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          MILLCASTLE 1839

        

      

    

    
      Alice Collins stepped out of the mail coach and looked apprehensively around her. The George and Dragon coaching inn was an old black and white building set low in the ground with a small and remarkably crowded cobbled yard to one side.

      “Mind out, miss.”

      She instinctively stepped back as one of the ostlers moved past her and dumped the baggage from the top of the mail coach to the ground beside the door. She spied her bag, quickly reclaimed it, and headed inside the inn.

      “Are you wanting a room, dear?” A blond woman Alice assumed was the proprietress came over, her smile welcoming.

      “No, thank you. I merely wished to ask for directions to Grafton Hall.”

      “You’ll need to rent a gig for that journey. It’s too far to walk.”

      “I… don’t have sufficient funds to do that.” Alice gripped the handle of her bag more tightly. “But thank you, anyway.” She glanced at the door. “Can you at least advise me as to which direction I should take?”

      The woman sighed. “Go out of the stable yard, turn right, and follow the lane back up the hill until you come to the common. Keep the high hedge on your left and go on about a mile until you see a stone gatehouse. That’s the entrance to Grafton Hall.”

      “Thank you.” Alice nodded.

      “Do you have business with his lordship, then?” The landlady’s tone turned slightly sharper.

      “You could say that.”

      “You do know he is happily married with a child?”

      “I’m very glad to hear it.” Alice curtsied. “I won’t keep you from your customers any longer, ma’am.

      She escaped through the door and studied the scene in front of her. The mail coach was being readied at some speed for its onward journey. New horses had been hitched and the coachman was intent on gathering his flock of passengers by threatening to leave any latecomers behind. Alice wondered how long the mail coach would survive after the new-fangled railway came to town.

      She’d already spotted the massive construction works in the valley leading up to Millcastle, a brash new scar through the hills that looked as if it would never heal. From her view of the town below, she saw half the old market square was in the process of being torn up to create the necessary grand station. The air tasted acrid, and her clothes were already dirty from the spoil billowing out of the numerous factory chimneys. The mill owners would probably welcome the railway to improve their businesses.

      A harsh place, Millcastle, and not one she would’ve chosen to visit unless desperate. She turned right and began to trudge up the hill. At least it took her away from the town limits and back into the countryside. A glance up at the cloudy sky told her that she would be lucky to avoid the rain, and that if she didn’t pick up her pace, she would arrive in the dark and possibly miss the entrance to the estate.

      Her boots were already patched, and she hoped they’d last the journey. What would happen if she was sent on her way again? How would she survive? Alice quashed down her fears and concentrated on the uneven path ahead of her. One thing she had learned in the last painful year was not to look too far ahead or court trouble.
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      “Francis?”

      Viscount Grafton-Wesley, who preferred to be known simply as Captain Grafton, looked up as his wife Caroline came into his study.

      “What’s wrong, my dear?”

      “Barker just informed me that a woman arrived at the front door and asked to see you.”

      He set down his pen. “What kind of woman?”

      “Young, beautiful, and soaked to the skin.”

      “And you believe I invited her here?”

      “You’re not that foolish.” She regarded him steadily. “But this wouldn’t be the first occasion when one of your previous paramours has unexpectedly dropped by for a visit, would it?”

      “That is true.” He stood up. “Do you want me to tell Barker to throw her out?”

      “In the rain?” Caroline looked appalled. “Perhaps you might consider speaking to her first.”

      He sighed. “As you wish.” He offered her his arm. “Where is the girl?”

      “In the small front parlor.”

      “You will accompany me.”

      “Naturally.” She sniffed. “I had no intention of allowing you to go in there alone.”

      “How is our son?”

      “Sleeping soundly for once, which is why I was downstairs and able to intercept Barker before he came to get you.”

      “In case I threw our uninvited guest out in the rain or ran off with her?”

      “Exactly.”

      He bowed and held the door open for her. The woman standing by the fire swung around to stare at them. She was indeed both young and beautiful, with fair hair and very brown eyes. She was also soaked to the skin and dressed in garments that, in his opinion, should’ve been torn up and sold to the rag man years ago.

      “Viscount Grafton-Wesley?”

      “Yes. What do you want?”

      She took a deep breath, straightened her back, and looked him right in the eye. “I believe we might be related.”

      Aware of his wife stiffening beside him, he held up his finger. “How old are you?”

      Her brow creased in apparent confusion. “I’m twenty-six, but I’m not sure what that has to do with anything.”

      “Not my child, then. I wasn’t even in this godforsaken country when you were conceived—unless your mother came out to India?”

      “She… did not, sir, and I am definitely not claiming to be your child.”

      “Thank God for small mercies.” Francis nodded. “Continue.”

      “After her recent death, I found out that the man who… kept my mother was a gentleman called Thomas Grafton.”

      “Ah, now it begins to make sense.” Francis turned to his wife. “My father was a randy old bugger.”

      “This woman is claiming to be your half-sister?” Caroline asked and turned to the woman. “Do you have any proof?”

      She took out a letter and offered it to Francis, her hand shaking the paper so hard it fluttered like a fan. “My mother wrote this on her deathbed.”

      Francis quickly perused the letter and handed it to Caroline. “I’ll get my solicitor to look into the matter. Is this your previous address on the letterhead?”

      “Yes, sir. When she died, the bailiffs came and told me I had to leave because the rent hadn’t been paid for months.” The woman swallowed hard. “They said my mother had considerable debts and that they would sell the contents of the house to recoup her losses.”

      “And left you out in the street?” Francis inquired. He wasn’t shocked. He’d had to deal with plenty of tenants in the past and evicted more than a few. “I assume you have no other relatives?”

      “Not that I am aware of. My mother’s family refused to acknowledge her.”

      “Sanctimonious old pricks,” Francis muttered. “Then you will stay here until the matter is resolved to my satisfaction.”

      “You… aren’t going to throw me out?”

      “Not immediately.” Francis turned to his wife. “Can you find her some clean clothes and somewhere to sleep until we resolve this nonsense?”

      “Of course.” Caroline smiled at the younger woman. “What is your name?”

      “Alice Collins.” She looked from Francis back to Caroline and her voice broke. “I can’t believe you are allowing me to stay.”

      “Neither of us are of a mind to send anyone in distress away, Miss Collins. We know desperation when we see it.” Caroline placed a gentle hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Now, come with me and I’ll help you settle in for the night. Everything will look far better in the morning.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” Miss Collins said. “But I have had little reason for optimism in the past few months.”

      “I’ll be in my study.” Francis kept the letter and followed them back out into the hall. “Collins…” For some reason the name sounded vaguely familiar.

      He lit another branch of candles after returning to the study and set it beside the bookcase containing his father’s estate records. Despite his dislike for his old man, he had to admire his meticulous record-keeping. If there was some record of Alice’s mother in the papers, it would be within the pages of these leather-bound volumes.

      He returned to his desk and spent a few minutes writing to his solicitor about the matter in hand and was just sealing the letter with his signet ring and red wax when Caroline returned.

      “How is she?”

      “She is well spoken, obviously hasn’t been eating properly, and her clothes have seen better days.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked you.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “She reminds me of myself when I first met you—full of pride and not much else.”

      “You had much more than that to offer, my love.”

      “No, I didn’t. I was terrified all the time.” She met his gaze, her expression thoughtful. “I suspect Alice is in a similar situation.”

      “Penniless and desperate?”

      “Exactly—except there is no Captain Francis Grafton around to entice her into a devilish alliance.”

      “I certainly hope not.” Francis addressed the letter and set it to one side.

      “Francis… if she proves not to be related to you at all, would you still consider allowing me to help her?”

      “Allowing you?” He raised an eyebrow. “When have you ever done anything I have asked you to? If you wish to keep her and find her a useful occupation, I will hardly object.”

      “Thank you.” She came over and kissed him full on the mouth.

      “You’re welcome. Shall we go to bed?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled. “Yes, please.”
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      Alice got out of the bath and wrapped herself in the large drying cloth the maid, who had identified herself as Martha, had left warming by the fire. There was also a long linen nightgown, a dressing gown to put over it, and a pair of knitted socks. Alice was beginning to feel as if she was dreaming. She hadn’t dared to think beyond handing over the letter to the current viscount. On first seeing his harsh face, she’d assumed she’d be shown the door immediately, but he had proven to be not only extremely direct, but gruffly kind.

      She climbed into the large, comfortable bed, discovered someone had warmed the sheets, and almost cried. Despite the hall’s closeness to Millcastle, there was no noise and no glow from the factory furnaces to disturb her rest. She settled against the feather-filled pillows and closed her eyes. Tomorrow she would be more in command of herself. Before she could even manage another thought, she fell asleep.
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      Alice smoothed down the skirt of her new day dress and followed Caroline into the viscount’s study. She’d been at the hall for over two weeks and had just begun to feel safe again. She loved spending time with Caroline and Ivy, who was Caroline’s sister, and also the viscount and Caroline’s son, Joseph. She already knew she would miss them if she had to leave.

      Viscount Grafton sat behind his desk, a cigar in one hand and a letter in the other. “Ah! There you are. I believe we finally have an answer as to your parentage.”

      Alice sat down before her knees gave way. Despite Caroline’s assurances that whatever the outcome she was welcome to stay, she still had her doubts.

      “Mr. Palmer helped me discover the necessary documentation held in my father’s accounting books and supplemented the information with correspondence between your mother and my father. He definitely paid the rent on your mother’s house. When I claimed the title, my solicitor stopped the payments. He had no idea who your mother was until I enlightened him.”

      “Then it is true?” Caroline asked.

      “Indeed, it is. Welcome to the family, Alice. I can only apologize for my father’s appalling behavior.” He glanced over at his wife, who nodded for him to continue. “I intend to offer you an allowance, of course, and if you wish to continue to live here, we would be delighted.”

      “But… I’m not legitimate.” Alice finally managed to speak.

      “So what?” Francis raised an eyebrow. “I don’t care about that.”

      “Most families would.”

      “Well, we’re not most families,” Francis said firmly. “Now, if you will both excuse me? I have business in town that can’t wait.” He stood up. “If you wish to read through the correspondence, it’s here on my desk.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said. She waited until he’d gone out of the room before turning to his much more approachable wife. “I know you cannot possibly share the viscount’s attitude to my status.”

      “Why can’t I?” Caroline looked amused. “I have two sisters. Adding you to the family will be a blessing.”

      “But—”

      “Alice, dear. Why don’t you read through the correspondence from the solicitor and come and find me if you have any further questions? I’ll be in the nursery.”
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          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Alice, come and help me choose which dress to wear for the dinner this evening. Francis has invited some very promising young men.” Ivy grabbed Alice’s hand and walked her toward the stairs. “If you wear your blue gown, I can’t possibly wear mine.”

      “Why not?” Alice allowed Ivy to coax her up the stairs of the house she was beginning to consider home.

      “Because you look beautiful in blue, and I am not of a mind to compete with you.”

      “I do not wish to—”

      Ivy paused to mock frown at her. “It is not a complaint. It is simply a fact. Now, come and help me decide between the green and the pink.”

      Like the rest of the family, Ivy was very direct—something Alice had never been. Finding her voice among the opinionated members of the Grafton and Delisle families had proved something of a trial. Her mother had always insisted that Alice behave like a lady, so that no one would doubt her respectability. Much good that had done her…

      “Which one?”

      Alice took her time inspecting each gown as Ivy held them up against herself.

      “The rose pink is definitely my favorite.”

      “Why?”

      Alice considered her words. “It is more vibrant than the green and less fussy.”

      “I think you are right.” Ivy gave a decisive nod. “Mother said the same thing, and she has exquisite taste.”

      Alice wondered if Mrs. Delisle was also the person who had told Ivy not to wear blue. She always championed her own daughters over the interloper and fiercely guarded their status—not that she needed to. Alice was all too aware of who and what she was.

      “Can you ring the bell for Hetty?” Ivy asked as she struggled to unbutton her day gown. “I might as well get ready now. Dinner is in less than an hour.”

      Alice paused long enough to both summon the maid and help Ivy with the back of her dress.

      “I’ll send Hetty to you when she’s finished with me,” Ivy said. “She says you’re much easier to dress than I am.”

      “I have no idea why.” Alice smiled at Ivy. She had developed a deep and abiding affection for her scatty and compassionate half-cousin who had the sweetest face and a matching disposition.

      “Because you don’t regularly lose half your hairpins, ladder your stockings, or trip over and damage the hem of your dress.” Ivy chuckled. “I am like a sparrow to your serene swan, Alice.”

      Alice had no intention of telling Ivy how hard won her exterior appearance of calm was. She’d been raised to support her mother through bouts of ill health and melancholy, not to draw attention to herself or demand anything in return.

      She went to her room and set about making herself presentable. She’d acted as her mother’s personal maid when finances had been tight and was confident she could manage to dress herself without assistance. It was a luxury to have Hetty’s help with her hair though. Sometimes it was still hard to believe she was considered part of the viscount’s family and acknowledged as Francis’s relative. As he was the most prominent aristocrat in the area and a known fighter, his opinion held weight. No one had dared to suggest Alice wasn’t welcome anywhere.

      The dark blue of her silk gown did suit her very well. She sat down at her dressing table and carefully put on her mother’s pearls. Caroline had given her a set of pearl earrings for Christmas that matched the necklace perfectly, so she put those on as well.

      “You’re almost done.” Hetty came in through the door. “Dressing Miss Ivy always takes longer than I think it will.”

      “If you can just help with my hair, I will be ready to go down,” Alice replied.

      “Would you like ringlets?” Hetty picked up the brush and gathered Alice’s fair hair in her hand. “You have the hair for it.”

      “Perhaps just a center part and a braided crown on top?” Alice suggested. “I don’t wish you to have too much work.”

      “It’s a pleasure with your pretty face.” Hetty winked at her in the mirror. “But I can’t deny that the braids look well on you, too.”

      “Then let’s do that and keep the curls for my first ball,” Alice suggested.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was on her way down the main staircase, her petticoats rustling beneath her skirts. She paused on the landing to observe the hall below, mentally reviewing the guest list she had helped Caroline compile. She’d begun to discover that Francis was a complex man with fingers in many pies and an audacious ability to feel at home in any class of society. He dabbled in politics both at the palace of Westminster and at the piece hall and had enraged many a mill owner by demanding better wages and hours for their workers. He was not afraid of a fight and, in truth, seemed to relish the opportunity to cause a scandal.

      At present, his considerable energies were divided between the building of new homes for his tenants and the massive construction project centered around the old district of Three Coins in the center of town. Many of his aristocratic neighbors were against the incursion of the railway and frequently arrived at the hall to air their grievances to Francis’s face. They found little sympathy from him and often left in high dudgeon, calling him a betrayer of his class.

      A flicker of movement in the hall below reminded her that she had no time to dream. She gathered her skirt in her hand and made her way down the staircase. Barker had just let three gentlemen into the house and was busy taking their hats and cloaks.

      “Good evening, Miss Collins.”

      Alice smiled at Mr. Fletcher, whom she’d met at a previous dinner party. He was on the board of the Millcastle Steam Locomotive Company and was responsible for persuading Francis to lend his talents to his plan to bring a passenger railway to Millcastle.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      He gestured at the gentlemen on his right. “May I introduce you to Mr. Grovedale, our newly returned neighbor, and Mr. Hepworth, the chief contractor for our little railway?”

      Mr. Hepworth stepped forward immediately, took her hand, and bowed over it. He was a tall, heavyset man whose evening clothes looked brand new, as did the large diamond pin winking in his cravat. His eyes were a very light blue and his short hair was blond.

      “Miss Collins. A pleasure.”

      “Mr. Hepworth. Welcome to Grafton Hall.”

      When he seemed inclined to keep hold of her hand, she gently disengaged her fingers, and turned to the quieter, slighter man.

      “Mr. Grovedale.”

      He smiled at her with such sweetness that she couldn’t look away. He wasn’t remarkably handsome by any means, and his skin was tanned darker than was deemed acceptable, but there was a stillness about him that instantly intrigued her.

      “It seems that many things have changed since I was last in Millcastle, Miss Collins. It is indeed a pleasure to meet one of the most pleasing additions.”

      Mr. Hepworth snorted. “This gentleman doesn’t like what we’ve done to the valley, Fletcher. He thinks we’ve ruined it.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Mr. Grovedale replied, his gaze lingering on Alice. “I am merely concerned for the state of the countryside and how it will recover from such excesses.”

      “You didn’t need to spell it out. I know your sort.”

      Mr. Fletcher put his hand on Mr. Hepworth’s arm. “Perhaps we should go in? Is Viscount Grafton in the drawing room, Miss Collins?”

      “I believe he is.” Alice walked to the left of the staircase where the low murmur of conversation and laughter flowed from the open door of the drawing room. The three gentlemen followed her.

      Francis looked up as they entered the room. “Good evening, Fletcher, Hepworth, Grovedale. How’s my railway coming along?”

      “Very well, my lord.” Mr. Fletcher smiled and turned to Hepworth. “You see, Hepworth? Not all aristocrats are against the railway.”

      “Captain Grafton is a different kind of man,” Mr. Hepworth said gruffly. “He’s never struck me as a fool.”

      Alice glanced over at Mr. Grovedale and caught his amused expression. The fact that he wasn’t taking Mr. Hepworth’s comments personally said a lot about his character.

      “Grovedale, good to see you back.” Francis shook his hand. “How was South America?”

      “Much the same. I did find some extraordinary new varieties of orchids, some of which even survived the voyage home.”

      “You collect plants?” Alice asked.

      “Yes.” He smiled at her. “Is that something that interests you, Miss Collins?”

      “Very much so. In the last six months I have been helping the viscountess restore the conservatory attached to the house to its former glory.”

      He bowed. “Perhaps if you are interested, I might offer some advice as to what to grow where? I find that most glass houses in England are very badly managed.”

      “That would be most welcome,” Alice said. “We have been reading the old household accounts of what was being cultivated, and they aren’t very clear about how to maintain anything.”

      Mr. Grovedale chuckled. “Probably because they had no idea what they were doing.”

      “Ian!”

      Alice looked around to see Ivy come rushing toward them, her expression thrilled.

      “Good Lord, is that you, Ivy?” Mr. Grovedale pressed a hand to his heart. “I hardly recognized you.”

      She curtsied in front of him and grinned. “I am all grown up now. Have you enjoyed meeting Alice? Isn’t she wonderful?”

      “She is, indeed. She tells me that you’ve been restoring the conservatory.”

      “Not me, I’d probably break all the glass, but Alice and Caroline have been very busy.” Ivy’s gaze swept over Mr. Grovedale. “You look so brown.”

      “Six months in South America will do that to a man. I’m glad to be home, but I suspect I’ll be equally glad to leave in three months or so, when the urge to travel overcomes me again.”

      “Travel,” Ivy breathed. “I cannot wait to try some of that myself. The farthest I’ve been so far is London.”

      Barker appeared in the doorway. “Dinner is served.”

      Ivy slipped her arm through Mr. Grovedale’s and smiled at Alice. “Caroline asked if you would partner Mr. Hepworth. She thinks he’s unlikely to bark at you too much.”

      “He’s been perfectly polite so far,” Alice said as she turned to look for him and found him staring right back at her.

      She went over and offered him a polite smile. “Shall we, sir?”

      “A pleasure, Miss Collins.” He held out his arm. “I understand Captain Grafton has a very superior cook.”

      “So I’ve been told,” Alice said as they entered the dining room. He very correctly pulled out her chair for her and waited until she was seated before sitting as well. “My… cousin is very particular about the standard of his food.”

      They’d decided on the fictitious relationship of cousin rather than half-sibling to avoid any direct questions as to Alice’s parentage. To his credit, Francis had been happy to acknowledge her as his sister and be damned to anyone who questioned him. Eventually, he had conceded that Alice had to deal with the rest of society and that her wishes should prevail. She had no doubt that the secret of her true paternity would leak out at some point, but if she could avoid it being generally known, she would be at peace.

      Mr. Hepworth carried on talking. “Viscount Grafton is very particular about everything. I’ve never dealt with a member of the aristocracy who likes to poke his nose into my everyday business quite as much as the captain does.”

      Alice allowed him to place her napkin in her lap and took a quick glance around the table to see that everyone was settled. Ivy was chatting to Mr. Grovedale, her face alight with interest as she illuminated some point with her soup spoon.

      “What exactly is your business, Mr. Hepworth?” she inquired. “I assume it has something to do with the railway.”

      He sat back in his chair, ignoring the lady to his left, and raised his eyebrow.

      “I suppose you are just being polite, Miss Collins. Why would a lady like you want to know about the job of a railway contractor?”

      “When the railway is likely to change the very nature of Millcastle, how could I not be interested?” Alice replied.

      “It will change a lot of things. First and foremost, the mill masters will have a faster way to get their goods to market, which will increase their profits.”

      “And put our canal workers out of business?” Mr. Grovedale’s voice carried clearly across the table.

      “Most of the navvies have already turned their hands to railroads.” Mr. Hepworth shrugged his broad shoulders. “Progress is sometimes a hard master, sir.”

      “What about the loss of business for the coaching inns?” Mr. Grovedale wasn’t finished.

      “They’ll continue to exist. But if you can get your mail and your newspapers direct from London in half the time it takes now, why wouldn’t you take advantage of that?” Mr. Hepworth looked challengingly at Mr. Grovedale. “I’m sure a man such as yourself likes to keep abreast with what’s going on in the world.”

      Mr. Lambton, the vicar of St. Agatha’s, raised his hand from his seat next to Ivy’s. “I do hope you won’t allow travel on the sabbath, sir.”

      “Why not?”

      The vicar pursed his lips. “Sunday is supposed to be a day of rest, not for gallivanting around the countryside.”

      “If a factory worker only gets one day off a week, vicar, why shouldn’t he gallivant with the best of them?” Mr. Hepworth asked, his challenging gaze now sweeping the table where everyone had gone quiet. “If the factory owners had fairer hours, then I might agree with you.”

      Aware of a rising tide of ruffled feathers, Alice gently cleared her throat and Mr. Hepworth immediately gave her his full attention.

      “You were going to tell me about your job, sir?”

      “I’m a contractor, Miss Collins.”

      To her relief he lowered his voice and kept his gaze on her while the rest of the table went back to talking among themselves.

      “Which means what exactly?” She sat back to allow the footman to ladle soup into her bowl.

      “Well, let me put it this way, Miss Collins. Captain Grafton, here, is an investor and a landowner. He sells us the land or takes shares in the company. The banks and private individuals loan us the money we need for such an undertaking. Mr. Fletcher operates Millcastle Steam Locomotive Company, which petitions Parliament for permission to build the railway. He’s the polite face of the company, but I’m the man who gets things done.”

      “How so?”

      “I provide the workforce and oversee every aspect of the actual construction.”

      “That must be very time consuming.”

      “It’s bloody hard work, Miss Collins, with very little thanks.”

      “I say, Hepworth,” Mr. Fletcher spoke up. “I appreciate you.”

      “Only when I’m making you money,” Mr. Hepworth countered. “Usually, you’re complaining when I can’t get things done as quickly as you’d like.”

      “True.” Mr. Fletcher smiled at Alice. “But he’s right that we couldn’t get anything done without him and his gangs of navvymen.” He held up his glass. “Here’s to you, Hepworth, and long may you have the strength and will to keep your workers in line and make us all a fortune.”

      Francis raised his glass as well and winked at Alice. “Amen to that. Now perhaps, Hepworth, you’ll let my cousin eat her dinner in peace before you ruin her appetite with your nonsense.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Somewhat to Alice’s relief, Mr. Hepworth either heeded Francis’s polite warning, or was far too interested in his food to converse more with her. He was a large man and ate like one. His evident enjoyment of his food was in stark contrast to half of the guests, who had been taught not to eat to excess or draw attention to themselves by asking for more.

      She had never met anyone who was so sure of himself or quite so intimidatingly larger than life. Despite being at the table of an aristocrat, he made no effort to humble himself or be self-effacing, which Alice rather appreciated.

      By the time the gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing room, Alice had heard plenty of opinions about Mr. Hepworth, from the appreciative to the appalled. The ladies had congratulated her on her ability to handle him as if he was a disobedient puppy or a runaway horse.

      Ivy thought he was wonderful and confessed to Alice that she had enjoyed his brusque replies to the vicar. “Because Reverend Lambton is such a mealy-mouthed little man who refuses to offer charity to the poor and needy in this town. He claims they deserve to be poor and that if they led better lives, they would be better off, which is ridiculous.”

      “I quite agree.” Alice paused. “Mr. Grovedale didn’t seem to like Mr. Hepworth much either.”

      “Oh, Ian is always like that.” Ivy made an airy gesture with her hand. “He worries about everything and wants the best for everyone.”

      “He seems very fond of you,” Alice observed as the gentlemen dispersed themselves around the room. There was no sign of Mr. Hepworth or Francis yet.

      “Which is amusing because Caroline absolutely loathes his father, who at one point was responsible for her ending up in the town gaol after she was accused of stealing from her employer.”

      “How horrible.” Alice could imagine it all too well. As a child she had spent many hours pleading with debt collectors and shop owners to give her mother a little more time to pay her bills. Her mother had reckoned that denying a small girl would be hard and had made Alice learn to cry on command or offer a shy kiss if necessary to seal the deal.

      “She won’t invite Sir Ian to the house, but she tries to make allowances for young Ian, who, even though he will inherit his title at some point, is nothing like his horrible father.”

      Alice looked up to see Mr. Grovedale smiling at her as he advanced with two cups of tea.

      “I thought you ladies might care for some refreshment.”

      “Thank you, Ian.” Ivy took the cup and then immediately handed it back to him. “Oh, my goodness, I just remembered that Caroline distinctly asked me to help her distribute the tea. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Mr. Grovedale pretended to sigh as Ivy flitted away. “Miss Ivy might have grown since I last saw her, but she’s still very much herself.”

      “And very lovable just as she is,” Alice immediately replied.

      “I am very glad you see that about her, too.” His blue eyes radiated appreciation. “She is quite unlike her older sisters, and sometimes I fear they don’t quite understand or appreciate her.”

      “I consider myself lucky to call her my friend,” Alice said. “She has been very kind to me since I came to live at Grafton Hall.”

      “Where did you live previously, Miss Collins?”

      “In Leeds with my mother who passed away a year ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my mother when I was twelve. It was a terrible shock to come home from school at Christmas and find her gone.”

      “I can imagine.” Alice sipped her tea, even as she wondered why his father hadn’t brought him home to say his final goodbyes to his dying parent. But from what she’d heard about Sir Ian, he wasn’t the sympathetic type. She hoped Mr. Grovedale wouldn’t ask about her father, because she wasn’t a great dissembler and being here in her ancestral home made everything so much worse.

      “I wonder, Miss Collins, if I might call on you and Viscountess Grafton at your convenience to visit the conservatory you spoke about?” He glanced out of the window. “It is too dark now to make much sense of it, and I must admit to being intrigued by what you intend to do with the space.”

      “I would certainly appreciate your advice.” Alice realized her heart was beating rather hard as she faced Mr. Grovedale. “Shall we go and ask Caroline what her plans are for the week?”
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      “Fletcher’s a conceited fool, and the men at Galloways Bank are a bunch of pompous blowhards who know nothing about building a railway,” Elijah said bluntly.

      Viscount Grafton raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. One has to wonder, Hepworth, why you think you know better than everyone else about this matter.”

      “Because I’m the man on the ground, sir. The one literally in the mud and the rain slogging my guts out to get things done, while the rest of you whine and complain.”

      They were currently alone in the viscount’s study while they hammered out a few salient details. Elijah didn’t care if the man was notorious, he was more than a match for anyone.

      “I understand that.”

      “Like you’ve ever dirtied your hands,” Elijah said.

      “You’d be surprised at what I’ve done to survive, Hepworth.” Viscount Grafton fixed him with a glacial stare. “Don’t ever underestimate me. If I had to strip off my fine coat and join you digging the tunnel to save my fortune, I’d bloody well do it without a thought.”

      There was something in the viscount’s dark eyes that made Elijah believe him. Survivors recognized that bleakness in each other’s souls, and by reputation, Captain Grafton was no idle aristocrat.

      “I’ve also got a lot of money riding on this railway, sir,” Elijah said grudgingly. “I have no intention of allowing it to fail, but I’ll need all the help I can get.”

      “You have my support.” Grafton nodded decisively. “I’ve heard you’re the best in the business and that you’re worth a fortune.”

      “I’ve done very well for myself, aye,” Elijah agreed. “But I plough all my profits back into the next venture and stand to lose just as much as the rest of you. I’ll build you your railway, Captain, I can promise you that.”

      Grafton held out his hand. “You’d better, or else there will be hell to pay.”

      “As a good Christian man, I intend to go to heaven, sir.” Elijah shook the proffered hand and smiled for the first time in a while. “Make of that what you will.”

      As he accompanied his host into the drawing room, he wondered how long he could keep his brash promises. How long he could drive himself and his bands of navvies to complete the backbreaking work of laying the track and digging the tunnels. How long before there was a disaster he couldn’t dig or talk his way out of. But then there was the excitement of completing and conquering a difficult project—a feeling like no other.

      Elijah sighed as he scanned the room and his eye alighted on Miss Collins. She was an elegant piece of work. He liked the way she held herself, her quietness, and her quick intelligence. She was just the kind of wife a newly wealthy man like himself would like to acquire. But he’d already noticed her gazing approvingly at Grovedale, a man who might be pretty to look at, but not much else. Even worse, he’d noticed Grovedale looking back.

      As he was a man who enjoyed a challenge, Elijah ignored everyone else and headed straight for Miss Collins. To her credit, she looked as pleased to see him as any other gentleman in the room, which wasn’t saying much, but would do for him.

      “Mr. Hepworth. May I offer you some tea?”

      “No, thank you, miss. I’ve already had a brandy and that’s more than enough.” He tapped his brow. “I need a clear head in the morning. We’re starting on the tunnel workings.”

      “I assume you’ll have to use some kind of explosive to get through the hillside?”

      “Indeed. We’ll use dynamite. So if you hear anything untoward tomorrow, don’t fret yourself.”

      “Thank you for the warning.” She smiled. She had dark brown eyes to go with her thick, wheat-colored hair—an unusual combination. “I’ll be touring the conservatory with Lady Grafton and Mr. Grovedale. I would hate to be buried under a shower of glass.”

      Elijah revised his opinion of Grovedale. He was a man who obviously didn’t waste time pursuing what he wanted.

      “I doubt that will happen, miss, but as I tell my children, it’s always good to be prepared for the worst.”

      “You have children, Mr. Hepworth? Was that why your wife was unable to accompany you this evening?”

      He tried not to laugh at the sudden note of relief in her voice. She was a sharp one, well aware of his interest in her, and not too happy about it. He appreciated her even more.

      He bowed. “Unfortunately, I am a widower, Miss Collins.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Elijah met her gaze. “My children often lament their lack of a mother and beg me to remarry.”

      “How charming.”

      She was wary now, and he was beginning to enjoy himself.

      “Aye, a woman of charm and good sense who could help them become accustomed to living with my newly acquired wealth would be most appreciated.”

      “I’m sure there are many young ladies who would jump at the chance to be just that woman, Mr. Hepworth. Now, will you excuse me? I believe Caroline is beckoning to me.”

      “Of course, miss. You run along. I wouldn’t presume to keep you from her.”

      The look she shot him over her shoulder when she thought he wouldn’t be looking at her was priceless. His competitive urge to simply annoy Grovedale by paying attention to a woman he was obviously attracted to had morphed into something more personal. He liked the light of battle in Miss Collins’s brown eyes, and he’d never ever been one to shy away from a fight.

      And his children did need a mother, that was a given. As his gaze tracked Miss Collins—Alice—across the room to the viscountess’s side, he resolved to revisit the hall as soon as his punishing schedule allowed.
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      “Mr. Hepworth seemed very taken with you, Alice.”

      Ivy had the nerve to wink as Alice took a seat at the breakfast table the morning after the dinner.

      Caroline snorted. “Mr. Hepworth is rather obvious about everything. He’s a self-made man and quite proud of it.”

      “As well he should be,” Alice said. “I admire anyone who has succeeded against the odds in this world.”

      Alice couldn’t believe she’d been put into the position of defending Mr. Hepworth, but his forceful and direct personality hadn’t scared her. In fact, knowing what he thought and what he wanted was a refreshing change from the usual men she met. His directness meant that she could be equally direct and quickly disabuse him of any notion he might have as to courting her.

      “He’s quite rich,” Ivy said thoughtfully. “Ian said he wished he had his money, because his father keeps him on a very tight rein. If it wasn’t for the inheritance from his godmother, he’d be stuck at home for good.”

      “Mr. Grovedale mentioned that he had recently been in South America.” Alice tried to sound as disinterested as possible.

      “Yes, he collects botanical specimens. I believe he is quite well known and respected in certain academic circles.” Caroline rose to her feet. “He will be here at eleven to tour the conservatory, Alice, if you wish to accompany me.”

      “I am looking forward to it. I think his advice will prove invaluable.”

      “I’ll be in the nursery until then.” Caroline smiled at Ivy, Alice, and her mother, who was also at the breakfast table. “If I’m not down, please come and find me.”

      “I will.”

      Ivy followed Caroline out of the room, leaving Alice and Mrs. Delisle at the table.

      “Ivy is very fond of Ian Grovedale.”

      “I noticed that.” Alice looked up from her plate to find Mrs. Delisle staring at her. “I believe he feels the same about her.”

      “I’m glad you realize that.” Mrs. Delisle stood. “I have high hopes they will make a match of it one day.”

      Well aware of the older woman’s protective nature about her daughters, Alice simply nodded and poured herself some more tea. She had no quarrel with Mrs. Delisle and her desire to see her family well settled, but the sensation that she’d been warned off reignited all her insecurities about her place at Grafton Hall. If Mrs. Delisle complained to Caroline that Alice was flirting with Ivy’s intended, would she be asked to leave?

      Alice sighed. The thing was—she was attracted to Mr. Grovedale. There was something about his quiet, steadfast stillness that reminded her of her own. She had a sense that if such a man came to care for her, he would remain loyal for the rest of his life.

      Except he belonged with Ivy. She’d never seen her cousin quite so pleased to see a gentleman before. But hadn’t Mr. Grovedale treated Ivy more like an old and dear friend than a potential mate? Had Alice mistaken his interest in her that had made him seek out her company after dinner and sit with her for over half an hour? Her inexperience said yes, even as her newly awakened senses said no.

      Perhaps when he came to visit them today, she would find that her first impression had been mistaken. And why would Mr. Grovedale look at her when he had the potential of Ivy and her large dowry from Francis to look forward to? If he was in need of more money, such additional income would probably be welcome.

      She spent the rest of the morning going through Caroline’s correspondence, a task she had taken over from her hostess who wasn’t interested in reading through a variety of letters that tended to ask her to remonstrate with her own husband. Alice had learned which letters to leave for Caroline, which to reply to herself, and those that were only destined for the wastepaper basket.

      At precisely eleven, the butler appeared at the door to let her know that Mr. Grovedale had arrived and was with her ladyship in the drawing room. Alice smoothed down her hair, checked that there was no ink on the white ruffled cuffs of her dress, and went to meet him.

      He turned as she entered the bright, sunny room and offered her a bow and a smile. He wore an obviously much-loved tweed coat and matching waistcoat and looked like a prosperous farmer or a gentleman dressed to shoot game.

      “Miss Collins. I am so glad you could join us. I can’t wait to see the progress you have made.”

      Alice curtsied and answered him in her calmest voice. “The progress is mostly due to Caroline’s efforts, sir, but I have tried to be of use to her.”

      “Nonsense,” Caroline called out as she walked to the door, her mother just behind her. “You were the one who found all the old records and set me off in the right direction. Apparently, they even managed to produce a pineapple here once. Imagine that.”

      “Quite extraordinary.” Mr. Grovedale smiled at Alice again as they fell in behind Caroline. “I suspect you are being too modest, Miss Collins. Finding the records will prove invaluable.”

      “Not if everything the gardener planted died.”

      He chuckled. “There is that, of course. One day I would like to expand the conservatory at Grovedale House and have somewhere to nurture and propagate the plant species I bring home from abroad.”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea, sir,” Alice replied as they walked down the corridor that led to the restored glasshouse. “Then you would be able to record your progress and report your successes to the necessary scientific journals.”

      “Ivy is excellent at art,” Mrs. Delisle suddenly spoke up. “She would be the perfect person to draw your plants in their various stages.”

      “She would indeed, ma’am,” Mr. Grovedale agreed. “I have already commissioned her to draw and paint my latest batch of acquisitions before some of them die off.”

      “What a wonderful idea, Mr. Grovedale,” Mrs. Delisle said. “She’ll enjoy that very much.”

      “I suspect she’d rather be out there hunting for the plants herself, but she does have an excellent eye for detail, and that is essential for accuracy in scientific reports.”

      Alice resisted the urge to mention that her drawing abilities were also well above average and agreed instead that Ivy had an excellent eye.

      Caroline opened the double doors that led into the conservatory and quickly closed them behind their group to keep the warm air inside. The iron and glass structure, which had recently been repaired and repainted in white, rose two stories high with a roof design of graceful curves and lattice work that reminded Alice of cathedral vaulting.

      “Here you are, Mr. Grovedale. What do you think?” Caroline asked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Where’s Mr. O’Keefe?” Elijah shouted as he strode toward the gang of men positioned on the slope of the hill. They were watching the dynamite being positioned at the cutting that led to the proposed tunnel entrance. It was a windy day with a threat of rain in every blustery gust.

      “Over there, sir.” One of the men pointed farther up the hill. He’d stripped off his coat to reveal his brightly checked waistcoat and patterned shirt. “He’s talking to Mr. Bannister.”

      “Thank you.”

      Now that he knew where he was headed, Elijah had no difficulty recognizing the raised voices of the two men. His deputy had never gotten along with the engineers and explosive experts and wasn’t shy about letting them know about it.

      “O’Keefe!” As he strode toward the men, Elijah wasn’t in the mood for refereeing another fight. “Keep the noise down.”

      His deputy, who had the Irish temper to match his red hair, swung around toward him. “Mr. Bannister doesn’t want to set the rest of the explosives in this weather, sir. I told him we don’t have any more time for his stupid delays.”

      Elijah glanced up at the sky and then back at the explosive expert. “You’ve set some of the charges?”

      “Yes, sir, but—”

      “Then finish the rest and set the damned things off before it does start to rain, and let’s hear no more about it.”

      Mr. Bannister drew himself up to his full height. “If you insist, but don’t blame me if half of them don’t go off because it’s too damp down there.”

      “I’ll take the risk.” Elijah repressed a shiver as the wind whipped up. “Better to get it done now so the men can start clearing first thing in the morning.”

      “If you insist, Mr. Hepworth,” Mr. Bannister said stiffly. He tucked his nautical compass under his arm and stalked off.

      O’Keefe watched his rival stomp down the hill toward the entrance of the planned tunnel. “He’s a fool.”

      “He certainly is not,” Elijah snapped. “If you keep baiting him, he’ll leave, and we’ll have to find someone new. That means more delays, and if it does happen, I’m taking the losses directly out of your cut of the profits.”

      O’Keefe scowled and resettled his hat on his head. “I hear you, sir.”

      “I hope you do. Now get the navvymen clear of the explosions and tell them to make camp and come back at dawn.”

      “Where exactly do you want them to set up camp, sir?” O’Keefe inquired. “It’s not as if any of the local landowners have actually been welcoming, and I’m sure you don’t want them near the town.”

      Elijah glanced impatiently out over the hills. “Find a local farmer who’ll put up with them in a field. There’s got to be someone who needs the money.”

      “I’ll go and look for Nora.” O’Keefe chuckled. “If I know her, she’s probably already found somewhere.”

      “You’re probably right about that.”

      Nora was O’Keefe’s better half. She’d followed him up and down the country building canals and then railway tracks. She was a hard woman who had a knack of making a home wherever she landed. Elijah paid her to offer three square meals to any of the men who didn’t have a family with them—which was the majority—and she was as honest with him as he could expect. She and the other women also took in washing and probably made more money than some of the younger men.

      She ruled the camp with an iron hand, and woe betide any man or woman who attempted to pick a fight with her. Of course, she couldn’t be expected to control the occasional drunken excesses of the men when they received their pay, which was why Elijah relied on her to find a campsite that wasn’t close to a village or town. He was tired of dealing with irate citizens and scandalized matrons.

      “Get on with it, then.” Elijah nodded. “I’ll wait here and see how the dynamite performs.”

      “Yes, sir.” O’Keefe offered him a cheeky wink and strode off, his red velveteen jacket clashing with his auburn hair and yellow shirt.

      Elijah had dressed like that once, in sharp colors and patterns designed to draw attention to himself as a navvy man. As his wealth had grown, he’d modified his appearance to deal with the bankers and gentry, but secretly, he still liked a bit of gold about his person and a bright waistcoat. He’d learned early that however he clothed himself he’d never be good enough for the toffs, and as his confidence had grown, he’d given up trying to impress them anyway.

      He was a self-made man and proud of it. One day, the likes of Sir Ian Grovedale would be bowing and scraping to him, and he’d enjoy every minute lording it over them.

      “Stand clear!” Mr. Bannister’s shout echoed around the valley.

      Elijah made sure he was at the required safe distance and shaded his eyes to watch the charges go off. To his secret satisfaction, the blast went sufficiently well to reveal what would be the entrance of the tunnel and in approximately the right place. Tomorrow morning, they would start shifting the fallen rocks out of the way, consult with the engineer, and repeat the process at the other end. They’d already surveyed the line of the tunnel and dug several exploratory shafts into the hill that would eventually provide ventilation.

      He checked his gold watch as the wind attempted to knock his hat off and decided it was safe to leave the site. O’Keefe and his good lady would take care of the navvies, which meant that he could go and see his children, who were currently boarding in town. His daughter was not happy about the arrangement, and his son wanted to be out on the site with him.

      As the construction would be ongoing for the next year, Elijah was beginning to believe he needed his own home. He pictured Miss Collins’s cool gaze and smiled as he trudged down the hill. And maybe, even more importantly, a woman of quality to manage it for him.
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      “If I might have a word, Miss Collins?”

      Alice looked up from her perusal of the gardener’s journal to find Mr. Grovedale at her elbow.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I was just suggesting to Lady Grafton that you might both enjoy a visit to my father’s place to see how his glasshouse is flourishing and decide if my own poor efforts can offer you any inspiration.” He paused. “She declined my invitation, but suggested you might like to go in her stead?”

      “I’d… like that very much,” Alice said. “You have been very helpful indeed this morning but seeing your work in its natural habitat would surely illuminate your already excellent advice.”

      “What a wonderful idea!” Mrs. Delisle spoke from Alice’s other side. “Ivy would love to accompany you, Alice, and I will chaperone the party.”

      “Wonderful.” Mr. Grovedale winked at the viscountess. “I’m delighted to inform you that my father is not home at present so there is no chance of meeting him.”

      “Good!” Caroline said. “If that is true, I might even be tempted to join you. Can we come tomorrow at eleven?”

      “Of course, my lady,” Mr. Grovedale said. “I look forward to it immensely.”

      He took his leave of them shortly afterward, leaving Alice in something of a daze. He was everything she had ever imagined in a man—thoughtful, intelligent, and neither intimidating nor condescending toward women, which was always refreshing. But was he like that with everyone, or was his apparent interest in her all her imagination? She wasn’t experienced enough in her dealings with men to be sure of herself, and her mother’s tales of woe had made her particularly wary.

      But when he looked at her with such admiration in his eyes, surely that meant something?

      “I think Mr. Grovedale is looking about him for a bride.” Mrs. Delisle poured them all some tea after they returned to the drawing room. “Don’t you think so, Caroline?”

      “With his father still alive and controlling the purse strings?”

      “Don’t forget he received that large legacy from his godmother two years ago.” Mrs. Delisle reminded her daughter. “Ivy said that is what has enabled him to finally travel abroad.”

      “Good for him.” Caroline shuddered. “Sir Ian is a detestable man. God help the poor woman who has to share a house with him.”

      “If Mr. Grovedale chooses wisely, my dear, his wife will quickly gain control of the household and make Sir Ian powerless and toothless.” Mrs. Delisle sipped her tea. “I can think of several young women who would be delighted to marry the son of a hereditary baronet.”

      “Ivy is still very taken with him,” Caroline said as she picked up her cup. “I certainly don’t think she’d allow Sir Ian to continue to rule the roost if she was married to his heir.”

      Ivy...

      Alice looked out of the window at the windswept sky. How ridiculous was she being, imagining a relationship with the gentleman her cousin already adored? If Mr. Grovedale chose Ivy, she would be happy for her friend. One thing life had taught her was not to pin her hopes on anything or anybody. The idea that there was anything between her and Mr. Grovedale after two short meetings was simply a product of her desperate need to be loved and had nothing to do with reality.

      He was simply being kind because she was Ivy’s friend and had shown a genuine interest in his garden. She was like one of his seedlings, so thirsty for water that she was straining toward the light, oblivious to the dangers around her. Alice smiled at the comparison and set her cup back on the tray.

      The butler appeared at the door.

      “Mr. Hepworth is here, my lady.”

      Caroline winked at Alice. “I told you he was keen.” She turned to the butler. “Please show him in.”

      She rose to her feet and extended her hand to Mr. Hepworth as he strode into the drawing room, bringing the fresh air along with his larger-than-life personality.

      “Good afternoon, sir. What brings you here on this fine day?”

      Mr. Hepworth offered Alice and Mrs. Delisle a brief nod before focusing all of his considerable attention on his hostess.

      “I thought Miss Collins and your good selves might enjoy a carriage ride out to the site to see the beginning of the tunnel construction.”

      “Unfortunately, we are engaged this afternoon,” Caroline said.

      “Then come tomorrow.” He raised a peremptory eyebrow, his gaze swinging around to encompass the others.

      “We’d be delighted to visit you tomorrow,” Caroline said. “I’ve been wondering what all the explosions have accomplished so far.”

      Mr. Hepworth inclined his head. “What time shall I expect you?”

      “Around two?” Caroline offered. “Unless it is raining.”

      “Excellent.” He bowed, turned on his heel, and almost collided with the butler who was bringing in a tray of drinks. “Until tomorrow, then, Miss Collins.”

      Caroline smiled at Alice who was still staring at the spot where Mr. Hepworth had stood.

      “He is somewhat direct, but he does amuse me,” Caroline said.

      Mrs. Delisle raised her eyebrows. “He doesn’t even try and behave like a gentleman.”

      “Neither does Francis, mother,” Caroline replied. “But he gets away with it because he is an aristocrat.”

      “As he should.” Mrs. Delisle sniffed as she rose to her feet. “I must go and find Ivy and make sure that she is aware of our plans both for this afternoon and tomorrow—although I doubt she’ll want to bother seeing what is going on with the railway.”

      Caroline waited until her mother left the room before turning to Alice. “I suspect Ivy would much prefer to observe the goings on at the construction site than wander through a conservatory looking at plant specimens.”

      “As she is very fond of Mr. Grovedale, I suspect she’ll enjoy both outings,” Alice ventured her opinion.

      “She is fond of him because she imagines being an explorer herself.” Caroline chuckled. “I imagine she would be equally at home setting explosives with Mr. Hepworth. She has always craved an adventurous life which has so far been denied her.”

      Alice tried to conceal a shudder. “I can’t imagine anything worse than to be constantly in danger, but I can see Ivy flourishing in such an environment.”

      “Are you talking about me?” Ivy came into the drawing room.

      “We are.” Caroline smiled at her sister. “I always thought Ruby was the most adventurous sister, but I am beginning to think I was mistaken.”

      “Ruby loves a cause, whereas I am far more selfish and simply crave adventure for myself. I do miss her, though. Last time she wrote, she said she would try to come back here in the spring, but she said the same thing at Christmas. I assume she is too busy organizing protests and supporting her man to worry about me.” Ivy flung herself down beside Alice. “I just want to travel the world and do everything.”

      “And you shall.” Caroline blew her a kiss. “In fact, Francis and I were just talking about taking a trip to Italy when we feel safe to leave our son.”

      “Italy?” Ivy asked. “Yes, please! I can’t wait.” She leaned against Alice. “And you must come with us.”

      “I think I’d rather stay here and look after everything,” Alice said.

      “But think about Italy! The sun, the sea, the amazing architecture and paintings…” Ivy sighed. “Why would you want to stay here in dreary, dark Millcastle?”

      Caroline stood up. “Each to their own, Ivy. If Alice chooses to stay, that is her right. If mother comes with us, I would be relieved that a member of the family would be here with Joseph.”

      Ivy mock frowned at Alice as she rose to her feet. “I’d much rather you accompanied me than my mother.”

      “And I’d much rather stay here.” She’d had too much upheaval and uncertainty in her life to leave the place she had only recently begun to call home. “I like Millcastle.”

      Ivy groaned and drew her to her feet. “You are far too good, Alice. Now come and have something to eat and help me persuade Francis to extend our tour to Spain and Portugal as well.”
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      The next morning, Alice was staring in wonder at the glass roof of the Grovedale Hall conservatory and admiring the palm tree that almost reached the top.

      “I’ve yet to see a coconut on it,” Ian spoke from beside her. “But I live in hope. I have had some success with the replanted citrus trees and the pineapples. Have you ever seen how a pineapple grows?”

      “I’ve barely seen a pineapple,” Alice confessed as he led her further into the conservatory.

      Ivy had already run ahead, trying to trace the sound of running water, while Caroline was seated on a bench admiring the perfumed trellis.

      “Here it is.” He pointed at some spiked grey leaves in the ground. “The pineapple hasn’t gone yellow yet, but it will do so as it ripens.”

      “How…bizarre.” Alice leaned closer to the plant. “It is surrounded by a veritable circle of thorns.” She reached out to touch one of the leaves and immediately drew her hand back. “Ouch!”

      “Did you injure yourself?” Mr. Grovedale took possession of her gloveless hand and studied it intently.

      “Hardly.” Alice knew she was blushing. “And even if I did, it was entirely my own fault.”

      “You are too good, Miss Collins.” He met her amused gaze, his eyes intent. “I would never wish for you to come to harm.”

      She eased her fingers free of his and turned slightly to one side. “How long will it take for the pineapple to ripen?”

      He smiled at her. “Now, that I do not know, as it is the first of its kind within these walls.”

      “How exciting.”

      “I suspect it might take a while. The sun in Millcastle is an obstinate beast and even the best glasshouse in the world can’t always produce the necessary light and heat. But I intend to keep trying. I mean, what is the point of going to all these far-flung places if I can’t keep my specimens alive?”

      “Your recording of their very existence is surely reason enough?” Alice offered. “I have seen your drawings and your explanatory notes, and they create such a believable picture just by themselves.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled warmly and took her hand. “I cannot tell you how much your appreciation means to me, Miss Collins. You seem to have such an instinctive understanding of my work.”

      “Thank you, sir. I find it most interesting.” She looked up at the glass dome. “How can you bear to leave everything here in the hands of others while you continue your explorations?”

      He smiled. “I must admit that teaching my father’s gardener to administer to my new plants has caused me a headache or two. It doesn’t help that my father doesn’t care for the plants’ survival either and simply grumbles about the cost of heating the glasshouse year-round.”

      “Perhaps you need an assistant,” Alice suggested. “Someone to look out for your interests while you are not present.”

      “That’s an excellent idea, Miss Collins. I must think more on it.”

      “Ian?” Ivy’s voice floated back to them. “What is this hideous plant climbing up the wall called? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Mr. Grovedale immediately released Alice’s hand and turned toward the far corner of the conservatory.

