling series!

A LADY NEVER SURRENDERS

“Jeffries pulls out all the stops. . . . With depth of character, emotional intensity, and the resolution to the ongoing mystery rolled into a steamy love story, this one is not to be missed.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“Wonderfully refreshing characters, a surprising resolution, and a sizzling, emotionally satisfying romance make this another must-read from one of the genre’s best.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Brimming with superbly shaded characters, an abundance of simmering sensuality, and a splendidly wicked wit, A Lady Never Surrenders wraps up the series nothing short of brilliantly.”

—Booklist

TO WED A WILD LORD

“Wonderfully witty, deliciously seductive, and graced with humor and charm, this clever, well-conceived romance treats readers to a compelling story peopled with remarkable characters.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“The fourth installment in Jeffries’s exceptionally entertaining Hellions of Halstead Hall series delivers another beguiling blend of captivating characters, clever plotting, and sizzling sensuality.”

—Booklist

HOW TO WOO A RELUCTANT LADY

“A delightful addition to the scandalous Sharpe family saga. . . . Charmingly original.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Richly imbued with steamy passion, deftly spiced with dangerous intrigue, and neatly tempered with just the right amount of tart wit.”

—Booklist

A HELLION IN HER BED

“A lively plot blending equal measures of steamy passion and sharp wit.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Wonderfully original. . . . Jeffries’s sense of humor, her engaging characters, and delightfully delicious sensuality spice things up!”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars)

“Jeffries’s addictive series satisfies.”

—Library Journal

THE TRUTH ABOUT LORD STONEVILLE

“Jeffries combin[es] her hallmark humor, poignancy, and sensuality to perfection.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Lively repartee, fast action, luscious sensuality, and an abundance of humor.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“First in captivating new Regency-set series, [with] delectably witty dialogue, subtly named characters, and scorching sexual chemistry.”

—Booklist
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To Becky Timblin, my wonderful assistant. Thanks for making the manuscript workable! And for managing the office chaos so splendidly.



Chapter One


LONDON, JULY 1661

Heat not a furnace for your foe so hot

That it do singe yourself.

—Shakespeare, Henry VIII

Garett Lockwood, the Earl of Falkham, watched from the shadows as a smiling Charles II entered the richly appointed sitting room of his spacious new private chambers. No doubt His Majesty relished the trappings of royalty after spending years without. But now it was time for the king to heed his promises. Garett had waited long enough.

When he stepped forward, His Majesty started. “By God, Falkham, you have a nasty habit of appearing from out of nowhere when one least expects it.”

“Which is what keeps Your Majesty’s enemies guessing.”

“I am glad to see you have returned,” Charles said. “I wish you could have joined us in our triumphant entry into the city last year, but you made better use of your time by accomplishing the tasks I set for you.”

Garett had spent the past year arranging the king’s betrothal to Catherine Braganza of Portugal and then tracking down an enemy of the king in Spain. Neither was the sort of work Garett enjoyed, but given the reward promised him . . .

“Lord Chancellor Clarendon tells me you were successful in both,” the king went on.

Garett lifted one brow. “Aren’t I always?”

“If it suits you.”

“I do only what suits my king. My king just doesn’t always know what suits him.”

“Indeed,” Charles said dryly. “Be careful, my friend. Your king may tolerate your wit, but others will not find it quite so amusing.”

“I am well aware of that, Your Majesty,” Garett said in a hard voice. Ten years in exile had been more than enough to teach him that the world was a treacherous shoal to be navigated with great care.

The king sighed. “I fear I wasn’t the best companion for a youth who’d just lost his family. Between my bitterness and your hatred, we bred the sort of unhealthy anger that can destroy a man if he is not careful.”

“Ah, but Your Majesty’s bitterness is assuaged,” Garett said smoothly. “Your subjects have come to their senses at last.”

“That remains to be seen. A people so fickle bears watching. Yet I believe they’re truly pleased to have me on the throne again. Unlike Cromwell, I don’t feed them religion with their meat.”

Garett thought of all the debauchery at court and gave a mirthless laugh. “Indeed not.” When a glint in Charles’s eye showed that he’d registered the rebuke, Garett changed the subject to the one that concerned him most. “Clarendon told me the Roundheads made an attempt on Your Majesty’s life.”

The lord chancellor had told him a great deal more than that, but Garett wouldn’t be content until he heard the news from the king himself.

“Yes, by one of my attending physicians whom I thought I could trust. But to my knowledge, he is not a Roundhead.”

“So you don’t know who was behind the plot.”

“No, but we will find out. I have had my men state that the physician was murdered while in his cell in the Tower, killed by his fellow conspirators. Clarendon hopes the rumor will confound the other assassins and provoke them into erring. Besides, we do not want his companions to silence him by killing him before we can question him. This gives us time to get the truth from him.”

“Does Your Majesty believe him guilty?”

The king shrugged. “I do not know. ’Tis very odd. Until he returned to London recently, he had not been much involved with affairs of state.” Charles faced Garett with a veiled expression. “In fact, he’d been living a fairly secluded life in the country, near a town you know well—Lydgate.”

So Clarendon had told him the truth. “You speak of Sir Henry Winchilsea.”

Eight years ago, Garett’s uncle, Sir Pitney Tearle, had sold the family estate, Falkham House, to Winchilsea. Just thinking of it still roused Garett’s anger.

“ ’Twas a mad world in those days, Garett,” Charles said placatingly. “People passed around lands as if they were so many sacks of seed.”

