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IN THE SCOTTISH BORDERLANDS, SHE WOVE A DESPERATE FICTION—ONLY TO DISCOVER HER HEART’S DEAREST DREAM!


Accused of murder, actress Alissa Ashford fled London for Scotland in the drab garb of a prim governess. Her employer, Jared Braxton, was supremely masculine and imperiously attractive, with a manner that sorely tested proud Alissa’s assumed meekness. Yet despite their clashes of will, they were one in their devotion to Jared’s little girl, whose soul was wounded by her mother’s shocking death … For the mahogany-maned beauty was not the only one with a secret within Hawkstone’s magnificent walls. Jared, too, kept his brooding counsel. Driven by the passion that burned between them, he seized on an unforeseen discovery and forced Alissa to become his wife. Still they denied the tenderness that charged their desire … until they were enmeshed in a deadly intrigue that threatened all they treasured!







ON THE SIDE OF THE ANGELS, SHE FACED A DEVIL’S DILEMMA …


Alissa’s heart sang in her breast. He would allow her to remain safe at Hawkstone! “Mr. Braxton, how can I thank you?” she said in a rush, a smile lighting her eyes.


“Don’t thank me,” Jared said curtly. “Not until you’ve heard my terms.”


Alissa sobered. “What are the terms?”


Jared viewed her for a long moment. “We are to be married.”


“Married!” she cried, springing from her chair. “You must be … daft!”


Jared’s temper flared. “Agreed, I am daft!” he shouted, his eyes hard as moss-covered stone, “but the terms do not change. It’s the sheriff or me. Now choose, woman!”
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To my husband Ron:


Without you, all would be dark and silent. Thankfully, though, my life is aglow with the sweet strains of laughter. No one else could ever bring me such joy. I love you.






Thank you for purchasing this Pocket Books eBook.
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There’s a divinity that shapes our ends …


—William Shakespeare


CHAPTER


One


England
April, 1840


A thick mist rose from the black waters of the Thames to slowly snake through the narrow maze of cobblestone and brick, enfolding all of London in its heavy embrace. Gaslights stood as lone sentinels along the deserted streets. Dim flames flickering in midair, they resembled a legion of lost spirits, lighting a pathway straight into hell. The entire city, now lifeless as a corpse, fell silent, entombed by the deepening fog.


Quickened footfalls broke the silent void as Alissa Ashford raced along the sidewalk, urgency driving her onward. Home, home, the word cadenced through her mind; a searing pain ripped through her side. An uneven rise in her path snagged her toe; a startled cry escaped her lips as her groping fingers snared the damp stone wall beside her, stopping her fall.


Thankful that the dense haze concealed her, Alissa leaned back against the cold, hard barrier, drawing a deep, fortifying breath to soothe her burning lungs, while quavering fingers massaged her tender side. She knew she should be on her way, but her feet refused to move. Her legs shook, then the trembling slowly crept upward. A violent shiver racked her entire body, as though a ghost had brushed her soul—the ghost of Charles Rhodes?


The frightening thought reestablished her need for haste, and Alissa pulled her black velvet cloak more securely around her, forcing her legs into action. She had to return to Mrs. Binnington’s and retrieve her possessions, for it was imperative she flee London before someone discovered what she had done.


A distorted rumble suddenly filtered through the murky haze, surging then subsiding, like the ebb and flow of an ocean’s tide. Alissa stopped and listened. Again, it loomed upward, only to be devoured by the dense fog. She peered through the mists, but the sound had no form. Uncertain of its origins, she pressed herself into the shadows.


Once more, it reverberated, rolling like distant thunder, growing louder, closer; it was accompanied by a ghoulish creak. Palpable fear rose to choke her as she imagined some supernatural entity stalking the deserted streets, searching for her. The ghost of Charles Rhodes! she thought again. And again, she shivered.


Muted hoofbeats broke through the precipice of her fear; iron scraped stone, and Alissa immediately realized it was a conveyance. With a quick scamper, she sought refuge in a narrow doorway and flattened herself into the corner. Then, as the clop, clop, clop of horses’ hooves drew closer, she pulled back, her breath held tightly in her lungs.


As the vehicle came alongside her, her acute eyes searched the fog, and she wondered if it was a coach. Or it might be a prison wagon, she thought frantically, dispatched from Bow Street on its way to Mrs. Binnington’s with a contingent of constables enlisted to escort her to Newgate, where she’d await trial for the murder of Charles Rhodes.


She shuddered as she imagined herself cast into the prison, left there to rot. Undoubtedly, all of London would decry her heinous crime—a crime she had good reason to commit. Yet, she knew her claim of self-defense would do little to persuade the throng of her innocence. No one would believe the word of an actress—an actress who had not yet gained the affection of the masses—that the viscount had tried to force himself on her. True, she bore the marks of his savage assault. Yet she was certain his father, the Earl of Creighton, would deny her accusations and testify she’d led poor Charles on, asserting that she’d bashed his son’s skull after young Rhodes had spurned her.


Nausea overtook her as she remembered the drunken sot’s hands groping below the neckline of her gown, biting painfully into her tender flesh; bitter bile surged to her throat as she relived the feeling of his wet, thick lips slobbering across her own. Still able to taste the leavings of his whiskey-laden breath, stale with cigar smoke, Alissa felt certain she’d vomit. Her nerves close to shattering, a scream rose within her. Willfully, she stifled it and erased the disgusting vision of her attacker from her mind.


Deathly silence met her ears, and as Alissa cautiously peeked from the edge of the doorway, she noticed the vehicle had stopped several yards beyond her hideaway. Fearing she had indeed let loose a bloodcurdling scream, she pressed herself into her corner, her ears finely tuned to every sound.


“Mr. Stanley,” a deep baritone voice called through an open coach window, “where in blazes are we?”


“Don’t know, gov’nor,” the driver answered. “Cain’t see a bloody thing in this here fog.”


“Pull ahead to the signpost.”


“Don’t know what good it’ll do. Ye know I cain’t read.”


“Just do it, Mr. Stanley,” came the terse reply.


The coach lurched forward; a vivid curse escaped its interior. Several yards ahead, it stopped equally as fast, and another expletive colored the air.


Finding her courage, Alissa braved another peek from her niche. The coach door swung open, and a man of tall stature alighted from the vehicle, brushing at his evening clothes as he stepped down. “Henceforth, Mr. Stanley,” he said with an edge to his voice, “you’d best keep those horses under control, or I’ll demote you to stable boy and hire myself a more capable driver.”


“Sorry, gov’nor. The reins slipped out’a me hand.”