      “I’m coming, Ivy, but I have absolutely no idea what you are looking at. All the plants in this place are exceptionally beautiful.”

      He hurried away, giving Alice time to regain her composure. Surely, he was interested in her. Would he have taken her hand if he wasn’t?

      “Come along.” Caroline came up behind her and linked her arm through Alice’s. “It is getting rather too warm in here. Perhaps we should encourage Mr. Grovedale to offer us some refreshment.”

      They followed the sound of Ivy’s laughter and found her and their host at the entrance to the house.

      “It’s an ivy? How ridiculous!” Ivy said.

      “It’s Hedera colchica from Persia.”

      “Of course, it is,” Caroline said. “Doesn’t everyone know that?” She smiled at Mr. Grovedale. “Now, would it be possible to get out of this heat and enjoy a quiet cup of tea before we leave?”

      “Of course, my lady.” Mr. Grovedale bowed. “I believe my father’s housekeeper is already awaiting us in the drawing room.”

      Alice sat quietly beside Caroline as the housekeeper offered them tea and cakes. The house was comfortably furnished and slightly shabby, which Mr. Grovedale laughingly apologized for.

      “There are two men living here alone.” He winked at Ivy. “We tend not to notice the dust or the dirt.”

      “I don’t notice it either,” Ivy declared as she sat on the second sofa beside their host. “It’s always seemed like the most comfortable house imaginable to me.”

      “Apart from Sir Ian’s presence,” Caroline murmured to Alice when Mr. Grovedale was distracted by the housekeeper. “But one might hope that if the son marries, the father will have the grace to move out, or at least retire to a remote wing and keep to himself.”

      Alice accepted her tea and allowed her gaze to wander around the sunlit room. The carpet had faded in places and was threadbare in others, and the furniture appeared to be mostly from the previous century. To Alice, it spoke of all the things she’d never had—permanency, security, and a serenity her mother had never experienced in all her time on earth.

      To be mistress of such a house would be a miracle. To be given the opportunity to watch over and nurture Mr. Grovedale’s collection of plants an honor.

      “Alice?”

      She started as Ivy spoke her name.

      “What is it?”

      “You had such a dreamy expression on your face,” Ivy said, smiling. “Whatever were you thinking about?”

      “Nothing important.” To her consternation Alice felt herself blush.

      “Oh, I’ll wager a guess at what Alice was thinking about,” Mrs. Delisle offered with a sharp look at Alice. “Daydreams that have no chance of becoming reality.”

      “What a cruel thing to say, Mama,” Ivy responded. “Everyone is entitled to dream of the unimaginable—isn’t that the whole point?”

      “What do you dream of, Ivy?” Alice quickly inquired.

      “Of traveling the world.” Ivy glanced over at Mr. Grovedale, who winked at her. “To ride a camel, or paddle in a canoe up an unknown river.”

      “Women are not designed to do such things,” Mrs. Delisle said.

      “What nonsense, Mother,” Caroline said.

      “I want to be just like Lady Hester Stanhope,” Ivy breathed. “Don’t you think I’d make a marvelous explorer, Ian?”

      “Indeed, you would, Ivy,” Mr. Grovedale said promptly. “One I’d be proud to share my tent with.”

      “See, Mother? Ian says I can travel with him. I’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “I should imagine that a gentleman with any sense would much prefer his wife to remain at his home to nurture his children and his gardens,” Mrs. Delisle said tartly.

      “But where’s the fun in that?” Ivy asked. “One has staff to do those things, surely?”

      Caroline leaned toward Alice and murmured, “Ivy has obviously forgotten the days when we lived in two rooms and barely managed to make ends meet.”

      “I haven’t forgotten them, sister. I suspect my ability to survive in such circumstances makes me a lot more useful than your average young lady.” She raised her chin. “It is also one of the reasons why I refuse to stay quiet and want to live as I please. I don’t want to be stuck here for the rest of my life.”

      Alice glanced over at Mr. Grovedale who was listening intently, his admiration for Ivy clear on his face. And why wouldn’t he admire such a courageous spirit? Alice could never be that brave. Her desire to stay close to those who loved her, to have enough to eat, and a roof over her head took precedence over any wish for travel or adventure.

      What kind of wife did Mr. Grovedale desire? One who stayed home and cared for his estate and children, or one who went with him into the unknown? Alice didn’t know him well enough to judge, but his deep regard for Ivy should be enough to stop her thinking any further on the matter. She would do well to forget his apparent interest in her and concentrate on establishing her position at the hall with Caroline and her new family. She cast one last longing look back in the direction of the glasshouse and reminded herself not to dream. Living in a fantasy world had destroyed her mother’s life. As her far more pragmatic daughter, Alice simply had to do better.

      She was just about to leave, when Mr. Grovedale came up behind her.

      “Miss Collins? Ivy says that you are also an excellent artist and that I should implore you to come with her to paint my specimens before they wither and die. Is it possible that you could spare the time?”

      “Yes, of course—if that is your wish. I’d be delighted,” Alice replied.

      He bowed. “Then I will expect to see you in two days armed with your sketchbook and paintbrush.”

      Alice smiled and followed Mrs. Delisle out of the front door into the sunshine. If Mr. Grovedale truly wished to see her, she could hardly refuse, could she?
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      Alice tied the ribbons on her bonnet more firmly under her chin and leaned out of the open-topped carriage to study the winding track that led to the tunnel-blasting site. A steady procession of men carrying spades and pickaxes moved along the sides of the road in both directions, reminding Alice of a parade of ants after a sweet treat.

      “Isn’t this fun?” Ivy shouted back to her from her position on the box beside the coachman. “I’m so glad Maman decided not to accompany us, after all.”

      Alice couldn’t help but agree. Mrs. Delisle’s constant disapproving presence and delicate little jabs were not needed on such a fine day. Caroline was seated beside Alice, her parasol deployed against the sun, and her almost three-year-old son on her lap. His nurse had been left behind after claiming the railway was the work of the devil and that she had no wish to see the mouth of hell up close.

      “He loves steam locomotives,” Caroline remarked as Joseph stood up and waved at all the passing men. “I thought the noise would make him cry, but he seems to enjoy it.”

      “We’ll have to get out and walk soon,” Alice said as she looked ahead. “There appears to be some kind of staging post ahead.”

      She could already see the tall figure of Mr. Hepworth surrounded by a group of men. He was pointing at something and all the heads were nodding along with his. Alice had no doubt that he would effortlessly rule his workforce as it suited him. He had a physical presence that was impossible to ignore and a fierce intelligence to go with it. Francis had told them that Mr. Hepworth had worked his way up to start his own company and boasted that he could do any job he asked his men to do. Alice didn’t doubt it for a second.

      As if he realized she was staring at him, he suddenly turned his head, and she caught a glimpse of strong white teeth as he grinned at something and his hard gaze came to rest on her. She immediately sank back into her seat, but it was too late. He came striding forward to meet the carriage as it slowed to a halt.

      “Good morning, Miss Collins, your ladyship.” He bowed and offered Alice his hand to descend. “Nice to see you are prompt.”

      “That had nothing to do with me,” Caroline confessed as he lifted Joseph down and then helped her. “Alice is very good at keeping me on time.”

      “This your lad?” Mr. Hepworth asked as he lifted the boy onto his shoulder.

      “Yes, indeed. He has a hereditary title of course, but we never bother with it.” Caroline smiled at her son, who was absorbed in patting Mr. Hepworth’s rather prominent nose. “Joseph, say good morning to Mr. Hepworth.”

      Joseph dropped a kiss on Mr. Hepworth’s cheek which made everyone, including their host, laugh. Alice was intrigued by the difference a smile made to the railway contractor’s rather severe features. He was obviously well acquainted with how to deal with children as he had two of his own. He quickly reverted to his habitual frown, but Alice wasn’t deceived.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hepworth.” Ivy jumped down from the box and joined them.

      “Good morning, miss. I didn’t see you there.” Mr. Hepworth tipped his hat to her.

      “I was enjoying the view and the fresh air.” Ivy smiled engagingly up at him. “Do you have time to show us around the site, or are you too busy?”

      Mr. Hepworth bowed. “I’m never too busy to show off my accomplishments.” He gestured at the hillside. “If you walk up to the top with me, you’ll see everything far more clearly and make some sense of it.”

      Ivy immediately set off, her skirts hiked up in one hand.

      “Excellent.” Caroline took her son’s hand firmly in her grasp. “We’ll follow along behind you.”

      “Miss Collins.” Mr. Hepworth placed Alice’s gloved hand firmly on his sleeve. “Let me help you.”

      “I’m quite capable of walking by myself, sir.”

      “I know that, lass, but I’d appreciate the company.”

      She let him have his way as he started up the path.

      “How long do you think it will take you to complete the project?” Alice asked when her companion made no effort to open a conversation.

      “Hard to tell at this point. There are financial penalties in the contract if I don’t get it done in the agreed time, but I’ve never been late before, and I don’t intend to be.”

      “How impressive.”

      “That’s why I invest in my own company, Miss Collins. If I don’t believe I can achieve my goals, who else will?”

      “But doesn’t that expose you to financial risk?”

      “Aye, but as I said, I’m known for getting even the toughest jobs done.” He gazed out over the hills. “I don’t like to fail.”

      “Who does?” Alice replied.

      He considered her. “No one, I suppose, but a lot of people give up far too easily.”

      “Maybe they just aren’t as strong as you are.”

      “True. My wife—” He paused and then continued walking. “Wasn’t strong.”

      “She gave you two children.”

      He stopped and looked down at her. “Who survived.”

      “That’s hardly her fault. From what I have seen, any woman who gives birth is to be admired.”

      “I can’t argue with that.” He frowned. “And I didn’t mean she wasn’t physically strong. She worked in the mill from the age of eight just like I did—that’s where we met.” He shrugged. “She just found life difficult.”

      Alice was dying to know what he meant but was also aware that their conversation had veered too far from the social norms. The last thing she wanted was to encourage him or make him believe she was interested in getting to know him better.

      She set her hand on his sleeve again and continued up the slope until they reached the summit. “What a beautiful view.”

      “I suppose it is.” Mr. Hepworth regarded the trees with obvious disfavor.

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I’d rather it was a flat meadow, Miss Collins. Hills cost me money.” He gestured toward the ugly scar at the entrance of the tunnel where several men were shoring up the walls and taking away the blast damage. “Tunnels need hundreds of bricks and timber, and drainage can be a problem if we encounter an underground spring.”

      “I hadn’t thought of any of that,” Alice conceded as Ivy came toward them, her bonnet in her hand and her cheeks flushed from the climb.

      “I have a question, Mr. Hepworth. If you dig from either end of the tunnel simultaneously, how do you know that your workers will meet in the middle and not merrily dig past each other and emerge at the other side?”

      “Because we plot out the line of the tunnel beforehand.” Mr. Hepworth pointed out various holes that ran in a straight line along the top of the hill. “We dig test shafts into the soil and rock below the surface and make corrections if necessary.”

      “Ah!” Ivy nodded and danced over to the first hole. She peered down. “It’s quite deep and surprisingly wide.”

      “It has to be. We measure each pit to make sure they’re at the same depth so that when we lay the track below it’ll be as level as we can make it.”

      “That’s clever.” Caroline came up behind Alice to also look down the hole, her hand firmly grasping Joseph’s collar.

      “It also provides ventilation for the workers as they move along the tunnel,” Mr. Hepworth said. “Some of the holes will remain to let the steam out and the rest will be closed up.”

      “You dig down into your test holes until you reach the required depth and then what?” Ivy asked.

      “It depends on what we find. Usually, we send the men down with a pickax and a shovel to widen and shape just the top half of the tunnel. Once we have that part shored up with wooden props, we can dig downward until we reach the level required.”

      Alice peered into the blackness and shuddered.

      “You don’t like small spaces, Miss Collins?” Mr. Hepworth, who didn’t miss a thing, turned to her. “It’s not a nice place to wield a pickax, I can tell you that.” He flexed his shoulders as if remembering the cramped conditions.

      “I would not like that job at all,” Ivy said fervently. “I’d much rather be in charge of the dynamite.”

      “With the potential to blow yourself up?” Caroline asked. “I think I would rather be at the open end of the tunnel where I could at least see daylight.”

      “I agree,” Alice said, her gaze following the line of flags and potholes that marched across the hilltop. “How do you know that your measurements are correct, Mr. Hepworth?”

      “We use a nautical compass, Miss Collins—the same instrument as the men who built the canals. It worked well enough for them, so we know it’ll work for us.”

      “It’s quite an undertaking, isn’t it?” Alice looked up at him with newfound respect.

      He shrugged. “It’s my job, Miss Collins. I’m good at it and it makes me rich.” He offered her his arm. “Would you like to walk down to the tunnel entrance now?”

      “Yes, please.”

      They walked in silence for a few minutes until he cleared his throat. “I thought you might bring that vicar’s daughter with you.”

      “Miss Lambton?”

      “That’s the one.” His mouth settled into a firm line.

      “What has she done to offend you, sir?”

      “She’s one of those do-gooders.”

      “And what is wrong with that?”

      “She wants to bring bibles to the navvy camps and spread the Lord’s word.”

      “Ah. One might think they’d prefer warm clothing and food.”

      He glanced down at her. “And you’d be right. Quite a lot of them are Irish, and they wouldn’t take kindly to her trying to convert them.”

      “I’ve heard the Irish can bring trouble with them,” Alice said cautiously. “Is that true?”

      “No more than anyone else, although they’ll get the majority of the blame, being considered heathens. Personally, if someone works hard and respects me, I don’t care what he believes in.”

      “Miss Lambton would be shocked to hear you say that.”

      “Miss Lambton would be shocked if she ventured into one of our camps and was subjected to the torrent of abuse she deserves,” Mr. Hepworth replied grimly. “If anyone does want to help my navvies it won’t be her.”

      “She hardly deserves to be abused,” Alice protested. “She means well.”

      “I’m sure she thinks that, but I’d appreciate it if you kept her away.”

      “You overestimate my importance, sir. No one is likely to listen to me.”

      “You’re a member of his lordship’s family.”

      “Only a distant one.” Alice had no intention of explaining her scandalous relationship with Francis to the railway contractor. “You’d be far better asking the viscountess to help you.”

      “I’ll do that.” Mr. Hepworth abruptly stopped walking and frowned. “Damnation!”

      Before Alice could react to his language, he strode off down the remaining slope, his hands cupped around his mouth as he shouted. “Bannister! Move that box of dynamite away from the tunnel entrance right now! Are you trying to kill everyone, you fool?”

      His workers scattered to do his bidding as Alice continued down the path at a more sedate pace. She was fairly certain he wouldn’t care if she heard him chastising his men, but she had no desire to provide him with an audience.

      “Sorry, Mr. Hepworth,” one of the men spoke up. “That was my fault. Mr. Bannister asked me to demonstrate how to set the charges, and I forgot to move the box away.”

      Mr. Hepworth glared down at the unfortunate worker. “Mind you don’t make such a stupid mistake again, or I’ll let you go.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He turned to the rest of the men. “If any of you see something out of place, do something about it! You’re not sheep.”

      “Yes, sir,” they all spoke as one.

      Mr. Hepworth turned back toward the path and raised his eyebrows at Alice. “Are you coming?”

      She offered him a calm smile. “Yes, indeed.”

      “It’s safe now.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      The corner of his mouth flicked up. “You’re an unflappable woman, Miss Collins.”

      “I find having hysterics very wearing, sir.”

      “Good.” He shaded his eyes and looked back up the slope. “O’Keefe, go and offer her ladyship a hand with her boy.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Alice turned to the tunnel entrance, which looked much more imposing than she’d anticipated from above. She shaded her eyes to look back along the track that had already been cut through the outlying fields.

      “It would’ve been much cheaper to do a cut, but his lordship wasn’t having it,” Mr. Hepworth said.

      “Is this his land?”

      “Apparently,” Mr. Hepworth said. “No one else around here would let me bring the track through.

      “But a cut would destroy the hill completely,” Alice said.

      Her companion shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with that. I prefer to save money.” He glanced back at the tunnel. “But we’ll do this properly. Timber framed, clay lined, and double bricks. It’ll last forever.”

      His quiet confidence was hard to ignore. Alice wished she had a tenth of his conviction.

      “Where do you get all those bricks from?” Caroline, who had appeared at Alice’s shoulder, asked.

      “We make them from the local clay.” Mr. Hepworth pointed toward Millcastle. “We set up a kiln on the outskirts of town.”

      “How impressive.” Caroline looked up at the tunnel. “I can’t wait to see it completed. Do you intend to have an opening ceremony?”

      “For a tunnel?” Mr. Hepworth smiled down at her. “I can’t say I’d thought of it. We’ll have a big ceremony in the new town station when the first train comes through.”

      “Then perhaps when the tunnel is completed you could offer us a private tour?” Caroline asked. “I’m sure we’d all enjoy that.”

      “Not Miss Collins.” Mr. Hepworth glanced her way. “I can tell from her face that the very idea horrifies her.”

      “I am not… comfortable in enclosed, dark spaces,” Alice confessed. “But you should certainly go, Caroline. I suspect Ivy and Francis would enjoy it immensely.”

      “And Joseph.” Caroline looked over at Mr. O’Keefe, who had her son sitting on his shoulders. “Would you like that, my dear?”

      He nodded so enthusiastically his cap fell off.

      Alice bent down to pick it up and almost bumped heads with Mr. Hepworth. His fingers brushed hers before he straightened up and let her retrieve the hat.

      Caroline smiled at both of them before holding out her hand to her host. “Thank you for letting us visit you here, Mr. Hepworth. It has been exceptionally interesting.”

      “You’ve been most welcome, my lady.” Mr. Hepworth’s gaze encompassed all of them. “I wish to talk to you about the navvy camps. May I call on you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, of course,” Caroline said. “I will be home all day. But if you wish to speak to Francis, you will need to present yourself before two o’clock when he is leaving for London.”

      “I’ll remember that.” He took Joseph from O’Keefe and set the boy high on his shoulder. “Let’s get you back into your carriage, young man.”

      He placed the boy on the seat and came back to Alice’s side.

      “Miss Collins.” He offered her his arm. “I hope you enjoyed your visit.”

      “I did indeed, sir.”

      “I hope to see you tomorrow when I visit her ladyship.”

      Alice hesitated as he opened the door of the carriage for her. “I do have a prior appointment at Grovedale House.”

      “At what time?”

      “Why does that have to do with your visit?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I think you know, lass.”

      She hurried to step into the carriage, aware that she might be blushing and not at all sure how to answer him. She spent a long time arranging her skirts, making room for Caroline and Ivy, and resolutely ignoring Mr. Hepworth. His directness and interest in her were impossible to ignore. Why he persisted when she was offering him no encouragement was a mystery. Did he see himself as in competition with Mr. Grovedale? Perhaps it would be better if she followed her best instincts and declined to speak to either of them.
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      Miss Alice didn’t like him making his intentions toward her clear. Elijah drew his gig up in front of the grand entrance to Grafton Hall. But he needed a wife, and Alice’s quiet competence and—if he was honest with himself—her association with Grafton, made her the perfect candidate. She was very nice to look at, too, and would be a good mother to his children. He didn’t believe in hiding his objectives, and he knew he wanted her.

      “Why are we here?”

      He looked down at his son, Daniel, who hadn’t been pleased when Elijah had told him to wash his face and put on his best clothing.

      “We’re visiting.”

      “Here?” Ada stared dubiously at the large oak front door. “Is it a castle?”

      “No, just the fancy house of the very rich man who is financing my railway.” He lifted her out of the gig and waited as Dan jumped down. “You must both be on your best behavior, mind.”

      The front door opened, and a stately butler emerged. “Good morning, Mr. Hepworth. You are expected.” A footman came out behind him. “Briggs will take your gig around to the stables.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah handed over the reins and herded his children toward the entrance. “You wait until you see the weapons in here, lad.”

      Dan’s gasp as he encountered the suit of armor positioned at the bottom of the stairs made Elijah want to smile. He’d be the first to admit he’d been rather impressed by the remains of the great medieval hall when he’d first been admitted to the house.

      “Look at the pikes!” Dan was pointing at the whitewashed walls where an assortment of weapons hung. “And muskets!”

      “I suspect his lordship has a lot more modern weapons in his gun room, lad. If you behave yourself, maybe I’ll ask if you can see them.”

      Dan immediately assumed the visage of an angel and fell in behind Elijah. “I’ll be as good as gold, Da.”

      Ada still looked doubtful as Elijah took her hand and followed the butler through into the sunny drawing room where the viscountess, Miss Collins, and Miss Delisle awaited them.

      Lady Caroline smiled at him. “Mr. Hepworth, how kind of you to visit us! And these are your children?”

      “Yes, my lady.” Elijah gently maneuvered his reluctant offspring forward. “Say good afternoon to her ladyship, Ada and Dan.”

      “Afternoon.” Ada curtsied and Dan bowed.

      “How old are you, Ada?”

      “Thirteen, my lady and Dan is eight,” Ada answered. “Is this a castle?”

      “I believe parts of it were originally fortified, but it is more a family home than a castle these days.”

      “Does it have cannon and dungeons?” Dan asked eagerly.

      Her ladyship looked thoughtful. “I’m not sure. I’d have to ask my husband. He grew up here and knows all its secrets.”

      She turned to Elijah. “Unfortunately, Francis has already left for London, but I will consult with him on his return, and if there are any secret dungeons to be discovered, your children will be the first to know.”

      Dan’s face fell, and Elijah hastened to squeeze his shoulder. “Never mind, lad. Next time.”

      “But—”

      “If Dan is interested, I could ask the butler to show him around while we talk?”

      “He’d like that. If it isn’t too much trouble,” Elijah said. “Ada would, too. It would also keep them out of mischief while I’m occupied here with you.”

      “Excellent.” The viscountess rang the bell. “I’ll just order some tea and get Barker to give them a tour.”

      Ten minutes later, his children were escorted out of the room, and he was able to take a seat beside Alice Collins.

      “Do you like children, Miss Collins?”

      She regarded him calmly. “I’ve never really thought about it, sir.”

      “You surprise me. I thought most women wanted to be mothers.”

      “Surely, they are two separate things, Mr. Hepworth. Whether I want children and whether I like them.”

      He grinned at her. “Good point. I have to say that my two drive me to distraction sometimes. I have difficulty keeping staff to look after them, and as a result, they tend to run wild.”

      “Have you considered placing them in school?”

      “No.” He hesitated, more than willing to garner her sympathy for his children. “After their mother’s untimely death, I thought it best to keep them close to me.”

      “How long ago did she die?”

      “Four years ago, just as I was starting to make a name for myself.” He grimaced. “I suppose I should consider making some changes. Ada is getting too old to gallivant around, and Dan can barely read and write.”

      “You should ask Miss Lambton to advise you.”

      Elijah raised an eyebrow. “About what exactly?”

      “About suitable schools. She is something of an authority on the subject and is much in demand to sit on school boards.”

      Elijah couldn’t imagine asking Miss Lambton for anything. She’d probably expire with embarrassment if he so much as wished her a good day.

      “Do you do that kind of thing, Miss Collins?”

      She gave a quick smile. “Hardly. I’ve only lived here for a few months and my character is insufficiently known to consider me worthy of such honors.”

      “And you’re not a busybody.”

      “I’m—more interested in living my own life than overseeing others.”

      “Unlike Miss Lambton, who thinks her religion gives her the right to interfere wherever she bloody pleases.”

      “Aren’t Christians supposed to be courageous in their faith?”

      “Like Daniel in the lion’s den?” He anticipated her quick start of surprise. “I learned my bible lessons, Miss Collins, don’t you worry about me.”

      “I… rarely attended church in my childhood, sir, so you have the advantage of me.”

      “Why not?”

      She regarded him with some perplexity. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Why didn’t you go to church?”

      She looked down at her hands. “My mother was an invalid. As her only child, I was required to remain at her side almost constantly.”

      “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, Miss Collins, but I do know what it’s like. My wife required constant care and reassurance during the last months of her life.”

      And he hadn’t always been there for Grace. He’d grown impatient, ignored her warnings about her declining health, and begged her to remain strong while she wasted away in front of him.

      He looked up to find Miss Collins studying him. Their gazes held until she turned her head to stare out of the window.

      “I’m looking for a home near Millcastle,” Elijah said bluntly. “Do you have any thoughts about suitable properties that are available?”

      “You’d be better asking Caroline, as I am unfamiliar with the area.”

      “I’d prefer to take my advice from you.”

      “Why, when I’ve just expressed my lack of knowledge of this location?”

      “Because I suspect our tastes would align?”

      “I doubt that.”

      He concealed a smile as she stiffened and sat up even straighter.

      “There is another reason, but I hesitate to be so bold.” He sat back and waited to see how she would react to his blatant attempt to attract her interest.

      “And what might that be?”

      This time he did smile. “Viscountess Grafton is a married woman.”

      She suddenly rose to her feet. “If you will excuse me for a moment, Mr. Hepworth.”

      “I will for now, Miss Collins, but when I return from my trip to Manchester, you can be sure that I’ll come by again.”

      “You are… impertinent.”

      He nodded. “Can’t argue with that.”

      He watched with some enjoyment as she walked out of the room. He was considering following her, when Ivy joined him.

      “Is Alice all right?”

      “As you might have noticed, Miss Delisle, I do tend to put my foot in my mouth.”

      “It’s more likely that Alice simply doesn’t know how to deal with you,” Ivy said innocently. “She’s genuinely unaware of her charms and never believes any man could be interested in her.”

      “Then she’s a fool,” Elijah said abruptly. “Because I see nothing but men considering her as a future wife. Look at Mr. Grovedale. He can’t take his eyes off her.”

      “Ian?” She laughed delightedly. “I can’t say I’ve noticed.”

      “I have, Miss Delisle.” Elijah stared at the door, willing it to open and for Miss Collins to return and put him in his place. “But that might be because Mr. Grovedale is too much of a gentleman to rush into anything.”

      “And you would?” Miss Delisle considered him. “As Alice’s friend, I warn you that she hates to be hurried. She is not like me, sir. She considers every step before she takes it.”

      “Then I will be careful, miss,” Elijah said.

      The door opened and his children returned, still brimming over with excitement.

      “We saw a dungeon, Da!” Daniel shouted. “Mr. Barker locked us in, and Ada almost cried!”

      “I did not.” Ada gave her brother a severe look as she came to stand beside Elijah. “Dan was the one who was scared by a rat.”

      “It scuttled over my feet!”

      Elijah reached out and placed his hand on his excitable son’s shoulder. “Simmer down, lad. No one needs to hear you all the way in Millcastle.”

      The viscountess came toward them. “There is cake and biscuits by the fire if you care for some, children.”

      “Yes, please, ma’am.” Ada’s manners were far better than her brother’s. “Come and sit down, Dan, and stop shouting. You’re giving everyone a headache.”
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      Alice was halfway to her bedroom before she managed to slow down and convince herself that Mr. Hepworth wasn’t coming after her and that he hadn’t really said anything controversial at all.

      Except that he had. For all intents and purposes, he’d suggested she choose a house for him to live in with her. And rather than pretend she hadn’t understood the implications of his words as a true lady would’ve done, she’d panicked and run away. There was something about the way he physically dominated the space he inhabited that both intimidated and enthralled her. He wasn’t a polished gentleman, and he didn’t seem to care that he often spoke out of turn.

      It was hard not to admire someone who believed so absolutely in himself, who refused to bend to society, or be intimidated by those who thought they were better than him. She’d never known her place in the world and wished she had half as much confidence as Mr. Hepworth did in the right to survive and be happy. Her aim in life had always been to slip by unobserved and unnoticed. She went into her bedroom, closed the door, and leaned back against it. Did her fear of him stem from her envy that he didn’t care about such things, or from his dedication to paying attention to her that she neither wanted nor craved?

      Mr. Grovedale never made her feel like that. He was respectful, attentive, and appreciative. A knock on the door made her jump. Ivy came in, her expression concerned.

      “Are you all right? You ran away from Mr. Hepworth like a scared rabbit.”

      “Rather more like a silly goose.” Alice found a smile somewhere. “He can be rather forthright sometimes.”

      “That’s because he likes you, and unlike most men, he doesn’t make a game of you or pretend that he’s not interested. If I were the object of his attention, I would find it quite flattering.”

      “I cannot say the same.”

      “Do you not like him?” Ivy asked.

      “He is pleasant enough, but I hardly know him.”

      “That is true.” Ivy moved to look out of the window, her back to Alice. “I mean, he is hardly an old family friend like Ian.”

      Alice went to her dressing table and fussed around quite unnecessarily for a clean handkerchief. Could she confide in Ivy that her feelings for Mr. Grovedale were far more intense than anything she could ever feel for Mr. Hepworth? Just as she opened her mouth to confess, Ivy swung back around to smile at her.

      “I think Mr. Hepworth’s line of attack is a good thing. I wish everyone could be so direct.” She walked to the door. “Perhaps I will start a new fashion in courting and scandalize all the old women.”

      “I wish you would,” Alice joined her friend. “Then no one would take any further notice of me or Mr. Hepworth.”

      Ivy chuckled and linked arms with Alice. “I don’t think Mr. Hepworth is the kind of man to stand for that, but I’ll do my best.”

      When they reached the drawing room, it was to find their guest had been called away to his worksite and sent his apologies. Alice was glad she didn’t have to face him again but annoyed with herself for being such a coward. Without his vibrant presence, the company felt almost dull, and she’d left him with the impression that she was well aware of his intentions, which was not what she wanted at all.

      If he persisted, she would set him straight during their next encounter and leave him in no doubt that he would never succeed in making her his wife. She sipped her tea, which was now lukewarm, and listened as Ivy and Caroline chatted together about their proposed trip abroad. Perhaps she should follow Ivy’s notion and declare her interest in Mr. Grovedale. She shuddered at the thought. At least then she’d know whether she had a chance, but she didn’t have the nerve to risk it.

      Over the past few weeks, she’d gained a sense from Mr. Grovedale’s conversations that a wife who stayed home guarding his family and plants would allow him to continue his explorations with greater confidence. She could be that woman. Now all she had to do was gently guide him to see her in that role and wait to see if he took the bait.

      She and Ivy were due to visit him at home tomorrow where they would begin drawing and painting his plants. If he was interested in her, surely she would know it soon?
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      “What a very pleasant spring morning we are having, Miss Collins.” Mr. Grovedale smiled down at Alice as they strolled through the extensive gardens of his home. She’d worn her brand-new bonnet and cape for the visit and felt very fine.

      Ivy had already gone ahead, having declared she was hungry after all that sketching and that she would ask the housekeeper to provide them with tea in the drawing room.

      “It is, indeed, Mr. Grovedale. I didn’t expect to encounter so much beauty this close to Millcastle,” Alice admitted.

      “Neither did I, Miss Collins,” Mr. Grovedale said softly. “In truth, I’ve always been reluctant to return home from my travels, but for some reason this year has been… different.”

      “Well, Ivy and I have definitely enjoyed our visits here with you,” Alice said.

      “As have I.” He paused. “I am very fond of Ivy. She’s like the sister I wished I’d always had.”

      “I feel the same, Mr. Grovedale.” She met his gaze. “I would never ever wish to do anything that might hurt her.”

      “I understand.” He nodded, took her hand in his, and kissed it. “When is Viscount Grafton due back from London?”

      “Tomorrow, I think.”

      “Excellent. If it is convenient for you, I intend to visit him at my earliest convenience.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” His smile held a definite promise. “I believe we have matters of the greatest importance to discuss, along with a whole host of ideas and dreams I hope I might share with you later.”

      “I’m…” She suddenly felt breathless. “Look forward to hearing from you, sir.”

      He winked as they approached the terrace steps.

      Ivy waved at them from the drawing room window. “Come on, you two! The tea is getting cold!”
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      “Whatever is the matter with you, child?” Mrs. Delisle looked up from her embroidery and shook her head at Alice. “You seem unable to settle, and it is remarkably distracting.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” Alice resumed her seat. “It’s just that I thought I heard a carriage approaching.”

      Francis had returned earlier that day and had immediately disappeared into his study with his land agent. He’d put in a brief appearance at dinner earlier before excusing himself again, as he was expecting a visitor. Alice hoped he’d share the name of the expected visitor and put her out of her misery, but he hadn’t, and her discreet inquiries to Caroline had garnered no insights.

      Just because Mr. Grovedale had indicated that he might call to discuss certain matters with Francis didn’t mean that he intended to do so tonight. In truth, Alice felt foolish for even entertaining such a notion when her dreams were too fragile to bear much scrutiny. She was illegitimate—that alone would prevent anyone of Mr. Grovedale’s standing from marrying her. But if he came… Her breath stuttered at the thought that she might soon be facing Mr. Grovedale and about to accept her first marriage proposal.

      Ivy stood up. “Please excuse me, I have to fetch a warmer shawl from my room. I won’t be a moment.”

      Caroline looked up from the book she was reading. “It is rather chilly in here. On your way back, perhaps you could pop into the kitchen and ask Barker to bring up more coal.”

      Ivy didn’t appear to hear her, and Caroline sighed.

      “You could just ring the bell, my dear,” Mrs. Delisle said.

      “Why would I summon him here only to send him away on an errand, when Ivy can save him the extra walk?” Caroline asked. “You have become very lazy, maman.”

      “I can go and ask Barker,” Alice offered. She was fairly certain she’d heard the murmur of voices in the hall when Ivy had opened the door, and she was desperate to see if Mr. Grovedale had indeed arrived.

      “Thank you, my dear. That would be very kind of you,” Caroline said.

      Alice left the room, her skirts held clear of her feet as she ran toward the main entrance hall. There was a hat and cane propped near the front door and a bouquet of flowers she instantly recognized, because she’d been drawing them earlier in the week in the Grovedale conservatory.

      She heard Francis’s voice coming toward her and stepped back into the shadow of the stairway, her heart thumping wildly.

      “I’ll go and see if I can find her for you, Grovedale. Perhaps you’d care to wait in here?”

      Alice considered her options. Caroline thought she was on her way to deliver a message to Barker in the kitchen and would probably advise Francis to wait for her return. She went through the baize door and did as she’d been asked, and then made her way back to the hall. The flowers had disappeared and the door into the morning parlor was slightly ajar.

      Even as she stepped forward to push the door open and embrace her fate, she heard Ivy’s voice from within.

      “Ian…”

      “Ivy! I wasn’t expecting—”

      “—me to finally tell you how much I love you?” Ivy said. “It was Alice who gave me the idea to go after what I wanted, and I want you, Ian. I yearn to share your adventures, to be beside you as you explore the globe, and for us to be together for all eternity.”

      Alice found herself taking an involuntary step forward only to be halted as her arm was taken in a painful grip.

      “Don’t you dare interfere,” Mrs. Delisle hissed in her ear. “He doesn’t want you—he wants her. He always has.”

      Alice shook her head and tried to pull out of Mrs. Delisle’s grasp only to be unceremoniously pushed to one side as Ivy’s mother went into the parlor.

      “Heavens above! What on earth is going on here?” Mrs. Delisle screeched, her voice echoing through the hall. “Francis! Caroline! Mr. Grovedale has compromised Ivy!”

      Alice backed away, her hand to her mouth as Francis came running down the hall with Caroline at his heels.

      “Good Lord, Grovedale,” Francis drawled. “The fickleness of your nature is something to be reckoned with.”

      “You misunderstand the situation, sir, I—”

      Ivy wrapped her arms around Mr. Grovedale’s waist and glared at Francis. “I love him. I always have. I don’t care what you say. I’m going to marry him and travel the world.”

      For a second, Francis’s gaze met Alice’s, and his mouth twisted into a grimace.

      “Perhaps we might sit down and talk this through like civilized people?” Francis asked. “I wonder if there has perhaps been a misunderstanding?”

      Alice gave him a tiny shake of her head, turned toward the stairs, and ran to her room as fast as she could. It only took her a moment to lock the door, throw herself down on the bed, and abandon herself to weeping. If Ivy truly loved Ian, then that was that. How could Alice ever allow her own needs to supersede those of the woman who had treated her like a beloved sister?

      She rolled onto her back and looked up at the cherubs entwined on her ceiling. Francis and Caroline had given her so much. She could repay them by not making a fuss about Mr. Grovedale’s original intentions or even mentioning them at all.
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      “Alice…” Francis set his hands on his desk. “I wish you would give me your thoughts about this matter between Ivy and Grovedale.”

      She was sitting in his study the morning after a sleepless night when she had tossed and turned, replaying the awful sight of Ivy embracing Mr. Grovedale. Caroline, Ivy, and Mrs. Delisle were over at Grovedale Hall visiting with Ian. Alice had claimed a headache prevented her from accompanying them. Ivy was so engrossed with her own happiness that nothing could dent her belief in her new future. Alice had endured being thanked profusely by Ivy for giving her the confidence to be bold and had managed to smile and not display an inch of the hurt she was struggling with.

      Life wasn’t fair. Her mother had constantly told her that, and it appeared she’d been right. Alice tried to remind herself of her current blessings, but occasionally her thoughts turned rogue, and all kinds of ugly questions emerged. Why hadn’t Mr. Grovedale instantly repudiated Ivy’s advances? Had he seriously believed it had been Alice who had told Ivy to take her chance with him? He’d had several opportunities to admit his mistake and hadn’t chosen to say a word. Why hadn’t Ivy realized that Alice was beginning to fall in love with Mr. Grovedale?

      She already knew the answer to the last question. She’d been too afraid to share her burgeoning hopes, because the idea that she could be so lucky was too precious to bring out into the light. She’d played her usual role of the calm, quiet, supportive companion and Ivy had believed her even if Mrs. Delisle hadn’t. Had she deceived Mr. Grovedale too? She’d offered him as much encouragement as any unmarried woman was allowed to do, but perhaps she’d misunderstood, and he’d wanted Ivy all along.

      Francis cleared his throat. “Alice? I know that you have been put in an impossible situation, but I would appreciate your attention to this matter.”

      “There is nothing to say, sir.” Alice met his hard gaze. “Ivy loves Mr. Grovedale.”

      “You are aware that he came to ask permission to propose to you?”

      “Did you perhaps reveal our true relationship?”

      Francis frowned. “Of course not.”

      His answer caused her more hurt than she had anticipated and a mixture of anger and hopelessness threatened to overwhelm her. “I suppose that is hardly important now, is it?”

      “It is if you want it to be. You are my flesh and blood. I will stand in your corner and defend you if you wish me to do so.”

      “And upset your wife, mother-in-law, and Ivy?” Alice shook her head. “I hardly think it would be fair to set you against those you love the most.”

      Francis offered her a faint smile. “To be fair, I only love Caroline and put up with the rest of them because she demands that I do so.”

      “I appreciate your offer more than you can imagine, Francis, but I cannot bring myself to destroy the happiness of someone I care about.”

      “You are a far better person than I am, sister.” Francis drummed his fingers on his desk. “I haven’t told Caroline about Grovedale’s sudden change of heart. She truly believes he came for Ivy.”

      “And there is no reason for her to know any different,” Alice said firmly.

      “She’ll probably wheedle it out of me at some point, but as Ivy wishes to be married before Grovedale sets off on his next trip, it’ll be too late to do anything to change matters.”

      Alice nodded. Even though Caroline had been kind to Alice, she would still want the best for her sister.

      “For what it’s worth, I think they stand a good chance of being happy together,” Francis added. “They have always been the best of friends.”

      “So I understand.” Alice smiled calmly back at him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said shortly. “This is still damned hard on you.”

      “I’ll survive.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” He met her gaze, his eyes glinting. “You’re more of a Grafton than you think, my girl. You can survive anything.”

      “Thank you.” She rose to her feet and smoothed down her skirts.

      “And don’t disappoint me by insisting you need to leave this house or any other such female nonsense,” he said abruptly. “You belong here. Caroline will appreciate your company even more when Ivy has gone.”

      “Of course.” Alice nodded, aware of an unreasonable surge of anger that her usefulness to others was being used as an asset when she had nowhere else to go. “I appreciate your concern for me.”

      Francis walked over to the door and held it open for her. “Thank you for being so reasonable, Alice.”

      She found her calmest expression and offered it up to him like a shield. “You make it sound as if I really had a choice, Francis.”

      As she half expected his anger, his smile caught her unawares. “Good girl.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “With your looks and a handsome dowry, you can do much better than Grovedale. He’s a dull old stick who will end up as miserable as his father.”

      “You forget that I am illegitimate.”

      “As if anyone will care about that when they see your beautiful face.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I owe you for this, Alice. Remember that, if you are ever in need.”
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      As he shuffled through the post that had accumulated during his absence in Manchester, Elijah paused to examine a letter addressed to him in an unknown hand from Grafton Hall. Had Miss Collins written to tell him to stop his pursuit of her? He thought it likely but imagined she might have preferred to ask the viscount or viscountess to do the actual telling.

      It was just past dawn on a cloudy morning, and he was seated alone at the breakfast table in his rented house in town. His children slept in their beds on the floor above and his live-in cook had prepared his kippers and eggs just as he liked them.

      He used his knife to rip through the expensive paper and revealed an embossed card with a deckled edge. Was there to be a ball, or was he being invited to something far more intimate? He read the handwritten inscription aloud.

      “Viscount and Viscountess Grafton-Wesley and Mrs. Delisle invite you to celebrate the marriage of Miss Ivy Delisle to the honorable Mr. Ian Grovedale…” Elijah paused to whistle. “Bloody hell, what happened there?”

      His desire to find out had him swallowing down his tea and getting into his outdoor clothing with unusual haste. He decided to take a stroll toward the town square where Miss Lambton had a habit of sallying forth from the vicarage to make demands on him about the conditions of his workforce. He normally brushed her off like an annoying fly, but today she might prove useful, as he was damn certain Francis Grafton wasn’t going to discuss his family problems with him.

      He’d barely walked a step beyond the entrance to the stone-fronted vicarage that leaned up against the equally squat and grim church, before his prayers were answered and Miss Lambton appeared. She was half afraid of him and half determined to do her Christian duty, which should have won his respect, but somehow often failed to do so. She constantly spoke of her desire to be a wife and mother and tried to persuade Ada and Daniel to like her, but Elijah was convinced she was simply desperate to be married.

      He wanted to tell her she wasn’t the right woman for him—that she would find him coarse, unmanageable, and not a proper gentleman. But as a gently brought-up lady, she never came right out and expressed her intentions, so he was never afforded the opportunity to set her straight. He probably wouldn’t say anything too blunt, because he had some sympathy for her position as a spinster who was expected to serve her family’s interests rather than her own. She was desperate to escape her fate, but he wasn’t the right man for her, and he never would be.

      “Mr. Hepworth!”

      He paused to tip his hat to her. She wore a faded muslin gown, and her black hair was tied up in a messy bun on the top of her head. He estimated her age to be around twenty, but he might be wrong. “Good morning, Miss Lambton.”

      “Do you have a moment to step into the vicarage? I have some improving books for the children at your camp.”

      “How thoughtful of you, miss.”

      She blinked up at him. “You’ll come in?”

      “I can afford to waste a few minutes for such a good cause.” He followed her inside, ducking his head to avoid the low lintel above the front door. The vicarage was a cheerless, cold place as unwelcoming on the inside as it was on the out. It spoke to Elijah of money spread thin, of appearances having to be maintained above all else, and desperate, genteel poverty. Grace had cared about such things far more than he had, and it had worn her down in the end.

      “Come in, Mr. Hepworth.”

      He followed Miss Lambton into the sparse parlor. There was a small fire in the grate and a series of depressing family portraits on the walls. The two other females present immediately leapt to their feet and stared at him with barely concealed horror.

      Elijah bowed. “Mrs. Lambton, Miss Abigail.”

      Miss Abigail resembled her father in looks. Mrs. Lambton must have been as pretty as her oldest daughter, before years of being the vicar’s wife had drained the life and vitality out of her.

      “Please… sit down, sir. I’ll fetch you a cup of tea,” Miss Lambton said.

      “Thank you kindly, miss.” Elijah settled his considerable weight into a chair that creaked under the strain.

      The vicar’s wife cleared her throat and offered him a timid smile. “Are you and your children keeping well, sir?”

      “Yes, indeed, ma’am. The country air seems to agree with us,” Elijah said. “And yourself?”

      “Well, enough.” Her hand curved over her stomach. He wondered if she was breeding again. There were at least seven living children in the house and at least five in the graveyard according to his landlady. Not that Mrs. Lambton would mention such an indelicate matter to a gentleman caller, because that was not done.

      “Miss Lambton mentioned she had some books for the children at the camp,” Elijah remarked to fill the silence. “I stepped in to pick them up.”

      “That is most considerate of you. Sarah is very invested in helping the children learn.”

      “So I understand.” Elijah’s attention was caught by a familiar-shaped card on the mantelpiece. He gestured at it. “I see you received one, too.”

      Mrs. Lambton looked up and then back at him. “You have been invited to the wedding, sir?”

      “Yes, indeed.” Elijah smiled at her. “Captain Grafton and I are partners in this railway venture. I have become well acquainted with him and his family over the past few months.”

      “I suppose you have.” Mrs. Lambton looked around at the closed door, as if making sure her husband wouldn’t suddenly appear before continuing. “I must say it was something of a surprise when Viscount Grafton asked the vicar to read the banns two weeks ago.”

      “Maybe there is a reason for such haste?” Elijah asked innocently.

      Mrs. Lambton flushed. “I believe Mr. Grovedale had made arrangements to return to South America. He decided he would rather take his new bride with him rather than wait until his return to be married.”

      Elijah nodded. “That makes sense. I can imagine Miss Ivy would hate to be left behind.”

      “She is somewhat… impulsive by nature,” Mrs. Lambton said cautiously. “But perhaps in this instance, her wishes should be considered.”

      Miss Lambton came into the room with a tray bearing a single cup of tea. “Here you are, sir. I will just fetch the books.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah drank the weak tea in three gulps and was already on his feet when Miss Lambton returned with the books. He held out his hand. “I’ll take those and be on my way.”

      “But… wouldn’t you care for more tea?” Miss Lambton asked. “I’ve hardly had the opportunity to enjoy your conversation, sir.”

      “I wouldn’t want to put you to so much trouble, miss.” Elijah touched the brim of his hat and smiled at all three women. “I’ll wish you good day.”

      He walked back to his house and set the books on the kitchen table. Then he helped himself to a properly brewed cup of tea, courtesy of his housekeeper. Had someone at Grafton Hall realized Grovedale’s roving eye had been caught by Miss Alice and applied some pressure on him to conform and marry Ivy Delisle? It seemed all too likely. The nobs liked to keep their wealth between themselves, and despite her family connections, Miss Collins was still an outsider.

      Elijah rubbed his hands together as he considered his options. He’d ignore his first instinct, which was to gallop over to Grafton Hall and persuade a probably distraught Miss Collins to marry him immediately. He had a sense that such a display would only alienate her. He’d bide his time, focus on the work at the site, and see how she was feeling on the wedding day itself, where all her hopes for Grovedale to ignore centuries of training to avoid his fate would surely come to nothing, and she might be more open to persuasion…

      He hated losing, and he had no intention of starting now. If he were a betting man, he’d say Miss Alice Collins would be his wife before the year was out.
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      “Ruby is being impossible.” Ivy burst into Alice’s bedchamber, her expression distraught. “She says she won’t wear the gown, because it is made from silk woven by factory children.”

      Alice summoned a calm smile and turned toward the bride-to-be, who was now pacing her room. She’d had three weeks to perfect her armor and had started to believe she was truly at peace with Mr. Grovedale’s decision to go through with his marriage to Ivy. The fact that he’d deliberately avoided her company ever since the night in question spoke eloquently of his choice to go along with things. His family approved of the match, Francis believed Ivy would be happy, and there was nothing more to say about the matter.

      “What does she intend to wear, then?” Alice asked.

      “Her best wool dress.” Ivy sighed and sat down on the side of Alice’s bed. “It isn’t even blue like the rest of the bridesmaids’ dresses.”

      “I suppose it comes down to whether you’d rather your sister was with you during one of the most important days of your life, or—”

      Ivy interrupted her. “Of course, I want Ruby to be there! She just always insists on making things difficult.”

      “She is a woman of high principles.”

      “I admire her for that, but does she have to bring it up right now? When her own brother-in-law owns mills, as do almost all the invited guests to the wedding? And she won’t keep quiet about it, either. She’ll enjoy telling them what she thinks about them.”

      Alice had to agree. Ruby believed passionately in her causes and had left her comfortable life in Millcastle to roam the country supporting the one-man-one-vote campaign. Francis, who could’ve stopped her by the simple expedient of cutting off her funds, had decided not to do so. He had a strong belief that Ruby would return when she was ready, and that alienating her further would be a mistake—something Caroline struggled to agree with.

      “Perhaps you could ask your mother or sister to have a word with Ruby about not spoiling your wedding day,” Alice suggested carefully. “I’d offer to do so myself, but we are barely acquainted.”

      Ruby had been nothing but pleasant to her, but Alice found her intensity somewhat intimidating, and her decision to follow and live with a man who wasn’t her husband unexplainable. As someone who craved security and who was glaringly aware of her own status as a bastard, such flouting of social norms was beyond her. She might secretly wish to thumb her nose at society, but she feared she lacked the courage to do so.

      “I suppose I could do that.” Ivy sighed. “And you have done so much for me already—far more than my actual sister.”

      Alice smiled. “I’ve had nothing else to do except offer my help.”

      “And you look worn out from doing so.” Ivy sank down beside her and took her hands. “I have something to ask you.”

      “What is it?”

      “When Ian and I return from our trip, would you consider coming to live with us?”

      Alice went to speak, but Ivy talked over her.

      “Maman suggested it. When Ian and I have children, having you there to watch over them and the house would be the most wonderful thing ever.”

      “While you continue adventuring?” Alice asked.

      Ivy nodded, her expression full of hope. “You don’t have to give me an answer now, but please think about it.” She rose to her feet and hugged Alice. “Thank you for everything, my dear friend and new sister.”

      Alice stayed where she was as Ivy left to put on her wedding dress. Her gaze strayed to the door of her wardrobe where her own new gown hung ready to be put on. She would stand beside Ruby and have a grandstand view of her friend marrying the man she’d secretly hoped had come to care for her.

      Unaccustomed anger welled up in her chest, and she pressed her hand over her heart. How could Ivy think she’d want to live with them? The irony of her performing the domestic duties she’d thought Mr. Grovedale required in a wife, while his actual wife got to go adventuring with him without a care in the world, was too horrible to contemplate.

      And Ivy got to share his bed, leaving Alice to care for her children…

      She shot to her feet and paced the room. How would she manage to get through this awful day with such a future hanging over her? Surely Caroline would not wish her to leave, even if Mrs. Delisle was pushing for it? She’d have to stand firm for once, and even ask Francis to plead her case. But would any of Ivy’s family really care if Alice could be useful to one of them? And shouldn’t she be willing to do anything they asked of her, because they’d saved her from a life on the streets?

      A brisk knock on the door had her spinning around. Hetty came in, her face wreathed in smiles.

      “Now, let’s get you dressed for this wedding, miss. The sun is shining, and we’re all hoping it’s going to be a lovely day.”
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      Miss Collins looked pretty as a picture in her blue silk dress, but Elijah also thought she looked tired as she passed him on her way back down the aisle. She didn’t look directly at him, which wasn’t surprising, as her attention was on one of Grovedale’s groomsmen who was accompanying her. Ivy Delisle—now Mrs. Grovedale—was smiling so broadly Elijah couldn’t believe there’d been a hint of coercion into her accepting the marriage.