“But those lands were sold by their rightful owners, not by usurpers,” Garett snapped. “Have you considered that Winchilsea and my uncle might have conspired together to have you assassinated? They were bound by Falkham House. Perhaps this physician knew my fortunes were tied to you and thus so was the estate he’d obtained from my deceitful uncle.”

Charles rubbed his chin absently. “Or perhaps Tearle and his Roundhead compatriots saw the advantages to be had in manipulating a man who would appear innocuous to everyone else. In any case, I doubt that the affair had anything to do with your return. Remember that except for your uncle and a few exiles, no one knew that you lived. And since you have continued to prefer that it be kept secret until now—”

“With good reason.”

“Aye, especially given recent circumstances. But my point is that Winchilsea probably didn’t know you lived.”

“Unless my uncle told him.”

Charles conceded the point with a nod.

“So what happens to his claim upon my property?” Garett bit out. That was the crucial question. “Your agreement with Parliament was that those lands sold during Your Majesty’s exile remain with the buyers.”

“Ah, but Winchilsea performed a treasonous act. I have confiscated the property, of course, and gladly return it to you. Consider it your reward for arranging my marriage to the Infanta—your lands as well as funds to improve them as you see fit.”

Garett let out a breath. After all these years, he could finally go home.

But that wasn’t the only thing he wanted. “What about my uncle? Will you punish him for his treachery?”

Charles strode to the window overlooking his gardens and stared out at the Cavaliers and their ladies who wandered the grounds. “I cannot. No one can prove any of your claims concerning him.”

Garett bristled. “But you know bloody well—”

“Yes. Tearle paints himself a moderate, but I know more about his Roundhead companions than he realizes. He’s a villain and not to be trusted.”

“Then do something about him!”

The king let out an oath. “Unfortunately, there were villains on both sides in our most recent conflict, and I cannot choose to punish him without punishing them all. I have agreed to amnesty for everyone but the regicides, and that includes Tearle.”

“Unless I can prove his treachery.”

“Or he proves to be behind the attempt on my life.” Charles sighed. “There is no proof of that, either, and until I have some, I must tread cautiously. He’s powerful among Cromwell’s old supporters. To cross him could mean risking the disapproval of the very subjects I wish to placate. I cannot afford to be seen as seeking vengeance upon the Roundheads.”

The king leveled a hard glance on Garett. “Neither can you. You have your reward. Do not do anything foolhardy against your uncle that might jeopardize us both.”

“He deserves my retribution,” Garett growled. “And I won’t hesitate to mete out his fair portion, given the chance.”

“I speak now as your friend, not your king—I fear he will suffer less from your vengeance than you will.”

Garett uttered a harsh laugh. “Has Your Majesty now become like the Puritans, crying that vengeance is the Lord’s? Will my soul be condemned if I make Pitney Tearle suffer for stealing away a defenseless boy’s title and inheritance?” And more, though he couldn’t yet prove it.

“I believe the Almighty will understand.” Charles looked upon Garett with an odd pity. “Yet now that the seed of bitterness has sprung to life within you, I wonder if you will be able to stop its vines from choking your heart.”

Garett’s heart had been choked long ago by betrayal and pain. And no matter what His Majesty wanted, the man responsible for that deserved to be punished. “Thank you for your advice, my liege, but after years of nurturing that seed, I can’t root it out. Come what may, I mean to see the seedling fully sprung and the vines grown firm to imprison Pitney Tearle.”

*  *  *

Weeks after her father’s arrest, Miss Marianne Winchilsea, daughter to a baronet, stared sadly at the once immaculate gardens of her cherished home. How well she remembered her first sight of it, eight years ago. For a child of twelve accustomed to their cramped London town house, Falkham House had seemed a magnificent palace, with its costly glass windows and graceful gables. Yet despite its grandeur, its cheery red brick had always felt welcoming.

It had helped that the people of the nearby town of Lydgate had willingly accepted her gypsy mother. Of course, they’d been told—as had all of Father’s friends—that her mother was a Spanish noble’s daughter. Later, when the truth about Mother’s race had slipped out, the townspeople had jealously guarded her secret, won over by her sweet disposition and her healing skills.

A lump rose in Marianne’s throat as she surveyed the neglected patches of sage and lady’s mantle, oregano and dragon’s blood. Her parents had so loved their herb gardens. Father had even found some solace in them after Mother died.

But now he was dead, too.

She fought her ready tears, knowing they brought no comfort. How could he be dead? It made no sense. He’d been killed in a prison, where he should have been safe. Why had someone wanted him dead? For that matter, why had someone felt the need to paint him the villain and cause his arrest?

“Come, Mina, we should go,” Aunt Tamara murmured at her ear, using Mother’s nickname for her.

With a sigh, Marianne faced Mother’s only sister.

“You agreed not to tempt fate by approaching your old home,” her aunt reminded her. “Your father wasn’t the only one suspected of treason, you know—there were rumors of your involvement.”

And it still infuriated Marianne that anyone could think such a thing. Neither she nor Father had ever been anything but loyal to the Crown. “Fortunately, everyone outside of Lydgate believed your tale that I drowned myself when I heard of Father’s arrest.”

Thank heaven Aunt Tamara had learned of it before the soldiers had come looking for Marianne; otherwise, she’d even now be awaiting execution. No one would have listened to her protests, not with England in such chaos.

