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Blurb

A forgotten man…

When widowed Amelia Smith takes a fallen soldier into her household, she is shocked to discover he has no idea who he is. Determined to help him recover his memory, she embarks on a journey that will change and endanger them both.

An unconventional lady...

Working out whom and what he is brings back painful memories to ‘Marco’. The only constant in his life is his burning desire to take revenge on those who tried to steal everything from him. As his memories return, he needs Amelia Smith’s calm good sense more than he ever anticipated. 

Can a relationship begun in such an unorthodox fashion blossom into love? Especially when the lady is hiding secrets of her own…


Note to Readers

Dear Readers,

Awakening Amelia is the final installment of the Diable Delamere trilogy. I do hope you enjoy finding out what happens to the devilish Captain Fury, and enjoy meeting the duke, his duchess and the Llewellyns’ again. If you enjoy the book, please consider leaving a review, they are always appreciated.

For more information about upcoming books of all kinds, please check out my website at http://www.katepearce.com or join my newsletter where you’ll receive a subscribers only gift of a free Regency Christmas story.

Best

Kate Pearce


Chapter 1

Highcliff Village, England 1815

Amelia stopped outside the milliner’s and stared across the dusty village street. On the other side of the road, a man lay sprawled face down in the gutter, his dark head turned away from her, one hand stretched out as though he was reaching for someone or something. For one horrible moment, she imagined it was Matthew.

“Don’t stare, dearest. It’s not ladylike.”

She turned to her aunt who was looking remarkably flustered.

“Why can’t I stare? He’s hardly in any state to harm us.”

Aunt Betty brought out her handkerchief to dab daintily at her nose. “He is probably drunk and deserves his fate. I’m so tired of seeing all these soldiers returning from the wars and loitering in our streets. Now, let’s go into the shop and find a new trim for your bonnet.”

The sun emerged from behind the sullen clouds and glinted on something bright on the man’s arm. Ignoring the shrill warnings of her aunt, Amelia crossed the muddy thoroughfare and, heedless of the state of her gown, knelt down beside the unmoving man.

He was, as she had suspected, a soldier. His military colors, faded by harsher climates than those of England, were ragged from repeated washing. A solitary scrap of gold lace gleamed on his arm, but the rest of the evidence of his rank and regiment had either been cut off or discarded.

Taking off her glove, Amelia felt the man’s throat and detected the faint erratic pulse of his heartbeat. He was still alive, and he definitely wasn’t inebriated. She gently rolled him onto his back, but his eyes remained closed. His skin was quite tanned, but his cheeks were hollow and his lips parched. She touched his forehead, which was burning hot.

“Amelia! Not again.”

Her aunt’s voice finally penetrated her senses, and she glanced back over her shoulder to see Betty waving violently and almost dancing on the spot with agitation.

“Come away, dear, before anyone sees you!”

Amelia wondered what anyone could complain about as she did her Christian duty, but her aunt was frightened of gossip and lived in terror of being the subject of it.

But she couldn’t leave the man lying there. She just couldn’t…

Rising to her feet, she crossed back over the deserted street to her aunt. “I’ll need to ask Jem at the inn if I can borrow his cart. Do you wish to walk home by yourself, or will you accompany me and the soldier?”

“You can’t mean to bring him into our home?”

“I don’t know what else to do with him, Aunt Betty. He’ll die if I leave him there.”

“But what about asking the vicar to help us? Or Lady Thurrock?”

Amelia held her aunt’s flustered gaze. “I’d like to help him myself. I have the necessary skills.”

“All right, then,” Betty huffed. “I’ll go and ask Jem for the cart while you keep an eye on your patient.”

“You are a true Christian, Aunt Betty.”

“Oh, go on with you.” Her lace cap strings blowing in the breeze, Betty carried on up the High Street to the coaching inn at the corner.

Amelia returned to the unconscious man and studied him carefully. His face was badly bruised, but she could see no sign of any bleeding. He might be one of the thousands of soldiers who had been honorably discharged after Napoleon’s capture, or he might be a deserter. The lack of insignia on his coat indicated the latter, but Amelia didn’t care about that. Judging from the state of his tattered uniform, he was still a soldier who had served his country, and he didn’t deserve to die in the street like a beggar.

She would take care of him and he would recover and be on his way, or he’d die in a soft, warm bed with someone to hold his hand and pray for his deliverance into the next world. She could at least give him that…

“Mrs. Smith?”

She looked up to see Jem grinning down at her from his cart. Aunt Betty sat beside him, her reticule on her knee and her skirts tucked tightly around her ankles.

“Jem, thank goodness. Can you help me get this man into your cart and take him to Dove Cottage?”

“Aye, that I can.” He climbed down off his high perch and studied the unconscious soldier. “If you’re sure you want me to, Mrs. Smith.”

“I’d rather not leave him here.”

Jem poked the body with the toe of his boot. “The parish will take him up if you leave him long enough. Sir Timothy don’t hold with bodies lying around in his village.”

“Then the quicker we get him to our cottage the better.” Amelia smiled at Jem. “I do so appreciate your help.”

He sighed and crouched down beside the soldier. “Then let’s get him in the back.”

It was only a ten-minute ride to the outskirts of the village and their small, neat cottage and garden. When they arrived, Jem picked up Amelia’s patient and strode toward the back door, startling the kitchen maid who was just coming out with a basket full of washing to hang on the line.

“Ooh, Mr. Harris, whatever do you have there?”

Jem winked at the young girl. “One of Mrs. Smith’s charity cases, young Dotty. Now which room should I put him in?”

After helping Betty down from the cart, Amelia followed Jem to the back door.

“In the guest bedroom, please, Jem. It’s at the top of the stairs, first on the left.”

He stomped up the narrow staircase and managed to open the door without Amelia’s help. He laid his burden on the faded patchwork counterpane.

“There you are Mrs. Smith. He don’t look too well now, does he?”

“No he does not.”

“How many of these soldiers is that now you’ve tried to save? Four or is that five?”

“Five I think, but I can’t say I keep count.”

“You’re a remarkable woman, Mrs. Smith.”

She undid the plain blue ribbons of her bonnet, her attention on the soldier whose breathing was definitely worsening.

Jem cleared his throat. “I’ll be off then.”

She tore her gaze away from the bed and smiled at the innkeeper. “Thank you so much, Jem. How much do I owe you?”

He patted her shoulder as he went by her into the hallway. “I don’t reckon you owe me anything, Mrs. Smith. If you can help this man, then so can I.”

She clasped his work-roughened hand in hers. “Thank you, Jem.”

“You’re welcome, Mrs. Smith.”

He closed the door behind him, leaving her alone with the wounded soldier. Amelia dispensed with her cloak and gloves and rolled up her long sleeves to the elbow. After a swift glance at her patient, she went back down the stairs and into the kitchen where Dotty had set the kettle on to boil.

“Good girl,” Amelia said approvingly. “Bring some hot water and soap as soon as you can.”

“Will you need help to get him out of his clothes, Mrs. Smith?” Dotty asked, one eye on the cook who was busy rolling out pastry on the kitchen table.

“No, I think I can manage that.” She addressed the cook, “If you have time, Mrs. Gibbs, could you make some thin broth for our invalid?”

“Yes, of course, ma’am. When I’ve finished with this pigeon pie. I can use the bones.”

“Thank you both.”

Amelia took a pitcher of the cold well water and a cup and brought them up to the guest bedroom. Their little cottage had four bedrooms, one of which they used as a sewing room, and a row of attic rooms which housed Dotty, the kitchen maid. The cook lived in the village and came in daily.

Being so close to the south coast of England meant that soldiers had become a common sight in the village as they marched by in formation to get to the shipping ports or came back as their units were disbanded. Recently, there had been several thefts from gardens and the local hen population had mysteriously declined, infuriating Sir Timothy Spendlow, the lord of the manor who had set his estate staff to patrolling the village boundaries as well as his lands.

Having lived with an army on the move, Amelia was fairly sure where the hens had ended up and not inclined to worry about it as much as Sir Timothy. When the government released unpaid soldiers who’d become used to foraging in a hostile country, they could hardly expect their behavior to change overnight.

Amelia set the jug of water down on the bedside table and closed the curtains against the unusually bright sunlight. Turning back to the bed, she began to ease the man out of his tattered regimental coat. He wore no stock or cravat, and his linen shirt was open at the neck and so frayed in places that the weave barely held together. Letting out a slow breath, she worked the buttons of his breeches free and eased out his shirt tails.

He didn’t stir as she drew his shirt over his head and laid him back down on the pillows. Her fingers lingered on his shoulder, cataloguing the scars of combat that marked his narrow frame. The roughness of the skin under her fingertips made her slide her fingers lower. She’d seen men being flogged. The marks were there for life and this man…this possible deserter carried them on his back.

Withdrawing her hand, she concentrated on his dusty boots, which, despite their age, fitted him like a glove and had to have been made for him. That didn’t sit well with her first assessment of him as a common soldier. She glanced back at his still face, the sooty sweep of his long eyelashes and the autocratic beak of his nose. A gentleman deserter? Surely not…

She managed to get his boots off and then his stockings, which were heavily darned in several shades of wool. His stained breeches were good quality buckskin and a little too large, but she assumed he’d lost a considerable amount of weight.

A tap at the door brought Dotty with a bowl of hot water and some of the best lavender soap.

“Thank you,” Amelia whispered. Dotty’s curious gaze rested on the expanse of the soldier’s naked chest before she scurried away.

Amelia removed the man’s breeches and then drew a sheet over his nakedness as he shivered with the rising fever. She washed his face, letting the water trickle into his black hair and onto the old pillowcase. Not a handsome man, the lines bracketing his mouth and nose bespoke of a hardness she’d seen all too often in long-term military men.

She moved lower, wiping the dirt from his neck, shoulders and chest, revealing more evidence of minor wounds as she washed away the layers of dirt. From the circular scars around his wrists, she had a horrible suspicion he’d been shackled at some point. Apart from those distinctive scars, his arms were muscled and his fingernails were short and ragged. She cleaned his palm and stilled as his long fingers closed around her wrist.

“Donde estoy?” he whispered.

Amelia studied him carefully. Why was he speaking Spanish when he was dressed as an English soldier? She squeezed his hand and tried to remember the correct response.

“No te preocupes. Aqui estas a salvo.”

Would that be enough to reassure him? That he was not to worry, and that she would keep him safe? It seemed to work. His grip loosened, and he relaxed against the mattress sliding back into oblivion.

Amelia continued washing him until she reached his long elegant feet and was able to pat him dry. His ankles bore the scars of shackles, too. He wasn’t as tall as her deceased husband, but then Matthew had been something of a giant. She guessed her patient was around six feet in height.

Another knock at the door had her bringing the sheet back up to his neck. Aunt Betty came in carrying her basket of medicinal remedies.

“How is he, dearest?”

“He’s clean. That’s all I’ve accomplished so far.” She touched his forehead and frowned. “I think we should try to bring his fever down. Do you have anything?”

Betty rummaged in her basket and produced a glass bottle. “This should help.”

Amelia mixed the dose with some water and slid an arm around the man’s shoulders to raise his head off the pillow.

“Drink.” He murmured something and arched away from her, bringing his unshaven cheek against her bosom. “Beber esta.”

She managed to trickle the liquid into the corner of his mouth and he swallowed and then took more as if his body craved water even in unconsciousness.

“What did you say to him, Amelia?” Betty asked.

“I spoke in Spanish. It’s the only language he appears to understand.”

“How peculiar.” Betty peered at their patient through her spectacles. “He doesn’t look foreign.”

“He doesn’t, does he? But perhaps he stole the uniform from a British soldier and ended up being sent here with the regiment accidentally.”

“Your imagination is boundless, Amelia. Maybe he’s been on the continent for so long that he’s forgotten both his manners and the King’s English. It does happen.” She lowered her voice. “Look at all those soldiers in India who go native.”

“Perhaps he was a spy posing as a Spaniard and is still protecting his identity?”” Amelia theorized. “That would make more sense.”

“The British don’t use spies, love. We leave that to the French and their despicable allies.”

Amelia knew that wasn’t true, but she was more than happy to let her aunt keep her illusion that the great and mighty British army was somehow above such sordid matters.

“No matter who or what he is, I’ll sit with him for a while and keep offering him sips of water. I’ll call you if he gets worse.”

Betty nodded and then gingerly bent down to pick up the pile of discarded clothing.

“Don’t throw any of that away, will you?” Amelia reminded her. “He might not appreciate it. Ask Dotty if anything can be saved, washed or mended.”

“I’ll ask her. I suppose you’ll want your dinner up here on a tray?”

“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

Her aunt kissed her forehead. Amelia knew that now the man was settled in Dove Cottage, Betty considered him her patient and would do anything to help him. “Not at all, my dear. I’ll send Dotty up with it later, and she can bring some gruel for our wounded soldier, too.”

Amelia sighed. “I’ll fetch my work basket. I have plenty of mending to keep me busy.”

She took the chair beside the fireplace, then opened the curtains a crack so that the light fell on her rather than the bed. The man lay more quietly now, his breathing deepening as the medicine started to reduce his fever. When she raised her head from her work, she could see him quite clearly without moving from her chair.

She considered his finely etched profile and ragged beard as she made tiny stitches in a tear in her second best petticoat. He was something of a mystery and she had always loved solving puzzles. Curiosity, as her mother had always warned her, was her downfall and had led to her current restricted life in a small, obscure village by the sea. But she wouldn’t change anything about her current existence. For everything she had lost, she had gained a hundred new experiences.

Until Matthew had died, leaving her alone.

Amelia took a deep breath and shook off her melancholy thoughts. Her husband would be horrified if he could see her now, but she was at least attempting to leave behind her grief and move forward. And now she had a mystery to solve and a patient to set on the road to recovery.

She would count her blessings, darn her petticoat and be thankful.


Chapter 2

“Well, ma’am I didn’t know what to say to the man, did I?” Dotty folded the petticoat with her usual dexterity. “There was something about his eyes I didn’t like and you know how it’s been here lately, what with all the thieving and everything.”

Amelia looked up from her inspection of a rip in her best pillowcase.

“I’m sorry, Dotty. What man? Are you talking about our guest?”

“No, ma’am, the man who came to the door this morning asking after a fellow soldier.”

Amelia gave Dotty her full attention. “Asking about a soldier? What did you tell him?”

“I told him to be on his way. I reckon that if he did have something to do with our man upstairs he deserved to be sent away with a flea in his ear—leaving a sick man lying on the road like that. It’s not Christian.”

“If our guest had lain there another night he would either have been taken off to the poorhouse, or dead.” Amelia shuddered. “That man was no friend.”

“Sally down at the vicarage said the man was asking everyone in the village but no one told him anything. Jem said if he’d seen the man he would’ve had a few words with him himself.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Amelia put the pillowcase on her sewing pile. “Do let me know if he comes back, won’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am, although I don’t think he’d dare. I told him to mind his own business.” Dotty’s smile was fierce.

Amelia smiled approvingly at her. “Thank you, Dotty, now I must go on up and see how our patient is faring this morning.”

His eyelids felt like they were weighted down with lead bullets. Or worse…pennies to keep them closed in his coffin… With a huge effort, he opened his eyes and studied the unfamiliar blue curtains at the foot of his bed. A subtle roar rattled the windowpanes, and he wondered whether he was in the middle of yet another battle or simply listening to a passing storm.

“Are you awake, sir?”

A figure rose from the fireside and came toward him. He blinked hard, but her features didn’t change into someone more familiar, someone he couldn’t quite picture, but knew was vital to his survival.

“Sir?”

He fumbled to remember her language. His language, dammit. “Where am I?”

“You are quite safe.”

“That’s not…” He licked his dry lips, and she immediately offered him a sip of water. He was too weak to hold the cup himself and sipped gratefully at the freezing cold liquid. “…what I asked you.”

“You are in Dove Cottage, sir.” She hesitated. “May I know your name?”

He regarded her for a long moment, cataloguing the unremarkable elements that made up her face, the grey eyes, brown hair and porcelain skin that were unmistakably English.

“It’s…Marco. I think.”

She took his hand and gravely shook it. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Marco. I’m Amelia Smith.”

“And why am I here?”

“We found you unconscious in the village street, and brought you to Dove Cottage to recover.”

He frowned. “I don’t remember how I got there. How long have I been in this bed?”

“For almost five days now. You had a fever, but thank God, that has passed.”

“Am I in England?”

She sat on the side of the bed, her face angled toward him. “Yes. Where did you think you were?”

“I…don’t know.”

She nodded as if he was making perfect sense. “You had quite a bruise on the back of your skull, sir. I suspect you hit your head badly enough to throw all your senses awry. I’ve seen it happen before. Perhaps you fell from your horse.” She patted his clenched fist. “Your memories will return in good time.”

He accepted another drink of water and then lay back, exhausted, against the pillows. A splatter of rain hit the window, and he jumped.

His companion sighed. “I knew that sunshine wouldn’t last. There’s another storm coming in. I’ll have to make sure Dotty brings in all the clothes from the line. We’re very close to the sea, and the weather is rather unpredictable.”

The staggering normality of her comments made him uneasy. Surely life had never been this simple or uncomplicated? He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been in fear of his life…

“Why did you help me, Mrs. Smith?”

As the light in the room disappeared under the threat of the thunder, she lit a lamp at the side of his bed and looked back at him, her regular features softened by the radiance of the flame.

“I couldn’t leave a member of the British army to die by the side of the road.”

A memory of blistering heat and corpses piled high assailed him and he forced it down. “Why not?”

“Because my late husband was a military man. I have always hoped that if a similar misfortune had befallen him that some good soul would’ve done the same.”

“You are very kind.”

“Thank you.” Her smile was sweet and brightened her face. “Would you like to try some broth or a cup of tea?”

He shook his head even as his eyes started to close again. His headache returned, and he sank back into the relative safety of his dreams. Perhaps when he woke up again, he’d be back in a more familiar world. If he could only remember what that was…

Bright sunlight woke him this time, indicating that the storm had passed. His head was pounding less, so his vision was much better. The room was simply furnished with the small bed, a chest of drawers pushed up against the far wall, a fire place and a chair on which rested a sewing basket.  The walls were white plaster and curved oak beams ran across the ceiling, supporting the roof and what he assumed were attics above. It was a charming room and didn’t suit him at all.

He felt…trapped.

The door opened, and the woman came through with a tray in her hands. The smell of something savory drifted over to him, and he salivated like a dog.

“Good morning, Mr. Marco. I thought you might like to try some of Cook’s chicken gruel. She swears it is the best thing for an invalid’s stomach.”

“It’s not Mr. Marco. Its just…Marco.” He frowned. “Or something like that. It sounds wrong now.”

“It certainly doesn’t sound very English.” She set the tray down on top of the chest of drawers and turned to help him sit up, arranging his pillows behind his head. “I assume you are English, or at least British?”

“I think so. Does it matter?”

“Not to me.” She placed the tray on his lap and handed him the spoon. “It’s not as if I’m going to throw you back out onto the street if you are a foreigner, although Aunt Betty might consider it.”

She smiled to show him that she was jesting as she laid a napkin on the sheet beside him.

“I’m finding it hard to remember my English,” he confessed as he spooned up the soup and inhaled the heavenly smell.

“The first words you spoke to me were Spanish.”

He paused, the spoon halfway to his lips as something tugged at his memory. “I don’t remember.”

He tasted the soup and almost moaned at the richness of the broth. He wanted to grab the bowl and simply pour the contents down his throat in one gulp.

Her cool fingers touched his wrist. “I would suggest you take your time, sir. I don’t think you’ve been accustomed to eating well recently.”

He glanced down at his gurgling stomach and realized he was dressed in an old-fashioned nightshirt that was far too big for him.

“Where are my clothes?”

“Dotty washed everything she could and is doing her best to repair what survived. I will have to offer you a new pair of woolen stockings to replace yours, which were so full of holes they fell to pieces when she attempted to scrub them.”

Her wry comment surprised a chuckle out of him. He returned his attention to the soup and slowly ate it under her steady gaze. When he sat back, she deftly removed the tray and set it to one side.

“How is your headache?”

“Slightly better this morning.” He hesitated. “I can’t remember your name.”

“It’s Amelia. Mrs. Amelia Smith.”

“You said your husband was in the military.”

“That’s correct. He died two years ago.” A shadow passed over her face before she met his gaze again. “I miss him every day.”

“Then he will never be forgotten.” Anger stirred somewhere in his memories, and he pushed it back.

“Do you have any recollection of where you come from, Marco?”

“Spain?” He shrugged. “For some reason that feels like both the right and the wrong answer. What year is it?”

She raised an eyebrow. “It’s the year of our lord eighteen hundred and fifteen.”

He slowly closed his mouth as panic shook through him. “It can’t be.”

“What year did you think it was?”

“Damnation, I don’t know!”

Her hand closed over his, and she smoothed her thumb over his skin. “It’s all right.”

“It isn’t. I feel like such a fool. I don’t know how I got here. I don’t know where I came from, and I have no idea who I am.”

“And we will keep you safe until you can begin to solve these mysteries.”

“I don’t deserve such consideration. I might be the kind of man who’ll slit your throat in the night and steal all your valuables.”

She held his gaze. “You might be, but perhaps you should know that I keep a loaded pistol beside my bed just in case.”

She was still holding his hand. How could she when he’d just threatened her?

“You are a remarkable woman, Mrs. Smith.”

“I traveled in the baggage train of the army. There isn’t much I don’t know about the behavior of soldiers.”

“You went with your husband?”

“Don’t sound so shocked.” She half-smiled. “We eloped. There wasn’t anywhere else for me to go but with him.”

There was a tap on the door and she looked up. “Ah, here is Dotty with your tea and another dose of Aunt Betty’s noxious medicine. She assures me that willow bark is just the thing for your headache.”

He shuddered as he recalled the bitter taste of the medicine. For some reason, he’d found a haven and he wasn’t going to give up his comfortable bed and the luxury of being waited upon for anything. While he attempted to regain his strength he would accept Mrs. Smith’s hospitality, leave her valuables intact and hopefully get some idea of what in God’s name he was going to do next.

Dotty put the tray on the bedside table.

“Miss Betty was asking after you, Mrs. Smith. She said the vicar and his wife are visiting in the front parlor.”

“Then I’ll come down.”

Amelia rose from the side of the bed and smoothed down her skirts. Her patient was looking a lot better today and had made far more sense. He had very dark blue eyes and an old scar on his forehead that only added to the austerity of his features. His obvious distress as to his loss of memory made her feel rather protective of him.

“I’ll come back and sit with you later, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Whoever he was, he had impeccable manners. She went down the stairs, and after patting her hair to make sure it was tidy, made her entrance into the small front parlor where Aunt Betty was presiding over the tea tray.

“Ah, there you are, my love. The Sherringhams were just asking after our patient.”

“He is recovering nicely.” Amelia curtsied to the vicar and his wife and then took the seat beside Betty.

Doris Sherringham patted her hand. “You are such an inspiration to us all, Mrs. Smith. As I was just saying to your aunt, I wouldn’t bring a ruffian I saw on the street into the bosom of my family.”

“I doubt he’s a ruffian, Mrs. Sherringham. He is simply a military man who has fallen on hard times. Aiding his recovery is the least that I can do.”

The vicar cleared his throat. “You should have informed me, my dear Mrs. Smith. I would’ve been pleased to call the parish constable and have the man removed.”

“To the poorhouse where he would probably have caught something and died?” Amelia smiled. “I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.”

“There is no infection that I know of currently at the poorhouse, but you do have a point, ma’am.” The vicar sighed heavily. “There are so many in need. I hardly know how to help them.”

Amelia had several suggestions, but she already knew none of them would be appreciated or welcomed. The vicar was a good man, but not one who liked to become personally involved in solving the more sordid issues of his parish. After a year of arguing with him, she’d simply gone her own way and formed committees of like-minded individuals who were prepared to tackle the problem of feeding and housing the poor. There was a reason why the poorhouse was currently free of infection, and it had nothing to do with the vicar. It was all down to better sanitation and diet.

“Darling Algernon doesn’t like me to visit the poorhouse, or I would be there every week.” The glance Doris gave her husband was full of gratitude. “He fears with my delicate constitution I might fall ill and worse still bring back pestilence to our little ones at home.”

Amelia smiled. “No one could doubt your dedication to the poor in this parish, Mrs. Sherringham. The baskets you provide are the stuff of legends.”

The vicar’s wife blushed. “I do try and keep up with all the births, deaths and sickness of our little flock.”

“And you do it very well. I cannot imagine how many sets of baby clothes you make a year.”

“It does take its toll on my time and my health, but it is worth it.”

Amelia knew that it was a spinster cousin dependent on Doris’s good will who did the majority of the work. As long as Doris added a few stitches occasionally and criticized her cousin’s sewing, she felt justified in claiming the whole enterprise as her own.

Aunt Betty poured the tea and Amelia rose to hand the cups and saucers around. Mrs. Sherringham was the second to bear that name and was much younger and far more fashionably dressed than her husband, who favored a severe clerical black at all times.

“When do you expect your latest patient to be well enough to leave, Mrs. Smith?” the vicar asked. “I understand from your aunt that he is unsure of his identity.”

“From what I can tell, he was knocked unconscious by a blow to his head, which appears to have affected his memory.”

“That’s unfortunate. Have you thought of writing to his regimental commander to find out more about him?”

“I’m not quite sure who that might be. The insignia on his coat is missing.”

The vicar leaned forward. “A deserter?”

“I have no idea, Mr. Sherringham, but I suspect he has been away from these shores for a very long time. Whatever his situation, I intend to treat him as a veritable prodigal son.”

“Be careful that he doesn’t turn out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing, Mrs. Smith.” The vicar chuckled at his own joke.

“I’ll certainly bear it in mind,” she said gravely. Her dry sense of humor and sense of the ridiculous never worked with the all-too earnest vicar and his wife. She missed having someone to laugh with at the absurdities of life.  She missed it desperately.

“How does he sound when he speaks, Mrs. Smith?”

Amelia blinked at Doris. “What do you mean?”

“Is his speech rustic or common, or does he speak like a gentleman?”

