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December 16, 1805 

On the outskirts of Dover, England

Irritated. Edward Lord Chevers was irritated, as was the skin beneath his nose, an unwelcome side effect of this blasted head cold. Being sick always put him in a sour mood. Today was no exception. Dwelling on the inconveniences of not having his own carriage only worsened his temper. He’d loaned his post chaise to the newlyweds, and just missed the mail coach, which was another reason for his poor temper. It was unlike him to be tardy; his sister often teased him about being unfashionably punctual. This morning Viscount Chevers’ vaulted reputation slipped. His swollen head made him slow and now he would pay for his sluggishness. Edward despised traveling by public conveyance, where one had to consort with commoners. 

“Thank you.” He took the hot toddy the landlady offered. Raising the tankard to her, he murmured, “Much obliged.”

“Poor thing,” she said, shaking her head and tutting. 

Viscount Chevers gave the landlady a rueful smile. Admittedly, he had been quite careless in catching this cold. He closed his eyes and drank deeply, savoring the soothing warmth of the whisky and honey toddy.

“Good?”

He nodded.

The landlady clucked then bustled away.

As he considered the sticky problem of proud in-laws, Edward frowned. He had loaned his post chaise to his sister and brother-in-law, Fiona and Michael, for their bridal trip to Scotland. He wondered if he should buy them a new carriage. Unless Edward was mistaken in Michael’s character, he didn’t think his brother-in-law would welcome the largesse. Surely, though, it would be acceptable to augment Fiona’s dowry? Marrying for love was all well and good for his sister, but a carriage was awfully convenient nowadays.  

The landlady rushed to the kitchen, her heavy skirts swirling as she ferried pewter plates and earthen mugs from the kitchen. For a moment, Edward envied her energy, missing his usual vigor.

A fellow patron at the posting inn caught his attention. She wasn’t flashy. She wore a bonnet and a high-necked gown of navy wool. Her outfit was perfectly acceptable for any upper servant, such as governess. He glanced at her bare hands, noting she wore no wedding ring. Edward watched her, swallowing another sip of the warm toddy. 

The landlady presented the governess with a sandwich. “Here you go, dearie. A hearty ham sandwich for you.”

“Why, thank you so much! It looks simply delicious.”

Edward blinked. 

The woman’s smile dazzled. Its impact wasn’t felt just by him, either, for he noticed the landlady’s own countenance brightened in response. The customer’s ordinary features brilliantly transformed with her smile. Her eyes glowed, as if her soul were lit from within by a hearth’s friendly fire, and his body stirred in response. It had been nearly six months since he’d felt the slightest attraction toward a female. Edward almost failed to recognize the sensation of being drawn to another. 

Lady Penelope was to be blamed for his recent disinterest in women. She had impressed Edward as ideal when they first met. Penelope possessed every quality Edward thought essential in his future viscountess, except constancy. 

The stage coach’s trumpet sounded, heralding its arrival. Edward left a coin on the tabletop then joined the throng of travelers who surged into the muddy yard of the posting inn. The drizzling rain forced Edward to pull his collar up. 

The idea of re-wooing Lady Penelope was fast losing its appeal, and Edward’s enthusiasm waned. Perhaps it was the weather. Perhaps it was this melancholy mood brought upon by being ill. Whatever the reason, Edward had taken the past six months since Lady Penelope broke off their engagement to reassess the wisdom of his list. It never occurred to him to list ‘constancy’ as a viscountess’s attribute, yet clearly that had been necessary. In what other ways, he wondered, had he been remiss in his requirements? 

Now he wished he had ignored Maylene’s encouragement to reconcile with Lady Penelope. Edward might have remained home, safe and dry and miserable in his bed.

Long strides carried him across the muck in a hurry. He reached the coach and opened the door for his fellow passengers, motioning them aboard. The attractive female from the inn stood at his elbow, stepping sprightly.

“Thank you!” With her bright eyes and wide smile, joyful gratitude radiated from her as she hitched her skirts and ascended the steps. 

All at once, Edward was filled with dread. He did not want to travel in close quarters with this woman. She was the first female who had intrigued him in months, and it was a deucedly uncomfortable feeling now when he was on the cusp of renewing his addresses to Lady Penelope. There could not be a worst time for him to succumb to a stranger’s beaming smile. 

Two other gentlemen embarked then all three men settled into their seats. The men removed their hats and brushed the wet from the brims. Edward combed his fingers through his hair, sweeping the stubborn hank into place which tended to droop over his forehead. 

As surreptitiously as possible, he studied the governess. She displayed no feminine wiles, offered no coy looks. Evidently, she had no idea how appealing she was. She possessed a confident air, as if she were capable of tackling any task, but she carried herself without arrogance or haughtiness. Sitting opposite her, Edward marveled how she cast a cloak of serenity upon the others. Her secret, he supposed, rested in her brilliant, assured smile. It was both enchanting and calming simultaneously.

Under guise of studying the dreary landscape, he questioned himself. After a thorough search of his memory, Edward realized Lady Penelope’s smile had never affected him so. As Edward recalled her smile, it had been a basic motion, the lifting of the ends of her lips. There was no spontaneity or exuberance in Penelope’s smile. It was a mechanical reaction which engendered no emotion in others because it lacked the core, essential quality of inner happiness. 

He frowned, dismayed that he had never before considered the matter. Edward did not wish his wife to live in his pocket, but he did not wish, either, to marry a person who was fundamentally unhappy. 

These thoughts annoyed him. 

Edward had already proposed once to Lady Penelope, and would do so again. George and Maylene Stockton expected it, as did Lady Penelope. Edward did not doubt that Maylene had told Penelope to expect his arrival and renewal. It did not signify if his erstwhile fiancée had a joyless smile. He had not written ‘lovely smile’ on his list, so it must not have mattered then, and it should not matter now.

Naturally, Fiona had teased him about his Attributes for My Viscountess. She declared the list a waste of time and parchment. He ignored her criticism, judging that younger sisters could not possibly understand the importance in ensuring the title. 

“Hello,” said a fellow passenger.

Edward glanced up, taken out of his surly introspection. 

“I’m Orin Dudley. Secretary to Mr. Barnsby.” 

Mr. Dudley carried a satchel and wore spectacles, which seemed to be obligatory for clerks. The man’s coat was tidy and well made. Mr. Dudley appeared to be the kind of man upon whom England relied. A steady, respectable sort.  

One thing Edward did not relish today was conversing with others. His head cold was monstrously annoying, so he made a sparse, civil nod in Mr. Dudley’s direction.  

The other passengers murmured polite greetings to the secretary. 

Rather timidly, the other male passenger said, “I’m Nathanial Thornway, painter.” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his narrow throat, as if the act of introducing himself had made him nervous. 

Edward’s eyes narrowed on the painter. Thornway had the lean, hungry look about him that William Shakespeare warned not to trust. The man caught Edward’s intent gaze then shifted his elsewhere. Thornway squirmed in his seat, as if he knew the viscount had inspected him and found him wanting. 

Mr. Dudley shook the artist’s hand, showing a friendly openness that Edward could not. None of the passengers shook Edward’s hand, for which he was grateful. At least his illness would keep his fellow passengers at a distance. Mayhap traveling by public conveyance wouldn’t be so troublesome. 

Glancing at the female, he saw she had dimples.  This was another confounding annoyance on an already full plate. Dimples were absolutely charming, and anyone who said otherwise was simply mad. He smothered his sound of exasperation, feeling beleaguered. Why today, of all days, did he meet this lovely vision? He didn’t want to be drawn to this confident, beaming woman. My God, Penelope all awaited his imminent proposal. 

She unfolded a lap rug, murmured a greeting, and stated her name was Miss Rutherford. Properly withholding her first name, she managed to convey an aura of stout respectability. 

Miss Rutherford went on to add, “I teach at an academy outside Dover, Miss Laing’s School for Daughters of Gentlemen.” 

Not a governess, but Edward’s guess wasn’t far from the mark. Schoolteachers were on a rung above governesses on the ladder of Women Not to Trifle With. 

Gazing upon the misty, rolling hills of Kent, he silently urged the coach to greater speed. Lady Penelope awaited him at the Stocktons. They would enjoy the house party amongst their friends and reconcile. This sudden anticipation for Miss Rutherford’s sunshiny smile would dissolve as soon as he left this carriage, Edward predicted. Instead, he should be looking forward to reuniting with the earl’s daughter and his friends.  

He stretched out his legs, tilted his hat, and feigned sleep. His mind wandered back to the day Lady Penelope accepted his proposal. He had thought their future well-settled. She was well-born, attractive, and traveled in the same circles he did. As his viscountess, Lady Penelope would give him a well-bred, well-behaved heir. They would lead a comfortable life.

Fiona did not care for Lady Penelope, but agreed Edward was not a romantic soul. He was too practical, she accused, before she quizzed whether Penelope touched his heart? Good God, what a brat Fiona was and so he had told her. What mattered, he had snapped at his sister, was that Lady Penelope would make a good viscountess. 

Fiona promptly agreed, making a nonchalant wave. “By all means, marry her then.” 

Edward was determined to do just that.

Dabbing his nose, he glared at the rain-drenched countryside, re-playing the scene which ended his weeklong engagement. Lady Penelope had come to him, sobbing she’d mistaken her heart and loved Andrew Markham instead. When she asked to be released from their betrothal, he had done so and wished her happy. Then he withdrew from London society, returned home, and depleted the Asbury wine cellar. He had not left his estate until today, having received George’s letter with Maylene’s postscript urging him to attend their house party. Maylene wrote that Lady Penelope requested he specifically be invited to the Stocktons, and she was no longer betrothed to Markham.  

He started, becoming belatedly aware that something was expected of him. Looking about the coach’s interior, he discovered his fellow passengers gazing at him, awaiting a reply.

“Edward Chevers,” he said, intentionally omitting his surname for his title. It was an impulsive decision spurred by a desire to avoid toadeaters. 

An uncomfortable silence followed before the woman began conversing with the clerk. 

Beneath hooded lids, Edward observed Miss Rutherford more closely. Her hair was the shade of honey, her eyes a startling green. Quietly, she sat, fiddling with the button of her cotton gloves, fastening then unfastening it, toying with the loop. 

Such an innocent. 

“Do you travel to London for business, Mr. Dudley?” Miss Rutherford asked the secretary.

“No, only going so far as Maidstone, ma’am. My employer sent me to inspect some warehouses in Dover. Now that I’ve sent the report, I plan to meet my wife and take her to Ramsgate for the holidays.”

“That sounds lovely.” She gave him a warm smile.

The secretary leaned toward her, like a flower’s petals strained toward the sun. He was as receptive to the schoolteacher’s charm as the landlady. 

Edward smothered his snicker with a cough. “Excuse me.” 

Miss Rutherford’s wide-eyed gaze fell upon him. Somehow she knew his cough wasn’t genuine, and he realized she had seen through his small deception. Her lips curved, but the dimples did not accompany the smile. If he hadn’t already known he was in trouble, her lifted brow confirmed it. It was a gentle rebuke, forcing him to repeat his words more sincerely.

With a broad smile, she accepted his apology.  

“And you, Mr. Thornway? Are you traveling to London, as well? I’m going to visit my brother’s family there.”

Edward studied the artist to see what kind of reaction Miss Rutherford evoked within him. Would she bowl him over, too? He was willing to wager not, that as an artist the man would be more cerebral and not prone to—

“Yes,” stammered the blushing man. 

Good God! Edward tapped the purse he’d stuffed in his waistcoat pocket, glad he hadn’t laid the wager. By simply smiling, this woman’s charm captivated males and females, alike. His brows met as he tried to ferret out this mystery, for he’d never seen anything like it. What was it about the schoolteacher? Somehow she drew people to her like a magnet. How had this charismatic young woman remained a spinster? Why she wasn’t surrounded by a bevy of suitors mystified Edward. She was quite lovely when she smiled, particularly when those dimples appeared.

Miss Rutherford reached across her lap to pat the brim of Mr. Thornway’s hat, which he spun in nervousness. 

“It’s a very fine hat, sir, but I feel sure you won’t wish to mar the pelt.” She then gave the artist a sidelong glance, full of humor.

Mr. Thornway blinked, uncertain how to respond to her teasing. A grin broke over his face, erasing the lines of tension which had been there. The pair chuckled in good humor with each other. An indulgent smile curved Mr. Dudley’s mouth, but Edward held himself apart, not wishing to lower his guard. 

Diffidently, Mr. Thornway said, “The Royal Academy has asked me to provide a series of lectures.”

“Really? That’s quite impressive, good sir. What’s the topic?”

“Lighting techniques through use of oils.”

“How marvelous! You’ve studied Turner, no doubt?” 

The artist clapped his hands in delight. “Most assuredly. You know his works?”

Even Mr. Dudley, the secretary, had heard of that famous painter. The trio chattered, excited to have found an interesting topic to discuss. Edward sat quietly, occasionally glancing from Miss Rutherford’s animated countenance to the scenery. Within a couple of miles, the secretary nodded to his fellow passengers before settling against the squabs and closing his eyes. Edward envied the man, afraid if he tilted his head it would flood his runny nose.

The once-shy artist, now that he had the female’s attention, prattled on about his paintings. Miss Rutherford listened to Mr. Thornway, flattering the man with her undivided attention.   

Edward blew his nose then stuffed his handkerchief into his pocket. If he were alone, he would massage his cheeks to alleviate the stuffiness. He refrained. 

Feeling the weight of Miss Rutherford’s gaze upon him, Edward turned to her and lifted his brows. 

Flinging up her index finger, she paused the artist’s conversation. With a concerned look, she leaned toward Edward. 

“Forgive me for saying so, but you really shouldn’t be travelling, sir. Perhaps at the next inn, I could fetch a warming brick for you?” Belatedly, she remembered her lap rug and offered it for his use.  

Edward was speechless. 

“I am not an infirm old woman,” he said caustically. I will not need a warming brick. Nor do I require your rug.” 

His words had no effect. She half-stood and draped the blanket over his lap while he gaped. 

“Your cold will only worsen if you don’t heed it,” she advised as she tucked the ends around his waist. Gently, she scolded, “You wouldn’t wish to be ill during the holidays, would you?” 

Edward floundered, unused to being disobeyed. His testiness soared as he said, “Please, miss, this is unseemly.”

Wide, green eyes blinked. At the precise moment his breath caught at her loveliness, the stage coach gave a violent lurch. The bench beneath him dipped and pitched backward. Miss Rutherford stumbled into his arms and he held her tightly against his body. The most imperative thing in his life was to keep her safe. Tucking her head into his chest, he formed a protective cage around her.

Shouts rang out. The horses whinnied. The coachman swore. Noises blended until he could no longer identify them.

A strange sense of unreality descended upon him. This moment of turmoil lengthened in endurance. At the same time sounds became indistinct, he noted Miss Rutherford’s soft cheek burrowed into his neck. She smelled sweet, and for reasons he would never know, he pressed a swift kiss on top of her bonnet. 

Just as time slowed in that instant, it leapt in the next. Miss Rutherford, pale and dismayed, scrambled from his embrace. Her movements reminded him of a scurrying crab. He watched her lips move, but her words were muffled, indistinct.  

He moaned, feeling a stinging cut on the back of his head. His hand went to the spot and came away smeared in blood. Dumbly, he stared at his crimson fingers. 

“I seem to have cut my head,” he announced to nobody in particular with great disbelief.

“Mr. Chevers? Mr. Chevers?”

Oddly fascinated by the way Miss Rutherford’s mouth moved, he stared at her, not moving. Why did it sound as if she were speaking from the distant end of a tunnel?

Groans and pants emanated from Mr. Dudley, who rose from the tilted floor.  

Edward gave a short, mirthless laugh. 

A gust of wind signaled the door had opened. Mr. Thornway crawled out then reached inside to assist Miss Rutherford.

“He’s been injured,” she told the artist, causing Edward to wonder to whom she referred. “Do take care of him.”

Edward felt decidedly woozy, and his nose felt even stuffier.  

“Mr. Chevers?” It was Mr. Dudley who spoke, motioning Edward to precede him from the wreckage. 

He exited the vehicle by nearly toppling through the opening, mumbling, “Blast.” 

Too late he remembered the lady’s presence and glanced toward Miss Rutherford, but his apology died on his lips. 

Her face was wreathed in a beaming smile, as if she were pleased. Interpreting his puzzlement, she said, “At least you are speaking intelligibly now. You’ll do.”

She propped her shoulder beneath his arm pit as did Mr. Dudley on his other side. 

Despite his feeble protests, they walked him to the edge of the road and sat him upon a log, which was sheltered by trees. Afraid his knees would buckle if he had to walk any further, he tried to shake off this alarming lassitude. The drizzle felt blessedly cool, and he lifted his face to it.   

He was aware of faint buzzing, an indistinct conversation as the others discussed their predicament. The coach had lost its front right wheel while he’d been sitting above the perch on the same corner. The wheel’s hub cut a furrow into the roadway. 

Without real interest, he observed Miss Rutherford march to the stage coach and retrieve her portmanteau. Later he would marvel how quickly she returned to the log, her feet nearly flying. Miss Rutherford certainly was a busy little creature. 

By the side of the King’s highway, she rummaged through her leather valise. Her bonnet sat lopsided. It must have blocked her view because with a sound of vexation, she yanked free the ribbons then jerked it from her head, scarcely stopping in her search. Edward watched the bonnet tumble end over end as wind and rain drew it along a rambling course. Belatedly, it occurred to him he should have fetched it back, but his legs were in no mood for running.

“Aha!” 

At the sound of her triumphant shout, he pulled his attention from the blown-about bonnet. Miss Rutherford stood, blonde hair tumbling from her chignon, with a scrap of white material in her small hand. A determined gleam shone in her eyes.

He wasn’t sure her intention, but he grew wary as she approached in militant fashion. 

“What are you about, Miss Rutherford?”

She smiled, but unlike her other smiles, this one didn’t warm his heart. A hint of something maternal hid in the curvature of her mouth. He didn’t want the schoolteacher to view him as a pet pupil. As she drew abreast, he stared at her hair. Thick, honey-colored coils trailed down her back, the ends curling. Magnificent.

“Mr. Chevers?” She asked for what was, apparently, not the first time.

Anger swelled within his chest and he grabbed her wrist.

“Good God,” he hissed. “I should have thought you’d be more circumspect! You bring out your unmentionables for the whole world and his wife to see?”

“Don’t be stupid,” she fiercely whispered into his ear. “Once I bandage your head properly, nobody will even know this is a chemise.”

Had anyone told Chevers he would end his day with a cold, battered, bruised, and bleeding while he preached propriety to a schoolteacher, he would have laughed hysterically. If that same person had told him the woman’s husky whisper send thrills down his spine, he would have immediately sobered. 

“I must be losing my mind.” 

He examined his damp handkerchief, aware it shouldn’t be used to dress a wound. Still, it would be extremely improper to use a lady’s undergarment. To have her chemise wrapped around his head like a turban? Preposterous! 

“No. It will not do.”

Sparks flew from those green eyes as she prepared to argue the matter with him and he flung up a palm to forestall her.

“Absolutely not.” 

He glanced away, avoiding looking upon that bounty of marvelous hair. In spite of himself, he soon looked at her again.

Her lips were tightened in a carefully leashed temper.

Seeing that sign of stubbornness, he sought a compromise. “I have a shirt in my valise. Use that instead for my bandage.” 

Rip. Rip. Rip.

Too astonished to speak, he watched, open-mouthed, as again she defied him and shredded her chemise into strips. 

“Too late,” she chirped. 

With some heat, he told her, “You’re the most obstinate woman I’ve ever met.” 

She shrugged then grinned. “I have four brothers. Stubbornness is key to surviving in our brood.”

His own intractable mood prevented him from smiling as he clung to his annoyance.

She folded a strip into a square pad then placed it gently against his wound. “Would you hold this, please?” 

He held the pad in place as she bandaged his head. Her torso was on his eye-level, her arms encircling his head in a mimicry of a lover’s embrace. He closed his eyes, hoping to banish illicit thoughts of his fellow passenger-cum-nurse. It didn’t help. Temporarily sightless, his remaining senses became hyper-aware. The warmth of her body created a cocoon around them. The sound of her even breathing soothed him. She smelled of fresh rain. An occasional breeze blew strands of her hair across his cheek. 

The question, which had bothered him since the beginning, popped out without his planning. Considering it later, he chalked his impropriety down to the head wound. There was no other reasonable explanation. He asked, “How is it you’ve remained single, ma’am?”

She paused briefly in wrapping his head. “How do you know I’m single?”

“No ring.” He tapped her left hand.

“My papa served in the navy as Master’s Mate, where floggings were routine. He wasn’t known to suffer fools gladly. Combine that with four protective brothers and my own self-sufficient nature, it’s little wonder, I would think, men would trouble me. Few are that daring.”

He frowned, hearing the note of self-deprecation. “You view courtship as trouble?”

“Don’t you?” 

Since he had no rejoinder to that wry question, the rest of the bandaging was accomplished in silence. Once she’d covered her handiwork with his hat, he tried again. “Have you ever been a nurse, Miss Rutherford?”

“No, but the twins were forever getting hurt, so I had plenty of opportunity to watch my mother patch them up again. She was a great healer. Jerry once broke his leg. Nasty business. Of course, he blamed it on Harry. Said if he hadn’t dared him to jump off the barn roof... ” She paused then shyly smiled, “I’m blathering, aren’t I?” 

“You are. There’s no reason to be frightened of me.”  

“I’m not.” 

He didn’t believe her. She had the most expressive face of anyone he’d ever met. Edward did not want Miss Rutherford to think he lacked daring. Forgetting his mission to renew his addresses to Lady Penelope, Edward flirted with the schoolteacher.  

“You should be,” he said, making his voice deeper than usual.

The strange tension between them snapped when she chuckled, dispelling the awkwardness.

“What a strange man you are,” she said with a shake of her head.

He smiled, pleased he’d thrown her off-stride. She was far too certain of herself, far too unaware.

“Mr. Chevers? Miss Rutherford?” 