“Most likely, it’s you who’s slipped. Keep a tight cap on that bottle in your pocket, sir. I might find it a handicap, since Her Majesty is so young,” he said, sarcastically, “but I’d hope to reach our destination sometime during Victoria’s reign!”


Alissa watched as he strode to the signpost, where his eyes searched the lettering. Then, without warning, he spun in her direction. In that same instant, the fog lifted from around him, and the glow from the gaslight caught his features in bright relief. A dark scowl crossed his handsome, angular face as his gaze riveted itself to the doorway where she hid. Afraid she’d somehow drawn his attention, she dared not move.


A black cat suddenly bounded from the doorway just beyond and scurried past her hideaway. Seeing it, the tall man relaxed. His deep laughter rumbled across the void, and in a whirl of cape, he strode back to the coach, his booted feet striking the cobblestones with a smart click. “Shouldn’t be too much farther, Mr. Stanley,” he said, swinging inside the coach. “Just keep to the street we’re presently on.” The door closed with a thump.


“Hie-yup!” the coachman shouted, and the large bays clopped off at a steady pace.


When the coach lanterns shrank into small specks in the undulating mists, Alissa fled her sanctuary and on light feet flew to the safety of Mrs. Binnington’s. Entering through the back door to escape detection should anyone still be in the front parlor, she turned the key behind her and breathed a sigh of relief. As her hood fell from her head, she brushed a loose strand of mahogany hair from her cheek; then the ties on her cloak came free while she rushed around the oak table, heading for the back stairs. Just as she reached their shadows, the connecting door to the hall swung wide; Alissa halted in her tracks.


“Alissa, dear, you gave me a start!” Mrs. Binnington’s age-spotted hand covered the jump of her heart. Then she smiled. “I didn’t hear you come in.” She headed toward the wash cupboard to place a soiled bundle of linen in the wicker basket. “I have some sad tidings to share,” she lamented from inside the closet. “Poor Miss Pembroke passed on earlier this evening. The undertaker just left. I need to contact her new employer, but I suppose it can wait until he arrives. ’Tis sad, indeed, but the poor woman was so weak. Such a frail thing.” She gathered some fresh bedding and retreated from the small room. “A shame she didn’t have any relatives to be at her side, but, praise the Lord, she went peacefully when her time came.”


Mrs. Binnington shut the door and turned to find Alissa clutching the back of a chair. All the blood had drained from the girl’s face. Then she noticed Alissa still wore her stage makeup. Her huge eyes looked like two shards of blue glass, staring from a white mask; slashes of rouge, redder than the devil’s suit itself, streaked her high cheekbones. Her trembling lips bore no color at all, and to Eudora Binnington, they seemed more pale than the late Miss Pembroke’s.


“Alissa, what’s wrong?” Eudora dropped the linens and rushed to her side. Fearful the girl might faint, she quickly helped her into the chair and patted the insides of Alissa’s wrists. “What is it, dear?”


Staring at her landlady’s gently lined face, yet not seeing her, Alissa remained mute. Death, she thought, it seemed to follow her everywhere. At the theater. At Mrs. Binnington’s. Her own mother’s, not six months before. Did it stalk her now in the form of a hangman’s noose?


The press of a cool cloth against her brow snapped her from her trance. She blinked and tried to smile, but it ended in a weak twitch of her lips. “Thank you,” she whispered as she took the cloth from Eudora. “I just felt a bit lightheaded. I’m quite fine now.”


“Here, take a sip of brandy, dear,” Eudora offered after she’d retrieved the bottle from the oak hutch, pouring two fingers’ worth into a glass. “It will put some life back into you.”


Alissa obeyed and grimaced as the fiery liquid scorched its way to her stomach. Almost immediately, a soothing warmth spread through her veins, thawing the icy chill from her bones. She sipped the amber liquid again.


Carefully studying the girl, Eudora knew that something horrible must have happened to her. It had nothing to do with Agatha Pembroke’s death, either, for Alissa barely knew the woman. As she scanned Alissa’s petite form, Eudora noticed that, besides her makeup, she still wore her Grecian costume. The gossamer bodice, peeking through the edges of her cloak, was torn; purple streaked the top of her youthful breast. On closer inspection, Eudora discovered it was a bruise.


Determined to have the truth, she sat facing Alissa. “Tell me what’s happened,” she said softly, nodding toward the torn gown. “I know you’re in some sort of trouble, and I won’t let you carry this burden alone. Your mother would never have forgiven me if I didn’t do everything in my power to help you.” Her warm hands covered Alissa’s cold, tightly gripped fingers, resting atop the table. Then Eudora’s hazel eyes beseeched as she coaxed, “Please tell me, child.”


Alissa fought the tears glazing her blue eyes and looked at Mrs. Binnington. Tall and statuesque, her dark hair streaked with silver, Eudora was very precious to Alissa. The woman was all she had, the only person she could rely on.


“Alissa,” Eudora coaxed again. “Tell me.”


“I bashed Charles Rhodes’s skull in,” Alissa stated and braced herself, awaiting Eudora’s reproving gasp. It never came.


“The fiend deserved no less,” Eudora replied without emotion, squeezing Alissa’s hand. “The Young Turk has bothered you long enough. You should have done it sooner.”


Alissa’s voice was throaty, yet even, as she looked directly into the elder woman’s eyes. “He’s dead.”


Eudora never batted an eye, she simply nodded. But, though she seemed calm on the outside, her mind raced as she tried to think of a way to protect Alissa, for she was well aware of the Earl of Creighton’s reputation in seeking revenge, even when he’d not actually been wronged. The man was a tyrant; Alissa would never stand a chance against him. Certainly the sweet child had suffered enough distress since her mother’s death. Suddenly an idea sprang into Eudora’s head, and she rose from her seat. “Come, we must get you out of London before the earl learns of his son’s death. I believe I have a way to do it.”


With a curious look on her face, Alissa followed her landlady up the steps. They passed rapidly down the hallway to the front of the house and stopped at Mrs. Binnington’s quarters.


“Go inside, dear,” Eudora instructed, “and take off your costume. Cleanse your face, too. Use the creams on my dressing table.” She gently patted Alissa’s arm. “Lock the door after you. I’ll be back in a moment.”


Stepping into the rose and cream-colored room, Alissa secured the door behind her. As always, she stood in amazement. Her landlady’s quarters looked like a shrine: one wall decorated with painted woodcuts, tint-stenciled posters, playbills, and other memorabilia from her past life on the stage. Alissa wished she had time to peruse the collection again, but she knew time was the one thing she could least afford to spare.