“Like a gentleman, I suppose.”

Mrs. Sherringham sat back. “Then he is probably not a deserter. Gentlemen don’t do that.”

Amelia begged to differ. In the heat of a battle, she’d seen several aristocrats running just as fast, if not faster, from the threat of conflict. Some of them had even ridden over her in their haste to get away. “Marco” spoke like a man used to issuing orders.

“What is his name?”

“He’s not quite sure of that either.”

The vicar and his wife exchanged a startled glance.

“Not sure of his own name? Oh my goodness!” Doris pressed her hand to her ample bosom.

“Head injuries have that effect sometimes, Mrs. Sherringham. I expect it will come back to him when he is well rested and in better health.” Amelia offered the vicar another macaroon.

“I was about to offer to write to his family for you, Mrs. Smith, but if he doesn’t recall his own name that isn’t possible.” The vicar shook his head. “It’s very sad. I will pray for him.”

“I’m sure he’d appreciate that, sir,” Amelia agreed. “Whatever happens, I have assured him that we will keep him safe at Dove Cottage until he has recovered.”

“You are an example to Christian women everywhere, Mrs. Smith.”

Amelia smiled but didn’t reply, busying herself with adding sugar to her tea. She didn’t think she was remarkable at all. Sharing what she had with those who needed it had become second nature when she’d lived with the army. Despite the fact that compared to the Sherringhams and the Spendlows she had almost nothing, she had far more than she’d learned to live on in the past.

Dove Cottage belonged to Matthew’s Aunt Betty, and, between her private income and Amelia’s army pension, they managed to get by. She was safe here. After the last turbulent years of following the drum, that security had appealed to her immensely.

The vicar began to talk about his upcoming sermon, and Amelia fixed an attentive look on her face. Living here might be safe, but it was also stultifying… She knew everything about her neighbors, and they knew all she was willing to share with them about herself. If she didn’t have her good works to keep her busy, she suspected she might launch herself off one of the high cliffs the village was named for and plunge screaming like one of the many seagulls into the water.

Except the seagulls resurfaced after they caught their fish, and Amelia would probably sink to the bottom, weighed down by her petticoats.

She must teach herself to swim properly.

“And what do you think, Mrs. Smith?” the vicar asked.

She clasped her hands together and gave him her most fervent look. “It sounds as if we are all in for a treat on Sunday, sir. I can’t wait to hear you proclaim these words from the pulpit.”

He took her compliments as his right and returned to his favorite topic—the state of the nation and the incompetency of the Prince Regent—but eventually even he ran out of new things to say and rose to leave.

After speaking with Betty and Cook about the upcoming menus for the next week and instructing Dotty about how to dry the rose petals from the front garden, Amelia was finally free to escape upstairs and speak to her mysterious patient. She paused on the stairs and considered her excitement. Was she wrong to want to live vicariously through another man’s journey to health?

She yearned to have a conversation with someone who had been more than twenty miles away from the place of his or her birth. Even in his present state, Marco was more interesting than most of the village. As she had the thought, she chided herself for it. She’d received nothing but kindness from the villagers since she’d first arrived. Her own dissatisfaction was the problem, not her companions’ lack of curiosity.

Knocking on the door, she opened it a crack to see her patient sitting up against his pillows, one hand cradling a cup and an empty plate.

“Let me take those from you.” She removed the utensils from his lap and put them on the tray Dotty had left on the side table. “I’ll make you some more tea presently.”

“That would be very kind of you, but please take your time.”

She took the seat next to his bed and drew out her darning. “The vicar and his wife came to inquire about your state of health.”

He frowned. “How do they know about me?”

“It is a very small village. Everyone knows everything.” She checked her needle was threaded correctly. “Or if they don’t, they make it up.”

“I see little has changed in my absence in that respect, then.” He hesitated. “Is it really eighteen hundred and fifteen?”

“I’m afraid it is. When you are feeling better, I can borrow a newspaper from the vicar and you can verify that for yourself.”

“I’m not doubting you, it’s just that I have a sense that I’ve been away for many years. That I was somehow prevented from returning.”

She looked up at him, her needle balanced between her finger and thumb. “Mayhap you were a prisoner? With the war being over now, perhaps someone decided you no longer had any value and set you free.”

“The war is over?”

“Yes. It took the Duke of Wellington two attempts to convince the Emperor that he really had been defeated, but in the end he managed it. There was a great victory at a battle called Waterloo. Napoleon is in exile on the island of Elba now. Hopefully for good.”

He blinked his dark blue eyes at her. “We won?”

“Naturally, or else we’d all be frantically practicing our French as we were forced to become part of Napoleon’s empire.”

“I thought we were going to lose. When I was in Portugal, we—” He shook his head. “Damnation, I can’t remember what I was going to say.”

“It’s still progress, sir. You were obviously in Portugal with your regiment at some point and probably in Spain, too. Now all we have to do is work out which regiment you belonged to and find out who you are.”

His answering smile was strained. “Or who I was. I…don’t think I’m that man anymore. How could I be?”

“I should imagine that the moment you recall your full name, that man will come back to you.”

He didn’t look convinced, so Amelia concentrated on darning for a while to give him time to think things through. She couldn’t imagine how it would feel to lose several years of your life. It must be terrifying. She heard him sigh and settle back against his pillows.

“Shall I open the curtains for you, Marco? There is a rather nice view of the sea. I find it very restful.”

“I would like that, Mrs. Smith.”

She set aside her work and went over to the window to draw the curtains. Beyond the well-laid-out back garden was a white fence and then the flat grey expanse of the English Channel.

“It is quite peaceful out there today, but sometimes the waves climb as high as the cliffs and crash down over our fence.”

She turned back to the bed as the sunlight crept across her patient’s face, illuminating his unsmiling expression.

“I’ve missed the sun.”

“Since your return to England?”

“Just generally.” He glanced down at his uncovered wrist. “I don’t know if you noticed, but there are marks on my wrists and ankles as if I was once in chains.” He swallowed hard. “Is it possible that I was a prisoner condemned to the galleys?”

“I do not know, sir.” Amelia spoke as gently as she could. “It doesn’t matter anymore. You are a free man now.”

“It rather depends on who condemned me, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t believe the British had slave galleys.” She tried to sound reassuring. “I thought that was a French notion.”

“I believe the Romans thought of it first.”

“Well, naturally, but it would be just like the French to resurrect such a barbaric notion. Napoleon declared himself emperor, too. I believe he even crowned himself, as he didn’t consider anyone else good enough.”

“He did have a point. There was probably no one left to do it. The French aristocracy and religious orders had already been toppled by his predecessors.”

“Leaving him free to advance his way to power.” Amelia shivered. “And set a whole continent to war.”

Marco shrugged. “If it hadn’t been him, it would’ve been someone else. You might have noticed that men love to fight.” He paused. “Which branch of the military was your husband in?”

“He was a rifleman.”

“Which regiment?”

“The 60th.”

“Was he an officer?”

“No. He was a sergeant. I believe the officers were all European.”

“Your husband was an American?”

“Not quite. His father was English and his mother was American. He was considered useful because he could understand and translate for everyone.” She raised her eyebrows. “Why? Does it matter?”

“Not at all, it’s just that…” His gaze swept over her. “You appear so quintessentially English.”

“That you are surprised I would marry someone half-American?”

“I have nothing against that emerging nation, Mrs. Smith. In truth, I found all the American riflemen I met to be extraordinary shots.” He frowned. “I just can’t remember exactly where I met the fellows.”

“My husband’s regiment was stationed mainly in the Peninsular with the 95th.”

“And you followed your husband out there?”

“Yes.” Amelia looked down at the stocking she was darning. “It wasn’t the nicest place I’ve ever visited.”

“It was hell on earth.”

She looked up at his harsh tone and met his bleak blue gaze. “I know.” She sighed. “I still have nightmares about some of the things I saw there.”

“Where was your husband killed?”

“Two years ago at the battle of Vitoria.”

He looked almost as stricken as she felt. “I offer you my sincere condolences, Mrs. Smith. I had no idea the conflict would drag on for so many years.”

“What’s the last thing you do recall?” Amelia made an attempt to divert the topic away from her loss and back to her guest. “Were you involved in any action in the Peninsular?”

He considered her question, his gaze becoming unfocused and inward. “I’m not sure. I have a sense that I carried messages between regiments and battalion commanders, but that’s all I can remember.”

“It will come back to you, sir.” She stabbed her needle into her ball of darning wool and balanced it on top of the pile of mending in her workbasket. “Now, let me take those dishes down to the kitchen and inquire what is for dinner. Perhaps you will feel more the thing when you have eaten something substantial.”

She gathered up the used crockery, piled it on the tray and went down to the kitchen. It was interesting how her patient could talk so freely about some matters and then suddenly be all at sea again. It was as if some parts of him were locked away. Perhaps he’d seen so many horrors that his mind refused to accept them and he’d buried them along with too much of his sense of self.

Amelia sighed as she put the tray on the kitchen table and turned to find Dotty coming in from the garden with a basket of washing.

“I’m glad you got that lot dried before it rained again.” She helped Dotty heave the basket onto a chair. “How did our patient’s shirt survive your attempt to wash it?”

“It’s threadbare, Mrs. Smith.” Dotty rummaged in the basket and produced the shirt. “The slightest tear, and the whole thing will only be fit for the rag bag.”

“Then we’ll have to find him something else to wear.” Amelia considered her options. “I do believe I have the parts of a shirt I started for Matthew. If I cut them down I could fashion something for Marco.”

Dotty indicated a pile of clothes on the dresser. “I’ve given him a new pair of stockings, his breeches are buckskin, and though stained in places, are still wearable as is his waistcoat, which now has new buttons. He has no underthings or a cravat.”

“We can manage those. Where is his coat?”

“It’s on the back of the chair by the fire. I darned it as best I could.”

Amelia picked up the heavy military coat and considered it. The color had faded badly to a rusty pink but she thought it had once been red. All the pewter regimental buttons had been hacked off along with any insignia. Marco might have owned the coat, inherited it or adapted it to his own use. Either he or someone else had taken off everything of value to sell or obliterate the identity of the wearer.

And now she was being fanciful. If Marco had been a prisoner of war, he’d probably had no other option than to steal anything that would keep him warm and at least covered against the extremes of the weather. Only the officers had the money to send back to their tailors in England for a new uniform whenever one became soiled. Everyone else had to make do on the long marches between the battles, taking any coat that was better than their own from anyone unlucky enough to leave it behind or die in it.

His tailor…

She studied the coat more carefully. Someone had to have made it. If it did belong to Marco it might help identify him.

“What exactly are you looking for, Mrs. Smith?” Dotty asked as Amelia turned the coat inside out.

“To see if there is a tailor’s mark.”

“What good will that do?”

“If I find one, I can write to the tailor, describe our patient and ask if they can identify him.”

“What a clever idea, Mrs. Smith! I would never have thought of such a thing.”

Amelia brought the coat into the light and continued her exploration of the seams with her fingertips until she encountered something rough stitched into the lining.

“There’s something here.” She squinted at the small black stitching. “There’s an uppercase ‘S’ and a lowercase ‘t’.”

“St?” Dotty repeated dubiously. “Short for Saint something?”

Amelia considered the fine stitching of the never-meant-to–be-seen lining, which indicated that the coat had been fashioned by an expert. “If I were to make a guess, I’d say Stultz, but only because that’s who made my brother’s coats and he always wanted the best.”

“Do you know where this Mr. Stultz lives, Mrs. Smith?”

“He’s in London, Dotty. He has a shop on Clifford Street. I’ll write to him tonight and ask for his help.” She turned the coat the right side out again and draped it over the chair. “Let’s look at Marco’s waistcoat and see if it has the same mark. Mr. Stultz is probably far too famous these days to bother with such a request, but it never hurts to ask.”

Dotty started folding the laundry, and Amelia rose to help her.

“Why is Mr. Stultz famous?”

“Because he makes clothes for Beau Brummel and the Prince Regent, among others.”

“The Prince of Wales?” Dotty looked thrilled and almost dropped the corner of the sheet. “Do you think our Mr. Marco is a friend of royalty?”

“I doubt it.” Amelia folded the pillowcase in four and laid it on the pile. “But as I said, who knows? Perhaps our visitor will turn out to be a handsome prince in disguise.”

As Dotty joined in her laughter, Amelia wondered exactly who Marco really was. If the coat did belong to him, and Stultz was his tailor, he was hardly a common man. Pushing that unsettling thought aside, she reached for another pillowcase and reminded herself not to imagine difficulties where none existed.

Marco was under her care. When he regained his memory he would leave Highcliff and Dove Cottage and she would never see him again, which was as it should be. And perhaps, knowing her unerring ability to tumble headfirst into trouble, it was the best thing for all of them.


Chapter 3

Marco swung his legs over the side of the bed and slowly stood up. His headache had gone, his stomach was full and he felt better than he had in years. How he knew that, when he didn’t know where he’d been, was a mystery. He was getting used to having little insights followed by a big black hole of nothing.

“Oh!”

He looked up as Mrs. Smith came through the door with a pile of folded clothes. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you, ma’am.”

She clutched the clothes to her bosom and stared up at him, her grey eyes widening.

“It’s just that I haven’t seen you standing on your own two feet before. You are taller than I thought.”

“That’s probably because you’ve been feeding me far too well.”

She cast a knowledgeable eye over him. “Well you aren’t quite as thin as you were when we found you, but I suspect you could put on several more pounds before we would be forced to let out your breeches.”

He found himself smiling again. She had a quiet, droll sense of humor that, if one wasn’t careful, one might miss completely. In the two weeks since he’d known her, he’d come to like her extremely. She’d even managed to make him laugh on more than one occasion, something he suspected he hadn’t been capable of doing for years.

“Perhaps you are fattening me up like the Christmas goose?”

“As we’re planning on feeding the entire village with it, I’d rather hoped you’d be the size of a pig by now.”

He found himself grinning at her. “A pig, Mrs. Smith? I do have some feelings you know, and I believe they are hurt.”

She placed the clothing on the bed and straightened the covers, a smile hovering at the corner of her mouth. “If you are determined to get up today, you will need your clothes.” She shook out his coat. “Your waistcoat and breeches have been cleaned, you have new stockings, underclothes and a cravat.”

“Thank you.” He walked over to stand beside her and touched the neatly laid-out clothes. “I only wish I had some means to repay you for all your work.”

“There are plenty of tasks for idle hands in my kitchen, Marco. I’m sure we can find something for you to do.” She glanced up at his face. “If you don’t consider manual work beneath you.”

“Why would you think that?”

“You sound like a gentleman.”

He opened his hands and showed her his scarred palms. “These aren’t the hands of an idle man. Whatever I once was, I am more than willing to do anything you ask of me, Mrs. Smith.”

“Thank you.”

He touched the sleeve of the fine linen shirt that lay next to his breeches. “Did you make this?”

“With Aunt Betty’s help.” Her smile was a little forced. “I had the pieces already cut when Matthew died, so it was an easy matter to alter the dimensions and sew the shirt seams up.”

“He was bigger than me?”

“He was bigger than most people. His fellow soldiers called him the Man Mountain.”

“Then you must have had to cut down the shirt considerably to fit my scrawny frame.” Marco shook the folds of the shirt free. “It was very good of you.” He hesitated. “I should imagine that was hard to remake something for another man.”

She moved away from him and drew the curtains back. “It would’ve been a shame to have wasted the linen. I’m glad I found a good use for it.” She nodded briskly. “When you are dressed come down the stairs to the kitchen, and join us for breakfast.”

He opened the door for her, and she swept out, her head held high, her manner that of a woman used to commanding respect. She might wonder at his origins, but hers fascinated him just as much. Despite their long talks, he’d found out next to nothing about his hostess who seemed far too grand to be living in a small cottage in a remote village on the south coast of England.

He’d met many women who followed the drum and several sergeants’ wives, and none of them had been quite like Mrs. Amelia Smith. She certainly had the wit and practicality of the breed, but there the similarities ended. He could never imagine her brawling over a man or cheerfully sharing her billet and her body with any soldier in need of comfort. She was far too much of a lady.

The sound of the hens clucking to be fed in the back garden made him hurry to discard his nightshirt, wash in the now cold water Dotty had brought up to him earlier and don his clothes. His new shirt fitted him well and his breeches looked far better than they had in years. The only mirror was small and set rather low, so he tied his cravat from memory. When he put on his battered red coat, it felt as familiar as his own skin.

There was no sign of his boots, so he pulled on his new wool stockings and padded down the stairs. The cottage wasn’t very large, and the smell of ham and coffee guided him straight to the kitchen where Mrs. Smith, her Aunt Betty and Dotty already sat at the table. It occurred to him that he had no idea how to address the older lady other than by “Aunt”.

“Good morning, Marco.” Aunt Betty patted the seat beside her. “Come and sit down. We don’t stand on ceremony here. How is your head feeling this fine morning?”

“Remarkably well thanks to your medicines, ma’am.” He surveyed the feast spread out before him and marveled yet again at his good fortune.

“Help yourself to some ham,” Aunt Betty urged him. “There is porridge in the pot if you want some, too.”

“Thank you.” He speared two pieces of ham and a thick slice of bread and then looked up at Mrs. Smith who was sipping her tea. “It seems you already slaughtered your pig, Mrs. Smith.”

“Which is why we need another one, sir.”

Dotty cleared her throat. “It ain’t our pig, Mr. Marco. We don’t have space for one. This piece came from the vicarage in exchange for some of our honey.”

“You have hives?”

“Yes, we do,” Mrs. Smith answered him. “My aunt has a way with bees.”

“I’ve told you before, Amelia, if you take the time to go and speak to them every day, they’ll never harm you and give you all the honey you could ever need.”

“They certainly do that. We are indeed blessed.”

Aunt Betty handed Marcus a jar of yellow pickle. “Have some of this with your ham. It is quite excellent.”

After he enjoyed a second cup of coffee, Marco looked across the table to Mrs. Smith. “How may I help you today, ma’am? I noticed from my window that there is a woodpile. Do you need wood for the fires?”

She worried her lower lip and studied him carefully. “Are you quite certain that you wish to engage in such a physical task at this point, sir? I am concerned that you will make yourself ill again.”

He tried not to let her concern bother him. “If the task proves beyond me I can always stop and do something more restful.”

“That is true, but I find that most men will not admit defeat even when it is obvious that they cannot complete a task.”

He met her gaze. “I have no desire to end up back in bed again, Mrs. Smith. You have done quite enough for me already. I swear I will be prudent and stop if I feel tired.”

“Then after breakfast Dotty will show you where we keep the saw and axe.” She stood up and pushed in her chair. “I have to go into the village and speak to Mrs. Sherringham about the flowers for the church on Sunday.”

She wore a simple patterned muslin gown in blue and her brown hair was braided into a coronet on the back of her head, which made her neck look long and elegant. She wasn’t the sort of woman to attract much notice in a crowd, but her smile was warm, and the intelligence of her gaze made him want to keep looking at her.

Dotty started clearing the breakfast table. Marco got up to help while Aunt Betty chattered away about all the tasks she intended to accomplish that morning. It was such a peaceful scene that he wanted to pinch himself to see if he was still dreaming. Mrs. Smith returned wearing her straw bonnet and shawl. She carried a large basket over her arm.

“I won’t be long. Is there anything we need in the village, Dotty?”

“I don’t think so, ma’am. The girl from the squire’s dairy is bringing us fresh butter and milk later, and I’ll go and search for some eggs.”

“Do you not require an escort, Mrs. Smith?” Marco asked.

She curtsied to him. “I think I’ll be quite safe, but I appreciate your concern.”

“But—”

She held his gaze. “I’ll be fine. It’s quite safe here, Marco, I assure you.”

He took a step back. “I suppose it is.”

Dotty piled the last of the dishes in the sink and wiped her hands on her apron. “Come on, Mr. Marco. I’ll show you where the axe and saw are kept.”

There had been no reply from Mr. Stultz waiting at the post office, but Amelia collected a letter for Aunt Betty and a parcel of narrow worked lace that she’d ordered through the milliner. As she walked back down the lane toward Dove Cottage, she glanced up at the sky where some rather black clouds were gathering out at sea and she quickened her pace.

The first drops of rain hit her as she unlatched the gate, and she went around the back of the house to avoid walking mud into the front parlor. She paused at the back door, aware of a rhythmic pounding coming from the rear of the garden. Leaving her basket against the back door, she set off down the path to find Marco chopping wood. He’d discarded his shirt and had his scarred back to her, the slight sheen of sweat now highlighted by the addition of the raindrops.

He chopped wood with the ease of a man used to accomplishing the task, his muscles moving smoothly through the motions. For a moment, Amelia allowed herself to enjoy the sight of his muscled body and the scent of warm man rising from his skin.

“Marco?”

He swung around so fast, the axe raised to strike that she instinctively threw up her hand to protect her face.

“Mrs. Smith!” He dropped the axe on the ground between them. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to alarm you. Are you all right?”

She took in a much-needed breath, her hands clutched to her chest. “I wanted to make sure you came inside before it started raining more heavily.”

He glanced up at the leaden skies and shivered. “I didn’t realize.”

“I’d hate it if you caught a chill.”

He nodded and retrieved the axe and saw. “I’ll just put these away and I’ll come in.”

She gestured at his naked chest. “You might wish to put your shirt on before Dotty sees you.”

“I took it off because I didn’t want to damage the fabric while I chopped the wood.” He rubbed one hand over his sternum. “I apologize if I offended you.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me, I have been married.” Amelia turned away before she gave into the temptation to touch him. “I think we’re in for a stormy afternoon so please don’t linger out here.”

“Yes, Mrs. Smith.”

She practically ran back along the path, tripping over her skirts in her haste to distance herself from a perfectly healthy half-dressed man—who couldn’t even remember his own name.

“I am a terrible woman,” she whispered to herself as she pushed open the back door and went into the kitchen where Cook and Dotty were preparing the midday meal.

“I beg your pardon, ma’am?” Dotty said cheerfully.

“Nothing.” Amelia put down her basket. “Mrs. Shaw had some jars of lemon curd, so I got one and gave her a jar of honey in return.”

“Then I can make some tarts.” Cook looked almost approving.

The back door creaked, and Amelia fled into the hallway and up the stairs to her bedroom, shutting and locking the door behind her. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror on her dressing table and considered her wild-eyed appearance.

The problem of having once been married and having enjoyed all the privileges of a naked man in her bed made not having one hard to bear. She missed having a man’s skin to touch, his mouth to kiss, his… With a groan, she took off her bonnet and shawl and put them away.

She had washed every inch of Marco, tended to his wounds, held a basin for him when he’d retched, and yet seeing him standing there in her garden without his shirt on had stirred feelings within her that she had assumed had died with Matthew. And now she felt grubby and disloyal.

Had Marco guessed how she was feeling? She clapped her hands to her cheeks and realized they were hot. She prayed he hadn’t seen the blatant interest in her eyes. It would be mortifying if she’d made him feel ill at ease in her company. Amelia sank down on the side of her bed and took off her muddy boots.

After Matthew’s death, some of his colleagues had offered to bed her, explaining that it was a well-known fact that a young widow would be grateful for any man’s attention when her own man was dead. She’d calmly and politely declined all such invitations, disguising her inner horror at the thought of ever touching another man again. And yet here she was, lovingly recreating in her mind the image of Marco swinging the axe down through the wood…

“Enough of this, Amelia Smith!”

She jumped to her feet, washed her face in cold water and put on her slippers. She would not prove all those men right and become one of those women who was willing to do anything simply to have a man inside her again. She would not.

Anyway, she was far too managing and plain to attract another man. Holding her head high, she unlocked the door and sailed down the stairs into the kitchen where Aunt Betty was investigating the contents of her basket.

“Oh there you are, my dear. Was there any post? Did you hear back from that tailor about Marco’s coat?”

Marco, who had put his shirt and coat back on, was sitting at the table. He looked up.

“What about my coat?”

Wishing her aunt to the devil, Amelia took the seat opposite him. “I found a tailor’s mark in the lining of your coat and a matching mark in your waistcoat. I thought to try and identify you through them.”

“Without consulting me?”

There was a distinct edge to his voice that made her sit up straight and lose all remnants of her earlier discomfort. “You weren’t well enough to consult and what harm can it do?”

Dotty poured them all some tea. “It was a Mr. Stultz’s mark, Mr. Marco, an ‘S’ and a ‘t’. Mrs. Smith found it sewn in the seam.”

“Stultz?” He was frowning now.

“Yes, on Clifford Street. Is that where your uniforms came from?’”

“I don’t know.”

“Then you can scarcely object if I attempt to find out,” Amelia interjected.

He scrubbed a hand over his unshaven chin. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you did what you thought was best.”

She met his gaze. “Do you not want to be found, Marco?”

“I’m…not sure.”

“Surely knowing who you are has to be better than not knowing?”

“It rather depends on what I’ve been doing for the last two or three years, doesn’t it?”

“As we’ve already discussed, sir, the war is over and you are free to return to the life you enjoyed before the conflict. I will do everything I can to help you achieve that.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I appreciate your concern. It cannot be easy for any of you having me here. If you wish me to leave…”

“I did not say that.” She was glaring at him now. “I am perfectly happy with you staying with us until you regain your memory.”

“As am I,” Aunty Betty added. “Now let’s eat the good food that Cook has prepared for us before it gets cold.”

Unfortunately for Marco’s peace of mind, during the afternoon the weather continued to deteriorate, leaving him unable to go outside and reduced to pacing his room like a caged animal. After supper, Aunt Betty invited him to join her in the parlor for a game of cards, but he’d already discovered that he couldn’t concentrate well enough to play even the simplest of games. And counting or remembering the sequence of the cards for games such as piquet were beyond him. Just reading a book brought back his headache.

Whatever Mrs. Smith said, he knew he was a burden to the ladies. They were feeding and clothing him, and, although they never complained, he felt like an intruder and a veritable parasite. He didn’t have to regain his memory to realize that he’d made Mrs. Smith uneasy earlier. He had a good enough understanding of women to know that seeing him with an axe in his hand inches from her face had frightened her. He shouldn’t be surprised. He’d killed for a living and wasn’t sure if he was fit to live amongst everyday people anymore.