“Let’s not give anyone reason to believe otherwise,” her aunt said. “Return to the wagon and leave this place before you are recognized.”

“No one will do so as long as I wear this.” Marianne tugged at the black silk mask gentlewomen often wore while riding to protect their faces from the weather. It had been a useful tool for disguising her without drawing attention. Unfortunately, it also partially obscured her vision and was occasionally uncomfortable, but that was a small price to pay for freedom.

“Besides,” she went on, “how can I discover who killed Father if I stay away from Falkham House? You heard the rumors—someone has already bought the place from the Crown, mere weeks after Father’s death. I have to know if the new owner had anything to do with arranging Father’s arrest and death.”

That was her sole purpose these days—to figure out who’d caused Father’s downfall. After Aunt Tamara had engineered her escape from London by hiding her in the gypsy camp when the soldiers had come for her, Marianne had insisted on fleeing to Lydgate, where she knew she could find refuge. The townspeople would never betray her.

Of course, Aunt Tamara hadn’t approved of Marianne’s plan but had gone along, knowing perfectly well that arguing with her niece was fruitless. Once in Lydgate, they’d found a spot to settle. Marianne had quickly adjusted to spending her nights in the cramped confines of the wooden wagon and her days roaming the forest in search of firewood or going to town for provisions. It hadn’t taken her long to realize how hard her aunt’s life with her people must have been, selling her needlecraft to gain food, using her wits to keep the wagon safe and warm, and keeping out of sight of soldiers who hated gypsies.

Aware of how little money Aunt Tamara had to spare, Marianne had begun using her skills as a healer to help them earn their keep. She’d been right about the townspeople’s refusal to turn her in. If anything, they’d been pleased to have her tend their sick and act as midwife to their women.

“ ’Tis not too late to flee to the Continent and join my people there,” Aunt Tamara said.

“I cannot. The cards are dealt, and I must play out the hand.” The dark expression that crossed Aunt Tamara’s face made Marianne add, with a twinkle in her eye, “But you don’t have to stay.”

“As if I’d hurl my niece to the wolves! Don’t think to be rid of me now, poppet. Someone must keep you from darting into danger.”

“True.” Marianne hugged her aunt. “I’d be lost without you here.”

“And don’t you forget it.” Aunt Tamara tugged on Marianne’s arm. “So listen to me and come away before the new owner spies us.”

Marianne hesitated, but her aunt was right. She would learn nothing just standing here watching the house, so she let her aunt draw her off down the road. “Does anyone know who bought the estate?”

“I have asked, but they seem reluctant to tell me.” Aunt Tamara frowned. “Perhaps they still don’t trust me entirely.”

“They’ll tell me.” Shifting direction, Marianne headed for town.

Her aunt let out an oath. “You’re supposed to stay out of Lydgate as much as possible.”

“This is important,” Marianne said. “I have to find out who he is. And I know just the person to tell us.”

She headed straight for the apothecary shop. As they entered, Marianne threw back the hood of her cloak and began to remove her mask.

“I advise you not to do that,” the owner said in a stern voice.

“But we’re the only ones here, Mr. Tibbett,” Marianne protested.

He softened his expression. “If the people of Lydgate are to protect you, Miss Winchilsea, you must do your part and keep your face covered when strangers are about.”

She sighed. “Then you must remember to call me Mina. I’m a poor half-gypsy gentlewoman, or had you forgotten?” When his face fell, Marianne hastened to add, “Forgive me, dear friend. I do appreciate all that you and your fellows have done to keep me safe. I should never have placed you in such danger.”

“Nonsense.” A smile cracked his usual reserve. “It is wonderful to have such a skilled healer in our midst again.”

“Don’t flatter the girl,” Aunt Tamara grumbled, then poked Marianne. “The mask, Mina.”

With a sigh, Marianne restored her disguise.

“Now then,” Mr. Tibbett said. “What might I do for you today?”

The apothecary might be a rather ponderous old Puritan given to platitudes and maxims, but he’d taught her much about medicines and herbs.

Just now, however, Marianne was most interested in his shameful tendency to gossip. “We wish to know who’s the new owner of Falkham House,” Marianne said baldly.

Mr. Tibbett blinked, then sighed. “So you heard about that, did you?”

“Of course. But no one will say who bought it.”

“It wasn’t bought . . . exactly. It was, you might say, acquired. The Earl of Falkham himself reclaimed his estate.”

“Oh, poppet, a great noble, no less!” Aunt Tamara said. “We should leave here before you find yourself in more trouble.”

“I don’t understand,” Marianne said. “Pitney Tearle had no claim on it—”

“No, not Sir Pitney. The real earl, Garett Lockwood.”

Lockwood? She knew that name. “You mean the man who died in the war, with his wife?”

“Not him but his son,” Mr. Tibbett said. “Everyone—apparently even his uncle, Sir Pitney Tearle—thought he’d been killed with his parents. Sir Pitney was only a knight before then, but as a distant cousin, he inherited the earldom. Indeed, that’s why he married the former earl’s sister, because she was actually heir to the property through her mother if the earl died. Once all heirs to the title were believed dead and Lady Tearle was the only heir to the Falkham estate, Sir Pitney gained both the property and the title.”

“But Sir Pitney sold Falkham House to my brother-in-law,” Aunt Tamara said. “So by the terms under which the king was restored to the throne, this other man—the Royalist—could not reclaim his property unless . . .”

“Father died,” Marianne said in a hard voice. “Or was proved a traitor. Or both.”