      Had she even noticed the attraction between her husband and Alice? Maybe Ivy was shrewder than Elijah had given her credit for and had gone in and taken what she wanted before Grovedale had a chance to speak up. Which was fine by him, as it left Miss Collins unmarried.

      Dan tugged at his sleeve. “Can I throw the petals now, Pa?”

      “Best wait until we are outside the church, son. The vicar won’t want a mess in here.”

      He waited until the pews in front of him disgorged their occupants, nodding to Viscount Grafton and Miss Lambton as they went by. He stepped out of the gloom into weak sunlight with Dan’s hand firmly in his. A crowd of gawkers and well-wishers waited outside the gates to whistle and cheer for the bride and groom.

      He left Miss Collins to her own devices and watched her from afar. Was he the only one who noticed the strain around her eyes and the flatness of her smile? Perhaps he was the only person who cared enough on a day when the Delisles and the Graftons secured for one of their own a gentleman who would inherit a knighthood. He’d already observed that Miss Collins was an excellent dissembler, so he wasn’t surprised at her calm performance.

      He accepted a ride from one of Grafton’s coachmen up to the hall and sat Dan firmly on his knee with Ada at his side to make sure he behaved himself on the short journey into the much more pleasant air in the countryside. His newly acquired secretary, Mr. Totton, had arrived from Manchester the evening before. He was currently lodged in Elijah’s rented house, where he’d immediately been set to the task of looking at suitable properties for a man of substance and his growing family.

      At the bottom of the hall’s staircase there was a line of Graftons, Grovedales, and Delisles ready to welcome Elijah and the rest of the guests. He took his time, pausing to consider each face as he shook hands or bowed. The event didn’t feel like a forced wedding. The bride wasn’t pale or visibly pregnant. In fact, everyone except Sir Ian and Francis Grafton looked remarkably pleased with themselves. As neither of them were known for their effusive personalities, Elijah easily dismissed them. It wasn’t until he reached the end of the line that he noticed the disconsolate face of an unknown woman whispering loudly in Miss Collins’s ear.

      “Look at these people! If it wasn’t for the promise I made to Caroline, I’d be on my way back to Leeds!”

      “Ivy is delighted you are here, Ruby. She would be most upset if you left before she did,” Miss Collins spoke soothingly, her gaze sharpening as it came to rest on Elijah. “Good morning, Mr. Hepworth. Have you met Mr. Hepworth, Ruby?” She smiled at them both. “Ruby is Ivy’s older sister.”

      Elijah bowed. “A pleasure, Miss Delisle.”

      “I doubt it.” She sniffed. “How many mills do you own, Mr. Hepworth?”

      “None at all, miss.”

      He noted the plainness of her gown and the defiant expression on her face as she looked him up and down.

      “Mr. Hepworth is in railway construction, Ruby,” Miss Collins murmured.

      “And any money I make, Miss Delisle, is with my bare hands and the sweat of my brow.”

      “Good.” She nodded. “I’m only surprised you were invited to this wedding.” She turned to Miss Collins. “I’m not going to stand here and pretend to be pleased to meet any more people I despise. If Ivy asks, tell her I’m taking the air.”

      “As you wish.” Miss Collins sighed as her companion stalked off. “I believe Ivy is ready to move into the great hall for the wedding breakfast, anyway.”

      Elijah offered her his arm. He’d taken the children up to the nursery where they’d be supervised by the nurse. “Might I persuade you to walk in with me?”

      To his surprise, she accepted his offer and walked quietly beside him, her bowed head allowing her blond ringlets to gently bounce around her face. She rarely wore such an elaborate hairstyle, but it suited her. It also prevented him from seeing her expression.

      “I was surprised to receive a wedding invitation at such short notice,” he said as they passed into the hall.

      “It was something of a surprise to us all,” she said lightly. “Ivy decided she couldn’t wait for Mr. Grovedale to come back from his next trip and insisted they were married before he went.”

      “Clever girl,” Elijah said.

      “She is somewhat impulsive, but her heart knew what she wanted.” She glanced up at the dais and her shoulders drooped slightly. “As a bridesmaid, I am required to sit at the top table. Would you like me to show you to your seat, sir?”

      “I’ll find it myself, lass.” He patted her hand. “You look all done in.”

      “I’m perfectly fine, Mr. Hepworth.”

      He didn’t believe that for a moment. Up close, she looked even more fragile than he’d thought. Had she truly loved that milksop, Grovedale? How had Ivy managed to steal him from under her nose? Elijah would’ve put money on Miss Collins being the smarter of the two.

      “Mr. Hepworth!” Inwardly, he groaned as the vicar’s daughter waved enthusiastically at him. “You and your delightful children are sitting with me!”

      Even as he turned to speak to Miss Collins, she slipped her hand free, and walked away, her silk skirts swaying as she made her way up to the dais. She still carried herself like a queen which he appreciated. No one would suspect she might have had hopes of being the bride today. He, for one, was heartily glad that she wasn’t. He turned away and saw Viscount Grafton looking down his nose at him.

      Elijah navigated over to the viscount’s side and nodded.

      “Grafton. Thank you for the invite.”

      “Nothing to do with me. I leave that sort of thing to my wife.”

      “I have been meaning to have a chat with you about a personal matter.” Elijah’s gaze found Miss Collins who had settled into a chair near Ivy’s.

      “Indeed.”

      Grafton couldn’t have sounded frostier if he’d tried. Not that it bothered Elijah.

      “I was wondering if you were the right gentleman to offer me some advice about courting Miss Collins.”

      The silence went on for so long Elijah could only be impressed.

      “Why would you think she would entertain an offer from the likes of you?”

      Elijah shrugged. “Why not? I’d make sure she never wanted for anything. Give her a home and a family of her own if the fates are willing.”

      The viscount raised an eyebrow. “If she was willing, which I doubt, I would make absolutely certain that her rights and financial security were set in stone in the marriage contract.”

      “I would expect nothing less of you.”

      “You engage in something of a precarious business, Hepworth. I’d beggar you rather than have Alice suffer.”

      “I am aware of that.” Elijah nodded. “I would make sure she and all of my children were well provided for.”

      “I can’t stop you from making a fool of yourself and asking.”

      “Then maybe I’ll take the risk.” Elijah bowed and began to turn away. “I’ll wish you a good day on this happy morning.”

      “I’d wish you good luck, but I suspect you don’t need it, or my blessing.”

      Elijah frowned and looked back at him. “I’d rather have your blessing because Miss Collins will care.”

      Grafton’s smile was both unexpected and highly unsettling. “Perhaps you’ll surprise me.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Elijah went on his way, collected his children from the nursemaid at the door, and sat down at the table where he tried to ignore Miss Lambton’s intrusive questions and formulate a plan to engage Miss Collins’s interest.
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      Alice went upstairs to help Ivy change into her going-away gown without having exchanged a single word with Mr. Grovedale. His inability to look her in the eye, let alone attempt to explain himself, was disheartening. In his view, she was of no value. He had Ivy and her dowry, a connection with the most powerful man in Millcastle, and a companion to share his love of exploration.

      “Alice?”

      She looked up to see Ivy staring at her inquiringly. Her friend had never looked as beautiful or so happy. Her belief that she had made the right choice shone in her eyes. Alice vowed to herself that she would never ever knowingly choose to dim that light.

      “I’m sorry. I was just contemplating the weather. Do you think you’ll need your warmer cloak?”

      Ivy caught hold of her hand. “Thank you for standing by me, today.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “You were wonderful.” There was a catch in Ivy’s voice. “I wouldn’t be where I am today without you.”

      Alice patted her hand and gently eased free. “You should put on your boots. Mr. Grovedale will be wondering where you are.”

      She made sure Ivy’s bonnet was set securely on her head and firmly tied the ribbons. “We don’t want this flying off.”

      Mrs. Delisle came in and beckoned to Alice, her face flushed with triumph. “Is Ivy ready?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Alice smiled at her. “She looks beautiful.”

      “Indeed, it is a very happy day for our family.” She paused. “Will you accept Ivy’s offer to live with her on her return? It would mean a lot to her.”

      “I’m not sure, ma’am.” Alice kept her face calm. “I think Francis would prefer me to stay here.”

      “Why? I am here with my daughter. You are not needed at all.”

      She linked arms with Alice, and they followed Ivy down the stairs to where the assembled guests awaited them. Mrs. Delisle was to accompany the bride and groom on the first part of their journey to the south coast. Mr. Grovedale looked up and held out his hand to Ivy as she skipped down the final stairs toward him. Everyone applauded as he swept her off her feet and twirled her around.

      “Miss Collins.”

      Mr. Hepworth awaited her at the bottom of the stairs. She hadn’t noticed before that he wore a new coat that fitted his broad shoulders perfectly. If it hadn’t been for his brightly colored waistcoat and large gold watch chain, he would’ve looked like all the other gentlemen. She stayed next to him as Ivy spun around and threw her bridal bouquet in the air. Alice made no attempt to catch it, but Mr. Hepworth leaned forward and used his superior height to snag it out of the air. He presented it to her with a flourish.

      “For you, Miss Collins.”

      She glanced up at him. “Thank you.”

      Ivy rushed over to hug her. “You’ll be next, I know it!” She kissed Alice’s cheek, turned back to her new husband, and disappeared through the door. Most of the guests followed them out.

      It took Alice a moment to notice that Ivy had left her new gloves on the table. She drew a resolute breath, set down the flowers, and went to pick them up.

      “Ivy’s forgotten these. I should—”

      Mr. Hepworth’s hand closed over hers. “I think you’ve done enough for Miss Ivy today, lass. Now it’s time to think about yourself.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” She stared down at his large hand, which completely covered hers.

      “With me, you don’t have to pretend that everything is fine.”

      She made the mistake of looking up and found him staring down at her.

      “What I want to know is how Miss Ivy stole that man from right under your nose.”

      She wrenched her hand free and walked away from him, her destination as unclear as her thinking. The desire to simply get away from everyone and cry almost overwhelmed her. She went past the library and on to the conservatory. It wasn’t ideal because of her memories of Mr. Grovedale, but at least it was deserted. She shut the door and allowed herself to be enveloped in the warm, fertile air. Eventually, she wrapped her arms around her waist and took a long, shuddering breath.

      There was no point in pretending that watching Ivy getting married hadn’t stretched her resources to the breaking point. The thought of living with the happy couple was abhorrent, but could she live at the hall with Mrs. Delisle constantly pointing out her uselessness to Caroline?

      The click of the latch made her realize she wasn’t alone. She spun around, only to find that Mr. Hepworth, in a most ungentlemanly like manner, had followed her into the conservatory and now leaned back against the door.

      She raised her gaze to meet his amused stare. “Please go away.”

      He studied her carefully. “What’s wrong, lass?”

      “Nothing, and please stop calling me that.”

      “You didn’t expect Grovedale to change his mind, did you?” She pressed her lips together as he strolled toward her. “He’s too weak to go against his father and Viscount Grafton.”

      The contempt in his voice stirred her own resentment, and she hastily tamped it down. “Ivy loves him.”

      “And that’s all you have to say on the matter?” He raised his eyebrows. “If you don’t mind me saying, I thought he seemed fairly taken with you.”

      “You were obviously mistaken.” She forced herself to meet his considering gaze.

      “I would agree with you, lass, if you weren’t looking so downright miserable.”

      “I am perfectly fine, thank you.”

      “Mrs. Delisle told me you’re moving in with the happy couple when they return from their extended honeymoon.”

      “She is wrong about that,” Alice said firmly.

      He hesitated. “There is an alternative, you know. Your own home, a family, a husband… I’m offering all of that along with whatever guarantees for your continued financial stability Grafton asks for in the marriage contract.”

      It was her turn to consider him. “I thought you were an astute businessman, Mr. Hepworth. Why would you risk everything on a woman you know almost nothing about?”

      “I know you’re what I want,” he said bluntly. “That’s enough for me.”

      “Even though I don’t love you?”

      He shrugged. “I married for love and look what happened there. I want a wife who can keep up with me, teach my children how to behave like the gentry, and preside as hostess over my home.”

      Alice tried to keep her face calm, even as her thoughts raced through her head. He was offering her an escape. Her mother had raised her to be a wife. She could do all those things for him with ease.

      “I will expect you to share my bed. I want more children.”

      She nodded, her mind still grappling with the ramifications of such an enormous decision. Mr. Hepworth wasn’t the kind of man who would take being deceived lightly, so she had to be careful. A shameful voice whispered in her head that marrying him before Ivy returned would prevent anyone knowing she’d had her foolish hopes dashed. Mr. Hepworth was something of a catch...

      “There is one thing you should know before you say anymore, sir,” Alice said. “I am illegitimate.”

      He frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re Grafton’s bastard? Even he couldn’t have started that young.”

      “Francis is my half-brother.”

      “Ah, so his father was as randy as he was.” He nodded. “I don’t care about that, lass. I’ll make sure our marriage is all legal and above board so that our children will be legitimate. Anything else?”

      “Why?”

      His brows drew together. “Because I want you, and I’m not used to taking no for an answer.”

      She turned away and went over to stare out of the long window overlooking the gardens. Could she do it? Should she? The thought of being married when Ivy returned was very tempting.

      “So, Miss Collins—Alice, if I may.” There was a hint of impatience in his voice. “Will you marry me?”

      She took a deep breath and turned to face him.

      “Yes, Mr. Hepworth. I would be honored to become your wife.”

      “Good lass.” He strode toward her and took her hand in a firm grip. “Let’s go and find his lordship and give him the good news.”
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      “Thank you, miss. I mean, Mrs. Hepworth.” Margery giggled as she brushed out Alice’s hair. “It’ll be a real pleasure to be your lady’s maid. All you need now is a house to move into.”

      Alice smiled into the mirror. “Mr. Hepworth assures me that the house he has chosen will be ready for occupancy in less than a week if we both like it. We will be visiting it tomorrow.”

      The fact that he’d gone ahead and looked at properties without consulting her was the least of her concerns. Neither she nor his man of business, Mr. Totton, had expected him to apply for and receive a special license to speed up the marriage. Their vows could be taken privately at Grafton Hall almost immediately, and their wedding night would be spent there, too. Alice had a sneaking suspicion Mr. Hepworth had decided on this course to make sure she didn’t have time to change her mind.

      Not that she wanted to. Francis and Caroline had both been puzzled by her decision, but ultimately had decided she was old enough to make her own choice. Even Mrs. Delisle had seemed delighted, but that was only because she’d prefer Alice not to live at Grafton Hall at all.

      On one of his rare visits before the wedding, Mr. Hepworth had told her he’d take the house on a month-by-month basis and, if she liked it, there was an option to buy it. If she did not, they would find something else, or build it themselves. She hadn’t seen much of him in the last three weeks as he caught up with his business at the railway site. He’d set poor Mr. Totton to deal with the details of the wedding. She’d had no opportunity to see his children and ascertain if they were enthusiastic about having a new mother. They hadn’t even managed to visit the new house because of the bad weather and Elijah’s work commitments.

      There were many things she hadn’t attended to, but she was now married. She glanced down at her left hand where a plain gold band sat beside a large ruby—her betrothal ring from Mr. Hepworth.

      Alice had a feeling Francis had demanded they stay at Grafton Hall until the new house became available just in case she changed her mind. Despite everything, she hadn’t minded the smallness of her wedding. She hardly knew anyone in Millcastle, and Caroline and Francis had been the perfect witnesses and supporters. Earlier that day, her half-brother had made her sit in his study for two hours while he explained the marriage contract in great depth. She’d been grateful for his thoroughness and his assurances that even if Mr. Hepworth went to debtors’ prison, she would always be financially secure.

      He'd also told her she would always have a home at Grafton Hall and to come to him if she was in need. His abrupt kindness had almost reduced her to tears. He might be a figure of awe and fear in Millcastle, but he was fiercely loyal to those he loved.

      And now, here she sat in her nightdress with her hair around her shoulders awaiting her new husband while Margery chatted on. Eventually, there wasn’t anything left to detain the maid, and she departed with a saucy wink, leaving Alice to face the consequences of her hasty decision.

      Had Mr. Hepworth known she’d be feeling particularly vulnerable on the day of Ivy’s wedding? It wouldn’t surprise her if he’d deliberately decided to ask for her hand just when she’d needed to believe she was useful and valuable to someone.

      She jumped as the inner door that led to the attached dressing room opened to reveal Mr. Hepworth dressed in a splendid, embroidered dressing gown. He paused just inside the door and looked over at her.

      “It’s been a long day. I’m surprised you haven’t tucked yourself up in bed and gone to sleep.”

      Alice folded her hands in her lap and offered him a calm smile. “I thought you might prefer me to be awake.”

      He held out his hand to her. “That’s the truth, lass, but I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d given up on me turning up.”

      Alice rose from her seat, supremely conscious that Mr. Hepworth was the first man to see her in her nightgown.

      “I had to pop upstairs and settle Dan and Ada in the nursery.” He led her over to the bed. “Dan ate far too much, and Ada was…” He paused. “Rather overtired.”

      Alice suspected Ada had told her father she didn’t like his new wife at all—something she’d communicated to Alice within five minutes of her marriage. Apparently, Ada would’ve preferred it if her father had married Miss Lambton, who had always been kind to her.

      “They’ll be all right, lass,” Mr. Hepworth said. “They just need to get used to the idea of not having me all to themselves anymore.”

      Alice nodded as he patted the bed covers. “Do you want to get in? I don’t want you catching a chill in this drafty old house.” He looked with disfavor at the medieval brick chimney. “I wouldn’t want to inherit this place. Give me a nice new building with plumbing, heating, and good lighting, and I’ll be a happy man.”

      Alice obediently got into bed and pulled the covers up to her waist as Mr. Hepworth walked around and got in the other side. The bed suddenly shrank as his shoulder brushed against hers. He reclaimed her hand in his large one and frowned.

      “You’re cold.”

      “I’m sure I’ll warm up in a minute,” Alice offered.

      “Aye, because lying next to me is like being next to a blast furnace.” He looked down at her. “At least, that’s what Grace used to say.” He leaned past her and blew out the candle on her side of the bed, leaving just one burning on his nightstand. “How about we lie down properly together?”

      Alice allowed him to ease her lower, his arm around her shoulders. She found a comfortable spot against his chest to rest her head and let out a tiny sigh.

      “See? That’s better, lass. You’re wound up like an overtight bobbin.” His fingers moved through her hair. “You know I’ll never willingly hurt you or allow anyone else to do the same?”

      She nodded, her face concealed behind her hair as she got used to being held against an extremely large man.

      He sighed. “I suppose your mother never told you what goes on between a man and a woman in a marriage bed?”

      “My mother didn’t, but Caroline was most… helpful,” Alice admitted.

      In truth, she almost hadn’t believed much of what her hostess had tried to tell her, because it sounded too far-fetched. If she could simply manage not to cry, scream, or run away, she would consider her wedding night a success. Her mother had always wept after her protector’s infrequent visits and remained in her bed for days.

      Mr. Hepworth came up on one elbow and looked down at her. “I suspect the not knowing is worse than the doing of it.”

      She met his gaze head on. “I’m not afraid, sir.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have married you if I’d thought you were.” He cupped her chin, bent his head, and kissed her.

      Since they’d announced their engagement, he’d introduced her to the more intimate form of kissing, so she wasn’t surprised when he parted her lips with his tongue and kissed her deeply. In an attempt to prove to herself that she was braver than she thought, she looped her arm around the back of his neck and gripped his shoulder.

      His reciprocated by wrapping his arm around her hips, drawing her fully against his body as his other hand wandered over her at will. She barely had time to worry about exactly what he was touching, before he moved on to another part of her anatomy. She felt warm, slightly confused, and half alarmed by the wash of feelings he was releasing in her. She wanted to press up against his hands like a cat being petted or start her own explorations of his skin.

      He raised his head to look at her flushed face. “You’re warming up nicely, lass. May I help you out of that nightgown?”

      She nodded as he dealt with the buttons with his usual brisk efficiency and brought the garment over her head. She instinctively closed her eyes as cold air wafted over skin that wasn’t used to being exposed—let alone to a man.

      “You have nothing to be shy about,” he said, his appreciative gaze roaming her body. “We’re husband and wife. What we do together in the privacy of our bed is up to us.”

      He continued to watch her as he stripped off his dressing gown to reveal he was naked beneath it. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared at his scarred and muscled chest with its sprinkling of fair hair. She didn’t dare look lower. He turned to throw the dressing gown to the floor and glanced back at her as she scurried under the covers.

      “I expect you’d prefer it if I put out the light.”

      She nodded abruptly, wishing she could look anywhere but at him, but unwilling to appear a coward.

      He studied her for a long moment. “I’ll let you have your way this time, but there’s no shame in seeing and enjoying each other’s bodies.”

      He blew out the candle, plunging the room into darkness, leaving only the smell of the burning wick and the scent of lavender from the laundered sheets to absorb the senses. He found her easily again, drawing the covers from her grasp, and stretched out beside her, his hand on her hip as he kissed his way up from her shoulder to her mouth.

      “Touch me, lass,” he murmured in between kisses. “I’m all yours.”

      The darkness gave her courage, and she touched his chest, allowing the roughness of his hair to graze her fingertips, suddenly aware of the powerful ripple of muscle beneath his warm skin.

      “Mmm…”

      His hand slid around to cup her bottom, and he squeezed, drawing her closer to him. The shock of his male appendage prodding her stomach almost made her falter, but it was too late now. She’d agreed to marry him, and for all intents and purposes he owned her, body and soul. He slid his hand between her legs and cupped her, making her squirm against his fingers.

      “I’ll get you nice and wet.” He nuzzled her throat and then gently bit her ear lobe, making her press up against his palm. “Makes my job easier.” He used his knee to spread her thighs and eased between them, his thumb grazing her most sensitive bud as he kissed her in the same rhythm as his probing fingers.

      She stopped thinking and allowed the physicality and strangeness of what he was doing, and how he was making her feel, wash over her—his harried breathing, the rock of his hips, the rough hair on him. His mouth and fingers opened and exposed her like a flower until she wanted what he wanted. She pressed against him in an instinctive desire for him to finish it, to make her his, to make her think of nothing but him ever again.

      He reared over her, his expression in the moonlight harsh.

      “I want to be inside you.” His two fingers continued to play with her. “But I’m a big man and you… haven’t had a man before.”

      She reached up to cup his chin. “It’s all right. Caroline explained it all to me.”

      “Did she, now.” He leaned in and sucked her nipple into his mouth, drawing on it until she gasped and grabbed a handful of his hair. “Then if the viscountess says it’s all right, I suppose I should go ahead and make this marriage official.”

      He pushed her knee wide with one of his own and she closed her eyes as she felt the first nudge of his hard flesh against her opening. It felt nothing like his fingers, and she fought not to tense up and push him away.

      “That’s the way,” he murmured into her ear as he pressed forward. “Don’t fight me. I’ll take good care of you.”

      She brought her hand to his shoulder, her fingers digging into his skin as he thrust again, making her feel uncomfortably full. Just when she thought he had no more to give her, he slid a hand under her bottom and pressed himself home. She went still, her mind and body at odds as the suddenly familiar fought the unknown. She could feel the heat and hardness throbbing within her as he remained braced over her.

      “All well, lass?”

      She opened her eyes to see him looking down at her. His slow smile when she nodded ignited something deep inside her, and she slightly raised her hips in a tentative question.

      “Ah…”

      He breathed out through his nose, palmed her bottom in his large hand, and started thrusting as he kissed his way up her throat to her mouth. She clung onto him and let him have his way until, with a guttural groan, he pushed one last time and she felt the heat of his seed deep inside her.

      It was done; she was his wife now. There was nothing left to mourn over or regret.
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      Several hours later, she woke up into the uncertain light of a new day and found his hands already moving over her.

      “I have to go back to work,” he murmured against her throat. “But not before I’ve finished with you.” He spread her thighs with his knee. “Hold onto me lass and show me what you’ve learned.”

      She kissed his mouth and flicked her tongue shyly against his, earning a growl of approval.

      “That’s the way. Now, touch me.”

      She smoothed her fingers down from his shoulders and along his braced arms and then wrapped her arms around his torso as she kissed the hollow of his throat. His skin was prickly against her lips, and she paused to appreciate the sensation. He took hold of one of her hands and brought it down to his groin.

      “Wrap your fingers around my cock, lass.”

      She closed her eyes as he laced his fingers with hers and taught her how to manipulate his impossibly hard shaft. Wetness soon coated her fingers, and he stayed her movement, his breathing suddenly harsh. She tried not to wince as he cupped her between the legs, but he wasn’t a fool.

      “I’ll be careful,” he said gruffly. “Although, it should be easier this time.”

      Alice made herself relax as he pushed inside her. She was a little sore but, it felt better than their first encounter. She wrapped her arms around his neck and used her knees to cling to his hips as he rocked into her. She thought about having a child, that she could already be pregnant, and hoped the strangeness of everything connected to bedding a husband would soon become as routine and manageable as any other task of married life.

      “God…” He pushed one last time and spent himself deep inside her, the sensation of heat and wetness evident even from the outside. She stayed still as he eased himself free and stared down at her.

      “No need for you to get up and see me off.” He caressed her chin, his thumb lingering on her lips. “You need your rest. I’ll see you at dinnertime.”

      “You won’t be back until then?” Alice asked.

      He was already on the move, throwing his dressing gown over his naked body as he walked toward the dressing room.

      “I took a whole day off yesterday; that was enough. It’ll give you time to get properly acquainted with my children. You’ll probably be fast friends by the time I return.”

      With a final nod, he was gone. She heard him speaking to the footman Caroline had lent him for the duration of their stay, and the splash of water as he performed his morning ablutions. Eventually, everything went silent, and she closed her eyes. Her fingers traced paths over her body, noting places where he’d marked her with the rasp of his stubbled chin, the throb of the flesh between her legs, and the ache of muscles unaccustomed to such usage.

      He’d possessed her as thoroughly as he did everything else. She’d played her part and allowed him to learn the secrets of her body and offered herself uncomplainingly. He’d been pleased with her. And Alice had no doubt that making sure Elijah Hepworth remained pleased would be her most important task as a wife, because nothing else would be deemed acceptable. But she was more than capable of that. If sharing a bed was the price she paid for his loyalty and protection, it was very acceptable to her.
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      “Bit late aren’t you, guvnor?” O’Keefe winked at the other men who awaited Elijah at the mouth of the tunnel. “Missus keep you in bed?”

      Elijah pivoted to the side, grabbed O’Keefe around the throat, and slammed him up against the brick wall.

      “Don’t you ever speak disrespectfully of my wife again, or I’ll break your damned neck.”

      O’Keefe nodded as best he could and choked out an apology. “Of course. Sorry, sir.”

      Elijah let him go and pulled down the disarranged cuff of his shirt. “Mr. Fletcher. What brings you here?”

      Fletcher stepped forward and bowed. “May I offer my congratulations on your marriage without being deemed offensive, sir?”

      “You may, if you don’t speak disrespectfully of my wife.” Elijah glared at O’Keefe, who was still coughing and spluttering. “Now, what can I do for you?”

      “I only came by to give you the date for the next meeting of the full board of the Millcastle Steam Locomotion Company. We will, of course, require your presence to discuss our future funding commitments.” He paused. “The project is a week behind schedule. One hopes that is just a temporary matter that will soon be addressed.”

      “It’s nothing.” Elijah waved away the objection. “We’re still on the right path to complete by the end of November.”

      “One can only hope that you are right.” Fletcher sighed. “I’ll make sure the rest of the board are advised of your optimistic outlook.”

      “I’d appreciate that. Good day to you, sir.”

      Elijah bowed as Fletcher tipped his hat and walked back to where his horse was tied up. He waited until the man had disappeared behind the raw cutting and then looked at his remaining crew.

      “Right. Now what’s going on? Mr. Bannister?”

      His chief engineer shrugged. “We’re having some problems with an underground spring in the wall of the tunnel. It slowed us down. I believe I have a solution to the issue, but it will take me another day or so to implement the final repair.”

      Elijah nodded. “Anything else?”

      “No, sir. I’m just waiting on O’Keefe’s navvies to reach the next cut so we can see what needs to be done there for supporting the wall.”

      “And why aren’t you already there?” Elijah addressed his question to his scowling deputy.

      “A lot of the men have been off sick. That’s not my fault.”

      “It is if it has something to do with the camp,” Elijah countered. “You’re in charge of keeping the men in check and working hard. Maybe I’ll take a ride over there myself this fine morning.”

      A flash of alarm covered O’Keefe’s face. “You don’t need to be wasting your time doing that, sir. My missus has got it all in hand now. I swear.”

      “Now?” Elijah frowned, “What’s been going on?”

      “Mr. Hepworth!”

      He turned at the sound of a female voice and saw Miss Lambton waving at him from the top of the hill.

      “What the devil does she want?” he muttered.

      “Probably nothing.” O’Keefe stepped hurriedly in his way. “She’s been bothering my wife at the camp, driving her mad with her prayers and improving lectures. She’s probably just here to complain.”

      “Get out of my way,” Elijah commanded. “Go and do your job and let me do mine.” He spoke over his shoulder as he walked away. “And Mr. Bannister? Get that repair finished today.”

      He approached Miss Lambton who, judging from the mud on her skirts, appeared to have walked out to the site, which was still a mile from town.

      “Miss Lambton.” He tipped his hat to her.

      “I wanted to tell you personally about the illness at the camp,” she said breathlessly. “Mr. O’Keefe was very rude and told me to mind my own business, but it is my business as I represent my father and almighty God in this matter.”

      “What illness?” Elijah asked.

      “I suspect it has something to do with the gruel Mrs. O’Keefe feeds the families. I tasted it myself a day or so ago, and the meat was rancid then.” She screwed up her face. “And Mrs. O’Keefe refused to throw it away and start afresh. She said I was just meddling and had me escorted out of the camp!”

      Elijah took her by the elbow and marched her toward his gig.

      “Come with me.”

      “I cannot travel alone with you, sir!”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Then walk. It doesn’t matter to me.”

      She worried at her lower lip. “If you can assure me that my reputation will remain spotless, I will accompany you.”

      “I have no intentions of ravishing you, Miss Lambton. I am a happily married man.”

      She accepted his assistance to climb up onto the high seat of his gig. “I suppose I should offer Miss Collins my congratulations.”

      “I’m sure she’d appreciate that.” Elijah clicked to the horse, and they set off over the rolling hills. “She doesn’t have a wide acquaintance in Millcastle yet, and she speaks very highly of you and your family.”

      “I’ve hardly heard her speak at all,” Miss Lambton muttered. “She tends to keep to herself.”

      Which was one of the things Elijah liked most about his new wife, but he wasn’t telling Miss Lambton that. He had no need of a gossiping wife who liked to be surrounded by others just like her. There was a sense of strength and aloofness about Alice that resonated with him. She might not be loud and flashy, but in her own quiet way, she missed nothing.

      Miss Lambton grabbed hold of her bonnet as he increased the pace, and they went down the hill and around the tunnel workings toward the camp. It was easy to spot from afar, with the smoke from the woodfires hanging in the air and the makeshift tents and shelters the workers had constructed. Elijah noted immediately the absence of children running out to greet them and the unusual lack of activity.

      He got down and helped Miss Lambton descend, his keen gaze scanning the camp for the biggest tent, which housed Mrs. O’Keefe and her family. He splashed through the muck and piles of refuse, his mouth closed as he tried to breathe as little as possible. Miss Lambton had her handkerchief pressed to her face, and he didn’t blame her.

      As he approached the tent he called out, “Mrs. O’Keefe?”

      One of her children appeared, her expression apprehensive. “She’s not well, sir.”

      “So I see.” Elijah surveyed the bare tables, the lack of pots over the cooking fires, and the flies circling a half-chopped-up mutton carcass.

      “Who’s feeding the men?”

      The girl bit her lip. “No one, sir. I mean, there isn’t anyone asking to be fed, either. Almost everyone here today is too sick to leave their beds.”

      Elijah turned to Miss Lambton. “Wait here while I take a look at Mrs. O’Keefe.”

      She looked up at him. “I’m not afraid of illness, sir. Perhaps I could be of help.”

      “I appreciate that, miss, but I want to make sure we’re not dealing with something more deadly than a bout of food poisoning here.”

      “As you wish.” She opened her reticule. “I’ll use the time to make a list of what we need to address this problem.”

      He went past the tables and cooking area into the dark interior of the tent where he could hear groaning. The stench was almost unbearable and reminded him all too forcibly of his younger days when the factory children had been housed in warehouses and left to die alone.

      Mrs. O’Keefe lay on her side on her bed, a tin bucket by her side. Two of her children were tucked in bedside her. The bedlinen was filthy, and the youngest child was crying pitifully.

      Elijah turned to the girl who had followed him in. “Moira, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Is there anything to feed the baby that won’t make him sick?”

      She shook her head.

      “All right.  Can you find him something clean to wear and a new nappy?”

      “I’ll try, sir.”

      She took the baby in her arms. Elijah turned his attention back to Mrs. O’Keefe, who had one eye open and was crying.

      Keeping his distance, he crouched down so she could see him properly.

      “Was it the meat, or is there disease in the camp?”

      A tear slid down her cheek.

      “Answer me, woman.”

      “The meat,” she whispered. “I put it in the pies and the gruel.”

      “Thank you for your honesty.” Elijah stood up. “I’ll be back with some help.”

      He took the baby from the girl. “Look after your mother and sister. I’ll return very soon.”

      “What are you doing with Conner?” She followed him out of the tent.

      “Don’t fret, lass. I’m taking him to the doctor to make him better.”

      Miss Lambton looked up from her list-making and headed for the gig. “You can pass the child up to me, Mr. Hepworth.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah deposited the far-too-quiet baby on her lap and walked around to untie the horse and gather the reins. “Hold on tight, Miss Lambton. I have a lot to do.”

      As they approached the county road, she said, “Mr. Hepworth, if you think to find a doctor in town who will treat this child, you are mistaken. They will not deal with anyone from the camp.”

      Elijah cursed under his breath and took the left fork in the road away from the town. He wasn’t surprised by her announcement. It wasn’t the first time that a town had taken against the hard-drinking, hard-living gangs of roving navvies.

      “Where are we going?” Miss Lambton demanded, her voice high.

      He didn’t reply, as they were already approaching the gatehouse at Grafton Hall. The lodgekeeper stepped out, recognized Elijah, and sprang to open the gate, so they barely had to stop. He pulled up outside the main door and came around to lift Miss Lambton and her burden down.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hepworth.” Barker emerged from the house. “May I be of assistance?”

      “I wish to see her ladyship and my wife.”

      “They are in the morning room, sir. Please follow me.”

      Elijah and his companion walked across the uneven flagstone floors, through the gloom of the medieval hall, and into the more modern part of the house.

      “Mr. Hepworth has returned early, my lady,” Barker announced before stepping aside at the door.

      “Whatever is the matter?” The viscountess was already on her feet and approaching Elijah.

      “This baby needs feeding.” He gestured back at Miss Lambton who had followed him in. “He’s not sick, just hungry and filthy.”

      ‘Then take him immediately to the nursery and tell Barker to fetch the doctor.”

      “I’ll take him.” Alice appeared beside him. “What’s his name?”

      Elijah had to think. “Conner. He’s one of O’Keefe’s brats.”

      “Tell Maggie to do everything she can to make him comfortable,” Caroline called out as Alice turned toward the door with the baby in her arms. “On my orders.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah bowed. “Unfortunately, there are worse things afoot than a hungry child.”

      “Then why don’t you both sit down and tell me how I can help?” Caroline patted Miss Lambton’s shoulder. “You look like you could do with a nice warm drink.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Miss Lambton’s voice trembled.

      Elijah took a good look at the vicar’s daughter. Her hair was a tangled mess, her cheeks red from the wind, and her dress was soiled probably beyond repair from holding the baby. For the first time since they’d met he actually felt sorry for Miss Lambton.

      “My lady? Would it be possible for someone to lend Miss Lambton some clean clothing? I fear little Conner’s nappy was inadequate.”

      “Oh, you poor girl,” Caroline exclaimed as she rang the bell. “Barker, fetch my maid, immediately.”
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      By the time Miss Lambton had been taken away to set herself to rights, Alice had reappeared. She looked between Caroline and her husband.

      “Conner is having a bath and will be fed immediately.” She came to sit beside Elijah. “Dr. Nash has been sent for.”

      “Thank you, my dear.” Caroline frowned. “It seems that all is not well at the navvy camp. Some of the men and most of their families have fallen foul of some spoiled meat that was inadvertently used in their daily meals.”

      “If inadvertently means what I think it does, then that’s not the case,” Mr. Hepworth said flatly. “Mrs. O’Keefe was probably trying to save a few pennies to increase her profit and made a mistake. Thank the lord Miss Lambton realized something was wrong and insisted on confronting me about it.”

      Caroline shuddered. “From what you described, we will need to send a doctor to see the most vulnerable and people to help clean up the place.”

      “No doctor or citizen from Millcastle will visit the camp.”

      “Why not?” Alice asked.

      “They hate the Irish and the navvies. They think they bring disease and mayhem.” He shrugged. “Sometimes they’re right.”

      “I am sure I can get some help. I know our friend Dr. Nash will be more than willing to assist you,” Caroline said firmly. “I’ll consult with my husband. We’ll meet you at the camp.” She rose to her feet. “Please excuse me for a moment. I’ll check on Conner and speak to Francis.”

      Alice handed her husband another cup of tea.

      “I am more than willing to help,” she offered as he drank the tea in one swallow.

      “You?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He scowled. “I don’t want my wife anywhere near that camp.”

      “Yet you allowed Miss Lambton to accompany you?”

      “She left me little choice in the matter, and I’m not responsible for her wellbeing.”

      Alice leaned toward him. “You are not responsible for mine, either.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I believe you’re wrong about that. Didn’t you promise to obey me just yesterday in front of the vicar?”

      “In sickness and in health.”

      “My sickness and health, not a group of filthy laborers.”

      “Who are employed by you.” She stood up. “Nevertheless, as your wife I believe I owe them a duty of care.”

      He met her determined gaze, and she didn’t look away.

      “Fine way to spend your honeymoon, lass.”

      He surprised a smile out of her, and she shrugged. “I’d rather be useful than sitting here worrying. I don’t think Miss Lambton is in any state to return with you. She is quite overcome.”

      He strode over to her, cupped her chin, and kissed her hard on the mouth. “Then, lead on, Mrs. Hepworth. What are we waiting for?”
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      There were at least thirty men sickened by the rank meat, and countless women and children scattered around the camp who all needed attention. Alice felt like she was in the middle of a biblical plague and could only hope for a miracle. Her prayers were answered by the arrival of ten members from Francis’s household and a doctor who was a personal friend of Francis and the Duke of Thorsway.

      Francis strode toward her, his expression disgusted.

      “I asked Caroline to stay home. You should be there as well.”

      “I am here with my husband’s permission,” Alice countered. “These men are in his employ.”

      He turned to introduce the gentleman who had followed him over. “This is Dr. Nash. He’s offered to help.”

      “Good morning, doctor,” Alice said. “Where would you like to start?”

      He was a tall man with permanent frown lines etched on his face and an arrogance that indicated his aristocratic roots as well as his chosen profession.

      “It would be easier if we could gather everyone together under one roof.” Dr. Nash looked at Francis expectantly.

      “We can rig up a structure for you,” Francis said. He nodded at Alice. “I see your husband over there. I’ll go and speak with him.”

      “I’ll start gathering supplies, buckets, and water for you, doctor,” Alice offered.

      On Miss Lambton’s recommendation, Caroline had sent a covered wagon full of straw mattresses, blankets, and other necessities.

      “Thank you.” He bowed, his gaze settling on the O’Keefe’s tent. “I’ll start in there while I’m waiting.”

      “That’s the O’Keefe’s. She is the cook for the camp.” Alice walked with him. “Mrs. O’Keefe and two of her children are quite ill. Her oldest daughter, Moira, is doing her best to care for everyone.”

      “Well done, Moira,” Dr. Nash said to the anxious-looking girl inside the tent. Despite his abrupt manner, he spoke very kindly. “Now, let me take a look at your mother.”

      Alice went back outside and tended to the large woodburning stoves where Mrs. O’Keefe usually cooked the meals. She’d already set four large pans of water on to boil. Caroline’s cook would be bringing a vat of simple gruel to feed those who were recovering. She found a scrubbing brush and vigorously cleaned the wooden countertops with hot water and vinegar.

      “What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?”

      She looked up to see her husband glowering at her.

      “Cleaning.” She set the brush back into the bucket. “Dr. Nash needs somewhere for his medical supplies, and this seemed like the best place.”

      “You know what I meant.” He came toward her and held out his hand. “Let someone else do that.”

      She sighed and allowed him to march her away from the tent. He led her to the cart with the supplies in it.

      “You may assist with unloading the bedding and mattresses, but don’t carry anything heavy.”

      “I’m not a child, sir,” Alice said tartly.

      “You’re my wife. I don’t want my men seeing you laboring like I can’t afford to keep you.”

      She opened her mouth to argue and then closed it again. Men had strange ideas about their pride. She hadn’t been married long enough yet to know when it was acceptable to challenge or circumvent Mr. Hepworth.

      “As you wish.”

      He stared her down. “And no wandering off behind my back.”

      She curtsied. “I wouldn’t dare, sir.”

      “See that you don’t.” He turned and marched away.

      She kept to her side of the bargain and restricted herself to tasks that she knew he would consider women’s work, like helping distribute the gruel, tending to the sick, and assisting Dr. Nash within reason.

      The afternoon passed quickly, and she was surprised when the camp suddenly began to fill with the men returning from work. The doctor had seen everyone who was sick and had issued his orders for their care. Two of the footmen from the hall were staying to man the kitchen and distribute the necessary victuals.

      “Alice.”

      She straightened her aching back as her husband touched her shoulder. “Yes, sir?”

      “Time to leave. Everything’s in hand now.”

      “Thank goodness,” she murmured as he took her hand and led her back to the waiting gig. “I hope Mrs. O’Keefe has learned her lesson.”

      “If she hasn’t, I’ll be finding another woman to tend to the men.” He put his hands around her waist and lifted her directly up onto the seat. “I can’t have my laborers sick.”

      He looked tired, his long coat and boots splattered with mud. He got up beside her and took the reins.

      “It’s been a bit of a day, hasn’t it, lass?”

      “Indeed.” She tucked her arm through his as he clicked to the horse, and they set off at some speed. “It wasn’t quite how I expected to spend my first full day as a married woman.”

      He gave a bark of laughter. “We’ll soon have you set to rights. A hot bath and a good meal will help.”

      “For both of us,” she agreed.

      He glanced down at her. “I don’t think you’d want me sharing your bath, Mrs. Hepworth. There’d be no room for the water.”

      She leaned into his comforting warmth as tiredness overtook her, burying her face in the sleeve of his coat, which smelled of tobacco, sandalwood, and the great outdoors. He slowed the gig long enough to transfer the reins to his other hand and wrap an arm around her shoulders to anchor her. It might not have been how she’d intended to spend her honeymoon, but it had been an interesting and challenging day. She’d seen her husband in his element ordering people around with a confidence she’d never had. And he’d not just shouted, he’d gotten things done and set the camp back to rights.

      She woke up with a start as he stopped the gig in front of the house.

      “I’ll set you down here. Go and take your bath. I’ll join you for dinner after I’ve spoken with the viscount.”

      She placed her hands on his broad shoulders and let him lift her down to the ground. He held her still for a moment, his hands shaping her waist.

      “You did well today.”

      “Thank you.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Get on in before it starts to rain.”

      Alice turned to the door where Barker already stood bowing to her.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Hepworth. I have alerted your maid to your presence and ordered hot water for your ablutions.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said as she went inside. “Will you inform the viscountess that I will come down early before dinner to speak to her?”

      “Her ladyship said to tell you not to worry yourself, ma’am. The baby is doing much better, Miss Lambton is also well, and the Hepworth children are safely tucked up in the nursery.”

      Alice nodded. “Then I will see her at dinner.”
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      Elijah checked the time and looked toward the door as he drummed his fingers on the table. After a month of marriage his wife knew he had very little time to waste on matters outside the railway. They were due to visit the new house in less than an hour, and Alice hadn’t yet appeared for breakfast. To be fair, he’d kept her busy in bed that morning, and she’d probably decided to take a bath before she dressed and came down. He’d had time to visit the Grafton nursery before he’d had his breakfast and had to deal with his discontented daughter who had decided she didn’t like her new mother at all.

      Why Ada thought Miss Lambton would have been a better choice was beyond him. He suspected it had something to do with the vicar’s daughter allowing her to behave just as she wished, whereas Alice wasn’t so inclined. He preferred a woman who wasn’t so anxious to please him that she was incapable of teaching his children how to behave in good society.

      But, after her help with the conditions at the camp, he did have a better opinion of Miss Lambton. She’d been brave enough to stand up to the O’Keefes and make sure he knew what was really going on. Whether it was because of her religion, or her desire to impress him, he didn’t know or care, but it had taken some guts, and he admired that in anyone. His wife wasn’t as confrontational. She smiled, acquiesced, and somehow still managed to slip through his fingers, leaving him with the sense that he didn’t know her at all.

      She came willingly to his bed and never objected to him having his way with her, but there was still something that eluded him, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. But wasn’t that the bargain they’d made? He hadn’t asked for more. He married her and she brought his children up? He was still frowning as she came through the door and stopped at the sight of him. She wore a plain dress in her favorite blue and had braided her hair into a coronet on the top of her head.

      “Have I kept you waiting?” She glided toward him like a beautiful swan. “I do apologize.”

      He consulted his watch. “We need to leave in ten minutes.”

      “Then I’ll go and fetch my bonnet.”

      He stood up. “No, you’ll eat something, and I’ll go and fetch your damn bonnet,”

      “As you wish.” She walked over to the sideboard and lifted the lid of the first silver container. “I must admit to feeling a little hungry.”

      He strolled over to her and bent his head to set his teeth against the curve of her throat. “Glad to hear you worked up an appetite, Mrs. Hepworth.”

      Her skin turned a delicate shade of pink, but she didn’t move away or reprimand him for his far too public display of affection. He slid his arm around her waist and gently squeezed, enjoying her sharp intake of breath. She might feign indifference toward him, but he was beginning to understand her physically, and she was not averse to being touched.

      He kissed his way up her throat and murmured in her ear. “If we didn’t have an appointment, I’d take you back upstairs, strip you naked, and enjoy having you in the sunlight.”

      A slight shudder ran through her, making him smile.

      “And scandalize my maid?”

      “I’m sure she’s seen it all before. From the look of them, the Graftons can’t keep their hands off each other.”

      A door banged close at hand, and he reluctantly stepped back. “I’ll get your bonnet. I’ll fetch you when the carriage is ready.”

      “Thank you.”
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      It took Alice the ten minutes her husband allowed her to eat her breakfast to make sure she regained her usual tranquility. His sheer size and physicality made it impossible to ignore him when he was close by, or in her bed, or inside her… She shivered at the thought of his body pinning hers to the mattress, of his pleasure in her, and his restraint. Because he was very careful with her. She knew that because of the occasional moments when he fought for control and restrained himself.

      She wasn’t yet certain whether he held back because he considered her a lady, or because he hadn’t married her for love but for what she could bring to him and his children. But there were tantalizing glimpses of more, along with her body’s restlessness and sense of being denied. But did she want more? She had a sense that if she didn’t hold him at bay, he could consume her whole, and then who would she be?

      Her mother’s whole life had been centered around a man who rarely bothered to acknowledge her existence, let alone that of his child. Despite her ill-health and dependence on her protector, she’d never criticized him or asked for more. His rare visits had overset her terribly, not because she thought him cruel, but because she couldn’t live without him.

      Alice couldn’t bear the thought of becoming so pitiful a creature. She’d learned early to smile and curtsey to the man who never ever acknowledged their relationship, pocket the sixpence he occasionally offered her, and save it against the inevitable day when her mother misjudged the accounts and there was no food in the house until quarter day.

      “Well?” She looked up to find her husband standing at the open door, dangling her bonnet by the ribbons. “Come along.”

      She set down her cup, wiped her mouth on her napkin, and made her way with no great haste to the hall where the front door was already open, and Mr. Hepworth was striding toward the closed carriage.

      “I want to come.”

      Alice looked down to see Ada at her side, her expression mulish.

      “I might be more inclined to grant your wish if you asked in a more polite manner.” Alice replied.

      “Miss Lambton wouldn’t mind.”

      Alice concealed a sigh. “Perhaps if you ask your father in a more respectful way, he will allow you to come.”

      Ada skipped away to her father’s side and smiled like an angel. He regarded her suspiciously.

      “May I come, Father? Miss Collins says I might.”

      Elijah’s skeptical gaze met Alice’s over Ada’s head.

      “She’s Mrs. Hepworth now, as you well know. I doubt she agreed when you called her by her maiden name.”

      “I keep forgetting. There’s no need to be mean about it, Da.” Ada pouted.

      “I really don’t mind at all,” Alice said. “Perhaps if we like the house, Ada can choose which bedroom she prefers for her own.”

      Ada ignored her and ran ahead of them to get into the carriage. Elijah handed Alice in.

      “She’ll come around,” he murmured in her ear.

      His foolish optimism that Ada would ever do more than tolerate her was rather touching. She patted his sleeve and took the seat opposite Ada.

      “Lady Caroline had a letter from her sister today,” Ada said.

      “Which one?” Alice asked as Elijah got in on the other side.

      “Ivy. She is having a wonderful time, and she never wants to come home.”

      “Sounds like Ivy,” Elijah commented as they set off. “Next time we see her, she’ll have a two-year-old and another on the way.”

      Ada giggled, and Alice pretended to smile. In truth, the longer Ivy stayed away, the easier it would be to accept her return. She noticed Elijah was studying her and met his gaze calmly. She’d made a bargain with him, and she had no intention of going back on her word. Even if the house they were about to view wasn’t to her taste, she’d pretend that it was to make certain that they were well away from Grafton Hall when the Grovedales returned.

      It didn’t take long to reach Dovecote House, which was on the outskirts of the original town but on the opposite side to the incoming railway. It was a square house built late in the last century, with three large square windows on either side of the door, two stories above the ground floor, and attics for the servants. Mr. Totton awaited them with the agent who conducted them through the property.

      To her relief, Alice immediately liked the elegant symmetry of the rooms with their delicate plasterwork, well-polished floors, and flagstone kitchen. Mr. Totton had prepared notes and had numerous questions for the agent, who appeared very knowledgeable and eager to help. Ada ran up the stairs, her voice echoing with delight as she explored the upper levels.

      Alice glanced up at Elijah, who was frowning.

      “Do you not like it, sir?”

      “It’s small, old-fashioned, and not grand enough for my tastes.”

      “Oh, well. I’m sure we’ll find something more to your liking soon.” Her regretful gaze fell on the bay window that looked out over the back garden. She walked over to appreciate the sunlight filtering through the dusty glass. She kept her back to him as she took in the apple orchard to the left of the property, and the old walled kitchen garden Mr. Totton assured her was still in use.

      Mr. Totton came in and headed straight for Elijah.

      “I apologize for disturbing you, sir, but Mr. Bannister is requesting your presence back at the site.”

      “Devil take it.” Elijah turned on his heel, went into the hall, and bellowed up the stairs. “Ada? Come down here right now, or I’ll leave you behind.”

      “If you wish to go with Mr. Totton, Ada and I could ask Mr. Smith to take us back to Grafton Hall?” Alice suggested.