Thunder rolled and rumbled along the coastline, echoing the uncertainty of his temper and the aching pressure in his skull. Echoes of battles long past and the moans and screams of the dying made him long for something to make him sleep without dreaming. It was that or smash his head against the wall until one pain canceled out the other.

At last, when the house was quiet, he crept down the stairs. He knew where Aunt Betty kept her medicines and that there was a bottle of laudanum amongst her more practical remedies. A sound in the kitchen had him reaching for a pistol he no longer owned until he realized it was just the house cat stretching out beside the glowing embers of the hearth fire.

He took a moment to crouch down beside the purring Tom and stroke his ginger head before tiptoeing through to the pantry. The bottle of laudanum was half-full. He didn’t think Aunt Betty would begrudge him a good night’s sleep. Measuring out a dose into one of the tea cups on the dresser, he found the jug of well water and added that to the mixture.

A flash of lightning followed by the boom of thunder rattled the windowpanes, and he looked outside at the trees, which were bending gracefully into the wind. It sounded like cannon fire, which made his headache worsen. The backdoor latch shook free, and Marco ran over to stop the door banging against the wall. He frowned as he looked down at the key. Why hadn’t Mrs. Smith locked the door as she or Aunt Betty did every night before they went to bed?

Was someone out there? Even as he had the thought, his gaze went to the window. A woman was silhouetted against the black sky, her hair hanging down her back as she walked down the path to the bottom of the garden.

Without further thought, Marcus went after her, cringing as the thunder boomed right over his head and the lightning illuminated her slender form.

“Mrs. Smith.” She didn’t appear to hear him, which wasn’t surprising given the noise of the thunder and the howl of the wind. “Mrs. Smith!”

She half-turned toward him, her mouth open, one hand pressed to her breast.

“Go away, Marco.”

He took three steps closer. “You shouldn’t be out here. You could—”

“I know what could happen to me.” She shivered. “That’s why I have to face it.”

“You aren’t making sense. You have to come inside.” He barked the order at her.

“I’ll come when I’m ready.”

He reached her, grabbed her wrist and yanked her against him. Her nightgown was wet through, and she was instantly plastered to his chest, wet linen to wet linen, his warmth to her coldness.

“Don’t play games, Mrs. Smith.”

She wrapped her hand around his wrist and tugged at it uselessly. “You have no right to tell me what to do. If I want to stand out in a storm, you can’t stop me.”

“I can pick you up over my shoulder like a sack of coal if I have to and take you inside.”

She swallowed hard. “I’m afraid of storms.”

“Then why in God’s name are we out in this one arguing about it?”

She slumped against him. “Because I hate being afraid. I want to stop cowering under my covers when it’s like this.”

He cupped her chin. “Will you at least come inside and talk about this before we both drown?”

“You may go back inside whenever you want, sir.”

With a stifled curse, he bent down, scooped her up in his arms and walked back up the path to the kitchen. He didn’t pause, but kept going up the stairs until he kicked open her bedroom door and dumped her on the bed. She bared her teeth at him as he shut her door and leaned against it.

“You saved my life, Mrs. Smith. I cannot let you stay out there.”

“And I cannot agree with you, sir.”

She bit her trembling lower lip and crossed her arms over her bosom, but not before he’d noticed that her nipples were hard against the damp linen. He knew he should leave, but he couldn’t stop staring at the way her curved figure was revealed by the clinging fabric. He licked his lips. How would she taste? Her skin wet from the rain and the salt of the sea?

“Don’t…look at me like that.”

He leaned back against the door, aware that his clothes were equally revealing of his unexpected and inconvenient lust.

“Like what?”

“As if you can’t decide whether you want to strangle me or…” She suddenly stopped talking.

“Or bed you?” Marco asked.

She nodded.

“And what if I told you I can’t decide that either?”

She shivered violently, and he pushed away from the door and crouched by the fire. “You need to get warm.” He placed several more pieces of wood on the embers and added a few lumps of precious coal. “You also need to take off those wet clothes and get to bed.”

“So do you.”

He kept his back to her, desperately trying to shield the evidence of his arousal. “Can I find you another nightgown or something to wrap around yourself?”

There was silence behind him followed by soft rustling sounds. He closed his eyes to shut out the image of her taking off her clothing. What if she suggested he strip and wrap himself around her? God, he wanted to. Wanted to bury himself inside her warmth and stay there forever…

“Marco?”

He busied himself tidying up the ashes. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry.”

“It is of no matter.” He rose to his feet keeping his gaze on the fire. “We all have our battles to fight and our demons to vanquish.”

She’d taken off her wet nightgown and slipped between the covers leaving only her shoulders bare to the firelight and her hair flowing over one shoulder. She looked beautiful.

“One night in Portugal, I saw a man killed by a lightning strike right in front of me.” She shook her head. “It was…horrific. Ever since then I’ve been mortally afraid when there is a storm.”

“Then why not stay inside and be safe instead?” He risked another glance at her.

“Because that isn’t how I want to live any longer. Hiding away from everything I fear, hiding here in Dove Cottage.” She sighed. “I wanted to face the storm and beat it.”

“And I stopped you.”

She shrugged. “I was there long enough. I was about to come in, anyway, when you arrived.”

He put his hand on the door latch. “I’m glad that you have conquered your fear.”

“Marco?”

“Yes, Mrs. Smith?”

“Thank you.”

He kept his gaze on the white painted door panel. “For what?”

“For understanding.”

“Good night, Mrs. Smith.”

He let himself out onto the landing and went back down to the kitchen where he’d left his cup of laudanum. He swallowed it down in one and retreated to his bedroom. The fire was still warm, and it took him but a moment to strip off his damp shirt and breeches and put them to air.

As he slid between the sheets, he felt the first tug of the laudanum on his senses. Wrapping one hand around his still aroused cock, he allowed himself to fall into a pleasant dream of sharing Amelia’s Smith’s bed. It might never happen, and by God it shouldn’t, because he was a nameless, landless vagabond, but it was far better than his other dreams.

He pictured her facing the storm, her expression wild, and then imagined himself behind her, driving into her as the thunder roared and the lightning illuminated her. She’d looked like a different person in the garden. Could he make her look at him like that?

He groaned as his cock throbbed with urgent need and he tightened his grip. Either the laudanum would drag him under or his imminent release would. At this point in time, he simply craved oblivion.


Chapter 4

“May I speak to you?”

Amelia cleared her throat and came to sit beside Marco as he watched the morning tide come in from the heights of the cliff beyond the cottage fence line. The storm had cleared; the skies and the sea were comparatively calm with little white-topped waves scurrying into shore to clatter against the pebbled beach. He’d taken off his coat and was sitting on it. One knee was drawn up close to his chest and his chin rested on his crossed arms.

She sat down next to him and studied the sea until she could form a coherent sentence.

“I would like to explain about my behavior last night.”

He didn’t glance at her; his blue gaze narrowed in the light. “There is no need.”

“There is every need. You must have thought I was behaving like a mad woman.”

“I believe we’ve already discussed this matter. I understand why you wanted to face your fear.” He finally looked at her. “What did you mean when you said you were hiding from more than just the storm?”

She sighed. “I came here after Matthew died. I needed somewhere I could grieve for him in peace.”

“And now?”

She wrapped her shawl more closely around her body. “I feel strangely trapped, as if life is going on without me.”

“Are you still grieving?”

“I’ll never forget Matthew, but it’s becoming harder to imagine him being here, to see him clearly. I hate that. I’ve learned that the passing of time can be both cruel and kind to those left behind. He would hate to see me like this—so quiet and uninvolved.”

“Do you have other family you could perhaps visit or live with for a portion of the year?”

“Not really.” To her relief, he didn’t question her further. She stared out over the sea. “I thought maybe of becoming a teacher or something useful.”

“You would be good at that.”

“Thank you.” She risked a smile at him and found him looking right back at her. His blue gaze darkened as he considered her.

“I wanted to kiss you last night.”

She licked her lips. “When?”

“When you were fighting with me in the garden.”

“Not when you had me at your mercy in my bedchamber?”

He stood up and held out his hand to assist her to her feet. “Ah, no, then I wanted to make love to you.”

She rose to face him, and he retained his grip on her hand, his gaze intent.

“Oh.”

“This is when you should slap my face and walk away.”

“Why would I do that?”

His faint smile died. “Because I have nothing to offer you. I haven’t even got a name. Accepting such a man into your bed would be foolish, and I know you aren’t foolish, Mrs. Smith.”

“I went out into a thunderstorm in my nightgown.”

“Because you are a brave and courageous woman who wanted to face her fears, not because you are a fool.” He swallowed hard. “I can give you nothing, and I could leave you with child. I will not do that to you.”

There was a note of finality in his voice that made Amelia reach for her hard-won calmness and common sense.

“Then perhaps we should discontinue this conversation and return to the cottage.” She forced a smile. “Would you like to accompany me to the vicarage and meet Mr. Sherringham and his wife?”

He bowed and kissed her fingers. “I would be delighted to do so, ma’am.”

They walked back to the cottage in silence. Marco held the kitchen door open for her, and she almost crashed into Aunt Betty who was coming straight at her.

“Oh my dear, Amelia, I was just coming to find you! The most calamitous thing!”

“What’s wrong?”

Amelia guided the older woman to sit at the table and sat beside her. Marco sat down, too.

“The letter!” She waved something in Amelia’s face.

“Who is it from?”

“My solicitor. His son has recently taken over the practice. I have never met the man. He doesn’t sound very sympathetic to our plight at all.”

“What does he say that has upset you so badly?”

“He says that Matthew’s younger brother is trying to break the will and take back this cottage!”

Amelia took the letter out of Betty’s shaking hand. “May I read his exact words?”

“Go ahead. It won’t change anything.” Betty’s handkerchief appeared, and she dabbed at her eyes. “What is to become of us? Where will we live?”

Amelia read the letter carefully and then passed it over to Marco.

“I’m not certain that Jonathan can overturn the will, Aunt. He would have to take the matter before the courts and that costs money.”

“But Mr. Wilkes the younger is saying that Jonathan might have just cause because Mr. Wilkes senior interpreted the dictates of the will far too liberally and in my favor.”

“That still doesn’t mean that Jonathan will succeed. He is very fond of you.” Amelia looked up at her aunt. “Perhaps we should both write to him and see what is amiss.”

“I shall do that immediately,” Aunt Betty declared. “I’m quite certain this is a mistake.”

She picked up the letter and disappeared down the hall muttering to herself. Amelia stared after her until she heard the parlor door close.

“Do you think Jonathan Smith will succeed?”

Marco’s quiet question made Amelia sit up straighter. “I don’t know. Jonathan is a senior clerk at a shipping company about ten miles from here. He is the father of a large and growing family, and his wife is a shrew.”

“So she might be the one pushing for this change.”

“I would imagine so.” She sighed. “She is only doing what she thinks best for the future of her family. I can’t say I blame her.”

“You are too kind.” He stood up. “Do you still wish to go to the vicarage or do you intend to write your letter first?”

“I’d rather go for a walk than sit here and worry.”

“Then I’ll put on my boots.”

Within the quarter hour, Marco was strolling alongside Mrs. Smith enjoying the freshness of the sea air and the sense of freedom. Whatever had happened to him in the past few years, he knew that such peaceful habits such as walking in the countryside had been denied him. He’d never again forget to appreciate the smaller things that made life bearable.

And perhaps revisiting the village where he had been found might jog his mind into remembering something important, like why he’d been left there or who he was. The frustration of knowing nothing was grating on his nerves. If he could only regains some sense of self he might leave the sanctuary of Dove Cottage and make his own way in the world again. If he stayed much longer he might never want to leave…

“The Sherringhams are a nice enough couple. He tends toward pomposity and she has a tendency to blurt out the first thing that comes into her head, but they mean no harm.”

He smiled at her, jolted out of his desperate thoughts. “You are remarkably forthright, Mrs. Smith.”

“I survived in a company of soldiers for far too long. I forgot how to be anything else but blunt and to the point.” She shrugged. “I do try very hard to be polite to everyone.”

“Apart from me.”

She glanced up at him. “You are a soldier and a blunt man yourself. Sometimes when I’m with you I forget to act like a respectable widow.”

“I’m glad of that.” He hesitated. “I’m still finding it hard to get my bearings in English. Deciphering what people mean as opposed to what they say is proving more difficult than I anticipated.”

“Then perhaps I should stop teasing you as well.”

“Please don’t.” He let his gaze follow along the rutted path, automatically accessing the possibility of an ambush. “You speak the truth to me. I value that immensely.”

Ambush…

He stopped walking as the memory of discharging rifles in an echoing mountain pass and the screams of his companions shuddered through him in minute bloody detail.

“Marco?”

She had taken his clenched fist between her hands and was rubbing his fingers.

“I just remembered something.”

“What?”

“There was an ambush in the high mountain pass.  I don’t remember anything after that.”

“Perhaps that’s when you were taken prisoner.” She kept holding his hand. “Do you wish to return to Dove Cottage?”

He took a deep breath. “No, I think I’m fine now.” He started walking again and automatically tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “I’ve learned not to force my memories. It seldom helps, and I end up with a headache.”

“How horrible for you.”

The vicarage came into view beside the tall steeple of the grey stone church. The house was built of the same stone, but was of much later date. Mrs. Smith unlatched the gate and waited for him to join her on the path.

“It is a fine church.” Marco tried to speak normally.

“The original is Norman and the steeple is a recent addition. I’m not too fond of it myself, but the parishioners seem to like it. The vicarage was rebuilt by Mr. Sherringham who is sure to mention to you that he is the fourth son of the cousin of an earl, so do prepare yourself to be suitably impressed.”

Marco found himself smiling. “I will remember that.”

“After we’ve paid our visit here, we can go into the village proper to post Aunt Betty’s letter and see if we have any mail.”

“That sounds most agreeable, Mrs. Smith.”

She glanced up at him. “Your manners are quite exquisite, Marco. I suspect Mrs. Sherringham was correct, as you aren’t a common man at all. Do you remember where you went to school?”

He considered the questions as she knocked on the front door. Had he been to school?

“I believe I went somewhere. I have vague memories of other boys and being beaten…” He stopped talking as other more recent memories of savage beatings overwhelmed him. He grabbed hold of the doorframe and pressed his fingers hard into the wood to stop himself from falling into the blackness.

“Marco?” He shivered as a cool hand touched his cheek. “I’m so sorry, are you quite well?”

He concentrated on digging his fingernails into the wood until they hurt and took several deep breaths.

“I’m fine. I apologize for worrying you.”

The door abruptly opened, and he found himself staring down into the worried face of a young maid in a crisp white cap.

“Ooh, is he all right, Mrs. Smith?” the girl asked.

“I believe the walk has tired him out a little, Mabel. Perhaps we should get him into the drawing room.”

Mrs. Smith took his elbow in a firm grasp and led him into a large, gracious room facing the back of the house.

“Good afternoon, ma’am.” Marco could hardly hear her quiet voice as she lowered him into the nearest chair. “May I crave your indulgence while I attend to Marco? His strength has momentarily deserted him.”

“Oh dear!” He looked up as a small woman fluttered toward him, her hands clasped to her bosom. “He isn’t sickening for something, is he? Because I do have my darling children to consider.”

“No, he isn’t sick. Just rather overcome by the heat. I’m certain he’ll be just the thing in a moment or two.”

He wished he had Mrs. Smith’s confidence in his ability to recover. All he wanted to do was crawl back into bed, pull the covers over his head and pretend the world no longer existed. After a moment or two, he managed to raise his head and forced himself to acknowledge the others in the room.

“I do apologize,“ he murmured. “The walk tired me more than I anticipated.”

A cup of tea was placed beside him, and Mrs. Smith patted his shoulder. “Have some tea, sir. You will feel much better in a moment.”

He did what she told him simply to have something to occupy his hands. But after a few sips of the highly sweetened tea, he began to feel better.

“Thank you.” He risked as smile at his hostess who sat anxiously regarding him from the edge of her chair. “That is most welcome. I do apologize again, Mrs. Sherringham.”

“I am just pleased that you are all right, Mr. Marco.” She shuddered. “How horrible would it have been if you had collapsed on the walk when poor dear Amelia was the only person with you?”

He assumed Amelia would’ve found a way to save him, but he refrained from saying so and simply agreed with his hostess. After another cup of tea he was able to sit up and take more part in the conversation, which consisted mainly of Mrs. Sherringham’s complaints and Mrs. Smith’s commiserations. He’d met many women like Mrs. Sherringham, beautiful, but rather empty headed, her focus on her family and husband rather than the more complicated aspects of politics or wars. Most men preferred their womenfolk to be like that. He’d always preferred a woman who spoke her mind. Like his grandmother…

Another clue to his former existence, an image of a woman who looked rather like him, which instantly disappeared. She’d like Mrs. Smith. He was quite certain about that.

After a while, the vicar arrived to shake his hand and exclaim over his recovery. He was also offered a selection of recent newspapers to take back to the cottage with him, which he accepted with the necessary gratitude. It was still hard to read without getting a headache. Even worse, sometimes the words floated around and made no sense. But he needed to understand what was going on in his world; it would make it easier for him to leave and decide what to do. There might also be important clues to his identity—although he wasn’t sure of his social class, everyone else seemed to be convinced he was a gentleman.

Eventually, Mrs. Smith stood up and they were both escorted to the door. He winced and shaded his eyes when his headache started up again as they came out into the sunlight.

“Do you wish to return to Dove Cottage?” Mrs. Smith put her hand on his arm, her expression concerned.

“There’s no need to fuss. Let’s go into the village and post Aunt Betty’s letter.”

The swift withdrawal of her hand and tilt of her chin told him that he must have snapped at her rather rudely. She turned toward the village and started walking without waiting for him. He caught up with her, his longer stride easily eating up the distance between them.

“I apologize, Mrs. Smith.”

“Accepted.”

She didn’t look at him, and he couldn’t see her face clearly within the shadow of her bonnet. The walk was mercifully short. Choosing to wait outside the post office and general store, he leaned against the wall and surveyed the quiet street. He had no recollection of the village itself, despite being told that he’d been found face down at the side of the road running through it. He wondered if anyone might recognize him, but time passed and no one seemed to know him.

When Mrs. Smith appeared, he straightened up and offered her his arm. This time, she looped her reticule over her elbow and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. They walked back in silence, but he didn’t mind. It allowed him to appreciate the beauty of the afternoon sky, the calls of the birds and the low murmur of the sea below the cliffs.

It was Cook’s half day, and when they entered the kitchen, only Dotty was there laying the table.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Smith, Mr. Marco. Cook left us rabbit pie, and a dish of stewed apples are in the pantry with the cream the dairy sent down.

Mrs. Smith took off her bonnet. “That sounds lovely, Dotty.”

“Would you like some tea, ma’am? I was going to make Mrs. Betty a cup.”

“Yes please.” She rummaged in her reticule and brought out two letters, holding one out to Dotty. “Please give this to my aunt.” She handed the other to Marco. “This one is for you.”

“How can that be?”

“It’s from Mr. Stultz.”

“It’s addressed to you.”

“And what it contains is none of my business.” She smiled at him. “Why don’t you sit down and have a cup of tea while you read your letter? I’m just going upstairs to change.”


Chapter 5

“Jonathan and his wife are coming for a visit, Amelia!” Aunt Betty passed the letter across the table, barely avoiding the toast rack. “Do you think they intend to turn me out?”

Amelia read through the letter and then raised her gaze to her aunt’s. She was far more interested in the contents of Marco’s letter but he hadn’t mentioned it in two days. Not that Aunt Betty had offered either of them the opportunity to speak more than a few words yet, so great was her consternation. “I don’t think that is their intention, but if you are worried, perhaps you might suggest you meet them somewhere more neutral like the vicarage or your solicitor’s office?”

“But then they might be offended! And where in heavens name are they thinking they can stay here? With Marco occupying the spare bedroom we have nowhere to put them.”

“Which is another good reason why you might suggest that they stay at the inn or seek refuge at the vicarage.” Amelia said patiently.

“I’ll move out of my room. I don’t wish to intrude on this private family matter.” Marco said.

Amelia glanced over at Marco who had been silently eating his porridge. “That’s very kind of you to offer, but the point is—”

He held up his hand. “The point is that I have overstayed my welcome. I should’ve been on my way a week ago.”

“Your way to where?” Amelia locked gazes with him. “You still don’t know who you are, or where you came from.”

“I have a clue.” He took the letter from Stultz out of his pocket and started to read out loud. “‘Mr. Stultz regrets that he cannot disclose personal information of that nature to any casual inquirer, but can confirm that there is no one patronizing his business with the first or last name of Marco. Yours, Mr, Algernon Brown. Secretary’.”

“Then we are right back where we started from,” Amelia commented.

Marco continued reading as if she hadn’t spoken. “We do however count several clients on our list with names that are similar to Marco. If your gentleman wishes to do us the honor of calling at our establishment, we might be able to recognize him, or find his name on our customer rolls.”

“So you intend to go up to London to see if Mr. Stultz recognizes you when you walk through his door?”

“Yes.”

“Even though you believe you haven’t frequented these shores for many years and that you have changed considerably.”

He put down the letter. “Mrs. Smith, why are you making this so difficult? I assumed you would be delighted to be rid of me.”

“Then you were quite wrong.” She practically glared at him across the table.

“Amelia, dear, you are giving me indigestion. Can we return to the matter at hand and decide what we should do about Jonathan?” Aunty Betty’s voice was trembling, and Amelia immediately felt terrible.

“There is nothing to worry about my dear Aunt Betty.” Marco turned to her aunt and patted her hand. “You can invite them to stay here. I am going to London to see Mr. Stultz.”

“And how do you intend to accomplish that with no money to pay your coach fare?” Amelia persisted and was rewarded by a glint of exasperation in Marco’s blue eyes.

“Jem Harris has agreed to take me up in his cart when he goes to the brewery in London tomorrow. I’ll help him load and unload the barrels.”

“Then you’ll need to leave very early.” Unwilling to concede defeat, Amelia turned away. “What time is Jonathan arriving, Aunt?”

“At midday, I believe. He’s bringing that new solicitor with him, which doesn’t bode well for our future, does it?”

Amelia forced a calm smile. “I’m sure all will be well. Please don’t worry too much.”

She excused herself from the table and went up the stairs, pausing at Marco’s open bedroom door to observe how neatly he kept everything.

“Mrs. Smith.”

He’d come up behind her, his breath warm on her neck. She turned and found him far closer than she’d anticipated and backed into the doorjamb.

“What?”

“Please don’t be angry with me.” He studied her for a long moment. “I have to find out who I am.”

“I understand.”

He cupped her chin. “But you worry for me. I don’t deserve that.” His gaze softened. “You care too much about everyone.”

“You are mistaken.”

His thumb traced a line along her cheekbone. “No, I am not. I only wish I was worthy of your care.”

“Finding out who you are, doesn’t change you, Marco.” She forced a smile. “I already know you are a good man.”

He leaned in and lightly kissed her forehead. “You don’t know that, but I appreciate your confidence in me.” He drew back. “When I find out who I am you might not wish to know me again.”

“I doubt it.”

“I could be a thief, or a deserter—someone your late husband would have spat on and left to rot at the side of the road.”

“I cannot believe that, sir.” She paused. “If you truly were a bad man, I suspect you would have reverted to your villainous ways by now. A leopard cannot change its spots.”

“I still can’t remember enough to agree or disagree with you about that.” He grimaced. “But you would think one would know the essential nature of one’s own self. All I see is evidence of a man who has lived a violent past.”

“As have all soldiers who have defended their sovereign nation.”

“Thank you for that.” He exhaled very slowly. “You really are a remarkable woman, Mrs. Smith.”

“I am merely a pragmatist.”

“Which I appreciate greatly in my current unanchored state.”

She hesitated. “You will come back, won’t you?”

“Tomorrow?” At her nod he smiled. “Yes, of course. After that?” He shrugged. “Well that depends on what I discover, doesn’t it?”

“It is rather small, Jonathan, my love.” Mrs. Smith’s voice rose higher as the tour of Dove Cottage she had requested after the solicitor left was concluded.

Aunt Betty made a stifled sound into her handkerchief and looked despairingly at Amelia.

“We can always add to the house, dear. There is plenty of space around it.” Jonathan tapped one of the beams in a proprietary manner.

“Would you care for some tea, Mrs. Smith?” Amelia asked.

“That would be lovely, wouldn’t it, Jonathan.”

“Yes, my dear.”

Amelia’s brother-in-law smiled and sat down beside his wife, his gaze assessing the size of the room and the quality of the furnishings. Or that was how it felt to Amelia. He looked nothing like her deceased husband, being a foot shorter, dark haired and of a much less sunny disposition. He’d chosen to stay in England with his father when his older brother had followed their mother back to Pennsylvania. As a result, Matthew hadn’t known him very well, but he’d never had anything bad to say about him.

With a stifled sound, Betty disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Amelia in the silence. Jonathan cleared his throat.

“I’m surprised to find you still here, Amelia. I assumed you would have returned to your own family by now.”

“My family doesn’t speak to me, Jonathan, and Betty begged me to stay and keep her company. Her pension and mine just about pay the bills.”

“Surely if your family knew of Matthew’s death they would be willing to offer you a home?”

Jonathan’s shrewd gaze settled on her, and she raised her chin.

“I thought I had a home here with Aunt Betty.”

He sighed, “Amelia, my dear, the cottage was supposedly left to you and Betty in rather peculiar circumstances which were misinterpreted by the family solicitor. I don’t wish to drag the matter through the courts, but the ownership of Dove Cottage was actually split between Matthew and myself. Matthew never altered his will and left his share to Betty, not to you, so legally half the cottage now belongs to me and half to Betty.”

“And we have a large family, Amelia.” Muriel Smith placed her hand on her stomach. “And another on the way.”

“So you wish to turn me and Betty out?”

“Oh no! We wish Betty to stay here with us.”

“But not me.” Amelia felt a sinking sensation in the region of her stomach.