Mr. Tibbett blinked. “Now see here, I know what you’re thinking, but his lordship would never do such a thing.”

“You mean arrange the arrest of my father so he could regain Falkham House? How can you be sure? He was only a boy when he left. Who knows what his character became?”

“Ah, but he’s a man of some renown now. Every day some new story surfaces of his bravery in battle, how he fought with the Duke of York under the humble name Garett Lockwood, and how he performed many heroic acts. Apparently he even stayed abroad to arrange His Majesty’s marriage after the king’s return. That’s how he regained his lands—as a reward for his actions.”

“A reward he could never have received if Father hadn’t been arrested and killed,” she said hotly.

Mr. Tibbett cast her a pained look. “Yes, but you must understand. Sir Pitney had no right to sell the estate, not while the heir was alive.”

“Then the heir shouldn’t have hidden himself off abroad,” Marianne snapped.

The door opened and closed behind her, but she was too caught up in her anger to heed either that or Mr. Tibbett’s warning glance.

“No one would have bought Falkham House in the first place,” she continued, “if this heir had simply bothered to inform people he hadn’t died in the war. It makes me wonder—”

“Ah, here’s that rosemary you came for,” Mr. Tibbett jumped in as he thrust a jar at her.

“Rosemary?” She slid it back at him. “What would I want with rosemary?”

“I believe,” rumbled a deep masculine voice behind her, “Mr. Tibbett is trying to keep you from wounding my feelings.”

Startled, Marianne swung around, knocking off the jar of rosemary, which hit the stone floor and shattered, filling the air with the herb’s pungent scent.

“Good day, my lord,” Mr. Tibbett said hastily. “It’s good to see you again.”

“And you,” the stranger said tersely.

Lord help her. This had to be the earl himself. Worse yet, she’d just insulted him, thus drawing attention to herself. A pox on her quick tongue!

What now? Apologize or stay silent? Which one would help her escape his further notice?

Thank heavens Mr. Tibbett had insisted on her continuing to wear the mask. This Royalist earl wouldn’t hesitate to hand her over to the Crown, given who she was and what she and Father had been accused of.

Which he might have engineered himself.

She shivered. This man could very well be her enemy. He certainly looked daunting—tall, fiercely handsome, and nobly dressed.

Trying to gather her wits about her, she bent to pick up the shards of crockery, and her gaze went right to his jackboots of supple gray leather. As she straightened, she took in his hose of the best silk and his breeches of kerseymere. His gray woolen cape was pushed back over his shoulders, exposing his doublet and, underneath that, his shirt of fine holland.

But when she met his gaze, she realized she’d erred in keeping silent. Fed by the sight of her unusual garb, he looked suspicious. The late summer air wasn’t yet chill enough for a cloak, and ladies didn’t generally wear masks indoors, except to the theater.

She stole a glance at her aunt. At least Aunt Tamara’s appearance shouldn’t raise his suspicions too much, for despite her olive skin, she dressed like a poor gentlewoman.

Mr. Tibbett finally found his voice. “May I help you, my lord?” he asked, to draw the earl’s attention from Marianne.

Lord Falkham’s grim mouth smoothed surprisingly into a pleasant smile. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Mr. Bones?”

The teasing nickname took Marianne off guard.

Apparently, it did the same for Mr. Tibbett, who hesitated before returning his lordship’s smile. “It has indeed, my lord. The days when you called me Mr. Bones are so long gone I wouldn’t have thought you’d remember them. In truth, I thought never to witness your return to your rightful place.”

“I’m thankful someone in England is pleased to see me.” Lord Falkham’s gaze turned mocking as it flicked briefly over Marianne. “Not everyone has been so. My uncle’s Roundhead friends, some of whom are still in high places, would have seen me completely disinherited if they’d thought it would profit them.”

“Then God preserve us all,” Mr. Tibbett said. At Lord Falkham’s raised eyebrow, he added, “I assure you that we here in Lydgate would have done more to stop Sir Pitney if we’d known of his treachery. Imagine our outrage when the blackguard went so far as to sell Falkham House—”

Mr. Tibbett broke off as he apparently remembered who else was present.

The earl didn’t seem to notice. “It might have cost ‘the blackguard’ dearly if I’d returned to find my property beyond my reach. Fortunately, matters worked out to my satisfaction.”

It took every ounce of Marianne’s control not to utter a harsh retort. To his satisfaction, indeed. Only through the death and disgrace of her father had it been so.

Mr. Tibbett hastened to smooth over the awkward moment. “In any case, I know I speak for everyone when I say how pleased we are that you own the estate once more. You’ll be a good lord for Falkham House.”

The earl smiled grimly, then turned unexpectedly to Marianne. “And do you agree, madam? Shall I be a ‘good lord’?” When she remained silent, only too aware of the danger in engaging her enemy in conversation, his eyes darkened. “Of course not. No doubt you preferred to have Sir Henry in residence, or even Sir Pitney, instead of the rightful owner.”

She kept silent, though her temper raged within her.

“We’re sad to lose Sir Henry, of course,” Mr. Tibbett said hastily, “but we’re glad to see you’ve returned. I know you would have felt the loss of Falkham House keenly if Sir Henry had lived and kept ownership of the estate.”

“That wouldn’t have happened,” the earl said with assurance.

“Why not?” Marianne asked without thinking.

Lord Falkham studied her masked visage. “I would have offered him so much money for the estate he would gladly have sold it to me.”