She dropped her black velvet cloak over a chair’s back, then removed her costume and threw it onto the wool carpet. Feeling chilled in her undergarments, she donned Eudora’s heavy velvet robe, then sat at the dressing table, where she gazed into the mirror and gasped at her reflection. She looked a total fright!


Her wealth of heavy, mahogany hair fell, tangled. Her once perfectly applied makeup was smeared, her eyes and cheeks now grotesquely streaked. Beneath the paint, her complexion was pale, wan. Horrified, Alissa compared her appearance to that of an aged streetwalker more than twice her own nineteen years.


Uncapping a jar, she quickly creamed her face, wiping the ugly mask away, then went to the basin and, using a clean facecloth and lavender-scented soap, scrubbed her skin until it glowed. Next, she removed the remaining pins from her long hair and, returning to the vanity, combed her fingers through it, freeing the tangles. As she did so she wondered what she would have done without her beloved landlady’s help.


Once an acclaimed actress, Eudora had been a friend of Alissa’s mother, who’d also been an actress. While Rachel Ashford had remained on the stage, even after Alissa’s birth, Eudora had given up the profession when she married. The union had produced no children, and when George Binnington had passed on suddenly a year back, leaving some debts, Eudora opened her home to boarders.


She catered mostly to stage professionals, for her brick and stone house was ideally located not overly far from Covent Garden and the Drury Lane Theatre. Alissa also suspected Eudora enjoyed the company of her peers. Perhaps it was because the woman longed for the days of her lost youth plus the excitement that seemed to radiate from those in the theater. Indeed, everyone here spoke Eudora’s language. But, whatever her reason for opening her home, Alissa felt it was a godsend. For after her mother’s death from a lung ailment, six months past, she found the small house they’d leased was far too expensive for her meager salary alone, so she’d moved to Mrs. Binnington’s. Since then, the older woman had become surrogate mother to Alissa, the daughter Eudora had never had.


A light rap sounded on the door, and Alissa gathered up the extra length of robe, before scurrying across the room to allow Mrs. Binnington entry.


“Close and lock it,” Eudora said after she came through, overloaded with clothing and several pieces of luggage.


The black case Alissa recognized as her own, but the others, the two larger of the three, were a mystery. “These aren’t mine,” she said as she looked at Eudora, her once smooth brow now furrowed in confusion. “Why have you brought them?”


“They’re Miss Pembroke’s,” Eudora explained, then cut off Alissa’s rising protest. “The woman no longer has a use for them—you do.”


“What are you saying?”


“It’s part of my plan to get you safely out of London.” Eudora removed the gray traveling dress from across her shoulder where she’d carried it. “Put this on. Hurry, he’ll be here any moment.”


Alissa’s eyes widened. “Who?”


“Miss Pembroke’s new employer … a Mr. Braxton, I believe.”


“Employer?”


“Yes, employer. She was retained as a governess for the man’s daughter. Here”—Eudora took a packet of ribbon-tied letters from her skirt pocket—“I believe these were his correspondence with Miss Pembroke. Read them while I get you ready.”


“Ready?” Alissa still did not comprehend Eudora’s meaning. “What are you going on about?”


“You, my dear, are about to play the most challenging role of your career, and it depends upon you alone whether or not it’s a success. The lines will be of your own making, but they’d better be a close match to the late Agatha Pembroke’s. With any luck, this Mr. Braxton hasn’t met her in person. If we get through the first act, you’ll soon be on your way to Scotland.”


“Scotland!”


“Yes, Scotland. Away from the Earl of Creighton. Now hurry and slip into the dress. We haven’t much time. Your new employer sent word around earlier he’d be here about half past nine. It’s well after that now.”


Still stunned, Alissa felt uneasy as she stepped into the dead woman’s clothing, and once it was buttoned, she discovered the bodice was far too tight. It pressed uncomfortably against her full breasts, making her bruised flesh even more sensitive. The sleeves were too long, capping to the middle of her slender hands, and the skirt was a bit too short, but it would have to do, for Alissa’s dresses were much too stylish for a governess to wear. Through instinct alone, Alissa knew the rather austere woman had somehow defined her true self to her new employer, if not in person, then through her correspondence with the man. Frills definitely weren’t part of Agatha Pembroke’s character.


“The bodice will never do,” Eudora said, then directed Alissa to the dressing table. “Lift your arm. Just as I thought. There are a couple of darts I can let out. The creases will show, but if you’re careful, no one will notice.” She took her late husband’s straight razor to the threads, cautious not to cut the material. “There.”


The task completed, Alissa breathed easier. The bodice still strained a bit, but nothing like before. Then, while Eudora brushed at the remaining tangles in Alissa’s hair, she scanned the letters.


The words that met her eyes were written in a bold, strong hand, and immediately, Alissa noticed the wealth of praises heaped upon Agatha’s head by one Jared Braxton. By the tone of his letters, it was obvious he’d been the one to seek her out, not the other way around. She’d come highly recommended by her former employers, who were obviously numerous. Yet, apparently, Mr. Braxton had checked all her references, a good two dozen, which meant he was a thorough man. Or, perhaps it meant he lacked trust in humanity.


As Alissa read the one-sided communications further, she discovered Agatha Pembroke was much more than a simple governess. The woman specialized in teaching children who suffered a physical or emotional handicap. Once her charge was improved, however, Miss Pembroke always moved on to the next position, the next child who needed her expertise, which explained her frequent job changes.


Alissa lowered the letter. Closing her eyes, she said a small prayer for the woman. Never had she suspected the frail, unassuming Miss Pembroke, with whom she’d spoken only briefly, could have possessed such a determined will. She’d given her all to her “children.” Agatha Pembroke was a saint, literally.


Again Alissa began absorbing the words to discover Agatha was accepting the position as governess for six-year-old Megan Braxton. Finally, she found she could no longer continue. “I don’t think I can do it,” Alissa whispered as the letter lowered to her lap. She looked at Eudora’s reflection in the mirror. “Mr. Braxton’s daughter has been mute these past two years, ever since her mother’s death. Eudora, he’s expecting a miracle worker. I can’t purposely deceive him.”


“The poor child,” Eudora said sympathetically. “But, dear, what makes you think you couldn’t perform the duties of a governess? If Agatha could, God rest her soul, surely you can.”


“I think not.” Alissa quickly explained the contents of the letters. “Miss Pembroke was a very special woman with a very special talent. I simply can’t deceive the man. It wouldn’t be right.”


The brush stopped its movement along Alissa’s lustrous hair. “If you don’t go with him to Scotland, you’ll surely be enjoying your next meal at Newgate.” Eudora’s words were short, to the point. “You won’t harm the child any, and Miss Pembroke is no longer able to help her. More than likely, no one can … not anymore.” Her stern gaze penetrated Alissa’s through the mirror. “You have to go, deception or not!”