Jonathan held her gaze, his voice kind. “You do have other options, Amelia.”

“And what guarantee do I have that if I leave you won’t abandon Betty?”

“I will formalize the agreement with my solicitor that Betty may reside here until she dies. My father’s will states that when Betty passes, the ownership of the cottage will revert back to me.” He sat back. “There is no need to make the decision today, my dear. The rent on our cottage in Greenwood is paid until the next quarter day, so we will not be able to move until then.”

That gave her about four weeks to find somewhere else to live… She nodded as if she was grateful. “Thank you.” She rose from her seat. “If you will excuse me, I’ll go and see what has happened to that tea.”

“I’ll need you again at four.” Jem slapped Marco on the back and handed him a coin. “Go and get yourself a pint and something to eat.”

“I’ll do that.” Marco hesitated as he surveyed the crowded streets. “Do you by any chance know how I would get to Clifford Street?”

Five minutes later, he was walking through the streets toward his destination. As he got closer, the roads widened and became paved again and the quality of horseflesh and humankind improved dramatically. He had a vague sense that he knew these streets quite well. He turned onto Clifford Street and walked along it, aware that the fashionable gentleman were giving him a wide berth and eying him suspiciously.

It seemed that a badly dressed soldier no longer received the respect one might have imagined after defeating a French emperor. In truth, half the men he’d seen on the streets begging had the look of ex-military men, which in his somewhat biased opinion, was shameful.

He located Stultz’s place of business and, taking off his borrowed hat, stepped into the shop. The bell on the door rang, and an immaculately dressed young man came toward him.

“Deliveries are round the back.”

“I’m not delivering anything.”

The salesman sneered. “We’re not giving the likes of you work, either, so get out.”

Marco held his ground and stared into the man’s eyes. “I wish to speak to Mr. Brown, Mr. Stultz’s assistant. I have a letter from him.”

“Give it here.”

“I would prefer to give it to him myself.”

Something about Marco’s cool tone finally seemed to unsettle the salesman. “Stay by the door and keep your thieving hands to yourself, you hear me?”

Marco took a step back and smiled. “Thank you.”

He waited patiently, aware of voices in the back of the shop until an older man emerged and came toward him, his expression incredulous.

“Who did you say you were?”

“I didn’t.” Marco shrugged and held out the letter. “I’m not sure who I am. That’s why I’m here.”

The man read the letter through and looked up at Marco again. “You don’t remember who you are, sir?”

“No. Why, do you know me?”

Mr. Brown swallowed hard. “I’m not entirely certain, but I believe I do. We all thought you were dead!”

“Who did you think was dead?”

“Major Marcus Stortford.”

A roaring sensation filled Marco’s ears, and he grabbed hold of the countertop to steady himself. Marco, Marcus… was that really him. Could it be?

“Sit down, sir, please,”

A chair was hastily shoved behind his knees, and he collapsed into it, his head in his hands as a thousand images cascaded through his mind like the release of a dam full of water. He caught the smell of brandy as a glass was thrust into his hand and he brought it to his lips.

“Dear God, dear God…” He realized he was speaking out loud and carefully shut his mouth.

“Shall I fetch a doctor, Mr. Brown?” The obnoxious salesman sounded rather frightened and young now.

“No,” Marcus managed to force out the word. If he didn’t gain control of himself they’d be packing him off to Bedlam. “I’ll be fine. Just give me a moment.”

A while later, after Mr. Brown had pressed a new set of clothing on him to make him look “more like a gentleman”, Marcus was ready to set off again. His new path took him past Fletcher Square onto fashionable Oxford Street and into Mayfair. He seemed to know his way around quite easily, but no one seemed to recognize him, which was a blessing. There were still huge gaps in his memory, but he was fairly certain that Marcus Stortford was his true name.

He found his way into one of the lending libraries and booksellers and spent a few moments looking up the Stortford family in Debretts. Strange that he couldn’t remember where he lived, or how many siblings he had… After a few moments, he had to close the book against the beginnings of one of his black headaches. A clock chimed four times. He needed to get back to the brewery to help Jem load the cart.

Gripping his parcel of new clothes under his arm, he started back down toward the Thames and the less salubrious area of the docks where the brewery was situated. Part of him didn’t want to go back, but he’d promised Mrs. Smith he would at least return.

He found Jem easily enough and enjoyed the physical effort of loading the barrels simply because it stopped him having to think. Jem took him into the inn to have a pint of ale and some supper, an offer that Marcus accepted with gratitude.

Eventually, they were ready to leave and Jem had the horses harnessed while Marcus held their heads.

“Come on then, Marco. Let’s go.”

Marcus walked around to Jem, who had already mounted his box, and looked up at him.

“I can’t come back yet.” He swallowed hard. “Will you give Mrs. Smith a message for me? Tell her I have discovered important information and I’m pursuing it. Promise her that I will return when I have news.”

Jem nodded and gathered the multiple reins in one capable hand. “Aye, I’ll tell her.”

Marcus stepped back. “Then Godspeed.”

He watched the cart trundle off, the barrels swaying ponderously in the rear and then turned back toward the city. There was one man whose name he had remembered who might be able to help him discover more about his past. Now all he had to do was find him.


Chapter 6

Two weeks left before she would be leaving Dove Cottage…with no occupation, a small pension and nowhere else to go. Amelia forced herself to pick up her quill pen and draw the sheet of paper toward her. It was well past midnight. Betty was asleep and Amelia was… contemplating her uncertain future.

She couldn’t go back to her family. Even if she begged, she knew they wouldn’t help her, and she had no intention of asking them. Her decision to marry Matthew had permanently cut all ties. She’d known it then, and she still didn’t regret it. She let out her breath and the candle flame wavered and then straightened again. All her applications for positions as a governess had been ignored, and no one seemed to need any schoolteachers.

Even as she completed that dismal thought, she remembered that her old governess, Matilda Stone, now worked at a girls’ school in Tunbridge Wells.  Dipping her pen into the inkpot, she composed a letter to Matilda about her current circumstances and asked for advice.

After searching for Matilda’s address and sealing the letter with wax, Amelia tidied up the desk. She had to make Betty believe that she was leaving voluntarily for something better, or her aunt would worry terribly and might even refuse to accept her decision. Despite all his stuffiness, she knew that Jonathan and his wife would take care of Betty for the rest of her life.

Tears rose in her throat, and she resolutely pushed them down. She would survive. She wasn’t a pauper. If the worst came to the worst, she could move to London, find lodgings and seek a job there. She glanced across the table at the empty chair where Marco usually sat and pictured him there—his expression serious, his attention fixed on her. She missed him. He was the first man since Matthew who seemed to like her exactly as she was. Ever since he’d left she’d dreamed about him, the curl of black hair that fell over his forehead when he was concentrating, his wry smile that hid so much pain, and the intensity of his regard when he touched her even in the smallest way.

Amelia pressed her hands to her cheeks as she relived each and every one of his caresses. He’d made her feel alive again. Made her want things that she’d thought had died along with Matthew. If she’d known her future was so precarious before he’d left, would she have allowed him further liberties? Would she have allowed herself to want him back?

There was a tapping sound on the glass, and she stifled a gasp as a ghostly figure appeared at the window and disappeared around the side of the cottage toward the kitchen.

Heart thumping wildly, she tiptoed through the silent house and unlocked the back door.

“Mrs. Smith. I do apologize for disturbing you at such a late hour but the coach lost a wheel and I had to walk from the previous village.”

“Marco.” She congratulated herself on the calmness of her tone, and then took in the differences of his appearance. Had she conjured him with the intensity of her need? Was he really here? He wore a dark brown coat, new buckskin breeches and a black waistcoat. His boots looked new, too. “How nice to see you.”

She’d wanted him to come back so badly, and now that he was here, she wished he hadn’t come. She was ashamed of her inconvenient lust for a man who needed nothing more than her calm acceptance and support. The last thing she needed was to try to explain why he could no longer stay under her roof.

Not even her roof. Matthew hadn’t thought to alter his will and had left everything to his favorite aunt.

Removing his hat, Marco set it down on the table and bowed to her.

“You look very well, Mrs. Smith.”

“Thank you.” She gestured at his clothing. “You look like a different man.”

His disarming smile swept across his face. “Actually, I believe I am the man I was.”

“They recognized you?” She clasped her hands to her bosom. “You have discovered your identity?”

“Some of it.” He cleared his throat. “May I sit down?”

“Of course. Would you like some tea?”

“No, thank you. I don’t wish to put you to any bother, I just wanted to explain.”

“That’s very kind of you.” She sat opposite him at the table and smiled encouragingly.

“My name isn’t actually Marco, but Marcus. I was a major in the Forty-eighth Foot.”

“Which makes perfect sense.” She nodded. “Did you find your family?”

“I believe I know who they are. I intend to visit them fairly shortly. They aren’t currently in London.”

She reached across the table to take his hand. “I am so very pleased for you.”

He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. “You saved my life, Mrs. Smith. You gave me a future. How can I ever repay you for that?”

The tears she’d managed to stifle earlier rose again and she had to blink hard. “You owe me nothing. I did what any Christian woman would do.”

He kept hold of her hand. “I’ve read my Bible, Mrs. Smith, and we both know that there aren’t many good Samaritans in this world. How can I repay you?”

A thousand words crowded her mouth, and she fought them all back. She would not ask him to help her financially. She would not.

“Take me to bed.” She blurted the words out before she even realized her intent.

He went still, his blue gaze inscrutable.

“I cannot do that and walk away from you again. And I cannot stay.”

“When are you leaving?”

“In the morning.” He hesitated. “I just wanted to see you and tell you that I have rediscovered myself.”

“You said that you couldn’t have me when you didn’t know who you were or when you had nothing to offer me. What about now?” Amelia stood and walked around the table to stand in front of him. She let her shawl drop to the floor, leaving her clad in only her nightgown. His gaze fell to the shape of her body outlined by the fire behind her. He swallowed hard and looked up at her.

“I can’t stay, Amelia.”

“I know.” She bent her head and kissed him gently on the mouth. “I don’t want you to stay. I just want this night with you.”

If everything was to end, didn’t she deserve one selfish memory to take into her new life with her? Matthew would never begrudge her that. Marcus muttered a curse, and she kissed him again, opening his mouth with hers until he kissed her back, his hand coming to rest on the nape of her neck, holding her close.

“Are you quite certain?” he whispered against her lips. “Because I want you very badly, but, God, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You will be giving me a gift.” She smiled into his concerned eyes. “And I will treasure it for always.”

He kissed her with all the ferocity of a starving man. She responded with the same need as he drew her between his knees, wrapping one hand firmly around her hips.

“Take me to bed,” she murmured between kisses. This time she meant every word.

“If you wish.” He stood, his hands still tangled in her hair, their mouths fused together, and picked her up. She clung to his shoulders as he mounted the stairs and eased her bedroom door open. After laying her carefully on the bed, he locked the door and built up the fire.

Amelia remained where he’d placed her, watching him move around her bedchamber, and then he finally come to kneel on the bed beside her. Holding his gaze, she pulled her nightgown over her head, leaving herself naked. His breath stuttered in his throat, and he leaned over her, his gaze everywhere. She hid nothing, enjoying his avid stare and the now obvious bulge in his breeches.

“Beautiful…” He breathed the word like a prayer. Dipping his head, he dropped a kiss on her breast and swirled his tongue over her nipple. She liked being naked when he was clothed, liked the contrast between the softness of her skin and the roughness of his wool coat and buckskin breeches.

She went to sit up, but he gently pushed her down again.

“Stay.” He smiled and brought her wrists over her head as he knelt between her thighs. Shrugging out of his coat and waistcoat, he unpinned his cravat and tossed it to the floor. “If you touch me now, I’ll come.”

“So quickly?” she teased.

His mouth quirked up at the corner. “I haven’t done this for a long time. In fact, I don’t remember the last time. It might’ve been years. I might even be a virgin.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

“So do I.” His gaze dropped to his tented breeches. “My cock seems to know what it’s doing.”

“And what it wants.”

He kissed her slowly, and she wiggled against him until he trailed kisses down her throat and took her nipple in his mouth. While he feasted on her, his other hand wandered still lower, coming to rest between her legs and sliding easily over her slick folds.

“You’re wet for me,” he murmured.

“I believe it makes it easier to take all your hardness inside me.”

He groaned against her breast. “You are not helping my ability to be restrained.”

“I’m not trying to. I want you.” He raised his head to look at her, his blue eyes narrowed with lust. “I want you to take me like this, as if you couldn’t bear to wait to get out of the rest of your clothing.”

He went still, his gaze fixed on her, his throat working. “Hard?”

“Yes please.”

He knelt up and ripped open his breeches, shoved his underclothes and shirt to one side and came down over her and…

“Oh God.” She moaned as he pushed inside her. “Yes, just like that. Please.”

Marcus set his teeth and tried to ease himself inside Amelia, aware of every inch gained as she tightened around him. When he was only half way in, she came, making him shake with the need to just take her as she had asked him to. Her heels thumped into his arse, pushing him deeper until he had to move, had to thrust in and out of her as hard and deep as he could go, because nothing mattered except this joining, this need, and this sense that he had finally come home.

She climaxed again, and he followed her over, frantically trying to remember how to breathe, kiss and fuck at the same time. Only at the last second did he remember to pull out, and he hated doing it, had probably left it too late…

“I’m sorry,” he gasped and came up on his elbow to look down at her. “I didn’t mean to stay in you, I…”

She reached up and placed her fingertip against his lips. “I’ve never conceived a child. I don’t know if I can.”

He tried to speak, but she kept going. “I’m due to bleed any day now.”

Her matter-of-fact attitude and knowledge about her body spoke of her years traveling with the military. He’d been told that the women following the army knew how to stop a child being conceived in the middle of a battlefield, and it was true that there had rarely been any babies in the baggage train.

He rolled onto his back, and she followed him, her head under his chin and her hand over his heart. His eyes threatened to close…

“You still have your boots on,” she whispered.

He sat up, dislodging her from his chest. “God, I’m sorry. What a clod you invited to your bed.” He bent to his boots and then hesitated. “Unless you wish me to go?”

She smiled. “I wish to see you naked.”

“Then I am more than happy to oblige you.” It took him a few moments to ease off his new boots and mere seconds to shove his breeches and everything else out of the way.

Firm hands pressed him back down onto the bed, and Amelia bent over him, her gaze intent as she traced her fingertips over his multitude of scars and battle wounds. Her breast swung perilously close to his face and he licked her nipple, making her shiver.

His cock kicked up again as she kissed his chest and the jut of his hip. His hand closed in her hair, dislodging the last of the pins and allowing it to fall around her shoulders in a dark red cloud like a sudden fall of autumn leaves. Her tongue followed the trail of dark hair that speared down over his belly to his groin and alighted on his cock, drawing it into the warm cavern of her mouth.

His hand fisted in her hair, holding her exactly where he needed her as she bathed his rigid flesh with kisses and nips and sucks until he was big and crowding down her throat. He tried to ease back, but she wouldn’t let him. Who would’ve thought she’d be so fierce in bed? Not that he disliked it at all. It was just that in his experience, ladies didn’t enjoy sex quite as much as gentlemen.

Thank God, Amelia appeared to be an exception.

“Please…” He groaned as she licked him again. “I want you.”

She released his cock and sat up, her gaze steady on his face as she straddled his hips and lowered herself down over him. This time, he thought he would die as she rode him so slowly that he was arching off the bed with the need to make her go faster.

“Amelia,” he managed to grind out her name. “Come down here.”

“Why?”

“So that I can beg you to take me faster.”

“But I like this. I like owning you.”

With a growl, he wrapped an arm around her waist and rolled her underneath him. She looked up at him, her eyes widening as he pounded into her, holding his gaze, showing him how much she liked what he was doing to her, showing him himself…

This time, he had more control and managed to pull out earlier, but he still hated it, all his instincts telling him to burrow in deeper, hold her locked tight to him and spill his seed into her welcoming tight heat.

He closed his eyes and allowed himself to drift a little, only to be served the memory of an unknown female riding his shackled body.

He went still while a cold wave of dread washed through him.

“Marco? I mean Marcus? What is wrong?”

He forced the memory away and turned back to the woman who lay beside him, her face flushed from their lovemaking, her grey eyes wide with concern for him.

“Just an inconvenient memory.” He kissed the top of her head. “It’s gone now.”

“Marcus,” Amelia whispered. “Marcus, you need to wake up. Dotty will be down in the kitchen soon, and she cannot find you in my bed.”

He slowly opened his eyes and studied her. “Hmm?”

She smiled. “You need to go.”

She gave into the impulse to kiss him and instantly regretted it as his hand curved around her hip, drawing her tight against his morning erection. She pretended to frown at him. “We do not have time for that.”

“Are you sure?” he murmured. “I’ll be quick.”

She made herself laugh and moved away from him. “If you won’t get up, I will so that I can divert Dotty’s attention when you clatter down the stairs. In fact—” She scooted out of the bed. “—I’ll go and rumple the bed in your old room so that if she sees you, she’ll think that’s where you stayed.” As she spoke, Amelia washed rapidly in the cold water from the jug on her nightstand, using some of her favorite lavender soap.

“Amelia.”

She kept her back turned to the bed as she tidied her hair and pulled on her clothes. “Yes, Marcus?” She put on her stockings and slippers.

“Please don’t run away from me like this.”

“I have to go. I can hear Dotty.” She whisked herself out of the room and down the stairs. What more could she say to him? He’d given her exactly what she’d asked for, and she refused to regret a single moment of it. All she needed now was a moment to compose her wayward emotions and all would be well.

There was no sign of Dotty, mainly because Amelia had lied and it was Dotty’s late morning start. She stoked the fire in the stove, put the kettle on to boil and set the ham to cook. When she’d run out of things to do, she sat down at the kitchen table and rested her head in her hands.

How could she have forgotten that sharing one’s body with another person was so…intimate? How could she ever look at Marcus again and not imagine him moving inside of her, remember the way his expression tightened as he climaxed, the way he held onto her as if he was drowning. But she wouldn’t have to look at him again after this morning, would she?

Taking a deep breath, she raised her head. The solution was quite simple. He was leaving to return to his life and she was… she was leaving, too. She wasn’t a child and she’d gone into this liaison with her eyes open. When he came down the stairs, all he would see was her usual calm face and pleasant manner.

The hiss of the kettle boiling made her jump. She brewed tea for Betty and took it up to her aunt and returned to the kitchen to find Marcus standing at the stove competently flipping slices of ham out onto a plate. For a second her heart stuttered, and she reached for her hard won composure.

“Thank you for rescuing the ham. I had quite forgotten about it.”

He glanced over his shoulder at her, his face unsmiling. “I didn’t want it to burn. Where is Dotty?”

“Oh, she’s not arrived yet. I must have been mistaken.” Amelia smoothed her apron down with hands that shook. “Would you like some eggs with your ham?”

“No, thank you.”

She poured them both a cup of tea and put a thick loaf of bread and some butter out with a jar of Betty’s best chutney. He set the plate of ham on the table and sat opposite her. She noticed he hadn’t yet brushed his dark hair and his shirt was open at the neck, showing a small red mark where she must have bitten him.

Flustered, she dropped her knife and it fell to the floor. They both bent to retrieve it, almost bumping heads in the process.

“May I ask how matters went with your husband’s brother?” Marcus said.

“Oh, that has been settled quite satisfactorily. Aunt Betty will have tenancy here for the rest of her life.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” He finished his ham. “Are you going to continue to ignore what happened between us last night?”

She met his stare head on. “I have no wish to ignore what happened, sir. I don’t regret a single moment.”

There was a long silence as he studied her. “Are you quite sure about that?”

“Yes.”” She found herself glaring at him. “Are you suggesting I should be ashamed of myself? That I would have regrets? I don’t.” She pushed her plate away. “You gave me exactly what I asked for. It was wonderful, and I suppose I should say thank you.”

“I’m not asking for your gratitude.” He sat back, his blue gaze assessing. “You’re quite certain that everything is fine?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe you.” He hesitated. “Amelia, what is it, love?”

“Don’t call me that.” She shot to her feet, brushing crumbs from her apron. “What time do you have to leave?”

He sighed. “The coach departs at eleven.”

“Good.” She smiled brightly at him and moved briskly toward the door. Apparently calmness and dignity were quite beyond her this morning. She would have to rely on her other strengths. If she could only remember what they were.

“Mrs. Smith. If there are any consequences from our night together, you will inform me of them.”

There was an autocratic note of command in his voice that reminded her of her father.

“How can I do that, when I have no idea where you will be?”

“You can write to Mr. Brown at Stultz again.”

“Ah, yes.”

“If I don’t hear from you within the next month or so, I will visit you again to ascertain if you are in good health.” He paused. “If you don’t wish to see me, then write that letter.”

She curtsied to him. “Yes, Major.” She would not forget. His appearance at Dove Cottage after she had gone would only complicate matters unnecessarily. “Now I must get on.” She glanced at the clock. “It is almost nine, and I have a lot to do before Dotty arrives.”

Marcus shaved and dressed in his old room and then went down to the kitchen again. There was no sign of Amelia, and he wasn’t sure whether to be grateful for that or not. He hesitated by the kitchen table, wishing he could just be Marco and sit down and be part of the family. But he couldn’t go back. He knew his name, and he knew whom he needed to speak to before he confronted his family—and certain other gentlemen of his acquaintance.

Until he had sorted out the past, he had no right to contemplate a future with anyone, particularly someone who had declared quite emphatically that she didn’t need him. The kitchen door banged, and Amelia came in, her auburn hair blown by the wind and her cheeks pink. She stopped when she saw him and put on her social smile.

“Are you leaving, Marcus?”

“Yes, I believe I am.”

“Do you wish me to tell Betty that you recovered your memory, or shall I keep it a secret?”

“I’d rather you kept it between us at the moment. There are several matters regarding my existence that have yet to be worked out.”

She placed the eggs she had gathered in her apron carefully on the table. “Were you away that long?”

“It was believed I had perished several years ago in Spain.”

“Then your family will be both surprised and delighted to have you return to them.”

“We’ll see about that.” He picked up his hat and buttoned his coat. “I had better go. I hear Betty calling you.”

She opened the kitchen door, and he followed her out into the garden. The roar of the sea was loud today, and the wind was whipping through the trees, bending them into impossible angles. As she turned toward him, he cupped her chin, crowding her against the back door.

“Good bye, Mrs. Smith.”

“Good bye, Marcus.”

“Thank you for everything.” He held her gaze. “Promise me that you will write.”

She blinked slowly. “I promise.”

“I…” He kissed her salty lips. “Amelia, I don’t want to go.”

Her hands came up between them, pressing on his chest, creating a barrier he bitterly resented. “You must. You have a life to retrieve.”

“I wish I didn’t.” He swallowed hard. “I wish I was just Marco and could stay here with you.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it makes what we did together more complicated.”

“I gave you what you asked for, Mrs. Smith. One night.”

“Which was all you had to give because you were leaving.”

He smoothed his thumb over her cheek and then helplessly over her lush lower lip. “I gave you what you wanted. You haven’t asked me what I want.”

A tear slid down her cheek. “Please don’t do this.”

“Why not? Why haven’t you asked me to come back to you after I’ve settled my affairs?”

“Because I am tired of watching men I—men walk away from me and never return. I can’t do that again, Marco. I just can’t sit and wait and hope for something that will never come true. I’d rather let you go now.”

He let out his breath and found the strength to let her go in return. “I understand.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Godspeed, Mrs. Smith.”

He turned and walked away, his gaze fixed firmly on the path in front of him even as it blurred before his eyes. He had a purpose, and he might not live to see justice served. Amelia Smith would never have to wait in vain for him to return to her. It was the least he could do to thank her for all her care.

It was the only gift he could give her.


Chapter 7

Near Covent Garden, London

Ignoring the protests of the landlord, Marcus shoved a coin into the man’s hand and shut the door firmly in his face. The room was dark, damp and filthy and stirred up far too many memories in Marcus’s head to make him ever feel at ease there. He had no choice but to stay and await the return of the current occupant.

There was a bed with a single louse-ridden blanket on it and an empty fireplace. Marcus chose to stand and pace the bare floorboards as the house settled down for the night. He’d managed to remember the name of his family solicitors and had made an appointment to speak to them on the morrow. He jiggled the few coins he had left in his pocket and smiled grimly into the darkness. It had taken him quite a while to locate the premises. The necessity of his visit to Mrs. Smith had delayed his chance to find the occupant of the room and now he was wondering whether he’d left it too late.

The landlord had insisted that the man named Jack who had lived in the room had paid up and left, but Marcus wanted to make sure. It had taken him too long to find out even this basic information, and he was anxious to move on.

Behind him the door opened. He spun around, wishing he had his sword or pistol to hand.

“Major Stortford.”

There was no surprise in the man’s voice, but it definitely wasn’t Jack speaking. Jack had a distinctive Welsh lilt to his upper-class drawl.

“How do you know my name?” Marcus demanded.

“How could I not? You cost me a pretty penny to find and bring back to our shores.”

Marcus took a step closer. “Who the devil are you?

“A friend of Jack Llewellyn’s.”

“Then you are no friend of mine.”

The man laughed. There was something familiar about him, but Marcus had no idea what it was. “Been listening to gossip have you? You might be surprised about what is truth, and what the lie.”

“Just tell me how to find him.”

“You won’t find Jack in London. He’s busy elsewhere.” The man paused, his face concealed by the brim of his hat and the shadows. “But there is someone you should speak to.”

“And who might that be?”

“The Duke of Diable Delamere. Tell him I sent you.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Good night, Major Stortford. If you don’t wish to meet my men outside, may I suggest you wait for another quarter of an hour before you leave this space?”

“But who are you?”

“Captain Fury. Tell the duke I sent you.”

The door shut and Marcus, having no pocket watch of his own, slowly counted down the minutes before he was free to leave.

Amelia fixed a bright smile to her face and went to find Betty in the front parlor.

“Aunt, I have just received a letter from an old friend of mine.” She sat opposite Betty, who tried to pretend she hadn’t just woken up from a nap. “She wants me to come and teach at her school. It is a wonderful opportunity for me.”