Orin Dudley approached. His brow was furrowed, the ends of his mouth downturned. Whatever the secretary was about to tell them, Edward already knew he did not want to hear.

Miss Rutherford and Edward faced the other man. 

To Edward’s regret, Mr. Dudley returned Miss Rutherford’s bonnet. She thanked him warmly and with a few deft twists, hid that mass of beautiful hair beneath it. Glimpsing Miss Rutherford with her hair down had been the only bright spot of this day. 

“We must walk to Maidstone. Can you make it, sir?”

“Of course I can.” Edward gritted his teeth, stood then swayed. 

Miss Rutherford shoved her shoulder beneath his arm, propping him up again. “Lean on me, sir.”

“Don’t be foolish.” He tried to pry her hands from him, but she moved too quickly. 

Her palm pressed his torso, her other hand stayed on his back.

“Of the two of us, Mr. Chevers, I believe you’re the one who’s being foolish.” 

She nudged him to the place where the others gathered by the stage coach. 

“I’m too heavy for you.”

“I’m stronger than I appear, sir.”

“I hate being mollycoddled,” he protested.

“I would never have guessed.” 

He glared at her then noticed her lips twitched. 

“If you insist,” he said ungraciously. 

“I insist.” She half-shrugged.

His grip tightened around her shoulder, and he muttered, “I feel exceedingly foolish.”

“Please don’t. The accident was hardly your fault, and I think you were very brave to protect me as you did, Mr. Chevers.” 

Leveling a suspicious look upon her, Edward asked, “Why did you place the emphasis on ‘mister’ like that?”

“Like what?”

He wagged his finger at her. 

“Don’t try that wide-eyed innocence on me, Miss Rutherford.”

She chuckled.

“You’re an incorrigible minx, aren’t you, ma’am?”

“Oh, yes.” Miss Rutherford beamed, unrepentantly.

“Your students must be hoydens.”  

“Certainly,” she agreed, using that same cheery tone she had employed when ripping her chemise to shreds.  

Against his will, he smiled.

“You remind me of Jerry, my eldest brother. He’s a bear when injured or feeling under the weather, and you are both.” 

“Please don’t confuse me with your brother, Miss Rutherford.”

“Never again.”

Slitting a narrow gaze down at the top of her bonnet, he murmured, “How should I interpret that?”

“My brother was recently awarded the medal of valor from the Admiralty. I do not think you are a sailor, sir.”

“Commendable,” he murmured.  

The horses had been removed from the traces, only the wheeler appearing to have suffered injury, a strained fetlock. John Coachman informed them they could cut across the field to a livery and inn at Maidstone just under two miles away. He and Mr. Thornway had strapped the travelers’ luggage and other cargo onto three of the horses. The artist acted as a groom and led two horses away. The small party followed with John Coachman slowly leading the injured horse. Mr. Dudley took the reins of the last horse and they crossed the uneven field. 

“I hope my wife doesn’t worry about my delay,” said the clerk.

“I doubt we’ll be delayed long,” Miss Rutherford assured him with an unmerited amount of optimism to Edward’s way of thinking. 

After draping her lap rug over her shoulders, she re-tucked herself beneath Edward’s arm, willing to become his crutch, as it were. 

Her soft, warm body felt wonderful next to his. If not for his aching head, Edward would have no reason to grouse.

“Yes, well, let’s get a move on,” Mr. Dudley prodded. “This weather’s not fit for man nor beast.” 

Edward stumbled, swore then wiped his nose and swore for a second time.

“Certainly not for surly bears,” murmured Miss Rutherford.
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Chapter 2
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By the time they entered the yard of The Rose and Crown, Ruthanne still was not accustomed to the thrills Mr. Chevers’s nearness caused her. Mr. Chevers? She shook her head, inwardly scoffing at herself. If the gentleman she was propping up was a mister, she would eat her left boot. This man strongly affected her, which was just her dumb luck. Schoolteachers would not attract a viscount’s attention. Ruthanne gave him a sideways glance, disturbed to see that trickle of blood dripping down his head. Not that it marred his good looks. She doubted anything could do that. Ruthanne blushed as she recalled how her hand shook when she’d touched his raven-dark hair. He had the most adorable dollop of hair, which hanged over his forehead.  

He struggled not to make a false step. After the beginning of their trek, he didn’t swear, but the beaded brow revealed his strain. His mettle had been sorely tested today, poor man. For her part, Ruthanne was glad to be of use and didn’t complain, even when his grip tightened on her shoulder. Almost immediately he flexed his hand to prevent causing her pain. He did it without thinking, exhibiting innate kindness. Unfortunately, his condition was worsening. Quiet groans escaped him every now and then. 

She chattered to distract him from his troubles, even as her thoughts whirled about in her head. Why had he passed himself off as an ordinary mister? His signet ring was a dead giveaway and the Chevers family crest easily recognizable to anyone who resided in Dover near the Asbury estate. She had ample time to inspect the ring as his hand rested upon her shoulder. 

Edward Lord Chevers’s reputation reached the seaside town of Dover, although she never expected to meet him. His estate was meticulously run and some fourteen miles distant. Until today, she had never even glimpsed the viscount, and there was nothing remarkable about that. In the normal way of things, Ruthanne’s social sphere would never touch Lord Chevers’s. What Ruthanne knew of Lord Chevers she had learned from a pupil. Arabella Mansfield had practically gushed about the recent wedding of the viscount’s sister. Ruthanne did not recall the sister’s name, but Arabella recounted how the young lady had fallen in love with a vicar, and her brother had blessed the marriage. Astonishing.   

Denied observing Lord Chevers tool about Dover in his post chaise, Ruthanne wondered why he was not driving it. Why didn’t he ride the mail coach? It would be a faster means of traveling than by stage. She found it unlikely that he could not afford such luxuries, just as she found it unlikely that he wished to rub elbows with commoners, such as herself. Well, she decided philosophically, if Lord Chevers were riding stage for a lark, the joke was on him. Shame on the man for trying to trick his fellow passengers. 

He staggered and mumbled something.

A bench sat outside the main entry of the Rose & Crown beneath the eaves. Lowering Lord Chevers onto it, Ruthanne worried upon fully see his pallor. She fussed about him as she would one of her own students who had fallen ill, and wiped his damp forehead with the corner of her blanket.

“Steady now.”

Leaning his head against the exterior wall, he closed his eyes. 

“You must be weary,” she said.

“Mm-hmm.” 

“Miss Rutherford? Mr. Dudley takes his leave.”

She responded to Mr. Thornway’s light prompting, pulling her gaze from Lord Chevers’s face. It was a shame the man had shuttered his lovely eyes. They were dark, the color of coffee, and Ruthanne wish for a good last look of the viscount who made her pulse race.  

While Ruthanne had been mooning over the viscount, Mr. Dudley had unstrapped the luggage and set it by the bench. He then went inside. When he returned, his wife accompanied him. When telling Mrs. Dudley of the accident, the secretary underscored its trifling nature. Lord Chevers’s right eye slit open, glowering at the secretary until Mr. Dudley flushed.

“Mr. Chevers cut his head during the melee, but I hope the bleeding’s stopped,” Ruthanne told Mrs. Dudley. “If you would take a room and rest for a bit, your headache will lessen.” 

Lord Chevers nodded. “No doubt it would, Miss Rutherford. Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Dudley. I’m indebted to you.”

Mr. Dudley offered to take the others up in his landau. “My wife and I are traveling to Ramsgate, but if we can deliver any of you to your destination... ”

Lifting two fingers, Lord Chevers declined the offer. “I’ll be fine after I rest briefly.”

Because both Ruthanne and Mr. Thornway were London-bound, they politely refused the clerk’s gracious offer.

“Mr. Thornway, would you inquire when the next stage coach will depart?” 

“My pleasure, Miss Rutherford,” he said, disappearing into the inn.

She said to the Dudleys. “I hope the rest of your travels fare better. Happy Christmas to both of you.”

“Happy Christmas to you, Miss Rutherford.” Mr. Dudley tipped his hat to her then bowed to the coachman and Lord Chevers, in turn. 

Mrs. Dudley wished them all a happy Christmas then allowed her husband to usher her into their landau.

“Good luck, Mr. Chevers!” Mr. Dudley gave a cheerful wave as the coach rolled out of the yard.  

“Thank you.” His lordship’s smile was wan, but sincere.

Returning from the hosteler, Mr. Thornway reported a stable boy had been sent to fetch a doctor and the next stage would depart within the hour. 

Ruthanne worried aloud, “That doesn’t give you sufficient time to rest. I don’t think, sir, you should continue your journey today.”

“There’s no question he shouldn’t travel today,” Mr. Thornway retorted. 

She stared at the artist, shocked by his snappishness. Then she turned toward the silent lord and forgot Mr. Thornway’s bad mood. Lord Chevers, besides being uncharacteristically silent, had lowered his chin so that it nearly rested against his chest. 

The poor man was exhausted.

Mr. Thornway rubbed the back of his neck. “Lord, he’s all done up, isn’t he? That stroll seemed to have exacerbated his cold, too. Did you see how his eyes were glazed over?”

Ruthanne rolled her shoulders, easing her strained muscles. “He must remain to recuperate.”

She watched Mr. Thornway shove Edward’s slumped shoulder against the wall. 

Quietly, she said, “He cannot be left alone.”

At that, the artist darted her a panicked look. “You must remain to care for him, Miss Rutherford.”

“I? No, I cannot. Staying at an inn with a man who’s not my husband? Why, that would ruin my reputation, and if my headmistress ever discovered it, I would be dismissed without a character reference. I think not. You will have to nurse him, Mr. Thornway.”

“I’m scheduled to be in London, delivering lectures. Besides, you would be a much better nurse for him than I would,” he argued. He roughly pushed Lord Chevers’s chest to prevent him from toppling off the bench. “The man’s helpless. He won’t ruin your reputation.” 

“I cannot risk it. My reputation would be in tatters,” Ruthanne explained, praying for patience with the artist. 

“What of my reputation?”

“Your reputation?”

“As an artist. If I don’t speak at the Royal Academy tomorrow, I may never be invited again. Think what a wasted opportunity that would be for me.” 

“Mr. Thornway! How could you be so utterly selfish?”

“How could you be so utterly missish?”

Ruthanne blinked in the face of his hot denial. The man, so slight of build as to be described ‘wiry,’ was more ambitious than he appeared. She thoroughly disliked him.

Mr. Thornway glared at Lord Chevers before his gaze swiveled back to her. 

Reluctantly, he nodded his resignation, and said in a very gloomy voice, “Very well. Remain with him while I step inside to arrange his stay. When I return, can you at least help me see that he is comfortably settled? You should provide instructions for his care, as well. Are you willing to do even that much?”

Bristling at his rudeness, Ruthanne nevertheless bit her tongue. It would do Lord Chevers no good if she antagonized his caretaker.

“Gladly.” 

Gratefully, she sat on the bench and tucked her hand into the crook of his lordship’s elbow. “Don’t worry. You’ll be resting in a cozy bed very shortly. Mr. Thornway will look after you.”

Edward’s head lifted. His lips moved, but no sound emerged before he lowered his chin again.

After a handful of minutes, Mr. Thornway returned and hoisted Edward into a standing position. “Follow me, please. Second floor.” 

“Oh, dear.” 

Ruthanne squared her shoulders. “So be it. We can do this if we work together.”

With his fellow passengers flanking him, Edward staggered upstairs. By the time they reached the landing, Ruthanne was panting. His lordship patted her shoulder in encouragement, and she flashed him a cheery smile. Together they climbed the rest of the stairs. 

Mr. Thornway propped Lord Chevers against the wall as he unlocked the door. He shuffled Edward over the threshold, struggling with the extra dead weight.

“Thank you, Mr. Thornway,” Ruthanne said uneasily, for not once had he made eye contact as they walked upstairs. 

“It’s unfortunate you will miss your lectures. Shall I visit the Royal Academy and explain the situation? Perhaps it will agree to postpone your talks to another time?”

“Not likely,” he mumbled. “I’ve waited years for this chance.”

“Oh. I see. I am sorry.”

“By the by, the innkeeper’s name is Mr. Johnson. He will deliver the luggage later.” 

Mr. Thornway steered Chevers across the room, ducked under Edward’s arm then pushed him so that Edward fell, face-forward, onto the bed. 

“That was ill-done of you, Mr. Thornway,” Ruthanne objected.

“He’s dead weight, and outweighs me by at least two stones,” the man protested. 

Frowning her disapproval, Ruthanne quietly explained. “It is not Mr. Chevers’s fault he was injured during the accident. In truth, had he not protected me, I don’t know that he would have come to any harm.”

“You have a nasty way of showing your appreciation of that, miss,” Mr. Thornway snapped, not bothering to hide his resentment.

“Forgive me,” she said promptly.

“There’s only a few minutes before the next stage leaves. Tell me what kinds of medicines or treatment this fellow needs—” He jerked his head at Lord Chevers. “I’ll ask Mr. Johnson to send it.” 

Grateful Mr. Thornway was making himself useful, she rattled off a list of supplies. 

“A mustard poultice for his chest, fresh bandages and salve for his head. Perhaps willow bark tea to prevent a fever? A pitcher of water and if there’s a landlady, could you ask for a tonic?”

“Fine. You stay with him while I go pay for the supplies.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Thornway,” Ruthanne said. 

He scurried from the room as if chased by a bolt of lightning.

Looking at the prostrate form of his lordship, Ruthanne sighed. He was such a handsome man. Pity she had not chanced upon his acquaintance when his nose did not drip and his head did not bleed. 

“Good riddance,” Lord Chevers grumbled, rolling onto his back. 

Slowly, he sat up and struggled to remove his overcoat. With only one arm out of the sleeve, he gave up and sighed.

“God, I’m done up.”

“Let me help you.”

Ruthanne removed his coat, shook off the rain droplets then draped it over a chair. Her cheeks heated and her throat tightened at the exceedingly domestic chore.

She choked out, “Your jacket, too.”

Once he allowed her to rid him of his jacket, she skimmed the front of his waistcoat. 

“Good. You are dry.”  

“Boots,” he said, motioning toward his feet. “I can’t sleep in my boots.”

“Of course not.” 

Removing his boots muddied her gown and hands. There was nothing for it but to wipe her hands on her skirts. Later when the mud dried, she would brush it out.

“I will look a fright to the other passengers,” she mumbled.

His lordship chuckled. “Not a chance.”

Pleased with the compliment, Ruthanne blushed hotly again.

He removed his neckcloth so that now he was dressed only in his waistcoat and shirt sleeves. Naturally, she had seen her brothers in similar states of dishevelment, but Lord Chevers was not her brother, and she was more conscious of that than she would wish. 

He sneezed.

“Where’s Thornway?” Ruthanne muttered as she fluffed up the pillows, placed them behind his head and covered him with blankets. 

“Done a flit.” His voice sounded nasally.

“No! Oh, I’m sure not.” She flew to the window and searched the yard.

“I ache everywhere.”

Returning to the bedside, she patted his hand. “I’m sure you do, sir. You’ll feel better after a rest.”  

A knock at the door sounded, and she rose to answer it, thinking it would be a porter for the luggage.  

On the landing, a tall, lanky fellow in a leather smock appeared with a short, squatty fellow wearing a tweed jacket. The shorter man introduced himself, speaking in a gruff voice. “I’m Glendale, the apothecary. This is the landlord, Mr. Johnson. I understand your husband’s been hurt in an accident?”

Husband? Husband? 

“Hello,” Lord Chevers said while Ruthanne struggled to think of something to say. 

What on earth made the apothecary believe she was married to his lordship? Thornway! He must have told Mr. Johnson and Mr. Glendale they were married to preserve her reputation. Which meant he had left her to do Lord Chevers’s nursing. So he could keep his appointment to speak at the Royal Academy. That scoundrel.

Panic seized Ruthanne. Stiffly, she pivoted to face his lordship, uncertain whether she should tell the truth.

The patient’s mouth twitched, the only indication he made that his prediction had proven true. Mr. Thornway had, indeed, done a flit. Lord Chevers’s next words were silken. 

“Please come in, gentlemen. Madam wife?”

She stepped aside, allowing the men to gain entrance into the room. Stupor stilled her tongue. She made to close the door, but was stopped by a footman carrying their luggage.  

“I beg your pardon.” Ruthanne waved him in then walked to the bedstead, seeking the only figure familiar to her. 

How had she fallen for that dirty dish’s trick? It was a swindle straight from William’s playbook—William was a gambler and her least favorite brother. A schoolteacher was only as good as her last character reference. If it became known Ruthanne stayed with a man at a public inn, she’d be terminated from the academy, deemed unemployable. She’d be unmarriageable, too. Not that she had any prospects for marrying, but she’d always hoped someday... 

Good heavens, she was in a quandary. A breath shuddered through her. Swallowing the large, nervous lump in her throat, she mumbled, “Chevers.” It was the safest way to refer to him, by his title.  

He grasped her hand and gave it a hearty squeeze. 

Reassured, Ruthanne relaxed and smiled at the teasing light in his lordship’s dark eyes. 

Immediately Mr. Johnson ordered the footman to build up the fire, flinging his hand out as if the empty grate were a personal affront to him. “Declan, start a fire and make sure there’s a goodly supply of wood for the night. Lady Chevers, I’ll have a tea tray sent up immediately. You may call upon my wife for any assistance you require. It’s an honor to have—”

“Send up a fresh pitcher of water. Have Nellie bring it straightaway. Time for tea later. Now leave, Johnson, so I can examine my patient. The poor man’s bleeding.” Thus, Mr. Glendale dispensed with social pleasantries.

Agreeing his lordship needed tending, Mr. Johnson departed, but left Declan the footman to perform his duties.

The apothecary stood at the foot of the bed and retrieved some items from his portmanteau: a pair of scissors, a small wooden chest, a length of linen. He continued to rifle through the bag as he asked, “Head sore, my lordship?” 

The slight nod broke off in a grimace as Lord Chevers admitted, “Like a mule kicked me.”

Mr. Glendale’s gaze slew to the patient. “Head injuries are—”

A scratching on the door interrupted whatever the apothecary intended to say, as he broke off to beckon the maid to enter. “Thank you, Nellie. Help me wash my hands, if you please.”

As the two performed that chore, his lordship’s steady gaze fell upon Ruthanne. There was a question in those dark depths. She gave a pointed stare at his signet ring, causing his gaze to follow along. Lord Chevers’s eyes widened comically in dawning realization. Had their situation not been so serious, she would have burst out laughing.

He mouthed the words, ‘I’m sorry.’

Ruthanne beamed. How these next moments would unfold was a mystery, but at least they were in the bumblebroth together.

“It’ll be easier, madam wife, to have a landlord who responds to the demands of Quality, if you are to nurse me by yourself.”

Her reply was a dubious, “Yes, my lord.”

That dark gaze unsnagged from hers.

“How did you hurt your head?”

Ruthanne glanced at Lord Chevers, but he remained silent, so she explained, “Our coach lost a wheel and when it tipped, Lord Chevers struck his head. After the accident, we walked to this inn. I fear the journey exhausted him.”

The apothecary dried his hands on a towel, his bushy brows drawn together. 

Nellie tugged his sleeve and he gave a little start. 

“Eh?”

“Do you want fresh water?”

“Please.”

The maid moved to the window and emptied the basin then set it down. She poured the remaining water from the pitcher. 

“Thank you, Nellie,” Mr. Glendale murmured as he peered beneath the makeshift bandage. 

Stammering she would soon return, the maid curtsied then left.

Unwinding the strips of her former undergarment, the apothecary tsked then prodded the injured area.

Lord Chevers flinched.

The apothecary made a gruff sound, acknowledging Lord Chevers’ discomfort. He proceeded to clean the wound, dabbing it with a wet cloth then he snipped the matted hair to more closely examine the cut.

For the second time, his lordship flinched, but Ruthanne chuckled. “Oh, take heart. Your hair will soon grow back.”

They shared a smile before Lord Chevers turned toward Mr. Glendale. “Mm? What did you say, please?”

“I said you’re lucky the cut’s not deep. Head wounds tend to bleed a great deal.” With short, rapid strokes, the apothecary covered the area with basilicum powder then bandaged the head with the linen strips. 

As he stood back to survey his handiwork, he wiped his hands on the towel. The maid, Nellie, returned with a fresh pitcher and the tea tray. Mr. Glendale again cleaned his hands while Nellie poured fresh water over them. Ruthanne took the basin from her and emptied its contents out the window. Light drizzle continued to fall, much as it had all morning. The damp was chilly, verging on wintry. She was heartily glad she wore flannel petticoats.

As she performed that task, she spotted the retreating form of Mr. Thornway in the yard, one foot perched on the step of the stage coach. As if sensing her stare upon him, the artist looked up, and their gazes met. He saluted her, which fueled the flames of her irritation. Ruthanne rapped the empty basin against the sill, regretting the flung contents had not drenched Thornway. 

“Darling, did you remember to thank Mr. Thornway for his assistance?” 

Lord Chevers added to the apothecary, “Fine fellow.”

Whirling at the sound of the endearment, Ruthanne cast her newfound spouse a fulminating glare. If he thought to make a May game of her, she would... well, she wasn’t sure what she could do in the present situation, but she wouldn’t allow him to take advantage, either. 

“No. Did you, dear? I thought him odious.”

“Touché.” 

She smiled and Lord Chevers drew a sharp breath.

“Are you in discomfort, my lord?” Mr. Glendale asked with a frown.

“No, no. Carry on.” 

Chevers closed his eyes and tipped his head. 

“Are there any other injuries?”

“I believe the wheeler suffered a bruised fetlock, but hopefully nothing more serious than that,” Lord Chevers said.

“I think he meant if you had any other wounds, dear,” Ruthanne said, trying not to smile. “The answer is no.”

Lord Chevers’ eyes remained closed, but gave a small smile as though he were re-living a fond reminiscence. “My wife’s a minx, but she’s also level-headed.” 

Rolling her eyes, Ruthanne spoke to the apothecary. “Do you recommend anything for his cold? I had thought to order a mustard poultice, if you approve?” 

“How does he typically respond?”

Truthfully, she answered, casting a wry look toward the yawning patient. “I’ve never known him to have a head cold before.”