      “I’d be delighted to do so, Mrs. Hepworth.” The agent bowed to her.

      “All right, then.” Her husband nodded. “I’d appreciate that, Mr. Smith. I’ll leave you in peace, my dear.”

      Alice maintained her smile until Elijah and Mr. Totton had left and only let out a sigh as she went up the magnificent staircase in search of Ada. She found her on the top floor in the attics, gazing out over the fields beyond the garden.

      “What do you want?”

      “Your father has been called away.”

      For a moment, Ada’s face crumpled, and then she raised her chin. “He’s always busy.”

      “Yes, he is.” Alice looked out of the window as well. “Do you like this house?”

      “It’s better than the one in town.”

      “I agree.”

      “He won’t like it. He wants us to be as grand as a king.”

      “One day, when you are grown up, you will be able to choose your own house,” Alice said.

      “No, I won’t. My husband will do that.”

      Alice sighed. “You might have a point.”

      Ada spun around and ran toward the door. “Can we go outside?”

      “Yes, indeed.”

      She spoke the words to an empty room, as Ada had already disappeared and was clattering down the stairs, calling out to the agent. Alice took the time to investigate the upstairs rooms, aware that it would probably be her only opportunity to do so before her husband installed them in some far grander mansion.

      By the time she descended the stairs, the doors out to the garden in the drawing room had been opened, and there was no sign of Ada or the agent. She stepped out into the sunlight and moved through the fragrant roses and well-tended knot garden that probably predated the current house. The vista showed a patchwork of small, hedged fields and gentle hills, as if it had deliberately turned its back on the harsh reality of Millcastle’s smoking chimneys, weaving sheds, and incoming railway line.

      Ada came running toward her. “I need to get back. Miss Lambton is coming to visit me.”

      “Again?” Alice inquired. “She only left for home a week ago.”

      In truth, Miss Lambton could have gone home the day she arrived, but Caroline had taken pity on her and allowed her to stay at the hall. From Alice’s viewpoint, she had spent most of her time in the nursery with Ada or staring adoringly at Elijah over the dinner table.

      Ada’s lip came out. “Sarah’s my friend. You can’t stop me seeing her.”

      Alice debated getting into a discussion as to whether a thirteen-year-old girl could be friends with an older woman who coveted her father and decided against it.

      “Then I’ll ask Mr. Smith if it is convenient for him to take us back to Grafton Hall.”

      “I’ve already asked.” Ada skipped away again.

      Alice took a moment to enjoy the view before going back into the peaceful house where Mr. Smith awaited her.

      “What do you think of the house, Mrs. Hepworth?”

      “I liked it very much.” She smiled. “But the decision is my husband’s.”

      “Of course.” Mr. Smith bowed. “May I escort you both to my carriage?”

      “Thank you,” Alice said. “Come along, Ada. And don’t forget to bring your gloves which you have left at the bottom of the stairs.”

      She accepted Mr. Smith’s assistance into the carriage and settled herself on the seat, her gaze drawn back to the elegant white stucco front of Dovecote House as they were driven away. She’d dreamed of living in such a place before she’d realized the limitations her illegitimacy placed on her. She reminded herself that she was now married to a man who could provide a roof over her head, which was cause enough to celebrate, and that she should continue to be grateful.

      Mr. Smith spoke of inconsequential things as the carriage skirted Millcastle and went down another country lane toward Grafton Hall, which also faced in the opposite direction to the town. Ada didn’t say anything, her arms folded at her waist, her scowl somewhat reminiscent of her father’s when he was displeased.

      Alice had no experience with children, having been brought up by her mother and the occasional governess when funds were available. She’d never attended school or been allowed to associate with any of the children in their quiet, discreet street in Leeds. Dan seemed inclined to like her regardless and was only difficult when his sister goaded him into it. Ada was another matter entirely. If Ivy had been here, Alice might have asked for her advice, but Ivy was away with her new husband, and was not expected to return for months.

      The moment the carriage stopped at the door of Grafton Hall, Ada descended and disappeared into the house, leaving Alice to offer Mr. Smith her thanks. By the time she had taken off her bonnet and cloak, tidied her hair, and returned to the drawing room, her stepdaughter had established herself at Miss Lambton’s side.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Lambton,” Alice said pleasantly. “How nice to see you again.”

      Sarah Lambton blushed as she nodded at Alice. “I brought back the gown Lady Caroline lent me.”

      “Which you didn’t need to do, as I’d already told you it was yours to keep.” Caroline smiled at Sarah. “I can’t fit into it anymore.” She placed her hand over her stomach. “I am expecting another child.”

      “How wonderful.” Miss Lambton’s face lit up. “If you ever require someone to replace Mrs. Hepworth as your paid companion, please think of me.”

      Alice considered correcting Sarah, but what was the point? Perhaps Sarah had a right to feel as if Alice had stolen an opportunity from her.  If things had gone the way Alice had expected, the vicar’s daughter might have stood a chance of becoming Elijah’s wife while Alice was married to Mr. Grovedale.

      Caroline glanced over at Alice. “I never had to pay dear Alice, Miss Lambton. She is a member of Francis’s family and thus welcome in our home for however long she wishes.”

      “Oh!” Miss Lambton went even redder. “I apologize for my error.”

      “It is of no matter,” Caroline said easily. “Alice has been an unexpected blessing to me and to Francis, who has very little contact with his relatives at all. And I am quite certain your mother values your help at home too greatly to allow me to steal you away. She told me herself that she doesn’t know how she would manage without you.”

      Not for the first time, Alice experienced an unexpected pang of sympathy for Sarah Lambton, who was stuck at the vicarage in a role she obviously hated with no chance of escape unless she got married.

      “I’m sure Ada and I would appreciate your help when we finally settle into a new home,” Alice addressed Sarah. “There will probably be a lot to do.”

      She was surprised by the flash of dislike Sarah failed to conceal as she replied. “I would be delighted to assist Ada in any possible way.” She beamed fondly at the girl. “We have become such good friends.”

      “So I understand,” Alice said calmly.

      “Maybe I’ll ask Father if you can come and live with us, Sarah,” Ada said with a triumphant glance back at Alice. “He always does what I ask him.” She rose to her feet and held out her hand to Sarah. “Will you come to the nursery to see my new dress?”

      Alice cleared her throat. “Ada, please ask Caroline if you may be excused before you start making plans.”

      Ada opened her mouth to argue, but Sarah spoke first. “Your stepmother is right, Ada. Asking nicely for permission is always a good place to start.” She turned to Caroline. “May I accompany Ada? I have to leave in ten minutes, and I did promise her I would admire her new gown.”

      “Of course,” Caroline said. “And when you are ready to leave, pop into the kitchen and ask Fintan to take you home in the gig.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Sarah curtsied before taking Ada’s hand. “I appreciate your kindness.” She left with Ada without either of them acknowledging Alice further.

      Caroline raised her eyebrows and looked over at Alice. “You’d better watch out for Miss Lambton, my dear.”

      “For what reason?”

      “She wants what you have,” Caroline said bluntly.

      “The only way she will achieve her aim is if I die, or if Elijah goes to the horrendous expense of divorcing me,” Alice replied.

      “I am aware of that, but I still don’t like the influence she is attempting to exert over that child.” Caroline sighed. “Please don’t allow her to reside in your household.”

      Alice met her gaze. “I can assure you that will never happen.”

      “Good, because I can just see her trying to drive a wedge between you and the rest of your family.”

      “I think you overestimate Miss Lambton, Caroline. She is merely poor and desperate to get out of the drudgery of the vicarage. I can’t say I blame her.”

      “We both have cause to understand her because of our own experiences in life, but I will not allow my sympathy for her to override my concerns as to her motives.” Caroline abruptly stopped speaking as Sarah came back into the room.

      “Miss Lambton! Did you forget something?”

      “Ada has misplaced one of her gloves. Did she leave it on the chair?” Sarah’s voice was trembling, making Alice wonder if she’d overheard the conversation that had preceded her entrance. “Ah, there it is.” She bent to pick up the small balled-up glove. “She was worried she had left it in the carriage.” Without speaking directly to either of them again, Sarah rushed out.

      Caroline grimaced. “Do you think she heard what we were saying?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me.” Alice said. “She did seem rather upset.” She rose to her feet. “Perhaps I should go and speak to her.”

      “You didn’t say anything wrong. I was the one accusing her of being a husband-stealer. If anyone should apologize, it should be me,” Caroline argued. “And I am not going to do so, because perhaps Miss Lambton needed to hear the truth.”

      Alice sat down again. She didn’t have the right to apologize to Sarah on Caroline’s behalf and, in truth, she herself hadn’t said anything objectionable about the woman. Sarah already disliked her for existing, and nothing Alice said was going to change that. She only hoped that Sarah would not transmit her new grievances to Ada, but feared it was already too late.
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      Several hours later, she was sitting at her dressing table brushing out her hair when the dressing room door opened to reveal her husband still dressed in his outdoor clothes. He looked exhausted, his fair hair upended by the wind, and his linen stained with mud and dirt. She went to stand, but he pressed a hand onto her shoulder, took the brush, and began to ply it through her long hair.

      “Did you think I’d lost my way back?”

      “I assumed you were busy, sir.”

      “Ada was worried about me.”

      Alice met his speculative gaze in the mirror. “She has been a little over-excited today.”

      “So she told me.” He set the brush down but kept his hand coiled in her hair. “She was sitting on the stairs waiting for me. She asked if Miss Lambton could come and live with us.”

      “And what did you say?”

      His hand tightened, drawing her head back until she could see his face. He was regarding her with an intensity that was rather unsettling.

      “There was a lot I wanted to say about that, but most of it wasn’t fit for Ada’s ears.” He grimaced. “Come to bed.”

      “As you wish.”

      He let go of her and shrugged out of his coat. She stood in front of him, undid his cuff links, and started on the buttons of his shirt.

      “Would you have protested if I’d insisted on installing that woman in my house?”

      Alice kept her gaze on his shirt. “It’s your decision, sir.”

      He walked through to the dressing room, leaving the door open between them, and washed himself before grabbing his robe and returning to her side.

      “What would it take, I wonder, to make you stand against me?”

      Alice considered him. “I might take umbrage if you brought your mistress to live with us.”

      “That’s my girl.” A slow smile transformed his stern features and he held out his hand. “Come here.”

      She went into his arms and allowed herself to be thoroughly kissed before he picked her up and deposited her in the middle of the bed.

      “I wouldn’t want a wife who couldn’t stand up for herself.” He joined her on the bed, one hand caressing her face as he looked down at her. “I’d like to see you all riled up, Mrs. Hepworth.”

      “Why would you wish to see that?”

      “Because I’d like to see what you’re willing to fight for beneath that calm exterior.”

      “I’ve never hidden from a battle.” Alice held his gaze as his fingers moved down her throat to undo the ties of her nightgown. “But one doesn’t have to be the loudest or most aggressive person in the room to win an argument.”

      “You think that sweet reasonableness will win the day?”

      “One might hope so.” She caught her breath as he cupped her breast, his callused thumb moving over her nipple. “Isn’t that what women are supposed to do? Counteract the violence of men?”

      “Maybe in your world, ma’am, but in mine the women stand up for what they want with their fists if necessary.” He dipped his head and bit her throat. “My first wife wouldn’t have put up with any woman who was after her man.”

      “Did that happen a lot?”

      He grinned at her. “Aye, I was taller and meaner than most and better with my words and my hands.”

      “I’m sure you were considered something of a catch.”

      “But I met my Grace when we were eight and I never looked at another woman after I married her.”

      Alice considered him as he pulled her nightgown over her head and nudged her thighs wide.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I consider such loyalty admirable.”

      His brows drew together. “Why is that, lass?”

      “Because most men of my acquaintance are not like that.”

      “Gentlemen, you mean.” His fingers trailed over her hipbone, making her shiver. “I think we’ve already established I’m not one of those and wouldn’t want to be one.” He stroked her between her thighs, and she jumped. “I don’t think a gentleman would do this, would he? Or keep the lamps lit while he did it.”

      “What—?” Alice gasped as he lowered his head and licked her most private parts. “You shouldn’t—”

      “Mmm.” He looked up to meet her appalled gaze as he positioned himself lower. “Let’s see how ladylike you are when I’ve finished with you.”

      He set his mouth over her, making her go still, her breathing shallow, as she experienced a whole new world of sensations she’d barely realized existed. The rasp of his stubble against her skin, the flick of his tongue, and the added torment of his fingers thrusting inside her made it impossible to think clearly. She could only feel, and that was almost too much for her to bear.

      She shoved her hand into his hair, her nails digging into his scalp, not sure if she was trying to make him stop or urging him on as something built inside her begging for escape. Was this how her mother had felt? Willing to put up with every humiliation just to experience such intense pleasure?

      “I can’t…” she whispered, her whole body surging upward against his. “Please…”

      “Aye, you can.” He raised his head, his fingers still working inside her, his gaze almost savage. “You’ll come for me while I watch.”

      She shuddered once, her fingers clinging to his forearm, her body betraying her as she did as he commanded.

      “That’s it.” He lowered himself over her and thrust his cock roughly inside her. “Now, do it again while I fuck you.”

      Even as her brain registered the vulgarity of the word he’d used, she did as he demanded, her second climax even more intense with him inside her. She held onto him as a wave of intense pleasure rolled through her, making her cry out. With a growl, he thrust again and again and came inside her in thick, hot waves.

      She opened her eyes to see him watching her, his expression hard to read. He used his fingers to move the loose strands of hair away from her flushed face and bent to kiss her.

      “Another way to keep a man coming home at night is to be warm and willing in bed, lass.”

      She nodded, unsure what to say, afraid to surrender more of herself to a man who had already blurred her boundaries beyond recognition.

      He smiled. “And you please me greatly.”

      “I know my duty, sir.”

      His smile lingered. “Duty, eh?” He rolled away from her onto the other side of the bed. “That’s what we’re calling it when you take your pleasure from me as well as give it?”

      Alice pressed her lips together as his question hung in the air between them. Eventually, he sighed.

      “Goodnight then, lass.”

      She pretended to be asleep. He didn’t say anything or make an attempt to physically reach out to her. What she might have done if he’d tried, she wasn’t sure. Despite her reservations, her body was already humming with the pleasure he’d created within her and wanting more, whereas her reason… told her to stop. She couldn’t allow herself to become consumed with fleeting physical pleasure. It was as much a trap as the laudanum her mother had taken when her dark moods overcame her, and her protector didn’t appear to satisfy her other baser needs.

      She didn’t want to become the kind of woman who couldn’t survive without a man. She sighed and turned onto her side to stare out into the darkness, her body still humming with pleasure.

      If only he allowed her more time to think before overwhelming her with his sheer physical presence, she’d be more prepared. More capable of keeping him at bay and denying his needs without appearing to do so, because he would not take well to being denied. He would not surrender the ground he gained or give her quarter but would pursue his desires to their fullest.

      She would have to be the one to protect herself.

      But how?
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      When she woke up the sun was streaming into the room and her husband’s side of the bed was cold and empty. She checked the time and rang for the maid.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Hepworth.” Margery came in with a pot of tea on a tray. “Mr. Hepworth said not to disturb you.”

      Alice pushed her tangled hair away from her face, aware that she was naked and that the bed was considerably rumpled.

      “I’ve already ordered you a bath, and Lady Caroline said that when you’re ready, she’ll meet you in the small breakfast parlor.”

      Margery set the tray beside Alice and went toward the dressing room where the sound of water being poured into the bathtub was already clear.

      “I’ll sort out your bath and lay out your clothes. Do you have a preference for a particular gown?”

      “The dove-grey one with the lace trim will be fine, thank you, Margery.

      “Mr. Hepworth said he’s going to take you shopping to Manchester, ma’am. He says there are places there where you can buy your clothes ready-made. Can you imagine that?”

      Alice smiled. “I think I’ll use Lady Caroline’s dressmaker until that magnificent event occurs. She is coming this week to assist us both.”

      Alice sipped her tea and waited until Margery called her through to the dressing room to take her bath. She didn’t linger, aware that it was already late and Caroline was waiting for her.

      To her surprise, when she reached the parlor, Caroline was still sitting at the table eating dry toast and drinking weak tea. She looked up as Alice entered.

      “My stomach is in revolt. This is all I can manage.”

      “Perhaps I should eat somewhere else if the smell will nauseate you?” Alice suggested.

      “Oh, no, I am quite composed now. As long as you sit on the other side of the table, I will be fine.”

      Alice only realized how hungry she was when her stomach grumbled at the sight of the ham and coddled eggs in their silver salvers.

      Caroline smiled as Alice sat down with her plate.

      “I can see that marriage agrees with you. Your husband had a very satisfied look on his face this morning when he joined us for breakfast, and that was before he’d eaten a single morsel.”

      Alice lowered her gaze to her plate, but not before she’d seen the twinkle in Caroline's eye.

      “I did not mean to embarrass you. It is perfectly acceptable to find pleasure in your marriage, Alice, dearest.”

      “But is it?” Alice risked the question. “I was taught that marriage was a duty and that sharing a man’s bed was solely for the creation of children.”

      “Sometimes marriage can feel like a duty, and one definitely might conceive a child, but there is no reason why such activities cannot be pleasurable in their own way.” Caroline patted her stomach. “Considering how dangerous childbirth is, there has to be a reason why women are willing to risk it again and again.”

      “Because they have no choice?” Alice suggested. “Look at poor Mrs. Lambton.”

      “But we are not married to the vicar, Alice. We have husbands with good sense and the ability to value us.”

      “You might be sure of Francis, but I’ve only just got married.”

      “But Mr. Hepworth does value you very highly. Did you not read the settlement Francis drew up with his solicitor? He was willing to make some large financial concessions to attain your hand in marriage.”

      “That’s because he sees me as an asset and an investment in his children’s future prospects.”

      Caroline fought a smile. “Really, Alice? Do you think a man such as Mr. Hepworth walks around looking like a cat with the cream if he’s simply added an asset to his life? He looks as happy as a man of his fierce demeanor can be, and don’t ask me how I know such things when I am married to Francis Grafton.”

      “What have I done now?” The man in question walked into the parlor, dropped a kiss on his wife’s head, and helped himself to coffee.

      “Nothing, my dear. I am just reassuring Alice that marriage does not have to be all about duty.”

      “I certainly didn’t marry you for that.” Francis’s rare smile emerged as he looked at his wife. “I wanted you in my bed.”

      “You see?” Caroline raised her eyebrows. “I rest my case.”

      “Is Mr. Hepworth proving troublesome, Alice?” Francis stared at her.

      “Not at all,” she hastened to reassure him.

      “Glad to hear it.” He took something out of his pocket. “His secretary dropped this off for you and said he would await your instructions.”

      He handed her a bulky envelope.

      Alice opened the flap and a large key fell out with a note written in her husband’s distinctive hand.

      The purchase of Dovecote Hall will be completed by the end of the month. I suggest you consult with Mr. Totton as to furnishings and whatnots as the current property in Millcastle was rented as is. He is aware of my budgetary limitations, but I am open to negotiations. Yours, Elijah.

      Alice raised her head and whispered, “He bought Dovecote House outright.”

      “I thought you said he didn’t think it was grand enough?” Caroline asked.

      “He didn’t.”

      “But you liked it.” Caroline glanced up at Francis, who put his hand on her shoulder. “I think that settles the matter of your value to your husband once and for all, doesn’t it, Alice?”
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      “It’s not good enough!” Elijah slapped his hand down on his desk with enough force to send several papers flying. “You’ve had weeks to sort this matter out and have done nothing.”

      Reynolds glanced over at Bannister, who was glaring at O’Keefe. None of them spoke. Elijah set his jaw and made an effort to rein in his temper.

      “Who wants to start?” He stared into each man’s face. “I’ll wager you all own some part of this mess.”

      Bannister cleared his throat. “I have pointed out the structural issues to Mr. O’Keefe on several occasions. What he chooses to do with that information is up to him.”

      “I can’t fix things without the necessary workforce,” O’Keefe answered.

      “Then why haven’t you come to me?” Elijah asked.

      “Because last time you sent me away with a flea in my ear for wasting your time.”

      “I told you to use your workforce more productively,” Elijah said evenly. “When I was at the site today, half of them were sitting around doing nothing while I’m paying their bloody wages.”

      O’Keefe sighed. “It’s not that simple, sir. Mr. Bannister requires several stages to be completed before we can move on. Space is limited as the track climbs out of the tunnel toward the town. I can’t get more than one or two gangs in there to do the work.”

      “Why can’t you send the men farther along the track?”

      “Because no one’s given me any plans for that!” O’Keefe looked at Bannister.

      “I can’t give him further direction without knowing that the exit cut from the tunnel is safe to proceed with.”

      “And why wouldn’t it be after we’ve invested all this time and money in it?” Elijah snorted. “I’m not cutting the bloody thing again; it would ruin me.”

      “And the company,” Reynolds added.

      Bannister looked frustrated. “Sometimes the geology below the surface betrays you. We’ve needed far more holding walls and foundations to keep the hillside in place than we anticipated.”

      “Which all cost me money,” Elijah stated.

      “We have to be safe, sir.” Bannister finally looked him right in the eye. “We’ve built our reputation on it. I won’t stand for shoddy work.”

      Elijah held his gaze. “I agree.” He considered the plans in front of him. “If the work proceeds as expected, can you guarantee the tunnel exit will remain viable?”

      “I believe so.” Bannister nodded.

      “Then give O’Keefe some work tasks farther up the line where his men can get ahead and earn their pay while the tunnel exit is secured.”

      “I can do that.”

      Elijah looked up at him and O’Keefe. “I shouldn’t have to be telling you to do this, Bannister. You gentlemen need to talk to each other every damn day.”

      “Talk to him?” O’Keefe shook his head. “He treats me like a thick Irish peasant.”

      “You will talk to each other, or else.” Elijah let the threat of further action hang in the air. “Now get out and get working. I’ll be back at the site as soon as I’ve finished with Mr. Fletcher.”

      Fletcher took a seat in front of his desk as the door shut behind the two other men. “It’s time for some honesty between us, Hepworth,” he said. “We’re not going to be able to complete on time, are we? Which means the loans will not be paid in a timely manner and penalties will be incurred that will destroy our profit.”

      Elijah raised his head from his contemplation of the plans. “Yes, we are. I’m not going to default on my loans or on those bonuses.”

      “We do not have enough money in the company to pay the bills if the work continues at this slow rate.”

      “I’ll guarantee the costs.”

      “With your own money?” Mr. Fletcher sat up straight. “That’s rather risky.”

      “It’s better than going back, cap in hand, to the banks. And who would believe that I’m going to succeed more than myself? You know yourself that a lot of this is about maintaining confidence in the project even when things look dire.”

      Mr. Fletcher grimaced. “They are dire.”

      “I’ve been in far worse situations than this with far little money behind me. I’ll pull through. I guarantee it.”

      Mr. Fletcher stood up. “I will relay your confidence to the board.” He put on his hat. “I’m not sure they’ll believe me, but as most of them are too afraid to question you directly, you should be safe for at least a while.”

      Elijah smiled. “I truly do have faith in my workers and myself, sir.”

      “I am well aware of that. As Bannister said, none of us would continue to work with you, if you weren’t a man of your word.”

      “And I appreciate that.” Elijah stood and shook Mr. Fletcher’s hand. “Good day to you, sir.”

      His smile faded as his guest departed and he sank back into his chair and scowled at the accounts book. Things were getting desperate. The last thing he wanted to do was put more of his hard-earned money into the company, but needs must. He had no choice but to complete the project on time. His reputation depended on it.

      He gazed at the calendar on the wall beside his desk. He’d been married for six months. Had he allowed himself to become distracted from his primary business as he tried to unlock the puzzle of his new wife? She did everything he asked of her without complaint, but he still had a nagging sensation that she was holding back from him—that if he disappeared from her life, she’d simply smile and move on without a care in the world.

      But wasn’t that what he’d asked for? A competent, intelligent woman to share his life, manage his home, and bring up his children? She did all those things admirably, often on her own when his business kept him out on site day and night, and she had to make decisions that most ladies would’ve balked at. She’d managed constant workmen at the new house, intent on bringing it up to his exacting standards, had found a tutor for Dan who didn’t make the boy feel stupid, a valet for him, and a competent cook and butler.

      He cursed under his breath. The fact that he was even thinking about her in the middle of a crisis was evidence enough that he needed to realign his priorities. But he’d never liked to be bested, and solving puzzles was intrinsic to who he was…

      There was a tap on the door and the very woman he’d been thinking about came in carrying a tray. She wore a pale gray dress that flowed softly around her figure, and her hair was in a high bun. He frowned at her.

      “You shouldn’t be doing that.”
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      “Bringing you a pot of tea?” Alice advanced toward her husband’s desk and set the tray in front of him. Years of dealing with her mother’s difficult moods had made her sensitive to potential disruptions in her life. She’d learned to face them head on in a vain attempt to blunt their force. “After all that racket, I thought your throat might be parched.”

      Her husband frowned at her. “I hardly raised my voice. And you know what I meant. We have servants to do that.”

      “They are all rather busy cleaning the windows.” She poured his tea and kept her voice soothing. “And I didn’t want anyone giving in their notice, because you shouted at them.” She added a dash of milk to his tea and handed him the cup.

      He took if from her and begrudgingly took a sip. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She lingered at his side, her gaze on the cluttered state of his desk and tentatively touched his shoulder. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes.” He swallowed more tea. “Is there anything else? I need to get back out to the site.”

      “Of course.” She concealed the slight hurt at his refusal to confide in her with a calm smile. “I’m more than happy to speak to you after dinner.”

      He finished the tea and stood up. “I’m not sure I’ll be home tonight. If it’s anything important, tell me now.”

      “It’s Ada. She doesn’t want me to teach her anymore. She wants me to employ Miss Lambton as her governess.”

      “Tell her no.”

      “I have done so, but she refuses to accept my decision.”

      He frowned at her. “She’s a child. She’ll do what she’s told.”

      She raised her chin. “Not for me.”

      “Then tell her I said no.”

      “I will, but she’ll probably attempt to get around you at some point.” Aware that he wished to be gone, Alice held his impatient gaze. “And sometimes you give in to her, which undermines my authority and gives her cause to ignore me again.”

      He went still, a muscle in his jaw working as he considered her. “Fair point. I’ll try not to do that in future.”

      “Thank you.” She got out of his way. “I appreciate that.”

      He nodded and walked over to open the door. He stopped and turned back to her before saying, “I am aware that I owe you my thanks.”

      “Whatever for?”

      He made an abrupt gesture. “All of this. The house, the staff, the knowledge that I can rely on you.”

      “Isn’t that what you required from a wife?” Alice asked. “You were quite clear on your needs.”

      “Yes, I was, wasn’t I?” He considered her anew. “And you have fulfilled every one of them.”

      There was something in his tone that made her yearn to square up to him, but she wasn’t willing to expose herself to potential harm and upset the delicate equilibrium she’d created between them. Instead, she smiled and bobbed a curtsey.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He inhaled sharply, shook his head, and turned back to the door. “I’ll speak to you when I return.”

      She kept her smile fixed firmly on her face until she heard the front door bang and the sound of his gig driving away. Strolling over to the window, she contemplated the circular drive and yew hedges that led back to the county road. It was silly of her to be upset when he’d complimented her housekeeping and wifely skills, but she’d sensed that undercurrent of frustration that seemed to constantly leak into their lives.

      Was he regretting his bargain? Had she become exactly what he’d wanted and yet somehow still disappointed him? It was her worst fear—that she’d never be good enough to win approval and would be discarded at the first opportunity. It was a constant battle trying to be what he asked for and yet remain true to herself.

      She was a capable, intelligent woman who was successfully managing a new household, a new life, two stepchildren, and a demanding husband. For a person such as herself, those were all significant achievements, and she should be proud.

      The door of the study opened a crack, and Ada stuck her head inside. She pouted when she saw Alice.

      “I wanted to speak to Da.”

      “Your father had to leave for the site.” Alice walked toward her. “I told him about your request to employ Miss Lambton, and he said no.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Alice raised her eyebrows. “I am not inclined to lie about important issues, Ada. The matter is closed.”

      “No!” Ada stamped her foot. “I don’t want you teaching me anything!”

      “Then you have two choices. Either we find a governess your father and I can agree on, or you can go away to school.”

      “You’re sending me away?” Ada gasped.

      “I am merely suggesting other avenues for you to consider. In the meantime, I will continue to teach you.”

      “I will not listen!”

      “I cannot force you to attend to me, Ada, but your father asked me to help you learn, and I will do as he requests until he says otherwise.” Alice pointed at the staircase. “In fact, you should currently be upstairs in the schoolroom applying yourself to your sampler.”

      Ada’s glare reminded Alice forcibly of her father. “I hate you!”

      “Then I suggest you take yourself up those stairs and to your bedroom where you may remain until I have time to come and speak with you again. Hopefully, you will have had time to reflect on your behavior and be ready to offer me an apology for your rudeness.”

      Ada turned on her heels and ran up the stairs. She stopped on the landing to stare down at Alice. “He doesn’t even like you. He loved my mam.”

      Alice heard the bang of Ada’s bedroom door from two stories down. She considered her stepdaughter’s parting words. Mr. Hepworth had never offered her love, only a relationship to benefit them both. If he loved her, he’d expect everything, and that was unacceptable. From the few words he’d spoken about his first wife, Alice knew how much Grace had been loved. She saw it every time Elijah looked at his children.

      Part of their arrangement was for her to teach his children how to function in society, something she feared Ada would resist until the last possible moment. She had yet to find a way to get through to her new charge and was currently at a loss.

      After speaking to her housekeeper and cook, Alice ate alone in the sunny dining room. She’d spoken briefly to Dan and his tutor, who had taken their lunch down to the canal to eat. It was hard to admit that Dan was much easier to deal with than his sister. He had a sunny, straightforward nature that made him a pleasure to get along with. From the speed he was outgrowing both his clothes and his sister, Alice reckoned he was going to be as tall as his father.

      When she finished her lonely lunch, Alice went upstairs to check on Ada and was rebuffed before she’d barely set foot in the room. She picked up the tray and went back down to the kitchen. Cook had started preparations for a much simpler dinner than originally intended, because if Elijah wasn’t present, there was no one who needed to be impressed.

      She was crossing the hall on her way to her parlor when the doorbell rang. Rather than waiting for the butler to arrive, she opened the door herself to reveal Sarah Lambton, who visibly blanched at her appearance.

      “Miss Lambton! What a pleasant surprise. Have you come for tea?” Alice asked, aware that it was far too early for any such thing and wondering what mischief Ada had been up to. Perhaps it was time for her to have a conversation with Miss Lambton without Ada being present.

      “Oh!” Sarah blushed. “I wasn’t expecting you to open your own front door.”

      “I don’t make a habit of it.” Alice stepped back. “But, please, do come in.”

      As she closed the door, a flash of a skirt made her aware that Ada was out of her room and now rapidly retreating up the stairs. Alice escorted Sarah into the morning parlor and firmly closed the door.

      “Please sit down. I’ll ring for some tea.”

      Miss Lambton stood awkwardly in the center of the room, her fingers gripping her gloves. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “Were you expecting to see Ada?” Alice inquired.

      “She… asked me to come here at this time. She said her father would wish to speak to me.”

      The hint of hope in Sarah’s voice almost made Alice feel sorry for her. Had Ada promised her friend she would be offered the position of governess? If so, it had been remarkably thoughtless.

      “I regret to inform you that my husband had to return to the worksite and is not expected back until late tonight,” Alice said. “And Ada has been confined to her room until she apologizes for her recent behavior toward me.”

      “Ada is in trouble?”

      “She…” Alice tried to pick her words very carefully. “She wanted you to become her governess and when her father said no, she behaved rather badly.”

      Miss Lambton suddenly sat down. “Mr. Hepworth said no?”

      There was a tap on the door and the butler brought in the tea tray and an assortment of cakes.

      “Thank you, Oats.”

      Alice waited a moment before pouring them both some tea and offered Sarah a plate for her cake.

      “But, why?” Sarah looked up at Alice. “I am perfectly qualified.”

      “I’m sure you are, but perhaps Ada needs a teacher rather than an ally. As someone who has been attempting to teach her recently, I know that she can be remarkably stubborn.”

      “She doesn’t like you,” Sarah blurted out unwittingly, reminding Alice of Ada. “She’d do much better with me.”

      “I don’t require her to like me when I’m teaching her, Miss Lambton. I require her to pay attention and learn.”

      “She misses her mother and resents you horribly.”

      “Understandably so.” Alice nodded. “But Mr. Hepworth has entrusted me with her care and education, and I intend to do my best to honor his wishes.” She paused. “It was very remiss of Ada to promise you the position when she had no power to enforce such a decision. I will ask her to apologize to you.”

      “There is no need. I’m used to being disappointed.” Sarah sighed and ate a small bite of cake. “It just seems to me that if a woman is expected to serve others, then she should at least be paid for her efforts.”

      “I quite agree with you. Perhaps you could ask your father if there are any church families who could offer you a position as a governess?”

      “He won’t let me do that. He says my duty is to my family.” Sarah ate the whole cake. “I will end up an old maid looking after him and my mother in their dotage while the brothers and sisters I helped raise go out into the world and make new lives for themselves.”

      Alice held her tongue, torn between tremendous sympathy for Sarah and a firm resolve not to allow her into her household.

      “My mother always told me that life was unfair,” Alice finally said. “I am afraid that she was right.”

      “Your mother lived in Leeds, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Sarah frowned. “I overheard my father mention something about her before your wedding to Mr. Hepworth.”

      Alice maintained her polite smile as she poured herself more tea and wondered what on earth the remarkably indiscreet Sarah Lambton was going to say next.

      “I can’t quite remember what it was, but it was of some concern to him.” Sarah continued as she ate another cake. “I’ll have to ask him. Can I see Ada?”

      “Not at this moment. As I said, she is confined to her bedroom.”

      “I could just pop up—”

      “And signal that my authority means nothing in my own house? I’m sure you wouldn’t want to create that impression, would you Miss Lambton?”

      “Oh.” Sarah rose to her feet and glanced longingly at the door. “I suppose not.”

      Alice was just about to reply when Oats reappeared. “You have guests, ma’am.”

      There was a blur of motion behind the butler, and Ivy came rushing in with her mother behind her.

      “Alice!”

      “Ivy.” Alice was enfolded in her friend’s arms and rocked back and forth.

      “Look at us.” Ivy stepped back but grabbed her hands. She wore a dashing hat trimmed with a feather and a matching green travelling gown. “Two old married ladies. I couldn’t believe it when Caroline wrote to tell me about your wedding, but here you are!” She laughed delightedly.

      Sarah cleared her throat. “I should be going, Mrs. Hepworth. It’s quite a long walk back.”

      Ivy turned to smile at Sarah. “If you are willing to wait for a while, I can take you in my carriage when I leave.”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Alice said. Having an extra person around might stop Ivy from asking a lot of personal questions about Alice’s marriage she wasn’t yet ready to answer. “I’ll ring for more tea.”

      She paused to acknowledge Mrs. Delisle, who had accompanied her daughter and looked thrilled to see her back.

      “She had to come home,” Mrs. Delisle whispered as Ivy chatted with Sarah Lambton. “She’s expecting and Mr. Grovedale was worried about her.”

      “Did he accompany her?” Alice asked.

      “Of course.” Mrs. Delisle looked offended. “He is the most attentive of gentlemen.”

      Alice turned to look back at Ivy. Her friend’s gown was voluminous enough to obscure any signs of a pregnancy. Her face looked thinner and there were dark shadows under her eyes, which, considering the journey she had just undertaken, were completely understandable, but perhaps hinted at something more.

      “It is so nice to be home,” Ivy said as she sat down. “Did Caroline mention that Sir Ian has moved into his townhouse in London? He says I may do whatever I please with Grovedale House with his blessing.”

      “How lovely,” Alice said. “I must say I have enjoyed furnishing Dovecote Hall.”

      “Then you will be able to advise me,” Ivy said. “Because Lord knows I need help.” She looked around. “And where is your rather intimidating husband?”

      “He is at work.” Alice smiled. “As you might imagine, the railway project is keeping him very busy.”

      “Ian spent the last few miles of our carriage journey complaining about the havoc the railway has made of the countryside.” Ivy sighed. “He is quite passionate about it.”

      “Then perhaps we should keep our esteemed husbands apart until it is finished,” Alice suggested.

      “Mr. Hepworth is doing an excellent job,” Sarah spoke up. “We are all in awe at his progress and determination.”

      Ivy glanced at the girl and then winked at Alice. “It seems your husband has a champion,” she said lightly. “How adorable.”

      Sarah’s face flushed crimson. “He has many admirers in this town, Mrs. Grovedale.”

      “Lucky him. It will be good for Ian to find himself in a minority for once.”

      There was a sharpness to her tone Alice had never heard before. Ivy glanced up as the tea came in. “Oh, good. There’s cake. I’m quite famished.”

      “You need to eat, dear,” Mrs. Delisle spoke up.

      “I eat, maman, I just cannot keep the food in my stomach,” Ivy said tartly. “I’m expecting a baby. Apparently, it’s quite common to be sick as a dog for the first few months.”

      “Mrs. Grovedale.” Sarah inhaled sharply. “This is hardly an appropriate conversation to be having in front of me.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Miss Lambton, you of all people know where babies come from. Your mother is always having children.”

      “Ivy…” Alice said gently. “Why don’t you help yourself to some cake?”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Lambton.” Ivy sighed. “I’m being rude, aren’t I? Ian says I have become quite the fishwife, and I fear he is right.”

      She placed four cakes on her plate and settled in to eat under the appalled gaze of Miss Lambton, who had probably been taught, just as Alice had, that ladies never appeared hungry in company. Alice was almost certain Sarah suffered from a lack of plentiful food in her life. In other circumstances, she and the vicar’s daughter could have been friends, as they had a lot in common. But, by marrying Mr. Hepworth, Alice felt like she was now seen as an enemy.

      “Please help yourself, Miss Lambton,” she said.

      “Yes, please do, before I disgrace myself and eat everything,” Ivy spoke through a mouthful of crumbs. “And Alice. Make sure that you box some of these up for us so that Miss Lambton and I have something to eat on the drive home.”
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      Elijah glanced at his wife, who sat bathed in candlelight at the dining table. She wore her favorite pearl necklace and bracelet set, which even he had to agree complemented the silver of her evening gown. The only items of jewelry she wore that he had given her were her engagement and wedding rings.

      “Where’s that diamond necklace I gave you?” he asked.

      She raised her head to look at him. “In my jewelry box. It’s quite secure.” She paused. “Did you want it returned to you for safe keeping?”

      “I’m not your jailer.” He frowned at her. “You don’t have to ask for permission to wear your own jewelry.”

      “Some husbands do require that,” she said lightly.

      “Well, I’m not one of them. Wear the damn thing or don’t. It makes no difference to me.”

      He now had her full attention, and she studied him carefully. “Is your headache still bothering you?”

      “How did you know I had one?”

      “I heard you speaking to your valet this morning.” She paused. “You have been working extremely long hours recently, and—”

      “I’m as cross as a bear,” he said roughly. “There’s no need to tiptoe around the truth, lass. It’s not fair of me to be taking it out on you.”

      She reached for his hand, which was clenched into a fist on the tablecloth.

      “If there is anything I can do to help,” she said carefully. “I know I cannot advise you in these complicated matters, but I am more than willing to listen to you talk.”

      For a moment he considered falling to his knees, laying his head in her lap, and unburdening himself while she stroked his hair. The image was far too appealing, and he hastily shoved it out of his mind. He’d forced Grace to accommodate all his dreams, successes, and failures, and she’d staggered under the weight and drive of his needs until it had broken her. Alice was too fine a lady to understand the stresses he was under, and he had no intention of exposing her to them.

      “There are plenty of ways that you already help me,” he carried on speaking. “By running this house and caring for my children.”

      “That’s why you married me, sir.”

      She eased her hand free of his, her expression as pleasant as ever. He immediately regretted the loss of her touch and her mental withdrawal and cursed himself for his inability to make up his mind as to what he wanted. She set down her spoon and wiped her mouth with a napkin.

      Oats and a footman came in to clear the plates as Elijah finished his wine and signaled for them to withdraw for the night.

      “I heard we had visitors today.”

      “Yes, Miss Lambton turned up expecting to see you and be confirmed as Ada’s new governess.”

      “Did she, now.” He lit a cigar and sat back. “I assume Ada has been meddling.”

      “Most unfairly in this case. I almost felt sorry for poor Miss Lambton.”

      “I’ll have a word with Ada about that.” He blew out a cloud of smoke. “Aren’t you going to mention your other visitors?”

      “Ivy?” She smiled. “She came with her mother. It was delightful to see her again.”

      “Nice to be able to take a six-month honeymoon,” Elijah commented, gaze fixed on his wife.

      “I believe Mr. Grovedale was working while they were away.”

      Elijah snorted. “Diddling around with plants on the back of inherited wealth isn’t what I’d call working.”

      “I suppose Mr. Grovedale might argue that sitting around in a club in London frittering away his existence might be considered worse.”

      “You’re defending him now?”

      She slightly raised her eyebrows. “I am merely stating a fact. Gentlemen tend to be idle.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” Elijah said. “Did he accompany her?”

      “Home or to Dovecote Hall?”

      “Surely one follows on the other.”

      “Mrs. Delisle said he did come home with Ivy, but he wasn’t present today.” She set down her cup. “May I offer you some coffee, or do you wish to move through to the drawing room?”

      He watched her carefully, but there was nothing in her voice or demeanor to indicate whether his questioning was troubling to her.

      “Will you visit them?”

      “Do you not wish to me to?” she asked, opening her brown eyes wide.

      He shrugged as if the matter was of no interest to him. “Can’t do any harm now, can it? You’re both married.”

      “I would appreciate being able to support Ivy in her marriage. She is as a sister to me.”

      He wasn’t sure if she was deliberately misunderstanding his meaning, but he wasn’t stupid enough to ask outright. He’d never been a man subject to jealousy, and he refused to start now.

      “She’s expecting a child,” Alice added.

      Elijah let that interesting piece of information settle in his brain as he finished smoking his cigar.

      “I believe that’s why they came home earlier than expected.”

      It was unlike his wife to volunteer information so readily, and he wondered why she was willing to do so now.

      “If his work is that important, I’m surprised he didn’t send her back and carry on without her.”

      She glanced up. “As you said, perhaps being a gentleman means he doesn’t have to prioritize his work in front of everything else.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you complaining, lass?”

      “Not at all.” Her smile was full of reassurance. “What on earth would I have to complain about? I am a very lucky woman.” She rose to her feet. “Now, if you will excuse me. I need to make sure that Ada has eaten her dinner.”

      He reached for her hand, and she went still.

      “There’s no need. I’ll go up and see her later myself.”

      “As you wish.” She sighed. “Ada is more inclined to listen to you than she is to me, anyway.”

      Even as she attempted to ease her hand free, he tightened his grip and reeled her in to sit on his knee.

      “That’s better.”

      Her gaze went past him to the door.

      “I’ve already told Oats not to come back. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      He cupped her chin so that she had to look at him. “There’s another way you offer me comfort.”

      He ran his thumb over her lower lip, aware of a slight shudder she couldn’t quite conceal. It amused him that his calm and collected wife was so easily aroused by his touch that she couldn’t hide her reaction.

      “Yes, Mrs. Hepworth, you know what I mean.”

      She swallowed hard and met his gaze without flinching. “Do you wish to retire early?”

      “I’m quite comfortable.” He ran one hand down her back and gently caressed her rounded arse.

      “Here, sir?”

      “Aye.” He kissed her very slowly, his tongue thrusting deep in a steady rhythm she soon responded to. “There are a lot of possibilities we have yet to explore, ma’am.” He set his teeth gently on her ear lobe. “Do you have a preference?”

      “A nice warm bed with the curtains closed?” She gasped as his fingers slipped below the neckline of her bodice to fondle her nipple. “This isn’t… seemly.”

      “It is, if I say it is,” Elijah murmured as he rucked up her skirts. “I’m still the man of the house, even if you got to pick it.”

      She settled seamlessly against him, her expression serious as she kissed him back, the taste of her coffee mingling with his smoke. He considered lifting her to straddle his lap and looked with disfavor at her heavy skirts.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He frowned as he straightened up. “Good Lord, woman. If you fell in the canal, you’d sink like a stone.”

      “You don’t like my dress?”

      “I like it very much when you’re sitting opposite me, but not when I’m trying to get you out of it.”

      “That is hardly my fault.”

      “I didn’t say it was.” He sighed and set her on the floor. “Perhaps we should retire after all.”

      When they reached the top of the stairs, he paused to kiss her again, pressing her against the wall, his body hard and aroused. She gasped his name, and for a wild moment, he considered lifting her up, settling her over his very willing cock and fucking her as hard as he could.

      “Da!”

      He winced as he heard Ada’s voice echoing down from the stairwell above.

      “Go to bed, Ada.” He took Alice’s hand and towed her toward their suite. “I’ll be up to see you in a while.”

      “But Father, you promised…”

      He exhaled as he tried to bring his unruly body under control.

      “If you need to go to her, I understand,” Alice said quietly.

      “I need you.”

      She regarded him steadily for a long moment. “I have no intention of going anywhere.” She hesitated as she smoothed his hair. “I can wait up here if you wish.”

      “Please. This won’t take a moment.”
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      Alice watched Elijah climb the stairs two at a time toward the nursery, his expression resigned. She walked along the corridor to the bedroom they shared and went inside. Neither her maid nor her husband’s valet were in attendance, as it was still early. She sank into the chair by the fireside and considered what to do next. Should she ready herself for bed, or would that be presumptious and promiscuous?

      As Ada had seen her with Elijah, Alice had no doubt that her stepdaughter would do her best to keep her father all to herself for as long as possible. She wasn’t sure whether to be grateful for the intervention or not. The fact that Elijah knew she liked going to bed with him was already a weakness she could not conceal. But had she been more willing to encourage him than usual because it had stopped him asking questions about Ivy and Ian? She feared it was the truth. Whether Elijah had realized it himself, or deliberately exploited her for his own reasons, she wasn’t certain.

      She was wary of engaging with Ivy and her husband. If Elijah forbade her from visiting Grovedale House, would she be secretly relieved? It wasn’t that she still had feelings for Ian. Her husband had made certain to secure all her attention, both mental and physical, squarely on himself. It was more that she sensed Ivy wasn’t happy and that gave her pause. She had no desire to become involved in another unhappy relationship, especially one where the stakes of being involved at all might be quite high.

      The door opened and Elijah came in. He stopped to stare at her. “Not in bed yet?”

      She rose to her feet and walked toward him. “You were a lot quicker than I anticipated.”

      “She said her piece and then I said mine.” He turned Alice around until her back faced him. “And I have other matters on my mind.”

      “She won’t like that.” Alice sucked in a breath as he started to unbutton her bodice, and she had to grab for the material.

      “Can you step out of this monstrosity?” he demanded as he tugged and pulled at her waist. “And how many petticoats are you wearing underneath?”

      “You did say you wished me to be fashionable, sir,” Alice reminded him.

      “You’re wearing enough clothing for a small family.”

      “At least I’m warm.” She stepped out of the gown and dealt with her petticoats before turning around to him.

      “I’ll keep you warm.” He ran his finger along the curve of her corset. “Let’s take this off and go to bed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He placed both hands around her waist and sat her on the side of the bed before working the strings of her drawers free, leaving her just in her shift while he remained fully clothed.

      She shivered slightly as his heavy gaze moved down over her body. He cupped her breast and used his thumb to circle her already taut nipple and then pinched it.

      “That’s my girl.”

      He removed her shift. She was now naked apart from her stockings and stood between her spread thighs. The height of the bed meant that her most private flesh was pressed against the hardness concealed in his trousers.

      “Put your hands on my shoulders,” he said hoarsely. “And keep them there.”

      She did as he requested and gasped as his fingers stroked between her legs.

      “Nice and wet for me.” He cupped her mound, using the heel of his hand against her bud while his fingers pumped inside her. “Wanting my cock.” He looked up at her. “Because you do want it, don’t you, lass?”

      She nodded, familiar with his need to get her to respond to him and to keep her on edge. Her fingernails bit into the fabric of his coat as he continued to thrust inside her.

      “There’s no other man who’d be as willing to make sure you take all your pleasure as well as give it.”

      “Yes.” She closed her eyes against the rising tide of her emotions.

      “Look at me. I like to see you come.” He shifted his hand and grazed his thumb over her bud, making her moan his name and embrace the climax he was giving her. “That’s it.”

      He undid his trousers to release his cock, slicking his hand through the wetness gathered at the tip.

      “I’m going to fuck you now because I’m ready, and you’re ready, and because I like you being naked while I’m clothed.”

      Somewhere, even through the waves of pleasure, she knew he was speaking the truth—that what he wanted was far more than a conventional gentleman would require in his wife. And, as the daughter of a kept woman, she should be wary of giving in to him completely. But when he touched her like this—when he allowed her to truly take what she needed from him—it was difficult to see him as her enemy.

      She gasped as he lifted her with an ease that continued to surprise her and set her on her hands and knees facing away from him. She barely had time to balance herself before he was pushing deep inside her, his fingers still riding her swollen bud, his thrusts so deep that each one pushed her forward.

      “Damnation,” he growled as he wrapped one arm around her waist anchoring her hips against his. “I’m going to come.”

      Her grip tightened as he rocked forward one last time and climaxed. He shuddered and slowly eased away, his hand caressing her bottom.

      “Get into bed, lass. I’ll join you in a moment.”

      Because she could hear the thread of exhaustion in his voice, Alice didn’t mention that it was barely eight o’clock. She drew back the sheets and waited for him to climb in beside her. He drew her close against his side and kissed the top of her head.

      “Thank you.”

      She rested her palm over his heart, which was still beating rather fast, amazed that she could have such an effect on him and unsure whether that made her powerful or more vulnerable. He combed his fingers through her hair, which she had forgotten to take down and was now in disarray. He sighed once or twice and then immediately fell asleep.

      After his long days that started at dawn and went on well past sundown, he needed his rest. Alice smoothed her hand over his scarred skin, wishing she could share all his burdens and not just those he deemed suitable for a lady to hear. But this she could do, and perhaps accepting that it was the only way he would allow her to assist him should be enough.

      She sighed as he stirred and murmured something under his breath.

      Except sometimes, like now, it didn’t seem like enough...
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      “My mother wouldn’t have liked you,” Ada commented as Alice sat beside her, sewing in the morning light. They were in the schoolroom with Dan and his tutor, who were working at an arithmetic problem at the desk.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Because she’d think you were a snob.”

      Alice concealed a smile. “Then she’d be wrong.”

      “You sound like gentry.”

      “That’s because my mother spoke like that.” Alice considered how much to reveal about her background to a person who might use it against her. “She grew up in a vicarage, and her father was the son of a knight. She was very proud of that.”

      Ada sniffed. “See? My mam worked in the mill, and she never knew her parents. She was sent to Millcastle in a cart full of orphans and set to work. That’s where she met Da.”

      “They were lucky to find each other,” Alice agreed. “My mother… wasn’t so fortunate.”

      After a long pause, when Ada’s curiosity overcame her reluctance to engage with Alice, she spoke again. “How so?”

      “She left her family to pursue a career on the stage, and they refused to have anything more to do with her. She was very beautiful.”

      “Oh.” Ada frowned at her sampler and selected a different silk thread. “But eventually she married and had you.”

      Alice smiled. “She had me, yes.”