“You want to leave me?” Betty’s lip trembled. “But what shall I do without you, Amelia?”

“You will have Jonathan and his family to support you, remember? They are moving in next week.” She took Betty’s hand and squeezed it encouragingly. “This offer couldn’t have come at a better time, could it?”

“I suppose not, but are you quite sure about this? Teaching, Amelia? I hardly think Matthew would approve of you working for your living.”

“He is no longer here to advise me, Aunt, and I must do what seems right for all of us. Jonathan will appreciate the extra space, and I will be paid to do something that I love.”

She hadn’t actually been offered a position at the school yet. But Matilda had asked her to come and stay to see whether she might like the idea.

“I will have to leave in a few days.” Betty’s lip trembled again. “But I promise that if things aren’t as I would wish, then I will come back and beg for your kindness once more.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, dear. You have been such a blessing.” Betty patted her hand. “I suppose it is all right.”

“Thank you.”  Amelia bent to kiss Betty’s fragrant cheek. “I have enjoyed living with you so much.” Her voice quivered. It was true; after Matthew’s death, the cottage and Aunt Betty’s gentle presence had saved her sanity. “I will never forget you.”

She went back up the stairs and focused her attention on deciding which of her belongings she couldn’t bear to leave behind. At least after her years following the drum, she was used to packing lightly. The rest she would have to ask Betty to keep for her until she was able to collect them. There wasn’t much to hold her to Dove Cottage. Only memories…

With that thought, she imagined Marcus lying against her sheets, his long, lean body naked to her gaze as she settled herself over him. She needed to write and tell him that she was not carrying his child. Would he be relieved? She had to assume so, although she suspected if things had been different, he would’ve insisted on doing his duty by her regardless of her feelings in the matter.

A reluctant smile curved her lips as she considered her stubborn guest. His wartime experiences had made him a hard man to fight against—frightening even—but she had lived with soldiers for years, and he didn’t scare her. Except on a personal level, where she feared he had the ability to stir up her emotions far too easily. Sitting at her desk, she wrote him a short note and then replied to Matilda, stating her intended date of arrival.

In the morning, she’d walk down to the inn and ask Jem to post her letter to Matilda and deliver the other one when he was next in London to Marcus, care of Mr. Stultz. Then she could begin her new life without fear of the past.

A sudden wave of longing made her close her eyes and fight tears. As a teacher in a girls’ school, she would probably never know the touch of a man again. She would never wake up to a man’s urgent desire or see his face as he pushed himself deep within her. Even worse, it wasn’t Matthew’s well-loved face that she pictured now, but the harsher planes of Marcus’s.

Such a betrayal surely meant she deserved not to know a man again? She smoothed an unsteady hand down over her wet cheek. Perhaps this was her penance for selfishly taking a man to her bed who was never hers to begin with. She had to carry on and live alone.

Marcus walked into the solicitor’s office and waited unsmiling for the clerk to close the door behind him. There was a snap of thunder in the air and such weather seemed to make his head ache abominably. He’d been made to wait for almost two hours already, and his temper was simmering.

“Major Stortford?”

“Yes,” he snapped. “You are Mr. Richards?  You are too young.”

The man visibly quailed. “Too young for what, sir?”

“To remember me. I wish to speak to Mr. Thomas Richards.”

“Perhaps you should take a seat.”

Marcus remained standing. “I repeat. Let’s not waste any more of our time. Fetch your father, or grandfather or uncle, someone who might stand a damned chance of recognizing me!”

The stripling shrank back in his chair and gulped in a breath of air. “Who exactly do you think you are, Major?”

Marcus advanced and planted his hands on the corners of the desk and leaned in. “Fetch one of the senior partners right now, or I will not be responsible for my actions.”

Mr. Richards scuttled out of the door, and Marcus finally took a seat, aware of the rising voices outside the door and an air of suppressed panic. Eventually, someone came in and Marcus turned to look at him.

“Now, what is all this about, sir and how dare you—” There was a gasp. “Good Lord! Marcus Stortford!”

Marcus eyed Mr. Thomas Richards. “Well, thank God for that. Finally, someone with some sense.”

The older man took a seat behind the desk, his hand on his heart and his gaze scanning Marcus. “Your family presumed you were dead.”

“So I understand. I was held captive for several years and only recently escaped back to England.” Marcus sat forward. “Have I been officially declared dead?”

“Not yet, my lord, but I do believe proceedings have been considered. It is several years since you disappeared.”

“How do I prove who I am?” Marcus said impatiently.

“I would need sworn affidavits from your old regiment and any close friends you have who can vouch for you.”

“Most of my friends are dead, Mr. Richards.”

“But perhaps your regimental commander could—”

“I’ll start with him.” Marcus nodded. “Are any members of my family currently in London?”

“No, my lord. I believe they are all in the countryside at Stortford Hall.”

“Then I’ll go there as soon as I’ve established my identity.”

“Do you wish me to write to your brother or your grandmother?” Mr. Richards asked.

“No.” Marcus assumed his smile wasn’t pleasant as Mr. Richards went pale. “I’d rather they were…unprepared for my visit. How is my father?”

Mr. Richards swallowed hard. “I’m sorry to have to inform you that he died two years ago.”

“He’s dead?” Marcus briefly closed his eyes against that unexpected blow. “He wasn’t that old.”

“He never fully recovered from news of your loss, Major.”

Marcus let out a painful breath. “Then I assume Charlie thinks he will inherit everything?”

Mr. Richards moved some papers around on his desk. “I… believe he has been investigating the legalities of that, my lord, but he certainly hasn’t made any official claims.”

“Nice of him.” Marcus snapped.

“There is one other issue that does concern you both. It is rather a delicate matter.” Mr. Richards wiped his brow with his handkerchief. “Your fiancée is still living at Stortford Hall.”

“My second cousin, Felicity?” Marcus frowned. “I can’t marry her.”

“Then we will need to dismantle the very complex betrothal agreement your father arranged with hers. Are you quite certain you don’t wish to marry her?”

A vision of Amelia Smith’s face flashed in Marcus’s mind. “I can’t.”

“But—”

He stood up and bowed. “I will get the necessary proof of my identity you require and bring it to you. In the meantime, I need a loan against the Stortford estate.” He held up his hand and Mr. Richard’s mouth opened. “Not a substantial sum. Just enough to see me through the next week or so before I go down to Stortford Hall.”

He left the solicitors office with a bag of gold sovereigns feeling even more off kilter than he had before. His father was dead… That in itself was a blow he hadn’t anticipated. Now when he went home he’d be landing in a struggle for the succession, a fiancée who should have had the decency to marry someone else, and a mountain of trouble.

Knowing the way the military operated, he suspected any information he requested would take a while to emerge. In the meantime, having thought about Mrs. Smith, he would go and see if Jem had left a message from her with Mr. Stultz. He’d been in London for almost three weeks living quietly and regaining his bearings. She should know now whether she carried his child.

He paused to allow a carriage to pass in front of him and then crossed the road. Would she tell him? He wasn’t convinced that she would, but he needed to know the truth before he left for Stortford Hall. In some perverse part of him, he wished she would need him… Having her support would be invaluable.

The church bells sounded ten times, and he considered whether he should attempt to meet with the Duke of Diable Delamere before he met with Mr. Stultz. A brief shower of rain and the appearance of a hackney cab for hire made his decision for him and he directed the driver to Clifford Street.

To his surprise, when he alighted from the cab, he recognized the back end of Jem’s cart sticking out around the corner from the shop. Had it really been a month since he’d rediscovered his identity? It felt like seconds.

Ignoring the front door of the shop, he walked around to the back and discovered Jem readying his horses to depart.

“Good morning, Jem.” Marcus called out.

“Morning, Marco.” Jem’s gaze drifted over Marcus’s new clothes. “You look much less like a scarecrow than when I first saw you.”

Marcus grinned. “Thank you. Did you have a letter for me from Mrs. Smith?”

“Aye, that I did, sir.” Jem scratched his ear. “I left it at the door with Mr. Brown.”

Marcus hesitated as he drew alongside Jem’s cart. “Is everyone well in the village?”

“Oh, aye. Mr Jonathan has moved in now with his aunt, and she is enjoying the children.”

“Mr. Jonathan Smith is residing at Dove Cottage?” Marcus frowned. “How the devil are they all fitting in there?”

“It’s a bit of a squeeze, but the old lady doesn’t take up much space, and Mrs. Jonathan is probably glad of the help with another babe on the way.”

“What of Mrs. Amelia Smith?”

“She’s gone, sir.”

Marcus felt as though someone had punched him hard in the stomach. “Gone? Where?”

“I’m not sure.” Jem put his hat on and clucked to his horses. “Maybe she tells you in her letter.”

“The letter.” Marcus headed toward the back door of the shop. “Jem will you do me a great favor and wait a moment longer until I read the letter?”

Jem sighed. “I can’t leave my horses standing here. How about I meet you at the coaching inn down the street for a pint of beer?”

“I would appreciate that very much. And I’ll pay for your ale and your dinner.”

Jem touched his hat and backed his horses around the corner. Marcus banged on the door for a second time and was eventually admitted. The letter was placed in his hands and he ripped open the seal to read the few words. There was nothing about her leaving Dove Cottage…

“Damnation.” Marcus muttered as he thanked Mr. Brown and started off down the street toward the George and Dragon. “Where the devil has she gone?” Her letter had stated that she wasn’t pregnant, but he wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.

Jem proved happy to chat after Marcus paid for his beer and a hot mutton pie.

“Cheers, sir and good luck to you.”

“Thank you, Jem.” Marcus took a deep swallow of his own ale and tried to frame a question. “Mrs. Smith didn’t give me her forwarding address in the letter. Do you have it?”

“Why would I need it?” Jem’s eyebrows rose. “She’s far too fancy for me, not that I didn’t try my luck once at the Harvest Supper, but I knew she wouldn’t look at a humble man like myself.”

“Did someone come and fetch her from Dove Cottage or did she get on the mail coach?”

Jem looked at him as though he was crazed. “Didn’t she tell you that, either?” I dropped her off at the Magpie Inn on the Strand this morning. She had booked her passage on the mail coach.”

Marcus shot to his feet. “She’s in London?”

“She’s just passing through.”

“It would’ve been nice if you had told me this earlier.” Marcus found a gold sovereign and flung it on the table. “What time was she departing?”

“Around noon, I think, sir.”

“Then I’d better be off.”

Jem’s grin was slow in coming as he picked up the coin. “You do that, sir. I’m sure she’ll be right glad to see you.”

Marcus doubted that, but he was determined to see her, even if it meant he only had time to wring her neck.

The Magpie Inn was crowded with passengers alighting and departing from a variety of mail coaches, private carriages and farm carts. It had taken Marcus almost half an hour to walk there through the busy streets. The clock in the stable yard boomed out eleven times and then for the half hour. He caught hold of one of the stable lads.

“Do the passengers wait in the inn?”

“Aye, sir. Turn left when you go through the door here and you’ll see the room. You can get a hot dinner and everything there, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Marcus made his way inside, which was almost as crowded and noisy as the yard outside. He paused at the doorway and spotted Mrs. Smith sitting in the far corner of the room. She wore a serviceable dark blue bonnet and matching pelisse. Her gloved hands were clasped firmly around a large hatbox, and her reticule was looped over her arm. It amused him that she’d chosen to sit with her back against the wall and a view of the whole room. London pickpockets were notorious, and she had obviously decided she was not going to take any chances.

He reminded himself that her practicality and caution had been hard won on the battlefields of Europe. God, he could do with some of her sense in his life now. Even as he thought it, he went toward her, aware when she noticed him and the start of surprise and a hint of wariness in her fine eyes.

“Major.”

He slid into the seat opposite her at the bench table. “Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving Dove Cottage?”

“I wasn’t aware that it was any of your business.”

“Or that I might wish to know that you are well and safe and cared for?”

She sighed. “Marcus, why are you here?”

He reached across the table and took her hand. “You first. Where are you going?”

“I have been offered a teaching job at a girls’ school in Tunbridge Wells.”

“I think you would make a very good teacher.” Marcus drew an unsteady breath. “I would prefer it, however, if you considered another offer. I am in need of a wife.”

Shock flashed across her even features but she quickly recovered. “Why?”

“Because I need to be…armed before I approach my family.”

“A wife is a weapon?”

“In this case, a wife is a necessity.”

“And you think I would accept such a position?” She tried to pull her fingers free, but he wouldn’t release her. “Let me go, Marcus.”

He swallowed hard, swallowed his pride. He had to tell her the truth. She deserved nothing less.

“At sixteen, I was betrothed to a distant female cousin to whom my father was appointed guardian. Neither of us was offered any choice in the matter. I was fond of her, but as she lived with us, she seemed more like another sister than a prospective wife. I’ve been informed that the betrothal contract still stands.”

“So, go home and marry the poor girl.”

“And make both of us miserable? She cannot wish for this match.”

“Then untangle yourself from the contract and start again.”

“I intend to do that, but it would be better if I can present them with a fait accompli—“

“By already being married?”

“Yes.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How underhanded.”

He shrugged. “You are entitled to think that, but knowing my family, it is the best way to accomplish the task. I will accept all the blame, and she will be free to marry again, her reputation intact.”

At this point, Amelia didn’t need to know that as far as he was concerned his family didn’t deserve his consideration. They needed to understand from the outset that he was in control of his own destiny. He was determined not to allow them to dictate to him.

“And what if she truly does still wish to marry you?”

“She never did. Before my disappearance, we’d already discussed ways of getting out of the damned betrothal. When my father was alive it wasn’t possible.” He took a steadying breath. “He died two years ago, so we can pursue our separation without fear.”

Her expression softened. “I’m sorry about your father. That must have come as a terrible shock.”

“Yes.”

There was a long pause where all he could do was stare down at their joined hands. Eventually she stirred.

“Even if your fiancée is pleased to get out of this betrothal, why do you need to marry me? Once you are free, you could marry anyone.”

“But I want to marry you.”

“Why?”

“Because I value your strength and your ability to see me as I am now, and not as I once was. Because my family… they won’t understand, and I need someone, I need you to stand by my side and believe in me. The new me.”

She briefly closed her eyes. “Oh God, Marcus. Why did you have to say that?”

“Because it is the truth?” He hesitated. “I’m asking for your help.”

“But this is marriage we are talking about. It is a lifelong commitment. You don’t love me, and I don’t love you.”

“Which has never been an impediment to a wedding among members of our class, you know that. We like each other.” He lowered his voice. “We also enjoy each other in bed. Neither of us is ready to fall in love. I’m not even sure if I’m capable of it, and you’ve already lost the love of your life. Isn’t it better to know your heart will be safe with me from the onset?”

“This is madness.”

“No, this is real.”

“What happens when you reclaim your true self? What use will I be to you then?”

He held her gaze. “I can never be that man again. I know that in my soul. You know it. War changes a person. You couldn’t settle into the peace of Dove Cottage forever, you’ve seen too much, and so have I.”

“Marcus…

“If I return to my family like this and without you as my wife, I’m… afraid of what will happen.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m afraid that I won’t be able to trust them again, and that I’ll have to leave again and… that would be a double betrayal of everything they once believed about me.”

“But—”

“They might decide that I am insane if I face them alone. I have no desire to be sent to Bedlam while my brother takes over my estates.” He swallowed hard. “I need you with me. I need you to believe in me and tell me the truth.”

He couldn’t quite believe he was spilling his worst fears out, but it reminded him of why Amelia had become so important to him. He felt safe with her. She’d seen him at his worst, when he didn’t even know his own name, and she’d never backed away from the truth.

“Tunbridge Wells Coach!”

He winced as the coachman bellowed from the door.

“I have to go to my friend.” Amelia gathered her bags around her. “I have my pride.  Can’t you understand that? I wish to be free. I am not a thing to be rescued and used for your own ends.”

He rose too and stared at her as a faint stirring of anger lodged in his stomach.  “I’ve never thought you a coward, Mrs. Smith. But hiding yourself away in a school?”

“I’ll earn a wage, I’ll be…”

“Safe?” He took a step back. “I do understand that. If you change your mind, write to me, and I’ll come for you. No questions asked.” He bowed. “I owe you my life.”

She had half-turned away from him and swung back, her chin high. “I am not a coward.”

“Then come with me and share this adventure. I can guarantee you won’t be bored. We can keep each other safe.”

She picked up her bags and stormed out of the room, leaving him staring at the table. He could hardly blame her. What a ham-fisted mess he’d made of it.

The final call for the Tunbridge Wells coach went out. He turned blindly toward the door, trying to avoid the tide of passengers, hating all the bodies shoving and pushing around him. It felt like a rout. Which was at least fitting, as they were both running away.

He gulped in some fresh air and scanned the stable yard as the fully loaded coach trundled out under the archway, making the outside passengers hang onto their hats as it took a sharp left turn. A sudden peace descended on the frantic yard, and he heard the chirping sparrows and the bawdy jokes of the ostlers as they worked within the stables.

“Marcus.”

He turned to see a vision dressed in sensible dark blue. He tried to speak but nothing came out.

Amelia held out her gloved hand. He noticed it was shaking as much as his hand was. “I…I don’t want to be safe.”

Oblivious to those around him, he clasped her fingers and brought them to his lips. “Well thank God for that.”


Chapter 8

Having escorted Amelia to a discreet inn where her lack of a maid would be noted but not held against her, Marcus set off to find the townhouse of the Duke of Diable Delamere. It turned out to be a very grand mansion in one of the best new squares in Mayfair. After speaking to the butler and sending in his name, he was surprised to be immediately invited in and taken through to what appeared to be the duke’s study.

“Major Stortford?”

Marcus nodded at the unknown man behind the desk. “Yes.”

“I’m Michael Waterstone, the duke’s personal secretary. His Grace will see you as soon as his current visitor leaves. Would you like to take a seat while you wait?”

“Thank you.” He frowned at the man. “Waterstone. Do you have brothers?”

“I do, sir. Two.”

“I thought I recognized the name.”

“I believe you served alongside my oldest brother in Portugal.”

“It’s highly possible.” Marcus shrugged. “I have almost no memory of that time. Were you an army man yourself, Mr. Waterstone?”

“I was until I was wounded.” The inner door of the office opened, and a man came out looking as if he wanted to cry. Marcus assumed it wasn’t the duke.

“I’ll go and see if His Grace is ready to receive you now, Major.” Waterstone moved out from behind his desk, and Marcus realized he was in some kind of wheeled chair. “I won’t be a moment.”

“There is no need, Michael. I am here and very willing to speak to our guest.”

Marcus stood as the Duke of Diable Delamere appeared in the doorway, his cold silver gaze running over his unexpected guest. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, but there was a bone deep arrogance about him that drew the eye and demanded respect.

“How does it feel to have risen from the dead, Major Stortford?” The duke turned his back and walked into his inner sanctum, obviously assuming Marcus would follow him.

“I’m not sure, Your Grace.”

“I should imagine it to be quite terrifying.” He swung around to look at Marcus. “Did you desert your regiment and finally decide to come home when Napoleon lost?”

Surprised by such bluntness, Marcus stopped walking. “What the devil does it have to do with you?”

The duke sat down behind his desk. “I have a certain interest in the personalities involved in your disappearance.”

“I was told you knew Jack Llewellyn. Where is he?”

“I believe he’s in Wales attempting a reconciliation with his wife. Why, do you wish to thank him?”

“Thank him for what? He left me to die.”

The duke frowned. “Who told you that?”

“I don’t remember.”

“What do you remember?”

“Nothing much until I woke up in bed in a coastal village called Highcliff.”

“In England?”

“Obviously.” Marcus held onto his temper. “Whereabouts exactly is Jack in Wales?”

“I’m not quite certain. Near Swansea, perhaps?” The duke raised an arrogant eyebrow.

“When is he coming back to London?”

“I have no idea, and even if I did you wouldn’t expect me to reveal that to a man who is obviously out for his blood. Who sent you here?”

“Captain Fury.”

“Ah, of course. He does love to meddle. “

“He implied that he had some hand in my return to England.”

The duke looked interested. “It’s possible, but you’d have to speak to Jack to get the details.”

“If there is anything left of Jack after I’ve ‘spoken’ to him, I’ll be sure to ask about Captain Fury. Will you at least tell Jack that I am looking for him?”

The duke leaned back in his chair and looked up at Marcus. “With all due respect, Major Stortford, I think you might have things twisted around. Jack isn’t your enemy.”

“Oh, I know that, Your Grace. I once thought he was my best friend in the world.” Marcus bowed and left the room. He hadn’t learned much, but at least Jack would know he was alive and not willing to let the past go.

Deep in thought, Marcus carried out the rest of his errands, hiring a maid for Amelia and obtaining a special license from the Archbishop’s office so that he could marry her as quickly as possible. The money his solicitor had given him was running out. Unless Jack returned within the next day or so, he was out of luck with his plans for beating the truth out of the man.

A trip to his family home was inevitable, and he wanted Amelia at his side. At the moment, she was the only person he trusted to tell him the truth. His steps slowed as he approached the hotel. The duke had implied that he’d misconstrued Jack’s part in his betrayal, but then Jack had always been a charmer. He’d probably come back to England as a hero…

Marcus now remembered the first hellish month of his captivity. The endless stumbling through the mountain ranges when he’d been so weak he’d sometimes been left to crawl into camp like a leashed dog. But even in his feverish state, he’d listened to his captors laugh and joke about the English traitor who had brought them such good fortune. David Rice had been shot dead before their eyes, which meant Jack…

“Marcus?”

He realized he was standing in front of Amelia’s door, his hand raised ready to knock. She’d obviously heard his approach and had opened the door.

“Are you all right?”

He stared down into her concerned grey eyes. “I just remembered something important about why I’ve been determined to find Jack Llewellyn.”

Taking his hand, she drew him into the room and led him over to a couch. “Tell me.”

He took a deep breath. “There was an ambush in the mountain pass. One of my companions was shot, I was taken captive and the third…” He swallowed hard. “Apparently came home unscathed.”

She knelt at his feet and stroked his knee. “Do you remember their names?”

“Lieutenant David Rice was killed and Jack Llewellyn… survived.”

“And you were captured.” She hesitated. “Were you carrying anything important?”

“Orders and battle plans.” His mouth twisted. “Thousands of lives in the palm of our hands. God, I have no idea whether our enemies used the information or not.”

“You are due to call at your regimental headquarters tomorrow aren’t you? Perhaps you can ask them.”

He nodded. “I tried to find out whether Jack was in London.”

“I suppose you wish to see him so that you can reassure yourself that he survived unhurt.”

“No, I want to see him so that I can choke the life out of him for betraying me, his King and his country.”

She went still. “He betrayed you?”

“So I was told.” He shrugged. “My initial captors didn’t seem to realize I spoke fluent Spanish and Portuguese.”

“Oh, Marcus, I am so sorry.” She kissed his fingers, bringing them to her cheek. “That is the worst thing imaginable.”

“No, the worst thing is that he was my best friend. I would’ve laid my life down for him, and I assumed he would do the same for me.” He sighed. “I can’t explain him to you, he was witty and charming and…so strong. He’d left his family home and worked his way up the ranks only to be demoted due to an incompetent officer’s refusal to accept responsibility for an attempted massacre of innocents. Jack stood up to him. How could he have betrayed us?”

“He doesn’t sound like the kind of man who would do that. Are you quite certain it was him?”

“Who else could it have been?” Marcus slowly shook his head, aware of pain creeping through his skull narrowing his vision. “I lost years of my life because of Jack. Countless other soldiers might have died, too. How can I ever forgive him?”

“I don’t know, Marcus.”

Her voice reached him through the pain and he slowly opened his eyes. “Will you come to bed with me, Mrs. Smith?”

“In the middle of the day?”

“We can draw the bed curtains.”

In answer, she rose to her feet and started undressing him, pushing off his coat and untying his cravat. He helped her, his fingers seeking the warmth and reassurance of her flesh both so resilient and so soft. She kissed him as she worked, murmuring his name and other soothing words that helped him regain control of himself.

When she was down to her shift and he was naked, he picked her up and walked her over to the bed.  He placed her on the quilt and went to make sure the door was locked before he returned to her side. One of her hands cupped her bosom through the fine fabric of her shift. His throat went dry as she flicked her thumb over her nipple, and he crawled onto the bed, spreading her thighs with his knees.

“Beautiful,” he murmured.

He bent his head and licked her moving finger, nudging it out of the way so that he could get his mouth on her instead. She obligingly arched her back, her hand coming into his hair to hold him close while he drew on her.

“I missed you,” she whispered. “I thought I’d never feel like this again.”

He kissed her throat and then her mouth, exploring the lushness of her full lower lip and the taste of her. It was his turn to groan when she wrapped her hand around his cock and took control of him.

“I need to be inside you,” he said hoarsely. “Please let me in.”

She slid her foot up the back of his leg, pushing him down over her and positioning him at the warm, wet center of her sex. Her heel dug into his arse cheek as he pushed himself deep and held still, feeling every twitch and shiver of her tight clasp and his own reaction to it.

“God.” He started to move, thrusting in and out of her, deeper and deeper as she angled her hips toward him, her hands holding him close, urging him on with little staccato kicks of her heels. He rolled over, surprising a squeak out of her, and looked up at her.

“Ride me.”

He gathered her close, her breast a tantalizing inch away from his mouth… and then growled as she rocked into him, climaxing around his cock. He wrapped his arms around her and pumped upward, his feet flat on the bed as he strove to master her from his prone position. Her breast was in his mouth, her body squeezing his like a vise and he had to come, had to…

He tried to lift her off him, but it was harder to untangle their limbs than he had anticipated, and he was fairly certain he was still inside her when he first let go. She did pull away, and he caught her and rolled them both onto their sides, breathing hard.

She kissed his neck. “We didn’t quite manage to close the bed curtains.”

“But I did lock the door, so we won’t be disturbed.” He closed his eyes as his heart settled back into a less frenzied rhythm. “By the way, we can be married tomorrow at the St. Botolph chapel on the Strand at nine.”

“What?”

She came up on one elbow and looked down at him, her auburn hair brushing against his cheek. He didn’t want to open his eyes, but he sensed he had no choice.