Didn’t the man know that his uncle had also attempted such a thing? Two years ago, after Lord—no, Sir Pitney—had become powerful among Cromwell’s supporters, he’d tried to buy back the estate. When Father had refused to sell, the man had spread rumors that Marianne and her mother were witches because of their healing abilities and gypsy blood. Fortunately, Lydgate’s townspeople had ignored his nonsense. But it had made Marianne wary of the duplicitous fellow.

And now she was just as wary of his nephew, especially when the man cast her a chilling smile. “Fortunately, that situation never arose. His Majesty was more than happy to restore my lands to me.”

“That won’t please your uncle, I daresay,” Mr. Tibbett said. “He was always a grasping tyrant with grand plans for himself and a tendency to use . . . ah . . . forceful means to achieve his goals.”

“I don’t fear Sir Pitney,” Lord Falkham bit out. “By now he must have realized he made the greatest mistake of his life when he stole my inheritance. And if my regaining Falkham House didn’t prove that, I won’t hesitate to give him other proofs. He’ll learn his lesson, if I must teach it to him over and over.”

The threat in his words sent a shudder through Marianne. She understood his dislike for Sir Pitney, but this went beyond dislike. After all, the man couldn’t have known he was alive—it wasn’t Sir Pitney’s fault that he’d assumed the worst. Clearly, the earl was another of those arrogant nobles newly returned from exile who expected everyone to give him his due, just or not.

Still, she had to admit he seemed different from the exiles she’d known at court—more somber, somehow. His thick, ash-brown hair fell uncurled to his shoulders, in defiance of fashion, and not a trace of lace adorned his shirt or doublet. Yet no air of the Puritan clung to him, either. He had a bearing more inherently self-assured than any newly empowered Puritan.

It was that confidence and aristocratic bearing that alarmed her most of all. They could lead a man to commit all manner of crimes.

As if Aunt Tamara could hear her niece’s morbid thoughts, she prodded Marianne toward the door. “We’ll be leaving now, if you’ll excuse us, sirs.”

The earl’s voice stopped them before they could escape. “Please don’t leave your business unfinished on my account,” he said with a cloying civility she knew was directed at her. “I’d like to hear more about my pleasurable days abroad.”

Marianne stifled a groan. He clearly itched to punish her for her insults. How she’d like to spar with him, but she dared not. The last thing she needed was to draw attention to herself.

“Thank you for your consideration, milord, but we’ve finished our business,” Aunt Tamara said, using the ingratiating manner of a practiced gypsy.

But apparently her words weren’t enough for his curst lordship. He moved forward to block their exit, placing his hand on the door handle.

“I see your companion has lost her tongue,” he told Aunt Tamara, although his gaze was fixed on Marianne’s masked face. “Such a pity, for I really wish to hear more of her spirited opinions.”

Heat rose in Marianne’s cheeks. Thank heavens for her mask.

“But if I may be so bold, I’d at least like to know your names,” he continued. “I should like to begin reacquainting myself with the people of Lydgate who once served my father.”

More likely, he wanted to know who’d insulted him so he could take his revenge.

“I am Tamara,” her aunt said, “and this is my niece Mina. You must excuse her mask. ’Tis the smallpox, you see. She was struck by it when young, and her face is quite disfigured, milord.” She shot Marianne a warning glance. “It has made her bitter and more inclined to say things she shouldn’t.”

Marianne glared at her aunt from beneath the mask. Trust Aunt Tamara to make her sound like a crotchety troll. And an ugly one, too.

Lord Falkham looked skeptical. “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to pry.”

She doubted that. He struck her as the sort of man who trusted nothing and no one.

Aunt Tamara tightened her grip on Marianne’s arm. “We really must go.”

For a moment Marianne feared he wouldn’t let them leave. Then he opened the door with a mocking flourish. “Then don’t let me hinder you. I’m certain we’ll meet again.”

When they were out of earshot, Aunt Tamara muttered, “And I’m certain we won’t, not if I can help it.” As soon as they’d gone a good distance, she exploded. “You should have listened to me! We were nearly discovered back there. We should leave Lydgate immediately.”

“I’m not leaving! It’s quite possible he’s the one who arranged to have Father arrested. He might even have had something to do with Father’s death.”

“That would mean he planted the poison so your father would be blamed. But that would have risked the king’s life as well. He wouldn’t have done that.”

“We can’t be sure of the exact circumstances. He mightn’t have risked His Majesty’s life but merely made it look as if Father had done so. A man with his power could do all sorts of things to ensure someone’s arrest.”

Aunt Tamara shuddered. “That’s what frightens me. If he discovers who you are—”

Marianne laughed. “How can he? You conveniently gave me a reason to wear my mask all the time. That was brilliant of you.”

“It might not keep your neck out of the hangman’s noose. Especially if the earl—”

“I know. I’ll have to avoid him.”

“That might not be easy. He isn’t the sort to let an insult pass. Be careful, poppet, that you don’t find yourself caught in his trap, for he would easily devour you.”

“Nonsense. He’s probably already forgotten about me.”

But Marianne’s heart continued to pound like the heart of a bird hunted by a falcon, long after she and her aunt had passed out of sight of Lydgate.



Chapter Two


Take heed lest passion sway

Thy judgement to do aught, which else free will

Would not admit.

—John Milton, Paradise Lost

Weary to the bone, Marianne slipped out of the cramped cottage where she’d just served as midwife to a villager. She pulled up her hood and tied on her mask, all because of that cursed earl. Thanks to him, she didn’t know when she could discard them for good.