Then she dropped a bath cloth around Alissa’s shoulders and dumped two handfuls of talc onto her waist-length hair.


Alissa coughed, then sneezed. “What are you doing?”


“I’m dulling the sheen of your hair.”


Eudora worked the powder to the roots, then brushed the residual free. Forgoing the usual center part of the times, she pulled the long tresses straight back and knotted the heavy mass into a tight bun at Alissa’s nape, covering it with a chenille net.


Next, she retrieved a small leather case from the bureau and instructed Alissa to face her. Then she spread a light cream over the girl’s soft skin before applying a special mixture of moist powders, stroking upward to the roots of Alissa’s hair and down the length of her ivory neck. Using a rabbit’s foot and a sponge, she blended the makeup, darkening the hollows of Alissa’s cheeks and the delicate skin beneath her eyes with a deeper shade of powder, until she was satisfied with the results.


“Now, close your eyes.” She brushed the fine hairs of the rabbit’s foot across the blue-veined lids, dabbing at the tips of Alissa’s long, dark lashes in the process. Finally, she straightened a hairpin, held it over the lamp’s flame, and allowed it to cool. With its blackened tip, she emphasized the fine lines near Alissa’s eyes, making it appear she had crow’s-feet. Blotting more powder near Alissa’s eyes, Eudora said, “There. Look at yourself and tell me what you see.”


Alissa turned and stared into the mirror. “I look almost a dozen years older.”


“Good. Miss Pembroke was thirty, if she was a day. What else do you see?”


“A very frail woman who has been recently ill.”


“Excellent. Mr. Braxton’s earlier message said he hoped she was well enough to travel. I assume Miss Pembroke informed him of her chill. I posted several letters to Scotland over the past few weeks, but nothing since she took her terrible turn. The poor woman lived here only a month. Odd how very fragile life is. Why, Mr. Binnington—” She cleared her throat. “Well, now, I believe you’re ready. Take this case with you,” she said as she replaced the powder mixtures, rabbit’s foot, and sponge inside. “Use them every day, but be careful in bright sunlight, though I sincerely doubt the northern climes have much. There’s enough here to last quite a while. I’ll send another batch on to you when you need it.”


Eudora scribbled down Mr. Braxton’s address on a scrap of paper, then quickly moved to Agatha Pembroke’s luggage. Opening each bag, she searched for an empty space within and packed the makeup case away. Then, using the cover of her skirt, she secretly slipped a sealed note from her pocket. Her hand dipped into the suitcase, whereupon Eudora hastily tucked the note beneath the folds of a worn nightdress. She straightened, her gaze centering itself on the young actress.


Alissa was too busy viewing herself to notice her friend’s movements. “You’re an expert at makeup, Eudora. I can’t believe this is me!”


“Oh, go on with you,” Eudora said, moving to Alissa’s side. “You should know an actress never forgets how to apply her makeup. I’ve just learned a few new tricks playing with it over the years.” She smiled and winked, then grew serious again. “Now, here’s a small tin with some powder for quick touch-ups. Carry it in your purse.” She removed a copy of Rede’s The Road to the Stage from her vanity drawer. The manual was considered an actor’s bible for makeup. “Take this, too. I’ve jotted down my improvements on Rede’s methods in the margins. And here are some special creams I’ve concocted. They’ll keep your skin from rashing out.”


She took the lot to Agatha’s case and slipped them inside. “Let’s see, now,” she said, her mind rapidly running through a checklist as her forefinger tapped her top lip. “I packed half your undergarments, a couple of nightgowns, and several dresses. Your mother’s jewelry, too. The rest I’ll leave in your room should the constable ask to check it. That way, with your clothing here, he’ll think you’re still in London and you’ll be back for your things. It may delay him. At least, he’ll probably confine his search to the immediate area. By the time he discovers otherwise, you’ll be safely in Scotland. I’ll claim you owe me board money and insist on keeping your possessions as payment. They’ll be here … uh … when you return.” Eudora wisely caught the word if before she said it. “Quickly now, slip into these shoes. The ones you have on are totally out of character.”


Alissa looked at her feet, noting her soft kid slippers. Again, she felt uncomfortable, for, in actuality, she’d be walking in a dead woman’s shoes. An omen? she wondered, slipping on the serviceable high-topped boots, buttoning them.


“There, is this more like our Miss Pembroke?” she asked as she straightened and stood. Then she noticed Eudora folding her velvet cloak and the torn costume. Before she could voice her protest, Mrs. Binnington stuffed them into the valise, along with her kid slippers. “Can’t you throw that horrid thing away?” She took a step, intending to remove the costume herself, but her feet slid inside the shoes, and she almost fell onto her nose.


Fortunately, Eudora caught her. “Steady, dear. You don’t want to tumble down the stairs into Mr. Braxton’s arms when he arrives, do you?”


“Certainly not,” Alissa said with a demure sniff, trying to make light of her situation for the moment. “Miss Pembroke would never do such an unladylike thing.”


“Then you’d better do a few struts, back and forth, before he comes. When you’re settled in Scotland, see if there’s a shoemaker handy and have him fashion you a new pair in a smaller size.”


“I’ll do that.” As Alissa took several practice steps, her feet felt like they were swimming in a sea of thick leather. A few more steps, however, and she was certain she’d mastered her walk, but with the next one, she tripped again, then laughed. “I think crawling would be far safer.”


“You’ll overcome this minor problem. You’ve no choice.”


“The costume, I—”


“You’ll have to take it with you. If they find it, they’ll know you were here,” Eudora explained, apologetically, closing the cases. “I would burn it, but I’m afraid to chance it. It will take too long, and time is something we don’t have.” Then she asked, “Young Rhodes … is it possible he’s been found?”


Alissa had almost forgotten him—almost. She sank onto the satin bed cover. “I don’t know. I—I—”


Eudora came to Alissa’s side and sat next to her, placing a comforting arm around her slim shoulders. “Are you able to speak of it?”


Tears gathered along the cups of Alissa’s lower lids as she looked at Eudora. “It was ghastly. He … he was hiding in my dressing room. I tried to fight him off b-but he … he was far too strong.” She shuddered violently as she remembered how his hands had clutched at her, touched her where no man ever had. “I—I managed to escape him for a moment, but he blocked the door. I ran behind the dressing screen, and he came after me. The pressing iron was still in its stand from when I used it earlier. I grabbed it and swung with all my might. He sank like a rock. There was a horrible gash at his temple, blood poured everywhere. I was so frightened, I just grabbed my cloak and ran.”