He rubbed his chin then nodded, coming to a decision. “Yes, it might help. Nellie, would you please see to it that Lord Chevers has a mustard poultice? Thank you, lass.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll have cook prepare one now, shall I?” She bobbed then dashed from the room.

“She certainly is busy,” Ruthanne murmured, wishing her students displayed such industry.

Mr. Glendale stowed the items back in his portmanteau. “His head isn’t as bad as some I’ve seen, but it’s bad enough. For the next two days, he must remain abed, to be sure he doesn’t have seizures. You may resume travel on the third day.” 

“Seizures?” The couple spoke as one.

“I’m not going to have seizures,” Lord Chevers declared, as if that would put an end to the nonsense.

Well, he may be a lord, but all the world was not his to command. “Careful what you promise, dear,” she said.

He murmured something which sounded an awful lot like ‘incorrigible minx’ then burrowed deeper into his pillow.

Lord Chevers’s insolence was reassuring, somehow. As if he wouldn’t be bothered either putting on airs or trying to impress her; likewise, that meant she need not reciprocate. It was intimidating to be thrown together with a stranger, even more so when that stranger came from aristocratic ranks. 

Nor did she have to worry about the man becoming amorous. Clearly, he could not be troubled with lust while in his present condition.

Ruthanne would be fine in his lordship’s company.

Seizures troubled her, though. They had an old neighbor named Davy, who had a short history of seizures before he passed away. She remembered Davy’s mother said during the attacks he’d bitten himself so hard that his tongue was scarred.  

“I’ll come back tomorrow morning to re-dress the wound,” Mr. Glendale said.

Ruthanne wrung her hands. “What should I do if he has a seizure?”

“Call me immediately.”

“He... he could bite his tongue, couldn’t he? Once, at home, a neighbor’s son had a seizure and bit his tongue.” 

“Clear his area so he doesn’t hurt himself further, but by no means attempt to restrain him. His strength would overpower you, my lady.”

Her fingers tangled together, but she made a small nod of understanding.

“Don’t give him laudanum or whisky. Not with a concussion. He may have ale at breakfast tomorrow morning, but nothing stronger. Understand?” 

The apothecary studied her intently, as if deciding whether she was up to the challenge of nursing his patient. 

“You have a maid?” he asked.

“No, but I’ll manage.” She threw her shoulders back, stiffening her spine. 

“Well, I’ll say this for you, Lady Chevers. You’re a brave woman.” 

He nodded to the sleeping patient then hesitated at the threshold. 

“You may count on Mr. and Mrs. Johnson. They’re in awe of his lordship, but they’re fine people and will serve you both well.” 

Ruthanne found her reticule and poured the last of her coins into his hand. Quietly, so she wouldn’t disturbed Edward’s sleep, she asked, “Is this satisfactory?”

“Don’t fret, my lady. I ain’t about to dun him.” 

Chuckling at his own joke, Mr. Glendale closed the door behind him.

Slowly, Ruthanne turned on her heel to study her new ‘husband.’ By the even rise and fall of his chest, she took comfort. Healing sleep was what Lord Chevers needed and she was profoundly glad he found it so easily. She removed her half-boots so that the sound of her footsteps wouldn’t disturb him. As quietly as possible, she poured herself a cup of hot tea and spooned in a generous helping of sugar. Even as she stirred, her gaze wandered back toward the figure lying in bed.

Lord Chevers was handsome, even with that shock of raven-black hair sticking up on end. Oh, how he would grimace once he saw Mr. Glendale’s barbering job. Remembering how he had flinched when the apothecary snipped his hair, Ruthanne smiled. 

She sat in the chair and splayed her skirts so they would dry by the fireside. The hem was hopelessly muddy and she longed to slip into a different dress, but she was too leery, fearing Lord Chevers could awaken any minute and catch her in such a state. 

Sipping from her cup, she recalled her first sighting of Lord Chevers at the Dover posting inn. He had wiped a hand over his face as he huddled over a hot toddy. When his hand moved, she saw that pair of arresting, dark eyes. After knowing him better, she had come to learn those orbs lightened when he was amused. She had admired his long stride through the muddy yard, appreciating his athleticism and grace. He was broad through the shoulders and lean in the hips, a testament to his preference for physical activities. 

Without exactly knowing why, she sensed her brother Jerry would respect Lord Chevers. They could be great friends. That thought sent her stomach churning. If either one of the twins, Jerry or Harry, knew of her situation, they would be furious—with her, Mr. Thornway, and Lord Chevers. Compromising one’s sister was no small matter. Even if the twins did like Lord Chevers, they would thrash him on principle alone. Of course, George would then join in because, as the youngest, George followed wherever the twins led.

Recalling how Lord Chevers had protected her during the accident, Ruthanne acknowledged a debt of gratitude owed to him. She did not mind nursing him through his injury; she only hoped there would be no negative consequence. Perhaps, if she were fortunate, she would leave this place without anyone realizing she had borrowed the viscountess title for expediency’s sake.   

Her mind turned to the possibility of seizures. If they happened, she had best prepare for it while she had the opportunity to think clearly. Setting down the teacup, she thought of tying his limbs to the bedposts. That seemed like such a barbaric approach, Ruthanne dismissed it out of hand. She could not act so callously toward another being. However, tucking him tightly into the sheets seemed a reasonable measure. If he flailed, he could not hurt himself that way. With the idea of protecting him against himself, Ruthanne did that. After she finished tucking the sheets, she belatedly realized Lord Chevers ought to be sleeping in a comfortable nightshirt. 

She dug through his valise twice, unable to find a nightshirt. She emptied the valise’s contents onto the floor.  

A deep chuckle halted her search. 

“What are you looking for, madam wife?”

Feeling ridiculous for being on her knees and rifling through his belongings, she snapped, “If you must know, I’m searching for your nightshirt, so spare me that odious tone.”

“Odious tone? Oh, my. You really are vexed, aren’t you?”

“It’s not you,” she explained, instantly contrite. “It’s just that I hate being tricked and even worse, dealing in deceit.”

“Clearly.” 

The single-worded answer was so cheerful, Ruthanne took it as a compliment. “Yes. Well, thank you, but don’t think me too self-righteous. Living with four brothers, I learned how to... well, let’s just say, wheedle my way around the truth a time or two.” 

“Understood.” 

His smile broadened. 

“There’s no night shirt in your valise.”

In pity, he softened his voice. “Because, madam wife, I don’t normally use one.” 

“All my brothers do,” she argued. 

Realizing how foolish and virginal that statement seemed, she made a sound of vexation. 

Her make-believe husband laughed.

She glared at him.

“Forgive me—” 

Edward wriggled, trying to leave his tight bed. He floundered instead. 

“What did you do to me?”

She grinned as she pulled back the sheets, giving him some slack.

“Ah!” 

“It was for your own good.” 

“My own good? How?” He scowled, trying to puzzle out her meaning. 

“Don’t tell me you believe that nonsense that I may have a seizure?” 

“Why shouldn’t I? Mr. Glendale showed good sense.”

“I will not have seizures.” 

“Good Lord, you’re as stubborn as all my brothers rolled into one.”

“Somehow I doubt it,” he said with a chuckle.

“Doubt not,” she gritted, plainly annoyed.

His dark brows lifted in surprise.

“Remove the waistcoat, if you please.” 

“I prefer to remain as I am, Miss Rutherford.” 

Ruthanne goaded him into compliance. “Waistcoat.”

“Why?”

“You’ll be more comfortable without it.”

Several beats passed before he grudgingly gave in and removed his waistcoat.

Taking it from him, she folded it then neatly placed it in one of the highboy drawers. Her cheeks grew heated, so she lowered her head and choked out, “Now your britches, Lord Chevers.”

“Now wait just a min—”

“You wish to sleep in them for the next two days? Fine by me.” The contrast between her cool words and her hot cheeks couldn’t have been more marked, but Lord Chevers was too annoyed to notice her embarrassment.

Grumbling, his hands disappeared beneath the covers so he could unfasten the pantsfall. 

A moment later, Ruthanne startled when the britches were shoved into her hand. 

“It seems to me—”

She turned toward his scolding voice, only to confront a well-formed, entirely muscular chest. Unable to look away from the whorls of dark hair, she accused, “You took off your shirt!”

“Of course I did.” He frowned. “You wanted me to be comfortable, didn’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Ruthanne dawdled, averting her gaze.  

His words were gentle, apologetic. “This is my best shirt. I wouldn’t want to sleep in it. Could you fetch the other one from my valise?”

Without speaking, she returned to his belongings and selected another shirt, although it, too, was made of the finest lawn.

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I’m not offended.” She injected a cheerful note into her blatantly false denial.

“Discombobulated then.”

She shook her head. “Not discombobulated. I just didn’t expect you to remove your shirt.”  

When he didn’t respond, she chanced a second glance in his direction.

He wore a grim expression. “This enforced intimacy is as difficult for me as it is for you, Miss Rutherford. And that’s another thing! What the deu—I mean, how shall I address you? I can’t very well continue with ‘darling’ and ‘madam wife.’”

“My Christian name is Ruthanne. You may use that.”

“Ruthanne,” he tested the weight of her name on his tongue and after savoring it, announced, “I like it. I’d expect my wife to call me Edward.”

She acknowledged that with a tiny nod.

That soft light entered his eyes and he extended his palm. “Shall we agree, Ruthanne, that while we’re together, we’ll be kind to one another?”  

Instantly, she picked up the olive branch. “Yes, please. If we’re friends, it will be easier, I’m sure. Do you have a wife or fiancé?”

“Not at present.”

That puzzled her. Struggling for understanding, she poured him a cup of tea then passed it to him. “Widower?”

He gave a short, humorless laugh. “No. I was engaged, briefly until Lady Penelope informed me she’d mistaken her heart.”

“She played the jack? What a wicked girl.”

He frowned into his tea, lost in unpleasant thoughts. He drank then shuddered. “That’s not tea!”

“It’s willow bark tea.”

Rolling his eyes, he asked if there was any other tea.

Ruthanne softly laughed, holding her empty cup upside down.

“Order some mulled wine or cider then. And some sandwiches. I’m hungry and you must be, too.”

“I’ll be happy to, as soon as you’ve finished your cup.”

A dark brow lifted, but he drank the willow bark tea, nevertheless. “Whom are you visiting?”

“Harry’s family. He’s my second eldest brother, Jerry’s twin, and is still at sea. My sister-in-law invited me to their home in London.”

“Well, send a message to Mrs. Rutherford and inform her your arrival’s been delayed. Tell her a pupil has sickened and you remain to nurse her. By the by, did you pay our Mr. Glendale?”

Ruthanne thought the phrase, ‘our Mr. Glendale’ had a cozy ring to it, but she simply said, “Yes, Edward.” 

“You should not pay my expenses.” He tutted, ignoring her sauciness. “During the course of our ‘marriage,’ I will pay yours.”

“No, that wouldn’t be right,” she argued.

“Yes, it is. I’m the one who’s inconvenienced you, delayed your family visit. You are as much my responsibility, as I am yours.” 

When put like that, it made sense. She was very lucky to have landed such an agreeable companion. “That’s lovely, my lord.”

That black eyebrow rose again, quizzing her.   

“I mean Ed,” she said.

“Edward. I detest the shortened name.”

She murmured a sound of false sympathy. “Poor man. The trials you endure.”  

“Incorrigible minx,” he muttered, closing his eyes and resuming his rest. “I can’t think why I like you.”

“Me, either, Ed.”

A faint smile played across his face.
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Chapter 3
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Edward slept indifferently. Not only was he in discomfort, but he was not accustomed to sleeping on his back. The throbbing in his head had lessened, but his cold remained. Feeling an unfamiliar weight on his chest, his lids flew open. He touched the mustard poultice Ruthanne had placed there. He peeled it off then tossed it aside. 

Edward thought it was approaching twilight. 

He spied Ruthanne stowing their belongings into the highboy dresser. She’d removed her half-boots so that her footsteps were inaudible as she crossed the room from valise to drawer. Her brow was clear as she paused to sip a cup of tea. Fortified, she returned to carefully stowing the clothes, smoothing them so they would not wrinkle. 

As if sensing his scrutiny, she looked up and smiled at him. 

“Feel better?”

“Much,” he lied.

She scoffed, as if she realized he’d fudged the truth. Ruthanne gave him a packet of headache powders, along with a glass of water, and then he slept again.

Upon waking a second time, Edward groaned and touched the cut on his head.

Ruthanne came to him and fluffed his pillows. 

“Hello, again. It’s stopped raining.” 

“Did you send your letter?”

“Yes, thank you. I should have asked, but did you need to notify anyone of your delay? I’d be more than happy to write a message for you.”

“Thank you, but no. I’m expected at a house party, but that’s not until the day after tomorrow.” 

For a reason he could not fathom, he did not mention Lady Penelope. Ruthanne had already made it plain she thought her a wicked girl for playing the jack. No need to upset her further and inform Ruthanne that Lady Penelope Medlam would soon become the real Lady Chevers. 

The phony Lady Chevers smoothed the sheets. 

Something jarred between those two distinctions, but the thought vanished when Ruthanne offered him something to eat.

Before he answered, he spied his leather shaving strop lying on the counterpane. 

“What’s that doing here?” 

“Never mind that.”

Cocking his brow, he stared until she eventually yielded an answer. 

“Mr. Glendale worried you might have a seizure. I was concerned you might bite your tongue should that happen, so... ”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. 

“Ruthanne, I am not going to have a seizure, and I sure as hell am not going to chew my leather strop.”

She clapped her hands, feigning ecstasy. 

“Wonderful! You can predict the future! Tell me, what does it hold for me?” 

Ruthanne presented her palm, as if he were some gypsy woman capable of reading it. 

She amused him. It was with a start that he looked at that hand and fought the temptation of grabbing it and kissing it. The force of his attraction to her astonished him. Edward did not believe it was because he had been celibate for several months. Rarely had he been so powerfully drawn to a woman. 

Fortunately, she seemed unaware of his tension as she focused on serving tea and sandwiches. They ate in companionable silence until he asked, “Where will you sleep? Did you procure another room?”

“Well, no. I wouldn’t be able to nurse you if I were in another room, but not to worry. I can sleep on the floor beside the fire.”

He frowned. 

“You should have the bed.”

“My head wasn’t bleeding earlier today.”

“Nevertheless—”

“Nor did I tramp through drizzle with a severe head cold.”

“You should have the bed,” he argued. 

Upon seeing the stubbornness behind her sunny smile, he sighed. “Very well. Then take a blanket.”

Cheerfully, she declined, “I don’t need one. I have my lap rug and your overcoat. I’ll be fine.”

“Give in a little.” 

Those adorable dimples peeked out from a smooth cheek. 

“You’re very kind. Rather than the blanket, could I have a pillow?” 

“Absolutely.” 

To suit deed to word, he held out a pillow. Just as she was to take it, he pulled it out of reach. 

Startled green eyes stared into his. 

“I can’t imagine being in better hands than yours, Ruthanne. Thank you for taking such good care of me.” 

She blushed, but he sensed his remark had pleased her.

Handing her the pillow, he kissed her forehead. 

“Don’t worry, dear. All will be well.”  

Then he slept.

The next time he awoke the room was dark and silent. He wondered where Ruthanne had gone. Before he moved, he spotted her. His breath caught. Facing the bed, she sat by the fire, brushing dried mud splatters from her gown. She wore a pale yellow flannel gown. It was embroidered at the neck. Nothing erotic in what she wore. It was plain, simple, yet incredibly sweet. 

Just like her.

Noiselessly, she picked the dirt off and brushed crumbles into the basin. 

Edward watched this humble activity with a strange fascination. How could this woman, always so busy, manage to project such serenity? Being in her presence made him feel happy and content, which was absurd.  If their ruse were discovered, she could face ruination, and he would be forced to wed her. 

Apparently satisfied with her results, she put the dress down and emptied the basin. After she closed the window, she remained a while to admire the moon. Ruthanne did not act anxious. The entire time he’d known her, her confidence hadn’t once faltered. Even after discovering Thornway’s chicanery, she remained calm. He could not imagine another person rising to the day’s challenges as well as she.

Once again he smiled as he dozed and later woke to a flurry of whispers occurring over the threshold.

“Here you are, my lady. Brought your breakfast up special myself.” 

Ruthanne stood at the door in a pomona green day dress, her face wreathed in a welcoming smile. 

“Why, thank you! You must be Mrs. Johnson. Your husband and the apothecary touted high praise of your hospitality and I can see they were right.”

There she went again, igniting a small flame of joy within another. 

Mrs. Johnson’s homely face brightened, pleased with the compliments. She trod lightly into the room, replacing the tray on the dresser. Over her shoulder, she questioned Ruthanne in a whisper. 

“Shall I have Nellie bring another mustard poultice for his lordship?”

“Yes,” Ruthanne said at the same moment Edward said ‘no.’

Ruthanne glanced at him and beamed. 

“Oh, good! You’re awake, Edward. How do you feel, dear?”

He blinked then wiped his brow to cover his start of surprise. She had spoken the endearment to further their pretense of being married. It was ridiculous to feel flat after that momentary spurt of elation. 

“Much better. I’m sure we can travel today.” 

His sneeze jackknifed through his body, and he fumbled for a handkerchief. 

“Mr. Glendale said you’re not to travel until the third day. Quit trying to cut corners, my lord. It looks as if your cold’s worsened.” 

“I’m fine, I’m fine.”

Mrs. Johnson grinned and wagged a finger at him, as if he were a naughty school boy. 

“Best listen to your wife, eh, my lordship?”

Edward gave her a long look, but refrained from answering.  

The edges of Ruthanne’s mouth twitched, but she murmured, “Thank you for the support, Mrs. Johnson.”

For the first time Edward took a closer look at Ruthanne’s pale face. 

“You have dark smudges beneath your eyes, my dear. Not that you aren’t still beautiful, but you didn’t sleep last night, did you?”

While he appreciated the delightful shade of pink in her cheeks, a pang of remorse struck him. She thought he teased her, although he had been sincere. It was unfair he should demand so much of her. He would see that she rested today.

Once Mrs. Johnson left, he donned his breeches while sitting on the bed. Gripping the bedpost, he stood, waiting for the starch to flow back into his knees.

“Do you feel unsteady on your feet?”

“A bit,” he acknowledged with a reluctant smile. “But nothing too alarming.” 

She pointed to the bedpan and asked if he required assistance. 

“God, no.” He shuddered. 

“Very well,” she said brightly, as if his embarrassment was humorous. 

“I’ll just stretch my legs in the yard. Be back in a half-hour.”

She took her pelisse and quietly shut the door before he had the chance to thank her for the discretion.

When she left their room, the vitality went with her. He shook his head, not because he imagined the flattened atmosphere, but because he enjoyed Ruthanne’s exuberant presence. 

Edward tucked his shirt into the waistband and tied his neckcloth before donning his waistcoat, conscious his state of undress made Ruthanne uncomfortable. He stood at the window, inhaling the fresh, crisp air of morning, and sipped his drink.

Ruthanne walked through the yard with a terrier trotting by her side. She seemed to be talking to the dog, smiling as she did so. Its head was cocked to the side as if it were listening to her. Ruthanne petted the terrier, giggling when it licked her face. 

Shaking his head with a slight smile, he turned from the window.

When she returned, she found him sitting by the fire, having finished a hearty breakfast. 

“All well?” He raised his tankard of ale to her. 

“Yes.” She placed a deck of cards on the mantel. “I thought we might while away some time playing piquet.”

“Perhaps later. You need to sleep, my dear.”

She denied being tired then ruined it by yawning.

“Ruthanne,” he chided.

“Do you suppose Thornway has arrived safely in London?”

He was rather startled she’d mentioned the fellow. Edward confessed he hadn’t given the artist a second thought. 

Drawling, he replied, “If Heaven continues to safeguard fools, he’ll be fine.”

A smile curved her mouth and they shared a moment of perfect amity.

It was the very last thing he needed. His life was too busy for the lust this woman evoked in him. He had intended to renew his marriage proposal to Lady Penelope, not get sidetracked by a curiously kissable schoolteacher. From the first second he saw her, Edward was fully aware she was the kind of respectable miss who would not, could not engage in a light-hearted dalliance. No matter how attractive she might be. It was damned inconvenient to have lust rear its head while she was in his safe-keeping. 

“Why did you introduced yourself as a regular mister? You know, at the beginning of our journey.” 

Ruthanne tipped her head to the side, waiting for his elaboration. When she saw none would be forthcoming, she borrowed one of his mannerisms and lifted a single brow.

“Do I look like that when I quiz you?”

“Yes,” she said with vehemence. “Only worse.”

He chuckled. 

“Fine, fine. It’s not a great mystery, you know. I was already grouchy and didn’t wish to be annoyed further by toadeaters.” 

“You weren’t grouchy.” 

“I wasn’t?”

“Not really. Even as the wheel came off, your impulse was to keep me safe. Had that been Jerry in our situation, I feel certain he would have done the same thing.”

“I hope you don’t think of me as your brother.”

She shook her head. “I don’t.”

“That’s good because I don’t feel brotherly toward you.” 

Embarrassment tinged her cheeks again, but there was that mischievous gleam in her eyes which assured him she wasn’t displeased. 

“I don’t know what all the fuss is about. I had you pegged as an aristocrat at the Dover posting inn.”

Edward held up his hand, flashing his signet ring. 

“You and Mr. Johnson noticed it straight off, eh?

“Naturally.” 

She sat in the chair, and fluffed out her skirts. 

“It’s rather conspicuous, and I know of no commoners, not even the prosperous Mr. Dudley, who has so many capes on his overcoat.”

He grimaced then turned the unflattering conversation. 

“Shall we play cards, Miss Inquisitive?”

Ruthanne agreed happily, batting away his soft rebuke. 

It was a new experience, having a young woman unimpressed with his centuries-old title.

Returning to his original intention, he said, quite firmly, “After Mr. Glendale’s visit, you will sleep.”  

“No, not until—” 

He placed his finger upon her bottom lip. 

“Don’t be so stubborn, Ruthanne. Give a little.”