As she headed off for the wagon, a thin stranger a bit older than her aunt emerged from the darkness at the other end of the street. When he saw her, he called out, “You, in the mask! Be you the gypsy healer they call Mina?”

She nodded. “And who are you, sir?”

“My name is William Crashaw,” he said as he approached, “and I’m valet to the Earl of Falkham. You must come at once. It’s a matter of great urgency. His lordship lies wounded and needs your help.”

A cold chill gripped her. She didn’t dare risk going to that man’s aid, even if he wasn’t the villain who’d brought about Father’s ruin. “I’m sorry, I just spent several hours birthing twins. Why don’t you ask Mr. Tibbett to help you?”

“He’s not at his shop,” the man clipped out. “And we’ve no time to waste. Two men attacked my master on the road, and one stabbed him clear through the thigh. His very life is in peril.”

Oh, dear. She couldn’t let a man die, no matter what the risk. Besides, if he was that gravely hurt, he wouldn’t be paying her much mind. “Very well. Take me to him.”

But as they reached the top of the hill and she caught sight of her old home, she had second thoughts. Her mind swam with memories of coming home late at night with her mother after staying by a child’s sickbed, of returning with her father from an evening’s merriment at a friend’s estate. This earl had possibly plotted Father’s arrest, perhaps even his death. Why should she help him?

Besides, she’d never dressed a serious wound, though she’d watched Father do it hundreds of times. And this of all wounds! If she wasn’t successful, she would be doubly in danger—from the king’s soldiers and his lordship’s friends.

She hesitated at the point where the road forked off toward Falkham House.

William faced her with a fierce scowl. “See here, miss, I’d send someone for Bodger if he didn’t live so far away. The men at the tavern said you would be a greater help to my master. But if you can’t do it, I’ll take my chances with the surgeon. I can’t have you make a mistake that might cost the earl his leg.”

Bodger! That horrible surgeon had caused the loss of more lives than he’d saved. In any case, she still wasn’t certain that the earl had been responsible for Father’s arrest. If Lord Falkham died because of her reticence and proved to be blameless, she could never live with herself.

She steadied her nerve. “If you let Bodger cut on him, he’ll be more fit for the grave than anything else. With me, he at least has a chance of survival.”

Her calm voice seemed to settle William’s mind. “Come on, then.” He strode on. “We’re wasting precious time.”

In moments, they were entering Falkham House. She walked through the familiar rooms, her throat tight and raw with the pain of memory. The long hall on the second floor had been refurbished, but that was all she could observe before several booming curses rent the silence.

She raced into the master bedroom from which the sound came, only to be greeted by a sight that filled her with horror. The earl sat against the headboard of his bed with his legs stretched out in front of him and his face contorted in pain as a servant poured something onto his leg. Nearby, a kettle hung in the fireplace, and she could smell boiling oil.

She forgot the crimes she attributed to Lord Falkham, forgot the danger she risked by helping him. All she could see was a bumbling idiot using an outmoded and needlessly painful method of cleansing the wound.

“If another drop of that hits his skin,” she threatened as she snatched the cup away from the old man, “I’ll boil you in that kettle!”

“But we got to burn the poison away,” the servant protested, visibly recoiling from the masked figure in black who dashed the cup to the floor.

“Out, out, before you murder him!” She pushed futilely at the stubborn old fool, sickened by the smell of scorched flesh.

“Listen to the woman,” Lord Falkham ground out. “For God’s sake, Will, get him out of here!”

William murmured something to the old man, and the servant left, grumbling as he went.

“I hope you haven’t come to torture me more,” the earl growled. “The sword wound hurts less than the old man’s ministrations.”

“I can well believe it.” One look at his red and swollen skin made her sick. She couldn’t wish such pain on even her worst enemy.

Instantly she drew an ointment from her pouch and smoothed it over the burn. He grimaced.

“Forgive me, my lord, but this should make it feel better shortly.”

She turned her attention to his wound. Someone had removed his breeches, and a sheet had been draped over his groin and left leg, leaving only his right thigh exposed. An ugly laceration gaped open close to where his leg joined his hip.

“The wound is serious,” she said, trying to keep her voice emotionless. He didn’t need her falling apart just now. “But at least the sword went cleanly through. It doesn’t seem to have severed the muscle, so it should heal well enough. Just be grateful the men didn’t carry pistols.”

“One of them did,” Lord Falkham said through clenched teeth. “But he was a poor shot, so I was able to wrest it from him. Unfortunately, he was a better swordsman than I expected.”

William spoke behind her. “And you were a better one than he expected, eh, m’lord?”

Lord Falkham’s clear gray eyes clouded. “I suppose I was.”

Marianne tried to ignore the ripple of horror that washed over her. After all, Mr. Tibbett had said that the earl had served as a soldier abroad. And he’d had the right to defend himself against attack.

Moving to the basin of water someone had placed nearby, she wet a clean linen cloth and began to wash the wound. The earl’s tight-lipped, rigid stance told her that every touch caused him pain, but she couldn’t help that. Father had believed that cleaning a wound helped it heal, so clean it she would, scrubbing away the dried blood and bits of fabric that clogged it.

“Do highwaymen often ride the roads hereabouts these days?” William asked her while watching her work.

“This is the first I’ve heard of,” she said, concentrating on her task.

“Those were no highwaymen,” the earl bit out.