“Did anyone see you?”


“Yes, Madame Vestris. She was checking on the players, hurrying them on- and offstage as she usually does. I must have looked a fright, for she asked if I was ill. I told her yes. I was completely surprised when she said I should leave immediately. She even said she’d hire a coach to take me home. Then she disappeared to find another actress for my part. I didn’t wait. I ran all the way here.”


Eudora was glad to hear Rhodes was behind the screen in Alissa’s private dressing room—the first one the poor child had ever had, too, granted for her very first lead in one of Shakespeare’s comedies, A Midsummer Night’s Dream. If anyone came in, they wouldn’t notice him immediately. And she was equally surprised to hear of Madame Vestris’s sudden change of character. The woman usually brooked no excuses; she’d little use for an actor who claimed he or she was ill.


“I suppose she didn’t want you fainting onstage,” Eudora said. “Madame has always been a hard taskmaster, even more so since she and young Charles Mathews have taken over management at Covent Garden. But enough of her.” She waved away their discussion of Lucia Elizabeth Vestris Mathews—Madame Vestris, as she still wished to be called—and her husband, Charles. “Did anyone on the street see you?”


Alissa thought of the man in the coach, then shook her head. “No, no one saw me.”


“Good.”


They both started as they heard a loud knock on the front entry.


Eudora glanced at the small timepiece on the night table by her bed. It was a quarter past ten. “Stay here until I call you,” she instructed. “No matter who’s at the door, remember, you’re Agatha Pembroke.”


“I’ll remember. But what of the others? They’ll know I’m not Agatha.”


“Fortunately for us, our other tenants are out for the evening. They don’t know of Miss Pembroke’s demise.”


“I’m so frightened. Not only for myself, but for you, too. What if they find out you’ve helped me?”


“My dear, you were far too young to see the great Eudora Wembly on stage, but if you had, there would be no question about my safety. This old mare can still outact any of the young fillies prancing the boards today.”


Alissa breathed a sigh of relief, realizing Eudora’s words rang true, then she hugged her. “Thank you for everything. It breaks my heart to leave you. I’ll write when I get to Scotland.”


“You had better. I’d never forgive you if you didn’t. Keep in touch as often as possible.” The knock sounded again, louder. Eudora released the young woman from her arms, then rose and went to the door. “Did Mr. Braxton mention whether or not he’s met our Miss Pembroke?”


“No.”


“Well, we’ll soon discover if he has.”


Eudora was out the door, and Alissa found she was unable to wait. Quickly she slipped on a pair of Agatha’s worn gloves and the woman’s oversize bonnet, tying the frayed ribbons under her chin, then draped Agatha’s coarse wool cloak over her shoulders.


Poor Miss Pembroke, Alissa thought. She certainly had no eye for fashion. But, at the moment, that was the least of Alissa’s worries. As she took one last glance in the mirror, she noticed the letters. Fetching them, she stuffed the lot into Agatha’s shabby purse and left the room. On light feet—as light as her new shoes would allow—she hurried to the head of the stairs.


Suddenly she stopped and stared in disbelief.


“Ah, Miss Pembroke,” the deep baritone voice called up to her. “I’m delighted to see you are well.” Then the tall man turned to his driver. “Mr. Stanley, come help with Miss Pembroke’s bags.”





CHAPTER



Two


Alissa gazed down at the towering man as he moved gracefully to the bottom of the stairs. Dressed in black evening attire and draped by a black cape lined with red satin, he cut an excellent figure as his clothes molded themselves across his broad shoulders and narrow waist. His handsome face radiated a healthy hue, and she imagined he spent much time out of doors, unlike the pale gentlemen of the theater with whom she was acquainted.


He doffed his top hat, and bowed his head—thick with dark, rich hair—in formal greeting. “Miss Pembroke.” His deep-toned voice resonated up the stairwell. He straightened, and a smile cut across his magnetic features. “Jared Braxton, at your service.”


Alissa felt an odd twitter, similar to the soft brush of a butterfly’s wing. It was the same feeling she suffered moments before she went onstage. The man’s a devil, she thought as she viewed his self-confident mien. Dismissing his possible kinship to Lucifer, she composed herself and descended the stairs, puzzling over how the man in the coach and Agatha’s Mr. Braxton could be one and the same. But, more importantly, she wondered if he’d already met the late Miss Pembroke. From where he viewed her at the bottom of the stairs, he might have mistaken her for Agatha. But as she drew closer, he might realize she was an imposter.


Alissa braced herself for their face-to-face encounter. But as she reached the third to the last step, she slid in Agatha’s shoes, losing her balance. Keen reflexes allowed Jared to catch her arm before she completely upended herself, and he assisted her until she reached solid footing.


“Thank you.” Alissa’s whispered words floated upward to the man who stood head and shoulders above her. Suddenly she realized the curtain had risen—Act I, Scene i—and could only pray it would not fall before this farce of a melodrama had been played out! Pulling free of his firm grip, she explained, “I suppose I’m not yet as steady on my feet as I had thought.”


“It’s understandable. Your illness has naturally weakened you.” Jared had noticed her quick escape from his supporting hand. Perhaps she was embarrassed, he thought, for she had almost tumbled at his feet. Not wanting to distress her further, he stepped back a few paces. “I apologize for my late arrival,” he continued, his deep, mellow tone vibrating through her, “but my man became confused in the fog. We took several wrong turns before we finally found the correct street. Unfortunately, I’m no longer as familiar with London as I once was.”


“Apology accepted, Mr. Braxton, but you are not to be held accountable for this dismal night,” she said in Agatha’s proper tone as she desperately tried to rid herself of his compelling charm. He possessed an extraordinary power to attract the opposite sex, she knew. Beware! her inner voice warned. He’s a devil—a devil! “London is notorious for its sudden blinding mists,” she continued priggishly. “It’s a common occurrence.”


She’s certainly a prim little baggage, Jared decided while he perused her. Plain as a brown paper wrapping, too. Then he wondered if his precious Megan would take to this woman. She seemed too staid and standoffish to establish an easy rapport with any child, let alone his own.


Perhaps, he concluded, she felt uncomfortable in the presence of a man—he in particular. Having saved her from certain disaster, he’d felt her stiffen under his touch. But he couldn’t very well have let her fall flat on her face! Whatever had caused her prudish behavior, it was no concern of his. Her exceptional talents had come highly recommended, and he was anxious to return to Scotland so she could put her expertise to work. Above all else, Megan needed her help.