“I acquired a special license.”

She bit his lip. “Are you sure about this? I haven’t told you about my family yet, and I know nothing about yours. Perhaps we should—”

He gently placed his finger on her lips. “No we shouldn’t. This is an adventure remember? I don’t intend to have much to do with my family, and I am sure that yours are perfectly respectable people.”

“As to that—”

“Mrs. Smith, I asked you once if you had family and you said that you did not. If you couldn’t turn to them in your current state of need, then I assume you are still at odds with them. It doesn’t matter.” He held her troubled gaze. “After tomorrow, we will belong to each other and that’s quite enough for me.”

She swallowed hard. “Marcus, you have a terrible habit of saying things that make me want to cry.”

He stroked her cheek, catching a single tear on his thumb. “Don’t cry.”

“I’ll try not to, but I still feel that you should know—”

He kissed her until she kissed him back and settled against his chest. “We both have our reasons for wanting to be married. Shall we just leave it at that?”

She made a troubled noise against his throat. He smoothed his hand through her tangled hair and then kissed her until she lost herself in him and he in her, and then nothing mattered but the peace they found together in their bed.


Chapter 9

Amelia kept glancing down at the plain gold band Marcus had placed on her finger only hours ago in the small chapel on the Strand. They were currently on a passenger coach headed out across Hatfield Heath toward the Hertfordshire and Essex border. She wasn’t sure if they would be journeying further after the change of horses, or if they would reach their final destination.

Marcus wore his new clothing from Mr. Stultz, which made her feel like an old quiz even in her best gown. Her silk dress was a relic from her past that was at least ten years out of fashion. She yawned and leaned closer to Marcus’s shoulder as the coach swayed to the left.

“Are you all right?” he murmured.

“Yes, I’m fine.” She smiled up at him, sensing tension in his frame and the inward expression that meant he’d woken up caught somewhere in the past.

“We’ll probably have to walk to the house from the coaching inn.” He sighed. “I’ve just about run out of money.”

“Oh well. I have a guinea in my reticule. We can always use that.”

He glanced down at her, his smile warm. “You are one of the most resourceful women I have ever met. I can imagine you conjuring up miracles around a camp fire with one skinny chicken and two stolen onions.”

“You must have tasted my chicken soup then, sir. I did learn to cook with very little.”

In truth, she’d had to learn how to cook. Her life before marriage hadn’t included such useful skills. She’d been trained to manage a house full of servants rather than how to do anything practical.

“How far is your home from the actual town?”

“About two miles.”

“Which is perfectly walkable as long as the weather stays mild.”

He wrapped his arm around her, drawing her close. “Then I suggest you sleep for a while and gather your strength.”

She tactfully didn’t mention that he was the one who needed to regain his strength and lapsed into a doze, all too aware of the other passengers snoring and farting and the clucking of the hen in a rush basket under her seat.

“Bishops Stortford!”

The coachman’s shout had them both jerking awake and attempting to step over and around their fellow passengers who were continuing on up to Newmarket. Amelia’s two bags were retrieved from the coach and Marcus offered a coin, which she doubted he could afford, to the stable boy who got them down.

It was still daylight, and she had an excellent view from where the coach had stopped by the Cock Inn at the top of the hill down into the town with its old castle ruins and river running around the mound.

Marcus put on his hat, picked up her bags and hesitated. “Are you quite sure you want to walk? We could hire a gig.”

Amelia tied the ribbons of her bonnet more firmly in place and held his gaze. “I am quite happy to proceed as planned. Shall we go before the light disappears?”

He led them across the street and out toward a narrower lane bordered by high green hedgerows. There was very little traffic, so they didn’t have to resort to walking in the muddy ditch that ran alongside the raised path.

“I’ve just remembered. There’s a short cut.” Marcus stopped at a stile and lifted the bags over it, returning to offer Amelia a hand as she clambered over the top. “It should cut the journey by half and bring us up to the back of the house.”

A light drizzle started to fall as the daylight faded. Amelia kept her gaze on the uneven path, barely noticing when the fields gave way to a more manicured landscape of picturesquely grouped trees and a lake. He helped her climb over the broken section of a high stone wall hidden in a copse of trees.

“It’s just down here.”

The tension was back in Marcus’s voice as they started down the slope toward the welcoming lights of what appeared to be a relatively large house.

“Are you quite sure—?”

He grabbed her hand and drew her close as they approached a stone archway with a cobbled surface within. Somewhere, a dog started to bark, soon followed by others. Amelia tried not to slip as her damp and muddy skirts tangled around her legs impeding her progress.

“Marcus…”

He kept moving almost dragging her along with him. A door on the opposite side of the courtyard opened and a man appeared, shrugging into what looked like a black butler’s coat.

“Who’s out here?”

Marcus reached the man and pushed past him. ”Excuse me.”

“You can’t just come barging in here and—”

“I believe I can. Are the family at dinner?”

“Yes, but—”

Marcus picked up the pace and Amelia went with him through a blur of surprised faces in the kitchens and then up a set of stairs into the house proper and onward toward the smell of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. Behind them, she could still hear the butler protesting as he followed them, but Marcus wasn’t stopping for anyone.

The murmur of conversation reached her and she jerked hard on his arm. “Marcus. Please. Stop for a moment. Don’t you think we should—?”

“No.” He bent and kissed her hard. “Wish me luck.”

They walked into the dining room and everyone fell quiet as if they’d fallen into a dream state.

“Good evening,” Marcus said.

There was a stifled scream and the elderly woman at the foot of the table shot to her feet. “Good Lord! Marcus? How can this be? We were told you were dead!”

“Now, look here, whoever you are, you can’t just wander in to my damned house and….”

“Your damned house? Strange, I thought it was mine.” Marcus replied.

Amelia tensed as a younger man who bore a passing resemblance to her new husband came storming toward them. “What is this? Some kind of horrible joke? How dare you burst in here and upset my grandmother like this?”

Marcus held his ground. “She’s my grandmother, too, Charlie. Aren’t you going to welcome me back?” His gaze swept the room. “It seems you have all become very at home in my absence.”

“Marcus?” Charlie stared hard at the uninvited guest. “Do you have proof?”

“What would you like to know?” Marcus flicked a casual finger over Charlie’s nose. “I know that I broke your nose with my cricket bat when I took a rather optimistic swing at a ball. I know that the scar over your eyebrow was caused when you teased my new puppy and he sank his teeth into your skull. Where is Grayfish by the way? Is he dead like my father?”

The butler came in with four footmen and bowed to Charlie, “My lord, do you wish me to—”

“My lord is it, Charlie? You have officially assumed the title?”

“Of course I haven’t,” Charlie snapped.

“But you have already investigated what needs to be done to assume it? Don’t lie. I’ve already spoken to our family solicitor.” Marcus paused as his brother stepped back. “I have official proof of who I am if any of you still doubt me.”

Charlie’s face crumpled. “Please… don’t be like this, we are all in shock, we… thought you were dead, we grieved.” He ran a shaking hand over his face. “Please give us a moment to regroup.”

He turned toward Amelia and then to Marcus. “I do beg your pardon, ma’am. May I ask your name?”

Marcus answered for her. “This is my wife, Amelia. Her first husband was a military man, too.”

Charlie swallowed hard and then bowed. “You are most welcome here, my lady, but—” He gaze flicked to a young woman who sat as if turned to stone at the dining table.

“Thank you.” Amelia dug her nails into Marcus’s flesh. “My husband has not been well. Perhaps it would be possible for us to retire to refresh ourselves before we sit down together and—”

“Of course!” Charlie turned with obvious relief to the butler who had remained by the door. “Jenkins, can you take my brother and his wife up to the blue bedchamber?” He glanced at the clock. “Perhaps you could join us in my, I mean, in the library in an hour?”

“That would be most agreeable.” Amelia curtsied. “Marcus?”

As soon as the door of the bedchamber closed behind them, Amelia put as much distance between herself and Marcus as she could manage.

“If you wished to set the cat amongst the pigeons you certainly succeeded.”

He shoved a hand through his dark hair. “They deserved it. Sitting here getting plump on my food in my house while I…” He sat down suddenly and covered his face in his hands. “God, I don’t know what came over me. They all looked so shocked, as if the thought that I might have survived was so implausible that they couldn’t believe their own eyes.”

He slowly looked up at her. “They gave up on me, Amelia. They stopped hoping. I find that unforgiveable.”

She knelt at his feet. “You don’t know that. You took one look at them and you just assumed they didn’t care. You were horrible.”

He set his jaw in a way that was becoming all-too familiar. “My brother and my grandmother instructed the family solicitors to search for legal ways to declare me dead so that the title could pass to my brother.”

“What title?”

“Havering. The earldom of Havering.”

“Oh dear God, so now I’m a countess,” Amelia murmured. “I’ve finally done exactly what my father wanted and married into the peerage.” She scowled at him. “Why didn’t you tell me that important piece of information?”

“Because my father was Havering. I’ve always been Viscount Stortford, which is a title I’ve never bothered to use.” He frowned. “What exactly does this have to do with what we are discussing?”

“It certainly doesn’t have anything to do with your current behavior.” Amelia took a deep breath. “We can speak about it later. Now what do you intend to do about your brother?”

Marcus exhaled. “I suppose I should at least attempt to give him a fair hearing.”

“That would be an excellent start.”

“What if I discover that I am right and that they don’t want me back?”

“They’ll just have to get used to it, won’t they?” Amelia met his worried gaze. “You are the Earl of Havering. If you want to kick them all out of your house no one will stop you.”

“But what if I don’t want to stay?” He sat forward, his hands clasped together between his knees. “What if I’ve changed too much to settle down?”

She shrugged. “Then we’ll leave.”

He blinked at her. “You would accept my decision?”

“I might argue with you about it, but I would never force anyone to stay and do their duty if they hated it.”

He drew a deep shuddering breath. “I am aware that after that performance in the dining room, I don’t deserve such consideration. They will have a perfect right to declare me insane.”

“Marcus,” she said softly. “You have been denied years of freedom, I think you at least deserve to be angry about being forgotten.”

He nodded. “I will apologize to my brother and grandmother when we go down.”

“And hopefully to that poor woman whom I assume is your forgotten fiancée? What a way to break the news to her.” Amelia shook her head. “She deserves an apology as well.”

“And I will offer her one as soon as I have settled matters with my family.” He paused. “I didn’t even notice she was there. I do realize that she is not to blame for my change of heart. I am the one who is at fault, and I will fully accept the blame.”

“Much good it will do you if she shoots you dead,” Amelia muttered. “That’s what I would be thinking of doing.”

“Well, let’s pray she is more forgiving than you would be.”

Amelia rose to her feet and went over to the dressing table to peer at her reflection in the mirror. “Oh, good Lord. I look as if I walked through several hedges to get here. No wonder all the ladies were staring at me as if I was some kind of camp-following trollop.”

She glanced behind at Marcus who was still sitting in the chair. “Can you ring for some hot water? We should at least make an attempt to look respectable before we join your family again.”

Marcus slowed his footsteps as they followed the footman down the stairs. The house seemed eerily unchanged, as if nothing had been touched since he’d left. In truth, as he was the heir, nothing should have been touched, but it still gave the place a strange sense of having been frozen in time.

Amelia’s hand rested on his sleeve as she paced alongside him, her interested gaze everywhere. He supposed he should’ve mentioned the title before he married her, but it hadn’t seemed important at the time. It was also too late to change what had happened. He might not want the honors and responsibilities that went with his ancient name, but they would be his until he died and another inherited the earldom.

“It’s a beautiful house, Marcus,” Amelia murmured.

“I suppose it is.” He’d taken it for granted until he’d found himself locked in a stinking black underground cell where he could barely stand upright. He stumbled and almost missed the last step.

“The library is down here.” He guided Amelia across the great entrance hall and to the left. Funny how he could remember everything about the house, but very little about the war. “My grandfather wanted his study as far away from the noise of the rest of the house as possible.”

“A sensible man.”

He thanked God yet again that he’d found Amelia. Her calm voice and demeanor were the only things that were keeping his conflicting emotions in check. He’d left Stortford Hall a happy, confident young man beloved by everyone. How on earth would his family reconcile themselves to the person he’d become? A man who trusted no one and couldn’t even remember exactly what had brought him to this day.

The sooner he saw Jack and dealt with his regiment, the sooner he could make some decisions about his future. He at least hoped that whatever he decided, Amelia would stand his friend. The footman paused at the door to the library and opened if for them before stepping back. Marcus still foolishly hoped his father would be sitting at the desk, but his brother was there instead with his grandmother.

“Come in, Marcus, please.” Charlie vacated his seat in a rush and came around the desk to offer them seats closer to the fire. “And Lady Havering.”

“Please, call me Amelia.”

“I would be honored to do so. Please call me Charles.”

Marcus sat beside his wife. She slid her hand into his within the folds of her still damp skirts. He cleared his throat.

“I wish to apologize for my earlier outburst. It was wrong of me to make such assumptions within seconds of my return to this house.”

“We understand that this must be a very difficult for you,” Charlie said carefully. “It is also something of a shock to us all, so you must also forgive us if we are insensitive or too inquisitive.” He took the seat next to his grandmother. “When did you return to England?”

“A few months ago.”

Shock flashed over Charlie’s open features. “That long ago? I—” He blushed. “Forgive me. There I go again being overly curious.”

Amelia smiled at him. “Your brother lost his memory. It took him quite a while to remember who he was and where he belonged.” She glanced quickly at Marcus who nodded and then continued. “From what I understand, he was taken prisoner in Spain and held captive for several years. One has to assume that after the defeat of Napoleon, his captors realized there would be no further reason to hold him and set him free.”

“Captive?” Charlie shook his head. “We spoke to your regimental commander, and he confirmed that you had been caught in an ambush. David Rice was killed outright and Jack Llewellyn was quietly ‘decommissioned’. I tried to speak to him, but he disappeared. Even his family disowned him.”

“Don’t worry about Jack,” Marcus said grimly. “I’ll deal with him myself.”

“Then what else can we do for you?” Charlie searched Marcus’s face as if looking for any signs of the brother he’d once loved. “Obviously, this is your home and—”

“I’m not really intending to send you all packing, Charlie,” Marcus offered. “I haven’t even decided if I want to live here yet.”

“But you must. This is your home. This is where the Earl of Havering owns land, deals with his tenants and disperses justice. It has always been thus.”

“And you have always been more aware of that tradition than I have. Father didn’t want me going off to war. I was expected to stay at home and learn my future duties. You were the one who was supposed to go.”

Charlie blushed. “I was quite happy to leave that to you. I had no stomach for warfare. I hoped that while you were away with the army, I could learn about the estate and be of some help to you when you returned.”

Marcus wondered what his life would’ve been like if he’d obeyed his father and stayed home. One of the reasons he and Jack had become friends was because they had both rebelled against their fathers. If he’d stayed at Stortford Hall, would he now be married to his distant cousin and worried about the whereabouts of his brother instead? He couldn’t even imagine such a life anymore.

“You are the oldest son, Marcus. Whatever you might think of me, I never forgot that,” Charlie said quietly.

“I am the one who told him to find out how matters stood with our solicitors, Marcus. Charlie didn’t want to do it.”

Marcus turned his attention to his grandmother who looked exactly the same as before he’d left to join the army. Her blue eyes were bright and her chin was held at a challenging angle that reminded him of Amelia.

“Charlie was quite happy to run the estate in your absence forever. I didn’t think that was fair.”

“So you gave up searching for me and concentrated on training my replacement?” Marcus raised an eyebrow. “How very sensible of you.”

“We didn’t give up. The War Office told us quite categorically that you were dead. During his trial, Jack Llewellyn said he saw you fall from your horse during the ambush.”

“Jack was court marshaled?”

“There was some military court involved,” the dowager countess said. “I should imagine his father, the duke, used his influence to prevent any negative information leaking out. We only knew about it because I asked an old army acquaintance of mine to find out the details.”

“What was Jack accused of?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Why does it matter?”

“Because…” Marcus looked helplessly at Amelia who was listening intently. “I always assumed Jack came home and lived happily ever after.”

“Hardly,” Charlie said. “He was disowned and disinherited by his father and the last I heard he had to work for his living as a nurse for wounded soldiers.”

Marcus struggled to take that information in. If Jack had already been punished for his crimes against his fellow soldiers, why hadn’t the Duke of Diable Delamere mentioned it? Not that he’d given the man much chance to speak in Jack’s defense…

“I’m sure that if you contact the head of your regiment, you will be able to find out exactly what happened to him,” Charlie said. “Have you decided to resign your commission as well?”

Marcus stared at Charlie. “I don’t consider myself fit to be a soldier anymore. I certainly intend to resign, although I should imagine my rank and position was filled long ago.”

Charlie sat forward. “Then you will at least come home until everything is sorted out?”

“I suppose so.” Marcus managed to smile. “I have nowhere else to go.” He swallowed hard. “Does father, I mean, do we still have a townhouse in London?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then perhaps it might be better if I went there and conducted my business with the regiment and the authorities first.”

Charlie’s face fell, and he glanced at the dowager. “The house isn’t staffed at present. It might take a few days to organize and open the rooms up. If that’s really what you want to do. It is your house after all.” He hesitated. “We were hoping you would stay here for a while.”

“We would be delighted to wait here until the house can be staffed, won’t we, Marcus?” Amelia said squeezing his hand. “It will give you time to reacquaint yourself with the estate and your family.”

It appeared his desire to leave and hunt down Jack was being thwarted at every turn even by his wife. He’d waited years for his revenge. He could wait another week or so.

He managed a smile. “Yes, that would be delightful.”


Chapter 10

Leaving Marcus sleeping in the opulent surroundings of the blue guest bedroom, Amelia descended the stairs and was directed by a footman into a small breakfast room at the back of the house with a view over the garden. It was quite thrilling to be in a grand house again with servants to wait on her every whim. She’d never imagined a time when such a life would be hers again, and now here she was, a countess and the wife of a man who owned thousands of acres of Hertfordshire.

It was almost amusing.

The only other occupant of the room was the lady Amelia had seen at the dinner table the night before. She was probably in her late twenties; the same age as Amelia, and dressed with quiet good taste. Her brown hair was braided in a coronet on top of her head in a regal fashion, which suited her.

“Good morning.” Amelia offered a warm smile. “I don’t believe we were properly introduced last night. “I’m Amelia, Marcus’s wife.”

“And I’m his betrothed, Felicity Marcham. Did Marcus not mention that he was already promised to another?”

Amelia paused, caught between amusement at such a blunt reply and respect for the woman who challenged her. There were no servants in the room so she felt no compunction in replying in kind.

“He did mention it, but he insisted that the marriage was arranged by his father when you were both rather young, and that neither of you wanted it.”

Miss Marcham raised her chin. “Contracts were signed; my dowry was handed over to the estate. I believe if I went to a solicitor at law, he would quite happily prosecute Marcus for breach of promise.”

“I’m sure he would.” Amelia loaded her plate with food and took the seat next to Miss Marcham. “Do you love him?”

“That is none of your business.”

“That’s true, but I’m trying to understand the situation. It is obviously easy for Marcus to insist that you were always more like brother and sister because it persuaded me that it would be all right to marry him instead.”

Miss Marcham snorted. “I doubt you needed much persuading.”

“I beg your pardon?”

This time Amelia detected a definite sneer.

“From what Charlie told me, you followed the army baggage train.”

“I did, but I don’t understand what that has to do with me marrying Marcus.”

“Women like you, camp followers, will always find a way to survive. Did you persuade him to marry you when he was drunk, incapacitated, or wounded?”

Amelia held onto her temper with what she considered admirable restraint. “Actually, I didn’t meet Marcus until he turned up in my village. I had already returned to England as a widow.”

“Where you were obviously on the hunt for another man to take care of you.”

Amelia raised her chin. “I do hate to contradict you, but that wasn’t what happened. I found Marcus unconscious in the village street and brought him home to nurse him.”

“And took advantage of his weakened state.”

“Miss Marcham, you’ve known Marcus for years. Do you really think any woman could take advantage of him? He is quite formidable.” Amelia gathered the shreds of her temper. “I didn’t come here to argue about how or why I ended up agreeing to marry your betrothed. I just wanted to hear your side of the story. In truth, you have said many unpleasant things about my character and desires and yet expressed no emotion about Marcus, the man you were betrothed to.”

Miss Marcham raised her eyebrows. “What does marriage have to do with emotion? I was promised to him at a young age. I have waited patiently for him to return to me beyond all hope and expectation. Am I not entitled to be angry when you turn up instead?”

“One might think that your first sentiment would be relief that he didn’t die.” Amelia held her companion’s gaze. “If you loved him, that is.”

There was the sound of someone clearing their throat, and Amelia looked up to find Charles Stortford framed in the doorway. With a stifled sound, Miss Marcham rose to her feet.

“Excuse me.”

She pushed past Charles and left the room, leaving Amelia facing her brother-in-law.

“I do apologize, Charles. I don’t normally pick fights over the breakfast table.” Amelia grimaced. “You must think very badly of me.”

“I don’t think you were the only one fighting.” He came more fully into the room and sat opposite Amelia before helping himself to coffee from the tall silver pot on the table. “Felicity can be rather forthright at times.”

Amelia said nothing to that. She’d already upset one member of Marcus’s family and had no intention of ending up at odds with his brother. She knew how it felt to be estranged from one’s relatives and would do everything in her power to make sure Marcus was given every opportunity to heal the wounds within his family.

“I didn’t mean to upset her.” She hesitated. “I hate to speak of such personal matters, but Marcus assured me that the match between himself and Miss Marcham was not wanted by either of them. I wouldn’t have married him if I’d believed otherwise.”

Charles smiled. “I doubt you had much choice if my brother was set on the matter. He might not look the same outwardly, but he was always good at getting his own way.”

“He suffered very greatly in the war,” Amelia said softly. “He felt that everyone had abandoned and forgotten him.”

“And who can blame him? Coming back here after surviving the horrors of captivity and finding us all here… living in his house untouched by war. God, I am ashamed of myself.” His voice broke and Charles hurriedly looked away. “I’d give anything to make him happy. To give him his old life back, but I can’t, can I?”

“You can welcome him back into your family and accept that he has changed quite profoundly.” Amelia hesitated. “He suffers from very bad headaches and memory loss which makes him angry and frustrated. I’m certain those things will improve in time, but at the moment he is still struggling.”

Charles slowly exhaled. “Thank you for sharing your thoughts on this matter. I think Marcus is a lucky man to have met you.”

“Miss Marcham doesn’t agree. She thinks I set out to trap him.” Amelia sighed. “I assume you know her much better than I ever will. Is there anything you can say to her that might make her feel better about this horrible situation?”

“I will certainly do my best to help.” Charles hesitated. “Perhaps she should speak directly to Marcus. If anyone can make her understand how he is feeling and why he acted in this way, it is he. She might not have loved him, but from where I stood, she always adored him.”

There was a wistful note in Charles’s voice that made Amelia study him intently. He had lived with Miss Marcham for years and was obviously rather fond of her himself.

“I do not wish her harm, and I’m certain Marcus wants the best for her.” Amelia poured Charles some more coffee. “However, I’m not certain Marcus would appreciate her attempting to take him to court for breach of promise.”

“She said she was going to do that, did she?” Surprisingly, Charles grinned. “She always comes out fighting like a good ’un. I do apologize, I meant…”

“There’s no need,” Amelia said. “I understand what you meant. I did spend several years in the tail of an army, after all.”

“Felicity isn’t the shy little thing Marcus might remember.”

Amelia met his gaze. “Then perhaps it is time Marcus understood that and made sure her future is as secure and well-dowered as he can make it.”

“The estate is wealthy enough to withstand the withdrawal of her dowry; I made sure of that.”

“Then Marcus should also be thanking you for taking such good care of his possessions.”

Charles looked down at his cup. “It was the least I could do for both of them. I wanted to make sure the estate would prosper whoever was at the helm, and that Felicity would have the freedom to marry again. I told her years ago that she was free to leave us and find a new husband, I even promised her I would pay back her dowry over time and would make sure her family knew this, but she refused. I think she was too afraid. She’s lived here with us since she was a child.”

“You are a very good man, Charles Stortford.” Amelia toasted him with her coffee cup.

“A man who stopped looking for his own brother, who gave up…”

“The War Office said he was dead; Jack Llewellyn confirmed it. What else were you supposed to think?” She reached across and patted his clenched fist. “War is horrible and chaotic and people we love die and never come back.” She swallowed hard. “You did your best to carry on in your brother’s name. I am sure that in time, he will be grateful to you for what you did.”

When she’d sent a letter to her parents to tell them that Matthew had died she’d received nothing in return, not even an acknowledgement that she had written. Rather than remembering her, they had chosen to erase her from their family entirely.

She finished her coffee and decided to go back upstairs to see if Marcus had woken up. The least she could do was prepare him for Miss Marcham’s anger and his brother’s apparently sincere remorse. Her steps slowed as she mounted the stairs. But should she even be doing this? She had a tendency to want to try and manage people. Was she still treating Marcus like an invalid who could not sort out these intimate family matters for himself?

She reached their bedroom and went inside to find Marcus awake, his dark blue gaze now fastened on her.

“You should have woken me.”

She mustered a smile. “You seemed tired. I had breakfast with your brother and your intended. It was most stimulating.”

“Interfering again, Amelia?”

She walked toward him, her smile disappearing. “Am I?”

“Are you what?”

“Interfering?” She sighed. “I hate to see your family fighting each other.”

He held out his hand, and she reluctantly took it as he pulled her onto the bed. “I know you want to help me, and I am glad that you are here to offer me your support, but some of this—” He paused. “Some of this mess I created, and I have to find a way to sort it out by myself. Do you understand?”

“Like marrying me when you had a perfectly good fiancée waiting for you at home?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I believe that was one of my better decisions.”

“I don’t think Miss Marcham would agree with you.”

“I’ll take care of that, I promise you.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Is she cutting up rough?”

“She certainly isn’t happy at being supplanted by a camp follower.”

“Felicity should not speak to you like that.” His mouth tightened.