William glanced at his master. “You think Tearle’s behind it?”

“Of course. Aside from the fact that he hates that I’ve regained the manor—and the title—he fears what I could do to him if it weren’t for . . .”

He trailed off to glance at her veiled face, for she’d unconsciously stopped her movements to listen.

Hastily she returned to cleansing the wound. “Have you told the constable of the attack?”

“No reason,” William replied. “His lordship left both men lying in the glade with their bellies open.”

“That’s enough, Will!” Lord Falkham said sharply. She didn’t miss the meaningful glance he gave his servant. “There’s no need for the young woman to hear about such matters.”

“I agree.” Her stomach churned at the image William’s words evoked, soldier or no soldier. “I abhor killing.”

“Would you have preferred I let them murder me instead?” Lord Falkham snapped.

“Of course not, but no man’s death should ever be discussed casually.”

A glint of something that looked like a conscience flickered in his eyes. “I’m afraid Will and I have become far too accustomed to killing in the past few years. We saw many battles with the Duke of York.”

“I can tell.” Thin scars marred his skin everywhere. The Duke of York’s men had served the French and then the Spanish armies, winning honor and fame. Hard to believe that the earl had been one of those.

But it did explain why he scarcely flinched as she cleansed his wound, why he seemed deadened to the outrage of being attacked near his own home. For a man as young as he appeared, he must have seen a great deal of death.

And how much of that death had he caused? She shuddered to think of the men he must have killed, even if it had been in battle.

She’d finally washed away enough blood to see what she had to work with. Thank heaven the wound looked better already. With some stitching and a healing poultice, his lordship would be moving about in a few days.

Her gaze trailed idly up his hairy thigh, and with a sudden absurd horror she realized how naked he was. A blush heated her face beneath her mask. She had worked beside Father when he’d toiled over many naked men, but this was no dirty and coarse soldier.

Even with his wound, he emanated strength, reminding her of a leashed lightning bolt, waiting to destroy anything that crossed him. Though pale from loss of blood, his thigh was thickly muscled. Her gaze moved farther up to where the sheet just missed covering the patch of hair that surrounded his—

Good Lord, what was she doing, gawking at him? Worse yet, he’d noticed, for his gaze now seemed to see right through to her embarrassing thoughts.

“Well?” he asked dryly. “Can you save it?”

For half a second, she thought he referred to something other than his leg. Then she chided herself. She was being a complete dolt about his nakedness. “Yes, but I’ll need your man to fetch some things from the apothecary’s shop.”

“What if he’s still not there?” William asked.

“The servant can give you what I need—a jar of wolfs-bane ointment. And have the servant send a message to my aunt that I’ll be late.”

“If you just tell me where you live,” William said, “I’ll deliver the message myself.”

“No!”

When both men shot her searching glances, she forced some nonchalance into her voice. “No need for you to trouble yourself. Just send the message. And don’t . . . ah . . . mention whom I’m tending. Simply tell the servant to say I’ll return soon. Aunt Tamara’s accustomed to my late hours, so she’ll understand.”

After William left, Marianne released a sigh. Aunt Tamara would be alarmed over this. She’d repeatedly stressed the importance of Marianne’s remaining unnoticed by the new earl.

“Why shouldn’t Will mention that you’re tending me?” Lord Falkham asked, his gray eyes keen with interest.

Trying to hide her agitation, Marianne withdrew a heavy needle and some thick black thread from her leather pouch. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but my aunt doesn’t trust men of rank.” That was partly true, for Father had been the only nobleman Aunt Tamara could ever stomach.

Lord Falkham surprised her by laughing. “She finds her gypsy kinsmen more trustworthy?”

“Than some of your kind, yes,” Marianne retorted. “You should be able to understand that, given your anger toward your uncle.”

He sobered. “Excellent point. But not all men of rank are like my uncle.”

True. Mother had once hinted that a man of rank had broken Aunt Tamara’s heart, which was why she scorned nobles, but it was more than that. Her aunt considered most lords to be weak, spineless fops.

Marianne glanced at Lord Falkham, whose stoic expression belied the pain he must be feeling. He certainly defied those prejudices. More was the pity, since it made her situation all the more precarious. Her plan to stay out of harm’s way was rapidly falling apart.

At least he was wounded, so he couldn’t come after her if she should need to flee. Yet she had the distinct impression that if he wanted to follow her, he would, wound or no.

She looked at the needle she’d just threaded. Well, after she was done here, he’d never wish to be within a mile of her again anyway. And that was for the best.

To remind herself of all that stood between them, she glanced around the room he’d appropriated for himself, which had once belonged to her parents. Her father’s well-loved chairs and writing table had been replaced with new walnut furniture lacking any warmth. The earl’s bloodied sword lay on the rich carpet, staining it.

He was a ruthless killer, and no doubt deserved the pain she was about to inflict on him. Yet the blood darkening the sheets beneath his leg reminded her that he was human, too, and merited her mercy.

Best get the distasteful task over with, she told herself, lifting the needle.

“I’m going to sew the wound closed so it heals better,” she told him as she approached the bed. “It will hurt, I’m afraid.”

“It can’t hurt more than it already does. But I do hope you’re skilled with a needle. I don’t want my leg looking like a patched doublet come the morrow.”

“Ah, but we gypsies are famed for our needlework,” she said lightly to draw his attention from her actions as she eased the needle through his flesh.

“You’re no gypsy,” he gritted out through his pain.