Her face lifted toward him, a frown in the eyes which usually sparkled like brilliant emeralds. “If you have a seizure—”

Of its own volition, his hand cupped her chin. “I am not going to have a seizure. I promise you.”

“How can you possibly promise that?” She scowled.

“I just know, all right?”

“Well, that’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.” 

She rose abruptly, but he didn’t step back. Something inside him sparked in recognition: he had anticipated this moment as long as he had known her. 

His hands clamped Ruthanne’s waist and pulled her close. His lips brushed against hers in a light caress. 

To his delight, she sought his kiss. Her response tasted as sweet as honey, as warm as sunshine.

He deepened the kiss. 

What began as a tentative touch soared into something more heated, filled with more passion. Edward discovered that kissing Ruthanne was not an experience which should be rushed. He lingered, feeling his heart do a tiny flip in his chest. Her soft body melded with his, and his breathing grew ragged. Amazed that she fired his senses so easily, he marveled that this kiss proved to be so unique. They shared a chemistry that was invigorating, combustible, and heady. 

The rapping on their door caused him to halt the sensual exploration; with great reluctance he unwrapped his arms from her. 

“Thank you,” he murmured, giving her a quick hug. 

“For what?” she asked, breathless.

He shook his head, not able to express himself in words.

“Good morning, my lord. You’re out of bed?” The apothecary greet him with a disapproving scowl before turning toward Ruthanne. 

“I believe my instructions were very clear that his lordship should remain in bed for two days?”

“Don’t blame Ruthanne, sir. She’s not slept a wink for taking such good care of me,” Edward protested, annoyed the man would criticize her.

“Commendable that,” agreed the apothecary. 

He pointed to the bed. “But it’s back to bed for you, Lord Chevers.”

A faint titter was smothered beneath Ruthanne’s hand. 

Edward gave her a sidelong glance and saw those dimples flash. Dammit, but she was adorable.

“You heard him, my lord,” she said, flipping the covers back and beckoning him to return to the bed. 

So his incorrigible minx showed her true colors yet again? Ruthanne enjoyed twigging him, and he found it amusing. Despite his heavy head, he smiled. 

“Lady Chevers, you must rest, too,” the apothecary advised.

Edward barked with laughter. Running his hand over the counterpane, he invited her into his bed. 

“You heard him, Ruthanne.”

She made an odd choking sound. 

Happy to have bested her, Edward motioned Mr. Glendale to begin the examination. 

The apothecary unwrapped the bandage, washed the cut, and lightly dabbed salve upon it. “I made the ointment before coming and will leave it for you, Lady Chevers. Re-apply every three to four hours. Because the wound is no longer bleeding, I’ll only lightly wrap his head with the bandage.”

“Thank you,” Ruthanne said.

Edward sneezed then wiped his nose. “Beg your pardon.”

“Cold still troubling you, my lord?”

“Well, yes. It’s a deu—” He cast a quick glance toward Ruthanne then modified his speech. “It’s a bother.”

Nodding, Mr. Glendale left another packet of headache powders then offered to ask the cook to prepare another mustard poultice. 

Edward grimaced, not caring for the slimy remedy. “I’m sure it’s safe to travel today. As you can see, I experienced no seizures from yesterday.”

The apothecary hotly disagreed. 

“If you travel now, you risk having a lung infection.”

“I’m not going to have a lung infection,” he explained, tiring of this wearisome fellow with his dire prognostications.

“You don’t know that, Edward,” Ruthanne spoke in such a sharp tone, it caused him to double-take. 

Seeing his surprise, she gently explained, “The knock on the head has weakened you, as well as the blood loss. Don’t over-estimate your ability to recover now when it could endanger your health.”

He was touched by her concern. 

Glancing at the chuckling apothecary, Edward muttered about the dangers of living under the cat’s paw. 

“You’re exaggerating,” Ruthanne mock-scolded him.

After Mr. Glendale left, an awkward silence rose between them. He ignored it and coaxed her into playing cards. She agreed on the condition that he’d apply the poultice. That required removing his waistcoat then sliding the damp pad beneath his shirt.

“I hate how slimy this feels.” He grimaced in distaste.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Ruthanne encouraged.

After he laughed aloud, her shoulders settled back into their rightful places and he asked her to tell him about her family.

“Well, as you know, Father was a Master’s Mate. He was gone for a large portion of our lives, but Mama didn’t seem to mind. She carried on, essentially, raising us single-handedly.”

“How many brothers did you say you have?”

“Four.” She touched her forefinger, counting them off as she described them. Her voice, soft and rich, revealed her deep affection for the twins, Jerry and Harry. George was the baby and William, she felt, had veered off on an ill-reputable path simply to distinguish himself from the twins.

As she told tales of the twins playing tricks on their poor mother, he watched her countenance. Those dimples appeared, he noted, whenever the stories were filled with joy or laughter; it faded when she spoke of William. Her disappointment in that particular brother was palpable, and Edward found himself fighting an irrational dislike for the brother who robbed Ruthanne of joy. 

“Jerry and Harry joined the navy, following in Father’s steps. As I mentioned, Jerry just received an accommodation from the Admiralty. I shouldn’t be too surprised to find him named captain within the next decade,” she joked. 

He grinned, amused by her obvious pride in the eldest brother.

“And the middle brother? George, I believe?”

“Oh, George turned green the first time he stepped onto a raft on the Thames. Clearly, his disposition was fit for land, not sea. So he’s stationed in the wilderness of Canada. Of all my brothers, George is the most faithful correspondent. He’s been courting a young lady. I offered him a bit of advice to win the lady’s heart. I hope he’s taken it. George,” she leaned in to whisper conspiratorially, “can be easily led.” 

Edward’s lips twitched, but he managed to say, quite somberly, “Is that right?”

“Yes. I hope Amelia has a sensible head and a kind heart.”

“And what advice did you give George to enable him to make that determination?” 

He was certain the schoolteacher would have seized the opportunity to instruct her brother in such an important lesson.

“I told him to watch how she behaved around a dog.”

He blinked.

“You think that’s foolish?”

Shaking his head, he tried to find a tactful answer, but was spared the necessity.

Ruthanne fanned herself with a handful of cards, as if to cool her heated cheeks. 

“It’s been my experience that dogs are particularly good judges of character and impossible to deceive. Dogs only enjoy the company of kind people, you know, never mean ones.”

Cocking his head to the side, Edward considered her point. After a quick search of his memory, he had to confess she was probably correct, despite her unscientific approach.

“What advice did your mother offer?”

Those dimples disappeared entirely.

Bowing her head, her hands still for the first time in their conversation, she quietly revealed her mama had passed two years prior. 

“That’s why I was to spend the holiday in London, you see. Otherwise, I would have returned home.”

How sad that Ruthanne did not consider the Academy to be her home, although she had taught there for years. While it was fine for the Rutherford men to be off serving their country and having adventures, Edward did not care for Ruthanne being left to her own devices.

She asked about his family, and Edward told how Fiona had wed a freshly minted vicar. He laughed, recalling Fiona’s first meeting with Michael. Both stared at each other, frozen to the spot. 

“You know how you can tell a storm is coming by the change in atmosphere?” he asked.

She nodded.

“That’s how it was with Fiona and Michael. They fell in love at first sight.”

“That’s such a rare thing,” she said.

“Yes. In fact, I loaned them my carriage for their Scottish wedding trip, which is why I was traveling by stage coach yesterday.” 

“No good deed goes unpunished.”

He acknowledged that quip with a nod. “I wondered if I should purchase them a coach of their own? If so, would Michael be offended by the gesture? He’s very proud.” 

“Order a new coach for yourself and give the used carriage to Michael, so long as you both can afford the upkeep.” 

“And if he won’t take it? Then I’ve too many vehicles and not enough horses.”

She tsked, making him smile at the absurdity of his troubles. 

They talked about cartography, a hobby of his. Being a teacher, her knowledge of geography was substantial, and they agreed traveling was desirable. They disagreed on the best destinations; she advocating sailing the Nile while he preferred the waters of the Mediterranean. 

“Why go somewhere you’ve already been?” she demanded.

“The waters are so blue, they’ll take your breath away.” 

Her shoulders sagged. “Oh, that does sound lovely. I’ve never traveled outside England. Everything I know about other lands I’ve gleaned from a book.”

“I hope someday you see the Pyramids.” 

They took their luncheon in a private parlor, but when it came time to return to their room, Ruthanne grew quiet. She knuckled her eyes when she thought he was not looking.

“Upstairs for you, my dear. You need to rest.” 

“I’ll take the floor. You should have the bed,” she offered.

Edward argued that he could dose in the chair. 

“Come. We’ll keep the pillows between us.” Ruthanne stretched on top of the counterpane, folded her hands over her abdomen then closed her eyes. Her high color the only sign of her discomfort.

Edward shook his head. Ruthanne had been maneuvered into this situation, yet conducted herself with dignity. He would not take advantage of that. It would be dishonorable. With rue, he recalled his earlier word. As long as they were ‘married,’ he was responsible for her. Her well-being and reputation were his to protect, even from himself.

“Don’t forget the poultice,” she said, without opening her eyes.

He covered her with her lap rug. “Hush.”

Glaring at the offending poultice, he wished she’d forgotten to order it while they lunched. He really disliked the thing.

“Edward.”

“Don’t nag, madam wife,” he tossed over his shoulder. 

She replied, “I can hear you smiling.”

Softly laughing, he shook his head.

He removed his neckcloth; it softly hissed as it slid from his collar. Edward draped it over a chair, adding his waistcoat and shirt. Sitting on the bed, he took off his boots, braced himself, and stuck the mustard poultice to his chest.

He glanced over to see tremors of laughter shaking Ruthanne’s body even as her eyes remained shut.  

“I hate the poultice,” he said before reclining against the pillows. 

“I know.” She giggled.

He groaned.

“What is it?”

“It’s this damnable cold.” He sat up and complained, “When I lie down, my whole face feels flooded.”

She half-raised, propping on an elbow. Stuffing a pillow behind him, she said, “This will keep your head elevated.” 

“That wasn’t what we agreed on.”

“Give in a little.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.” 

“Thank you, Ruthanne.”  

A few minutes of silence lapsed before Ruthanne whispered, “Edward?” 

“Hmm?” 

“Thank you.” A small hand crept into his. 

Unable to resist, he brought it to his lips and kissed her fingertips. “Sleep, dear wife.”

“Yes, dear husband.”

A sharp thud woke Edward with a start. He’d been having the most pleasant dreams, he instantly felt aggrieved for being disturbed. His arms, full of a sleep-warmed woman, tightened in reflex.  

Ruthanne’s head lifted from where she’d burrowed against his chest and she blinked into his face.

So damned adorable. 

With a small groan, he kissed her and she kissed him back. His hands roamed over her body, making slow, deliberate passes. Edward didn’t feel an urgency to mate. Rather, he simply wanted to leisurely explore Ruthanne’s delectable figure, and learn what pleased her.  A delicious kind of languor wrapped them in this warm cocoon of awakening discovery. Edward considered himself scholarly, so it was no great surprise to discover his new favorite lesson would be charting Ruthanne’s delightful curves. In long caresses, his fingertips touched her back, buttocks, and thighs as he anointed the tender skin of her throat with soft kisses.

Ruthanne made a small sound of pleasure in the back of her throat. It spiked the tempo of his heartbeat. While he was lazily discovering her body, she was mapping out his frame. She skimmed her palms over his shoulders then wrapped her hands around his biceps, testing his strength. Soon she explored his bare chest, brushing it with light, arousing strokes. 

Edward’s heart hammered, thumping faster and heavier.

Cupping her buttocks, he gripped her and rolled so that she lay on top of him. His fingers skimmed the sides of her face as his hips moved rhythmically against her. The excitement built, skipping a couple of stages as his desire soared. Impatiently, he tugged the hem of her skirt so that he could caress her tender thighs. His fingertips trailed over her calves then the back of her thighs

Hearing her sharp intake, he moderated his demands and worked on soothing her anxieties. Desperate for her, Edward wished only to please Ruthanne and stretch out this lovemaking to a satisfying conclusion.

“You’re so lovely,” he murmured.

Her body trembled as she hugged him closer. 

Edward rolled them again so that her back pressed into the mattress. When her knee dropped to the side, he wasted no time accepting her unspoken invitation. Unerringly, his hand found her damp core, parting the tight curls. At the first stroke, she shivered in pleasure. Her lashes flew open to reveal her surprise.

“So adorable,” he said in a voice even he hardly recognized.

He kissed her endlessly while working his fingers through her feminine flesh. Again and again, his fingers dipped and stirred her passions. Her secret muscles gripped him, making him feverish for a joining. 

“Edward,” she begged, clutching his forearms. 

He laughed, but not unkindly. Bringing Ruthanne to the edge of ecstasy then pulling her back was its own reward. 

“Patience, my love.”

Hungrily, she brought his mouth to hers. Their tongues entwined, and he became lost in her kiss.  

A hiss escaped her, and damned if it wasn’t the sexiest sound he’d ever heard. 

“That’s it. Let go. I’ve got you,” he urged.

“Edward.” Her lashes trembled. 

Elation shot through Edward when he heard the dazed note in her voice. He lowered his mouth to hers, but the kiss was interrupted by a shout from the room next door. 

A female shrieked, despite his glare to silence the unseemly caterwauling. Their room shuddered and a framed picture bounced. Something heavy had been hurled against the adjoining wall. 

“Good heavens!”

A feeling of déjà vu struck him as Edward watched Ruthanne scramble off him. He reached for her, but she darted from his grasp.

“Come back, Ruthanne.” 

“No.” Her head quickly jerked back and forth.

Standing several feet away, she straightened her skirts then smoothed her hair. Even in disarray, she looked endearing. 

“What have I done?” Turning from him, she spoke at the window pane. 

Guilt smote him. 

Despite a raging erection, the enormity of how close he had come to relieving her of her maidenhead struck him like a blow. 

“I apologize, Ruthanne. I’ve never done that.” 

She lifted a skeptical brow. 

“No, not that,” he said irritably.

He rose from the bed. 

Shoving his arms through his shirt, he continued, “I’ve done that plenty of times. What I mean is that I’ve never forgotten myself like that. It was wrong of me to treat you as if you were, in fact, my lawful wife.” 

“I suppose... ” She was wringing her hands again, revealing her nervousness. “I forgot that, too. It’s been lovely being friends with you, but I can’t become your mistress.”

“I never asked you, nor would I. It’s as plain as the nose on your face you wouldn’t debase yourself so.”

Rapidly, he re-buttoned his waistcoast and tied his neckcloth in a respectable, but hurried knot.

She grew quiet, an eerie silence that hinted she was on the brink of saying something he would not wish to hear. 

“I must ask Mr. Johnson for another room. You don’t need me to monitor a head cold. It would be better if we kept to separate chambers.” 

Ruthanne was right, of course, but everything within him revolted at the idea of parting. Theirs was a temporary arrangement, he reminded himself. She had nursed him well. He should thank her then send her on her way, treating their acquaintance as something transactional.  

Edward inwardly cursed himself. Without a backward glance, he left the room, slamming the door with sufficient force to cause the framed picture to tumble to the floor

As he stomped downstairs, the sound of shattering glass mollified him. 
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Chapter 4
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“There’s a disgruntled young lady in the room next to us. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s broken every stick of furniture in her chambers.” 

Ruthanne whispered the words from the corner of her mouth. She was beyond caring whether her attempts to be amusing were blatant. She’d do anything to get Edward to laugh, chuckle, smile—anything. Anything would be better than this aloofness.

“You don’t say?” he drawled. 

He swallowed another drink, his expression unreadable. 

Ruthanne knew all about male ‘sulks,’ but she was unprepared for Edward’s chilly civility. Looking around the otherwise empty taproom, she searched for something to say. 

“Yes. She must be very unhappy.”

She waited for an answer to her feeble conversation. Ruthanne had exhausted all the topics she could think of and had come no closer to winning a smile from him. It was a shame. She enjoyed eliciting one of those crooked grins.  

“Did you... did you arrange for me to have another room?”

“There are none, madam wife, so I’ve done one better,” he said, setting his glass down with a thud. 

“I’ve hired a private coach to take us to London.”

“Oh.” She swallowed the rest of her surprise. 

“I have decided to order myself that new landau, which means my business will take me to London, which is only a slight detour. It would be my pleasure to deliver you to your sister-in-law’s house.”

“True. I’m glad to have your company, Edward.” 

He sneered, clearly skeptical. 

She swallowed audibly.

“I trust that’s suitable for you?”

Ruthanne shivered at his cold words. No, it was not suitable for her, but did she have any other choice? She dreaded parting from him, but nothing could come from this friendship. Their arrangement promised no longevity. 

If they lingered here, her true identity might be discovered. She could lose her employment if that happened, and then what would become of her? She would be forced to live with one of her brothers as a poor relative. No, that wouldn’t do at all. She could not afford to jeopardize her livelihood and lose her independence. 

Besides, now that she knew Edward kissed like a dream, Ruthanne suspected she was more than halfway to tumbling in love with him. Cooped up together, she feared it would not take much to finish that fall. 

Inwardly, she scolded herself for succumbing to Edward’s appeal. She had left the Academy with the intention of visiting London, and she would keep to her plan. Ruthanne would enjoy the holidays with her nephew and sister-in-law then return to teaching. Life would continue to run in the same vein it did now, and years from now, when she recalled her time with a viscount, she would smile in fondness. Memories faded. Eventually, in another forty years or so, she wouldn’t be able to recall this halcyon interlude. 

For his part, Edward would probably forget her within the month. 

She cast him an angry glance.

“What?” he asked in a defensive tone.

Refusing to answer him, she asked, “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning at 8:00.” 

“So soon? I thought... that is to say, Mr. Glendale recommended three days respite.” 

Her companion remained tight-lipped. It was hard to imagine those lips had ever afforded her pleasure. They seemed so hard, resolute. She lurched upright. 

His hand latched onto her wrist, sharply muttering her name then in astonished tones, “You’re crying.”

Ruthanne angrily blinked back her tears, and denied it by saying, “Don’t be stupid.”

She left the private parlor to return to their chamber. She paced the width of the room twice before she decided the room was too confining. 

Viscounts didn’t mingle with schoolteachers. Nor should they give them a slip on the shoulder.  She faced an ugly truth. Since crossing the portal of The Rose and Crown, Ruthanne had adopted the façade of being married to Edward. She could care less that he was a viscount. She was profoundly attracted to the man, not his title. 

A man with an obnoxiously runny nose. A man who could distance himself with an icy veneer that chilled her soul. A man who had foolishly ignored his own welfare to protect her during a carriage accident, and would go against the apothecary’s advice to send her away before they did anything they would regret.

She grabbed her bonnet and pelisse then flung the door open. 

Edward stood on the threshold. 

They stared at one another.

Another cascade of thrills passed through her. He gave them to her that morning and all along their two-mile walk to this place. Was it any wonder she was upset? If it were up to her, she would remain ensconced with Edward at The Rose and Crown for the next forty years, delighting in the pretense of being his wife.

He peered past her. When Edward spied the rumbled bed, he stiffened. His hesitation was so marked, Ruthanne gave a watery laugh.

His face softened then he touched her elbow. “Shall we go for a walk?”

Unable to speak, she nodded and moved aside.

He gathered his coat and hat then ushered her downstairs with his hand on her back. 

That small touch warmed her. She frowned, fearing she read too much in the gesture. Edward was kind, but he showed her the same consideration to any woman. 

Her fanciful flights, built on gossamer wings of wishes, plummeted as she faced reality. Ruthanne Rutherford was nobody special. She came from yeoman’s stock, her blood as red as the next commoner’s. His lordship would have no honorable interest in her. 

They remained quiet as they traversed from the inn and through a nearby copse of trees. The long stroll allowed her to regain her composure. 

When she thought the silence would become unbearable, he gently asked, “What do you want, Ruthanne?” 

Her heart’s reply was swift. You. I want you.

She couldn’t give that answer because it was laughable. Not even her courage was up to jumping that particular fence.

“I don’t know,” she prevaricated.

“Where does your sister-in-law live in London?”

“I beg your pardon?” 

“You still plan to spend what’s left of the holiday with your sister-in-law, don’t you? Where does she live?”

“Mary lives in Cheapside.” She lowered her lashes.

“Wait.” He paused, forcing her to a standstill as he gave a thoughtful look. “Mary’s married to your brother Harry?”

“Yes.”  

“Harry and Mary?” he taunted in a sing-song cadence.

She shook her head, too accustomed to the linkage of those names to find the rhyme amusing. Ruthanne felt as Icarus must have when he fell to earth. She had sailed into this viscount’s orbit and was scorched by his sun. They had less than a day remaining and he wished to make inane jokes.  His question came back to her: what did she want? She frowned at the tips of her half-boots.

“Ruthanne? Where have you gone?”

She glanced at him.

“Don’t be sad, my dear.”

“But I am sad.”

“Don’t be. I can bear anything save that.” He pulled her into his arms and quickly kissed the tip of her nose.

She lifted her face the tiniest bit and Edward’s mouth found hers. The kiss was deep and long and intoxicating. Ruthanne could have wept at the sheer beauty contained in that kiss. 

After a while, she rested her cheek against his shoulder and whispered, “You asked me what I want, but I can only tell you what I don’t want.”

“Fine. What don’t you want?” He hugged her closer.

“I don’t want to lose your friendship.” 

“You won’t.”

Flinging herself from his embrace, Ruthanne stared as if he were mad. “How can you promise that? You can’t promise such a thing.”

Edward grinned.  

Her irritation mounted. 

“Once we reach London, we’ll go our separate ways. I’ll see Harry’s family then return to teaching at the academy. You’ll be off doing whatever it is that viscounts do.”

“When do you wish to return to Dover?”

“Have you heard nothing I’ve said?”

“More than what you’ve said, Ruthanne, I heard what you didn’t say,” he said enigmatically.

“You are the most vexatious man I’ve ever met.”

“Yes, dear.”

“Don’t patronize me! It isn’t at all gentlemanly.”

“Yes, dear.”

“And here I thought you were well-mannered.”

“Oh, no. Never that.” He tutted.