      “Out of wedlock?” Ada’s eyes were huge. “That means you’re a—”

      “I know what it means,” Alice hastened to interrupt her stepdaughter. “When I was very young, I accepted it as just the way things were. As I got older and none of the other children in our street would associate with me, I began to understand that I wasn’t acceptable to society.”

      “Does my father know?” Ada asked warily.

      “Yes. I told him when he first asked me to marry him.”

      “Hmph.” Ada stabbed at her work. “Did your mother never marry?”

      “No.”

      “Then what happened to your father?”

      “He was already married.”

      Ada gave up all pretense of working and simply gawped at Alice. “He did ‘that’ with your mother when he already had a wife?” Her mouth set in a firm line that reminded Alice of Elijah. “That wasn’t very nice of him.”

      “Indeed.” Alice kept her gaze on her work. “It is also a reminder that first impressions can sometimes be incorrect, and that we should be careful not to judge too quickly.”

      “You’re saying that just because you speak nice doesn’t mean that you’re gentry.”

      “Exactly.”

      Ada stabbed her needle through her sampler. “Sarah said her father didn’t want to marry you to Da.”

      “Didn’t he?” Alice raised an eyebrow. “How interesting.”

      “I thought it was because he wanted Sarah to marry Da, but perhaps it was because of you.”

      “And perhaps Sarah should not listen to conversations that don’t concern her.” Alice finished her hem and snipped off the thread. “Or repeat them to children.”

      “You just don’t like her.” Ada scowled. “Because you know she wanted to be my mother, whereas you just wanted to marry my father.”

      “In truth, your father chose to marry me and not Miss Lambton. That was his decision and his alone.”

      “Then he made a mistake,” Ada declared.

      “Well, it’s too late to do anything about that, so perhaps we should try to get along?” Alice suggested. “We both care for your father and want the best for him.”

      Ada went quiet for a while, her attention on her cross stitching. “He’s not himself,” she blurted out. “He was like this just before Mam died.”

      “He’s working very hard to make sure the railway project is completed on time. All we can do is be here to welcome him home and perhaps not air our differences in front of him? He has enough to worry about without us fighting.”

      Alice held her breath as Ada considered her.

      “All right, then. I won’t complain to him if you won’t.”

      “Agreed.” Alice held out her hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

      Ada took her hand just as the clock struck the hour and shook it firmly.

      “Would you care to accompany me to Grovedale House?” Alice asked. “I am having tea with Ivy.”

      “Yes, please.” Ada set her sewing to one side. “I’ll go and get myself ready.”
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      “Alice!” Ivy leapt up from her seat. “I’m so glad you could come. “She spun around in a circle, her hands outstretched. “As you can see, nothing has changed. I haven’t had the energy.”

      “You’ve barely unpacked your bags yet.” Alice kissed her friend’s cheek.

      “I haven’t even done that. My maid did it for me.” Ivy grimaced. “Nothing fits me anyway. Caroline’s sending her dressmaker this afternoon to help with the alterations.”

      “Then you will soon be comfortable,” Alice assured her. She gestured at her stepdaughter. “I brought Ada with me. She is interested in viewing Mr. Grovedale’s latest specimens.”

      Ivy smiled at Ada. “They haven’t arrived yet, but I’m sure Ian would be delighted to show you around his most prized possessions.”

      She rang the bell. “I’ll order some tea and ask someone to fetch him. I’m surprised he isn’t here yet. I told him you were coming.”

      As Ian Grovedale had avoided her since the night of the botched proposal, Alice wasn’t surprised at all. She took a seat by the fire and gestured for Ada to join her as Ivy talked to her butler.

      Ada nudged her in the ribs. “Is Mrs. Grovedale pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      Ada nodded. “Sarah told me.”

      Alice devoutly wished that Miss Lambton would stop her constant and indiscreet gossiping.

      “She doesn’t look very happy,” Ada observed.

      “She has just completed a long and arduous journey from South America whilst going through the first months of her pregnancy.”

      Ada snorted. “My mam was working full time at the mill up until the day I was born.”

      The door opened and the butler came in with the tea tray, followed by the unmistakable figure of Ian Grovedale. Alice remained seated, a polite smile fixed to her face as he approached and bowed.

      “Mrs. Hepworth, Miss Hepworth. What a very pleasant surprise.”

      He looked tanned, but there were new, harder lines on his face, and his smile seemed forced.

      “Mr. Grovedale. How lovely to see you again,” Alice replied. “Have you been formally introduced my stepdaughter, Ada? She is very interested in seeing your plant collection.”

      “Indeed?” The smile he offered Ada was far more natural. “I am always happy to meet a fellow plant enthusiast.”

      Ivy called out to him. “Let the poor girl have some tea before you drag her off to your lair, Ian.”

      “Of course, my dear.” He walked over to his wife. “May I help you with the cups?”

      “Thank you.” Ivy smiled. “I must say that it is a pleasure to see you myself, as you have avoided my company all day.”

      Alice looked up at the slight bite in Ivy’s words.

      “I seem to remember you telling me to leave you alone this morning, my dear,” Ian replied. “In no uncertain terms.”

      Ivy chuckled. “That was because it is highly undignified to wake up and immediately feel nauseated enough to need a chamber pot. No man needs to see that.”

      Alice accepted her tea from Ian and set it beside her.

      “I am, however,” Ivy continued, “completely recovered now, and already looking forward to the nap I will take after the dressmaker has visited.” She patted her rounded stomach. “I’m so glad I am a lady of leisure.”

      Beside Alice, Ada muttered something under her breath.

      “Did you say something, dear?” Ivy inquired. “Would you like some cake?”

      “Yes, please.” Ada didn’t say anything else, which was something of a relief to Alice who had braced herself for far worse. Just like her father, Ada tended to speak the truth as she saw it.

      “I should congratulate you on your marriage,” Ian said, his gaze on his cup.

      “Thank you.” Alice smiled directly at him. “I consider myself a very lucky woman.”

      “Ian’s not terrible enamored of your Mr. Hepworth,” Ivy said.

      “I am well aware of that.”

      “Perhaps when the railway is finished, they will find some common ground.”

      “Hard to do when the ground has been so comprehensively trampled on,” Ian murmured. “But I’m sure for civility’s sake, we’ll do our best.”

      Alice didn’t bother to answer for her husband. She was quite aware that Elijah would not be so sanguine or forgiving about the matter. He disliked Ian, both from a business and a personal perspective, and nothing would change his mind about that. But she was not here to fight his battles. He was perfectly capable of doing that on his own. Her only interest was in Ivy.

      Ivy chattered away as they drank their tea. She and Ada were the only people who ate the cakes, but luckily, they were in plentiful supply.

      “Why don’t you take Ada to see the flowers while I talk to Alice?” Ivy suggested as she gathered the cups onto the tray.

      “I’d be delighted to do that.” Ian bowed to Ada.

      “Mrs. Grovedale said the new plants haven’t arrived yet,” Ada said as she stood and shook the crumbs off her skirts.

      “They need a lot of attention if they are to survive the journey home,” Ian explained as he led Ada out. “I expect them in a month or so.”

      His voice faded as he shut the door behind him, leaving Ivy alone with Alice.

      “Ian was far more concerned about the transportation of his plants than he was about my comfort on the journey home,” Ivy said. “In truth, at one point, he suggested I go on alone and he would travel with his specimens.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean that.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Ivy sighed. “His passion for his work is all-consuming.”

      “But… you knew that before you married him,” Alice said gently.

      “Yes, but as I shared his enthusiasm, I suppose I expected him to welcome me into his world and allow me to be part of it, not leave me stranded at various dubious hotels and camps while he trekked out into the unknown. I might as well have stayed here.”

      “I suppose the terrain was quite difficult for a man to explore, let alone a woman.”

      Ivy frowned. “A woman can do anything a man can, Alice. Just ask my sister Ruby. All of us have dealt with uncertain times in our lives. We are all more than capable.”

      “I cannot argue with that.” Alice looked around the drawing room. “Do you still plan to use this as your main receiving room? I think it allows the light in for most of the day.”

      There was a long silence before Ivy sat down and crossed her arms over her stomach. “Are you tired of me complaining?”

      “Perhaps I am trying to direct your thoughts to the future,” Alice acknowledged. “Have you chosen a room for the nursery, or is there one already established?”

      Ivy stood up. “There is a nursery on the second floor. Would you care to see it? Ian tells me that four generations of his family have been raised there.”

      She held Alice’s arm as they ascended the stairs and was breathing hard when they reached the nursery door.

      “I told Ian that the baby should be located next door to our room, but he wouldn’t hear of it.” Ivy went into the bright, sunny room that faced out over the rose garden. “Which means either the nurse or I will be running up and down the stairs all night.”

      “There is plenty of room to put a couch or daybed,” Alice said as she admired the large wooden crib. “You could easily sleep up here.”

      “If that is allowed.”

      Alice frowned at the catch in Ivy’s voice.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Not really.” Ivy sniffed and turned toward the window. “I know it sounds foolish, but I didn’t expect this to happen so quickly. I thought we would have years together to explore the world before I had to settle down and raise a family.”

      “I’m sure that your husband would be the first to tell you that Mother Nature does not always behave as we wish,” Alice said as she handed Ivy her handkerchief.

      “Oh, he’s already mentioned that a dozen times.” Ivy spun around to face Alice. “He was so disappointed that he had to cut his trip short.”

      “You don’t know that—”

      “But I do. I’ve known Ian for years, Alice. I can read his face like a book. I begged him not to come back with me, but of course he had to refuse.” She swiped at a tear on her cheek. “And I can’t tell Caroline any of this, because she’ll scold me for rushing into a marriage without thinking things through, and I can’t bear that.”

      Alice patted Ivy’s shoulder as she sobbed into the handkerchief.

      “I’m sorry.” Ivy eventually gained control of herself. “You must wish me in Hades. Will you tell Ian I’ve gone to bed?”

      “Yes, of course. Would you like me to come with you?”

      “No, I’ll be fine.” Ivy found a smile somewhere. “Caroline always told me that pregnancy can make a woman more emotional, and it seems she was right.”

      Alice descended the stairs and made her way slowly to the conservatory attached to the side of the house. She could hear Ada laughing as she opened the door, which despite everything, made her want to smile as well. She found them near the fountain where Ian was explaining something about a water plant to a delighted Ada.

      “Mrs. Hepworth.” Ian jumped up. “Is it time for Ada to leave?”

      “Unfortunately, it is, but I’m sure she’d love to come back another day,” Alice said. “Ivy asked me to tell you that she’s retired for a nap.”

      “She’s gone to bed before her guests have left?” Ian frowned. “That’s not like her.”

      “She seemed rather tired.”

      “She’s been like that for months. At one point I despaired that I would ever persuade her to get on the boat to come home.” He grimaced. “I apologize. You probably don’t wish to hear about our family woes.”

      “Perhaps Ivy considers us as more family than guests. I, for one, am not offended by her confidences.” Alice met his gaze head on. “Especially when she is expecting a child.”

      Color rose on his face, and he looked away. “I’ll escort you and Miss Ada to your carriage.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said simply.

      On the return journey, Ada chattered away about the plants, and Alice tried to pay attention. It was pleasant not to be in the same carriage as a sulking thirteen-year-old for once, but her thoughts were in turmoil. She fought a rising sense of indignation that Ivy had been given everything she’d said she’d wanted and yet still managed to find fault with it. And Ian’s craven response to meeting her again made her think less of him, too.

      She had no desire to be stuck in the middle of marital disharmony, but if she didn’t support Ivy, who would? Caroline was pregnant and not likely to be particularly sympathetic to her sister when she had warned her not to rush into marriage. But Alice was not prepared to listen to an endless litany of complaints while Ivy came to terms with the limitations of her marriage. The urge to say something sharp, to remind Ivy of all that she had been blessed with, might become too hard to resist.

      She sympathized with Ivy’s dejection over the curtailment of her adventures, but once the baby was born, she would have the opportunity to travel with her husband again. Her life was far from over. Alice tried to be fair. Perhaps it was just that Ivy was over-fatigued and emotional due to the pregnancy and didn’t really mean any of the things she’d implied.

      “Is Father coming home tonight?” Ada asked, interrupting Alice’s thoughts as the carriage drew up outside Dovecote Hall.

      “I believe so.”

      “Do you think I should ask him about what Sarah told me about your marriage?”

      “Only if you wish to annoy him,” Alice said. “He rarely changes his mind once he has made it and dissolving a marriage just because the vicar had some quibbles would be very expensive.”

      “I suppose it would.”

      “And Miss Lambton’s father would never allow her to marry a divorced man.”

      Ada sighed. “It would be better if you just died.”

      “Well, thank you for your concern,” Alice said. “I’m now determined to outlive your father just to spite you.”

      For a moment, Ada glared at her, and then she suddenly burst out laughing. “That’s funny.”

      “Thank you.” Alice held the door open for Ada to descend. “Now, may I suggest you change your dress if you wish to join me for lunch?”

      She was untying her bonnet in the hall when Elijah emerged from his study.

      “Where have you been?”

      She took off her hat and studied him carefully. “Are you unwell?”

      “No.” He frowned at her. “Why do you ask?”

      “It is just unusual to see you home at this hour.” She walked toward him, her bonnet in her hand. “Is there something in particular you wished to discuss with me?”

      “I wasn’t aware that I needed to make an appointment to speak to my own wife,” he snapped. “I expect you to be here when I need you.”

      Alice took a deep breath and turned away. “If you will excuse me.”

      She started up the stairs, her head held high. She would not allow him to bully her. She’d barely reached the dressing room before he came in like a veritable thundercloud. She ignored him as she took off her boots, replaced them with her soft slippers, and attended to her hair.

      “I should apologize,” he said gruffly.

      “You should.” She met his gaze. “I am not your prisoner.”

      “I am well aware of that.” He walked over to stare out of the window, his hands clasped behind his back. “There was a riot at one of the mills this morning that spilled over into the town and countryside.”

      “I can assure you that I was not rioting.” Alice retrieved a new handkerchief from the drawer. “I went to visit Ivy.”

      “Which is why I was concerned, seeing as Abbots Mill is on that side of town.”

      Alice paused to consider his averted profile.

      “You came all the way home just to check on my welfare? How kind.”

      He swung around to face her. “I was off site making sure my navvies didn’t decide to get involved with the mill workers, because we all know who will get the blame if they do.” He moved restlessly around the room, avoiding her direct gaze. “If I chose to see if my wife and family were safe, no one would blame me.”

      “And no one is, sir,” she said calmly. “Your concern is to be commended.”

      “Good.” He nodded. “Then, I suppose I should be getting back.”

      “Or you could stay for lunch and then leave?” Alice suggested.

      She was fairly certain his decision to come home had more to do with his concerns about where she’d been than any riot, but he would never admit it, and she wasn’t inclined to argue. She turned toward the door.

      “Shall we go down?”

      He stared at her and then nodded. “Aye.”

      “And you’ll stay and eat? Ada will be delighted to see you.” She paused as he opened the door for her. “She enjoyed our visit to Grovedale House.”

      “She went with you?”

      “Yes, she was interested in seeing the conservatory.” She descended the stairs. “Mr. Grovedale took the time to show her around and answer all her questions while I talked to Ivy.”

      “I’ll wager he likes showing off his so-called superior knowledge,” Elijah muttered.

      Alice paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked up at him. “I am concerned about Miss Lambton’s influence on Ada. She has been sharing information that is inappropriate.”

      “She is somewhat indiscreet; I’ll give you that.”

      “She told Ada that her father didn’t want to marry us.”

      His easy smile disappeared. “On what grounds?”

      “Ada wasn’t sure, but I do think Miss Lambton needs to be confronted about this behavior.”

      “I’ll speak to her.”

      “Perhaps it might be better if I do that,” Alice suggested. “You can be a little… forceful sometimes.”

      “But she won’t listen to you.” He patted her shoulder. “I said I’ll deal with her.”

      “It might be better to speak to her parents first.” Alice resigned herself to the inevitable.

      “I’ll bear that in mind.” His gaze moved past her to the dining room door where Oats was just exiting. “Something smells good. Perhaps I’ll stay for lunch after all.”
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      Elijah glanced over at his wife as the carriage made its way up the long drive to Grafton Hall. She looked her usual beautiful self, her fair hair catching the moonlight along with the diamonds in her ears and around her throat. They’d been invited for dinner, and, after two months of avoiding Grovedale since his return, Elijah had run out of excuses. He wasn’t sure why he was so reluctant to meet the man, when he had no reason to fear or dislike him. But he’d decided that meeting on neutral ground would be a good place to start.

      One of the reasons he’d decided to marry Alice had been her sense of aloofness—that she couldn’t be hurt by him, and that she’d do her duty regardless of her feelings as a proper lady should. He’d neither asked for love nor required it, so why did he dislike her going anywhere near Grovedale?

      She’d shown no interest in the man, and in truth, she bristled when he ham-fistedly inquired as to her whereabouts and interactions with others. Not that she became angry, God forbid, she simply withdrew into herself, offered him a calm smile, and walked away, leaving him tripping over himself to apologize. He’d never navigated such choppy waters before, and he hated not being in control of his feelings.

      “Are you all right?” she inquired softly.

      Her acute awareness of his moods and humor was something to behold. He wasn’t sure if she was always attempting to avoid a crisis, or if she’d learned early to judge the emotions of the people around her.

      “Did your mother like to socialize?” he asked abruptly.

      “Not at all. She had no female friends, only competitors.” She hesitated. “She was also convinced that the moment she left the house, her protector would appear and be angry with her for not being present.”

      He considered that in light of his recent behavior and felt a pang of guilt.

      “Did she dislike you?”

      There was a long pause before she answered him. “I think she resented me, but I’m not sure if that was because I ‘ruined her relationship with Viscount Grafton’, or merely because I existed.”

      “And you are beautiful.”

      She shrugged. “She was far more so. As a child she reminded me of a fragile fairylike creature from another world.”

      “If she didn’t go out much, what about you?”

      “I stayed with her. As you might imagine, an illegitimate child was not welcome in society.” She half-smiled. “She taught me my lessons when she felt well enough.”

      “She was ill?”

      “She imagined herself beset with every ailment imaginable.”

      “Ah, one of those.” Elijah nodded. “I’ve noticed that some women who are disappointed with their lot in life resort to illness to get the attention they think they deserve.”

      “Some of them have no choice when they are treated so badly by their menfolk.”

      “Aye. I can’t disagree with you.” He nodded. “Men can be difficult to live with. Even Grace got annoyed with me sometimes.”

      “I can’t imagine why.”

      He smiled. “I’m no saint, and you know it.” He almost stopped speaking and then decided her candor deserved some of his own. “She hardly ever complained, and when she did, or when I finally paid attention, it was too damn late.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was hardly your fault, lass, was it? This one is all on me.” It was his turn to sigh. “I was too busy working to better myself and complaining when she didn’t seem to appreciate it.” He gestured at the approaching lights of Grafton Hall. “This? It would have terrified her. She wouldn’t have come with me, because she’d have felt inadequate.”

      “I know how she feels.” Alice shivered. “The first time I came here I was terrified.”

      He brought his attention back to her. “You were?”

      “I was convinced they would turn me away and set the dogs on me.”

      “Why?”

      Her faint smile caught the moonlight. “Because I arrived with not a penny to my name and a birth certificate that could have been a forgery. After his death, my ‘father’ forgot to tell his heir about his financial commitment to my mother, and the estate stopped paying her rent and bills. She was terribly in debt.”

      “Were you turned out by the bailiffs?”

      “Yes. My mother died during the long, drawn-out legal process, which in retrospect, was a blessing. They took everything to pay her debts.”

      Elijah whistled. “I had no idea.”

      “It’s not something I’m proud of.”

      “You should be.”

      She raised her eyebrows in a polite inquiry.

      “You survived,” he said simply. “Not only that, but you found a way to thrive.”

      “Only because of the generosity of my half-brother.”

      Elijah snorted. “Captain Grafton is hardly generous. He probably saw you as an asset.”

      “Then I suppose I have proved him right by marrying a man like you.”

      He considered that. “You married me because he asked you to?”

      She met his gaze. “You know that isn’t true. I married you because you asked me.”

      The carriage drew to a halt, and she turned away to gather her possessions, leaving Elijah without the opportunity to reply. But what would he have asked her, anyway? If she regretted that choice? If it meant something to her? He was very aware that he’d persuaded her to marry him when she was vulnerable and that maybe any answer to his questions would destroy the careful framework of the new life they were constructing together. If the mood took her, she might smile and drift away from him like smoke through his fingers and that might be even worse.

      A footman opened the door, and he got out and walked around to help his wife descend. She looked up at him as she got down, her brown gaze steady.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He offered her his hand. “I hope Grafton’s cook has outdone herself tonight.”

      He handed over his hat and cloak to the butler after they entered the hall and watched Alice go up the stairs to change her shoes.

      “Hepworth.” He turned as Francis Grafton came toward him. “How’s my railway progressing? I hear rumors that all is not well.”

      “Not sure who told you that pile of nonsense,” Elijah replied. “Things are tight, but we are on target to complete the project on time.”

      “You are aware that I am the primary investor and landowner in this venture? I will not be kept in the dark.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of doing that to a gentleman such as yourself,” Elijah said. “You’ve always dealt in a straightforward manner with me, and I’ll continue to return the favor.”

      “I damn well hope so.” Grafton scowled at him. “I would rather not have to bail my brother-in-law out of debtors’ prison.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “Alice might.” Grafton’s gaze went to his wife and Alice as they came down the stairs toward them. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to pay a debt to release a family member from gaol.”

      “Are you talking about me?” the viscountess inquired before turning to Alice. “I’m sure my husband has mentioned how he saved me from a conviction for stealing a lace handkerchief?” She glanced around the room before continuing. “It’s one of the reasons why I was glad to see the back of Sir Ian Grovedale.”

      “He was the magistrate?” Elijah asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Then I’m surprised you entertain his son in your house.”

      “I try not to blame children for the sins of their fathers.” She held his gaze. “None of us are perfect, Mr. Hepworth.”

      “Apart from my wife, obviously.” Elijah placed his hand at Alice’s waist.

      The viscountess smiled. “You are obviously besotted, sir.” She went off with her husband to greet other guests.

      Elijah glanced down at Alice. “And before you say anything, I will never blame you for your mother’s mistakes.”

      “Thank you.” She lowered her voice. “I wonder if others are inclined to be so charitable. I have been getting the oddest looks from Lady Spears and some of the other ladies since I arrived.”

      “Is Miss Lambton here?” Elijah asked.

      “I haven’t seen her, but she’s usually present at these events.” Alice pressed her fingertips into the sleeve of his coat. “Please don’t say anything.”

      “If something needs to be said, then I’ll damn well say it.” Elijah looked around the room, aware that his wife was right, and that they appeared to be the subject of some conversation.

      Just as his gaze alighted on Miss Lambton, Ivy and Grovedale arrived. Elijah noted Ivy looked tired and that Grovedale appeared to be under some strain. He inadvertently met the man’s eye and inclined his head a civil inch. Grovedale pretended not to see him, which only served to amuse Elijah. He was a good judge of character, and he reckoned that Grovedale, after having a father like the notorious Sir Ian, avoided conflict in his life and wouldn’t dare approach Elijah directly with his complaints.

      Which suited him just fine, because the further that man stayed away from him and his family the better. He noticed Miss Lambton looking in his direction and made his way to her side.

      “Good evening, miss.”

      She visibly jumped as he towered over her. “Mr. Hepworth!”

      He bowed. “May I take a moment of your time, Miss Lambton?”

      She clasped her hands to her bosom. “My mother wouldn’t approve of me being alone with a married man.”

      “Your mother isn’t here, and I’m fairly certain that you’d prefer to hear what I have to say to you in private.”

      She curtsied. “Then perhaps we can meet after dinner in the drawing room?” She pointed at the door. “Viscountess Grafton is about to go in.”

      She scuttled off before he could stop her, and he sighed. She was feeling guilty about something, but what it was he wasn’t sure. Perhaps it would be better to ask Alice to join him when he spoke to her, after all.

      “Mr. Hepworth?”

      He looked over at the viscountess, who was directing her guests into the dining room. “Yes, my lady?”

      “Would you escort Ivy in to dinner, please?”

      “Of course.” He paused. “Does that mean Grovedale is paired with my wife?”

      “Indeed, it does. Don’t you think it is time that you and Ian had a civilized conversation about this railway rather than glowering and muttering about each other from afar?”

      “I, for one, welcome conversation on the subject,” Elijah said. “It’s Grovedale who’s the mutterer.”

      She rolled her eyes and waved him on his way. “Then this should present no hardship to you, sir.”

      “Oh, it won’t.” Elijah smiled at her. “You can rely on me.”
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      It proved impossible for Alice to worry about Ivy and Elijah, converse with Mr. Grovedale, and listen in to any gossip circulating at the table about herself. Ivy liked Elijah, and they were chatting amicably, and there was nothing she could do to stop malicious tongues wagging. She turned her attention to her quiet companion who had barely conversed with her during the long meal.

      “Have your specimens arrived yet, Mr. Grovedale?”

      “Not yet. I fear that when they do turn up, I will have to drive down to Southampton and rescue them from the boat’s hold myself.”

      “That must be frustrating for you, sir.”

      “It is when I can’t leave my wife for any length of time.”

      Alice took a sip of wine and allowed the footman to remove her dessert plate. Mr. Grovedale had already drunk several glasses of wine.

      “I hear your husband bought Dovecote Hall.”

      “Yes, it is a very pleasant house.”

      “I would’ve thought he’d require something flashier.”

      “He bought it to please me,” Alice replied.

      “I’m surprised he even considered your opinion.” Ian laughed as though he was making a joke. “Hepworth isn’t known as a conciliatory man.”

      Alice considered what to say. “Perhaps not in business, but he is a thoughtful and considerate husband.”

      Her companion finished his wine and refilled the glass again. “Of course, Dovecote Hall isn’t affected by the new railway.”

      “Good Lord, Ian, did you expect poor Elijah to set up home in one of the tunnels?” Ivy’s voice carried clearly across the table. “He allowed his wife to choose where she wished to live and you’re finding fault with that?”

      “Not at all, my dear. I merely remarked that Dovecote Hall does not have a view of the railway.”

      “Neither does Grovedale House,” Ivy retorted. “What exactly is your point?”

      Ian shrugged. “One might imagine that a man who is pleased with the destruction he has wrought on a once beautiful valley would enjoy looking at it.” He laughed. “Or perhaps he should be forced to look at it.”

      “I look at it every day, sir, from every angle possible,” Elijah spoke up. “I supervise hundreds of workers, organize supplies, and wrangle contrary interests and investors.” He looked around the table, which had gone quiet. “Surely I deserve a place to lay my head where I don’t have to look at it or think about it.”

      “It’s a travesty,” Ian said.

      “It’s bringing prosperity to Millcastle,” Elijah said. “You might not care about that, but a lot of people do.”

      “Prosperity at the expense of beauty?”

      Elijah shrugged. “Beauty doesn’t feed hungry mouths, offer employment, improve a town, or provide an escape to the average man.”

      Alice tried to catch her husband’s eye, but his light-blue gaze was fixed on Ian, who offered him a mocking salute with his glass.

      “To Hepworth, the great philosopher.”

      “Ian…” Ivy spoke up. “That’s enough.”

      Caroline rose to her feet. “Perhaps the ladies would like to follow me?”

      Alice wasn’t sure she wished to leave Elijah with an intoxicated Ian, but she could hardly remain at the table.

      Francis looked up as she went past him and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t let them kill each other.”

      “Thank you.”

      Alice went through to the drawing room where Caroline was already pouring the tea.

      “May I help you?” she asked.

      “Yes, please.” Caroline handed Alice two cups of tea. “Ivy will be back in a moment.”

      “Is she upset?”

      “By her husband’s behavior? Quite possibly.”

      “He was drinking rather heavily,” Alice said.

      “I noticed.” Caroline sighed. “Perhaps this wasn’t the best of times to attempt to bring this family together.”

      Alice set off with the tea and then returned to hand out more. She was on her third journey when Ivy reappeared, her eyes slightly red. She immediately came over to Alice.

      “Ian behaved appallingly. I’m so sorry.”

      “Surely the blame lies with him and not you?” Alice said. “You do not need to apologize for anything.”

      They sat down together on the couch, and Ivy grabbed her hand.

      “I will make him apologize.”

      “There is no need. He obviously feels strongly about his home and the surrounding countryside.”

      “There’s no need to always be so nice, Alice.” Ivy pulled her hand free. “Ian doesn’t deserve your kindness or forgiveness.”

      “As his comments were not directed at me, I don’t need to offer him anything,” Alice replied. “I am far more worried about you being upset in your current condition.”

      “Then I will endeavor to compose myself and address my apologies to your husband,” Ivy snapped and jumped to her feet. “There is nothing for you to be concerned about at all!”

      Alice looked over at Caroline, who slightly shook her head as Ivy headed toward the opposite end of the room.

      “Leave her be. She’ll calm down soon enough.” Caroline rose to her feet. “I’ll just go and check on Joseph in the nursery. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Alice nodded and sipped her tea, aware that Miss Lambton was staring at her, which was rather unsettling.

      Alice raised her chin and addressed her. “Miss Lambton. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Miss Lambton is not answerable to the likes of you.” Lady Spears, who was sitting next to Sarah Lambton, was the one who replied.

      “I beg your pardon?” Alice asked.

      “We know all about you, Mrs. Hepworth.” Lady Spears glanced back at the three ladies sitting next to her, who all nodded. “You are hardly a model of virtue.”

      “How so?” Alice maintained her smile even as her stomach turned to ice. She’d feared such an unmasking ever since she’d arrived in Millcastle, and she suspected she knew who to blame for it.

      “Your mother was a kept woman.”

      “Yes.”

      “Aren’t you ashamed?”

      “That she chose to attach herself to a married man? That certainly wasn’t wise, but surely your concern should be for him?” Alice asked.

      “I don’t understand your reasoning.” Lady Spears frowned.

      “The gentleman who persuaded a young and innocent woman to become his mistress was already married. Doesn’t that make him an adulterer? I thought the church frowned on that sort of thing.” Alice turned to Miss Lambton, who looked petrified. “Perhaps I should ask the vicar about that when he comes in.”

      “Your mother was obviously a temptress and a fallen woman,” Lady Spears declared.

      “She was sixteen, ma’am, and her protector was thirty years her senior. She was the daughter of a vicar, just like Miss Lambton, here, and a granddaughter of a hereditary knight like your husband. Hardly a temptress.”

      Alice looked around the room, and everyone failed to meet her eyes. She braced herself for any further attacks, but attention had swung toward the open door where Francis was standing, his expression coldly furious. He walked toward Alice and stood behind her chair.

      “I came to find Caroline, and instead found my guests insulting a member of my own family.”

      His hand settled on her shoulder as he glared at Lady Spears. “Do you have anything more to say, ma’am?”

      Lady Spears glared right back. “I have plenty. How you can claim this woman as a member of your family is incomprehensible. She’s illegitimate and her mother was a kept woman!”

      “Kept by my father and hers,” Francis said softly. “He was a despicable man. If you and your husband wish to play any part in local society in the next decade, ma’am, you will retract your pious and ill-advised objections and apologize to Mrs. Hepworth.”

      The room went quiet enough for Alice to hear the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. Even though she’d asked Francis not to reveal their true relationship, she was aware that his recognition and support would carry tremendous weight in the community and mitigate any harm Miss Lambton might have caused.

      Lady Spears swallowed hard and addressed Alice. “I apologize if you were offended by what I said.”

      Francis raised an eyebrow. “That hardly qualifies as an apology, my lady, but as I know my sister is far more generous than I will ever be, I’m fairly certain she’ll accept it.”

      Alice nodded, aware that Sarah Lambton was making a hasty exit through the door.

      Francis looked up as Caroline came in, followed by the rest of the male members of the party. “Ah, there you are my dear. I wished to ask your opinion on something.”

      Alice stayed where she was, aware that the whispers had started again. But she’d grown up with them, and she wasn’t about to allow anyone to destroy her. No one came to talk to her, and she sipped her tea in silence.

      “Are you all right?”

      She looked up to see Elijah in front of her. The urge to throw herself on his chest and sob was surprisingly fierce. She found a smile somewhere.

      “I am quite well. There is nothing for you to worry about.”

      His frown deepened. “That’s not what Grafton said, and you don’t look fine to me.” He held out his hand. “Come on, lass. It’s time we had a little chat with Miss Lambton.”

      “I don’t know where she is.”

      “I saw her going up the stairs when I came through the hall.”

      “She’s probably going to the nursery.”

      “Then we’ll find her there.” He squeezed her fingers as they climbed the stairs. “I’m not having her upsetting you.”

      “What makes you think I’m upset?”

      He paused on the landing and looked down at her. “Because I know you better than most, Mrs. Hepworth.” He touched the corner of her mouth. “And you don’t need to pretend with me.”

      “I’m not—” He kissed her hard on the mouth, stopping her words. “Pretending.”

      He shook his head and started up the second set of stairs, and she followed behind him.

      “Let me go in first,” Alice said as they approached the nursery.

      “Be my guest. I don’t want to scare Grafton’s son and heir. Grafton would probably murder me. I’ll wait here.”

      Alice went into the comfortably warm nursery and immediately spotted Sarah sitting by the fireside talking to the nursemaid. Sarah jumped to her feet as Alice approached, her expression apprehensive.

      “Joseph is asleep. Please don’t wake him up.”

      Alice smiled reassuringly at the nursemaid and then returned her attention to Sarah. “I have no intention of doing any such thing. I merely want to speak to you, Miss Lambton. Perhaps you’d join me in the corridor? This won’t take long.”

      “As you wish—although I do have a prior engagement with Mr. Hepworth.” Sarah carried on talking as she followed Alice out. “Or is that why you wanted to speak to me? I can assure you that he insisted on the meeting, not me.”

      Her voice faltered as Elijah straightened away from the wall and bowed to her.

      “Miss Lambton.”

      “Is there something the matter?” Sarah asked. “Did your wife find out that you wished to see me and assume something clandestine was occurring?”

      “Not at all. I asked her to join us,” Elijah said. “Perhaps we might all go downstairs?”

      “Or we could go into my old room, which is just up the hall?” Alice suggested.

      “Your bedroom, Mrs. Hepworth?” Sarah pressed her hand to her bosom. “What on earth are you suggesting?”

      Alice held her gaze. “If you feel uncomfortable, I am more than happy to involve your father, Miss Lambton. He is just downstairs.”

      “No!”

      Alice met her husband’s skeptical gaze over Sarah’s head.

      “Perhaps the vicar should be involved, Miss Lambton,” Elijah said thoughtfully. “He might not appreciate his daughter sharing with the masses spiritual matters told to him in confidence.”

      “But I haven’t done that!” Sarah said earnestly. “I merely mentioned in passing that my father didn’t approve of Mrs. Hepworth’s parentage!”

      “And when you say, ‘mentioned in passing’, you mean you told the whole damn town?” Elijah inquired.

      “I tend to gabble away without thinking what I am saying,” Miss Lambton said. “Ask anyone. I swear I meant no harm. Lady Spears came to tea, and when she suggested Mrs. Hepworth was almost too perfect to be true, I just mentioned what my father had said.”

      “And what exactly was that?”

      “He said that he had doubts about allowing an illegitimate woman whose mother was a sinner to be married in his parish church.”

      “He didn’t mention that to me,” Elijah said.

      “He is afraid of you, sir.” Miss Lambton met his skeptical gaze head on. “He doesn’t think you are a true gentleman and fears you might resort to violence.”

      “Now, there’s a surprise,” Elijah murmured.

      “I have tried to persuade him otherwise, but he will not change his opinion,” Miss Lambton said. “He doesn’t see all the good work you do in the town.”

      Alice gently cleared her throat. “Was Ada present at the tea party you just mentioned?”

      “I don’t believe she was.” Sarah frowned.

      “Then when did you tell her that I wasn’t a good match for her father?”

      “I…” Sarah opened and closed her mouth and went bright red. “I don’t remember doing that.”

      “Are you saying my daughter is making things up?” Elijah asked.

      “Not at all! Perhaps she misheard or misunderstood something I said to her,” Sarah said hurriedly. “I am terrible at remembering what I say and to whom I say it.”

      “I do not want my daughter listening to gossip, especially when it concerns a member of her family,” Elijah said firmly. “If you share such scurrilous information with Ada again, I will not permit you to see her. Do you understand?”

      Sarah raised her chin. “She’s my friend.”

      “And she’s my daughter and subject to my will until she comes of age,” Elijah countered. “If you cannot be trusted around her then you will not see her.”

      With a stifled sob, Sarah turned around and headed for the staircase.

      “Miss Lambton?” Elijah called after her. “If you continue in this way, I will be speaking to your parents.”

      “Much good that will do.” Alice sighed after Sarah retreated down the stairs. “They are as timid as mice.” She glanced up at her husband. “Do you truly believe Miss Lambton doesn’t understand the impact of her words?”

      “I’m not sure.” Elijah was staring after the girl. “She does tend to ramble on without regard to her audience, and she’s definitely indiscreet, but that isn’t a crime.”

      “You don’t think she has an ulterior motive?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”

      “To discredit me and take my place?”

      His smile started slowly and grew wider. “You think I want her?”

      “No, but that’s not the point, is it?”

      He came over and leaned in, one hand on the wall above her head, his nose almost touching hers. “She’s not getting me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “I’m not worried.” She met his amused gaze. “I trust you.”

      “You should.” He lowered his head and kissed her very thoroughly. “Now, let’s go home. I have a sudden desire to take you to bed.”
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      “And I told Ian that if he wishes to go to bloody Southampton to get his bloody plants then he might do so with my blessing, because I’d rather he wasn’t around when all he can do is fret and sigh and fuss.”

      Ivy swung around and looked at Alice, her expression mulish. In order to avoid meeting Ian, Alice had taken to inviting Ivy to visit her at home, where at least she could be sure they could be private. And Ivy was fairly amenable to Alice’s hints about when it was time to leave, but not always.

      “You are quite close to having your child,” Alice pointed out for what felt like the twentieth time. “He probably doesn’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m hardly alone, am I? I have Maman, Caroline, you, and Ian’s old nurse just waiting to help me deliver this baby. He won’t even have to be there at the birth! He can just come back when he’s ready and make proud fatherly noises over the crib.”

      “Surely, you’d rather he was here with you, Ivy?”

      “I suppose so.” Ivy sat opposite Alice. “Women die in childbirth every day.”

      “And you will not be one of them,” Alice said firmly. “Dr. Nash has also agreed to attend the birth, and he trained at the best hospital in Edinburgh.”

      “Will you be there?”

      “If you wish,” Alice said. “Although, I have no experience in such matters.”

      “Yet.”

      Considering how often her husband enjoyed his marital rights, Alice was surprised she wasn’t pregnant. She was aware that one of the reasons Elijah had married her was to increase the size of his family. But she was doing her best.

      “You’re smiling,” Ivy suddenly said. “You like going to bed with him, don’t you?”

      “I am very fond of you, Ivy, but that is hardly a matter I intend to discuss.”

      “Why not? I barely had a chance to look at Ian before I was pregnant.” She sighed and set her hand on her large belly. “And what we did together felt awkward and unnatural.”

      Alice rose to her feet and rang the bell. “Would you like more tea? I have to go and see what progress Ada has made on her sewing.”

      “I’ll come up with you.” Ivy heaved herself out of her chair. “Is Miss Lambton still hanging around staring lovingly at your husband?”

      “Her visits have dropped off since her mother’s recent confinement.”

      “Good.”

      “Elijah thinks I am overreacting to her designs on him.”

      “I don’t think you are, although he’s not interested in her at all. Whenever he’s with you, he never looks at anyone else.”

      Alice was aware of that, but he was also quite content to leave her to her own devices and expected her to manage their domestic affairs without his input. He never questioned her household accounts or penny-pinched about the cost of running the house and stables. In truth, he assumed she was a capable woman, something she appreciated.

      “I don’t think Sarah’s malicious, though,” Ivy said thoughtfully as they walked through to the hall. “It’s as if her thoughts tumble out of her mouth so quickly that her brain never quite catches up.”

      “But she still causes harm,” Alice responded. “Deliberately, or not.”

      “I know.” Ivy sighed. “But I do have some sympathy for her, stuck in that horrid vicarage with all those children to care for.”

      “You could always ask her to come and live with you,” Alice suggested.

      “Ian wouldn’t allow it, and her father would certainly object.” Ivy puffed up the stairs. “Isn’t it strange how all these men are allowed to control our lives simply because they are stronger than we are, and we have to bear children?”

      “There are ways to retain control over our own lives,” Alice said.

      Ivy stopped at the top of the stairs. “Only if we’re prepared to lie and smile to their faces, and some of us aren’t very good at that, unlike you.”

      “That’s…” Alice swallowed hard. “A very unkind thing to say.”

      “Why? You charm everyone, Alice. You’re always nice and kind.”

      “And what is wrong with that?”

      “Because it’s not real!” Ivy stamped her foot.

      “If you had grown up as I have, perhaps you would not be so quick to condemn me.”

      “I grew up without a father and ended up living in a stinking tenement owned by Francis!”

      “With a loving family to protect you.” Alice was aware her voice was shaking. “I had no one who cared about me, Ivy. I had to look out for my mother and for myself. I had to be agreeable when tradesmen needed paying, or the rent was late, or my mother was unconscious from taking too much laudanum, and we needed a doctor we couldn’t afford. I had to do all of it! So please don’t ever tell me how I should behave.” She took a deep breath. “Good afternoon, Ivy. Please ask Oats to see you to your carriage.”

      She walked away, her throat tight with tears, and ascended the second set of stairs to the schoolroom, where she soon realized she was too upset to go in. She was willing to make allowances for Ivy being pregnant, but her friend had gone too far. Unfortunately, the door opened to reveal Ada.

      Ada frowned at her and asked, “Why are you crying? Is something wrong with Da?”

      Alice found her handkerchief and dabbed hastily at her eyes. “Everything is fine, Ada. May I admire your progress on your sampler?”

      “I’ve never seen you upset by anything before,” Ada said. “Da says you’re unflappable.”

      “I try to be.” Alice walked over to the window where Ada had been sitting and working. “My goodness, you have completed a whole row and your stitching is perfect.”

      Ada joined her and looked out at the drive below where a carriage had just drawn up at the door. “Is that Ivy leaving?”

      “Yes, she had another engagement,” Alice said.

      “Did you two have an argument?” Ada asked. “Mrs. Delisle says Ivy’s as prickly as a hedgehog these days and is always picking fights.”

      Alice couldn’t argue with that assessment, but there was something else—some pointed edge to Ivy’s comments directed at her she didn’t understand and didn’t dare ask for an explanation.

      “I’m sure she’ll come around,” Ada said bracingly, reminding Alice of her father. “I wouldn’t worry. My ma was never herself when she was expecting.”

      “I’m sure she will,” Alice agreed. “Now, do you want to drive into Millcastle with me? I need to pick up the material for our new gowns and talk to the dressmaker.”

      “Oh, yes please!” Ada shut the lid of her sewing basket with some force. “I’ll go and put on my bonnet.”
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      The drive into town proved uneventful, and Ada was remarkably conciliatory. Alice tried not to think about her argument with Ivy and instead focused on the choosing of fabric and trimmings for new dresses for herself and Ada. It was strange to think that Caroline and her family had once worked at the dressmakers and lived upstairs. She had a lot of sympathy for what Ivy had endured, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be hurt by her friend.

      A loud boom shattered the peace of the day, and they all turned toward the window.

      “What’s going on?” Ada walked over to the large shop window that overlooked the town square. The opposite corner was still a work in progress, as the walls of the almost completed grand new passenger station and hotel rose from the flattened slums of Three Coins. She pressed her face to the still-vibrating glass.

      “Whatever was that? There’s smoke on the hillside and a lot of people are running around and shouting.”

      Aware that the railway line ran through the hills, Alice’s concern grew.

      “Is it possible to send someone over to the construction site opposite and inquire what is going on?” Alice asked the shop owner.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll send my delivery boy right away.”

      The opening of the door allowed the smell of smoke and something heavier to roll in from across the square. Alice tried to conceal her trepidation. She knew that accidents were common on the rail works, but something told her this was worse.

      The boy came running back into the shop. “There’s been an explosion up near the tunnel. One of the new cuts came down, burying the work crew.”

      “Good Lord.” The shop owner glanced at Alice before crossing herself. “I do hope everyone is all right, Mrs. Hepworth.”

      “We have to go.” Ada tugged at Alice’s sleeve. “We have to find Da.”

      For once, Alice didn’t argue and they left the shop, her hand firmly in Ada’s as they got into the waiting carriage.

      “Drive up to the work site, please,” Alice asked the coachman.

      “Might be difficult, ma’am.”

      “Then do your best. And if anyone stops you, tell them who I am.”

      Ada sat next to her on the seat, her expression far too aware for her age. “I hope Da is all right.”

      “I’m sure he will be.” Alice patted her hand. “It’s unlikely he was part of the work crew.”

      “Sometimes he is. He says he likes to keep his hand in,” Ada whispered.

      “We’ll find out soon enough, and we can offer our assistance to anyone who is hurt.”

      Ada nodded, her gaze fixed on the plume of smoke still rising over the green hills of the valley.

      As the carriage climbed higher, the burning smell became stronger and caught at the back of Alice’s throat. She’d never smelled death before, but she feared for the men involved. When the carriage stopped, she opened the door and stepped out into what felt like hell. There were three supply wagons on fire and several men staggering around with bloodied faces and stunned expressions.

      She grabbed hold of one of them.

      “What happened?”

      He shook his head and pointed at his ear. “Can’t hear you.”

      “Have you seen Mr. Hepworth?” she shouted as loudly as she could.

      He shrugged and eased free of her grasp before continuing down the road.

      Alice took a moment to orientate herself and stared at the now destroyed cutting. From what she’d learned from Elijah, he preferred hand tools and manpower to gunpowder to carve out the more unstable cuts. It appeared that someone had either misjudged the stability of the rock formation or had been in a hurry.

      “I see him,” Ada spoke from beside her. “He’s over there by the rock fall.”
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      “Get the other men out of here!” Elijah yelled as he moved rocks with a speed and ferocity that defied logic. “The wall still isn’t stable!”

      “I’ll get a team to start propping it up,” O’Keefe, who was working alongside him, shouted back. “Move the wounded over toward the road. We’ll need a doctor and some transport.”

      “How many are missing?” Elijah demanded as he eased another broken body free and checked for signs of life.

      “I’m not sure. Some of them ran when they saw the top of the wall swaying toward them. The others were too close to notice.”

      “How many?” Elijah repeated his question.

      “Ten, twenty? I don’t bloody know.”

      “You bloody well should!” Elijah replied. “That’s what I pay you for.”

      “Da!”

      He spun around to see Ada and Alice running toward him. He picked the lifeless body up and walked toward them, only aware of how terrible he must look as he saw their appalled expressions.

      “Are you hurt?” Alice reached for him, but he shrugged her off and kept walking until he reached the row of bodies and added another one. “What can we do to help?”

      She handed him her handkerchief, and he dabbed at the blood trickling down from his temple.

      “What in damnation are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “We were in town. We heard the explosion,” Ada answered him. “We came to help.”

      His gaze moved past them to the carriage. “Go back to town, find Dr. Nash, and ask Viscount Grafton to organize some carts for the wounded. We’ll take them down to the camp.”

      “I’d rather stay here and help,” Alice said.

      “If you come back with the doctor and the supplies, you can stay as long as you like,” Elijah said. “But Ada needs to go home and keep an eye on her brother.”

      Alice nodded. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      “But, Da…”

      Elijah caught Ada’s chin in one hand. “I need you to look out for Dan. Can you do that for me, lass? I’m relying on you.”

      “Yes.” Ada nodded. “You can.”

      “That’s my girl. Now go and help your stepmother.” He patted her head and turned back to his wife. “And tell Dr. Nash to hurry.”

      He watched them leave as he absentmindedly dabbed at the blood on his face. Alice’s handkerchief smelled of lavender. He stuffed it in his pocket and went back to the rockslide.

      “We need some lifting gear. What do we have up here?”
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      Four hours later, as the light was beginning to fade, he met with O’Keefe and Bannister. The acrid smell of burning oil mixed with the grittiness of rock still filled his senses.

      “What progress have we made?”

      “The cut has been stabilized,” O’Keefe said. “We’ve recovered six bodies. There are thirty-seven injured, and we think there are four men missing. We won’t know for sure until we get back to camp and take a roll call.”

      Elijah glanced back at the enormous pile of rocks that currently covered the flattened area where the track would be placed.

      “We need to get that lot moved so we can recover the bodies.”

      “Already on it, sir.” O’Keefe looked exhausted. “We’ll start at dawn.”

      “Then let’s go down to the camp.”

      “Do you need me there?” Bannister asked. “I was hoping to go home and at least take a bath.”

      Elijah stared at him until Bannister held up his hands. “Fine, I’ll come with you.” Bannister stomped off to mount his horse.

      “Where’s my wife?” Elijah asked O’Keefe as he strode toward his gig.

      “She’s at the camp helping Dr. Nash.”

      Elijah winced as he gathered the reins. Every bone in his hands hurt like hell from scrabbling and lifting the heavy rocks. He clicked to the horse, and they set off, O’Keefe a silent presence beside him. He didn’t allow himself to think beyond what might await him at the camp. He’d learned early to deal with each disaster as it occurred; otherwise, he’d become overwhelmed, and this was not the time to panic.

      When he reached the camp, he tied up the horse and strode to where Dr. Nash had set up his temporary hospital. Several of the women were helping to nurse the patients, but he had no difficulty in spotting his wife’s blond head.

      “Alice.”

      She looked up, her face pale, her usually immaculate hair bundled into a ribbon at the back of her neck. She wore a bloodstained apron over her gown and stout boots.

      “Are you all right, sir?”

      “I’m well enough. How are things here?” He looked around the row of pallets laid out in neat rows on the ground. There were far too many for his liking.

      “Dr. Nash has seen and treated everyone who required his attention. He will wish to speak to you.”

      “Aye.” He nodded. “You should go home.”

      She straightened up. “I’ll go home when you do.”

      He went to find the doctor. “Dr. Nash.”

      “Mr. Hepworth. We meet again.”

      “I think I should put you on retainer, Doctor.”

      “I believe you should. I came up to this part of the world for a holiday.” Dr. Nash washed his hands and wiped them on a towel. “There are four men with crushed lower limbs I doubt will be able to work again. The rest will recover with proper rest and care.”

      “That’s good. Thank you.”

      Dr. Nash nodded. “I had to amputate two right feet and two left legs below the knee.”

      “I’ll take care of those men and their families. Everyone who cannot currently work won’t suffer at my hands.”

      “You’re a good man,” Dr. Nash said. He looked around the makeshift hospital. “This will do for now. I’ve worked in worse.”

      “I’ll get a proper tent set up,” Elijah promised. “That will be even better.”

      “Thank you.” Dr. Nash frowned. “You’ve got a cut on your head. Would you like me to take a look at it for you?”

      “Save your skills for those that need you.”

      “Your wife certainly has the expertise to deal with a few cuts and bruises. She’s been very helpful.”

      Elijah glanced over to where Alice was smiling down at one of the wounded men. He wasn’t surprised the man looked like an angel was attending to him. She radiated calmness, and he was grateful for that and her surprising willingness to step in and help. He hadn’t expected her to be so strong.

      “You should both go home,” Dr. Nash added.