His words threw her into such confusion that she stuck him.

“Damn it, woman, I’m not a pincushion!”

“Forgive me, my lord.” She forced herself to remain calm. “Why do you say I’m no gypsy?”

“You speak too well, for one thing. Your aunt has a gypsy accent, but your voice is refined. Very English.”

This man was far too perceptive for her peace of mind. Remembering what her aunt had once said—that the best lie was the one closest to the truth—she said, “My father was a man of rank. Only my mother was a gypsy.”

The earl’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a nobleman’s bastard? That would explain your speech, but only if you’d been raised in his household. Are you saying your father claimed you?”

She continued her stitching. “I lived in his house until his death.” And she fervently wished the part about his death were no lie. “His family wouldn’t accept me after that, so I went to my aunt. She has cared for me ever since.”

When a flicker of sympathy crossed his face, she fought a stab of guilt. She was protecting her aunt’s and her own lives. Under the circumstances, surely a small lie could be forgiven her.

“And how many years might that be? How old are you?”

“Twenty,” she said. “I’ve been with my aunt a long time.” It was true, sort of. They’d always been close.

“You’ve had a hard life for one so young,” he said quietly.

For a moment, his words confused her. Granted, she had no parents, but she had someone to care for her. Then she remembered that he thought her disfigured by smallpox. Suddenly, she resented his misplaced pity.

“On the contrary, I’ve been very happy.” She drew the needle through his skin. “Life is like an overgrown garden. You can spend your time cursing the weeds, or you can work to pull them out. In either case, the flowers are what matter.”

Cynicism turned the lines of his mouth rigid. “Some gardens are too overgrown to save. ’Tis better to level those to the ground.”

She dropped her gaze to his leg, surprised by his bitterness. “Perhaps. But then you must be sure to plant a new garden.”

He shook his head. “You will have your flowers, I see.”

“I suppose I sound too cheery to a man just wounded by highwaymen.”

“Or too naive.”

That stung. “What would you know of hardship, my lord?” she bit out as she finished stitching the wound. “Have you ever suffered in childbirth or watched children starve? You’ve seen death in battle, ’tis true, but you no doubt gloried in the honor of it.”

She thought of the poor men and women her parents had treated. “I’ve seen death come to those who didn’t deserve it, who only died because they were born to the wrong families. Your kind never sees that suffering. No, your kind only causes it.”

His eyes darkened. “Your aunt isn’t the only one who dislikes noblemen.”

She turned away, confused by her own reaction. Why had she responded with such venom? She didn’t dislike the nobility—her father was a baronet.

Yet she regarded the peerage differently from some. Mother had opened her eyes to the hardships of the common people, had taught her to treat them as she’d treat anyone else. That’s why Father had been reluctant to be at court. Although his sympathies had always been with the Royalists, he’d been almost content under Cromwell. He’d begun to think it might not be so terrible to have a government ruled by all the people, not just a few.

Until Cromwell had become a tyrant. And now the court had returned—the idle noblemen led by a debauched king. The earl might seem different, but at heart he was like all the other Cavaliers. He saw the world through jaundiced eyes.

With angry motions, she ripped a sheet into strips for bandages, still caught up in her feelings of resentment toward him and all his ilk.

“Why do I get the feeling you wish it were me you were ripping into little bits?” he asked after a moment.

“Don’t be absurd, my lord. I merely need something to bind your leg.”

“You’ve enough bandages there to bind both legs, if I’m not mistaken.”

She stopped to look down at the great pile of linen she’d torn. “I suppose I have,” she said ruefully.

“Perhaps you should wound me in my other leg,” he drawled. “You seem more than eager to do so.”

How he could joke when his wound must hurt him terribly, she couldn’t imagine. Perhaps it distracted him from the pain.

She matched his light tone. “Then I could try your old servant’s remedy on the other leg, too.”

“Not unless you use those bandages to tie me to the bed,” he said acidly. “I shall tell him upon pain of death that he is not to try his skill at doctoring on any tenant of mine.”

Just as she wondered why the man she’d just been making into a villain should concern himself with his tenants, William returned with the ointment.

“That aunt of yours was a mite troublesome,” he said as he handed it to her.

That stilled Marianne’s heart. “My aunt? How did you come across her?”

“She was at the apothecary’s, carping to that poor servant about her missing niece. I suppose she hoped to find you there.”

Releasing a pent-up breath, Marianne spread the salve liberally over the earl’s sewn wound.

“She gave me a tongue-lashing, she did,” William went on. “Said you weren’t the town’s personal servant and you needed rest like everyone else. Then she scolded me for not telling her where you were. I told her you were safe. And she said I was to remember you’re an innocent and not to lay a finger on you.”

That last statement seemed to pique the earl’s interest, for his gaze shot to Marianne’s mask.

“My aunt is overly cautious.” She wrapped a bandage around the earl’s thigh. “Pay her no mind.”

“ ’Tis hard to ignore a woman as sharp-tongued as your aunt.” William settled himself in a chair beside the earl’s bed. “Especially one so pretty.”

“I thought you liked your women blond and buxom?” Lord Falkham quipped.

Marianne glared at them both. “If you gentlemen would stop discussing my aunt as if she were a tavern wench, I could instruct William on how to care for the wound.”

A silence fell on the room.

“Why won’t you be returning to change the dressing?” Lord Falkham asked, his face formidably dark.

Fear whispered through her. “I’m certain your servant can change your bandages quite well on his own.”
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