His denial made her laugh, despite her annoyance. 

They faced one another, holding hands as they smiled stupidly beneath the canopy of trees. Suddenly, Ruthanne realized what she wanted. She wanted him. Staring into his eyes, she saw the flame of desire burning there. Edward wanted her, too. As ruinous as it might become for her, Ruthanne knew with utmost certainty that if Edward did not make her his, she would regret that the rest of her life.

He guided her back to The Rose and Crown. When they entered, he answered Mr. Johnson’s cordial inquiries with an uncharacteristic curtness, which discouraged the innkeeper from delaying them.  

Climbing the stairs, her heart pounded in anticipation. They entered their room, and Edward locked the door. He tossed the key in the air several times with a thoughtful air. His eyes shone with a warm light. Was it wickedness? Triumph? Delight? Although she couldn’t name the look, it caused her heartbeat to quicken.

“What are you about?” The breathless quality of her voice surprised her.

“Me?”

“Yes. You.” Against her will, she found herself smiling.

“Let me see, Miss Inquisitive.” 

He assisted her out of her pelisse then removed his own caped coat. He took her bonnet then removed his bottle green jacket. 

“You will not become my mistress, but the thought of ending our friendship saddens you. Have I got that right, my dear?”

“Yes.” The word took its time unfurling from her tongue, but her next words rushed from her mouth. “I don’t want tomorrow to be the last time I’ll see you.”

“You enjoy kissing me?” He stepped close to her.

“Oh yes.” She patted his forearm. “I like that very much.”

Loosely, he wrapped his arms about her waist. “And the other act we’ve done—you enjoyed that, too?”

She buried her forehead into his cravat, marveling how he could embarrass her. She felt his chest move beneath her, rumbling with deep laughter.

He tilted her chin so that she would look him in the eye.

“You know I did, Edward.”

He turned her about so that she faced the window. She watched their reflections in the window pane as he kneaded her shoulders. Mesmerized by the strong, quiet movements, she stared at his lowered head. She inhaled deeply, trying to memorize the lines of his face. So engrossing was this task, she was not aware he had removed her hairpins. 

One by one, they dropped to the floor, scattering. With each ‘plink’ she felt herself coming undone. Edward was seducing her, she realized. His fingers forked through her hair, splaying it over her shoulders. 

“Better?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Edward’s mouth skimmed her earlobe, murmuring how he loved her hair. 

She could have drawn back. Matters had not progressed so far that she could not veer off, but she did not. Whatever happened next, Ruthanne would welcome it. Edward was with her, and that was what mattered. Tomorrow was not promised to anyone. 

Edward would transport her to a place where her spirit soared even while she stayed earthbound. Yes, making love to him may be wrong, but it would be a bigger betrayal to deny dearest wish. 

“Like to hear my solution to your supposed problem?” 

He nuzzled her neck, his hands spanning her ribcage. 

“Not particularly,” she said, inhaling his masculine scent.  

“Minx,” he said. “Nevertheless, I shall tell you.”

He massaged her breasts, passing the pad of his thumb over her nipples and whispered, “We shall spend the evening together and share the delights of the flesh.”

A shiver of pleasure rushed through her veins. The center of her warmed in anticipation.

“There are measures I can take to prevent giving you a child this night, if you like. You’d come to no harm.”

“Measures?”

He nodded.

“You’d take my maidenhead, but not impregnate me?”

“Yes.” 

Skeptical of this wizardry, she said she’d heard women used potions to rid themselves of child. “I... I wouldn’t want to do that.”

“No potions. Do you trust me, Ruthanne?” He kissed her neck, his hardness pressing against her bottom. 

“Yes.”

“Good girl.” Long fingers stroked the underside of her breasts, sending tingles throughout her. 

She arched into his caresses, aching for closeness. 

The back of his knuckles brushed over her nipples, causing them to tighten. 

She touched his cheek, so smooth and warm. 

“God, you’re sweet, love.” 

“Unlace me, Edward.”

They smiled at each other. 

“You didn’t let me finish—”  

“Make me your woman tonight.”

Cradling her face, he pledged, “I love you.”

Ruthanne’s toes curled. 

“And I love you.”  

This seduction wasn’t going to be one-sided. Licking her dry lips, she slowly unwound his cravat until she saw bare skin at the base of his throat. Then she kissed the spot. Upon hearing his sharp intake, she giggled. 

Edward had been busy loosening her laces. Reflexively, she gripped the sagging bodice. He quirked his dark brows then, using both hands, scooped her breasts out of the material and suckled one then the other. She groaned even as he walked her backward to the bed, his mouth never leaving one taut nipple. 

In one smooth movement, he tugged her dress over her hips. He lifted her chemise’s hem, sinking his fingers into her depths. Sensation after sensation coursed through her while she could only stand there and play with his black hair. 

Edward withdrew his hand to pull her chemise over her head. Completely naked and utterly on fire for him, she stood on wobbly feet.

“Lie down, my love.” A slash of color crossed his cheekbones. “God, you’re beautiful.”

Tongue-tied, she watched him undress in silence. Soon he stood in his full glory, without an ounce of self-consciousness. 

He laughed.

When she gave a questioning look, he explained, “Your eyes are huge.”

“You’re huge,” she corrected. “How will we ever fit?”

His shoulders shook with silent laughter, even as he hunched over her prostrate form. 

“What’s so funny? Edward, what are you doing?” 

She sat up, watching Edward use his teeth to remove her stocking. 

Then he kissed her calf, gripping the ankle. When he finished, he placed her leg in a wider than normal stance. Then he performed the same ritual on the other limb. It was a languid exploration. He took his time making the journey sensual.

She shivered and moaned, congratulating her lucky stars for such an attentive lover. Her legs were open to his avid gaze, and she watched as his head dipped into her secret, feminine place. When she tried to shield her private parts, he plucked her hand away then suckled her fingers.

“So sweet.”

He placed her hand on his shoulder then lowered his mouth to drink her nectar and taste the slickened, silk channels. 

Edward’s lovemaking was anything but sweet. Sweet implied innocence, but this was wicked and delightful. Her eyelashes fluttered as she gave herself over to the enjoyment of these exquisite sensations. 

His tongue and mouth worked in a myriad of ways. Sometimes tender, sometimes provoking. He sent sparks skittering through her core. Her scalp tingled, and she bucked.   

After this morning’s lovemaking, Ruthanne could not believe he could surpass those previous efforts. Oh, she had been so wrong. So wrong and so naïve. Running her hands through his luscious hair, she took care not to touch his wound. 

“Something is happening,” she said. Panting, melting, she tried to explain, “It’s so tightly balled up, but now it’s coming unraveled. I feel as if I’m about to come undone.” 

“Don’t be afraid, darling. That’s pleasure. Come for me.”

She had no idea what he meant, but deep inside her that heavy ball of tension was gathering momentum, growing in weight and tension. It felt so tight, so heavy, and then that ball exploded. 

With a last flick of his talented tongue, she came unloose.

The old Ruthanne Rutherford blasted apart, separating into tiny fragments, which sparkled like diamonds in the sunshine. Her toes curled, and she squirmed on the mattress. After a spell, the pieces of her former self reformed. Her shaky hand wiped a perspiring brow as she exhaled unsteadily.  By the stunned look on Edward’s countenance, he’d been knocked off-kilter, too.  

When she reached for him he immediately went to her, covering her with his long, hard body. They kissed with a fervency bordering on desperation and she tasted her scent upon his lips. It sent her desire up several more notches. 

She slapped his buttocks, laughing when he started. Her own darling amazed them both.

Edward grinned in that wicked way of his, then placed himself at the entrance to her core. 

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.

“You won’t,” she promised.

He eased himself then stilled, waiting for her body to accommodate his. 

She felt a sharp piercing and inhaled sharply.

He moved in slow, short nudges. 

“Better?” 

She nodded.

“Just a little more.”

Aghast, she asked, “There’s more?”

He lowered his head to smother his laughter into the pillows. When he sobered he kissed her—a quick, hard kiss. 

“Yes, there’s more. It won’t hurt for long, darling.”

Ruthanne nodded with less enthusiasm, and braced herself. He had given her such pleasure, she would not stint on his now. She would match his contribution. It was so tight, though, she wondered how they could possibly fit together. 

His eyes closed, and his brows drew together as if he were in pain.

“Are you... are you well, Edward?” 

He grunted, which she understood to mean he was well.

Exhaling in a deep breath, he fully sheathed himself inside her. She felt stretched wide, almost impaled, save for the heat in her core, which made everything so malleable.

“Oh, oh,” she breathed in wonderment.

Edward made a sound, gruff and indistinct, but reassuring for all that.  

He moved inside her with long, slow strokes which seemed to fill her. Smoothly, he pumped into her, and it was the best thing this side of heaven. His skin glowed, and she pressed little kisses on his torso, his neck, his shoulders—wherever she could reach. He was warm and scented, and she was drowning in him without minding at all. 

Gradually, his pace quickened. There was no discomfort for her in this joining. He had wiped that away and filled her with pleasure instead. Nature took over and they fell into an easy rhythm of give and take. 

His body, it seemed, had been designed to pleasure hers, and vice versa. The thought of how lovely this was and how glad she was not to have missed this experience flitted through her head, but soon Ruthanne was too dazed to be able to think clearly. 

Edward’s plunges went deeper, came faster, and with greater force. The heavy ball loosened in her lower belly, tightening before catapulting her to the skies.   

She warned, “It’s happening again.”

“Yes. Good, good. Come for me, Ruthanne.” 

He drew her nipple into his mouth and suckled hard.

She shattered into pieces, the fragments of her soul somersaulted in a great arc through the air.

Edward rapidly withdrew from her then shuddered at the side of the bed.

Concerned, she touched his shoulder. “Are you well, Edward?”

His lips tightened, and he gave a quick nod.

She drew her fingertip over his skin. “Darling! You’re covered in goose flesh.”

Edward gave a rueful smile then pounced on her. They rolled in bed, giggling like children.

“Poets call it the little death.”

“There’s nothing ‘little’ about it!” she said, setting off another bout of masculine laughter. 

“Edward.”

“Ruthanne,” he parroted her mock-scold.

Snuggling, they came down from the mountaintop in incremental degrees. They shared childhood stories, whispered endearments. Ruthanne had never felt so cherished. 

Eventually, their conversation faded, and Edward made love to her again. This time there was no pain, and she already knew they fit together, so there was no fear, either.

“I love you.”

He smiled, as if he already knew. “And I adore you.” 

“Really?” She beamed. “When did you know?”

But he ignored her question, and kissed her instead. She didn’t mind. Before long, Edward was leading her to that pinnacle, urging her to fly.

She soared.
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Chapter 5
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Edward walked down the stairs, a spring in his step, and whistled. True to her character, Ruthanne had given herself to him last night, unstintingly. During the course of the evening, they had made love three times and it still wasn’t enough. He woke with a smile and an erection and Ruthanne had handled both with unparalleled enthusiasm. He could not have been more pleased—

“Chevers?” The female’s high voice held a tone of surprise. “What on earth are you doing here?”

His heartbeat stuttered then resumed its normal rhythm, but the spring in his step left.  

“Lady Penelope Medlam. What a happy meeting this is.”

They stood before the innkeeper, Mr. Johnson, with Edward burningly aware of the awkwardness of the situation. Ruthanne lingered in her bath upstairs while his ex-fiancée greeted him in the public vestibule of The Rose and Crown. The Fates had a perverse sense of humor.

Lady Penelope was gowned in expensive silk, her chip bonnet lovingly framing a heart-shaped face. She appeared most animated. Before he could ponder the reasons for that, she exclaimed, “How good it is to see you again. Dearest, dearest Chevers.”

He glanced at Mr. Johnson, whose eyebrows spiked toward his hairline.

Trying to inconspicuously pry Lady Penelope’s fingers from his coat sleeve, Edward guided her away from the innkeeper, maneuvering so that the stairwell was within his line of vision should Ruthanne come down for breakfast.

“Chevers, what a dreadful spot I’m in! Mama and I were robbed yesterday. The highwayman stole Mama’s diamonds, her wedding ring, and my emerald brooch!”

“Good God!”  

“Yes, and all our money, too!” Having blurted out the last part, she clamped her delicate hand over her mouth, as if recalling the hasty words. Her shoulders lifted in a half-hearted shrug and she peeped at him beneath a pair of thick lashes. Previously, he had always enjoyed receiving one of Lady Penelope’s coy looks, but found himself oddly immune to them now.

Courtesy compelled him to offer to pay their room and board, so he did. Even so, he was astonished by Lady Penelope’s purr of delight. “So gallant. You’re the kind of gentleman upon whom a lady may always rely.”  

The tips of his ears burned as he demurred.

She stepped closer and tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. “I didn’t properly appreciate you, but I do now. So very much.”

Sweat beaded on his upper lip, which Edward palmed off. “I’m sure I failed to rightly appreciate you, as well. Doesn’t bode well for a marriage, does it? Tell me, do you plan to return home? I could purchase tickets for you and your mother to continue on the stage?”

Lady Penelope’s bosom brushed his waistcoat, the one Ruthanne had folded yesterday and helped him don minutes earlier. He frowned at the forward behavior then made allowance for it given her stressful circumstances. 

“No, no. I’ve no wish to return home. Why not take us to the Stockton’s house party?” 

She peeked beneath her lashes again. “Maylene wrote you were expected after I specifically asked after you. I was very glad to hear it, my lord. Very, very glad.”

“Take you and your mother?” 

Edward ran his finger beneath his constricting collar. From Penelope’s perspective, the solution had much to recommend it; from his, though, it spelled disaster.  

She waggled her finger at him. “La! I know what you are about!” 

His guilty conscience made him jump. “Do you?”

Leaning close so that she could speak into his ear, she said, “You needn’t be concerned with the proprieties. Mama will accompany us to ensure everything is proper. I’m quite eager to renew our friendship. What a cozy trip we shall have! When can we leave?”  

A shock traveled from his head to his boots. Again, he rubbed his chin, weighing his options. He glanced up. 

A stricken Ruthanne stood on the stair-step, a replica of Lot’s wife turned to a pillar of salt. From her expression, he gathered she overheard more of Lady Penelope’s conversation than he would have wished. 

He frowned at the small space between his body and Lady Penelope’s, sickening aware it created an illusion of intimacy.

“Penelope,” he began, only to realize the quagmire he had stumbled into when he used her first name.

Ruthanne flinched as if she’d been struck. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw the innkeeper’s start. Edward had forgotten that blasted man witnessed this farce.

Sublimely unfazed by the undercurrents of tension, Penelope prattled on, frequently touching his forearm and addressing him by his first name, thereby ensuring Ruthanne and the innkeeper were well aware they were intimates.

Guilt smote Edward. Satan’s coals could not have been hotter than Ruthanne’s incinerary gaze.  

For the first time in years, Edward felt an impulse to laugh hysterically. He upheld his index finger, signaling Lady Penelope to pause. Cocking his head in her direction, he politely told her it would be his pleasure to escort her and her mother to the Stocktons.

“Will you be able to leave within a quarter hour?” 

“Of course, Edward” 

“Fine. I’ll meet you and your mother in the courtyard.”

He passed by the stony Ruthanne, nodding a cordial greeting as if she were a fellow patron, a stranger to him. He would have liked her to join him in their room, but it was wiser to act like strangers in Lady Penelope’s presence. He did not wish to subject Ruthanne to Penelope, particularly then. 

With a stiff gait, Ruthanne walked toward the dining room.

Scowling, Edward entered their room. He rapidly packed his valise, ignoring the scent of musk in the air. It would only make him randy again, thinking of being with Ruthanne. After his bag was ready, he jotted down a few lines on the back of his calling card then tucked it beneath her tea pot. He slid some bank notes beneath it, too, for her journey home. He stared at them, scowling more fiercely. If Ruthanne were to misinterpret the money he had provided as some kind of payment... That didn’t bear to think upon.

Wishing to clarify the reasons for the money was merely reimbursement for Mr. Glendale’s services, he wrote, “For the apothecary” on his card before jamming it back into place.

By the time Lord Chevers’s hired coach swept out of the yard at The Rose and Crown nearly a half-hour later, he still had not seen or spoken to Ruthanne. Edward did not wish to leave her, but the nature of his romance with Ruthanne must remain clandestine for the time being. 

Lady Medlam and Penelope would relish the gossip, were they to learn of it. Somehow he sensed they would ruin Ruthanne’s reputation if they learned about their time at The Rose and Crown.

When they were ensconced inside the carriage, Edward frequently glimpsed back at The Rose and Crown, as if it were the shoreline and he were undertaking a perilous voyage. Once it disappeared entirely from view, his chest tightened. Regretting how the morning’s events had unfolded so differently than he’d planned, he sat in silence, allowing the women’s conversation to wash over him.

Staring at the woman he had once thought to marry, he could not deny Lady Penelope was beautiful. Extraordinarily fashionable, her fine figure was gowned in Parisian creations. The ideal English beauty, the earl’s daughter possessed blonde hair and eyes as blue as sapphires. While sapphires were good and well, Edward now preferred emeralds. Penelope’s curls were set with sugar-water, a trick his sister had revealed. The stylish coiffure appeared untouchable, unlike Ruthanne’s hair. How he had gloried in running his fingers through her hair. Penelope’s crowning defect was a lack of dimples. 

Edward could hardly believe he not only proposed to this woman, but he had lamented her loss.

After a few miles, his good manners prompted him to contribute something to the general talk, so he asked Lady Medlam, “Did you report yesterday’s robbery to the constable? Where did it occur, anyway?” 

Lady Medlam, a stout matron with an irksome habit of flaring her nostrils, answered with a sniff. “Outside Leeds Castle, close to Broomfield. Of course, I made the report in Leeds, where the surgeon resides.”

“Surgeon? You had need of a surgeon?”

“Neither of us, but the coachman was shot during the robbery. He required the services of a surgeon.”

“I did not realize one of your party had been injured. Tell me precisely what happened.”

Matter-of-factly, Lady Penelope said, “Our groom, James, was shot.” 

“Fatally?”

“I shouldn’t think so. Do you, Mama?” Lady Penelope flicked some lint from her skirt. 

“I am certain he’ll be fine,” Lady Medlam agreed. 

“You don’t know whether he yet lives?” he asked, shocked by such callousness.

The countess sighed. With a disagreeable air of exaggerated patience, she addressed the viscount. 

“James could no longer travel in that condition. So, of course we left him with the surgeon. I am certain he’ll be fine.” 

Satisfied with this explanation, Lady Penelope patted Edward’s knee, but he brushed her hand away. 

Annoyance flashed in those sapphire orbs, and Penelope rebuked him.  “Edward.”

“I would think you’d show greater care to your servant,” he said. 

All at once Penelope’s brow cleared. 

“Oh, you mustn’t worry about James. He’s very sturdy. Papa would not hire any servant who wasn’t robust.”

The unfeeling remark repulsed him. Ruthanne would never have abandoned anyone alone who had been shot. She would have tended the wound, cheerfully and competently, and made a fuss over the patient, just as she had taken such good care of him. 

Conversation ground to a desultory level after this. The countess and her daughter dozed, and for his part, Edward feigned sleep and re-lived his lovemaking with Ruthanne. 

With a start, he learned they were near Rochester. Lady Medlam wished to take tea at the Red Lion and stretch her legs. Not opposed to the plan, Edward made the arrangements. The countess insisted on having her embroidered stool unlashed from the coach roof so that she could rest properly in the private dining room. Edward thought that rather quixotic, but he was prepared to indulge the older woman. 

After a two-hour stay, Edward was less obliging. He hinted they should depart, but the countess delayed, claiming her bones ached when they traveled at faster speeds. Only by promising to instruct the coachman to go slower did he induce Lady Medlam back into the carriage. 

Neither lady gave a second’s concern to the inconvenience this created for their coachman. Edward should not have been surprised, considering the cavalier attitude they showed toward their wounded coachman, but it disturbed him. When he instructed Clyde, the coachman, to keep to a snail’s pace, Edward sensed the man’s displeasure. Knowing it was chilly on the box, Edward increased the man’s pay.  

At long last, they left Rochester. Mellowed by the ale he had consumed there, Edward made an idle remark that he wished to add a village school to the Asbury lands. Lady Medlam declared such would be wasteful. Her querulous tone brooked no argument. Because Edward was of the opinion he would do as he liked on his own land that should have been the end to the discussion. Because of the ale, it was not. 

“Education’s wasted on no one,” he said.

“No need for the commoner to learn anything beyond his signature. The rest is useless.” Lady Medlam sniffed, punctuating her words with that irritating noise.

“Oh, yes,” Lady Penelope agreed, throwing her support behind her mother.

“What of intellectual nourishment for its own sake?”  

“What does my butler need to know of Greek tragedies or where Italy lies? Intellectual nourishment? Nay, it’s all fantastical and ho-hum.”

He turned to his contemporary and asked, “Is geography of interest to you, Lady Penelope?”

“Oh, no,” she assured him with an emphatic shake of her head. “My governess despaired I would ever learn my sums, let alone be able to read a map.”

Her statement sounded very like a boast. 

He pressed her to see how far she’d carry this anti-bluestocking mug. How could he ever thought his scholarly ways would sync with her proud ignorance?

“Oh, I expect once you become mistress of an establishment, you’ll take charge of the household accounts.” 

“La. I should think that duty will lie with the housekeeper, sir.”

“What if your housekeeper is dishonest? Or incompetent? Someone must take care of the household accounts.”

A wily smile crossed Penelope’s face. 

“My husband, I am sure, would prevent a calamity befalling our household.”

“Quite right,” Lady Medlam declared. 

If the countess thought Edward was persuaded, she was very much mistaken. It would be a severe trial to live with this domineering woman beneath his roof, particularly with that damnable sniff. Edward sensed the hen and chick wouldn’t allow themselves to be parted from one another, meaning any man who took Lady Penelope to wife had to accept Lady Medlam, too.

Thank God it would not be him.

Not wishing to argue, Edward huddled into his seat and remained quiet. He remembered telling Fiona that Penelope would make him a good viscountess, as she had met the requirements on his list. Having been in her unremitting company this past day, he understood Penelope was too indolent and self-absorbed to be a good viscountess, and Fiona had been right. The list was a waste of time and parchment. It even had a stupid title.