“The fog is one thing I’ve not forgotten about,” he offered, again smiling. When he viewed her more carefully in the dim light, he noted the dark circles under her eyes and the gaunt hollows in her cheeks. Although he was eager to be on his way, he thought better of it. “Miss Pembroke,” he ventured, “considering the late hour and your weakened condition, perhaps we should wait until morning before we—”


“No!”


Alissa and Eudora had cried the word in unison, then they both fell silent. Obviously the solicitous Mr. Braxton had been taken aback by their distressed outburst. Hoping to rectify the situation, Alissa drew from all her training on the stage. Straightening her shoulders, she looked directly into Jared Braxton’s eyes—long-lashed green eyes that could melt a woman’s heart. Or freeze it just as quickly. “What Mrs. Binnington and I meant was she has already let my room. The new tenant has moved in, so I no longer have a place to stay. Besides, the sooner we leave for Scotland, the sooner I can begin working with … uh, Megan,” she quickly supplied, having almost forgotten the child’s name. “My time is precious.” Alissa’s tone grew pompous, too much so, even for her own ears. Yet she forged onward in the same vein without thought of possible repercussions. “I simply cannot abide delays. Other children do need my help. So let us not tarry, sir.”


One dark brow arched as Jared stared at the haughty woman. He hoped she wasn’t threatening him, for demanding females set him on edge, and his tolerance toward this one was slipping fast!


Already in ill humor, precipitated partly by the fog, but mostly by his disappointment at losing out on an introduction to a very intriguing young lady, earlier in the evening, Jared felt like exiting without a backward glance. But a vision of his daughter passed before his eyes, and he decided he must remain civil, no matter how much he detested the thought of doing so. For Megan, he would do anything.


Then something caught his attention. Although the woman appeared to be on death’s doorstep, her eyes were a clear, sparkling cobalt-blue. Indeed, they had far too much life in them for someone who had recently been so ill. His curiosity aroused, he stepped closer, hoping to examine the insolent woman more thoroughly.


His steady gaze upon her, Alissa’s immediate reaction was to retreat, but she stood her ground, offering up a thousand praises that the lighting was somewhat inferior. That, plus the jutting brim of the poke bonnet, kept her face shadowed. Yet, she felt her composure waver. The man made her nervous. He was far too forceful, too imposing for her liking, and something in his manner told her that he viewed the opposite sex with disdain. But perhaps it had nothing to do with women. Maybe he had hit upon her attempted deception!


With her gaze never vacillating from his, she made a final push. “Well, Mr. Braxton, do we leave? Or shall I consult my list for another name—one who will be more appreciative of my time and expertise.”


Jared’s eyes narrowed. Ultimatums boded ill with him, as well, and despite his earlier decision to endure her irksome manner, he found he could no longer keep up the pretense. “By all means, Miss Pembroke,” he stated in clipped tones. “We shall be on our way.” He turned to the wide-eyed man in the doorway. “Mr. Stanley, fetch Miss Pembroke’s luggage.” With that, he strode through the entry, the heels of his black boots echoing his anger as he disappeared into the night to cool his rising temper.


Alissa’s questioning gaze sought Eudora’s. With a reassuring nod, the older woman turned to the short, wiry man still hovering on the doorstep and smiled. “Mr. Stanley, please follow me.”


“Yes, mum,” he said, head bobbing, hat in his hand. But when he reached Alissa’s side, he stopped and ducked his head again. “Don’t pay him no mind, miss. He’s in a foul mood tonight, me gettin’ lost and all.” He looked at his well-worn hat as he twirled it nervously in his calloused hands. “Uh, if ye don’t mind me sayin’ so, Mr. Braxton’s a bit touchy with the ladies. Has been ever since—” He cleared his throat, and Alissa realized Mr. Stanley felt uneasy about his shared confidences. “His daughter, Megan, she’s his whole life, now. She needs yer help, so if ye could find it in yer heart to overlook his fits of temper, I’m sure, uh … that is …”


“I understand, Mr. Stanley,” Alissa reassured him as she lightly touched his forearm. “Believe me, his daughter is my first and foremost concern.”


And indeed she was, as Alissa doubted the wisdom of continuing her charade. Megan Braxton deserved far better than Alissa, posing as Agatha Pembroke, could ever give. In the end, the child might suffer a devastating blow to her emotional health if Alissa’s duplicity was found out, which seemed inevitable.


Eudora watched Alissa’s thoughts gallop full speed across her face, thoughts that could lead her straight to the gallows. “Mr. Stanley, Miss Pembroke’s bags are in my room,” she said. “If you don’t mind retrieving them yourself, I have no objections.”


His craggy face split into a crooked, long-toothed grin. “That’ll be fine, mum. Be most happy to fetch ’em.”


“Upstairs, and first door on the left. You’ll find three cases there and a small trunk in the hallway.” Then Eudora waited until Mr. Stanley was out of earshot. “The play will let out at eleven and someone will surely find the viscount’s body, if they haven’t already,” she whispered. “There’s not much time. At best, a half hour. You’ve no choice but to go.” Alissa started to protest, but Eudora cut her off. “At least use Mr. Braxton’s coach to get safely out of London. Once you’ve reached Scotland, if you decide not to portray Miss Pembroke any longer, so be it! You can escape the man well before you ever meet the child. Please, Alissa,” she implored. “Use your head. You must leave. Immediately.”


Alissa sighed. “Eudora, I … oh, all right. I’ll do what you ask. But I don’t like it.”


“You don’t have to like it. When you find the opportunity to flee Mr. Braxton’s company, do so as quickly and with as much thought as possible. Whatever you do,” she added, “don’t leave a trace of yourself. I detect the man has little patience with dishonesty, especially in a woman. And take care not to provoke him. I suspect he’s only willing to tolerate the impression you’ve made as Agatha for his daughter’s sake, and hers alone. Heaven only knows what he’ll do should he discover you’re not the woman he believes he hired.”


“I’ll be careful. I fear I overacted my part, but the man makes me exceptionally nervous.”


“Agatha certainly was prim and proper, but she had far less spirit than you’ve displayed. My suggestion is to keep Alissa’s temperament under control, then you’ll have mastered your part as Miss Pembroke.”


“I’ll try,” Alissa said, but feared it would be a futile attempt. Then she wondered why the man couldn’t have been a dull, unassuming individual equal to the late Miss Pembroke. She’d have no problem playing her role, then. As it was, though, she would have to watch her every step. In more ways than one, she thought, gazing down at her oversize shoes.