She bent down to kiss him. “Don’t get upset. It is true. I did follow the drum, and the vast majority of the women who did the same were definitely not respectable.”

“Amelia…”

He threaded his hand into her hair, trapping her against him and kissing her until she yielded her mouth to him with a sigh. He slid one hand down her back and gently rucked up her skirt and petticoats until he uncovered the tops of her stockings and garters.

“Felicity doesn’t know you at all. You are the bravest woman I have ever met,” he murmured against her lips as he continued to kiss her.

“I am not brave,” she whispered. “Sometimes I feel like a complete coward.”

“Not to me.” He slid his hand further up her thigh and settled it over her buttock, pressing her against him until she straddled his lap. The only thing separating him from the warm welcome of her sex was the sheet between them. “We both know I’m the only coward, here, my love.”

She cupped his face in her hands and stared into his eyes, a smile lingering on her lips. “You were captured doing your duty and have returned home despite all the odds. Most people would think you brave and rather extraordinary.”

“I’d rather not be pointed at like some strange animal at a county fair,” He grumbled. “I’ve had enough excitement in my life to last me forever.”

She laughed and kissed him. “I agree. I can’t wait to see you become one of those stuffy old gentlemen who frown at the young and complain about how much better things were in their day.”

“I doubt I’ll say that. If any child of mine can avoid becoming involved in a war, I would be eternally grateful.” He held her gaze. “Do you want children?”

“I… think so.”

“You do not sound very sure.”

She sighed. “I was pregnant once when I was in France. I lost the child when we had to make a hasty retreat from advancing French troops. It almost killed me. I’ve never conceived since. I might not be able to.”

“I’m sorry.” He kissed the tip of her nose and then her mouth. “War doesn’t just affect those who fight it. Other innocents are forced to become involved as well.” An image of a child bending over him seared through his consciousness and he went still.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just remembered a boy I met during my captivity. He came to bring me water and then stayed to cut off all the silver buttons and lace from my uniform. I was too weak to stop him.” He half-smiled. “In the circumstances, I could hardly blame him for doing everything in his power to stay alive.”

“If you do not want children, we should not be doing this.” Amelia rocked against him. “In fact, we should not have done it at all.”

“I am more than willing to accept the consequences of this particular choice,” Marcus murmured. “As long as you are, too.”

In answer, she knelt up over him and pushed down the sheet between their bodies, freeing his cock. He placed his hands on her hips and drew her down over him, groaning with the sensation of being held tightly within her sleek heat.

“That is good, Amelia.”

She looked down at him, and her hair brushed his cheek. With a stifled sound, her rolled her beneath him and braced himself on his elbows over her.

“I’m sorry… sometimes I can’t bear to be trapped underneath you.”

Her smile disappeared. “Did someone chain you to a bed and force you?”

He closed his eyes and shuddered, burying his face in the curve of her neck and just let his instincts take over until he could think of nothing except the exquisite tightness around his thrusting cock and the need to come deep inside her.

She gasped his name as he climaxed and dug her nails into his shoulders .The sharp pain only heightened his enjoyment.

“Marcus…” His fingers caressed the damp hair at the back of his neck. “What happened to you?”

He rolled onto his back and stared up at the canopy over their heads. “I can’t remember. All I know is that I can’t bear to feel trapped.”

She reached for his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “I’m sorry. I’m meddling again, aren’t I? I always want to fix things.”

He let out a breath he wasn’t even aware that he was holding. “It’s not your fault. I really don’t know what happened. I get glimpses of something, of a family, of being used like an animal and then they fade away.” He shuddered. “In truth, I’m not sure if I want to remember it all. I’m afraid I’ll go mad.”

There, he’d said it out loud.

His worst fear.

She rose up on one elbow and looked down at him. “I won’t let you go mad.”

“I don’t think you will be able to stop me.”

“I’ve seen terrible things, Marcus—things that no gently brought up young lady was ever supposed to see, and I’ve survived so far. You can tell me anything.”

“Even if it reflects badly on me?”

“War is horrible. No one escapes it without regrets. Even I…” She stopped and shivered. “Sometimes when I was nursing patients, I had to decide who I would care for—who had the best chance of surviving. I hated myself for having to make those choices. I still dream about those faces, all those men I couldn’t save, especially the ones who had to be left behind…”

He tucked a strand of her auburn hair behind her ear with an unsteady hand. “What a pair we are.”

She smiled. “Indeed.”

He kissed her then and rolled on top of her, slower this time and gentler, sharing the pleasure in slow, rapturous waves while they gazed into each other’s eyes. No place for him to hide. No place for her either, only a mutual desire and honesty that defied everything they had seen and somehow made it bearable.

He felt each clench of her womb, each separate pulse of his seed as he filled her and each soft aftershock as she rocked against him.

Peace.

Something he’d never thought he’d ever find again. Mayhap only peace in his own bed and within his wife’s body, but it was a start. Surely it was that…

“Felicity.”

Marcus tried again as Felicity stood up and attempted to leave the morning room where he had finally tracked her down.

“This is ridiculous. We need to talk about the unfortunate situation we find ourselves in.”

Her eyes snapped fire. “The situation is all of your own making, Marcus! How could you marry that woman?”

“I am not here to discuss my wife. I only wish to talk about what I can do to make amends to you.”

Felicity looked away from him. “Oh, you will make amends. I’ll bankrupt you.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean? You broke your promise. You abandoned me for a camp-following hussy!”

Marcus sat opposite her and marshaled his thoughts. Angry females were high on his list of stresses to avoid, but he had to deal with his cousin. Her anger was his fault after all and quite justified.

“We had already agreed before I left for Spain that we would not suit.”

“So? Perhaps I changed my mind.”

“Why would you do that? We were friends; there was nothing romantic between us at all. Surely you can’t be saying that my absence made your heart grow fonder.”

Her cheeks reddened and she glared at him. “It would have done my reputation the world of good if I’d suddenly declared that I no longer wanted to be affianced to a man who was heroically fighting our country’s enemies.”

“That’s the first thing you’ve said that makes any sense.” He hesitated. “I can see that might have made things difficult for you. And then when I didn’t return, did you feel as if you had to remain single to honor my memory?”

She gave an inelegant snort. “You flatter yourself.”

“Then why…?”

“What was I supposed to do, Marcus? Announce that I no longer considered myself engaged to you and go to London for a Season? How was I supposed to accomplish that? Your grandmother wouldn’t have taken me and, as far as I understood the circumstances from Charles, my dowry was so firmly embedded in the Stortford finances that nothing short of gunpowder would dislodge a penny of it.”

“I’m sorry, Felicity. I didn’t think. You are quite right to be angry.” Marcus met her furious gaze. “As soon as I understand the workings of the estate, I will of course, release all your dowry monies to you in full.”

“Much good that will do me now,” she snapped at him. “I’m six and twenty, Marcus. I’m far too old to marry.”

“Nonsense. If you want to marry, I will do everything in my power to make it happen. If you wish to return to London, mayhap Amelia could chaperone you…”

“As if I’d let her lord it over me.”

Marcus held onto his temper with some effort. He’d forgotten how bloody stubborn she could be. “Then perhaps my grandmother would take you or some other relative. I’m sure we can drum up someone suitable.”

“Why would you bother?”

“Because I feel damn guilty about you.”

Her only reply was a sniff. He reached across and took her hand. “Felicity, we used to be friends. We can do much better than this. I swear on my father’s grave that I will do everything in my power to make this up to you, but I cannot have you speaking ill of my wife.” He hesitated. “When you get to know her better, I am sure you will come to like her very much. She saved my life. I owe her everything.”

“And she got everything, didn’t she?”

“Only after I begged and pleaded with her to come back and marry me.”

“Then she is cleverer than she looks.”

“Good God, yes. You must have known I wouldn’t dream of marrying anyone who wasn’t as clever as you are, Felicity.”

“All right.” She drew her hand out of his. “I will do my best to be civil to her.”

“I would appreciate that enormously. And as to the rest of it, I’ve arranged to speak to Mr. Berry tomorrow about various matters to do with the estate. I will be sure to mention the release of your dowry as of the utmost importance.”

“I should think so, too.”

“Charles seem to think—”

She turned her head away and picked up her embroidery. “Charles has worked very hard to put the estate in order. I do hope you appreciate it.”

“I do.” Marcus stood as a headache threatened. “Don’t worry. I intend to make sure that he is compensated for all the work he has done.” He paused. “You know him better than I do, Felicity. Will I ever be able to make up for the loss of the title to him?”

“Oh for goodness sake, Marcus, don’t be ridiculous.” He was pleased that she seemed to have reverted back to treating him like a tiresome older brother. One thing she had never been was a sulker. “Charles did it for you. In his heart, he always thought you would come back, even after everyone else—including me—had given up hope.”

“Then I am doubly in his debt.” Marcus bowed. “Thank you. I know this isn’t easy for you, Felicity, or for Charles, but I appreciate your understanding more than I can say.”

Her hands twisted together on her lap. “I don’t care what you think of me and my behavior. All I want is for Charles to be recognized for his unswerving loyalty and devotion.”

“I understand.”

She held his gaze. “Thank you. And now I suppose I should summon the housekeeper and Cook and introduce them to your wife.”

“Her name is Amelia.”

“I will do my duty to her for your sake and for the sake of this family.” She waved him away. “Ask her to meet me in the small morning room adjacent to the servants’ stairs.”

Marcus bowed and left the room. It seemed to take forever to make his way back to his bedchamber. He was fairly certain that Felicity would accept his help to disentangle herself from his family. She was remarkably black and white about everything and her pride meant everything to her. He pressed a hand to his temple. Every encounter with his family made his head ache in a futile attempt to make sense of his past and their part in it. There were so many holes where his memory was blank. He kept worrying that if he didn’t concentrate very hard he wouldn’t understand anything at all.

His bedchamber was blessedly quiet, and he took the opportunity to sit in a chair facing the park outside and stared at nothing. Eventually, his heart stopped racing and his headache receded. He’d been groomed to take over the Stortford estates since birth, but what had once come naturally to him seemed forced and fake and…

Bloody exhausting.

How was he ever going to manage everything? The idea of being responsible for anyone else’s wellbeing was terrifying. He would protect Amelia with his life, but everyone else? His staff, his tenants, and the people who depended on him? He no longer wanted to be in charge of anyone’s destiny. War had shaken all his certainties about God and the order of things. Now all he saw was chaos.

He took another look out over the neatly tended fields, his gaze drawn to the ancient church spire in the distant center of Bishops Stortford. Time went on. Families thrived and died in a bewildering pattern that no one could even attempt to understand. Perhaps knowing that, knowing that disorder was only a hairsbreadth away, would make him a better manager.

With Amelia beside him, there was no chance of him racing up to London and gambling, whoring and drinking his way through his fortune. If he did stay as the active head of the Stortford family, he would do his best to safeguard the estate against any possible disaster. And if it came to hand-to-hand fighting to defend his land, he was quite capable of killing.

All men were.

Marcus considered how many days it would be before he was able to get back to London. If he had judged the Duke of Diable Delamere accurately, Jack would be well aware of his return. Whether Jack wanted to meet Marcus or not, he would have no choice in the end. He would be found and explanations would be made. And then there would be a reckoning between them.


Chapter 11

“I hope you don’t mind going back to London so quickly,” Marcus said.

Amelia turned to study his austere face. “Not when we are traveling in such style. I assume you are attempting to find Jack?”

“Yes.”

Marcus pinched the bridge of his nose as though his head was aching, which it probably was. She’d noticed he suffered from a lot of headaches, especially when he was stressed or attempting to read for long periods of time. He’d spent most of the previous day shut in the estate room with Charles and the land agent and had emerged white-faced and gone straight to bed.

“Luckily, we can stay at Stortford House. It is in a very convenient location.”

“I’m sure it is.” Amelia rubbed the glass window of the carriage with the tip of her glove. “Where do you expect to find Jack?”

“I’m not sure. I suspect I’ll have to go back to the Duke of Diable Delamere.”

“Oh dear.”

Marcus looked up. “You know him?”

“Hardly.” Amelia hastened to cover her error.

“My dear, I am quite certain that you grew up in the best of society. There is no need to pretend otherwise.”

She didn’t say anything and after a moment he continued speaking.

“The duke has many contacts and intimated that he knew Jack rather well.” He frowned. “Although he didn’t mention that Jack had been discharged from the military and disowned by his own family. He did try to tell me that I shouldn’t believe everything I’d heard.”

“Do you think Jack might be innocent as well?”

“I don’t know.” Marcus shrugged. “I can’t see how. Despite the fact that he joined up as a regular soldier, he is the son of a duke. His father might have used his influence to lessen the charges purely to protect the family name and reputation.”

“That sounds just like an aristocrat,” Amelia agreed.

“What exactly did your father do to protect his family name, Amelia?”

“What he deemed necessary.” She resumed her station at the window. “I think I’ll use that guinea I saved to venture out into the markets and buy myself the fabric for a new gown. I can hardly sally forth in this old dress.”

“There is no need to do that.”

“There is every need. I look like a dowd.”

“Felicity has already arranged for a dressmaker to attend you at Stortford House.”

“She has?”

“She thought you would be pleased.” His quiet chuckle made her swing back around to stare at him. “She said she didn’t want anyone mistaking you for one of the servants.”

“Felicity is an extremely managing young woman, but I am remarkably relieved that she has decided not to hate me.” Amelia bit her lip. “I don’t have the coin to pay a dressmaker.”

“You are the Countess of Havering. You can afford anything you like.” Marcus made an airy gesture with his hands. “Trust me, I saw the accounts yesterday. Charlie has done wonders with the estate. Far better than I would’ve done. I intend to make you a quarterly allowance, but order what you need for now, and we can settle up later.”

Amelia blinked at him. “Are you quite serious?”

His smile widened. “Absolutely. When was the last time you had a new dress?”

She glanced down at her serviceable blue skirts. “That I didn’t help make myself? That would’ve been the year of my debut in society. A lifetime ago.”

He caught hold of her hand and kissed her fingers. “Then I am delighted to offer you carte blanche.” He winked. “In the financial sense.”

“I…” She swallowed hard. “I wish I could be noble and insist that I am quite content with my old dresses, but I cannot. The thought of one new gown, let alone several makes me very happy.” She squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”

He leaned across and kissed her nose. “Thank you for marrying me. If I have to spend the Havering money I’d much rather spend it on you than me.” His expression grew serious. “And if we are to scale the walls of society in search of Jack, we need the proper armor.”

“I thought your grandmother said he was working as a nurse?”

“Jack? Did she?” He frowned. “I don’t remember. All I do know is that there is some connection between him and the duke. If we want to find Jack we’ll have to brave the duke’s mansion in Grosvenor Square.”

Amelia gave a little shudder. “I can’t wait.”

Five days later, attired in her newly delivered morning gown, Amelia stood beside Marcus on the steps leading up to the duke’s extremely grand house. Marcus’s calling card was accepted, and they were ushered into the black-and-white tiled hall and up the stairs to the duchess’s drawing room. Marcus’s muscles tightened beneath the fine cloth of his sleeve and he almost balked in front of the door.

Amelia squeezed his arm. “Courage, my friend.”

“The Earl and Countess of Havering, Your Grace.” The butler bowed and stood to one side, allowing them to pass. There was only one other person present in the room.

An elegant woman wearing a blue silk dress that Amelia instantly coveted rose to her feet and came toward them. She wasn’t classically beautiful, but she was handsome and clearly aware of her worth. Amelia couldn’t remember meeting her before, which was something of a relief. She’d spent several anxious moments wondering whether any of her former associates would recognize her after almost ten years away from London society.

“Good afternoon. His Grace said I should expect you to call on me.” The duchess took Amelia’s hand in hers. “I also believe I should congratulate you on your recent marriage.”

Amelia curtsied.  “Thank you, Your Grace.”

Beside her Marcus bowed low. “Your Grace.”

“Please come and sit with me.” The duchess resumed her seat. “I understand that you have only recently returned to England, my lord.”

Marcus studied the duchess carefully. “With all due respect, Your Grace, you are remarkably well informed.”

“His Grace is the one with all the information. I just make sure he shares it with me when necessary.”

“Then you will probably also know that I am looking for Jack Llewellyn.”

“So I have heard.” The duchess fixed her intelligent gaze on Marcus. “I am very fond of Jack. He took good care of my brother Michael who was injured during the war.” She smiled at Amelia. “After Jack’s intervention, Michael grew strong enough to take on the rather complex job of the duke’s secretary.”

“Michael Waterstone is your brother, Duchess?” Marcus asked.

“Indeed he is. Have you met him?”

“I met him a few weeks ago when I first came looking for the duke. I believe I am also acquainted with at least one of your older brothers who fought in Spain.”

“My husband said you were a military man, my lord. Is that how you also know Jack?”

Amelia glanced at the duchess. There was nothing in her face to indicate that she knew how much Marcus blamed her friend for his current situation. It was possible that the Duke of Diable Delamere hadn’t shared absolutely everything with his formidable wife. It was also possible that the duchess wouldn’t have believed the duke if he had.

“Yes, I met Jack in Spain as well.”

“He is currently in Wales on a commission for the duke.”

Marcus frowned. “He has not yet returned?”

“We expect him back shortly. He was escorting his wife home and might have become caught up in family affairs.”

“His wife?” Marcus asked. “I thought they were estranged.”

“They were.” The duchess sighed. “I believe the duke hoped they might resolve their differences on the journey, but I suspect he is being rather optimistic.”

“About what, my dear?”

“Oh, there you are, Your Grace.”

Amelia looked back toward the door as the Duke of Diable Delamere came in. He wore a black coat and white linen that emphasized the hard line of his jaw and his autocratic nose. His silver eyes were fixed most disconcertingly on her.

Marcus rose slowly to his feet. “Your Grace. I understand that Jack has not yet returned.”

“You are correct.” The duke advanced into the room and paused beside his wife to take her hand and kiss it. “Madame, your obedient servant. I apologize for my late arrival.” His gaze turned to Amelia. “Would you be so good as to introduce me?”

Marcus stepped forward and put his hand on her shoulder. “This is my wife, Amelia, Countess of Havering.”

The duke’s bow was perfection. “A pleasure, my lady.” He glanced over at Marcus. “Your intended bride decided not to wait for you after all?”

“We agreed to part. She is free to marry as she chooses, Your Grace.”

“Then I suspect she’ll take your brother. I’ve often thought they’d make an admirable couple.” The duke took the seat next to his wife. “Will you pour me some tea, my dear?”

Marcus put on his hat and offered Amelia his arm as they went down the steps of the mansion. The skies were clear and there was no chance of rain. They had decided to walk back to Stortford House.

“It feels like I will never see Jack,” Marcus grumbled.

“The duke did offer to apprise you of his return.”

“As if I’d trust him to tell me anything. The first thing he’ll do is warn Jack off, and he’ll be gone again.”

“But what if Jack doesn’t want to avoid you?” Amelia asked slowly. “Mayhap he doesn’t know what happened, and will be just as surprised as everyone else because you have reappeared.”

Marcus didn’t reply and Amelia carried on speaking. “The duchess spoke very highly of him.”

At this, Marcus did glance down at her. “Are you trying to make excuses for Jack now?”

“I’m just asking you to be cautious about how you proceed.”

Marcus stopped walking and turned to face her. “I deserve an explanation, Amelia.”

She touched his sleeve. “I know, but—”

“I’ve lost years of my life because of what happened that day. Years that I can never get back or even damn well remember.”

“From the sound of it, Jack hasn’t exactly been living the high life himself. Court marshaled, thrown out by his family, estranged from his wife…”

“Perhaps he deserved it.” There was a hard look to Marcus’s mouth that didn’t bode well for Jack’s future.

“Perhaps he does,” Amelia agreed.

He slowly exhaled. “I’m sorry, Amelia. It’s just that I’ve spent years thinking about this moment—of seeing Jack again, and simply wrapping my hands around his throat and choking the life out of him. It’s the only constant I have from the time I was captured until I woke up in Dove Cottage. It consumed me and kept me alive. It’s hard to step back and consider all this new evidence.”

“If he admits what he did, I won’t stop you exacting any revenge you think necessary on him. I’ll even hold your coat while you fight.”

She held his gaze and watched the strain disappear from his blue eyes. One side of his mouth kicked up.

“Bloodthirsty wench, aren’t you?”

She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “That’s because I grew up in the tail of an army.”

“Sometimes I miss that life. At least I understood it.”

“I can’t say that I do—although not always having to act like a simpleton at a debut ball was rather refreshing. I discovered I was capable of many things.”

He took her hand, placed it on his sleeve and they started walking again.

“I’ll give him the opportunity to explain himself.”

“Before you strangle him.”

He glanced down at her, his blue eyes full of wry amusement. “That, my dear is a given. One cannot confess if one is dead.”

She was laughing up at him when a movement to her left caught her eye. She turned to see the startled face of a woman passing by in an open carriage. Ducking her head, she increased her pace, her heart thumping.

“Are you quite well, Amelia?” Marcus inquired as he attempted to keep up with her.

She kept moving. “I think it is going to rain. I don’t want to get my new pelisse wet.”

“You can always buy another one.”

They turned a corner out of the square and she forced herself to look up at him and smile. “You are becoming a wastrel, sir. What will Charles think if you bankrupt the earldom buying coats for me?”

“Hang the earldom.” He cupped her chin, halting their progress again. “I’d rather you were warm and not chilled by the rain.”

“As if I haven’t been both many times before and survived perfectly well.”

“I don’t want you to have to survive. I want you to thrive. I want you never to have to worry about being safe and warm ever again.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Marcus…”

“I mean it, my lady. Whatever happens between me and Jack, you will never want for anything.”

She nodded, and he started walking again.

“So who was the woman in the carriage?”

Amelia sighed. “I was hoping you hadn’t noticed. She was… someone I once knew.”

“She certainly looked surprised to see you.”

“I haven’t been in London for almost nine years. I’m hoping she’ll think she made a mistake and will forget all about me.”

“Is she the kind of person who would keep such information to herself?”

“No,” Amelia said ruefully. “She is a terrible gossip.”

He patted her gloved hand. “Then perhaps we should expect a call from her.”

“Only if she can work out where I am staying and who you are. Even then she probably won’t dare to call without permission.”

“Knowing the size of London society and its propensity for gossip, I doubt it will take her long. I’ve already received several invitations from various hostesses. I suspect my grandmother and cousin Felicity have been busy writing letters to ease our passage back into society.”

“Oh, drat.”

Stortford House came in sight, and they walked up the steps to the black paneled front door.

Marcus paused to look down at her. “Are you worried about this woman? Would it help to tell me who she is?”

Amelia let out her breath. “I suppose you’ll find out anyway. That was my mother.”

The door opened, and she swept past the butler, leaving Marcus stranded on the step. He caught up with her at her bedroom door.

“Your mother?”

“We all have one, you know.” She went in and he followed her, waiting silently as she took off her bonnet and pelisse.

“But—”

“You said you didn’t need to know about my family.”

“Before I married you.” He nodded. “Now we are a couple. I would like to think you could trust me with the facts of the matter.”

She sat down at her dressing table and patted her hair, watching his reflection in the mirror. “It must be fairly obvious to you what happened. My parents didn’t approve of Matthew as a potential husband. I disagreed, and I ran away with him to France.”

“When did you meet him?”

“During my first Season.” Amelia picked up her hairbrush. “At an afternoon picnic at his commanding officer’s house. He’d been brought in to ensure the house and grounds were secure. I met him in one of the gardens and liked him immediately.”

“But your parents didn’t approve.”

“How could they? He was of a far lower social class and half American.”

“Almost a foreigner.”

“Exactly.”

Marcus crossed over to the bed and sat on the side of it. “How old were you?”

“Seventeen, why?”

“Did you know what you wanted at that age?”

“Yes.” She held his gaze. “I wanted to marry someone I could love and not someone my parents chose for me because of their wealth or position. I fell in love with Matthew the moment I saw him.”

“Did you ever doubt that choice?”

She considered his question for a few moments, reviewing her marriage in her head as a series of pictures. “We argued, we disagreed and I made many mistakes. I think Matthew was shocked to discover just how ignorant of real life his new wife was, but we muddled through and we loved each other.”

Marcus nodded and smoothed a hand over the silk counterpane.

“After he died. Did you inform your parents?”

“I wrote to them, yes.”

“And?”

“They didn’t contact me.”

His hand stilled. “I’m sorry, Amelia.”

“Why? I was almost glad that they didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I would’ve hated having to go back and beg for forgiveness. And they would have insisted that I begged, and even then, they might still have turned me away.”

“And you think I am stubborn.”

She sighed. “I’m not the same girl anymore, Marcus. I’ve seen and done things that would be beyond my parent’s comprehension. I couldn’t return to being that innocent, docile child they’d expect. I’d suffocate.”

“Come here.”

He patted the bed, and she walked over to stand in front of him. He put his hands on her waist and drew her between his thighs.

“I understand.”

She raised a wary eyebrow at him.

“I, too, feel like something of an imposter. I’m not the idealistic fool who left home despite his father’s warnings to defend his country. I lost that man—that overgrown boy—somewhere in France, and I’ll never find him or be him again.” His smile was sad. “The difference between us is that you like the person you have become and I…” He grimaced. “I still don’t know who I am, or what I intend to do next.”

She stroked his cheek. “You have survived things that would’ve broken most men and still returned home. You have barely rediscovered your identity. I fear you are being too hard on yourself.”

“You think things will get better?” He raised his dark blue gaze to hers.

“I am quite certain they will. Your health will improve, your memory will return and—”

“I’m not sure I want to remember all of it.” He blinked and looked away. “I think I might go mad.”

She kissed his unsmiling mouth. “I am here. I will not allow you to drown in your memories. What happened to you was horrible, but you have the chance to forge a new path for yourself.”

“After I’ve dealt with Jack.”

She searched his face. “You won’t kill him.”

“I’ve had enough of killing to last me five lifetimes. But what Jack did?” His hands tightened at her waist. “What’s one more life when he took so many?”

Amelia sighed. “Try not to kill him.”