They stopped in Dartford for the first evening and at Epping for the second night. Edward was tempted to set them on the mail coach and be done with the pair. He suspected Clyde, the coachman, would have applauded the act. So when they finally reached the Stocktons’ residence, Edward drew a deep breath of liberty. 

Ushering the ladies from the carriage, he wasted no time pawning them onto George’s staff. Clyde unleashed the luggage and set down the embroidered stool with speed.

In a hearty welcome, George asked, “Do my eyes deceive me? Chevers travels by hired coach? What’s happened, old man?”

“I loaned my post chaise to Michael and Fiona.” 

George Stockton raised his eyebrows at Edward’s terse answer. 

Of average height with handsome curls, George bowed to Lady Medlam and Lady Penelope before ushering them into his wife’s care. 

“Go with Maylene, if you please.” George cast his wife a speaking glance. She understood his silent message.

“Maylene, dear, I must show Edward the newborn foal—”

“Yes. Of course. You two run along now and I’ll see to the guests.” Maylene waved them away before turning to give Lady Medlam her attention.  

Lady Medlam declared, “I shall require a rest, immediately.”  

“Naturally, my lady.” 

Edward and George beat a hasty retreat, rounding the corner of the house and laughing like school boys who’d escaped their tutor. 

George slapped him between the shoulder blades. 

“Thought your coattails must be on fire, the way you disembarked so rapidly.”  

Edward made a curt nod and pinched the bridge of his nose. 

“Lady Medlam and her daughter could try the patience of all the saints. When I travel, I always bring plenty of money, but I did not count on paying their shot, the extra nights staying at inns, and what not.” 

“The extra meals?”

He nodded emphatically. “By jove, the countess will send her plate back to the kitchen two or three times at least. Always demanding more salt, less sugar. She must be the most demanding person I’ve ever met. Little wonder the earl shuffled off his mortal coil.”

Edward flung his hands into the air. “Then the damage at The Rose and Crown—”

“The what?”

Recalling the thundering wall which had awakened him, Edward prevaricated, “Lady Penelope dropped a vase at the inn in Maidstone.”

“What were you doing in Maidstone?”

“Stage lost its wheel. We had an accident, and I banged my head.” He motioned to his cut. 

“The apothecary worried I might experience seizures, so I stayed two nights.”

“You look suspiciously happy for a fellow who’s suffered a head injury.” George squinted, his eyes narrowing on Edward’s cheery countenance. 

“I owe that all to my nurse, a lovely young lady.” He grinned, recalling his sunny Ruthanne. “I intend to marry her.” 

“What’s this?” 

“As soon as I return to London, I intend to marry Ruthanne. Tell me, do you know how much a special license costs?”  

The crack of the whip sounded, striking fear into Edward. He ran full-speed to the front drive, watching a plume of dust travel through the gates. Shouting, Edward chased the coach before he realized Clyde would not be able to hear him.

Edward dashed his beaver hat to the ground.

“Wait! Wait! Dammit, Clyde.”

Glaring into the mid-distance, Edward stood with his hands on his hips. 

“Come inside, Edward. You need a drink.”

Nodding at the excellent suggestion, they settled into Stockton’s study where a cozy fire and bottle of whisky provided comfort.

George studied Edward over the brim of his half-full glass. 

“You can take my coach to London, leave it at the townhouse.”

“No, I thank you, though. After lending my coach, I’ve discovered how damned inconvenient it is to be without one. Besides, how would you and Maylene journey there in the spring?”

“Have your coachman send it back.”

As Edward rubbed the back of his neck, George grunted.

“Well, you can’t take the mail. Doesn’t come through St. Albans. Stage operates, of course, but not on Christmas or Boxing Day... ”

“Unacceptable.”

“Still, not much to be done. Surely there’s no harm in a slight delay? Can’t do much business during the holidays, at any rate.”

Edward drained his drink then glared into the fireplace.

“Come, Chevers. Don’t be broody. It’s a house party, after all.”

“Yes. I’m sure you’re right. No harm in delay.” 

Edward swallowed his disappointment. For the days he remained as George and Maylene’s guest, he displayed his best manners and participated in the entertainments. Edward played cards, danced, and hunted with the other members of the house party. After nights spent dreaming about being with Ruthanne, he awoke frustrated. Even though he enjoyed himself with the Stocktons, he yearned to be with Ruthanne. He avoided the Medlam womenfolk, which Edward knew irked the countess, but he was past caring. 

His manners had limits.

Late Sunday night, George invited his male guests into his study to blow a cloud. Their host joined Edward, Jason Lord Dysart, and George’s nephew, a cub named Farnsworth. Leaning against the mantel, Edward peered into the fire. Stockton’s cellar was having a marvelous effect upon him. The atmosphere was cordial until young Cuthbert Farnsworth, Maylene’s nephew, spoke.

Studying Edward as if he were an exotic creature from the Orient, Farnsworth asked, “What gives, Chevers?”

“Beg your pardon?”

The lad scratched his beardless chin. 

“Damned if I can figure out the lay of the land with you and Lady Penelope.”

“None of your business, cub. Egads, don’t you know better than to bring up a lady by name?” George rebuked.

“Your curiosity overrode your good sense, I’m sure,” Edward said.

“True.” Farnsworth agreed, then forgot the lesson. “You were once engaged to the lady in question, so I wondered... ”

“It ended amicably,” Edward said.

“Thought she tossed you over for Markham?”

Pressing his lips together so as not to laugh, Edward ignored George’s swearing the youth to silence. 

“Damned if you ain’t a rackety nephew!”

“Hold your tongue, for Lord’s sake!” drawled Jason Lord Dysart as he inspected the tip of his cheroot. 

“Chevers, if you wish to have a conversation with this fool, I’ll be happy to fetch a pair of swords.”

“No, no, Dysart,” Farnsworth cried. 

“Chevers’s footwork is surpassed by none,” George warned his nephew. Then he told Edward, “Can’t kill Maylene’s neffie, She’s damned fond of him, you know.”

Edward lifted his palm, signaling he would not issue a challenge.  

Farnsworth grinned in relief.  

“Ah! The cat’s finally caught your unhinged tongue.” Dysart leaned back in his chair, a sly gleam in his eyes. 

He inhaled his cheroot until its tip turned beet-red.

George refilled Cuthbert’s glass. “Here. Drink this. It’ll keep your mouth busy.”

Farnsworth took a deep drink. “Markham’s lost his fortune, you know. Headed to the continent.”

“What’s this?” Dysart’s dark brows drew together.

Stockton’s cigar hanged precariously upon his bottom lip. Bug-eyed, he repeated, “Markham lost his fortune?”

Cuthbert nodded. 

“At the gaming hell in Picadilly. I was there, and saw him lose thousands in faro.”

“That can’t be all his fortune,” Dysart argued, waving the cigar. 

“Tell us more about Markham, Farnsworth.” 

Edward’s full attention was now focused on the boy. “How much has he lost?” 

“I don’t know, but that Picadilly loss wasn’t his only such loss.”

“When was this?” George demanded.

“Two weeks ago?”

Dysart whistled. “That damned fool owes me a hundred pounds.”

Angrily, their host shoved his cigar into his mouth and clamped his teeth down on it.

Edward glanced at George, asking the silent question.

“Aye,” he answered shortly. “Markham owes me a monkey.” 

Dysart gave a louder whistle, being Job’s comforter. “Smoked you all right.” 

George thumbed in his Farnsworth’s direction. “Dysart, you’re as rackety as the neffie here!”

Despite his sputtered indignation, Farnsworth had no defense to that. 

Lord Dysart slapped his thigh and hooted. Once the bout of hilarity ended, he begged George’s pardon. “Damned if you and the neffie here ain’t the most amusing pair of blokes. Uh-oh. Now what are you about?”

The young man stammered. “Well, with Markham doing a flit, I wondered... that is to say... ”

“What? Spit it out, boy.”

“There’s a certain countess who hoped a certain gentleman in this room would renew his proposal to her daughter.”

Lord Dysart rolled his eyes.  “Do you ever know how to spell the word discretion?”

Farnsworth ignored him. “The countess means to make it happen.”

“Is that why she insisted we travel at treacle pace? To give me ample time to woo her daughter?”

“Could be,” George said.

Dysart kept his focus on the youth, his dark eyes narrowed to hard slits. “How do you know all this, Farnsworth?”

“The countess and her daughter were discussing this on the verandah, and Maylene’s dog barked at them. I went to fetch the dog and overheard their conversation. Also, Lady—” 

His lips clamped together as he belatedly aware he was on the verge of speaking a lady’s name. Thus, Cuthbert Farnsworth proved that while he could rightfully be labeled slow, he was capable of learning. 

Recognizing his nephew’s plight, George asked, “Old one or young one?”

“Young one.”

“What did she do?”

“She kicked Maylene’s dog.”

“I’ll be damned,” murmured Dysart.

“She kicked my wife’s dog?” George roared, rising from his seat.

“Take a damper!” Dysart said. “How does the countess intend to make this happy occasion come about?”

“Told the young one to sneak into Lord Chevers’s bedchamber tonight.”

“The countess seeks to have her daughter compromised? Holy hell.” Dysart’s brows formed a notch.

Edward banged his fist against the mantel. “I will not marry the chit.”

“Of course not. Lady Penelope’s—”

His nephew tut-tutted when his uncle said the name.

George barked, “Dammit. Horse’s out of the stable, don’t you know?

Facing his friends, their host continued, “The young lady has suffered two broken engagements in six months. Bad ton, that. Lady Medlam—”

Farnsworth cleared his throat.

“Oh, stow it, neffie!”

“Yes. Stow it.” Dysart raised his glass, toasting his host.

“The countess is probably worried her little chick will develop a reputation for being a jilt.”

“Playing the jack,” Edward tossed in, recalling Ruthanne’s summation of Lady Penelope’s character.

“Right.” George pointed to Edward. “So if she can maneuver you into marrying her daughter, she can claim Markham briefly lured Penelope away, but she came to her senses and returned to you. The ton will soon forget about Markham’s involvement once Penelope reconciles with her first love.” 

Tossing his cheroot into the fire, Dysart said drily, “Otherwise Lady Penelope becomes a laughing stock, a totally unacceptable position for the daughter of an earl.”

“Well, it don’t suit me to marry a jack,” Edward muttered.

“Was I right to tell you, Chevers?” Cuthbert asked, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“Yes. Thank you for the favor, Farnsworth.”

Dysart stood and stretched out his hand to Edward. “Well, I guess that’ll draw your visit to a close. Do you leave at dawn?”

“Sooner,” he said. “Can I ride one of your horses, George?”

“Take Prince. He’ll give you a safe journey.”

“Thank you, Stockton.”

“You don’t wish to marry Lady Penelope?” Farnsworth asked. 

Somberly, Edward assured the lad, “My wife would never kick a dog, Farnsworth. Remember that.”
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Ruthanne had plain toast and tea for breakfast, positive her stomach would rebel at anything more substantial. Forced to wait an exceptionally long time for even that modest meal, she carefully blanked her thoughts. She would not dwell on anything at the moment, save breathing in and out. 

Mrs. Johnson waited on her, eyeing her from time to time in a considering manner which made Ruthanne squirm. The landlady was barely civil and certainly not friendly. The landlady slapped down the basket of sweet rolls on the table, but Ruthanne was beyond dealing with another’s surly mood. She focused on inhaling then exhaling.

Making no effort to engage the innkeeper’s wife in conversation, Ruthanne performed the mechanical ritual of eating and drinking. She willed herself to ignore her shattered heart. Hers was not the first disappointed love affair, nor would it be the last. Plenty of people had landed in these circumstances and survived. Why, even Jerry had fallen for a Spanish senorita who died before he returned to visit her in Oporto. He carried on, and so would she. Rutherfords were a hardy lot. 

With these rallying thoughts, she finished her last dregs of tea. Before her cup clattered in the saucer, Mrs. Johnson removed the dishes with more speed than grace. A second cup of tea was not offered to Ruthanne, she bleakly noted. Mrs. Johnson trudged to the side board, and loudly set the dishes upon it. Ruthanne thought she heard the woman mutter, ‘trollop,’ but between the thuds and bangs of the earthenware she hoped she was mistaken.  

“You’ll be wanting to leave the inn now?” The homely woman rested her reddened fists upon her wide hips, demanding an affirmative answer. 

Whatever Ruthanne wanted didn’t matter. The landlady certainly didn’t want her to remain at The Rose and Crown. 

Swallowing feelings of hurtful indignation, Ruthanne stood. From the corner of her eye, she saw Mrs. Johnson motion her husband. 

“Psst,” the landlady hissed at him. 

“Pardon me, miss—”

The fact that Mr. Johnson had referred to her as ‘miss’ rather than Lady Chevers confirmed Ruthanne’s suspicions. Oddly detached, indeed, she had felt indifferent to everything since Edward passed by her on the stairwell, Ruthanne awaited the mortifying experience of being asked to leave a respectable establishment.

“The gentleman paid your shot. We’d no notion when the pair of you showed up on our doorstep what the lay of your game was, but The Rose and Crown is a—”

Ruthanne flung up her hand, silencing the innkeeper. Hearing this man speak so cheaply of Edward raised her ire. She spoke hotly. 

“Lord Chevers was injured. He’s quite respectable, and I cannot allow you to sully his good name. It’s true we planned to return to London, but his... acquaintance has a prior claim, thereby necessitating a change of our traveling arrangements.”

Mrs. Johnson sidled up to her husband, balefully glaring at Ruthanne. “His acquaintance is Lady Penelope Medlam, who is well unknown in these parts. She is the daughter of an earl, don’t you know?”

“Bedlam Medlam, we call her ladyship.” Mr. Johnson rubbed his chin. “She already broke a lamp from her room in a temper.”

“This is no time for levity, Mr. Johnson,” snapped his wife. 

Solemnly, her husband nodded. 

“Thank you for bringing me back to the main channel, Mrs. Johnson.” 

He cleared his throat and wagged his finger at Ruthanne. 

“It’s as plain as the nose on my wife’s face—” Said wife shot her less-than-adoring husband a fulminating glare. “That you do not belong here.”

That was getting to the crux of the matter; yet it couldn’t be disputed. Throughout this trimming, Ruthanne stood with her hands clasped before her, trying to be demure and dignified, despite her earlier flare of temper. 

Taking another breath, she murmured, “I will pack and remove my things and depart with the next stage.”

“No need,” Mrs. Johnson said shortly. “Nellie has fetched your belongings. You may wait in the lane for the next coach.”

Ruthanne gasped at her effrontery. 

Remembering the Johnsons had helped during Edward’s crisis, Ruthanne quietly murmured her thanks. Quelling her resentment felt like swallowing ashes, but she did it for Lord Chevers’s sake.

The owners of The Rose and Crown stood shoulder-to-shoulder, blocking the doorway from the private parlor. As they pivoted to allow Ruthanne to pass, Mrs. Johnson pinched her upper arm. 

“Light-skirt!” she add with a nasty expression.

“Ow!” 

Rubbing the sore spot, Ruthanne scurried through the vestibule toward Nellie, who awaited with her valise. 

The maid stood with Ruthanne’s pelisse draped over her arm, clutching a battered bonnet. She wore an uncertain smile, but bobbed to Ruthanne. 

“Here, my lady... ” 

Nellie’s cheerful greeting withered beneath Mrs. Johnson’s gimlet eye.

Ruthanne took the items from Nellie, grateful for her courtesy. Choosing not to linger, Ruthanne crossed the vestibule, not bothering to don her articles of outer clothing. Before she travelled three steps, something struck the back of her head.

She whirled, not surprised to see a smirking innkeeper. Mrs. Johnson clutched the bread basket beneath one arm, while licking icing from her fingers. A sweet roll spun along the floor before coming to rest in a dark corner. Nellie’s hands cupped her eyes. Her lowered head shook, as if she were ashamed of her employers’ actions.

Ruthanne took heart from that small gesture. Tossing her head back, Ruthanne sailed from The Rose and Crown as if she were a Ship of the Line named Viscountess, and not some frigate broken up in shallow waters. 

The echo of Mrs. Johnson’s last epithets chased her from the yard. “Tart! Trollop! Jezebel!”

Dignity forgotten, Ruthanne broke into a dead run.
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December 23, 1805 

In London, England

It was nearing the dinner hour on Monday evening when Edward returned to his Mayfair townhouse. His butler was caught off-guard by his unannounced visit, but soon regained his usual equilibrium. Striding through the residence, Lord Chevers ordered a brandy, tray of sandwiches, and a bath before he shed his many caped coat. 

“Somewhere between West Hampstead and London, my toes lost feeling.”

“The weather’s turned these last few days, my lord. It’s downright chilly.”

“That it is, Wesley.” 

Edward gave his coat to the butler, and instructed him to have the staff thoroughly clean every room on the morrow. “The silverware should sparkle. Place vases overflowing with flowers in all the public rooms. Send a footman to an apothecary store and have him purchase perfumes. Oh, and candies! Something in a variety box, perhaps. Tell Jonathan to bring the curricle around tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.” 

He sent the now-smiling butler away with a flick of his finger and took the stairs two at a time. Sinking later into his hip bath, Edward relaxed for the first time since leaving The Rose and Crown. A sigh of pleasure escaped his lips. True, he was tired, but strangely enervated now that less than a day stood between him and seeing Ruthanne again.

Anticipation thrummed through his veins, so much so that he was reminded how he’d felt as a lad on Christmas Eve. Unwrapping Ruthanne would be his best present.

Edward sluiced water over his form, his mind busy with tomorrow’s tasks. He carefully planned the route he would take. If luck were with him, he would be on the Rutherford doorstep by luncheon. By tomorrow afternoon, Ruthanne would be sitting next to him as they tooled around St. Paul’s. They could visit the carriage-maker and he would let her select their next carriage. A landau was large enough to transport a family. He hoped she would want that, too. He left the bath, toweled off and donned his velvet robe to eat dinner. After completing some paperwork, he slipped between the warmed covers of his bed. Before he fell into exhausted sleep, he remembered he’d have to open the vault. The Chevers family collection of jewels was not extensive, but there were some quality pieces there. He remembered a strand of pearls, a diamond solitaire, necklace, and bracelet. For Ruthanne, he wished to buy her a special gift just from him. Certainly she would wear his mother’s jewelry, but he wanted her to have an emerald ring. Something of hers alone. Something which would match her glorious eyes.

It was nine on the dot when Edward trotted out of his townhome, having advised the staff of the specific chores for them. He urged Wesley to supervise the work with an exacting eye. He very much wanted to impress the future Lady Chevers with a well-run household. He didn’t want Ruthanne to worry about the least little thing once they married. 

Smiling, he leapt into the curricle and took the reins. With a surge of exhilaration, he sprung the horses. He headed to Coutts & Company, his personal bank on Strand Street. As much as he wished to fly to Doctor’s Commons to obtain the special license, Lady Medlam and her daughter had depleted his purse. He needed funds to pay for the special license and the emerald ring he wanted to buy from Rundell & Bridge. Before that, though, he needed Harry Rutherford’s address.

The banking business was accomplished in a smooth and orderly fashion, but the pattern didn’t continue as he wandered from office to office at Whitehall. He shuffled from place to place, speaking to half a dozen clerks and officers, having little success in discovering the midshipman’s address. He broke for lunch, downing an ale and meat pie at a nearby tavern. One of the waitresses seemed the friendly sort. When he passed her a coin, she leaned toward him. The gleam in her eye faded when he made it clear he was interested in information as opposed to a romp. 

“A sailor on the Neptune?”

“Yes. Harry Rutherford. I believe he’s on Neptune, a triple decker.” Edward revealed what he’d learned that morning at Whitehall.

“Hey Bo’sun!” 

The waitress called out to another patron who sat hunched on a stool at the end of the bar. “What ship were you on?” 

“Shove off, Flora,” came his genial reply.

The waitress shrugged. “Ever since he lost that leg, he’s been unpleasant. Shame, that. Come on, now.” 

Edward rose and followed her to the peg-legged soldier. 

“Bo’sun Mickey, this here gentleman wants a word with you. Sure he’ll make it worth your while.” 

The viscount nodded his thanks.

Beneath her breath, the waitress said, “It’d do him good to talk with someone, rather than just sit there like a lump.”

“Bring us two more pints, if you please.”

She grinned. “Yes, sir.”

“Chevers,” he extended his hand to the surly sailor. “I’m looking for Harry Rutherford’s residence.”

“I heard you. Nothing wrong with my hearing.” 

He gulped the remainder of his ale then slammed down the tankard with a clatter. 

“So you’re looking for the midshipman on Neptune, eh? That’s a 98 gunner. The Antelope only had fifty guns, don’t you know?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“Happen to know the Rutherford twins?” 

The sailor placed the heels of his palms to his bloodshot eyes and pressed. Then he shook his head in the same manner that a mongrel dog shakes off water. 

Edward flexed his neck, loathe to describe his interest was not in the twins at all, but their sister. He was relieved to discover the boatswain knew Harry was a twin, which meant he was familiar with the Rutherford family.

The waitress brought two more pints and Edward nudged his tankard closer to the sailor’s elbow, indicating he could have both.

He watched the sailor drain the first pint in one go. Edward shook himself to recall his task. 

“Yes, I’m told he has a wife named Mary, who lives in Cheapside with their small son.”

Eyeing the viscount with more than a pinch of suspicion, the boatswain sipped his second pint. 

“What’s your business with the Rutherfords?”

“None, frankly. They have a houseguest, the sister of Mr. Rutherford, with whom I should like to speak.”

Mickey shook his head, signaling an unwillingness to continue their talk. “Harry wouldn’t thank me for bringing ruin to his sister. If you’re that fired up, go visit a brothel. Hell, Flora’s the friendly sort and she’s just across the room.”

Edward grabbed the front of the man’s yellowed shirt, fisting it. 

“Dare speak of Miss Rutherford like that again and I’ll carve your tongue out.”

“Shove off.” 

He batted Edward’s hands.