With a grunt, Mr. Stanley reappeared at the top of the stairs, and both women glanced at him. Knowing she had but a few seconds more, Eudora affectionately squeezed Alissa’s hands. A hug might have drawn suspicion. “God keep you safe, dearest, and write me as soon as you can.” Then she turned. “Ah, Mr. Stanley,” she called cheerfully. “You found them without any trouble, I see.”


“Yes, mum,” he answered as he juggled the cases: two gripped in a small, but meaty right hand; the third tucked under his arm; while the trunk, secured in his left hand, bumped down the steps beside him. “Uh, mum,” he said when he reached the bottom, a somewhat awed expression on his face. “If ye don’t mind me askin’ … uh, was ye an actress?”


Alissa stiffened and quickly looked to Eudora.


“I saw ’em posters and stuff. Ye was quite a looker, ye was … I mean, ye still are, mum, but … uh …”


“That’s quite all right, Mr. Stanley.” Eudora smiled as relief washed over her. “Thank you for the compliment, but as you have guessed, that was years ago.”


“Yes, mum, but yer still a fine-lookin’ woman.”


“Mr. Stanley!” Jared Braxton sharply addressed his man from the shadows beyond the opened door; Alissa jumped. “If you are through chatting,” he said, sarcasm lacing each word as he entered the foyer, “we’ll be on our way.”


“Aye, gov’nor, I was just leavin’.” He lifted the heavy trunk again, and headed for the door. “Sure has a frightful case of the mulligrubs, he does!” the man grumbled loud enough for his master to hear.


Jared’s dark scowl followed Mr. Stanley’s hasty escape. If he didn’t owe the disrespectful cuss his life—the man had fished him from the waters near the docks in Glasgow after he’d been set upon by thugs, twelve years past—he’d boot the old salt straight into the Thames! Then he turned a corrosive eye on Alissa. “Miss Pembroke, if you would, please?”


She gazed at his proffered arm, wondering how long he had been on the doorstep, then became fearful that he had overheard Eudora’s words. No, she quickly decided, for if he had, he would have instructed Mr. Stanley to dump her bags, and the two would have departed. But not before he’d delivered a caustic, well-deserved rebuke at her person.


Holding her head high, Alissa moved to his side. “Thank you, Mr. Braxton.” Her voice rang strong and steady. Yet, oddly enough, she discovered she clutched her purse in front of her. It was a worthless shield, indeed. “I appreciate your consideration, but I can manage on my own.” His arm slowly fell away, and she turned her gaze to Eudora. “And thank you, Mrs. Binnington, for all you’ve done. My stay here was most pleasant.” Although her words were formal, the deep affection she held for her friend shone in her eyes. Suddenly she felt the sting of tears, and before they fell, she quickly swept down the steps, leaving Jared Braxton behind.


Jared watched as Mr. Stanley assisted the odd, little woman into the coach. Estimating her age close to his own thirty-two years, he decided she was a plain, impertinent female who held little attraction for his gender. Yet, there was something about her graceful carriage that contradicted his opinion. And her eyes. Unable to fathom what it was, he felt certain a dark secret lay behind those clear, blue irises. Knowing his frame of mind slanted distrustfully toward all women, however, he quelled his suspicions. “Mrs. Binnington.” He nodded his good-bye, then he, too, descended to the coach.


Eudora watched as he swung into its interior, then the conveyance rolled away into the misty night. She kept her vigil until it turned the corner, then closed the door and fell back against it. “God help her,” she whispered, “should he ever discover the truth.”


As the lumbering coach rolled and swayed along the dark streets, Alissa sat in the corner of the dimly lit vehicle, gazing out the window. In turn, Jared Braxton sat opposite her, perusing his daughter’s new governess. She felt his steady gaze, yet he said not a word. The silence prevailed until finally her taut nerves could no longer withstand the lengthening void.


“How far do you think we shall travel tonight?” she asked, her gaze turning from the street.


“As long as Mr. Stanley can keep atop his seat. I’ve made arrangements with several coaching inns for fresh horses along the way. If possible, we’ll travel the night. I assume that meets with your criteria for speed and efficiency? I certainly wouldn’t want to cause you any unnecessary delays, Miss Pembroke.” Then he fell silent, his eyes never leaving her.


Alissa held his gaze for a moment and looked out the window again. She refused to answer his snide comment, for she sensed he was purposely trying to bait her! Heed Eudora’s counsel, she reminded herself. Control your temper and all will go well. But no matter how hard she tried to convince herself of it, his continuous stare began to fray the edges of her sanity. She almost blurted the truth, when the sudden pitch of the coach caused her to swallow her confession. With a violent jolt, the coach stopped, and she flew forward, her face smashing into Jared Braxton’s broad chest.


His quick hands caught her before she flopped to the floor between them. Gently he settled her back onto the seat. Long fingers gripped her upper arms, pressing against the sides of her full breasts, while his eyes remained intent upon her face. A peculiar scent invaded his nostrils, and he identified it as lavender and … brandy? No, Jared decided. Most likely, it was some type of medication, prescribed for her condition. “Are you all right?” he asked, concerned.


“Quite,” she answered stiffly, worming her way from his grasp. Uncomfortably close, his face only inches from hers, an odd chill shivered through her body. Then, realizing her bonnet was askew, she quickly pushed it forward to shadow her face. Nervously she brushed at her clothing, hoping to distract his searching gaze.


In that instant, a rise of angry voices drew Jared’s attention, and he stepped over her feet and out the door, leaving it slightly ajar. Alissa breathed an audible sigh of relief. With a curious ear, she listened to Mr. Stanley’s tirade from atop his perch.


“Ye bloody fool, cain’t ye see I had the right o’ way?” And, with an expert’s flair, he added a colorful phrase, causing Alissa to blush.


“Mr. Stanley!” Jared intervened sternly. “Calm yourself! I’m certain these good men have urgent business.”


Wondering what could be causing the commotion, Alissa poked her head outside. Instantly she withdrew it. Her heart racing wildly, she started to tremble. Quickly she debated whether she should flee or if she should stay in the coach. Her decision made, she huddled deeper into her corner and pulled her cloak more securely around her. For what seemed an eternity, she waited and prayed.


“Back it up, Mr. Stanley.” Jared’s call finally filtered to her ears, and with a thump, the coach wheel rolled from the sidewalk. A few seconds later, he settled into his seat again.


“What was that all about?” Alissa asked cautiously.


“Mr. Stanley and a prison van decided to occupy the same width of street at the same precise moment. Fortunately, he was able to avoid a disaster.”


Certain the van was on its way to Eudora’s, she was thankful they’d left when they had.


“Was there any mention of their mission?”


“They were in a hurry. They didn’t have time to make polite conversation.”