      “Not until I’ve had a word with everyone who wants to speak to me.” Elijah shoved a hand through his already disordered hair. He’d lost his hat hours ago. “And I’ve a few words I need to say myself.”

      He found Bannister and O’Keefe and went into one of the deserted tents.

      “What caused this?” he asked them.

      His companions shared a wary glance before Bannister spoke up. “We’re running behind, so we decided to use a small explosive charge just at the edge of the new cut to speed up the process.”

      “You decided that without consulting me?”

      “You were busy entertaining the board. We didn’t want to interrupt the meeting to bring bad news that would reflect badly on you and the chance of finishing on time.”

      Elijah considered that and nodded. “Who set the charges?”

      Bannister looked wretched. “I let Walsh, my deputy, do it. I suspect he misjudged the amount of explosive needed.”

      “Did you check his work?”

      “No.”

      “Did you?” Elijah asked O’Keefe.

      “Not my job.” O’Keefe shrugged. “I was organizing the workers.”

      “I suspect Walsh set the charge but left a quantity of dynamite on the cart behind him,” Bannister said. “He might have meant to make a second attempt if the first didn’t produce the effect he hoped for. He either failed to tell the men to stand back, because he thought they wouldn’t be affected, or the charge went off too soon and brought down the wall.”

      “Or he misjudged the quantity completely, and it was too strong.”

      “That’s also a possibility,” Bannister conceded. “Although he was an experienced man.

      “Where is Walsh?” Elijah asked.

      “Dead and buried under the rocks,” Bannister said shortly. “The explosives he left on the cart were caught in the blast, went off, and started the fires, which didn’t help the men trying to escape from the rockfall.”

      Elijah slowly exhaled as he stared at Bannister. “Get out.”

      “You’re blaming me?”

      “Aye. Now go and I don’t want to see your face again.”

      “But—”

      Elijah went out of the tent and walked over to his wife.

      “I’m ready to leave now.”

      She glanced up at him. “Is everything all right?”

      “No, but it will be.” He took her hand. “Let’s go home. We both need a bath and something to eat.”
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      Alice kept her thoughts to herself during the ride home. She was tired enough that she kept leaning into her husband’s side. Eventually, she gave up trying to sit up straight and wrapped her arm around his waist to anchor herself. He smelled of smoke, dust, and blood, which were oddly comforting.

      When they reached the house, he helped her down from the carriage at the front door, his expression uncharacteristically grim.

      “Go and have your bath, lass. I’ll see to Ada and Danny and find us something to eat.”

      “I can do those things.”

      “I know, but humor me and take your bath.” He nodded and clicked to the horse. “I won’t be long.”

      Despite his assurances, Alice did pause long enough in the entrance hall to ask Cook to send them up some supper in an hour. She also arranged for Elijah’s valet to start heating the water for his bath, and she took one of her own.

      Despite the temptation to rest her aching limbs, she didn’t linger in the water for long, preferring to get into her nightdress and robe. She concentrated on combing out her damp hair, which had gotten tangled after she washed the dust from it. She sent her maid away and left the door into the dressing room open as the bath was refilled for her husband.

      When she heard him talking to his valet, she went in and told the man to go. Elijah was in the bath, his eyes closed, his head back against the rim.

      She picked up a sponge and sat beside him. “You’re filthy, and Dr. Nash told me to attend to the cut on your head, in case you forgot to mention it.”

      “I’m in better shape than most, lass. I only turned up when the worst was over.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      She dipped the sponge into the water and gently washed his face. His voice was as gravelly as the disintegrating rock face. He winced as she touched a deep graze on his cheek.

      “I wish I’d been there when it happened instead of stuck flattering a bunch of investors.”

      “I’m rather glad you were not.” She squeezed out the sponge and turned her attention to his scalp. There was a clump of blood high on his left temple that required cleaning. She parted his hair, and he cursed under his breath. Her fingers stilled.

      “It’s all right. I’ll close my eyes and enjoy the bath while you attend to me.”

      “I’ll try not to hurt you.”

      “I know.” His eyes drifted closed, and she saw the vulnerability in his face before he cleared his throat. “Don’t let me drift off, now, and drown. I’ve never learned to swim.”

      Alice took her time tending to the wound. It wasn’t a deep cut, but it required careful attention because of the particles of dirt and rock embedded within it. After finishing, she gently washed and rinsed his hair, using the jug of hot water sitting by the fire. His arms were braced on the sides of the bath, his muscles flexing as he fought the desire to slide deeper and go to sleep.

      “Not quite what you expected being married to me is it, lass?”

      “Not at all.” Alice soaped the back of his neck. “It is far more interesting.”

      His low chuckle made her want to drop a kiss on his head. “That’s twice you’ve ended up nursing my workers in less than a year.”

      “I consider it a compliment that you allow me to help.”

      “Allow you? You’re a determined woman when you want your way, Mrs. Hepworth.”

      “That doesn’t offend you?”

      He reached up and cupped the back of her neck with his soapy hand. “Not at all, lass. You already know I like a woman who can stand up for herself.”

      There was a tap at the door, and Alice went through to the bedroom to admit Margery with their supper. When she returned to the dressing room, Elijah was attempting to grab the towel from the stand in front of the fire.

      “Let me get that for you.” Alice unfolded the towel as he stepped out of the bath, and he wrapped it around his waist. “I’ll find your robe.”

      He sniffed the air. “Did you order food?”

      “I asked Cook to make us some supper trays.”

      “Good woman.” He yawned as he put on his thick robe and used the towel to carefully dry his hair. “I forgot to do that after I spoke to Dan and Ada.”

      “I suspect they were pleased to see you,” Alice said as she walked into the bedroom and sat in one of the chairs by the roaring fire.

      “Very.” Elijah joined her. “There have been too many close calls in their lifetimes. I regret that.”

      “I’m sure they understand.” Alice removed the cover from her tray to reveal a bowl of vegetable soup, a hand-raised pie, and some freshly baked bread. Her stomach rumbled.

      “I haven’t eaten since this morning,” she confessed as she found a spoon.

      “I had lunch with the board of directors and returned to the site to find all hell had broken loose.” Elijah grimaced.

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      He met her gaze. “Everything that happens is on me, lass. I can’t claim all the successes, if I don’t acknowledge my failures as well. There are at least six men dead because of someone’s negligence.”

      “But Mr. O’Keefe and Mr. Bannister were there.”

      “And neither of them did what they knew I would want.” Elijah sighed. “Bannister allowed his assistant to set the charges without checking them himself.”

      “Then Mr. Bannister is responsible, not you.” Alice set her spoon in her bowl. “Do you intend to do anything about that?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I already have. I fired him.”

      “Good.” Alice nodded. “He deserved it.”
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      Elijah checked the columns of figures again and sat back as his headache returned. He could no longer deny it. The Millcastle railway project was in danger of not finishing on time, and with the resources currently at his disposal, there was little he could do about it. The rockslide had delayed them for another two weeks while his men dug out the new cutting, removed the rocks, and buried their dead.

      There was a knock on the door and Oats came in. “Mr. Fletcher, Mr. Galloway, and Viscount Grafton-Wesley are here to see you, sir.”

      “Send them in.” Elijah rose to his feet like a man facing a firing squad. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      None of the men looked happy, and he knew exactly why. But how to convince them that he could see the project through and make sure they made their money back?

      “A bad business, Mr. Hepworth, sir, a bad business, indeed.” Mr. Galloway sat down. “The bank is concerned about the extent of our current investment in this venture.”

      “Understandably, sir.” Elijah tried to sound as unconcerned as ever. “I admit that we have fallen further behind than I anticipated.”

      Mr. Fletcher cleared his throat. “I am still convinced Hepworth will come through.”

      “He might well do that, but it won’t be because the bank has lent him any more money,” Mr. Galloway said.

      Elijah had already expected that response, but it still stung. He’d never been considered a bad business proposition before in his life.

      “I don’t need more money from you, sir. I simply require you to fulfill your current obligations.”

      “You want me to continue funding a lost cause?”

      “You agreed to finance the project until the contract expires in two months’ time,” Elijah said evenly. “That’s all I require of you.”

      “If you don’t honor your agreement to us, Galloway, I’ll not be recommending your bank for any future endeavors,” Mr. Fletcher said. “If anyone can get this project completed on time, it’s Hepworth.”

      Galloway frowned. “And what do you say to all this, my lord? You stand to lose a good deal of money if Hepworth defaults.”

      Elijah’s gaze moved to Francis, who had been remarkably quiet for far too long. If the viscount withdrew his support, Elijah knew he was done for.

      “I’ll stick with Hepworth and happily make him pay any penalties he incurs if he goes over the contract date.”

      “I don’t intend to default,” Elijah said.

      “Then if we’re all agreed to give you the benefit of the doubt, then perhaps we should leave you to get on?” Mr. Fletcher looked at them all in turn. “You must have a lot to do.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah came around the side of his desk and shook hands with Fletcher and Galloway. “I appreciate your confidence in me,” he said before they left.

      Grafton stood by the window. He turned around as Elijah shut the door behind the other men.

      “I’ve seen the accounts. I can’t see how you will pull this off.”

      “I will.”

      “And beggar yourself and my sister in the attempt?”

      “You of all people know that Alice and my children are well provided for regardless of my fate.”

      “Then, good luck and God help you.” Francis strode toward the door.

      Elijah held it open for him and then went back to sit at his desk to think. At least he had the two months to try and turn things around. There were no more cuts or complex engineering projects left to complete—just a straight run down the slope to the almost finished passenger station and railyard.

      That meant he didn’t need to find a replacement for Bannister, as he and O’Keefe had the necessary experience to deal with any problems. Not that they could afford to have problems—any more delays would sink him. He returned his attention to his finances. He’d need to make a trip to his bank in Manchester, but if he was clever and careful, he might just pull it off. Or, as Francis had so eloquently put it, he’d beggar himself.

      He shoved a hand through his hair, his gaze drawn to the garden where his wife and daughter were picking roses. With her fair coloring, Ada looked as if she could be Alice’s child. He was relieved they’d started to get along and that Miss Lambton had heeded his warnings and kept her distance. He’d soon need to have a conversation with his wife that he wasn’t looking forward to. But it would wait until he returned from Manchester.

      Ada saw him at the window, waved, and came skipping toward him. He opened the window and smiled back at her. “Are those for me?”

      “They can be.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll find a vase and bring them through to you.”

      He was anxious to get on, but he sat down and waited for her to come to him, aware that such moments would be fleeting and that he’d better make the most of them.

      “Here you are.” Ada set the vase down on the corner of his desk.

      “Thank you.” Elijah smiled at her. “I fear I won’t have much time to enjoy them, as I have to go to Manchester later today.”

      “Oh.” Ada frowned. “Will you bring me back something nice?”

      “I doubt I’ll have time for shopping this time, lass.”

      “Then I’ll ask Alice if she’ll take me into town after we finish visiting the navvies.”

      “Which navvies?”

      Ada gave him a severe look that reminded him forcibly of himself. “The ones who were injured and their families. We’ve been looking out for them.”

      Elijah hadn’t realized his wife and daughter were still visiting the families personally. He’d told Totton to make sure everyone was taken care of and left it at that.

      “I would’ve thought you’d be spending your time visiting the viscountess and Mrs. Grovedale.”

      “We do visit Caroline, but…” Ada paused. “A few weeks ago, Ivy was here, and she and Alice had an argument. We haven’t visited Grovedale House since.”

      Elijah frowned. He’d never heard his wife raise her voice, let alone get into a fight.

      “Are you certain, lass? Mrs. Grovedale might just not want to receive visitors at this particular time.”

      “Because she’s expecting?” Ada wasn’t shy. “But Caroline visits her.”

      “Caroline is her sister.”

      “I think Alice is still upset about what happened,” Ada said. “She was almost in tears when Ivy left.”

      “Pregnant women can be quite difficult to live with sometimes,” Elijah said slowly. Had Alice and Ivy fallen out over Ian? He couldn’t think of any other reason for the women to be at odds. Had Ivy found out that Grovedale had hankered after Alice? “Perhaps everything will be forgotten once the baby arrives.”

      “I do hope so.” Ada turned toward the door. “Shall I tell Alice you’re leaving?”

      “No, I’ll tell her myself.” Elijah followed his daughter out into the hall.

      “She’s in the scullery arranging the flowers we picked.” Ada went toward the stairs. “Have a safe trip, Da, and come back soon.”
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      “Mr. Hepworth requests your presence in his study, ma’am,” Oats said.

      “Has he just returned from Manchester?” Alice asked as she set aside her sewing. He hadn’t been gone as long as she’d anticipated. “Please ask Cook to provide him with something to eat and make sure she includes a pot of coffee.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Oats left and Alice hurried down the stairs. Elijah had left for Manchester only two days previously, and the house had felt far too quiet without his restless presence. Despite his assurances to the contrary, she was well aware that the railway project was in serious trouble, and that his sudden trip to Manchester had something to do with it.

      “Ah, there you are.” He turned toward her, his expression tired and somehow remote. “Sit down, won’t you?”

      “Have you eaten?” Alice asked as she took a seat. “Because I’ve asked Cook to—”

      He spoke across her. “I’ll eat when I’ve got this over with.”

      Alice offered him her complete attention, her hands clasped together in her lap.

      He went to stand behind his desk and didn’t look at her.

      “It’s like this. I can’t borrow any more money, which means I’ve had to mortgage everything I own to pay for wages and supplies to finish the railway on time.”

      Alice nodded. “I assume that’s why you went to Manchester.”

      “Aye.” He took a deep breath and finally looked at her. “This house and everything we own will be lost if I default. I’ll have to cut our expenses back to the bone to save money. If the staff agree, I’ll keep them on and pay them next quarter day, or they are free to leave. I’ll give them a good reference.”

      “That sounds reasonable.”

      His faint smile wasn’t reassuring, and she braced herself for worse.

      “The thing is, lass, you didn’t agree to marry a pauper. You only agreed to marry me because I promised to keep you in the style to which you were accustomed. And you’ve done everything I asked of you, so I have no complaints.”

      She held her breath as he met her gaze.

      “I can’t afford to do that anymore, and I’m not the kind of man who’d put you through the hell of watching the bailiffs turn you out of your house again.” He visibly gathered himself. “I’ve already spoken to your brother.”

      “You spoke to Francis before you spoke to me?”

      “Yes. He is willing to take you, Ada, and Dan into his home while I try and save the railway.”

      Alice allowed his words to sink in.

      “You’re telling me to leave?”

      A muscle flicked in his jaw. “I’m… keeping my promises to you and your brother.”

      “But I’m your wife.”

      He gave a little shrug. “As I said, you’ve held up your end of our bargain admirably, lass. I appreciate it.”

      She slowly rose to her feet, her hands fisted at her sides, her whole body shaking. “So, you’re done with me now? You’ll throw me away when I am no longer deemed useful?”

      He frowned. “You’re not listening. I appreciate you too much to make you have to suffer when I fail.”

      She marched around the desk and poked him hard in the chest—not that it made the least bit of difference. “Who says you’re going to fail? When have you ever done that?”

      “I admit this will be a first, but I’ve had a good run.”

      “You will find a way to succeed.” Alice glared up at him. “You can sell everything in this damn house, pawn my jewelry, and Dan and Ada’s fancy toys. We won’t care because we want you to win, even if you don’t.”

      He stared down at her as if he’d never seen her before.

      “I’m not leaving you, Elijah,” Alice said fiercely. “We stand together in this, or you’re not the man I thought you were.”

      “It’s going to be hard.”

      She nodded. “I’m not a useless doll. I know how to run a household on a few pennies and how to beg and borrow to pay the bills. I can manage the books and make the payouts so that no one will see the state of your finances except me.”

      He cupped her chin, his blue gaze intense. “I know you can do those things, but that doesn’t mean I want to bring you down so low.”

      “That’s my decision, isn’t it? And I can assure you, sir, that I am not leaving this house until the bailiffs drag me out kicking and screaming.”

      “By your hair?”

      “If they must.”

      His fingers tightened on her jaw. “If you stay, that’s it, lass. You’re mine for good.”

      “Then you’d better make sure you win, hadn’t you?”

      He leaned in and kissed her, drawing her hard up against his body. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

      A tap on the doorway made her look around. “I believe that’s your dinner.”

      “It can wait.” He took her hand, marched her toward the door and opened it in the face of a surprised maid. “I’ll come to the kitchen in a while and eat.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell Oats that when I come down, I need to speak to all the staff.”

      The maid disappeared with the tray, and Elijah carried on up the stairs, his hand still grasping Alice’s. He walked swiftly along the silent corridor until they reached their suite and opened the door. He drew Alice inside and locked the door behind her.

      “That’s better.”

      She studied him carefully as he shrugged out of his coat and yanked off his cravat and went to help him.

      “You look exhausted.” She undid his cufflinks. “Perhaps you should just sleep.”

      “Not until I’ve had you.”

      She raised an eyebrow at his blunt tone and continued to work on his shirt buttons. “As I mentioned, I have no intention of leaving.”

      “So you said, lass.” His fingers thrust into her hair, scattering pins everywhere. “I must say I’m enjoying seeing you all fired up like this.”

      He picked her up and strode over to the bed. He set her in the middle of it and straddled her hips as he rucked up her skirts.

      “I can—” Alice attempted to reach the buttons at the back of her bodice, but he grabbed hold of her hands and held them over her head in one of his.

      “No time for that.”

      She gasped as he stripped off her drawers, his muscled thigh pushing hers wide as he undid his trousers to reveal his already hard shaft. He held her gaze as he pushed forward, the crown of his cock nudging at her entrance.

      “You’re wet for me.” He thrust inside her, making her raise her hips in an instinctive appeal. “You’ll take all of me right now.”

      He kept her hands pinned above her head as he drew back and then sheathed himself in one strong thrust that made her cry out.

      “Let me touch you,” she said.

      “Not yet.”

      “Please!”

      “Come for me like this, first, and then maybe I’ll let you.” He pounded into her, his expression intent as he stared down at her face. She couldn’t hide anything from him, and she knew that was what he wanted. He slid his other hand between their bodies and roughly fingered her bud until she gasped and came to a shuddering climax.

      “That’s my girl.” He let go of her hands and cupped her bottom, raising her into every driving roll of his hips and working cock. “Hold onto me.”

      She dug her fingernails into his shoulders, making him laugh and bite her throat. She came again, her body his now, her mind in chaos as the residue of her anger translated into a voracious need to make him see her as she was and for him to give her his whole self in return.

      Elijah slid his elbows under Alice’s knees and knelt up between her thighs, watching himself fuck her and loving the way she was constantly coming around his cock.

      “You see this?” he asked. “My cock fucking you?”

      She nodded, her breathing as fast as his, her hair in disarray against the pillows.

      “I still want more.” He reared over her, moving her heels to his shoulders so that he could drive down into her like a steam hammer. “I want you to feel every inch of me.”

      Her hands flew out, seeking something to hold onto as yet another climax made her scream his name. He forgot about decorum and decency and just fucked her until the pressure building in his balls could no longer be contained, and he came with a roar. He braced himself over her, his arms trembling, his breathing harsh as he gulped for air.

      He hadn’t realized how hard giving her up would be until she’d turned around and refused to leave…

      When he regained his senses and opened his eyes, she was staring right back at him, her expression unreadable. He smoothed his thumb over her swollen mouth.

      “You’re mine now, Alice Hepworth. And don’t you ever bloody forget it.”
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      “All of the staff except the housekeeper are willing to stay on until next quarter day,” Alice informed Elijah as he ate a hearty breakfast at the dining room table. “I’ve written her an excellent reference and recommended she speak to Caroline who is looking for a new housekeeper herself.”

      She winced slightly as she sat down opposite him, and his gaze flicked toward her.

      “Are you sore, lass?”

      She frowned at him as she poured herself a cup of tea. Sometimes she wished he wasn’t so observant. “I’m confident I can cover her duties, especially if we won’t be entertaining. I’ll consult with Cook to adapt the menu to simpler meals that we can share with the staff. That means we can cut down on the fires in some of the rooms.”

      “I want you to keep having your usual at home days and for you and Ada to keep visiting the other households.”

      “If you wish.”

      “I don’t want people to think we’re struggling.”

      “I understand.” She nodded. “You want us to project confidence in you and the railway company.”

      “Exactly.” He set his fork down. “I’ve ended the lease on the property in town. Mr. Totton will be moving in with us here.”

      “I’ll make sure to tell Oats to prepare him a room.”

      “It’s not going to be easy, lass.” He stirred sugar into his coffee. “I’ll be expecting a lot of you.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “And you won’t see much of me. If I’m going to get this railway built in time, I’ll be working night and day.”

      She reached over to take his large, callused hand in hers. “I’ll make sure Cook provides plenty of food you can take with you.”

      “As far as possible, we’ll be paying for everything in cash. You’ll oversee that with Totton’s help. You don’t pay anyone without my say so.”

      Alice nodded. “I started doing my mother’s household accounts when I was nine. I think I can manage.”

      He stared at her and shook his head. “I never would’ve thought you had the gumption.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “I’m not just an ornament to be displayed on the mantelpiece, sir.”

      “So I’m discovering.” He finished his coffee and came around to kiss the top of her head. “I’d best be off. I need to speak to O’Keefe, so we both know where we stand.”
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      Elijah was still thinking about his wife’s decision to stick by him as he approached the navvy camp with Totton at his side. O’Keefe awaited them at the entrance, his expression wary.

      “Well? Are we done for?”

      “Not quite.” Elijah patted his friend on the shoulder and drew him inside the battered tent. “But it’s not going to be easy. I’m staking my entire fortune and my reputation on getting it done.”

      O’Keefe whistled. “Nothing new, then.”

      Elijah smiled for the first time in what seemed forever. “We’ll manage it somehow.”

      “We always do.” O’Keefe cleared his throat. “Now, tell me what comes next.”

      “Have any of the work crews left for the site yet?” Elijah asked.

      “No, I held on to everyone until I’d spoken to you.”

      “Then let’s gather them together. If we’re to get this done, I’ll need them working for us and not against us.”

      “And how do you plan to do that when you’re going to be expecting miracles from them?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Elijah stepped outside the tent, took a deep breath, and rang the bell that normally called the men to get their food. Men started to appear, and within a few minutes, he reckoned he had almost everyone present.

      “Good morning, gentlemen.” Elijah inclined his head. “You might have heard rumors that the Millcastle Steam Locomotive Company was out for the count, but it bloody well isn’t.” His gaze scanned the crowd. “Or should I say it won’t be, if you all do your part.”

      “And work ourselves to death just to make you richer?” someone yelled.

      “Not just me, Seamus O’Conner.” Elijah paused to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “All of you.”

      “How so?” Seamus had never known when to shut his mouth, and for once Elijah was glad of it. “What’s in it for us?”

      “A share in the bonus if we complete on time.”

      The men started muttering among themselves. O’Keefe nudged him and murmured, “Our bonus?”

      “Every man who agrees to stay on my terms will be awarded a bonus for each extra hour worked when we complete the contract on time,” Elijah continued.

      “And what if we fail?”

      Elijah shrugged. “Then I’ll go down with the rest of you, and I’ll be taking up the navvy life again.” He stared at some of the familiar faces in the crowd. “You all know me. I’m a hard man, but I’ll always tell you the truth, and I always keep my word.”

      Several people nodded, and Elijah stepped back, satisfied. “If you agree to my terms, line up here and speak to Mr. Totton. He’ll be keeping count of your hours and what’s owed. As soon as you’re registered, come and find Mr. O’Keefe, and he’ll send you off to work.”

      Totton opened his book at a new page and glanced inquiringly up at Elijah.

      “I’m ready to begin when you are, sir.”

      Elijah nodded. “Then let’s get this railway finished on time.”
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      “Mrs. Hepworth?” Oats came into the study where Alice was familiarizing herself with the account books. “Mrs. Grovedale has just arrived. She is in the drawing room. I will bring you some tea.”

      “Thank you, Oats.”

      Alice took a moment to consider how she wished to deal with Ivy, who hadn’t been in contact with her since their last disastrous meeting. Their falling out seemed fairly unimportant in light of the revelations about the railway, and she was in no mood to be petty to a very pregnant woman who was still part of her family.

      “Ivy!” She smiled brightly as she went into the room. “How lovely to see you.”

      “Is it?” Ivy asked. “Considering how rude I was to you last time we met I’m surprised Oats let me through the door.” She sighed. “But you’re good at being the better person, aren’t you? And I don’t mean that in a horrible way. I’m very grateful for it.”

      She looked better than last time Alice had seen her, but there was still a brittleness about her that was worrying.

      Alice sat by the fire. “I’m not sure how you wish me to respond. If I agree with you, you’ll suggest I’m being too nice, and if I don’t, you’ll start another argument, and then where will we be?”

      Ivy sat opposite her. “I’m sorry.”

      Alice held her gaze. “It’s all right.”

      “It isn’t, but I appreciate that you aren’t angry with me. Everyone else is.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.” Alice looked up as Oats brought in the tea. “Thank you.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s true. I think Ian is beginning to regret marrying me.”

      Alice concentrated on pouring the tea while Ivy fussed with her skirts.

      “Francis said you might be coming back to Grafton Hall with the children,” Ivy said.

      “It was very kind of him to offer, but I don’t believe that will happen now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we have decided to remain here.” Alice was not going to share her husband’s current peril with anyone, even family.

      “Was Elijah planning on leaving you?”

      “Not at all.” Alice said. “It is more that he is working such long hours that we never see him, and he thought I might prefer to have more company.”

      “Ian intends to leave when the baby is born.”

      “Immediately?”

      Ivy shrugged. “I have no idea, but he’s already planning his new trip on a much bigger scale. Financed by my dowry of course. A trip I can’t accompany him on without being seen as a bad mother.”

      “When you have the baby, Ivy, you might feel differently,” Alice said gently.

      “And what if I don’t? What if I want to hand the little mite over to the nurse and never have to bother with them again?”

      “Then luckily, you are in a position to do just that and follow your husband on his travels.”

      Ivy stared at her for a long moment. “You’re the first person to suggest that without trying to make me feel guilty.”

      Alice shrugged. “My mother didn’t want me. I scarcely saw her until her paramour grew tired of her and no longer came to our house with any regularity. When her income was reduced, she had to fire my nurse and governess and look after me herself. She wasn’t suited to the task, and she resented me greatly.”

      “It’s not that I won’t love this child, Alice,” Ivy blurted out. “It’s more that I’m… not ready to be a mother yet.

      Alice just nodded. What could she say? Women became mothers whether they wanted to or not, and all the money in the world wouldn’t change that. She was fairly certain she was expecting a child herself but had decided not to mention it until the current upheaval was over. The last thing Elijah needed was the worry of another mouth to provide for.

      “Thank you.” Ivy drank some tea. “For allowing me to speak my mind without censure, which, considering how judgmental I’ve been about you, is something to admire.” She set her cup down. “I’ll get through this somehow, and I know how lucky I am to have choices.”

      “When is the baby due?” Alice asked.

      “Dr. Nash thinks it will be soon.” Ivy patted her rounded stomach. “I’d still like you to be present if you can spare the time.”

      “If you want me, I’ll be there.”

      “Thank you,” Ivy said. “Did I tell you that Ian has insisted I employ Sarah Lambton to follow me around all day?”

      “I had wondered why she wasn’t on my doorstep,” Alice admitted. “I assumed she was busy at home.”

      “She is supposed to keep me company while Ian is busy with his plants, but she’s more like a watchdog. I intend to pick her up on my way back from here, so she won’t know where I’ve been and blab it to Ian.”

      “I suspect she is grateful to be out of the vicarage and earning a wage.”

      “She is certainly very obliging.” Ivy finished her tea. “But she’s still a terrible gossip. I know more about the goings on in Millcastle than I ever wanted to.”

      Alice smiled as Ivy rose to her feet and came toward her.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Alice.”

      “And I have missed you.”

      Ivy took Alice’s hands in hers. “Are we still friends?”

      “Of course.” Alice squeezed her fingers. “Stay well, Ivy, and come and visit me, with or without Miss Lambton, whenever you please.”
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      Elijah stumbled over the threshold of the kitchen door and put out his hand to stop himself tripping and creating just the kind of racket he’d been striving to avoid. He’d ended up working alongside one of his crews and he was covered in dust, his throat ached from shouting, and his back hurt. To his surprise, there was a lantern set on the pine table and his wife sat there knitting a sock, her blond head gleaming in the light.

      “It’s two o’clock in the morning,” Elijah said stupidly.

      She looked up. “I am aware of that.” She rose to her feet. “I have soup warming on the range and bread and cheese for your supper.”

      He sat down heavily at the table, aware that he was famished and that he’d have to be up and out again in four hours to supervise the navvies. About ten percent of his workforce had decided to seek employment elsewhere, but the rest had stuck with him, which made him even more determined to succeed.

      “Here you are.” Alice set the bowl in front of him and a plate with the crusty bread and local cheese. “Eat up.”

      “Thank you.” He stuck his spoon in the soup and almost burned his mouth he ate it so fast. “That’s good.”

      “There’s plenty more.” She refilled his bowl while he started on the bread. “I made it myself when I got your message.”

      “You can cook?”

      She half-smiled as she resumed her seat, her quiet presence more of a balm than he had anticipated. “I can manage some of the basics. My mother often forgot to pay the grocery bills, and we were reduced to eating homemade soup and day-old bread.”

      “We were fed gruel twice a day when we first arrived to work at the mill.” He shook his head. “How they expected us to work a ten-hour shift when we were constantly hungry, I don’t know. But I suspect they wanted to keep us docile and dependent on their largesse.”

      She returned her attention to her knitting as he continued to eat. As the food settled in his stomach, a wave of tiredness swept over him, and his bowl became blurry.

      “Ivy visited me today.”

      “Did she, now.” He hastily opened his eyes. “Was she in a fighting mood or did she come to apologize?”

      “The latter.” Alice looked up. “How did you know we’d been at odds?”

      “Ada might have mentioned it.”

      “She wants me to be there when she gives birth.”

      Elijah considered that. “Does that suit you?”

      “If she wants me there, I am more than willing to go.” She paused. “Although I have no experience in such matters.”

      He nodded. “It’s a messy business.”

      “You were there when your children were born?”

      “Hard not to be when it’s winter, you all live in one room, and you can’t afford the doctor.” He ate a morsel of cheese. “I was able to pay the local midwife by the time Dan came along, so I spent that one in the pub. The last time, when everything went wrong, I had to be called back from a work site.”

      “You had a third child?”

      “We had six altogether. Two of them died at birth between Ada and Dan, one miscarried at four months, and the last one…” He contemplated what to say. It was not a story he had shared with anyone before. “Something went wrong with that one early on. Grace didn’t feel right the entire time and when the pains began, they ended up killing her.”

      She reached over to take his hand, her blue eyes full of compassion. “Poor Grace.”

      “Aye.” He sighed. “I was too damn busy to listen or take her to see a doctor when she told me something was wrong. I wasn’t even there when she went into labor, and I took my bloody time getting home because she wasn’t due for two months and she’d been sending me frantic messages for weeks. I’ll never forget all the blood. The whole room stank of it.” He stared off into space. “By the time I got there she was fading fast. She managed to speak my name, but that was about it.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Not as sorry as I am for neglecting her.”

      “I know this won’t be any consolation, but even with the best possible care, childbirth can be dangerous for any woman.”

      “So, I’ve heard.” He eased his hand free of hers and stirred the remains of his soup. “But my neglect of her went further than not turning up for the birth.” He let out a breath. “It wasn’t my child.”

      She didn’t say anything, and eventually he had to look up. “Shocking, eh? She told me she was bored and lonely, and that her new man liked her just the way she was and didn’t want her to change into some fancy lady.”

      “Oh, Elijah…”

      “I knew it couldn’t be mine, because back then I was away for months, and she refused to travel with me after the children were born.” He met Alice’s gaze. “It didn’t matter to me. I would’ve raised the child just like my own, because I couldn’t blame her for my own failings as a husband, now, could I?” He shrugged. “I even told her that if she wanted to leave with her new man, I’d keep the bairn, and send her on her way with no hard feelings. She deserved that much.”

      He got up and went to put his bowl and plate in the scullery sink, aware that he’d been far too honest with his new wife and that he was too exhausted to understand why.

      “I think you did the best you could in a very difficult situation,” Alice said slowly.

      “Don’t make excuses for me, lass.”

      “I’m not.”

      “And I don’t need you feeling sorry for me, either.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t.” She gathered up her knitting. “Do you want to have a bath, or will a kettle of hot water from the range suffice?”

      “I’ll take the kettle up with me.”

      She handed him a folded towel to protect his hand against the hot metal handle. “I’ll set the kitchen to rights, and I’ll follow you up to bed.” She lit a candle from the lamp and set it beside him on the table with something of a thump. “What time do you need to be on your way in the morning?”

      He was too tired to deal with the complexities of her calm withdrawal or seek to understand how she really felt about his shocking confession.

      “I need to be away by six.”

      “Then I’ll make sure your valet awakens you in time for you to have breakfast before you leave.” She smiled and said, “Good night, Elijah. I am glad that you made it home safely.” She took the lamp with her to the scullery, leaving him in darkness broken only by the flickering candle and the red glow of the stove she had obviously banked up for the night.

      He made his way up the servants’ stairs, aware that he hadn’t thanked her for the food or for staying up to see that he came home at all. No wonder she’d withdrawn from him. He’d blurted out his culpability in the death of his wife, revealed the fact that Grace had made him a cuckold, and then told her off for daring to express her sympathy.

      What a fine catch he’d turned out to be…

      He stripped naked and washed thoroughly before climbing into bed, where the starched sheets smelled of lavender and the breeze off the hill. He’d wait until Alice came to bed and apologize. Even as he had the thought, his eyes closed of their own accord, and he was immediately lost in sleep.
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      “Oats?” Alice came into the kitchen where the butler was sitting at the table having a cup of tea. “There’s no need to get up. I must go to Grovedale Hall. Will you let Mr. Hepworth know when he returns?”

      “Yes, of course, ma’am.”

      “I’ll take Ada with me because Dan and Mr. Doyle are in town this afternoon and I’m not sure when they will be back.” She paused. “If I am delayed past dinner time, I will send a note.”

      “Don’t worry about a thing, ma’am,” Oats assured her. “You’ll still probably be back before the master, what with the hours he’s keeping these days.”

      “It’s a distinct possibility,” Alice agreed. “I’ll take the gig.”

      Ada was waiting for her in the hallway. “Is it the baby?”

      “It might be. Caroline says that first babies can be quite unpredictable though.”

      “Mam said I was born early because I was always in such a rush.” Ada tied the ribbons of her bonnet in a neat bow as they set off for the stables. “I was there when Dan was born, and he took hours.”

      “Was it frightening?” Alice asked.

      “I didn’t really see much,” Ada confided. “They wouldn’t let me, but I could hear Mam cursing like a fishwife.”

      Alice concealed a smile as they neared the stables and got one of the hands to harness the horse to the gig. She waited until Ada was sitting beside her and they were on their way before continuing the conversation.

      “I’ve never been at a birth myself.”

      “Except your own.”

      “That’s true,” Alice agreed as she carefully navigated the corner onto the county road. “In truth, I am rather nervous.”

      “Dr. Nash is coming, isn’t he?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Then everything will be all right. Da thinks the world of him.” Ada’s gaze scanned the hillside where the sun was shining between the tree branches and bathing the valley in golden light. “He’s a good ’un.”

      “He’s certainly very skilled, and he trained at the best medical school in Scotland.”

      Alice settled into the seat and concentrated on keeping the horse traveling in a nice straight line. To her relief, she wouldn’t have to navigate the crowded streets of Millcastle to reach Grovedale House, because it was on the same side of town as her own home. She’d only recently started driving the gig herself rather than using the carriage and horses.

      Since telling her about Grace, Elijah had spent even less time at home over the past three weeks and had been short with her when he was present. She had a sense that he regretted telling her what had happened, and she found that somewhat disappointing. It had never occurred to her that he had secrets, and that he didn’t want her to see him as anything other than the confident man he was.

      Perhaps everyone tried to present their best face to the world…

      “Sarah said she’s been helping Ivy,” Ada said as they came through the gate of Grovedale House.

      “Yes, she’ll probably be here today.”

      “Good.” Ada looked expectantly toward the front door. “I’ve missed seeing her.”

      Alice stopped the gig in approximately the right place and Ada immediately got down, One of the footmen came out to take the horse around to the stables. Alice went into the house and through to the drawing room where she could hear Ada’s excited voice.

      “Good morning, Miss Lambton,” Alice said as she came through the door.

      “Mrs. Hepworth.” Sarah bobbed a curtsey. “Mrs. Grovedale is upstairs in her bedroom. She asked me to tell you to come up to her.” Sarah smiled fondly at Ada. “I’ll keep Ada company while you’re occupied.”

      “Thank you.” Alice took off her gloves. “I’ll go straight up.”

      Sarah looked far more relaxed and better fed, and Alice was pleased for her. She could only hope that earning her own money and being free of her mother’s demands had also curtailed her unfortunate desire to gossip.

      “Viscountess Grafton is already there and so is Mrs. Delisle.”

      Alice nodded and went back to the hall and up the stairs. There was no sign of Mr. Grovedale, whom she assumed was working in his conservatory. She knocked on the door, and when no one answered, she went in to find Ivy pacing the carpet and complaining with one hand on her back. Her hair was tied in a knot at her neck, and she wore her nightgown.

      “Alice, where have you been?” Ivy demanded.

      “I can hardly believe you missed me.” Alice smiled at the other women. “You already have your family around you.”

      “Of which you are a part,” Caroline said. “And, yes, Ivy has not been on her own for a single minute.”

      Caroline came over to Alice as she took off her bonnet and cloak. She lowered her voice as she said, “She’s definitely in labor. I’ve sent for Dr. Nash because things are progressing rather more quickly than anticipated.”

      As if to prove her point, Ivy suddenly bent over and groaned. “This is horrible.”

      “It certainly isn’t pleasant,” Caroline agreed as she put her arm around Ivy’s waist. “But keep thinking of that beautiful baby you’ll soon have in your arms, and you’ll be fine.”

      Mrs. Delisle glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. “Her pains are quite close together.”

      “Which is why I’ve sent for Dr. Nash,” Caroline said brightly. “If it’s any consolation, Ivy, I don’t think you’ll be laboring for long.”

      Alice took turns walking with Ivy around the room, supporting her through each contraction and telling her how wonderfully she was doing. There was a rhythm to the process, a strange familiarity that settled over her as time progressed and Ivy needed more and more support.

      “I can’t do this anymore.” Ivy suddenly went down on her knees. “I need to lie down.”

      Caroline glanced at Alice. “Then, let’s get you on the bed. Maman, can you go and see if Dr. Nash has arrived? I thought I heard his gig.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Alice stripped back the quilts and helped Ivy get settled, banking the pillows behind her head.

      “Don’t leave me.” Ivy grabbed her hand so hard Alice jumped.

      “I have no intention of doing so.”

      Dr. Nash came into the room and frowned when he saw Ivy.

      “Why aren’t you walking around?”

      “Because I bloody well can’t,” Ivy retorted. “And if you intend to be unhelpful and stupid then please leave!”

      Dr. Nash’s eyebrows rose. “Belligerent and bedridden? I think you’re further along than I anticipated for a first child. May I examine you?”

      He took off his coat and washed his hands with soap in the bowl of warm water Mrs. Delisle offered him.

      “Her pains are less than two minutes apart,” Caroline murmured to him.

      “So I see. You were right to call me in. Fast births can be just as unexpected and difficult as long ones, especially when one is not prepared.”

      “Don’t talk about me. Do something,” Ivy said through her teeth. “I want to push.”

      Dr. Nash hurried over to the bed. “Resist that urge until I’ve examined you.”

      “Then hurry up!”

      Alice concealed a smile as Dr. Nash approached the bed and gently pulled up Ivy’s nightgown.

      “Ah.”

      “What?” Ivy demanded.

      “I can see the head.” He turned to Alice and Caroline. “If you would help Mrs. Grovedale sit upright and support her on either side.”

      Alice scrambled to get on the bed next to Ivy, as Caroline did the same. She put one hand on Ivy’s shoulder and used the other to hold Ivy’s hand.

      “Now, Mrs. Grovedale. When you feel the urge to push, take a deep breath and bear down into it.”

      Alice knew the second Ivy was doing as the doctor asked, because Ivy’s whole body tensed, and she squeezed Alice’s fingers hard.

      “Good,” Dr. Nash said. “Now do that every time you feel a contraction, and we’ll soon have your baby delivered.”

      Alice found herself murmuring soothing nonsense to Ivy as she continued to push, her attention riveted on Dr. Nash’s calm instructions.

      “I… can’t do this. It’s too much,” Ivy moaned, her back arching like a bow.

      “You can, darling.” Caroline kissed her head. “You’re almost there.”

      “One more push and the baby’s head will be out,” Dr. Nash said. “The rest will be easy.”

      “It’s too fast.” Ivy was beyond snapping at the doctor, her gaze turned inward, her whole being caught up in the most female of acts. “I can’t… make it stop.”  She lowered her chin to her chest and howled in anguish.

      “That’s it,” Dr. Nash said. “Good girl. The baby’s head is out, now one more and you’ll be done.”

      Ivy breathed out hard, her gaze fixed on the doctor as she bore down with a guttural roar.

      “Oh Ivy!” Caroline said. “You’ve done it!”

      “Congratulations.” Dr. Nash performed all the necessary steps to set Ivy to rights and then wiped the baby down and handed it over to Ivy. “You have a little girl.”

      Ivy stared at the baby and then burst into tears.

      “She’s beautiful,” Alice whispered as she studied the surprisingly alert baby who had dark hair, milky blue eyes, and a wrinkled little face. “Well done, Ivy.”

      Ivy lowered her head and buried her face against the baby’s skin. “I was so afraid.”

      “Understandably,” Dr. Nash, who was dealing with the afterbirth, spoke up. “Most first confinements take hours, if not days, and yours was very short.” He patted her ankle. “You should sleep now.” He glanced at Caroline. “I leave you in very capable hands. Would you like me to tell Mr. Grovedale the good news on my way out?”

      “Yes, if you wish.” Ivy said, her attention totally on her baby. “And thank you.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Dr. Nash washed his hands and put his coat back on. “I’ll call in tomorrow to see you both, but don’t hesitate to send me a message at Grafton Hall if either of you feel unwell tonight.”

      “We will certainly do that.” Caroline walked him to the door. “Thank you, and please inform my husband that I will be staying here for the next few days.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Caroline rang for more hot water. “Let’s make you more comfortable, before we let Ian in to see you and his daughter.”

      Ivy smoothed her fingertip over the baby’s downy, dark hair. “Where’s the nurse? Shouldn’t she be here by now?”

      “She’s due to arrive tomorrow,” Caroline said calmly. “I’m sure we’re more than capable of looking after a baby until she comes.”

      “Yes, of course,” Ivy said. “The thing is—I feel quite feral about her. As though I’d try and kill anyone who took her away from me.”

      “I believe that’s quite normal.” Caroline smiled. “I certainly felt like that about Joseph.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “That’s probably Ian,” Caroline said. “Why don’t you let him in, Alice? Then Ivy won’t have to let the baby out of her sight for a second.”

      Alice looked inquiringly at Ivy and she nodded. Alice went to open the door.

      “Mr. Grovedale.” She stepped back. “Congratulations.”

      She stayed where she was as Ian approached the bed, his expression tremulous when his daughter was placed in his arms for the first time. She wondered, if she’d been his wife, whether he would have allowed her to accompany him on his expeditions or stayed to be present at the birth if she’d come home.

      “What should we name her?” Ian asked.

      “Something floral?” Ivy suggested, her voice a thin, weary thread.

      “That would be a nice tradition.” Ian paused. “How about Rose?”

      Ivy considered the name as Ian placed the child back in her arms. “Yes, it suits her.” She yawned.

      Caroline stepped forward. “Ivy and the baby need to rest now. Perhaps we should leave her to sleep while her maid watches over them.”

      After kissing Ivy and Rose, Alice went down to the dining room where she found Ada being entertained by Miss Lambton. Caroline joined her after a few minutes, and they sat down together to eat.

      “I’ll stay here for a couple of days until the nurse gets here and I can make sure that she is suitable for her post,” Caroline said.

      “That sounds like an excellent plan,” Alice agreed. “As long as you aren’t too overburdened.”

      Caroline looked down at her rounded stomach. “I feel remarkably well this time, and I have at least two months before I’m due.” She paused. “I would, however, appreciate it if you can find time to visit Ivy on a regular basis. She is very fond of you.”

      Alice thought about her current responsibilities to her husband and his business. “I will do my best.”

      “I know things aren’t exactly easy for you and Elijah at present, but it would mean a lot to me. I’m worried about Ivy.”

      “Why?”

      Caroline sighed. “I can’t quite explain it yet, but she seems… ill-prepared for motherhood, and having the baby in such a rush will probably prove very jarring to her.”

      Alice thought back to her recent conversations with Ivy and silently agreed.

      “Maybe now that the baby is born, she will change her mind. She loves very easily, and I’m sure she will be an excellent mother.”

      “You are right about that.” Caroline poured them both some tea. “Perhaps I am worrying too much about nothing.”

      Alice could only hope that Caroline was correct.

      After Caroline went back upstairs to sit with Ivy, Alice went to find Sarah, who was walking in the herb garden with Ada. She sent Ada off to fetch her bonnet and ask for the gig to be brought around.

      She waited until the girl was well out of earshot before turning to her companion. “Miss Lambton? May I ask a favor of you?” Alice asked.

      “Of course, Mrs. Hepworth.” Sarah looked wary. “How may I help?”

      “As Mrs. Grovedale is recovering from the birth of her daughter, she will need all our support. I am so glad that you are here to offer her your companionship and wealth of experience with infants.”

      Sarah blinked at her. “You are?”

      “Yes, indeed.” Alice paused. “And if you at any point feel that you need more help, then please do not hesitate to let me or the viscountess know how we can assist you further.”

      “I will do so.” Sarah nodded. “And…thank you for expressing your confidence in me. I was not expecting it.”

      “I can’t think of anyone more suited to helping a first-time mother than you, Miss Lambton.”

      “Then I will tell Mother that I have to stay here full time for at least the first two weeks,” Sarah said importantly. “She won’t like it, but she’ll be too afraid of offending the viscountess to dare to say anything.”

      Alice and Sarah walked back up to the house where Ada awaited them.

      “The gig is here.”

      “Thank you, Ada.” Alice turned to Sarah. “Please tell Mrs. Grovedale that I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “I will.” Sarah beamed at Ada. “Goodbye, and I hope to see you soon.”
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      “We’re short twenty men,” O’Keefe said grimly. “And don’t ask me how or why. I can’t stop them disappearing in the night when they get a whisper of an easier job.”

      Elijah looked down the line where over a hundred of his workers were now focused on laying the next section of track. In the distance, he could see the outskirts of the town and the gap where his railway would pass through the new housing to the recently completed railway station and hotel. If they kept going at their current pace, they’d manage to complete the project on time, but not if they kept losing men.

      “How can I keep the ones I’ve got?” Elijah asked bluntly.

      “I’d say give them more time off, but that’s not an option if we want to finish on time.” O’Keefe scratched his head. “More money maybe?”

      Elijah did some calculations in his head. “I don’t have a lot left to give.”

      “When you’ve still got that big house and staff? The men won’t believe you.”

      “What if I went to the next town and brought some more men in? I know one of the mills just laid off a couple of hundred workers who might be glad of a wage.”

      “I suppose you could do that, but you’d have to act quickly.”

      “I can go tonight, if you’re willing to supervise up here until I get back.”

      O’Keefe groaned. “I’m too old to stay up all hours, but I suppose I don’t have a choice.”

      “You could go in my stead,” Elijah suggested.

      “They’ll listen to you, not me. And if you flash some of that gold coin around, they’ll follow you anywhere. If I tried it, I’d end up dead in a ditch the next day.”

      “Then I’ll go.” Elijah nodded. “I’ll just take a moment to let my wife know, and I’ll be off.”

      He strode back to the tent that now doubled as his site office and found Totton working on the account books.

      “Have you discovered any new sources of income since I saw you this morning?” Elijah inquired.

      “No, but I have managed to renegotiate the price for the last three thousand sleepers.” Totton took off his glasses and offered his employer a tired but pleased smile.

      “Good man. That should take us the last mile.”

      “Or so.”

      “Let’s be positive,” Elijah reminded him. “I’ll need you to tell my wife I won’t be home tonight, and I want most of the petty cash.”

      “For what purpose, sir?” Totton’s smile disappeared as if he was being asked to hand over his own money.

      “I need more labor, and I’m going to have to find it.”

      “I see.” Totton nodded. “I usually take the cash box back to Dovecote Hall when I leave the site. Do you want me to leave it with you instead?”

      “Yes. I’ll take it now.”

      “Please be aware that we will need to pay out for the latest shipment of spikes that is due in tomorrow.”

      Elijah found his cloak and handed back a bag of coins to Totton. “Get the bill and promise them I’ll attend to it when I come back.”

      “Unfortunately, they’re threatening to take back the delivery if they don’t receive payment on the spot.”

      “Then give them half, unload everything, and dare them to take all that iron back without help from our men.”

      “As you wish, sir.” Totton’s sigh was faint but audible. “I’ll try not to get myself hauled off to debtor’s prison in your absence.”

      “You’d better not. I need you.” Elijah locked the box and headed toward the opening of the tent. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Mrs. Grovedale had her baby today.”

      “She did?” Elijah paused. “Then I doubt my wife will be home.”

      “I hesitate to contradict you, sir, but Mrs. Hepworth takes her responsibilities toward you and the railway company very seriously. She has been very helpful in our endeavors to keep the books balanced. In fact, she came with me when I obtained the discount from our timber supplier.”

      “She went with you?”

      “Indeed.” Totton smiled. “She is so charming that she left young Mr. Brotherton quite tongue tied and willing to make concessions that his father won’t appreciate.” He chuckled. “I made sure to get his agreement in writing before we left.”

      “Good for you.”

      Elijah nodded and left, his thoughts with his wife, who had apparently won the loyalty of his staff as well as his men. None of them had forgotten that she’d been there to nurse them through sickness and disaster, and they often asked Elijah how she was doing. The fact that he was still avoiding her after exposing his underside made him look like a coward.

      He found the gig and checked the horse’s harness before heading out into the countryside. If he avoided being robbed and the weather stayed fair, he reckoned he’d be back in Millcastle with a cartload of workers by noon the next day.
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      “Elijah…” Alice determinedly followed her husband out of the front hall and into his study.

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      He looked exhausted as he searched his piled-up desk for some piece of paperwork. The railway was due to be completed in less than a week and he had the look of a man possessed. “I have to get back.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask you,” she pointed out.

      “With all due respect, lass, I’m not sure if I have time to care.”

      Alice reminded herself for the thousandth time that he was under a lot of strain and that she should not take his remarks personally.

      “Then I will ask the question and you can decide whether it is acceptable to you.” She took a quick breath. “Ivy isn’t very well, and, as both Caroline and Mr. Grovedale are away, I have agreed to spend a couple of nights at Grovedale Hall to help her with the baby.”

      He frowned. “Dan’s safe with his tutor, but what about Ada?”

      “She can come with me. Miss Lambton will be glad to see her.”

      Alice waited as he flicked through a pile of outstanding bills and extracted one.

      “I have to pay this, or we can’t finish the damn rails,” he muttered.

      She glanced at the bill. “We don’t have enough in petty cash to pay that much, which is why it’s still sitting there. I was going to talk to you about it when you next came home.”