The two men glared at one another, at an impasse. 

Mickey broke the tense silence by asking, “Just what are your intentions regarding Miss Rutherford?”

“I intend to marry her.”

“Sure you do.” He chortled.

Détente had been established. To be sure, Edward understood why the man would be so skeptical. Viscounts didn’t usually court schoolteachers. 

“Very well. Accompany me to Doctor’s Commons, witness the procurement of the license then take me to Miss Rutherford’s family.”

“Why would I do that?”

“To earn a crown?” 

The sailor stared, slack-jawed. 

“Blimey. All right, I’ll go, but only iff’n you pay me half-crown now.”

Edward nearly snapped at the boatswain, but clawed through his coin bag and handed over a crown. Impatience caused his movements to lack their usual fluidity. 

“Take it. I’ve wasted too much time already.”

Sometime later with the special license warming his pocket, he stood in the shadow of St. Paul’s cathedral and followed the boatswain’s directions to Harry’s house. 

Mary Rutherford, he found, was a small, confused blonde. Escorted into the sitting room, Mrs. Rutherford bid Edward to sit in the best chair. He politely declined her offer of tea, anxious to see Ruthanne again. His ears strained to pick up the sound of her footsteps trailing down the stairs to this room. 

“I’m Edward Lord Chevers. I’d rather hoped to find your sister-in-law, Miss Rutherford, in residence?”

His hostess’s smooth brow pleated, but before she could respond, a toddler waddled into the room. She broke off conversation to pick up the child. Smiling into her son’s face, she murmured an apology to her visitor. 

“Forgive me, my lord, but we don’t have a nanny.”

He nodded, smiling at the tyke. The boy had his mother’s blonde hair, but the dark green Rutherford eyes. 

“Robby’s a handsome fellow.”

Upon hearing Edward use her son’s name, the notch in Mrs. Rutherford’s brow returned. 

“How is it you know Miss Rutherford, my lord?”  

“She performed a singular service of nursing me back to health. I wished to renew our acquaintance.”

“Oh. How nice.” 

Her frown had not disappeared. Edward inwardly sighed at the woman’s puzzlement.

His smile was becoming fixed. The Rutherfords, delightful as they might be, were not the ones he’d been burning to see. Where was Ruthanne? Why hadn’t she come downstairs yet? It seemed odd that she would not have looked after her nephew while his mother accepted a caller.

“May I see her? Miss Rutherford?”

“She’s not here.” 

A hard pit formed in his belly. 

“What do you mean? Is she out of the house presently?”

“No, my lord.” Mrs. Rutherford shook her head. 

“It’s true Ruthanne intended to visit us for the holidays, but she cancelled. She messaged me she remained at the academy to nurse a sick pupil. How in the world did she manage to nurse you both, my lord?” 

Edward had nearly forgotten that ruse. 

“We weren’t both sick at the same time,” he assured her. “Are you telling me she’s not yet arrived?”

“No, my lord, nor has she sent another message.” 

Why hadn’t Ruthanne continued her trip? He knew she looked forward to spending the holidays here. Had she remained at The Rose and Crown? Did she take his cold and find herself too ill to travel? Alarmed to think Ruthanne might need him, the pit in his stomach gained density and sunk lower. 

“I need take no more of your time, Mrs. Rutherford. Here—” He pressed a guinea into her palm and smiled at the boy’s delighted squeal. “For your son. Happy Christmas.”

“Thank you, my lord.” 

Diffidence sounded in her voice as she gripped the coin to keep Robby from putting it into his mouth.

He bowed then pivoted yet hesitated on the door’s threshold. With his hand on the lever, he cocked his head. 

“Remind me again of the academy’s name?”

Stiffly rising from her chair, Mrs. Rutherford sat her son on the floor at her feet then placed her hands on her hips. 

Even before she spoke, Edward predicted he would be interrogated again. First the boatswain and now the sister-in-law? The corners of his lips twitched when he considered how many champions Ruthanne had.

In a much cooler voice, Mrs. Rutherford asked, “You failed to state what particular business you have with Ruthanne, Lord Chevers.” 

At least this quizzing was more subtle than Mickey’s nasty insinuation, so Edward was able to smile as he explained, “All possible business, Mrs. Rutherford. You see, I intend to marry her.”

“You intend to marry her?” 

The smile left his face. 

Upon seeing it fade, Mrs. Rutherford realized her blunder. Her hands flew to her flushed cheeks. 

“Oh. Oh, I do beg your pardon, my lord. Please forgive me. It’s just so unlikely... ” 

Edward frowned.

Slanting him a narrow look, her voice became hard as questions rolled off her tongue. 

“This is some kind of a lark, isn’t it? Are you one of Harry’s friends? Did he put you up to this? He’s always funning.”

“No, this is real. I am Viscount Chevers of Asbury.” 

Mary remained suspicious, folding her arms and tapping her foot.

Remembering the housekeeper had his calling card, Edward was stumped how to verify his identity. Inspiration struck. He flung up his hand, brandishing his ring. 

“This is my signet ring.”

A long, contemplative, awkward silence followed. 

Because he hoped Mary would become his sister-in-law, Edward tried to smooth over her anxieties and doubts. 

“The Rutherfords are an irreverent bunch, I gather? At least, Ruthanne enjoys teasing others, ever the minx.” 

Relieved, she grasped that straw and chuckled, “Oh yes, they are.” 

Chuckling, he said, “Thank you, Mrs. Rutherford. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“My lord?”

“Yes?”

“You are a peer.”

He tensed, uncertain what she meant to imply.

“My sister-in-law is attractive and intelligent, as are you.”

“Thank you,” he said, unable to discern where she was heading with these remarks.

“Ruthanne can be a minx, but she is still a commoner, like all the Rutherfords. Would the ton welcome her into its ranks?”

“Of course not,” Edward agreed, liking her all the better.

“However, as my viscountess, Ruthanne will not be friendless. We’ll reside either in London or at my estate in Kent, so Ruthanne may have her choice of society in which to mingle. Your family will always be welcome wherever we may reside.”  

A wide smile crossed the woman’s face. She made a curtsy and congratulated him before bidding him goodbye. Robby waved a wet fist in his direction, rendering a garbled farewell.

He left the Rutherford residence and made his way to Ludgate Hill to the royal goldsmith, Rundell & Bridge. It was an exercise in discipline to select an emerald ring, but he did so quickly, heedless of expense. It was tea time when he returned to Mayfair and called for his carriage. Flinging his belongings into his valise, he prepared for the short journey to Maidstone. 

Nearly a week after he had left The Rose and Crown in the company of Lady Penelope and her mother, Lord Chevers returned, his spirits buoyed at the prospect of reuniting with Ruthanne. 

Striding into the vestibule, he tugged off his gloves, glad to escape the weather, for it had turned bitterly cold.

“Ah, Mr. Johnson! My good man, I am frozen to the core. Please have your excellent wife prepare me a hot meal.”

“My lord!” the innkeeper exclaimed. “Never did I think to see you again.”

Edward turned at the dismayed note in the man’s greeting. One foot was placed on the first step, the other on the vestibule’s floor.

“Where’s my wife?”

“She really is your wife?” 

Edward’s head jerked toward Mrs. Johnson, who descended the staircase, insolence in her voice. 

“You will kindly explain that remark,” Edward said coldly. 

“She’s not here, my lord.” The innkeeper shuffled to the other side of the bannister.

“What do you mean she isn’t here? Where is she? When do you expect her to return?” 

“We run a respectable inn, not for the likes of trollops. This ain’t a bawdy house,” Mrs. Johnson said.

Gobsmacked, Edward’s spirits plummeted again. He wasn’t sure entirely what was going on here, but it was becoming clear to him that Ruthanne, once again, was not where he expected to find her. Between the week’s incessant travel, and his worry for Ruthanne, he found himself unreasonably irritated at his future bride. Was there, anywhere else in the world, a less cooperative woman? 

“You should leave, my lord. The lady—” Mr. Johnson paused upon hearing his wife’s ‘harrumph’ at the term then corrected himself. “The young miss left The Rose and Crown the same morning as yourself, Lord Chevers.”

“But why? Where was she going?”

Mr. Johnson bit his bottom lip.

“Surely you inquired after her traveling plans? Did she board the mail coach or the stage? In which direction was it headed? Answer me, dammit!”

“Nellie.” The innkeeper beckoned the maid. “You may be able to enlighten his lordship.”

“Say nothing, Nellie!” Mrs. Johnson screeched. “I’ll not have it spread up and down the King’s highway that The Rose and Crown is a place for wicked assignations!”

“Hold your tongue, you vile woman!” Edward snapped then he turned to the young maid, and gentled his voice. 

“Do you know my wife’s whereabouts?”

She shook her head, eyes wide in alarm. “No, sir. I gave your note and money to the apothecary, Mr. Glendale, just as you asked.”

“What? Both were for Ruthanne, to see her safely home.”

“Oh, dear.” The wide-eyed maid trembled. “I gave them to Mr. Glendale. She didn’t see them!”

“Good God.” 

Picking through the pieces of his shattered plans, he lit upon another strategy. “Where may I find Mr. Glendale?”

After Nellie stammered the directions, Edward most sincerely thanked her.

His tone was flinty when he addressed the innkeeper. 

“You turned my wife from here without a farthing to her name? Without transportation?”

“It didn’t sit well with me,” he admitted. “But when you abandon her... ”

“I did not abandon Ruthanne! You had better pray Lady Chevers is safe. If one hair on her head has been harmed, I will make you regret the day you were born.”

Mrs. Johnson whimpered, but Edward was unmoved. He left The Rose and Crown without a backward glance then gave his coachman directions to the apothecary’s house. 

By the time that gentleman answered his door that pit in Edward’s stomach weighed like an anvil.  

“I believe you have something which belongs to me.” 

Surprise lifted Mr. Glendale’s caterpillar-like brows. 

“Good God, it’s you.” The apothecary’s blank look of amazement was soon replaced by one of outrage.

“You have a note which belongs to me. May I have it returned?” 

“A man’s got a right to his private papers, but duty demands satisfaction for defiling an innocent.” Mr. Glendale took up a pugilist stance, his feet planted firmly in the ground as he jabbed at Edward’s head. 

Edward blocked the blow, side-stepped, then held Mr. Glendale’s hand behind his back. He subdued the apothecary by leveraging his wrist between Glendale’s shoulder blades. 

“Mr. Glendale, I’m in no mood for a tussle. I know precisely where my duty lies, thank you, and it happens to coincide with my heart. May I release you now?”

The other man panted then nodded. 

Edward waited for Mr. Glendale’s breathing to regulate before explaining, “Like others before us, we anticipated our wedding vows, but whilst you know of my honorable intentions, my intended bride does not. So, I’ll have my note and your word, I hope, not to tell this tale.”

“Hold. I’ve already burned the note and yes, you have my silence.” 

“Thank you.”

“But how can I be certain of your intentions?” The older man rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful with lingering suspicion. 

“First I must prove myself to the boatswain then the sister-in-law and now you?” 

Ruthanne would be amused by these incessant demands, but Edward was near-livid. 

Digging through his pockets, he located the jeweler’s box. Opening the lid, he revealed the emerald ring nestled in satin. 

“There!” 

Skepticism ran deep in the apothecary’s veins. He shrugged. 

“A mighty fine sparkler, my lord. For all I know, it could be paste.”

“Rundell & Bridge does not sell trinkets,” he snapped then shoved the box into his pocket. 

He fished out the special license and presented it with a flourish.  

“Ah!” The residual glimmer of disbelief left Mr. Glendale’s visage and he congratulated his lordship on an excellent match. 

“Plain as a pikestaff she’ll make an excellent viscountess!”

Grimly, Edward accepted the man’s well wishes and hearty claps on his back. Glendale ushered him to the front step. 

From the corner of his eye, he spied the terrier Ruthanne had befriended. 

“Is he yours?”

“No, he’s a stray.” 

Scooping up the fierce little dog, Edward scratched its belly. The dog licked his face.

Edward returned to his landau.

“You’re taking the mutt, my lord?”

“Yes. Hopefully, Ruthanne will be pleased to see one of us.” 

“Doubt not, my lord. Doubt not.” 

With those words, the apothecary waved goodbye, his prior assault on the peer all but forgotten.
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Chapter 8
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“Happy Christmas, Miss Laing. Thank you for seeing me,” Edward addressed the headmistress at the Academy, sitting in her office in a shabby but comfortable arm chair. A generous tea tray sat on the small occasional table at his elbow, but Edward was not interested in food or drink at the moment. He yearned to see Ruthanne again.

“You’re welcome, Lord Chevers. It’s my pleasure to make your acquaintance. I must tell you how much we appreciate the goose and brace of pheasants from your estate. There are not many students at the Academy during the holidays, but those who remain will enjoy your generosity.”

“I’m glad. Is Miss Rutherford in residence?”

Miss Laing blinked at the forthright question. 

Lord Chevers smiled, realizing his self-knowledge was faulty; he had always believed he was a patient man, but that simply was not true where minxes were concerned.

“I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to be abrupt, but I have come especially to wish Miss Rutherford a happy Christmas. Is she present, ma’am, or is my errand in vain?”

Her gaze shifted sideways, alerting the viscount that his beloved may be as near as the next room. That knot in his belly, ever present for the past two days, tightened.

“Will you kindly summon her, please? Then allow us a moment of privacy?”

“Certainly, my lord.” 

Her tone was deceptively complacent, leading Edward to ease his shoulders back in relief. It wasn’t until he looked again at Miss Laing that he realized his error. 

Staring into the hard, pitiless eyes of the dauntless female, it occurred to him the schoolmistress was not about to do as he bid. She remained still and silent, but sent him a glower of burning reproof. Unless Edward missed his guess, he had unwittingly handed over his head for a good scrubbing.

Placing her palms flat against the polished surface and stacks of paper, the matron rose and loomed over her desk. 

“Once you have performed a kindness for me by explaining yourself. You’re reputed to be a fair, decent man, but I’m well aware of your bachelor status.”

Before he could murmur his thanks for the faint praise, she cut him off.

“Which makes it so curious that you wish to speak with Miss Rutherford, a single lady, unchaperoned.”

Hoping discretion might prove the better part of valor, Edward remained mum.

“Does your business have anything to do with her recent forty-mile trek? When she returned to my doorstep, exhausted, hungry, and upset?”

“Good God.”

“Oh, yes.” 

Nodding with vehemence, Miss Laing continued, “She smelled of horse, which I suspect she acquired after bedding down in a stable. I can only suspect, understand, because Miss Rutherford has been loath to discuss her plight. Any time I’ve tried to inquire, gently, mind you, she begins to cry. Very unlike her. So now I must ask: did your actions cause Miss Rutherford to find her rough way back to my academy?”

“Yes. No. Please just tell me where she is. I must go to her.” 

He jerked to his feet, notwithstanding the hefty pit in his belly. Edward imagined he could have swallowed a cannon ball and felt the same. 

Pursing her lips, the woman leveled a long, hard stare at him. Edward had never faced a more intimidating figure, and he had once met the Duke of Wellington. 

Heaving a sigh, he returned to his seat and said with resignation, “We have now come to the Inquisition Stage of our brief acquaintance. Very well. Shall I speak plainly? Impertinence notwithstanding, you wish to ascertain my intentions regarding Miss Rutherford. I assure you, they are honorable.”  

The change which overcame Miss Laing was so gradual, Edward found it hard to recall later the precise moment the lines of her face softened. 

Her dark, flinty eyes grew dewy. 

She announced, “The Academy shall expect goose and pheasant every Christmas.”

“Naturally,” he agreed with a broad smile. 

She rose from her desk, walked to the door, then said over her shoulder, “Of course, any future daughters of yours will attend my academy, as well.”

“Certainly,” he agreed. “So long as you do not delay them.”

She flashed a grin then sped away. 

Edward would have chuckled if it were not for the weight in his abdomen. He hoped Ruthanne would not prove as difficult to convince as the boatswain, the sister-in-law, the apothecary, and the headmistress.

––––––––
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RUTHANNE STEPPED INTO the room then shut the door. Its soft click sounded inordinately loud in the quiet atmosphere of Miss Laing’s office. She peered across the room. Seeing Edward standing with his fists at his sides sent a sharp pain through her. Quickly, she cast her gaze upon the carpet, avoiding his gaze.

Good Lord, he was handsome! Sternly, she reminded herself that good looks could carry a gentleman so far and no further. Edward had nearly destroyed her. 

She wiped her reddened nose, cursing the cold she had collected during her recent travels. Of all the mementos she could have of their time together, she had latched onto that obnoxious, runny nose. 

Puzzled why he had come, Ruthanne had no idea what to say. Why had he provided a Christmas goose and brace of pheasants for the Academy? What possible interest could Edward have in the academy? He had already shown he had no interest in her.  

“Good morning, my lord.” She made a perfunctory curtsy then dabbed her nose.

“Happy Christmas, Ruthanne.” 

Startled by the rasp in his voice, she glanced at him. Bluish circles shadowed his eyes, as if he were weary. Her heart somersaulted, moved with pity for his exhaustion, but she stubbornly returned her gaze to the floor. 

“Happy Christmas, my lord. You are well?”

Silence and constraint swirled about them, creating an eddy of awkwardness she had never experienced with him. As Ruthanne tucked a loose strand behind her ear, she noticed her fingers were extremely cold. It was nerves that made her feel a block of ice. The chill had entered when Edward departed The Rose and Crown, and had not left her yet.  

His presence was unnecessary and unwelcome, and being in the same room as him was unbearable, but Ruthanne forced herself to be polite. She would not give Edward, Lord Chevers, that is, any cause to think her manners were lacking. The Rutherfords were made of sterner stuff than that. Stiffening her spine until it was ramrod straight, she murmured, “Thank you for the goose and pheasants, my lord. It was kind of you.”

“Please don’t thank me.”

She glanced up at him. His dark eyes glowed with a tender light.

“I should think you would rather see me drawn and quartered.” 

Because that is exactly how she had envisioned him these past few days, she said with a brittle laugh, “How ghoulish, my lord.”

His head jerked back as if her words struck him. The tender light in his dark eyes died, and Ruthanne knew him to be angry. Why he would be angry, she could not fathom.  

The lines of his face hardened and his lips twisted cruelly as he taunted her. 

“I would have thought you would bring me to book. You disappoint me.”

She gasped.

“Come now, Miss Rutherford,” he continued in a foreign, cynical fashion. “Within minutes of leaving your bed, I went cavorting with another. I’ve wronged you, and you’re going to stand there like some milk-and-water miss and thank me for goose and pheasants?”

She shied from this coarse, cruel Edward, and continued her intent inspection of the faded carpet in Miss Laing’s office.  

Frustration sounded in his voice when he next spoke. “My actions forced you to endure humiliation and a forty-mile trek, now I discover you lack the heart to slap my face?”

A feral sound escaped her as she glared at him. If there were any justice for spinsters in the world, Lord Chevers would have disintegrated where he stood.

“I abandoned you,” he enunciated quite clearly. “Showed you no more consideration than I would a light-skirt and you’re thanking me for a Christmas goose? Where is all this famed Rutherford steel?”

It might have been his mocking expression; it might have been something else. She never knew what set off her temper, Ruthanne only knew he had pushed too far. 

“You will not insult me,” she said in a voice which throbbed with anger. “You are fortunate I don’t possess a sword, else I would have run you through!”

Edward laughed. He laughed until his broad shoulders shook and his eyes watered. 

Meanwhile, her wrath only grew.

“How dare you laugh at me?”

Edward’s mirth subsided, and he placed both hands on her shoulders in a light grip. 

“My hilarity stems from relief.”

“Relief?” She asked, irritably shrugging off his hold.  

He took a step backward and confessed, “You scared me witless, Ruthanne.”

Gritting her teeth, she said, “If you had an ounce of self-preservation, you’d run.”

Edward shook his head, a soft smile played at his lips. 

“I’m not running.” 

She watched as small flame of gentleness rekindled in his eyes, and her confusion deepened.

Without touching her, he guided her to a chair where she sat. When she was settled, he propped his forearms on his knees. 

“You’ve led me a merry dance, Ruthanne.” 

Not knowing what to say to this, she remained quiet and twisted her handkerchief.

“I suppose I should start at the beginning, back at The Rose and Crown. Lady Penelope is my erstwhile fiancée, the one who turned me down. When she appeared at the inn, I only wanted to ensure that the two of you did not meet.” 

Ruthanne shrank further back into her chair, offended.

Vexed, Edward thumped his forehead. 

“That didn’t come out well,” he rushed to explain. “What I meant is that I wanted to protect you from her. I didn’t want Penelope to know of our relationship or to gossip about its origins. When we marry, it will be because we love each other. Not because I compromised you.”

“When we marry?”

“I’d forgotten that part. I’m making a mull out of this, aren’t I?” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. Exhaling a puff of air, he started again. 

“I love you and want to marry you. I left a note, explaining all this, but it was misdirected to Mr. Glendale.”

“The apothecary received your note?”

“Yes. Before I left you at The Rose and Crown, I wrote to tell you I would collect you from Harry’s house. I’d hope we could marry from London.”

This new knowledge set Ruthanne’s heart aflutter, and the tiny fragments of her broken heart shifted into place. The fragile leash on her emotions frayed as those pieces moved. Tears welled and spilled over until she was forced to wipe her cheeks. 

“I didn’t receive your note,” she said.

“The maid thought it was meant for the apothecary. Nellie gave it to Mr. Glendale.”

“Oh dear.”

“Not only did you not receive my note, but you did not receive the money I provided for you to continue your journey. I expected you to travel onto Cheapside, and we could marry from Harry’s home, if you liked.”

He gripped her hands, silently urging her to understand. 

“I never meant for you to suffer so, my dear. I did not abandon you, Ruthanne, but I am so sorry, for it must have appeared that I did.”

Blindly, she reached for his shoulders. In the next instant, Ruthanne was enfolded in Edward’s embrace. 

They stood, clinging to one another. 

His hands trembled as he skimmed the curve of her face and whispered soothing murmurs.  

When she could speak, she withdrew a little, hiccupping as she said, “What a horrible misunderstanding. I apologize for misjudging you, Edward.”