“Oh,” Alissa commented, relieved to hear it.


“Do murders intrigue you, Miss Pembroke?”


Her gaze snapped to his face. But nothing in his close scrutiny indicated he suspected anything. “Murders?”


His green eyes remained steady on her face. “Yes, murders.”


“Did they mention such?”


“No, but I presume by their haste, they weren’t merely after a pickpocket.” Jared continued to watch the tight-lipped woman across from him. “Well, do they?”


“Do they what?”


“Murders … do they interest you?”


“How utterly ridiculous you should ask such a thing,” she answered primly and watched as a rather strange grin split his chiseled lips. Despite herself, she could not help but stare. As an actress, she was no stranger to kisses, she simply did not offer them freely. But as she gazed at Jared’s handsome mouth, intuition again told her, if he were to use those pliable lips on a woman’s, they could be either persuasive and tender, or hard and demanding, whichever he chose. She shook the thought from her head. “You have a dark and disgusting mind. Murders, indeed!”


“My apologies, Miss Pembroke,” he said as he settled back. “I dispute your comment about my mind. But of course, that is a matter of opinion. I asked because I was just curious as to why you were so interested in the constable’s … uh, ‘mission,’ as you put it.”


“I, too, was just curious.”


No longer able to hold his amused gaze, she lowered her eyes. Then she saw it. Powder smudged his black cloak, and she knew precisely what it was! When she’d rammed, headlong, into his hard chest, her cheek had grazed its solid wall and part of her makeup had remained behind. She raised her hand to cover the exposed area on her face. With several subtle strokes, she tried to blend the missing patch over. A quick glance at her glove, however, told her she was botching the repair job by wiping more off.


Jared saw the gentle caresses and remembered how she’d crashed into him. “Have you bruised yourself?” He leaned forward and reached for her hand. “Here, let me have a look.”


“No!” Her strident voice echoed around the coach before it settled into deathly silence. Suddenly she realized how sharply she’d spoken.


His hand still in midair, Jared had not moved; his eyes were like hard, moss-covered stones. From the moment she’d practically fallen into his arms, while descending the staircase at Mrs. Binnington’s, he’d noticed a definite show of wariness toward him, almost to the point of hostility. Why, he couldn’t fathom, but he was going to get to the bottom of it, now!


“Do I frighten you, Miss Pembroke?” His brow curved upward over one narrowed eye as his hand finally dropped to his hard, muscular thigh with a noticeable slap. “For if I do, let me assure you, you’ve conjured up all sorts of wild feminine fantasies in that odd little mind of yours which have nothing to do with reality! My only interest in your person is to keep you safe and well until you have helped my daughter. When you’ve accomplished that, I’ll be most happy to pack you and your belongings onto the first coach headed toward the next name on your list. Is that understood?”


Wide-eyed, Alissa studied his face. He seemed to dare her to say no. “Y-yes, quite.”


“Good. Now let’s try to make this trip as amicable as possible. We have a long way to travel. Hopefully, we can come to some sort of truce to make its passing more pleasant. Agreed?”


“Agreed,” she answered quietly, sufficiently cowed. Then she quickly tried to explain away her bad manners. “I apologize for my outburst, Mr. Braxton. I fear, however, I’m extremely tired, which, unfortunately, has made me quite edgy. If I could impose on you to dim the lamp, perhaps I could get some rest. I’m certain my mood will improve with sleep.” Her words ended, the coach hit a bump; her forearm collided with her tender breast. Pain pulsated through the bruised tissue, and her hand automatically dropped from her face to soothe and protect the area.


Not missing her wince, Jared noticed how her hand covered her chest. Immediately, he wished he’d shown a bit more decorum, instead of lashing out at her in a temper. “Your heart?” he asked solicitously.


Not understanding his meaning, Alissa blinked, then frowned. “What?”


“Your heart.” He nodded to her hand. “Is it paining you?”


Her hand climbed to her cheek. “W-why do you ask?”


Aggravated, Jared wondered if the woman had gone daft. Realizing she still probably harbored visions of him pouncing upon her and forcefully having his way with her, he almost chuckled aloud. The only emotion Agatha Pembroke stirred inside him was anger. Taking care he did not look anywhere near the vicinity of her bosom again, he cleared his throat. “I am merely concerned, Miss Pembroke. If you’ll remember, in your letter, you said your childhood illness left you with a weakened heart. If you are feeling ill, I’ll have Mr. Stanley dispatch us to a physician, at once.”


“No. Please, don’t bother. The pain comes and goes. I—I try not to think about it.” Her tongue suddenly tasted bitter. Deceit did not come easily to her, yet the deceptions were mounting, lie upon lie, until she feared her towering falsehoods would tumble down around her. But, in truth, she did have pain, and if he mistook it, it was no fault of hers. Liar, she berated herself silently, but she said aloud, “Thank you for your concern, Mr. Braxton. Please, don’t make too much of all this. As I said, I’m just overly tired.” And she was.


“Then you must rest.” He leaned forward and removed an oversize lap robe from the custom storage box beneath the seat. “Here, this will keep you warm.” Before she could protest, he spread the cover across her legs, his movements detached and efficient.


“Thank you.” Alissa’s voice trembled when she finally spoke, her gaze moving unsteadily over his face. He was far too handsome, she thought, and far too commanding. In all aspects of his life, she knew, Jared Braxton was a self-assured man, including with the ladies. But she suspected his relationships, if he had any, were merely for pleasure, playful dalliances that left no lasting emotions. Yet, despite her knowledge, he left her feeling breathless.


Suddenly she wondered about his late wife. There was no mention in his letters to Agatha of what had caused her death, simply that his daughter, Megan, had been mute since it happened. But Alissa felt certain there had been some terrible tragedy surrounding the poor woman’s demise, especially for it to have affected the child so.


She wanted to ask, but she was far too weary, the unsettling effects of her own traumatic experience having finally taken their toll. “The lamp, please, Mr. Braxton,” she whispered, stretching the robe up over her shoulders. “I simply must rest.”


“Certainly.” He reached up and lowered the wick; the flame slowly smothered into darkness.


“Thank you.” Alissa breathed the words across the void, then settled deeper into her corner. Moments later, her protective hand slowly fell from her face, and soon, the steady roll of the coach lulled her into a restless sleep.


As they made their way from London out High Holborn to Cow Lane, up St. John’s to Islington Road, Jared sat quietly, gazing at Alissa’s shadowy form. Strange, he thought. First, it was her eyes, now her voice. He hadn’t noticed it before, but in the darkness, its melodious quality had caught his ear. He was certain he’d heard its song somewhere before.
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