      He cursed under his breath. “I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel here, lass.”

      “Then take my diamond necklace and bracelet and sell them. That should cover the bill.”

      He finally looked at her properly. “I don’t want to do that.”

      “Why not? When you’ve finished the project, you can lavish me with diamonds.”

      He tucked the bill in his pocket and came around the desk toward her She held her breath as he set his fingers under her chin. “Lavish you?”

      “Or ravish me,” she suggested. It was the closest she was willing to come to admitting she missed him in bed.

      “How about both? You can just wear your new jewelry and nothing else.”

      She shivered at the thought of the coldness of the metal against her hot skin and his blue eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me want you right now, lass. I don’t have time to do you justice.”

      “I’ve never had any complaints.” She raised her eyebrows. “You have always proved more than adequate.”

      “Adequate, eh?” He picked her up and set her on the edge of the desk. “Now I can’t stop thinking about you dripping with diamonds while I fuck you.” He slid his hand up her thigh, past her stockings, and through the slit of her drawers. “And you’re wet thinking about it, too.”

      She pressed forward against his questing fingers, and he groaned.

      “Five minutes,” he said hoarsely as he unbuttoned his trousers. “That’s it, and then I’m back to work.”

      She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders as he pushed deep, holding on as he took her fast, her body as greedy and desperate for completion as his was. He slid his hand around her hips, bringing her into each hard thrust of his cock until she was coming, and he was coming with her, which felt quite extraordinary.

      When he stepped back, he was breathing hard, and he took a while to rebutton his trousers.

      “If you’re going to stay at Grovedale House, I won’t come back until you’re home. It’ll give me more time at the site.”

      Alice let her skirts fall gracefully around her as she slid off the desk. “Then you give me permission to go?”

      “Aye.” He nodded. “I’ll manage.”

      “And you’ll take my jewels, too?”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      She smiled at him. “Then perhaps we can consider that five minutes well spent.”
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      Caroline met Alice in the drawing room at Grovedale House, her expression strained.

      She waited until Ada went off with Miss Lambton before expressing herself to Alice. “I wish I could be here all the time, but Maman isn’t well, Joseph is fractious, and even Francis is beginning to feel neglected. Miss Lambton does her best, but Ivy isn’t herself, and I don’t know what to do to make things better for her. She has a new baby, a husband who loves her, and yet she doesn’t seem able to enjoy or appreciate any of it.”

      “Dr. Nash did say that a birth such as Ivy had can sometimes be traumatic for the mother,” Alice reminded Caroline.

      “He’s repeated that every time we’ve called him in to see her but cannot offer any solutions other than to give her time and to make sure the nurse is on hand to take care of the child whenever necessary.”

      Alice frowned. “But Ivy adores Rose.”

      “Yes, but…” Caroline hesitated. “Sometimes she wants the baby all to herself and won’t let anyone—even Ian—touch her, and then on other occasions she’ll leave Rose on the bed and wander off as if she’s forgotten all about her.”

      “That is concerning.”

      “Ian had to go to London to fulfill an obligation to the Royal Horticultural Society. He was reluctant to leave, but I assured him that we would be able to manage. And to be perfectly honest, Alice, I think he’s at his wit’s end about how to help Ivy, too.”

      “When will he return?”

      “In three days.”

      Alice nodded. “I can stay for that long, but the railway contract is due to be completed a few days after that, and I have to be home by then.”

      “I understand,” Caroline said. “I hope Mr. Hepworth succeeds.”

      “I am sure he will do everything in his power to do so,” Alice said. “I have come to admire his tenacity and courage in the face of adversity.”

      “And care for him deeply,” Caroline said.

      “Yes, I believe that is also true.” Alice found herself smiling, and Caroline smiled back.

      “I have to go home. Francis can’t deal with Maman’s complaining for more than an hour without making some scathing remark.”

      Alice hid a smile as she considered her half-brother. He was rarely sympathetic about anything unless it had to do with his wife.

      “I will take care of Ivy and Rose in your absence.” Alice escorted Caroline to the front door. “If anything untoward happens, I will contact Dr. Nash.”

      “Thank you.” Caroline kissed her cheek. “I am very glad you are Francis’s sister, and even though he won’t tell you himself, Francis is, too.”

      Alice made her way up to Ivy’s suite and let herself in. The bed was unmade but unoccupied, and there was no sign of her friend. Alice paused to listen, but Ivy was not there. She reversed course and went to the nursery on the floor above. When she entered the bright and sunny room, Ivy was sitting in a chair by the window holding Rose. She didn’t seem to have noticed Alice’s arrival, her gaze fixed not on the baby, but on the distant fields beyond Grovedale Hall. Her face looked thin and there were purple shadows under her eyes.

      “Ivy?” Alice said softly as she went closer. “How are you and little Rose this morning?”

      “There’s no need to speak to me as if I’m an invalid, Alice. My doctor assures me that I’m quite healed from the birth.”

      Alice smiled as she took the seat opposite. “I was trying not to wake the baby.”

      “She’s a good sleeper. Nurse says she isn’t waking at all during the night now, but I’m not sure I believe her. Once I came up here and Rose was crying terribly. Nurse’s door was shut, but she must have heard her.” Ivy glanced down at the baby. “Poor Rose is probably learning that no one will come to her if she does cry, which is a different matter entirely.”

      “I suppose you could sleep up here with her at night,” Alice suggested.

      “I’m not allowed to. ‘Everyone’ seems to agree that when I am here, I just make matters worse.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. We can all see how much you love Rose. And she is obviously content in your arms. She is sleeping beautifully.”

      “She’s so precious, isn’t she?” Ivy said, a catch in her voice. “Sometimes I worry about her so much.”

      “I can imagine.”

      Ivy looked up. “You can’t, really, Alice. You’re not a mother.”

      “That might be remedied in the new year.”

      “You’re expecting?”

      “Yes.” Alice smiled. “You are the first person I’ve told.”

      “I won’t tell anyone,” Ivy said. “Not that I’d be believed.”

      Alice tried not to show her concern for Ivy’s troubling thoughts.

      “I suppose I should congratulate you. At least you’ll be free of your enormous husband’s attentions for a while.”

      Alice tried not to smile. “I quite like his attentions.”

      Ivy stared at her. “There’s a bruise on your throat.”

      Alice pressed her fingers to her neck and felt herself blush.

      “I can’t believe you let him do that to you.”

      The inner door of the nursery opened, and Nurse Alder came in. She smiled as she saw Alice. “Good morning, Mrs. Hepworth. I understand you will be staying with us for a few days.”

      “That’s correct.” Alice smiled at Ivy. “While Lady Grafton-Wesley and Mr. Grovedale are unavoidably away.”

      Ivy snorted. “Ian couldn’t wait to leave and give his speech to the horticultural society.”

      “I understand from Caroline that it is considered something of an honor,” Alice said. “You must be very proud of him.”

      “I should have known you would take his side,” Ivy said. She held out the baby to the nurse. “I assume you’ve come to take her away from me?”

      “Not if you wish to feed Rose yourself, ma’am?” Nurse Alder asked.

      Ivy shuddered. “No, thank you.”

      “Then I will take her to the wetnurse and return her for her nap when she’s finished.”

      Nurse Alder gathered the sleeping baby in her arms, her expression softening as she looked down at Rose’s flushed face.

      “She’s such a bonny lass and growing so fast!”

      “She is indeed,” Alice agreed, mainly to fill Ivy’s silence.

      She waited until the door shut behind the nurse before reaching for Ivy’s hand.

      “What is it, love? How can I help you?”

      Ivy shook her head. “I feel like the sun has gone from my world, and I don’t know how to find it again.” She sighed. “And I know how lucky I am. Please don’t tell me to count my blessings.”

      “I certainly will not do that,” Alice said firmly. “I grew up in a house paid for by my mother’s protector, with clothes, food, and shelter, which meant I was considered one of the lucky ones, too. But it was never easy. I often felt alone, and I despaired of ever being able to change a thing.” She met Ivy’s gaze. “Things will get better, love. All I wish is for you to get well, and if that takes years, then I’ll still be here with you.”

      “Thank you. I don’t want to feel like this.”

      “I know.” Alice squeezed her hand. “Just remember that we all love you and want the best for you.”

      Ivy nodded. “I think I’ll take a nap now.” She rose to her feet, allowing the baby shawl on her knee to fall to the floor. “Will you ask my maid to wake me up for dinner?”
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      Alice’s days settled into a pattern around Ivy’s infrequent appearances, either downstairs or in the nursery. She spent most of her time with Sarah Lambton and Ada, while Ivy slept through the day. By the third evening, she fully shared Caroline’s concerns about Ivy but was still at a loss as to how to help her.

      “Ivy is very sad,” Ada said to Alice as they sat together in the dining room.

      Sarah had gone upstairs to see if Ivy was awake and wanted to have dinner with them. Alice, who was due to leave in the morning, was anxious to spend her last evening with her friend.

      “She’s still recovering from Rose’s birth.”

      “Mam was like that after Dan was born.” Ada stared longingly at the soup tureen in the center of the table. “She didn’t want to get out of bed. I had to take care of Dan a lot.”

      “You were barely five.”

      “I’d sit with him when she was asleep and tuck him in beside her to feed.” She shrugged. “Anyone can do that. I fed her, too, sometimes when she forgot.”

      “Where was your father?”

      “Away.” Ada looked up at Alice. “Can we please start? I’m starving.”

      Alice helped Ada to a bowl of soup.

      “How long did it take your mother to feel well again?”

      “A long time.” Ada spooned up her soup with a speed that reminded Alice of her father. “But eventually she was better, and she took care of us all again.”

      “Do you think there was anything that helped her get better?” Alice asked.

      “I don’t remember, but she was always happier when Da was home. He knew how to make her smile.”

      “And she knew she was loved.”

      Ada nodded and finished her soup. “May I have some more?”

      Alice had also communicated with Dr. Nash, who had said the same thing—that Ivy would get better in her own time, and that they all just needed to be patient and loving with her until she did.

      Sarah returned to the table. “She doesn’t want to come down.”

      “Then we’ll start without her,” Alice said. “Would you care for some soup, Miss Lambton?”

      “Yes, please.” Sarah held up her bowl. “Oh! And she did ask if you could go up and see her before you go to bed.”

      “I’ll certainly do that.” Alice ladled out the soup and settled down to eat while the Grovedale staff brought in the rest of the meal. “I’ll make sure to take a tray up with me. She needs to eat.”

      After settling Ada and Sarah in the drawing room to play cards after dinner, Alice went up the stairs to Ivy’s suite and knocked on the door.

      “Enter!”

      “Alice.” To her relief, Ivy was out of bed and neatly dressed. “Did you bring me something to eat? That was very thoughtful of you.”

      Alice set the tray on the table by the fire. “I think you will enjoy the fish. Cook did an excellent job on the sauce. I had to save the rest of it from Ada and Sarah.”

      Ivy smiled. “I wouldn’t begrudge them my dinner.” She sat on the floor and scanned the contents of the tray before sampling the main course. “It is, indeed, good. I’ll have to ask Cook to make it for Ian. He loves fish.”

      “He’s expected back tomorrow morning,” Alice said. “And Caroline will be here in the evening if you need her.”

      “Everyone is being so kind.” Ivy grimaced. “I hardly deserve it.”

      “We love you,” Alice said simply.

      “I know. I am very lucky.” She took a deep breath. “I am starting to see things more clearly now.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “I want to do my best for Rose, Ian, and for all of you.” Ivy met her gaze. “If that means I need to change, I am more than willing to do so.”

      “All we want is for you to be happy,” Alice reminded her.

      “And I will be.” Ivy’s smile was more like her old self. “I promise.”
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      “Alice. Alice!”

      Ada shook Alice’s shoulder hard enough to wake her with a jolt. It was still dark, and no light showed behind the curtains.

      “You have to come now.”

      “What is it?” Alice pushed the hair out of her face, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and put on her dressing gown. “Is the baby ill?”

      “No, it’s Ivy. She’s taken Rose.”

      “To her bedroom?”

      “I was reading in my bed with the door open. Ivy came into the nursery, fully dressed in her cloak, and scooped Rose out of the crib.”

      Alice shoved her feet into her kid slippers. “Go and wake Miss Lambton. Get someone to send a message to Dr. Nash immediately. Then come back to the nursery.”

      “It’s Nurse’s late evening off. Her mother lives in a village nearby and she probably won’t be back until morning.”

      “Then rouse Miss Lambton and the butler.”

      Alice ran toward the door and went down the stairs to Ivy’s suite. The door was ajar, the bed hadn’t been slept in, and several of the drawers and cupboard doors had been ransacked and left open.

      “Ivy…” Alice whispered. “What on earth are you doing?”

      She picked up a fallen cloak, put it on over her nightdress, and borrowed a pair of Ivy’s sturdy boots. If Ivy had taken the baby, where would she go? Not to Caroline or Alice, so where?

      “To Ruby,” Alice murmured to herself as she went down through the hall and out toward the dimly lit outline of the stable block.

      The greyness of the predawn sky was absolute, with no hint of brightness in the leaden sky. Just before she reached the first building, she heard the thin wail of a baby and her knees almost buckled with relief. She crept into the stables where one of the doors was open and saw Ivy attending to the horse.

      “Be quiet, Rose, darling,” Ivy said. “I have to concentrate.”

      Alice stepped into the stall and closed the door, blocking Ivy’s exit. “What are you doing?”

      Her friend jumped and spun around to face her. “I’m leaving.”

      “And going where?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to those of us who love you.”

      Ivy returned her attention to the buckles on the horse’s halter. “You wouldn’t love me if you knew the truth.”

      “I know that it isn’t good for Rose to be out in this weather, and that you currently don’t have the necessary strength to get yourself and your child to wherever you want to go.” Alice held out a shaky hand. “Please come back inside, Ivy. I’m sure we can make everything right for you.”

      “Perhaps you should take Rose.” Ivy looked over at her child. “We both know she should be yours anyway.”

      Alice went still as Ivy turned toward her.

      “Ian didn’t mean to marry me.” Ivy smiled. “But you already knew that didn’t you?”

      “It hardly matters now, when—”

      “He’s unhappily married to me?”

      “I don’t see a man who is unhappy, Ivy.” Alice put as much conviction into her voice as she could muster. “I see a man who loves his wife and new daughter very much.”

      “I knew he meant to propose to you. I deliberately waited until he arrived that evening to insert myself into the proceedings and make him marry me instead. I even asked my mother to make sure you didn’t get to him first.”

      Alice tried not to allow the hurt of Ivy’s confession to distract her from her current course of preventing mother and child from leaving.

      “It doesn’t matter now. You are married to the right man, and—”

      “He doesn’t love me. He probably hates me for what I did. I think it’s best if I just let him get on with his life without me.”

      “What about Rose?” Alice asked.

      “I thought to leave her at the inn Francis owns in town. I’ve written a note to the landlady to contact Francis after I depart on the mail coach.”

      “But what if no one finds her?”

      “Of course, they will.” Ivy frowned. “She’s very loud.”

      “What if someone who doesn’t wish her well finds her?”

      “You’re giving me a headache.” Ivy pressed her fingertips to her brow. “Stop trying to confuse me.”

      “I am trying to get you to see sense. Please come back to the house.” Alice spoke more firmly. “Rose will get cold, and she will need feeding soon.”

      “I can’t even do that properly,” Ivy said. “She’s better off with Nurse.”

      “She needs you, Ivy. You’re her mother.”

      “And as I said earlier, we both know that should have been you.” Ivy let out her breath. “Can’t you see that I’m trying to make things right? If I’m not here, Ian will naturally turn to you again.”

      “But I’m married to Elijah.”

      “Oh, for goodness sakes, Alice. You only married him because your heart was broken.”

      “Who on earth told you that?”

      “You didn’t need to tell me. I could see how much you liked Ian. I assume you married Mr. Hepworth to save face, because you repeatedly told me you didn’t care for him.” Her mouth twisted. “I hadn’t realized quite how much I’d assumed Ian would marry me until he started looking at you.”

      The sudden shock of betrayal washed over Alice, and she fought the anger rising inside her.

      “You see?” Ivy raised her chin. “I told you I wasn’t lovable. Maybe now you’ll let me go.”

      “I can’t let you put yourself and Rose in danger,” Alice said. “What happened between us is in the past. If Ian had truly wanted to marry me, he had plenty of opportunities to correct the record. He chose not to do so because he realized he loved you all along.”

      Ivy frowned. “That’s… not true.”

      Alice walked over and picked up Rose, who had started to fuss. “I’m taking Rose back to the nursery. I suggest you come with me.” She opened the door of the stall and turned back to Ivy. “Please come. Rose deserves to have both her parents to love and care for her.”

      “But you can keep her.”

      “She is your child.” Alice locked gazes with Ivy. “I have a husband of my own and a baby on the way. I do not want yours. Do I make myself clear?”

      Ivy nodded as she picked up her bags. “Very clear.”

      Alice walked away, hoping to God that Ivy followed her. As she went to exit the stables, Dr. Nash stepped out of the shadows and held his finger to his lips before whispering, “I’ll take care of Mrs. Grovedale. Take the baby inside.”

      Alice nodded and walked past him. Sarah Lambton was peering out from behind the doctor, her expression anxious. She joined Alice on the path back to the house.

      “Oh, Mrs. Hepworth! I’m so glad Dr. Nash arrived so quickly. He was visiting a farm quite close to the estate and just happened to be seen on the road by the stable boy I sent out to find him, so he got here in time.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” Alice agreed. “Is Ada all right?”

      “Yes, she woke me, and I immediately roused the butler and sent off the messenger. I told her to go back to bed, but I doubt she obeyed me. She was too worried about the baby.”

      “You both did very well.” Alice only realized how much she was shaking when her voice wobbled.

      “What will happen to dear Mrs. Grovedale?” Sarah kept chattering as they went inside and started up the stairs to the nursery. “She won’t be… incarcerated or anything will she?”

      “I doubt Dr. Nash would sanction that.” Alice pushed open the door into the nursery and allowed the welcoming warmth from the fire to wash over her. “I think Rose needs feeding.”

      Sarah took the baby from her. “Then I’ll take her to Mary.”

      Alice sank down onto one of the chairs in front of the fire and pressed her hands to her face as she allowed the shock of everything Ivy had revealed to finally register. It was all too much. She’d assumed Ian had instantly regretted his decision to marry her and leapt at the chance Ivy had innocently offered him to amend matters. But that hadn’t been the case. With her mother’s help, Ivy had deliberately chosen to sabotage Alice’s chances with Ian .

      There was no denying that such a betrayal hurt.

      She frowned as she heard someone approaching the nursery at some speed. Had Ivy escaped Dr. Nash and come for her baby again? She rose to her feet, the untied cloak slipping from her shoulders, and faced the door.

      Ian entered the room, looking as if he’d ridden through the night, his clothing muddied from coat to boots. Even his face was splattered with dirt.

      “Mr. Grovedale!”

      “Where’s Rose?” he demanded.

      “She’s safe with the wetnurse,” Alice said. “Dr. Nash is with Ivy.”

      “So I was told. What in God’s name was she going to do?” Ian asked. “Traipse halfway across the countryside looking for her damn sister?”

      “I… don’t think she’d really thought things through,” Alice said carefully. “She isn’t well.”

      “I am well aware of that,” he snapped. “I live with her ‘emotions’ every day.”

      Alice raised her chin. “Then you will know that Dr. Nash said we should be kind and loving to her until she recovers.”

      “I am all those things and more. I even accompanied her home when she fell ill.”

      “I am not seeking to apportion blame, Mr. Grovedale. I am merely saying that Ivy is not behaving like herself and that judging her while she is ill isn’t helpful.”

      He took a turn around the nursery and then rounded on her and said, “She told me what she did.”

      Alice looked steadily back at him.

      “That night I came to Grafton Hall, I intended to propose to you—surely you realized that?”

      “It hardly matters now, does it?” Alice countered. “You realized your error and made the right choice.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “You would’ve made me an excellent wife. I doubt I would’ve had to deal with all this mess.”

      “But Ivy loves you.”

      “She keeps telling me that she doesn’t.”

      “Because she is not herself. You must know in your heart that she has always loved you more than anyone else.” Alice stepped forward, her hand outstretched. “Please give her time.”

      He took her hand and gripped it tightly, his expression full of emotion long suppressed. “Goddammit, Alice. I’m just so afraid for her.”

      “Mr. Grovedale…”

      His face crumpled. Alice instinctively wrapped her arms around him. He laid his head on her shoulder and she patted his back just as she would’ve done for anyone in such abject distress.

      “It’s all right, Mr. Grovedale.”

      The creak of a floorboard outside the door made her hastily draw back. Miss Lambton came in carrying Rose.

      “Mr. Grovedale! We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow. Except I suppose it is tomorrow but not yet light.”

      “Miss Lambton.” He took the baby from her and held Rose close to his chest. “Is Dr. Nash available yet?”

      “Yes, I just saw him on my way up. He said to ask Mrs. Hepworth to come down to the kitchen to speak to him, but I should imagine he’ll want to talk to you first, sir.”

      “And my wife?”

      “I believe she’s in bed.”

      Alice turned to Ian. “Perhaps now that you are here, I don’t need to attend Dr. Nash.”

      “I’d prefer it if you were present, ma’am,” Ian said as he went toward the door, Rose still in his arms. “There is a lot to discuss.”

      Alice followed him down with some reluctance while Miss Lambton stayed in the nursery to await the reappearance of the hastily recalled Nurse Alder.

      Dr. Nash was sitting at the kitchen table surrounded by the staff who had already started work for the day. To Alice’s surprise, it was almost five in the morning. She’d forgotten she was just wearing her nightgown and Ivy’s boots, until the Cook gave her a strange look.

      “I should go and change,” she murmured.

      Ian kept a firm grasp on her elbow as they both sat down. “I’d rather you stayed to hear what Dr. Nash has to say.” He glanced at the doctor. “How is my wife?”

      “She’s obviously unwell.”

      “I know that. She’s been ten times worse since the baby was born. What can we do to make her better?”

      “I’d recommend peace and quiet for as long as she needs it,” Dr. Nash said.

      “She already has a full staff, a paid companion, a husband, a good physician, and her family constantly around her.”

      Dr. Nash frowned. “Those are all excellent material advantages, sir, but your wife requires compassion and understanding.”

      “Which she also has in abundance.” He paused, his gaze on his daughter’s sleeping face. “I can’t have her taking a vulnerable baby away from her home. The result could be disastrous.”

      “I agree.” Dr. Nash nodded.

      “Then does Ivy need to go and… convalesce somewhere by herself?”

      “You’re not suggesting putting her in an asylum?” Alice asked.

      “No, of course not! I meant by the sea or at a health spa like Harrogate.” Ian looked at Alice. “You could accompany her. She’d like that.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Grovedale, I have a husband and children of my own to care for.”

      It was the second time one of the Grovedales had assumed that her life could easily be subverted to serve their purposes, and it didn’t sit well with her. She was no longer the frightened girl who’d arrived at Grafton Hall expecting the worst and grateful for any small scraps. She was a woman who was currently helping her husband save his business.

      “And I’m not sure if Ivy would be willing to leave without Rose,” Alice added.

      “Perhaps that is something you might ask her when you go up and see her, sir,” Dr. Nash said. “If she refuses to go to a spa, we will simply have to make sure that Mrs. Grovedale isn’t given the opportunity to leave with anyone, including herself.”

      “I’ll take the baby back to the nursery and see my wife.” Ian stood up. “Thank you for your prompt appearance and actions, Doctor Nash. And thank you, too, Mrs. Hepworth.”

      Dr. Nash waited until Ian had left before pouring Alice a large mug of tea from the earthenware pot on the table. Despite the bustle around them she felt more at peace than she had for the past hectic hours.

      “You look exhausted, ma’am.”

      “I wonder why that is.” Alice sipped gratefully at the strong black tea. “I was not expecting to have to beg my friend not to leave in the middle of the night with her new baby.”

      “I wasn’t expecting it, either. I thought she was improving.” Dr. Nash topped up his mug. “I recommend you go back to bed for a few hours.”

      “I’m due to leave today, but I’ll wait until Ivy’s sister arrives.”

      “I’ll tell her and the viscount what has transpired on my return. I suspect you’ll see her ladyship very swiftly after that.”

      “Poor Caroline,” Alice said.

      “I have far more sympathy for you, ma’am.” Dr. Nash frowned. “If I am aware that your husband’s enterprise is in peril, your family should surely be mindful of it, too, rather than be expecting you to run around doing their bidding.”

      “My husband has everything under control, Doctor, and he has my complete confidence.”

      Dr. Nash grinned. “Bravo. He’s a lucky man. I’ll make sure to remind him of that next time I see him.”

      Alice had just risen from the table when Ian came running back into the kitchen, his face ashen.

      “Ivy’s not there.”

      Dr. Nash shot to his feet. “How is that possible? I gave her a strong sedative.”

      “She’s probably taken a horse from the stables,” Ian said. “I’ll go and check.”

      “I’ll get my bag and come with you.” Dr. Nash pushed back his chair.

      Alice watched them leave, aware of a rapidly descending feeling of dread. There was nothing she could do right now except get dressed, send another message to Caroline, and wait.
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      Elijah took great pleasure in hammering the last spike on the line in before raising the mallet in triumph above his head. His workforce roared their approval and even Mr. Galloway managed to crack a smile. They’d done it. The railway was completed on time. There would be no penalties and, if his calculations were correct, even with the higher wage costs he’d double his fortune in due time.

      “Mr. O’Keefe,” he shouted. “I’ve sent free ale up to the campsite for the men. Bonuses and full wages will be paid by the end of the week.”

      Another cheer went up, and some of the men doffed their caps to him before heading away from the town. He didn’t want them celebrating in Millcastle and having the likes of Miss Lambton complaining in his ear. He took a moment to turn his back on the station and view the rail stretching away as far as the eye could see. His moment of satisfaction was almost immediately drowned out in the clamor of what he had to do to secure his finances in the next few days.

      “Are you coming with us, sir?” O’Keefe shook his hand. He looked as worn out as Elijah. “We’ve got a lot to celebrate.”

      “Thank you, but not tonight. I need to go home and tell my wife she still has a roof over her head.”

      “She’s a great lady, sir. You’re lucky to have her.” O’Keefe winked. “I’m taking the day off tomorrow, myself.”

      “You do that. And thank you.”

      “Onto the next one, yes?” O’Keefe asked.

      “I think I need a few weeks off to recover,” Elijah admitted.

      “We’re getting old, my friend.” O’Keefe chuckled and punched him on the arm. “Nora wants me to settle down.”

      “With your profits from this, you could afford to do so, but I’d miss you.”

      “If you carry on yourself. You can hardly need the money.” Before O’Keefe turned to go, he said, “Let’s talk about this at the end of the week, aye?”

      “Yes, let’s do that.”

      Elijah spent a few more minutes with his men, his board, and his financiers before he headed for his gig. He was bone tired and slightly lightheaded from the suddenness of his victory. The thought of going home, seeing Alice, and telling her he’d succeeded suddenly seemed vitally important. She was a strong woman, and he was lucky to have her.

      He arrived at Dovecote Hall and went straight into his study. His wife had already started decorating for Christmas and the house looked festive, which somehow felt fitting. He was surprised how quickly he’d come to appreciate the old place and knew it was due to Alice.

      “Can you ask Mrs. Hepworth to join me, Oats? And bring some champagne.”

      “Indeed, sir, and may I offer my own congratulations on the completion of the railway?”

      “You may and rest assured you will be paid in full very soon.”

      He’d already told Alice and his children that if he succeeded, he’d take them to Manchester with him to celebrate. If Alice was her usual organized self, she’d have them all packed and ready to go on his command.

      There was a tap on the door, and he looked up as Miss Lambton came in.

      “I know you aren’t expecting me, sir, but I wanted to speak to you as soon as I could.” Miss Lambton advanced toward him, her hands clasped to her bosom.

      “I’m sure whatever it is can wait, miss. I’m—”

      “But it can’t! People are already starting to gossip.”

      “About what exactly?” Elijah frowned as his headache worsened.

      “Your wife and Mr. Grovedale. But I wanted to assure you that I was there in the house when everything happened, and whatever Ada says, I don’t think she is correct!”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about, Miss Lambton, and I rarely listen to gossip.”

      She took a step closer to his desk. “The night Mrs. Grovedale disappeared, I was there, and I don’t believe Mrs. Hepworth intended to be seen with Mr. Grovedale in such intimate circumstances. I mean, she was in her nightgown, but one can quite understand why, and I, for one, cannot quite blame her after how Mrs. Grovedale behaved.”

      Elijah tried to make sense of her words, even as he wanted to ignore them. “Ada has said nothing to me.”

      “She’s probably too afraid,” Miss Lambton said earnestly. “I mean, what she saw… and obviously she wasn’t the only one, because servants do gossip, and somehow it has gotten out. And Mrs. Grovedale did say she stole her husband from Mrs. Hepworth, which was quite shocking to hear. But as I wasn’t there at that specific moment when Ada saw what she thinks she saw, I cannot…”

      “Stop.” Elijah pressed his fingers to his pounding temple. “Thank you. Perhaps you would care to wait in the kitchen until we can take you back to Millcastle.”

      “I’m staying at Grovedale House to help with the baby.”

      “Mrs. Grovedale still hasn’t been found?”

      “Not yet.” Miss Lambton sighed. “Mr. Grovedale is distraught, but maybe he feels some guilt as well.” She hesitated. “And maybe Mrs. Grovedale thinks her husband is better off without her. She certainly seemed to imply that to your wife.”

      Elijah strode over to the door and held it open, his triumph quickly turning to dust. He’d once gotten into a fight with a professional boxer and had been punched so hard in the gut he’d been unable to suck in a breath. The pain had been unbearable. He’d never expected to feel like that in his moment of victory.

      “Thank you. I’ll make sure I talk to Ada.”
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      The moment Oats told her Elijah was home, Alice almost ran down the stairs before reminding herself that she was a married lady and not a hoyden. She went into the study without knocking to find her husband standing behind his desk looking out of the window.

      “Were you successful, sir?” she asked.

      “Aye. I hammered in the last spike myself.”

      “That’s wonderful news. I am so very proud of you.”

      He nodded, but he didn’t really appear to be listening.

      “Is… something wrong?” she ventured a question.

      “Perhaps you might tell me.” He finally swung around to look at her, and she went still. “I just had Miss Lambton in here telling me all the latest gossip about my wife and Mr. Ian bloody Grovedale.”

      “What gossip?”

      “I’m asking the questions, ma’am,” he snapped. “Except we both know the answers, don’t we? It must suit you very well, your adversary gone, and her husband and child more than willing to be cared for by you.”

      Coldness settled in Alice’s chest as he stared at her like she was his enemy.

      “Ivy is not my adversary, and I am perfectly content with the husband and children I have.” She spoke slowly and clearly to try and get through to the man she thought she’d grown to understand. “And since when have you ever listened to Miss Lambton?”

      He moved so suddenly, she flinched as he strode past her and flung open the door.

      “Ada?” he shouted. “Get down here.”

      “I was already on my way, Da,” Ada called out as she came skipping down the stairs. “I’m ready to leave whenever you are. It’s Dan who’s being difficult, as usual.” Her smile dimmed as she came into the study and looked at her father properly. “Did you fail?”

      “No.” Elijah shut the door and strode over to his desk. “I just had a very interesting conversation with Miss Lambton.”

      “I told her not to bother you.” Ada looked warily over at Alice and then away again.

      “Did you, now. And why is that I wonder?”

      “Because I didn’t want—” Ada stopped speaking.

      “Me to know that my wife had been gallivanting about with another man?” Elijah’s brusque tone wasn’t reassuring. “Tell me what you saw, and then I’ll let you go and fetch your bags for the trip.”

      Ada’s anxious gaze went to Alice, who nodded and said, “Please go ahead.”

      Ada stood up straight. “The night Ivy disappeared I went back to my room in the nursery when Sarah told me to. I was still awake when I heard Alice and Sarah come in with the baby. Sarah took the baby to be nursed. I was just about to come out and ask Alice whether Ivy was all right, when Mr. Grovedale arrived.”

      She looked down at her shoes until Elijah abruptly prompted her to continue. Her voice shook as she continued. “I only realized it was him when I opened my door a crack and saw he was kissing Alice.” She swung around to Alice. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to tell anyone, but you said it was all right.”

      Alice went over to the now crying Ada and held her by the shoulders. “It is perfectly fine. Now, why don’t you do what your father asked, and go and make sure you are ready to leave.”

      Ada nodded and ran out of the room. Alice took a moment to close the door and compose herself before she turned to her granite-faced husband again.

      “Are you going to call my daughter a liar?”

      “I would never do such a thing.” Alice fought the tremble in her own voice.

      “Then you admit it? That you and Grovedale are an item now?”

      There was a hardness in his voice that he’d never directed at her before, and it hurt.

      “Not at all.” She forced herself to meet his cold, unbelieving gaze. “I am not Grace.”

      A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Grace at least had the balls to tell me what was going on to my face, whereas you…”

      “Have been tried and convicted by a jury of one before being allowed to defend myself?” Alice raised her chin. “That hardly seems fair.”

      “Gossip has it that you were seen in your nightgown with Grovedale in an intimate embrace. What else could I possibly need to hear, ma’am?”

      Their gazes locked and held for what felt like minutes, before he abruptly looked away. “I have to go to Manchester to secure my finances.”

      “I am well aware of that. I have packed—”

      He interrupted her without ceremony. “You will remain here. When I return, I will deal with you as I see fit.”

      Her fingers curled into fists as he took something out of his desk drawer and then held out his hand.

      “I’ll have the keys to my strongbox, please.”

      She took them out of her pocket and placed them on the desk, not wishing to touch him.

      “Thank you. There’s no need to write to me or my children. Now perhaps you’ll be a good wife and ask my valet to bring down my bags so I can be off.”

      Alice curtsied. “Of course, sir.” She turned and walked toward the door, aware of a feeling of unreality and such crushing pain that she didn’t know how she was still in one piece.

      “And Alice?” She didn’t turn around. “No visiting Grovedale Hall in my absence. There’s enough gossip without you adding to it.”

      She let herself out. Before she escaped to her bedroom, she politely asked Oats to make sure everyone’s baggage except hers was loaded into the carriage, made certain Dan and his tutor were ready to leave, and even remembered to tell Cook not to serve dinner.

      She stationed herself on the window seat and watched each member of her family get into the carriage. Ada was still weeping, Dan was his usual self, Miss Lambton was chatting away, and Elijah—she could barely bring herself to glance at him—looked like a thundercloud.

      She held her breath until the carriage moved out of sight and then leaned back against the shutter, her palm pressed to her heart. Had Ian kissed her? If he had, she hadn’t been aware of it, because she’d been too busy comforting him and too busy to notice that Ada was still awake. She’d stopped thinking of him when he’d married Ivy and she’d given everything she was to Elijah. Would she ever be enough for anyone? Would she always be cast out on her own?

      It was all so ridiculous. Ian loved Ivy, and Alice… loved Elijah. Why else would she be crying as if her heart had been broken?
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      “Da?”

      Elijah looked up as Ada poked her head around the door of his study. Before he’d found out what his wife was up to, he’d foolishly rented this house in the fashionable quarter of Manchester, so that she wouldn’t have to put up with any inconvenience during their stay. They’d been in residence almost a week now, but he couldn’t stop seeing the expression on Alice’s face when he’d told her he was leaving her behind.

      “What is it?”

      Despite the demands on his time from his creditors, bank, and investors, he’d tried his best to give Dan and Ada as much attention as they needed. Dan had been unperturbed by Alice’s absence, but Ada was another matter entirely. She’d been moping, which wasn’t like her at all.

      “When are we going home?” She stood in front of his desk; her uncharacteristically solemn gaze focused on her new shoes.

      “Aren’t you enjoying yourself?” Elijah set down his pen.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Are you missing Miss Lambton? Perhaps I could ask her parents if she could visit us here?”

      “I think she’s still at Grovedale Hall, Da, and I’m not missing her.”

      Elijah sat back in his seat. “Then why the rush?”

      She didn’t say anything for quite a while, but he waited patiently until she looked at him. “I keep thinking about what I said about Alice.”

      He raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak as she visibly gathered her courage.

      “I think I got things wrong.”

      “In what way?”

      “She wasn’t kissing him.”

      Elijah studied her carefully. “Are you saying that because you don’t want her to be in trouble, or because you truly believe you made a mistake?”

      “He kissed the top of her head. I think he was crying,” Ada said very definitely. “She might not even have noticed he kissed her. I just wanted you to know that.”

      “Why didn’t you say that before?”

      “Because I was upset that Sarah had broken her promise not to tell you, and I just blurted it out all wrong because you were so angry.”

      “Why didn’t you want Miss Lambton to tell me?” Elijah asked gently.

      “Because I knew what you’d think.” She met his gaze, the strength in her reminding him of her mother. “Because of what Mam did to you with that man.”

      He hadn’t considered that she’d been privy to his disagreements with Grace, but mother and daughter had been very close, and she’d probably seen and heard more than they had been aware of.

      “Alice isn’t like Mam,” Ada said simply.

      “I thought you disliked her.”

      “I did at first, but when she chose to stay and fight with us, I changed my mind.” Ada swallowed hard. “Can we go home soon, Da? I want to see her and try and explain.”
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      “Alice? I am so glad that you could come.” Caroline came over to embrace her. “We have finally had news of Ivy, and I knew you would want to hear it.”

      Alice went to sit with a very pregnant Caroline by the fireside.

      Elijah had been gone for two weeks, and she had barely left Dovecote Hall since his departure. She’d doggedly continued to decorate and organize the house for Christmas despite knowing her family might never return to celebrate it with her, or that she might be cast out. A week previously, a selection of furniture for a gentleman’s bedroom had been delivered from Manchester. Mr. Totton had accompanied it with instructions from Elijah to set everything up in the room on the opposite side of the dressing room.

      Alice had calmly ordered Oats to remove Elijah’s belongings into his new room and cried herself to sleep afterward in her own bed. But she was tired of weeping and when Caroline’s note had been delivered, she’d made herself dress in an appropriate outfit for visiting, called for the carriage, and sallied forth.

      Caroline unfolded a letter. “It’s from Francis. He finally located Ruby in Leeds. Ivy was with her.”

      “Thank goodness,” Alice said.

      “From what Francis says, my sisters seemed quite glad to see him, as they had not been getting on very well.” Caroline sighed. “Ruby isn’t the most sympathetic of people at the best of times, and she has never learned to be tactful.”

      Alice nodded. She wouldn’t comment on Caroline’s two sisters, but she wasn’t surprised Ruby hadn’t taken well to Ivy’s unexpected arrival.

      “And Ivy,” Caroline read aloud from Francis’s letter. “Confided in me her horror at being expected to share a miner’s cottage with six people and no plumbing.”

      “Does that mean she is willing to come home?” Alice asked.

      “Francis says he left her enough money for her traveling expenses, and Ruby promised to get her on the first available mail coach. I expect her any day now.”

      “That’s excellent news.” Alice smiled. “Has Mr. Grovedale been informed?”

      Caroline set the letter down. “Has he not told you himself?”

      “I haven’t seen him since the night Ivy left,” Alice said. “Why would you think otherwise? Has Miss Lambton been gossiping again?”

      “Not to me. She’d have more sense.” Caroline frowned “Why? What has she been saying?”

      Alice looked down at her clasped hands. “Elijah thinks I am having an affair with Mr. Grovedale.”

      “But that’s ridiculous!”

      “I’m glad you agree. He, however, thinks he has proof, and has left me here to consider my sins before he returns from Manchester to pass sentence.”

      Caroline went quiet for a while before replying. “Does this have anything to do with the botched proposal? Francis told me about it when Ivy ran away.”

      “Elijah believes that Ivy leaving gives me the perfect opportunity to take over her responsibilities to her child and to Ian.”

      “The man is a fool if he thinks that.” Caroline snorted. “Anyone can see that you love him.”

      “I thought that, too, but apparently not.” Alice raised her gaze to Caroline’s. “He was very quick to condemn me.”

      “For what exactly?” Caroline was bristling now, her back straight, her expression deadly.

      Alice sighed. “Being seen in the nursery in my nightdress comforting a distraught man.”

      “As any kind, loving person would do.” Caroline frowned. “Do you wish me to speak to him? Or better still, shall I get Francis to berate him? He is very good at it.”

      “That is very kind of you, but I think I need to deal with this myself.”

      “Do you want to leave him until he comes to his senses? You are more than welcome to stay here.” Caroline was obviously not done. “I will need your assistance at the birth, anyway, so you can move back right away.”

      “I don’t want Elijah to think he can run me out of my own home,” Alice said slowly. “I want him to have to live with me and think about me all the time.”

      “With all due respect, my love, what good do you think that will do?” Caroline asked.

      “I’m expecting his child,” Alice said. “If I take refuge elsewhere, he’ll consider it an admission of guilt and assume it’s not his.”

      She wasn’t willing to explain exactly how important that was to Elijah. Grace’s past was not her story to tell.

      “Then I suppose you are doing the right thing,” Caroline said with great reluctance. “But do not forget that if you need reinforcements, Francis and I are on your side.”
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      Elijah stripped off his gloves and removed his hat as he stepped into the entrance hall. It was past sunset. His bones were well rattled from the carriage ride, and his head hurt from his son’s incessant chatting about horses and mechanical engines. Servants brought the bags in, and Mr. Doyle accompanied Dan up the stairs with Ada at his side. Despite the upheaval, he was very aware when his wife descended the stairs and came toward him.

      She wore a plain blue gown with a lace collar and cuffs, and her hair was tied back in a severe bun at the back of her neck. She glided across to him in her usual effortless way and offered him a pleasant smile. He couldn’t help staring at her like a starving man, even though he’d told himself not to.

      “Good evening, sir, and welcome home.” She curtsied. “I’ve told Cook to wait dinner until your valet informs her that you are ready to eat.” She gestured at the stairs. “There is hot water available for your bath if you wish to take one.”

      Before he could reply, she’d moved on, leaving him stranded in a sea of bags. He shook himself like a dog and went upstairs to his suite. Barlow, his valet, was already putting his clothing away in his new bedroom.

      “I’ve started your bath, sir.”

      “Thank you. Tell Cook we can dine in twenty minutes. I’m famished.”

      Elijah went through from the dressing room into the unfamiliar room and stared at the dark teak furniture he’d selected for himself in a fit of righteous anger when he was in Manchester. He was now physically separated from his wife’s bed by the dressing room, which meant he wouldn’t be tempted. Except he still was… One look at her beautiful face had been enough to make him doubt himself all over again.

      Ada said Alice hadn’t kissed Grovedale—he’d kissed Alice. Did that make things better? Did it make her more forgivable? The thought of Grovedale even seeing her with her hair down and in her nightdress was enough to enrage him. As a man who never went back on his word or changed his mind, he hated feeling conflicted like this.

      He took a quick bath, washed his hair, and donned the clean clothes Barlow laid out for him. By the time he went down the stairs, the hall was clear of bags and people. He went through into the dining room where the candles had been lit and the table laid for two.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      Alice came in behind him. She didn’t wait for him to escort her to her seat and went straight past him. She’d changed into a cream and lace dinner gown that bared her shoulders and neck, giving her an even more swanlike appearance than usual. It took him a second to remember that she wore no jewelry, because she’d given it all to him to sell. An unexpected pang of guilt shot through him as she busied herself unfolding her napkin and accepting a glass of wine from Oats.

      “You may leave us to serve ourselves,” Elijah said to his butler. “And please remind the staff that their back wages will be paid in full at the end of the week.”

      “Thank you, sir, madam.” Oats bowed and left them alone.

      “Did you have a good trip to Manchester?” Alice spoke first as she helped herself to the soup. Her tone was remarkably pleasant, which surprised him.

      “I resolved all my financial issues, yes.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” She sipped her soup. “You must be very relieved.”

      “I am.” He took some soup and concentrated on that while she ate a bread roll.

      “Would you like me to help you to some roasted pigeon, or do you prefer the lamb?”

      He glanced briefly up at her. “Please go ahead and attend to your own needs. I can serve myself.”

      It wasn’t like him not to come straight to the point and damn the consequences. There were things that needed to be said. He couldn’t understand why he was so reluctant to tell her the plans he’d made for the future.

      “Has Ivy come home?” he asked abruptly.

      “I saw Caroline yesterday, and she said that her sister has been located and that the indications are that she will be returning shortly.”

      He nodded as he stabbed two pigeons with his knife and put them on his plate. “Where did she go?”

      “To her sister Ruby in Leeds.”

      “Ah…” Elijah chewed the beautifully tender meat and mentally complimented the Cook. “I suppose that makes sense.”

      His wife finished eating, used her napkin, and looked over at him inquiringly. “Shall I order some coffee and await you in the drawing room, or do you intend to go straight to bed?”

      “I’ll take my coffee in my study.”

      She rose to her feet. “Then, I will wish you good night.”

      He looked up at her. “I’d like you to join me there.”

      “Then, I will come to your study when you are ready.”

      She smiled and walked away, her expression calm. He stared at the closed door after she’d left, aware that she wasn’t behaving as he’d anticipated, although he wasn’t sure exactly what he’d expected. Had he wanted her to fawn over him and seek his forgiveness? Fall to her knees and beg for mercy—something he might graciously have given her? It would have offered him a way out of his dilemma if she had… But she’d already insisted she hadn’t done anything wrong. Had he assumed she’d change her mind if he left her alone for two weeks? That he’d somehow cow her into submission?

      The thought made him dislike himself even more. He wasn’t averse to being a bully and considered himself a hard man, but he’d never behaved like that to someone he cared about. He’d even been prepared to let Grace go off with her lover without a fight. So, did he no longer care about Alice, or was there something else going on entirely? His appetite died, and he stared at the congealing pile of cabbage on his plate before pushing it away.

      It was past time to remember that he was the injured party in this mess and that he had a perfect right to make demands on his wife for their future life together. With that thought, he rose to his feet, dropped his napkin on the table, and made his way to his study.
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      Alice went into Elijah’s study and took a seat in front of his desk. For once he was not looming over her but sitting down with the account books she’d left out for him. He looked refreshed after his trip, as if some of his burdens had been lifted, which, despite her current concerns, was surprisingly good to see.

      “I have the additional wages for the household staff.” He spoke without looking up from his calculations.

      “I’m sure they will be delighted to hear that.”

      “I also intend to replace your jewelry.” Alice didn’t speak, and he looked up at her. “It’s the least I can do.”

      As he seemed to require some response, she nodded.

      He set down his pen and spent a few moments lighting a cigar before returning his attention to her. “I thought you’d run back to your brother.”

      “And leave this house and staff unattended? You might have no more use for me, sir, but I am still aware of my responsibilities.”

      “As a true lady should be.”

      She shrugged. “As anyone who cares for their employees. You would do the same.”

      “Why didn’t you go?” He returned to the matter in hand with his usual blunt tenacity.

      She smiled. “I suppose it would’ve been easier for you if I had, because in your mind it would confirm my guilt, but, as I have done nothing wrong, I didn’t feel it was an appropriate response.”

      “Your brother would gladly come after me if he thought I’d wronged you.”

      She held his gaze. “Perhaps I didn’t want to alienate the landowner and chief investor in the railway you were attempting to complete.”

      “You’re suggesting you chose to protect me?”

      “I believe I have been doing that since you first told me about your financial difficulties.”

      There was a flash of something in his pale blue eyes—guilt, regret, annoyance? It was hard to tell, when the ground was still so unstable beneath her feet.

      “Be that as it may.” He blew out a smoke ring. “I’m not going to divorce you.”

      Alice merely looked at him.

      “You have done everything I asked of you in our marriage agreement.” He shrugged. “I suppose I can’t complain if you were tempted by the man you really wanted to marry.”

      “I was not tempted by him,” Alice spoke clearly and distinctly. “He was distraught because his wife had just tried to abscond with his child, and I offered him comfort.”

      “Comfort.” He considered her, his fingers tapping on the desk. “In your nightgown, in a quiet spot where neither of you thought you’d be seen or overheard by my daughter.” He stubbed out his cigar. “As I said, I see no reason to waste my money on lawyers. If you continue to behave yourself, and keep well away from Grovedale, I’m willing to keep you on.”

      Distantly, Alice wondered whether he expected her to fall to her knees and kiss his feet in gratitude for his magnanimous offer. She focused on channeling her sudden surge of rage to a manageable level.

      “Well?” he demanded, his tone far gruffer than he perhaps intended.

      “If that is your wish.”

      His brows drew together. “That’s all you’ve got to say for yourself?”

      “I promise to be an exemplary wife and mother to your family.”

      “Good.” He nodded. “You won’t be seeing much of me.”

      “Then I will happily manage your house in your absence,” Alice said. “And bring your children up to the best of my ability.” She rose to her feet. “Is there anything else you require of me, sir?”

      “Yes, keep away from Grovedale House.”

      “You already mentioned that before you left for Manchester. When Ivy returns, I suspect she’ll be too busy reacquainting herself with her new daughter to worry about anyone visiting.”

      “I’m not worried about Ivy.”

      She considered him, aware of a sharp desire to throw a vase at his head, which was quite at odds with her usual behavior. She sensed that he knew he was in the wrong but was neither prepared to apologize or admit it. Perhaps there was another way to make him pay attention. She placed a hand on her stomach.

      “I doubt I’ll be doing much visiting in the next few months anyway. I have a nursery to prepare.”

      He went gratifyingly still. “You’re pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      He shot to his feet, came around the desk, and towered over her. “Is it Grovedale’s?”

      All her good intentions disappeared in a flash. She drew her arm back and slapped him hard on the cheek before turning around and marching to the door. Her palm was tingling from the force of the blow, and her vision was blurred with unshed tears. She went up to her bedroom, made sure to lock the door into the dressing room, and put herself to bed without the help of her maid.

      He hadn’t given her any opportunity to explain anything, having decided she was just like Grace. He’d come home full of self-righteousness and told her how things were going to be without even considering listening to her side of the story. Alice opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling. If he wanted their marriage to proceed as a business arrangement where she was an untrustworthy employee, then so be it. She wasn’t going to allow him to throw her out of her own home. If anyone was going to bend, it was going to be the high and mighty Mr. Elijah Hepworth.
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      As he signed yet another payment slip, Elijah absentmindedly smoothed his fingers over the cheek Alice had slapped, even though the physical sting had long since gone. He’d spent the last three days paying local bills, meeting with tradesmen, and making sure O’Keefe was dismantling the navvy camp. He’d paid his workforce off and told them he’d let them know the moment he began a new project.

      Mr. Totton came back into his study after escorting the wheelwright out. “That’s it for today, sir, I think.”

      “Thank God.” Elijah stretched out his cramped fingers. “I had no idea we owed money to so many tradesfolk.”

      “Mrs. Hepworth was incredibly adept at keeping them happy and willing to wait, sir. I would not have succeeded in balancing the books without her.”

      It wasn’t the first time since he’d been back that someone had put in a good word for his wife’s financial management. It was like having a bruise constantly poked.

      “Have you heard from O’Keefe?” Elijah asked.

      “Not yet, sir.” Mr. Totton paused. “Perhaps we should take advantage of this good weather and ride out to the camp? There are a few outstanding details about the grand opening of the passenger station that I wish to discuss with Mr. O’Keefe.”

      “I assume you want him to keep the navvies away,” Elijah said.

      “Not the ones who can behave themselves,” Mr. Totton said. “They are rightly proud of the work they accomplished to bring the railroad to the town.”