He waved off her apology. 

“I’ve been so angry with you. I thought you didn’t care,” she said, dabbing her eyes.

“No, darling.” His smile was tender as he gazed down upon her with all the love in his heart.

He sat and pulled her onto his lap then invited her to tell him what had happened to her.

The words poured forth from her mouth, unable to moderate them. “Mrs. Johnson was so cruel to me, called me names, that I dashed out of the inn yard. The first night I slept beneath a hedge. The second night with horses. It was so cold and... and I was so very afraid!” 

Edward gathered her closer and swore, “I will never leave you again. I am so sorry.” 

“Never leave me.” 

He cupped her face in his hands. “Oh, God, Ruthanne. I’m so sorry. I never meant... I never dreamed... Can you ever forgive me?”

Pressing her finger against his lips, she smiled. “There’s nothing to forgive, darling. Nothing.”

Edward placed his forehead against hers. 

“‘Doubt thou the stars are fire, Doubt that the sun doth move. Doubt truth to be a liar, but never doubt I love.’”

“Edward, I love you, too,” she breathed.

He tapped his breast pocket. 

“I obtained a special license, which will allow us to marry whenever and wherever we wish. Will you marry me, sweetheart?”

“Yes! Oh, yes!” 

“When?”

She chuckled at his eagerness.

“This afternoon?”

“Edward! Today? We can’t possibly be ready so soon.” 

“Yes, we can,” he said firmly. “I happen to have a vicar in the family who’s ready, willing, and able to perform the ceremony as soon as we arrive at Asbury. And it just so happens that he owes me a favor.”

“Your brother-in-law?”

He nodded. 

“Michael and Fiona have, at long last, returned from Scotland.”

“You’re quite determined to wed me, aren’t you, Lord Chevers?” 

She instantly regretted her flippant remark upon glimpsing the anxiety in Edward’s gaze and feeling the tightening of his arms around her.  

To reassure him, she stroked his cheek. 

“All the time I was frightened on my way back from Maidstone, you must have been so worried for me. Darling Edward, I cannot wait to marry you.” 

“Thank God.”

He kissed her then, as passionately as he had the night he’d shown her bliss at The Rose and Crown, but this time there was a newfound quality to their lovemaking. Each sought forgiveness from the other, and both gave pardon for all the mistakes made since they had separated from the inn. 

Edward pulled apart, his face aglow with happiness, as he smoothed her hair. 

“Your smile lights up my world, Ruthanne.” 

He stood, setting her upright on her feet then pulled a ring box from his pocket. 

He opened the box and said, “I bought this especially for you.”

“It’s gorgeous.” 

“I thought it would match your eyes.”

A giggle bubbled its way from within her. Soon, it tumbled from her lips and they both laughed, smiling at one another, lost in this moment of utter happiness. 

Edward’s lopsided smile emerged as he teased, “I have a gift for you. It’s in the carriage.” 

“There’s more?”

Tugging Ruthanne out of Miss Laing’s office, Edward nearly stumbled over a valise, which had been set in the foyer outside the headmistress’s office. 

Staff, pupils, and Miss Laing swarmed around them, to Ruthanne’s delight. 

Above the cheers and clapping, Mrs. Laing announced, “We wish you very happy, Miss Rutherford, Lord Chevers!”

With her heart filled to bursting, Ruthanne cried again, this time tears of joy. She thanked the others, hugging and smiling at the girls and her colleagues in turn. The scene was chaotic and loud and Ruthanne could not possibly heed everyone. She cast a sideways glance toward Edward, who had donned his many-caped coat, and waited with an indulgent smile.

He assisted Ruthanne into the cloak the headmistress handed him, and the crowd moved from the foyer to the pavement where his personal coach waited. The well-wishers formed a tight knot on the edge of the street, and Edward invited them all to Asbury for their wedding breakfast the next day, promising to send coaches for the ladies’ transports. Great fanfare greeted this proposal. 

He handed Ruthanne’s valise to the coachman then assisted his future bride into the carriage.

Ruthanne leaned from the window, smiling brightly and waving as the carriage pulled away. Only once the coach turned the carriage were the Academy’s shouts and hollers muted.  

Leaning back against the squabs, Ruthanne pressed her aching cheeks.

“I’m so happy. So deliriously happy that my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. What’s this, Edward?”

Edward picked up the scruffy-looking terrier, placed it into her lap, then patted its head.

“This is your little friend. Remember him?” 

She lifted the dog level to her nose, and smiled into its whiskered face. “You brought him for me? From the inn?”

“Yes. Happy Christmas, Ruthanne.” 

Cradling the dog in her arms, she lifted her face toward his and breathed, “Happy Christmas, my love.”  

The terrier, terrified of being trapped between them, scrambled away and sat on the opposite bench. They both chuckled then, without speaking, kissed again. 

She tugged his cravat loose. 

“Sweetheart, Asbury’s only fourteen miles away. We don’t have time to open our gifts.” 

Leaning forward, she licked the triangular spot at the base of his throat. “Is that a challenge, Ed?” 

“Minx.” 

“Fourteen miles?” 

As if reading her thoughts, he made a wicked grin then lifted her so that she was positioned over his lap. Grasping her nape, he pulled her toward him. 

Just before he kissed her, he whispered, “That’s right, my love.”

Ruthanne nearly lost herself in Edward’s kiss. Her head swam with the delicious sensations he could always evoke in her and she wiggled so that she could be closer to him.

Grinning, Edward hitched her skirts. His hands skimmed her thighs then cupped her bottom.  

She gripping the capes on his coat then tugged it off him. 

“I need to see you, feel and taste you,” she said. 

“I guess it won’t hurt to peek at the presents,” he drawled. He helped by scrambling out of his coat and jacket while she went to work removing his shirt. Finally able to spread her hands over his torso, she sighed, and luxuriated in his warm and textures. 

Ruthanne spread kisses over his chest, drawn to him in a way that was primeval. She pressed her cheek against him and listened to the heavy beat of his heart. Only Edward had ever possessed her heart, and now he would be the only one to do so, just as she predicted his heart would belong to her solely.

“For the rest of our lives,” she swore. 

Transfixed, she watched as he shifted her bodice and exposed first one breast then the other. He worked quickly, pinching and molding them until her breathing snagged.

She arched into him, offering herself.

Lowering his face, he latched onto a nipple and suckled while she gripped the strands of his black hair. 

“Edward.”

His hand snaked to her core. Upon finding it moist, he growled in triumph. Thrusting his long fingers through her nest of curls, he toyed until her breathing grew ragged. Edward whispered naughty, teasing things into her ear, hiking her pleasure until the sounds of their moans mingled together.

“God, Ruthanne.”

She unbuttoned his fall, freeing his erection. It sprang forward, absolutely ready. As Edward guided her, she positioned herself until he was fully sheathed within her. It was a lovely, long glide down, and the journey upward was just as exquisite.

She lifted and lowered herself along his length until he hissed, “Stop. No more.” 

“Edward?”

“Don’t move.” 

“What’s the matter?”

His strong hands clamped onto her hips, holding her immobile even as her inner muscles worked, gripping his cock. 

“Don’t move,” he said between clenched teeth.

She stilled, afraid. 

“I’m about to come,” he revealed in a shaky voice.

“I don’t understand?”

“Before... when we... I didn’t spill my seed inside you. If you’re not utterly still, I might yet.” 

Giving him a saucy look, she hesitated only a fraction of a second before rolling her hips. 

“Ruthanne,” he warned.

“Let me give you a Christmas gift, Edward.”

He gasped, nearly begging. “Please stop, Ruthanne. For the love of all that’s holy. I can’t hold out much longer.”

Nibbling on his earlobe, she whispered, “A child, Edward. I want to give you a child.”  

She had stunned him. What a glorious experience it was to know she, Ruthanne Rutherford, daughter of a Master’s Mate, could bring such an incredulous look to the face of a peer of the realm.

A bright man, Edward lost no time in celebrating his good fortune. Churning his hips, he pulled her tighter, startling her with his ferocity. His hands spanned her ribcage as he raised her up and down his cock.

Flinging themselves off the pinnacle, they catapulted into a private world created by the two of them. Light and flashes of heat greeted them as shivers chased down their spines. Awash in passion’s aftermath, they rode the waves, gently re-entering earth as they clung to one another.

Ruthanne sprawled over his body. After being rocked by the motion of the landau, she mumbled, “I love how the coach sways us.”

“Hmm.” He kissed the top of her head. 

“Do you think we made a baby?” She asked, wide-eyed at the possibility.

“Perhaps. To be sure, though, we must work on it every day. Perhaps while we’re sailing down the Nile? Would you enjoy that?”

“You’re spoiling me.” 

Ruthanne grinned, certain she would love traveling with him and see the rest of the world. 

He kissed the tip of her reddened nose then donned his shirt.

She gave him a searching look. “Are you sure, Edward? About us? About this? On the other end of this red nose is a sailor’s daughter. We Rutherfords have adventure and humor running through our veins, but not a drop of blue blood.”

“My blood’s blue enough for the both of us, Ruthanne. In fact, it’s my opinion the Chevers bloodline needs an infusion of adventure and humor. Ours will be a union of the best of both worlds.”

She blessed him with her beaming smile. “I love you, Edward.”

“I love you, minx.”

Then he kissed her, and proved how much.

EXCERPT FROM
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HIS SUNSHINE GIRL
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By Tracy Edingfield

March 13, 1809

Outside Kingston, Jamaica

The plantation’s sugar cane stood taller than Tony Hawksley’s head. Gently it moved in the breeze, which whistled along the island’s leeward side. Tony walked through the cane, cutting samples of foot-long lengths and stowing them in the sweat-stained pouch slung across his chest. Next planting season he’d integrate these grafts with other sugar cane to produce a hybrid, one more resistant to beetles. 

“Nuru!” He motioned for the water boy.

Making his way across dark brown loam, a painfully thin boy traveled as fast as his spindly legs allowed. Water sloshed from Nuru’s wooden bucket, causing the corners of Tony’s mouth to lift. Pride shone in the small boy’s face, and when he gave a toothy grin, Tony answered in kind.

Nuru plunked down the bucket. Water slopped over the rim.

Resting his palm on the boy’s wiry, close-cropped hair, he cautioned, “Easy, my friend.”

The seven-year old boy waved off all his worries. Nuru pressed his thumb to his puffed-out chest then boasted, “I be gettin’ stronger e’ry day, boss!”

Tony’s gaze took in Nuru’s skinny legs, the widest part being the knee caps. The boy was a veritable bag of chocolate-dipped bones.

“Sure you are,” he agreed. 

Tony Hawksley didn’t hold many people in high regard, and even fewer in affection. Nuru was the exception. 

Chuckling, the boy offered up the ladle.

Tony drank deeply then re-dipped and dribbled water over the back of his neck. 

“Look what I found, boss!” After digging into his pocket, Nuru brought forth a grubby fist. Slowly, his fingers spread to reveal the treasure which rested in his palm—a few mangled rose petals. The boy sniffed them, closing his eyes to better savor their scent. With a grin, Nuru brought his palm toward Tony, offering him a whiff. 

Years dropped by the wayside, transporting him across time and an ocean. Tony returned to Devon, nineteen and bloody, lying face-down in the dirt behind the Penhaven stables. Badly beaten, he’d struggled to stand. He pulled himself up by grasping a vine of climbing roses. Thorns ripped his flesh, which he later discovered. In that moment he was insensate, conscious only of the heavy perfumed fragrance while Priscilla cruelly laughed.

“Boss?”

With a speed which was unsettling, Tony returned to Jamaica, Gables’ plantation. He looked down into the face of the master’s by-blow, trying to focus on Nuru.  

“Smells good, eh, boss?”

“Not to me, sport. Can’t stand the smell of roses.” Tony flicked his wrist, and Nuru shoved the petals into his pocket.

“Good one, boss,” the boy chuckled, thinking he was being teased. 

Tony had meant what he said, but let it pass.

Pointing across the field, Nuru said, “Master must be busy. Kwasi would never come out here, ‘therwise.”

Master Gables was always busy, rutting one of the slave girls, damn his blackened soul. Tony braced himself to receive terrible news. What else would drive Kwasi to the remote sugar cane fields? He’d have to deal with this latest emergency. The overseer knew better than to attempt to pry the master from a woman’s thighs. Gables would thrash Tony before he thanked him. 

A pit lodged in Tony’s belly as he saw the lanky form of Kwasi, a house slave, wave a pack of papers. Kwasi’s white teeth flashed in a broad grin spread over his narrow, angular face. 

“Letters from England, Tony! From a fancy lord!”

The pit grew heavier and sunk deeper. It had to be his uncle who corresponded with him. The house slave placed the packet of letters into Tony’s outstretched palm as carefully as if he were handing over a newborn babe, and just as delighted.

Slowly, Tony’s glance flickered over the top envelope. It was battered, yellowed, and sent by Lord Kempner. His uncle, an earl. Hoping the tremor of his hands went unnoticed, Tony tucked the packet under his cotton shirt, next to his skin. 

Kwasi’s jaw dropped. “You’re not going to read it?” 

“No. Now is not the time to catch up on correspond—”

“Are you mad, boss?” Nuru asked, both hands riding his bony hips.

“I’ve waited four years. I can wait a little while yet. Get back to work before Master Gables spots us. You too, Kwasi. Off you go!” 

The rest of the afternoon, Tony continued cutting cane lengths, ignoring the heavy packet so close to his heart. 

After the sun set, Tony sat alone in his humble abode and stared at it. Hefting the bulk in his hand, he scanned his environs. 

Less cottage than hut, his dwelling boasted a rickety table, a wooden chair, and a lumpy bed. He’d stacked books along the walls, (that being the only place for them) which served the additional purpose of insulating his home and plugging the gaps in the wattle structure. Oilcloths draped over the books to keep them dry and prevent rats from eating the pages. 

Certain of his solitude, he took a deep breath, withdrew the first letter from the pack and turned it over in his hand. It was written in his aunt’s hand. 

Aunt Edwina.

His aunt had raised him after he turned ten, the eldest of four. She’d been a poor substitute mother to him, yet he never imagined she’d banish him to this hellhole. Edwina had never enjoyed being considered predictable, he thought drily.  

His ears pricked. Raindrops splattered on his plantain-leaf roof, tumbling through holes and into his hut. Sighing, he stood and leaned his straw mattress against the wall. He tucked his blanket in the corner where it was driest. 

English rain, if he remembered correctly, was gentle, a short step above misting, whereas the rains in the Caribbean? He made a humorless guffaw. Zeus must hate Jamaica. Missiles of water pelted the island. 

Regaining his seat, he recalled his parting scene from his aunt. She’d been furious, pounding the desk with her fists; he’d stared at the enraged woman through swollen eyelids. Aunt Edwina had always said Priscilla Penhaven was no better than she ought to be. In that one judgment, the countess had been right.

He read her letter then re-read it.

Tony,


It is my sad duty to inform you the earl has passed. The earldom requires your immediate presence. Enclosed is his signet ring, which belongs to you now. Kempner’s Last Will & Testament is in the solicitor’s separate letter. I have instructed Mr. Jones to include a goodly sum to see you speedily home. The children are safe. Victoria remains with me. The twins are at Harrow.

Edwina Kempner



A raindrop, perhaps a tear, splattered onto his aunt’s letter, bringing Tony back to an awareness of his surroundings. He lifted the oilcloth and pressed the letter between the pages of a horticulture book.  

Next he unstopped the cork to his sole bottle of rum and drank as he read the solicitor’s letter. Fixing his gaze upon Mr. Jones’ report, Tony commended the gentleman’s concise statement of estate assets and liabilities. His uncle had been a good steward of the earldom, leaving behind a robust balance sheet. Mr. Jones had also provided a separate accounting of Tony’s father’s assets, which were still held in trust until his twenty-fifth birthday.

He’d have to invest them wisely for Victoria’s dowry and the twins’ education. Although he was not certain Leslie and Andrew placed a premium on their studies; not if Victoria’s assessment were accurate. Perhaps his brothers would wish to purchase colors. 

Quelling his wayward thoughts, he focused on the reports. After he’d gone through every last page, he wiped his hand over his face, beyond weary.

For his uncle, he scarcely spared a thought. Although he’d been raised in the earl’s home, his uncle and aunt had chosen to live apart. His lordship appeared at Exminster House only a handful of times during Tony’s childhood. Tony’s sole memory of his relative was that the prior earl had been inordinately tall. 

For himself, he was happy to receive the summons to return home. He’d have gone next year, anyway, once he could obtain his trust funds. Tony very much looked forward to seeing his siblings again. He’d missed them. They’d grown up while he’d been in Jamaica. That knowledge ate at him like acid. Victoria had been twelve when he left. In two years she would make her debut in London. A rare smile curved his lips as he thought of his bluestocking sister. 

He’d have to squire her about London for her Season, although the Lord knew, Victoria would probably find the libraries and book sellers more interesting than soirees and balls. For his siblings, his small circle of friends, and Nuru, Tony maintained his loyalty and affection. Everyone else could go hang. If Aunt Edwina hoped for reconciliation, she was doomed to disappointment. Trust, he found, once destroyed, could never be rebuilt. 

“Tony! Open up, it’s Kwasi.”

“Go away.”

“Hawksley, I need your help.”

Smothering a groan, Tony moved off his bed, padded across the dirt floor, and moved the curtain, which served as a door.

“What is it?” He asked before pulling the curtain completely back. “Lettice? What are you doing here? What’s happened?”

“He beat her,” Kwasi said curtly. 

It wasn’t necessary to specify who the ‘he’ was—only one person on this plantation engaged in such heinous acts, and that was Master Gables. 

Pivoting soundlessly, Tony bid them into his hut, noting as he did so that Lettice’s shapeless gown was torn at the shoulder seam. Droplets of blood smeared over her skirt. She choked, catching a sob in her throat. Her face lifted, showing bruises, a cut lip, and tear tracks in the flickering candlelight. Her cheek bone was already swelling. 

“Good Lord.” Tony cleared space on the bed for her to sit, tossing Mr. Jones’ meticulous work to the dirt floor. 

Once Kwasi laid Lettice on the bed, she whispered, “He hurt me real bad.” 

“I’ll fetch some clean water.” Tony grabbed a pitcher then went outside. 

By the time he reappeared, Kwasi’s shirt was untucked with a strip torn from the hem. The cotton dangled from his palm like the dead skin off a snake. Kwasi’s shoulders were hunched, tensed. 

Tony shot him a look of inquiry.

“Tried to clean her up.” The tall, lanky house slave shook his head, his brow furrowed. “She’d have none of me.”

“Is there any salve for her cuts?”

“I know where I can lay my hands on a jar.” Kwasi spoke through an unnaturally stiff jaw and his hand trembled as he passed it over his forehead. 

“I’m sorry,” Lettice sniffed from the far corner of the bed. 

“You got nothing to be sorry about, Lettice,” Kwasi said quietly. “I shouldn’t have pulled my shirt tail out like that. I wasn’t thinking. Take it now and clean yourself. You’ll feel better.”

“Rum?” Tony offered a cup to her. 

“I don’t drink spirits.” She hugged herself.

“Tonight you do.” Kwasi told her firmly.

Reluctantly, Lettice reached for the cup he held and sipped, keeping a wary eye on him and Kwasi.

“Easy,” he said, not sure if he spoke to the slave girl or Kwasi, who practically vibrated with rage. 

He refilled Lettice’s cup, motioning her to drink again. “Long night, otherwise. Before you’re too far gone, tell us what happened.” 

She leaned against the crude bedpost, wincing with the movement. “I stay in the kitchen as much as I can, because normally he don’t bother us there. We needed some carrots, so I...” 

“You went to the garden?” 

“Yes. I was in the garden. He caught me from behind and hauled me to the shed.” She closed her eyes, but tears flowed anyway. 

Kwasi muttered an oath and put his hand out, as if to touch her hair, but withdrew it with a low growl once she shied. Letting it fall into his lap, he gave Tony a kindling look, one that promised retribution against the master.

That would be attempted suicide from every angle Tony imagined. He jerked his head, indicating the older man should follow him outside. “Kwasi and I will step out. Call us when you’re ready.”  

“You’re safe here, Lettice,” Kwasi added.

This wasn’t the first time Master Gables had raped a female slave; it wasn’t even the first time he’d struck a woman. That didn’t make it easier, however. Gaining the canopied green space outside his hut, they stood beneath the wavering shick-shack trees which gently soughed in the night breeze, murmuring its own accompanying conversation.

“You all right?”

“Me? It’s Lettice I’m worried about. He had no business defiling her. She’s a taking thing.”

“What happens now?” 

“Gables called me into his study, enraged because she fought back, I suppose. Anyway, he’s up in the boughs, swearing she’s to go on the auction block tomorrow. If she can’t be sold there, I’m to place her at the brothel.”

Tony grimaced. 

Clasping his friend by the shoulder, Kwasi’s eye took on a darkling hue. “I can’t let that happen, Tony. I’ll take her away from here if I have to.” 

“What? Have a bounty on both of your heads? You wouldn’t even get off the island! Don’t be rash, man.”

“I have to do something.”

“What you have to do is the right thing,” Tony said firmly. “For now, Lettice needs you to fetch some salve.”

“Right.” He started striding away, his long legs eating the distance before he pivoted. “Thank you, Tony.”

“Go on.” 

After shooing Kwasi away, Tony remained outside until he heard Lettice’s deep breathing. Creeping into the hut as quietly as he could, he sat down in his chair and ruminated. 

After years of living beneath Gables’ thumb, Tony now had the full force of an earldom behind him. He glanced at his uncle’s signet ring. Picking up the packet, he counted the bank notes sent by an efficient solicitor.  

Kwasi fetched the salve while Tony calculated the asking price of slaves, hoping the solicitor sent enough of the ready to cobble together a makeshift family.  
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This story is for Donna, whose smile can light up a city. Whether playing billiards in a way to make the pigs happy, jumping off bridges, or skiing down Mary Jane, my sister has shown the best way to live life is to the fullest. I hope you find your happy ending, Ding Voo. You deserve a hero to rescue.
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