      “Aren’t we all.” Elijah stood up. “I’ll just get my hat.”

      “And I’ll fetch the gig from the stables and bring it around to the front of the house.” Mr. Totton followed him out.

      Elijah went into the hallway and spied his wife bringing a vase of flowers through from the kitchen wing. She’d barely spoken to him since he’d asked her if Grovedale had gotten her pregnant, and he couldn’t say he blamed her. He’d regretted the words the moment they’d come out of his mouth. But the gut punch when she’d told him she was expecting had been immediate and more powerful than logic. For an awful moment, the ghost of Grace laughed in his face, jeering at him, telling him that he was fated to be cuckolded again and again. And now he wasn’t sure whether to trust his heart or his head. Worse he wasn’t even sure what his heart and head were actually telling him.

      “Good afternoon.” She passed him with a brisk nod.

      “I’m going out to see O’Keefe,” he said to the back of her head. “I’m not sure if I’ll be back for dinner.”

      “I’ll mention that to Cook.”

      She disappeared into the drawing room, leaving him standing there like a great big lummox staring after her. With a muttered curse, he followed her. He found her arranging the flowers in a vase on the table in front of the window, her blond head bent to the task.

      “I should not have said that about the child,” Elijah said. “It was wrong of me.”

      She looked up at him, but there was no emotion in her gaze. “Dr. Nash will be visiting me tomorrow morning if you care to speak to him afterward.”

      “I will do that.” He cleared his throat. “Have you been feeling… well?”

      “I’m very well, thank you.” She gave the flowers one last tweak and stepped away from the table. “Do I have your permission to attend the birth of Caroline’s child at Grafton Hall?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “I am not sure exactly when it will be, but I will endeavor to keep you informed. Now, if you will excuse me, I must go and tell Cook that you won’t be home for dinner.”

      She brushed by him so closely that her skirts swayed against his boots, and he caught a trace of her lavender perfume. This time he let her go and went back to the front door where Totton awaited him in the gig. She wasn’t in a forgiving mood, and who could blame her? He knew he’d blundered badly but he didn’t have a clue how to fix it.

      She’d retreated behind her charmingly polite façade and resumed their marriage as if they’d never once shared a deeper connection, one where she’d given up everything to stay and support him. Would it help if he talked to Grovedale, or would the desire to thrash him override any attempt to get at the truth? And if he did crawl over there, cap in hand, wouldn’t that be almost as bad, because it meant he didn’t trust his wife or his daughter’s word?

      “Is everything all right, sir?” Totton asked as he drove the gig out the gates. “You look rather grim.”

      “Just a few issues to sort out and I’ll be happy again, I promise you.”

      He focused his attention on admiring the clean lines of the railway when the road allowed him to see it. The first passenger train would be arriving in great ceremonial style in less than a week. Every council member, alderman, vicar, and banker who had fervently and loudly hoped he’d fail were fighting to get tickets to the grand event. Elijah had taken great pleasure denying some of the requests from particularly loathsome opponents. Not that he’d had to do much in the way of organizing the event. Alice and the viscountess had done most of that.

      He spotted O’Keefe in the middle of the camp, which was already in the process of closing down. He wasn’t one of those employers who allowed his workers to leave a rubbish heap behind for the enraged townsfolk to deal with. As far as he knew, no local girls had been left pregnant, but Alice might have dealt with that as well.

      “Afternoon, guvnor.” O’Keefe tipped his hat to Elijah. “What bring you here?”

      Elijah stepped out of the gig and looked around the camp. “How are things progressing?”

      “Well enough. I’ll have them all out of here before the first train goes out. Nora and I will be the last to leave.”

      “You’re coming to the grand opening, yes?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” O’Keefe said. “The missus has bought a new hat.”

      Totton turned to Elijah. “I’ll just have a word with Mrs. O’Keefe about the final bill for the provisions, and I’ll make sure I have the details of all the remaining workmen should we need them in the future.”

      “Thank you.”

      O’Keefe punched his arm. “Why the miserable face, you lucky, rich bastard?”

      “There’s still a lot to do,” Elijah countered as he walked into the O’Keefe’s tent. His friend poured him a pint of ale. “Being a rich bastard means I don’t have the luxury of ignoring the things I don’t like.”

      O’Keefe drained his pint. “Which is why I’ll never be as wealthy as you are.”

      “You did your part,” Elijah said. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      His friend grinned. He wore a particularly bright yellow checked waistcoat with grey trousers and a red shirt that marked him clearly as a navvy man. For a moment, Elijah almost envied him that freedom.

      “Nora’s on at me to buy a place in Millcastle so she can stay put with the little ones.”

      “It’s a nice town,” Elijah acknowledged. “I’m keeping my house here.”

      “I should imagine Mrs. Hepworth will be pleased to hear that. She’s a good ’un, that woman.”

      “So everyone keeps telling me.” Elijah finished his ale and O’Keefe refilled his tankard.

      “She looked after the sick and wounded here and kept visiting when all the holy folks stopped bothering. She’s a true lady.” He chuckled. “Except that one time when one of the camp followers claimed to be having it off with you, and she got a little heated in your defense. I thought I was going to have to referee a knockdown fight.”

      “She’s… strong,” Elijah said slowly.

      “Much stronger than she looks.” O’Keefe stared at him closely. “I’ve a bottle of brandy under my bed that I borrowed from your house. Shall we have a proper drink, and then you can tell your old friend Patrick what’s making you so miserable?”

      “Not sure what good it will do,” Elijah muttered. “But I’ve time for a quick one and then I’ll take back my brandy.”

      He sat on the side of the bed, aware of the unusual silence in the camp. He’d pulled off the impossible, and yet he wasn’t feeling very triumphant because he’d alienated the person he’d most wanted to come home to and celebrate his victory with.

      “Cheers.” O’Keefe poured him a glassful of brandy and waited until he’d taken a huge slug. “Now, why the long face?”

      Elijah glanced around the tent and O’Keefe snorted. “Like I’d tell anyone your business.”

      “I might have misjudged my wife.” Fueled by the heat of the brandy, Elijah set the problem out there.

      “I think we all did, sir. She looks like such a fine, delicate, little thing, but she’s got the heart of a lion. She stuck by you through all of this just like my Nora did.”

      Elijah finished the brandy, and O’Keefe instantly topped it up.

      “She… only married me because Grovedale was taken.”

      “Then she made the right choice.”

      “He wanted to marry her, but Ivy Delisle somehow persuaded him otherwise.”

      O’Keefe whistled. “And from what I’ve heard, begging your pardon, that hasn’t gone smoothly.”

      “Exactly. Which made me think that perhaps Grovedale…” Elijah took another long drink. “…regretted his choice and was thinking he’d get Alice back.”

      “He might think that, being a gentleman and such—and we know their lack of morals—but your lady wouldn’t want him back.”

      “But what if she did?” Elijah asked. “She’s a lady. She’s from his world.”

      Except she wasn’t—and he knew that even as he said the words.

      “She’s better than that,” O’Keefe said firmly. “She’s your woman.”

      “What if the occasion arose when Grovedale… had a chance to make that offer?”

      O’Keefe frowned. “Did he proposition her?”

      “Maybe he didn’t say the actual words, but what if she was in a situation when he kissed her?”

      O’Keefe stared at him. “He kissed her? And she didn’t slap his face?”

      Elijah finished his second glass of brandy. “If it was a… kiss on the top of her head when she was comforting him for Ivy running away.”

      “She might not even have noticed it,” O’Keefe said thoughtfully, echoing Ada’s words. “If she was trying to be kind—and she is like that, sir. She has a good heart. If he was truly upset, I could see her trying to make him feel better without considering what his intentions were toward her.” He topped up both their glasses. “If this did happen, and I’m not saying it did, who told you?”

      “Miss Lambton.”

      O’Keefe raised his eyebrows.

      “And Ada.” Elijah drank all the brandy in one swallow.

      “Ah… Then it’s true, then.”

      “I wasn’t happy about it.”

      “Considering what happened with your Grace, I can see why you might not appreciate it.” O’Keefe paused. “And what did your good lady have to say when you asked her about it?”

      “She denied everything.”

      “And?”

      “I left her to think about her answer and went to Manchester for two weeks.” Elijah blinked as the third brandy hit him hard. “When I got back, I told her I wouldn’t divorce her over it, but that she had to behave herself and not go near Grovedale.”

      O’Keefe spluttered into his brandy. “I’ll wager she took that well.”

      “She did not,” Elijah said glumly. “She’s treating me like I’m her employer, and I don’t care for it.”

      “Then apologize.”

      “For what, exactly?” Elijah demanded. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “If that’s what you’re telling yourself, no wonder you’re walking around with such a sour face.” O’Keefe wagged his finger at Elijah. “You’re a bloody fool.”

      “Then tell me what I’m supposed to apologize for?”

      His friend looked at him for a long moment. “If you don’t know, I can’t help you.”

      “Then what was the point of this bloody conversation?”

      “Maybe to make you listen to yourself saying these ridiculous things out loud? To hear the doubt in your own voice and in your heart?” O’Keefe thumped his fist against his chest.

      “I can’t take back what I said or what happened,” Elijah said stubbornly.

      “Then I suppose you’ll have to resign yourself to living with a woman who’s learned you don’t trust her or her love her after all.” O’Keefe raised his glass. “Good luck with that.”
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      A crash came from the dressing room, and Alice woke with a start. She got out of bed, grabbed her robe, and tiptoed over to the door, her lit candle in her hand. Had Barlow dropped a jug of water he’d brought up for Elijah?

      Elijah hadn’t appeared for dinner or sent any excuses. She was very aware that despite his attempts to convince her that he was perfectly happy with their current arrangement, Elijah hadn’t returned to his normal, confident self. He’d been short with the children and barely uttered a word to her that didn’t sound forced and unnatural. Retreating from the hurt he’d inflicted had taken all her strength, and she had nothing left to offer him except the pleasant exterior she’d cultivated to protect herself.

      “Damnation!”

      She carefully unlocked the door and peered through the crack. Her husband was alone and currently on his knees attempting to mop up water with his coat. He was unusually clumsy, and for a moment she wondered if he was unwell. She opened the door wider, and the reek of brandy hit her square in the face.

      She walked over, avoiding the pieces of shattered china, and set her candle on the chest of drawers.

      He slowly looked up at her, and her suspicions as to his current condition were confirmed.

      “You’re drunk,” Alice said.

      “Aye, and clumsy.” He haphazardly pressed his coat into the water. “How is it that such a small jug contains half the Millcastle River?”

      “If you will stand up, I will deal with this.”

      She tugged on his shirt, and he slowly got to his feet, swaying back and forth in her grasp. She gently maneuvered him backward until his knees hit the chair, and he obligingly toppled into the seat.

      “Stay there,” she commanded as she fetched a towel from a warming rack by the fire. After spreading it over the spilled water, she retrieved his sodden coat and considered what to do with it.

      “Give it here.” Elijah held out his hand. “I haven’t emptied my pockets out.”

      She brought it over to him, her nose wrinkling at the smell of spirits. “I wasn’t intending to rob you.”

      “I know that.” He set the coat across his knees and sat back, his eyes half closed. “I wish the walls would stop moving.”

      She collected the pieces of the broken jug and placed them in the bowl, which had also been cracked. Her dear husband was blinking at her like a newborn calf.

      “Something I need to tell you,” he slurred.

      “Perhaps it might wait until I return with your coffee?” she asked. “I won’t be a moment.”

      “Something important.”

      Alice folded her arms and regarded him. “My mother told me never to trust the words of a man when he was drunk.”

      “I’ll wager she said no such thing.”

      “You’d be correct, but it is definitely something I shall tell my own children.” She picked up the bowl and headed for the servant’s stairs.

      If she was lucky, he’d fall asleep before she returned, and she could leave him for his valet to deal with in the morning. Why she still wanted to look after him when he was being so unpleasant, she wasn’t sure. In the kitchen, there was a pot of coffee sitting on the stove, so she heated it up, and poured the thick brew into a cup.

      He was snoring so loudly that she could hear him halfway up the stairs. He jolted awake as she came through the door—he was still sprawled in the chair—his light blue gaze fixed on her. She took the coffee over to him.

      “This might help.”

      It took him a moment to get his large hand around the mug and bring it to his lips. A mighty shudder ran through him as he swallowed.

      “Bitter.”

      Alice retreated to the washstand, where she watched him drink.

      “Do you need any assistance getting to bed or would you like me to ring for your valet?” Alice inquired sweetly.

      He eyed her over the rim of his cup. “No need to wake the man from a perfectly good night’s rest.”

      She resisted the urge to ask him whether it was all right to rouse his wife instead and walked over and reluctantly offered him her hand.

      “I’ll take you through and make sure you’re settled in.”

      He nodded and slowly levered himself upright. In her bare feet he towered over her even more.

      “What about my clothes?”

      “You can deal with them yourself,” she said tartly as she urged him toward his bedchamber. “I cannot afford for you to lose your balance and crush me beneath you.”

      “I thought you enjoyed that,” he murmured close to her ear. “When I’m fucking you hard and you’re screaming in pleasure.”

      She set her jaw and continued their slow process. She lit the candle beside his bed and turned to face him.

      “Goodnight, then, sir.”

      He slowly raised his hand and cupped her chin. “You said you’d tuck me in.”

      “I said I’d see you settled.”

      “Then give me a moment to undress and slip between the covers.”

      She sighed. “As you wish.”

      Holding her gaze, he took an extremely long time to unbutton his cuffs and shirt, untie his cravat, and take off his embroidered waistcoat. He took even longer to remove his trousers and almost fell on his face when he tackled his stockings.

      “Like what you see, lass?” He winked at her as he finally climbed into bed.

      “Obviously, or I wouldn’t be carrying your child,” she snapped, sure that he’d not remember a single word she’d said the next morning. “You are quite beautiful.”

      “Then come to bed with me.” He patted the sheets.

      “Not when you smell like the floor of the local alehouse.” She kissed his forehead. “Try and sleep on your side, and if you feel nauseous, I’ve left your chamber pot close by.”

      “Such a romantic,” he groaned as he turned his head to look at her. “I miss you in my bed.”

      “That was your choice, sir, not mine.”

      “A stupid one.” He half closed his eyes. “But only one of many stupid decisions I’ve made about you.”

      “Marrying me being the worst, I suppose?”

      “I don’t regret that for an instant.” His voice grew fainter. “Best decision I ever made. I only wish I knew how to make things right between us again.”

      At that most promising of moments, he fell asleep, leaving Alice torn between the desire to shake him awake and demand he explain himself, or the craven instinct to leave things be. He was inebriated, he’d probably forget the entire conversation in the morning, and she was not going to allow herself false hope. If he had regrets, he would have to bring them to her honestly. Until then, she’d just carry on pretending that she didn’t need his love and counting her blessings.
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      Aware that it was likely to be a windy day, Alice rammed her hat pin firmly in place and studied her reflection in the mirror. She needed to look the part of the proud wife of a successful railway contractor, and she hoped she had achieved her aim. She wore a new blue, patterned silk dress with a bell-shaped skirt and three deep bias flounces. Her sleeves and the V-line neck were made in white lace produced locally and there was a gold buckle at her waist.

      “You look splendid,” Elijah spoke from behind her.

      “Thank you.” She turned to study him. As expected, he hadn’t referred to their late-night conversation again, and she assumed he had forgotten it. He wore a well-cut brown coat with an elaborately embroidered silver waistcoat beneath it, along with a waterfall cravat. “As do you.”

      “You know me.” He shrugged. “I like to parade around in my flashy navvy clothes just to offend the local gentry.”

      “You look very fine and prosperous,” Alice assured him. “Is it time to leave?”

      “Aye, we need to get there early enough to greet our guests.” He looked down at her and cleared his throat. “If it hadn’t been for you, I wouldn’t have succeeded, and I haven’t even said thank you.”

      She busied herself putting on her gloves. “There is no need. I was just doing my duty as required by our marriage contract.”

      “You’ve done much more than that.” He offered her his arm. “Now, come along before the roads get clogged with the crowds. Mr. Doyle is bringing the children in a separate carriage.”

      Alice allowed him to escort her to the carriage. The weather had stayed bright, if breezy, and she hoped it would remain so for the rest of the day. She had gotten through Christmas by focusing on the children and by inviting as many guests as possible so that she and Elijah were never alone until they went to their own rooms. Her pregnancy was advancing well apart from some additional tiredness and Dr. Nash was pleased with her. She tried to make the best of all the good things in her life, but there was no denying that the loss of the companionship and love she thought she’d found with Elijah was an aching hole in her heart.

      She made a mental list of all the events that were taking place in Millcastle that day. There was the ceremonial cutting of the ribbon by the mayor and the arrival of the first passenger train, followed by an elaborate banquet and ball at the new railway hotel right next to the station. Francis still owned the land and had financed the new buildings on it. He was set to make a huge profit on his decision to remain invested in the land development, which hardly endeared him to his neighbors, as he had also put money into the railway as well.

      Francis didn’t care what the local gentry thought of him and happily gloated about his ever-increasing assets to anyone who cared to challenge him. Alice often wished she had his ability to ignore criticism.

      “Looks like the crowds are already gathering,” Elijah remarked as they neared the town and the horses had to slow to a walk. “Despite what the snobs think, it’s a fine day for the business owners and people of Millcastle.” He gazed up at the imposing façade of the Station Hotel. “We’ll make it possible for anyone to buy a ticket and travel. Just think of that!”

      His pride in his work shone in his face, and Alice impulsively reached for his hand before attempting to pull it back. He glanced down at her and enfolded her gloved fingers in his.

      “It’s not the day for fighting, lass. Let’s enjoy this together, aye?”

      The carriage drew to a stop, and there was a slight cheer as he came around to help her down. He responded with a smile and doffed his hat, earning him another round of applause. They progressed up the blue and gold carpet into the hotel and through into the ticketing office and station foyer. The platform was decorated with bunting and Union Jack flags, and the local brass band was already tuning up in one corner.

      “Good morning, Alice, Hepworth.” Francis’s drawling voice came from the raised and garlanded dais where the ceremonies would begin.

      Caroline sat on one of the ornate chairs, one hand resting on her stomach. Alice went toward her as the two men conversed in low voices.

      “Are you well?” Alice asked.

      “Yes, but I can’t be bothered to stand up and make polite conversation until I have to.”

      Alice smiled. “Quite understandable.”

      She wanted to ask if Ivy or her husband would be attending the ceremonies, but she didn’t want to disclose her interest in case Caroline became concerned.

      Alice glanced up at the large station clock and said, “The mayor is due at eleven and once he arrives, we can proceed.”

      “He isn’t the most punctual of men and, as he loathes Francis, I suspect he’ll make us wait and ruin our perfectly planned schedule.” Caroline winced and rubbed her back.

      “Are you quite certain that you should be here at all?” Alice asked. “Your baby is due at any moment.”

      Caroline sat up straight. “And miss the event of the century? If I go into labor, there is plenty of time to get me home.”

      There was a stir at the entrance to the platform, and Mr. O’Keefe appeared with his wife Nora, who wore a splendid green bonnet with peacock feathers. Alice smiled and gestured for them to join her on the raised dais.

      “Not sure we should be up here, ma’am,” Nora said nervously. “We’re not fancy enough.”

      Alice showed them to seats that proudly displayed their names. “You both deserve this. The railway wouldn’t have been built without you.”

      Mr. O’Keefe grinned at her. “Or you, ma’am, begging your pardon, and I told him that to his face. I hope he’s worked out which side his bread is buttered on and made sure to tell you that?”

      “My bread…” Elijah spoke from behind his foreman, “…is no concern of yours, O’Keefe.”

      “If you say so, sir.” O’Keefe winked at Alice. “He’s a stubborn one, but I’m sure he’ll do the right thing in the end.”

      Elijah offered Alice his arm. “The mayor has just arrived. Will you come and greet him?”

      “Yes, of course.” Alice placed her hand on his sleeve. “Caroline will be relieved that he has arrived in a timely manner.”
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      The band played, the first train arrived in a cloud of hissing steam and an ear-splitting whistle, the ribbon was cut, and Elijah shook hands with so many people that his grip went numb. Through it all, his wife stood at his side, accepting compliments and turning them onto him, her gracefulness and good humor a calm oasis in the mayhem.

      He was sitting beside her at the top table at the banquet when he noticed her gaze drifting to the entrance. Ivy and Grovedale had just arrived. Ivy seemed well, but Grovedale looked as if he had aged ten years. For a moment, Elijah considered how he might feel if his wife tried to flee in the middle of the night with his child. He might have sought comfort and reassurance, too.

      And Alice was just the kind of woman who would offer support to anyone in distress. He set his glass down on the table and stared unseeingly at the couple.

      He was a bloody fool. Alice had given him everything and he’d taken it all and thrown it back in her face. It would serve him right if she left him when their child was born. Who would comfort him then? Who would be at his side to stop him looking as beaten down as Grovedale?

      No one and he wouldn’t deserve to be comforted. All his posturing and self-pity over her supposed liaison with Grovedale was meaningless. It was his inability to deal with his unexpected jealousy that was the root of the problem and blaming his wife for that was unjust.

      She wasn’t Grace and she wasn’t Ivy. She was uniquely herself—an island of sense in a sea of unrest, a pretty picture with a complex masterpiece beneath. Elijah huffed a breath and she glanced up at him.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, I was considering what a fool I’ve been.”

      She looked back toward the door. Ivy was now progressing around the tables toward her sister Caroline.

      “Am I permitted to speak to Ivy?”

      He winced at her careful tone. “Yes, of course.”

      “But not her husband.”

      “Why would you need to speak to him?”

      Despite the chatter around them he caught her faint sigh.

      “Simply to be polite.” She sat up straight and looked beyond him. “Miss Lambton.”

      “I wished to offer my congratulation to you, sir.” Sarah curtsied in the narrow gap between the chairs. “I didn’t think you would succeed, but I am glad that you did.”

      “I appreciate that.” Elijah nodded even as he wondered what else might come out of her mouth.

      “And I also wanted to reiterate that I don’t believe your wife had an affair with Mr. Grovedale. I saw them together on several occasions and nothing immoral happened under my watchful eye. I can assure you of that.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said, her expression far kinder than his. “I appreciate your honesty.”

      “I’m not doing it for your sake, ma’am,” Sarah said earnestly. “I just don’t want Mr. Hepworth or the Grovedales to think badly of me.”

      Alice stood up. “If you will both excuse me? I think Caroline wants to speak to me.”

      Elijah stared at Miss Lambton, who swallowed nervously. “Are you going to forgive her?” she asked him.

      “I’m not sure that’s any of your business, miss.”

      “I suppose it isn’t, but Ada won’t speak to me until I try and make things right.” She met his gaze. “I truly never saw Mrs. Hepworth look at Mr. Grovedale with lust in her eyes or in her heart. She treated him as Ivy’s husband and the fact that he might have wished otherwise isn’t her fault, is it?”

      Elijah nodded. O’Keefe had made the same point, and he already knew they were right. His attention shifted to what was happening farther up the table.

      “Lady Caroline appears to be in some distress,” Miss Lambton noted. “And your wife is beckoning to you.”

      Elijah shot to his feet and made his way through the scattered chairs to Alice.

      “Caroline’s waters have broken,” she murmured into his ear. “There is no sign of Francis, and I need someone to carry her into the hotel. There is no time to get her home.”

      “More than happy to oblige, ma’am.” He smiled at Caroline, who bared her teeth at him. “If you’ll permit me, your ladyship?”

      “If you must.” Caroline sighed and handed Alice her reticule. “As Francis owns the majority share in the hotel, I suppose they can’t ask me to leave.”

      Elijah scooped her up in his arms. “And, as I own the rest of it, I think you deserve the finest room.”

      He allowed Alice to go ahead of him and asked Miss Lambton to look for Francis. He knew the layout of the hotel intimately, having been privy to its design and construction, and sent the desk clerk to open the largest suite facing away from the main square. He mounted the stairs, set Caroline carefully on the bed in the best suite and stepped back.

      “I’ll find Dr. Nash for you.”

      “Thank you, and if you see my mother or Ivy, can you tell them where I am?” Caroline plucked at her wet skirts and grimaced. “I wonder if anyone can find me a nightgown?”

      “I’ll deal with that as well,” Elijah promised.

      He strode toward the door, stopping only to kiss his wife’s forehead on the way out.

      “Take good care of her, now.”

      “I will.” She looked up at him. “Can you make sure Francis is all right?”

      He snorted. “I’ll try my damndest, but it will be like containing a tiger.” He hesitated. “I wanted to talk to you, but it can wait.”

      “Of course.” She shut the door firmly in his face.

      He went along the corridor and down the stairs and found Nora O’Keefe sitting in the lounge enjoying a glass of brandy.

      “Mrs. O’Keefe?”

      “Yes, Mr. Hepworth?”

      He took out his purse and handed her a few guineas. “Can you walk across the square to the dressmakers and see if she’ll sell you a nightgown? The viscountess has gone into labor.”

      “Of course, I will.” Nora took the money. “The poor woman. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      Elijah was just about to go in search of the doctor, when Francis and Grovedale appeared in the front entranceway. He waited until they approached him, ignored Grovedale completely, and, lowering his voice, said, “Your wife has gone into labor. She is currently upstairs in one of the guest rooms.”

      Francis cursed under his breath. “She promised that she would go home if she felt the smallest pain.”

      “I suspect it’s too late for that. Her waters have broken. I doubt she’d appreciate being jostled over the cobblestones and ruts if she risked the drive home.”

      “Is Dr. Nash here?” Francis asked.

      “He is and I’ve sent for him. Your wife is in suite number two if you wish to go up.” Elijah laid a hand on the viscount’s arm. “When you’ve assured yourself that she is being well taken care of, perhaps you’ll join me in the small salon at the back of the hotel? I will ensure our privacy there.”

      Francis nodded and strode toward the stairs, leaving Elijah with Grovedale.

      “Sir.” He nodded and was about to turn away to find Mrs. Delisle when Grovedale addressed him.

      “Was my wife with Caroline?”

      “She will be as soon as I can locate her and ask her to go to her sister.”

      Grovedale nodded. “Then I’ll wait with you and Francis.”

      “As you wish.”

      Elijah went to find the hotel manager, secured the use of one of the back rooms, and made his final round of the guests who were leaving the banquet to get ready for the ball that started later that evening. He found Ivy and her mother in the hotel lobby and sent them up to Caroline’s suite with the nightgown Mrs. O’Keefe had purchased.

      By the time he arrived in the small salon, it had been supplied with a tray of drinks and a good fire burned in the grate. Elijah helped himself to a brandy and contemplated joining Grovedale, who was sitting by the fire staring morosely into his glass.

      Francis appeared and Elijah spent the next few hours alternating between making sure preparations for the ball were going ahead as planned and babysitting his wife’s half-brother. Grovedale remained by the fire, drinking steadily and barely bothering to speak.

      An hour before the ball was due to start, when Francis had gone upstairs to check on his wife’s progress, Elijah reluctantly addressed Grovedale.

      “If you wish to return home to change for the ball, I’ll make sure your wife joins you when she is ready,” Elijah offered.

      “That’s very good of you, but I’d prefer to wait.” Grovedale sipped his drink. “I find I am rather overconcerned as to her movements these days.”

      Elijah sat opposite him. “Understandably so.”

      He grimaced. “I suppose Alice told you about what happened.”

      “My wife was concerned about the health of her friend and did her best to help her,” Elijah replied, using all the tact at his disposal.

      “Did she tell you that Ivy had this ridiculous idea that if she left me, I’d somehow be all right with that and settle down with your wife?”

      Hiding his surprise that Grovedale was being so frank, Elijah stretched out his feet toward the fire as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “As you originally wanted to marry Alice, I can see why Ivy might have thought that.”

      There was a long silence as Grovedale stared down at his lap. “You really do know everything don’t you?”

      “Not all of it.” Elijah contemplated the flames.

      “If you will permit me to be blunt, sir, I decided Miss Collins would be the perfect wife to look after my house and my specimens while I roamed the globe.”

      “I can understand that.” Elijah was guiltily aware of making similar assumptions about Alice, himself.

      “But when Ivy spoke so passionately to me? I realized that was more important.” He cleared his throat. “And, as Miss Collins didn’t object to Ivy’s intervention, I concluded she was neither offended nor upset by my sudden change of heart and had viewed a possible marriage to me in the same light as I had—as a matter of mutual convenience.”

      Elijah’s hand closed around his glass. Had he been the only one who’d noticed how devastated she’d been? He had to suspect that Ivy and Grovedale had chosen to accept Alice’s calm acceptance because it suited them, rather than because they cared to delve any deeper.

      “When she chose to marry you so quickly after we left, I was relieved,” Grovedale continued, unaware of his peril. “It confirmed my opinion that I had made the right choice and that her affections had not been engaged.”

      “Did it, now.” Elijah took a sip of his brandy and considered how quickly he could reach across the fireplace and shake some sense into the oblivious fool in front of him.

      “And she’s been endlessly kind to Ivy during the last troubled months.” Grovedale looked up. “Please make sure she knows how much we both appreciate her efforts.”

      “Perhaps you should tell her yourself.”

      “I certainly will if the opportunity presents itself.” He paused. “I am aware that Ivy and I have isolated ourselves recently in an effort to talk through our… problems.”

      “To be blunt, sir, my wife and I have been too busy saving the Millcastle Steam Locomotive Company to worry about what our neighbors are up to.”

      Grovedale went red. “Ah, I suppose that’s true. I suppose we all imagine our problems are the talk of the county, when in fact, no one cares as much as we think.”

      The door opened and Francis came in wearing his habitual scowl.

      “Bloody woman.” He helped himself to a large brandy. “Had the nerve to tell me this was all my fault.”

      “Well…” Elijah started to speak only to be interrupted.

      “It is my fault.” Francis leaned back against the sideboard, glass in his hand. “And anyone who says a single disrespectful thing about my wife should be prepared to take it up with me outside.”

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Elijah murmured as he finished his brandy. “Did you see Dr. Nash?”

      “Yes, and Caroline’s mother and sister. Nash says all is well and that you’re not to allow me to get too drunk or belligerent.” He pulled a pack of cards out of his coat pocket. “Anyone care to place a small wager against me ignoring that advice?”

      “Not when you’re using your own cards,” Elijah said.

      “Then I’ll ring for a new pack.” Francis came to sit beside Elijah. “Hopefully, I’ll miss the whole ball, and no one can blame me for it.”

      “I’ll have to show my face at some point,” Elijah said. “But other than that, I’ll be by your side.”

      He topped up his brandy glass and sat back down as Francis dealt the new cards the waiter had delivered to him. He considered Grovedale’s drawn face. The man had his own demons to battle, and it was obvious he had no interest in Alice. In fact, he’d never really made an effort to understand her or know her for herself. But weren’t they both guilty of that? He’d bargained to marry the woman he thought she was on the surface, too. The fact that she’d allowed him to get to know her better and shown the depths of her loyalty and love had been an unexpected bonus. A bonus he’d thrown in her face due to jumping to conclusions and comparing her to Grace…

      O’Keefe was right. He was a fool. How could he condemn Grovedale for behaving exactly as he had? The absurdity of his own delusions threatened to rise up and choke him. Even though he’d done his best to drive Alice away, she’d refused to be cowed and had stood toe to toe with him, daring him to make her go.

      “Excuse me.” He stood up so suddenly that his brandy slopped over the rim of his glass.

      He went up the stairs and knocked hard on the door of Caroline’s suite.

      “What do you want?” Dr. Nash didn’t look pleased to see him. “Go away. It’s not your wife’s turn to have her child yet.”

      “I don’t want to come in. I need to speak to Alice.”

      Dr. Nash sighed. “Then I’ll send her out to you.”
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      Alice went out into the hallway where Elijah awaited her with a scowl on his face.

      “Is there something wrong?” she asked.

      “Come with me.”

      He grabbed her hand and towed her along the corridor like a narrow boat until he reached the room that had been allocated for their use and took her inside. He locked the door, went over to the window, and turned to face her, his expression grim.

      “I was just talking to Grovedale.”

      She inhaled very slowly and raised her chin.

      “He said he wanted to marry you because you would’ve stayed home, guarded his plants, and cared for his home.”

      “I knew that.” She inclined her head.

      “Didn’t it bother you that he didn’t think of love?”

      “Why would it? You didn’t mention such a condition in your proposal, either.”

      He grimaced. “Aye, and that’s where I realized that I had no right to condemn him when I’d been looking for exactly the same thing.”

      “I agreed to your terms, sir.” Alice held his gaze. “You were quite open about what you required of me, and, at the time, I appreciated your honesty.”

      He frowned. “You are worth far more than that, Alice.”

      “I am aware of that now. At the time, I was simply desperate to feel safe and secure for the first time in my life.” She half-smiled. “I am a very capable woman.”

      “I’m glad you realize it.”

      “Marrying you allowed me to demonstrate my capabilities. You expected far more of me than Mr. Grovedale would ever have done.”

      “I expected you to run back to your brother and leave me to fight my battles alone,” Elijah said.

      “I couldn’t do that to you, sir.”

      “Aye.” He nodded. “I’m a very lucky man.”

      She stayed still as he took an unsteady step toward her.

      “I’ve been a stubborn, jealous fool and worse than that, I hurt you—the woman who stood by me when everything in my life was off kilter.” He reached for her hand. “You steadied me, lass. You fed me, encouraged me, and bedded me. You gave me a reason to keep going, and I’ll never forget that.”

      His voice cracked as he squeezed her fingers hard. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but you know me, I’ll ask for it anyway.” He gently kissed the top of her head. “I told you once that you were my woman, and now I’m asking with all my heart if you’ll let me be your man.”

      Alice took a moment to allow his words to sink in. Could she trust him? His ability to see his failings and apologize for them was characteristic of the brutally honest man he was.

      He cupped her chin. “Do you need the words, lass? Then know that I love you and that from now on I’ll do everything in my power to prove it to you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I’ve never believed I was lovable. I just thought… that if I could find a way to feel safe… that would be enough.”

      “It’s not bloody enough.” His voice was rough. “You deserve everything, and if you don’t love me? Tell me.”

      She studied his harsh features, and something inside her heart suddenly gave way. “I do love you.”

      He scowled. “Don’t sound so bloody surprised about it.” He lowered his head and kissed her hard. “And don’t you ever doubt you’re loved again.”

      She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and kissed him back with great enthusiasm. He groaned her name and backed her up against the nearest wall, his hands everywhere.

      “God, I’ve missed you—missed this.”

      She bit his lip, which made him growl in appreciation and kiss her even harder. He picked her up and took her over to the bed, his expression intent as he placed her gently in the center of it.

      “I’ll need to get that dress off you.”

      “That’s perfectly acceptable.” She smiled up at him as he shrugged out of his coat. “I need to change for the ball anyway.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “And I need to go back to Caroline,” she pointed out.

      He ripped his shirt off over his head to display his muscled chest. “Don’t be daft. She’s got her mother, sister, and Dr. Nash with her. I need you here.”

      When he was naked, he climbed onto the bed and set about undressing her with unnecessary speed. She tried to help, but he was so intent that she allowed him his way and concentrated on touching his body, her fingers wrapping around his already erect shaft. He was hard and straight as the rails he laid and wet at the tip.

      “Alice…” He groaned and pressed into her grip. “You’ll make me come.”

      “Mmm.” She sat up to allow him to get to the lacing at the back of her corset and licked the crown of his cock.

      With a curse he flipped her over onto her back, his breath harsh, and stared down at her, his hand curving around her gently rounded stomach.

      “I’ll be careful, I promise.”

      “Caroline says it is quite safe.” It was Alice’s turn to sigh as he gently cupped her between her legs. “In fact—”

      He slid three fingers inside her, making her gasp and grab hold of his forearm.

      “I’m really not interested in what her ladyship thinks right now.” He kissed his way down her throat and over her breasts, pausing to suck on her slightly tender nipples. “I want to be inside you.”

      Alice closed her eyes as he pressed and withdrew his fingers in a familiar rhythm that made her want him very badly. When his mouth closed over her already throbbing bud, she climaxed immediately, and he raised his head to grin at her.

      “That’s my girl.”

      She bucked her hips against his hand in an instinctive demand for more as he spread her thighs wide and settled between them, one hand stroking his cock. He held her gaze as he slowly filled her inch by perfect inch until all she could think about was the hard throb of his shaft within the fierce grip of her need. He stayed still, his breathing erratic until she gently squeezed him with her internal muscles.

      He glared at her as he braced his hands on either side of her shoulders. “Keep doing that and I’ll come like an untried boy.”

      “Then move.”

      “I’m trying to be careful. I want to fuck you so hard right now, and I can’t because of your condition.”

      “Surely there is a happy medium between no movement and… nothing?” Alice asked, her fingers trailing down his shoulders, her nails scraping his skin.

      “Not where you’re concerned, lass.” He spoke through his teeth, his whole body tensed over hers like a snarling lion.

      She pushed hard on his shoulder. “Then go onto your back.”

      He raised his eyebrows and somehow managed to shift their positions without unseating his cock. Alice’s breath hissed out as his shaft sank deeper. She sat up and placed her hands on his chest.

      “Caroline told me that—” She stopped speaking. “Well, perhaps I’ll show you instead.”

      She cautiously raised herself slightly off his shaft and then slid back down again. “Oh.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You like that?”

      She ignored him and tried it again, adjusting to a depth that felt best and gave her such exquisite sensations. She almost forgot about Elijah as she got into a rhythm of pleasure that consumed her.

      He didn’t stay passive for long as he eased himself more upright, his mouth on her breasts, his thumb rubbing her clit until the feelings grew so intense that she screamed his name as she came, and he followed her over. She fell over his chest and sucked in deep gulps of air as his body continued to convulse under hers.

      Eventually, she opened her eyes and found him looking up at her.

      “Are you all right, lass?”

      She nodded, her emotions too close to the surface to be anything but herself.

      “We can nap for a bit, but I really do have to show my face at the ball. I promised Ada.”

      She smiled against his chest. He’d never be the kind of man to shirk his responsibilities or break his promises, especially to his children. “Of course.”

      “If you wish to accompany me—and I’d like that very much—I’ll help with your dress and hair.”

      “Yes, please.” She liked being in his arms again. She felt safe. “Maybe I should get up and check on Caroline.”

      He settled his arm more firmly around her waist. “No, you don’t, lass. For now, you’re all mine and exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

      She considered his words and subsided meekly against his chest. Perhaps it was time to start putting herself and her own family first. With Elijah beside her, it would prove to be a very demanding and thoroughly delightful responsibility.

      She couldn’t wait to start.

      
        
        The End
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      Dear Reader,

      

      I hope you enjoyed book 4 in the Millcastle series.

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at your favorite retailer.

      

      If you want to read more of my books, please check out my website and consider joining my newsletter for the fastest updates and early contests to win new books.

      

      katepearce.com/newsletter

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

        Kate Pearce
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        Chapter One

      

      

      
        
        London, England 1814

      

      

      "Did you say three, Your Grace? Three thousand pounds?"

      The man's stammered question tailed into sudden silence.

      Gervase David Saint-Malo, seventh Duke of Diable Delamere, sat back and contemplated the shine on his outstretched boots. Even in the dim light of the impromptu gaming parlor, their deep polish satisfied him. The secret ingredient his valet used to achieve such perfection was worth every penny of his wage.

      The duke glanced across at his opponent, Mr. Forester, who was sweating profusely. Gervase shook back the ruffles from his wrist and stirred the crumpled pile of scrawled vouchers with one long finger.

      "You mistake me, m'sieur." Gervase allowed a moment of hope to lighten the wretched man's face before he dashed it. "I said three thousand guineas." He raised one eyebrow in a polite query. "You doubt my word?"

      Mr. Forester's face turned as sickly yellow as the stub of tallow candle that guttered between them on the card table.

      Gervase examined his fingernails as Mr. Forester leaned closer and muttered, "Your Grace, I beg of you, a private word."

      With a yawn, Gervase dropped his cards on the table and bowed to his erstwhile opponent. He smiled as he ventured deeper into the shabby rented house. The other guests at the ill-fated card party melted away into the shadows, leaving the duke to his prey.

      Mr. Forester held no surprises for him. By the time Gervase had inherited his father's title at the age of one and twenty, he had learned just how many men wished to relieve him of his fortune, and how to deal with them. He had also learned that money was not the only thing desperate men traded over the gambling tables.

      As Mr. Forester poured them both large brandies, he wondered idly what he would be offered next. If Mr. Forester were as big a fool as he looked, he would probably plead for time to pay. Not that three thousand guineas mattered to Gervase. He had more than enough money. Unlike the most recent wave of impoverished and dispossessed French émigrés, the Diable Delamere family owned land in both England and France, and had settled in England during the reign of the first Henry Tudor. But Gervase refused to be fleeced, and he had a nagging suspicion he had been allowed to win.

      Mr. Forester cleared his throat. "Your Grace, I regret that I don't have sufficient funds to pay my debt this evening."

      Gervase's mouth twisted and he downed the cheap brandy in one swallow. So much for a gentleman honoring his debts.

      Mr. Forester hurried on with his speech, perhaps anticipating the denial that hovered on Gervase's lips.

      "However, Your Grace, my stepdaughter has, in the past, offered certain services to my creditors in lieu of direct payment."

      Gervase paused in the act of pouring himself another brandy. It was the first time he had been offered a woman to repay a debt. Had Mr. Forester deliberately lost at cards in order to foist his stepdaughter on Gervase? He suspected that Mr. Forester was involved with the revolutionary French, which explained his presence at the gaming party. He had hoped Mr. Forester would offer him valuable information in exchange for the cancellation of the debt.

      Although it was not the outcome Gervase had anticipated, a faint whisper of interest stirred the layers of boredom and distaste wrapped around his soul.

      Mr. Forester bowed. "I will allow my stepdaughter to reside in your house and fulfill any wishes or desires you might have until my funding arrives."

      The man was serious. Gervase stared at Mr. Forester's smooth, bland face and marveled at such blatant self-interest.

      He set his glass down on the scarred oak table. "An interesting proposition, Mr. Forester. Of course, I would wish to meet this paragon before I make my decision."

      Almost before Gervase finished speaking, Mr. Forester disappeared, leaving Gervase to help himself to the brandy bottle. He caught a glimpse of his dark profile in a rusted mirror over the mantelpiece and raised his glass in an ironic salute. The silver thread in his black coat set off his raven hair and gray eyes to perfection. His wife's demise had gifted him his perfect color palette. Since the end of the formal mourning period, he rarely bothered to dress in any other colors.

      He grimaced as he noticed how the darkness of his clothing suited the shabbiness of the room. Was he beginning to merge with the shadows he hunted? He suppressed a sudden urge to leave before Mr. Forester returned. He was tired of this game and weary of the subterfuge.

      The door creaked and Mr. Forester ushered his stepdaughter into the room. Gervase slowly straightened, his attention caught by her respectable buttoned-up gown and tightly braided brown hair. He judged her to be in her mid-twenties. She could easily have passed for a governess in her outmoded gown. His suspicions flared anew.

      Drawn by a strange compulsion, he placed his fingers under her chin and forced her to look up at him. She was above average height and her eyes were large and gray. Her skin was excellent and she had all her teeth. He almost smiled as he caught a hint of disapproval in her narrowed gaze. Despite her dowdy exterior, he was pleased to see that she was no milk and water miss.

      Without releasing her gaze, he said over his shoulder, "Does she come willingly? I've no patience with tears and tantrums."

      As Gervase hoped, she answered for herself, her voice low-pitched and well-bred. "I will come with you, Your Grace. I hope I can be of service." Her firm tone was at odds with her wary expression.

      An unaccustomed sense of heat pulsed through his loins as he released her. She stepped away and brushed at the dark brown wool of her limp skirts as though he had somehow contaminated her. The notion served to intrigue him even more. He loved deciphering a puzzle.

      With a small bow in Forester's direction, Gervase headed for the door. "I will wait to hear from you then, sir." He held out his hand to the woman. "You may come with me, now."

      He wondered if she would balk at the calm assumption in his voice, but she merely nodded. She paused in the hall to pick up her cloak and bag, raised her chin in the air, and followed him out into the inky star-studded night. His coach appeared at the curb and he handed her into it.

      The effect of the brandy trickled through his senses as he sprawled on the seat opposite her. She sat upright, her back not touching the seat. Her gloved fingers gripped a shabby reticule, which was all the baggage she brought with her.

      Gervase caught her eye and smiled. What would she do if he reached across the small space, pulled her into his lap, and thrust his tongue into her mouth? The tantalizing thought caused him to shift in his seat. His outstretched leg brushed her ankle and she moved away with a disdainful flick of her skirts.

      "You have no need to be alarmed, Miss Forester. My staff is very discreet."

      She looked confused. "Thank you, Your Grace, but my name is not Miss Forester. I'm Miss Waterstone."

      "Forgive me for mentioning it, Miss Waterstone, but you seem remarkably composed for a woman who has been dragged from her bed in the middle of the night."

      Her mouth tightened. "Unfortunately, I'm dependent on Mr. Forester's good will. It is not the first time he has compelled my obedience."

      Gervase sat back. She sounded quite bitter. Had she and Mr. Forester quarreled? Was Miss Waterstone his mistress and partner in deceit and not his step-daughter? Women were often indiscreet in bed; Gervase might learn a great deal if he pleasured Miss Waterstone well. The thought of her naked beneath him made him hard. Taking her clenched fist, he kissed her wrist on the pulse point where her glove met bare skin.

      "Miss Waterstone, then. I'm pleased to make your acquaintance and hope our liaison will be everything we could both wish for."

      Her brow crinkled, but before she could speak, the carriage drew to a stop. She rushed to descend without waiting for his assistance. Gervase halted her flight, took her elbow and led her up the steps to the darkened house.

      By his command, there was no one to greet him in the echoing black and white marbled hallway. Picking up the solitary candle, which awaited his return, he gestured for Miss Waterstone to follow him. He led her up the stairs and into the suite that adjoined his, pausing only long enough to light more candles and set the fire burning.

      With a bow he turned back toward the door. "I will leave you for now. Please make yourself comfortable."

      After ascertaining that the connecting door to his suite was unlocked, he let himself out into the main corridor. He would give her time to undress and then slip back into her room to see what awaited him.

      His fingers were slightly unsteady as he unwound his cravat and unbuttoned his shirt. He stank of cheap brandy and the desperation that permeated the play of the cards. His nostrils quivered in disgust. When he was naked, he splashed cold water over as much of his body as he could bear. He emptied out his pockets and put on his black silk dressing gown.

      He didn't bother to knock as he re-entered Miss Waterstone's bedroom. She sat at the dressing table, garbed in an unflattering threadbare nightgown. Unlike some of her kind, she had not succumbed to the temptation to steal any of the small but expensive knick-knacks scattered around the room.

      She had gathered her brown hair into a single childish braid that hung down to her waist. For a moment, he hesitated, until the heat of the brandy and his suspicions lured him on.

      She brought her hand to her throat. "Your Grace, whatever are you doing in here?"

      God, she was clever. She'd even managed to inject a small quaver of fear into her voice. Gervase smiled as his body came to sudden shocking life. He sat down by the fire and crooked a finger at her.

      "Come here, into the light. Don't you wish to discuss your duties?"

      Back ramrod straight, she came toward him, her hands clasped in front of her like a schoolmistress. She seemed unaware of the way the fire illuminated her luscious body through the thin nightgown, but Gervase had learned to be wary. His eyes lingered on the curve of her hip and his long fingers flexed with the desire to caress her there. He realized she was speaking.

      "Your Grace, perhaps we should talk in the morning when you are feeling more the thing. I fear you misunderstood my position."

      Gervase shook his head. "I can assure you, my dear, I'm perfectly capable of performing in any position you desire."

      He caught her fingers as she tried to back away and urged her closer. She wrenched one hand out of his grasp. Suddenly weary of her games, he jerked hard and pulled her into his lap. As she fought to regain her balance he maneuvered her long legs astride him.

      "Your Grace!" she cried as she tried to push away his questing hands. He wrapped his arm around her hips and held her still. "Stop it immediately!"

      Gervase kissed her cheek. "It's all right, my dear, you can stop acting now. I'm still not quite sure why your stepfather sent you here, but I intend to enjoy the moment. You can explain yourself in the morning."

      She started to speak again but he was beyond listening. He silenced her by taking her mouth in a deep kiss as he inched the fabric of her nightgown up to her waist. Her lips tasted of caramel and yielded to his questing tongue with soft ease. He groaned as her tongue brushed his and her hands flattened on his chest.

      He spread his knees and the belt on his dressing gown slipped open. With one swift motion, he lifted her and was about to ease her down onto his hardening flesh when her teeth crashed into his lower lip. Staring intently up at her, he realized her wide eyes reflected panic rather than passion.

      She was no light skirt.

      Dear God--had he almost raped an innocent?

      He clenched his teeth and began to lift her away from him. "Don't move, Miss Waterstone. I will..."

      Her fingernails raked down his cheek, his back arched in protest, and he tried desperately to push her away. She slid from his slackened grasp to the floor. Gervase pulled his dressing gown around his waist and knotted the sash. Bile rose in his throat as he stared down at her and he shuddered. Had he lived amongst the depths of human depravity for too long to recognize the truth?

      "Miss Waterstone, there has clearly been a misunderstanding." He held out his hand to her. "I swear I will not touch you again. You must let me help you."

      She stumbled to her feet and continued to retreat until she reached the connecting doorway to his suite.

      "Don't you dare come any closer, you...you disgusting reprobate!"

      As she turned to run through the open door to his suite and into the freedom of the hallway beyond, Gervase gathered himself and made a lunge for her. With a cry, she crashed against his dressing table, knocked the contents to the floor, and went down on her knees. Her fingers closed around a small travelling clock. Straightening, she aimed it right at his head.

      Gervase came to an abrupt stop and held up his hands.

      "Miss Waterstone, please put the clock down. It is made of solid brass and you might injure yourself if you attempt to throw it. I'm sure we can sort out this very unpleasant situation to your satisfaction."

      Her mouth worked and she swallowed twice before she was able to speak. "I'm well aware of how heavy the clock is, Your Grace. I am the one holding it, after all. My brothers taught me how to throw properly when I was a little girl, and I'm quite capable of hitting my target."

      Her brave statement impressed him more than he cared to admit. Any other woman of his acquaintance would have been in floods of tears by now, not calmly threatening to brain him with his own clock. He fought an absurd desire to laugh.

      "Well, if you wish to throw something at me, please go ahead."

      He advanced a step toward her, one hand held out, and then froze as she drew her arm back.

      "I don't think I could kill you, even though you deserve it. They would probably behead me at the Tower if I murdered a duke." She eyed him with great consideration as though he were a paper target. "No, I think if I winged you, it would be enough to stop you from following me."

      Gervase laughed then and took another step forward. "Stop this foolishness, my dear. Give me the clock and we will talk. You have my word I won't lay a finger on you."

      She took aim as he crossed the carpeted space between them and the heavy clock connected with his shoulder, ripping his dressing gown and making him reel backward.

      "That," he said with deep appreciation, "was indeed an excellent shot." The shocking pain caught him unawares and he staggered to the side and fell against the marble mantelpiece, striking his head.

      Eventually, he heard his valet's worried voice over the roaring in his ears. When Jacques bent over him, Gervase managed to grasp his sleeve.

      "Don't let her leave."

      Jacques's voice sounded puzzled and increasingly faint. "Who, Your Grace? You are the only person here."

      
        
        End of Sample

        To continue reading, be sure to pick up Educating Elizabeth at your favorite retailer.
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