His slow smile was something of a surprise and a relief. “I promised you I wouldn’t.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

“I’d expect nothing less.” He leaned forward and captured her mouth, and she surrendered to his kiss. Within seconds, he sat her on his lap and his hands delved beneath her petticoats to cup her buttocks.

“Marcus…”

“Yes, my dear?”

“It is still daylight.”

“And we are an old married couple in our own house who have nothing else to do with our time except be waited upon by servants.” He kissed her more thoroughly, molding her flesh against the rise of his breeches-covered cock. “Neither of us have a single duty to perform except this. In fact, it is our first duty to the family to procreate. It’s quite freeing, isn’t it?”

With a sigh, she pushed his coat off, unpinned his cravat and started on the buttons of his waistcoat. “I am not used to being idle.”

“Then concentrate on entertaining your husband.”

She undid the fall of his breeches and pulled his shirt over his head, exposing his scarred skin to the light. Kissing his shoulder, she breathed in his unique scent.

“You promise to keep me busy?”

His fingers worked on the back of her gown, loosening it from her shoulders. “Yes, my lady. As busy and fulfilled as I can.”


Chapter 12

From across the crowded room, the Duchess of Diable Delamere beckoned graciously to Amelia who nudged her husband.

“Marcus, we are being summoned.”

They had decided to accept an invitation to a picnic at the home of one of Marcus’s grandmother’s best friends. The Marchioness of Evesham also happened to be one of the most foremost hostesses of the London Season. Everyone who aspired to be anyone was at the gathering. Amelia was pleased that she was wearing one of her new gowns and that she didn’t look too out of place.

She’d recognized a few of the faces she’d come out with all those years ago. Most of them looked the same; some of them—especially the men—seemed to have gone to rack and ruin. None of them spoke to her or acknowledged her openly, although she was aware of the whispering that followed her and Marcus as they had progressed through the rooms and onto the verandah where a sumptuous repast had been laid out.

“Ah, there you are, Lady Havering,” the duchess called as Amelia and Marcus approached her. Thank goodness there was no sign of her enigmatic spouse. “Are you enjoying the party?”

Amelia curtsied, and Marcus bowed over the duchess’s hand. “Duchess. Lady Evesham was kind enough to invite two nonentities to her event. We are quite overwhelmed.”

The duchess raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. Hardly nonentities. The whole of society is buzzing about your return from the dead, my lord. The Marchioness has pulled off a rare coup in coaxing you to attend her event.”

“We had noticed we were causing a stir,” Marcus said. “But luckily, this is such a large gathering that we have been able to enjoy ourselves remarkably well despite that.”

Amelia noted that Marcus was perfectly capable of being polite when he wanted to be. His years away had left no mark on his company manners, which were probably so engrained in him that he probably wasn’t even aware of having them.

The duchess nodded. “Personally, I prefer smaller events where I can talk sense to people without constantly being interrupted.” She plied her fan. “The duke insisted I must put in an appearance here today. I suspect he does it to keep me busy and from prying into his business.”

Amelia hid a smile at the duchess’s frankness. She suspected that beneath her competent social appearance, the duchess was a very interesting woman and one she would like to call friend if the situation hadn’t been so complex.

“I must admit that social events such as these haven’t featured in my daily life for many years, Your Grace.”

The duchess drew Amelia’s arm through hers and started to promenade around the perimeter of the room. Amelia looked back helplessly at Marcus, who shrugged his shoulders.

“Where were you living before your marriage, my lady?” the duchess asked.

“In a small village on the coast with my aunt by marriage.”

“Ah, that’s right. The duke did tell me. Your first husband was also a military man, wasn’t he?”

“The duke seems to know a lot about me, Your Grace. I have no idea why.”

“Because you are now married to Major Stortford—a man my husband is very interested in indeed.” She glanced at Amelia. “The duke has written to Jack.”

“We assumed he would do so. Marcus is very keen on seeing Jack again.”

The duchess patted her hand. “So I gathered from the duke. I do hope he will give Jack a chance to explain himself. His life has not been easy since his return from Spain.”

“You mentioned that you held Jack in high regard, Your Grace.” Amelia took a quick breath. “May I ask what you want me to do about this matter? You do want something from me, do you not?”

“You are as intelligent as I thought, my lady, and loyal to your husband. Both qualities I value highly in a woman and potential friend.”

They had reached the corner of the drawing room and the duchess carried on walking out onto the paved verandah and down the steps into the formal garden. Amelia’s new kid slippers sank into the soft grass, making her wish she’d worn her more sturdy half boots.

“I am not sure if we are destined to be friends, Your Grace, while the matter of Jack stands between us. I cannot in all conscience conspire with you against my husband.”

“Nor would I expect you to do so,” The duchess said calmly. “I am very fond of Jack, but my loyalty lies with the duke. He is the one who wishes the mystery solved.”

“His Grace does? Why?”

“Because he holds a certain position within the current government that is concerned with matters pertaining to the recent war.” The duchess paused. “Has your husband mentioned a man named Captain Fury?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then I will enlighten you. Captain Fury worked both for and against the government during the war, mainly to enhance his own wealth, but sometimes to the benefit of the allied forces. He made his money trading information and smuggled goods across the English Channel. He knew Jack and was well aware of what happened to your husband and the other member of the ambushed party.”

“Marcus mentioned a David Rice who was killed.”

“That’s correct. Just to muddy matters further, Jack’s estranged wife is being courted by David Rice’s older brother.” The duchess grimaced. “That’s one of the reasons why His Grace asked Jack to escort his wife back to Swansea. They are both rather stubborn, and the duke hoped spending some time together would help bring them back together.”

“And have you heard if the duke’s strategy has been successful?”

“We have heard nothing except that we should expect guests within the week.”

“But Jack will return at some point?”

“I believe so. He owes the duke a report, and he is always conscientious about his duties.”

“Does he know that my husband’s attitude toward him is hostile?”

“The duke didn’t mention your husband specifically in his letter. He thought it too dangerous, but he did tell Jack to return with all speed.”

“If Captain Fury knows Marcus has returned, will he inform Jack?”

“He might do. From what I know of him, he likes to meddle in other people’s lives. For what reason, I am not sure.” The duchess hesitated. “He seems to hold a very particular grudge against Jack and your husband. Will you ask him about Captain Fury? It would be helpful if all concerned had the same information.”

“I will certainly think about it.” Amelia paused. “Marcus is still coming to terms with his release from captivity. His memories of what happened during the war are incomplete.”

The duchess nodded. “Neither the duke or I wish to impede your husband’s recovery. We truly wish to help both him and Jack.”

“Then it is really Captain Fury the duke is interested in?”

“He is definitely a mysterious man. I doubt his name is really Fury, don’t you?” The duchess turned back toward the house. “My name is Elizabeth, by the way. I do hope we can manage to become friends after this matter is dealt with.”

Amelia stared into the duchess’s clear grey eyes.

“I am…not socially accepted, Your Grace. I left home in disgrace, and my family do not acknowledge me.”

“Because you married beneath you?”

“In their eyes, not in mine.”

“Now you are a countess. Do you think your parents will reconsider their decision?”

“I’m not sure if I wish to be welcomed back into the bosom of my family simply because of my new social rank.”

The duchess’s smile widened and she took Amelia’s hand. “Oh, I do like you. Let us hope we can brush through all this and become friends.”

“Despite our unequal social status?”

Elizabeth raised an autocratic eyebrow. “My dear, Amelia. If the Duke and Duchess of Diable Delamere find no fault in you, the rest of society will follow.”

“It must be amusing to have such power, Your Grace.”

“Oh, it is, believe me. A few years ago, I was eking out my living as a paid companion and letter writer and attempting to run a household on virtually nothing. I have a deep appreciation of power now.” She winked at Amelia. “Shall we find your husband?”

Amelia allowed herself to be taken back to Marcus. He was in conversation with the elusive Duke of Diable Delamere, who wore his usual black and silver clothing and exuded an aura of power without even trying.

“You Grace.” She curtsied, and the duke favored her with a faint smile.

“Lady Havering. I was just asking your husband where you were. I should have known my own duchess had stolen you.”

The duchess linked her arm through the duke’s with a familiarity that made Amelia stare. “You didn’t tell me you planned to attend this event.”

“I wanted to see Havering. I’ve had word that Jack is returning to London and should be here in about five days.” He bowed to Marcus. “I also wanted to introduce your wife to someone. If you’ll excuse us both for a moment?”

To her utter horror, Amelia found herself borne away on the duke’s arm and back into the melee of guests crowded in the supper room. He kept moving, a path magically opening up in front of him as if inspired by his mere presence.

“Where are you taking me?” Amelia asked.

“Ah. Here we are.” The duke knocked on a door and went in, bringing Amelia with him. “Lady Judith? Your servant.” He bowed and walked out, leaving Amelia staring at the woman on the couch who had one hand covering her mouth.

“Amelia?” Judith rose to her feet and took an uncertain step toward Amelia. “Do… you not remember me?”

“Of course I do.” Amelia held herself stiffly, ready to turn and flee after the duke at the first opportunity offered. “Did you wish to speak to me?”

“How could you doubt it? We were once so close.”

“Until you sided with our parents over my dismissal and refused to answer my letters.” Amelia held up her hand. “It’s all right, Judith. I do understand that you were even younger than I was and completely in our parents’ power.”

Judith’s eyes filled with tears. “You are too kind. I behaved appallingly. I was more worried that your behavior would sully my come-out than in what was happening to you. I behaved like a silly, petulant child.”

“If our positions had been reversed, I probably would have done exactly the same thing.”

“No, you would not have done that.” Judith dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. “You were always the brave one. I lacked your ability to stand up to everyone. It is a skill I have often wished I had.”

“You are speaking to me now. I’m fairly certain that our parents wouldn’t approve of that,” Amelia pointed out.

“I’m older and hopefully wiser now and I’m married.” Judith met her gaze fully for the first time. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw you pass by on that soldier’s arm. I knew your first husband had died, but I didn’t realize you had married another military man, and an earl at that!”

“It was quite a surprise to me as well.” Amelia hesitated. “Who told you that Matthew had died?”

“Our parents, of course.”

“And you didn’t think to write to me and express your condolences at the time?”

Judith’s fair skin flushed red. “I didn’t know what to say. And, in truth, there seemed little point in sending condolences for an event that set you free. I thought you would be relieved. You cannot have enjoyed being married to that… nonentity.”

Amelia’s hands fisted at her sides. “Then perhaps when you do think of something adequate to say, something that might consider the pain of my loss, of my husband dying before he reached thirty years of age, you might care to share it with me. I will then consider whether it is an acceptable response for your years of silence.” Amelia bobbed a curtsey. “Good afternoon, Judith.”

She left, practically running in her haste to quit the room.

“Amelia?”

A hand closed around her elbow, pulling her up short. She looked up into Marcus’s concerned face. He drew her away from the grand salon into a quieter corridor close to the rear of the house.

“What’s wrong?”

She put her hand on his chest. “Do you remember when we walked into Stortford Hall and all your family were sitting there without a care in the world and you were shaking with anger?”

He grimaced. “How could I forget? You told me I was behaving abominably, and I agreed with you.”

“I was wrong to chastise you. I—” She gulped down a breath and thumped her fist against his waistcoat. “I am rather angry right now.”

“With whom?”

“My sister had the gall to ask the duke to re-introduce us.”

“And?”

“She is insufferable!”

“Ah.”

“Is that all you have to say?” Amelia demanded. “She congratulated me on being free of my inconvenient first marriage and of having the good fortune to marry another far more suitable titled military man.”

Silence until she eventually lifted her gaze to meet his. “I do not regret my marriage to you, Marcus.”

“Then why are you angry?”

“Because Judith knew Matthew had died, and she didn’t bother to send her condolences because as far as she was concerned it was ‘a blessing in disguise’.”

“Now you are making sense.” He cupped her chin, his dark blue gaze direct. “You have a right to be angry, my dear.” His thumb smoothed over her trembling lower lip. “Do you need me to hold your reticule and fan?”

“For what reason?”

He raised an eyebrow. “For when I stand as your second.”

With a broken sound, she buried her face in his waistcoat and rubbed her cheek against the heavy corded embroidery. “Oh, Marcus…”

“Your sister is a fool.” He kissed the top of her head. “I do hope you told her so.”

“I said she needed to work on her apology and then I would consider whether I wished to be reacquainted with her or not.”

“Good for you.” His arm slid around her waist, holding her tight against him. “Is this sister of yours older or younger than you?”

“Judith is a year younger. We were best friends when we were children. I told her everything, which is what led to my downfall.”

“She told your parents about Matthew?”

Amelia nodded. “I was meeting him in the park without their knowledge, and Judith betrayed my confidence. My parents locked me in my room and threatened to send me away to Scotland if I didn’t behave myself. I managed to gather a few possessions, climb out of the window, and I hid in the park until Matthew came looking for me the next morning.”

“And Judith has never apologized for that, either?”

“Of course not.”

He continued to hold her, and she relaxed further against his body. In this part of the house, the noise of the chattering guests was muted and the music barely audible. For the first time in a long while, she felt completely safe.

“Would it help if I called on your parents?” Marcus asked quietly.

“So they can congratulate themselves on their daughter finally catching an earl and declare us fit company?”

He went still. “I didn’t mean—”

She jerked her head up and away from the broad expanse of his chest. “Oh. God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that—as if I regret anything, as if I regret you—because I don’t.”

“I suppose it would’ve been a lot easier if I hadn’t been an earl.” He held her gaze for a long while before nodding. “If you don’t wish to call or have anything to do with your family, we will not acknowledge them.”

“Thank you.”

He brought her gloved hand to his lips and formally kissed her fingers. “My lady, shall we return to the ballroom? Perhaps if she is still here you might point your sister out to me so that I know to avoid her.”

Marcus wasn’t sure if he was pleased or disappointed by the non-appearance of Amelia’s sister on their return to the party. He was, however, aware that his wife’s anger with her family was completely justifiable. Amelia had tried to apologize more than once for her refusal to let him visit her family. He had hastened to assure her that he understood, and that he wasn’t offended, but if he was honest with himself, it did rankle.

As he was rapidly remembering, the ton was a very small and particular club, where secrets were few and the opportunities to be publicly humiliated apparently limitless. Even if Amelia never wanted to see her family again, she would be constantly rubbing shoulders with them. At some point, there would be a reckoning, and Amelia was capable of very plain speech indeed. Not that he cared whether the ton accepted them back or not. As far as he was concerned, they could all go to the devil.

So why was he still unsettled? Was it because of Amelia’s defense of her first marriage? Surely he wasn’t jealous of her love for a dead man—a fellow soldier? He glanced down at Amelia as they made their way toward their hostess to say goodbye. They hadn’t married for love. Would she defend him like that?

He left her in the hall and went to find a servant to locate his hat and Amelia’s outdoor garments. Wearing his uniform again felt wrong, but until he spoke to his regimental commander and resigned his commission, he supposed he was still an officer in the king’s army. In truth, he’d worn the uniform to draw attention to himself and away from Amelia. The more people who knew he was back in London and searching for Jack, the harder it would be for his traitorous ex-friend to hide.

“Havering.”

Marcus returned from his errand to find the Duke of Diable Delamere waiting for him in the doorway leading to the entrance hall.

“Your Grace?”

“I understand that my attempt to reunite your countess with her sister didn’t go quite as planned.”

Marcus inclined his head an icy inch. “No, it didn’t. And I would prefer it if you left such personal matters to me and did not interfere.”

The duke bowed. “As you wish.” He went to walk past Marcus and then hesitated for a moment. “Your wife’s family name is Covington. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

“I don’t remember much about society, Your Grace, but thank you for the information.”

The butler called for the Havering carriage, and he assisted Amelia inside. As soon as the door was shut, he took her hand.

“What other family do you have?”

“I have two brothers and another sister who is still in the schoolroom.”

“Are your brothers likely to want to see you?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. I thought I was close to both of them, but neither of them made any effort to contact me after my marriage.”

“If your father was holding the purse strings, they might not have had a choice.”

“That’s true. My father liked to control everything.” She raised her fine eyes to meet his. “Did the duke tell you who my father is?”

“Not exactly. He assumed I would know.”

“Then I will tell you.” She took an unsteady breath. “He is the Marquess of Leyton.”

“So you are a titled lady in your own right.”

She made a face. “It is not a title I chose to use after my marriage.”

“I can understand why.” Marcus frowned. “Your oldest brother must be Viscount Covington, then. I believe we were at Eton together. Good bowler.”

“I understand he is still unmarried. My father must be worrying about the continuity of the title. ”

Marcus tightened his grip on her hand. “Amelia, forgive me. But we should call on them rather than waiting around wondering if they are going to descend upon us. It gives us the upper hand. We can leave our cards and not even venture into the house.”

“Why are you so insistent about this?”

“Because this is a small, tight-knit society, and if we stay here, sooner or later we will meet your parents at some gathering or other. Wouldn’t you rather have that first meeting in private? Even if we decide to pay them a morning call, we only have to stay the accepted fifteen minutes before we can get up and leave.”

She was studying his face as though she’d never seen him before. “I still don’t think—”

He spoke over her. “This is about time, Amelia—about never knowing when your world will change again and whether you have missed an opportunity. I spent hours chained up thinking about all the things I wished I had said and done when I had my freedom. I didn’t appreciate the moments I was given. I don’t want you to feel the same.”

She nodded and let her hand remain clasped within his. “I will think about it. I really will. Having lost them once, I am caught between anger at the way they treated me and Matthew and sadness about losing all those I once held dear to me. I yearn to see them, and yet I am afraid.” She tried to smile. “You must think me very contrary.”

“You are being honest, and that is far more important. But think about it, yes?” Marcus raised an eyebrow. “My offer to approach them by myself still stands.”

The carriage slowed and turned into the square where Stortford House was located. There was a high-perch phaeton in the road outside their home and a groom was walking the horse. For a second, Marcus wondered if it was Jack, but then decided against it. From all accounts, Jack didn’t have a feather to fly with, much less to afford expensive carriages and thoroughbred horses.

He escorted Amelia to the front door where they were met by one of the footmen. “My lord, my lady, there is a visitor in the morning room. He refused to go away, sir, and it’s the butler’s afternoon off, and I couldn’t keep him out.”

“It’s quite all right.” Marcus kept moving up the stairs, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. “Amelia—”

She followed him up. “I’m coming with you.”

The tall, elegantly attired man confronting Marcus in their drawing room was achingly familiar to Amelia. She went to brush past her husband, but he caught her elbow and drew her gently against his side.

“May I help you, sir?”

“It depends. Am I addressing the Earl of Havering?

“I am the earl. May I know whom I am speaking to?”

“Viscount Covington.” He swept a bow. “Amelia’s older brother.”

Marcus glanced inquiringly at her and she nodded.

“Yes, it is my brother, Edward.”

“One of the brothers who was happy to see you driven out from your home because your parents didn’t approve of your marriage?” Marcus asked.

Edward’s grey eyes met hers.

“I was not happy about that series of events at all, sir.”

“Yet you allowed your sister to leave with nothing and have had nothing more to do with her since?” The look Marcus gave Edward was scathing. “Are you like your younger sister and suddenly willing to welcome my wife back into the fold because she finally had the sense to marry a titled man?”

“Marcus.” Amelia touched his sleeve. “Would you allow me the opportunity to speak to Edward privately for a moment?”

He held her gaze and then nodded brusquely. “If you wish. I will be in my study if you need me.”

One of the things she liked most about her new husband was his belief in her strength. She smiled into his eyes and murmured. “Thank you, my champion knight.”

He took her hand and kissed her fingers before leaving the room.

Amelia studied Edward who had remained by the fire, one hand clenched into a fist. He hadn’t changed much in ten years. His weight had increased and there was less sweetness in his expression, but otherwise he still looked remarkably enough like her for them to be mistaken as twins.

“Would you prefer to sit down?” Amelia gestured at the couch.

“No, I thank you.”

“Then how may I help you?”

He stared at her for a long moment, his keen gaze taking her in from head to toe. “It is good to see you, Amelia.”

“Likewise.”

He cleared his throat. “Your new husband seems to hold our family at fault for everything that has befallen you.”

“He is my husband. His loyalty is to me. I would expect nothing less.”

“Even if you didn’t tell him the truth?”

She stilled. “I beg your pardon?”

He took a hasty step toward her. “Telling him that we cast you off.”

“You did. Well, our parents did.”

“But Tom and I didn’t. At least we tried not to. Just because you chose not to respond to our overtures doesn’t mean—”

“Wait.” Amelia held up her hand. “In what way did you try to communicate with me?”

He looked at her as if she was completely daft. “We wrote to you several times. We sent you money. You never answered us.”

She sank down into the nearest chair. “I had no idea about this.”

He took the chair opposite her. “That we tried to contact you?” He frowned. “Yet the money was never returned.”

She raised her head. “I don’t understand. Where did you send the letters?”

“To your husband’s regiment, of course.”

“But we, I mean, I never received a single one.” Amelia shook her head. “That seems inconceivable.”

Edward cleared his throat. “Has it occurred to you that Matthew might have decided not to pass the letters on?”

“As it has only just been revealed to me that I received any letters from my family at all, then no.” She frowned. “Why would he do that to me?”

Edward rose to his feet and looked down at her. “I have no idea, but please believe me when I say that Tom and I never forgot you. We assumed you wanted nothing more to do with us and eventually gave up writing.”

Amelia got up as well and reached for his hand, which he allowed her to take.

“I am glad to hear that you and Tom didn’t give up on me entirely. I expected our parents to be furious, but you?” She bit down on her lip. “You were the best of older brothers.”

“Mayhap I can find a way to be that brother for you again,” Edward offered. “If your new husband allows the connection.”

“When I have explained things to Marcus, he will be more than willing to extend the hand of friendship toward you.” Amelia clasped his hand between both of her and brought it to her cheek. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Now don’t start crying, sis.” He kissed her forehead and set her away from him. “With your permission, I’ll write to Tom and tell him that you are back in Town. I’m sure he’ll want to come and see you for himself.”

“Where is he?”

Edward’s smile grew fond. “He is a vicar and the proud father of four children in our local church at Covington village.”

“Just as he always wanted.” Amelia sighed. “I’m so glad Father didn’t make him go off to war.”

“He tried, but Tom was remarkably stubborn and declared he’d rather give up his allowance and fend for himself than take up arms.” Edward grimaced. “After your desertion, I think Father decided to take heed of the warning and let him have his way.”

“Luckily for Tom,” Amelia said. “Father always appreciated it when you boys stood up to him, but when I did it I was considered an ungrateful hoyden.”

“I’m sorry, Amelia.”

She summoned a smile. “That is all in the past, now. I truly hope we can be friends again.” She hesitated. “Will Father object?”

Edward shrugged. “I hardly see him anymore, and, to be perfectly frank, I don’t care if he does. We’ve lost too many years to worry about that.”

“You are not married yourself, then?”

“No. Finding a young lady brave enough to take on both our parents and me has proved an impossible task. I suspect I’ll either marry in my dotage or pass the whole mess down to Tom and his children.”

There was a determined note in Edward’s voice that reminded Amelia of herself.

He bowed. “I should take my leave. My horses can’t stand for too long in this cold weather.”

“But you will come back?” Amelia asked.

He smiled at her for the first time. “I would like that.”

Impulsively, she threw herself into his arms and he held her tight, his cheek against her hair.

“Thank you for coming, Edward.”

“You are most welcome, my dear sister.” He released her and picked up his hat. “I will write to Tom and visit you again.”

“Thank you.” She walked toward the door and opened it. “I will come down with you. Marcus will be worried.”

She watched him leave and then turned to the closed door of Marcus’s study, knocked gently on it and went in. He was sitting by the fire, a glass of brandy in his hand and the morning newspaper open on his knee.

He smoothed a hand over the printed sheet. “I don’t know why I still pretend I am capable of reading the small print. But old habits apparently die hard.”

She sank down onto the rug at his booted feet. “Edward said he and Tom wrote to me for months after I’d left home and never received a reply.”

“Perhaps the letters were lost or stolen.”

“All of them?”

“That does sound rather unlikely.” He folded the paper and tucked it down the side of his chair. “I assume they sent the letters to Matthew’s regiment?”

“So Edward said.”

“And do you doubt him?”

She met his shrewd gaze. “No. He also says they sent money.”

“Ah, then that might have been stolen.”

She took a tremulous breath. “Do you think it is possible that Matthew kept the letters from me for some reason?”

“You are the only person who can answer that.”

“If Edward is telling the truth, and we assume that not all the letters would be lost, then there is no other explanation is there? But why would he do that?”

“Is it possible that he was afraid in those early days of your marriage that you would leave him and sought to prevent that happening?” Marcus asked.

Amelia thought back to the first appalling year traveling behind the army in France. “I found it hard to adapt to army life. We did quarrel rather a lot when Matthew realized I had no idea how to take care of myself, let alone him.”

“Then perhaps he did it out of the best of intentions. Fear of losing you.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

“But it wasn’t right!”

Marcus put his hand on her shoulder. “No, it wasn’t.” His fingers slid over her collarbone and his thumb made comforting circles on her skin.

She leaned into his touch. “I think I will write to Aunt Betty. I’ve been meaning to tell her about my sudden change of plans and our marriage. She will be beside herself with excitement.”

“I have a better idea. How about we journey down to see her?”

“But what about Jack?” Amelia raised her gaze to meet Marcus’s.

“Jack will wait another day. This is far more important.”

She didn’t think he realized what he’d said, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. If he was willing to take a trip back to the village rather than pursue his vendetta, she would willingly accept his help.

“Aunt Betty might not know anything,” she suggested.

“That is true, but if she doesn’t, maybe Matthew’s brother might. He is living at Dove Cottage as well now, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” Amelia rubbed her cheek against Marcus’s knee. “I feel as if everything that I thought was true in my life has been tumbled on its head.”

He smoothed her hair. “I feel like that all the time.”

“If Matthew kept me from my family…”

“You don’t know that yet.”

Amelia took a deep breath. “You are right. I am behaving like an over-anxious idiot.”

With a chuckle, Marcus bent down, picked her up and deposited her on his lap. He kissed her cheek and then her mouth, keeping his arm wrapped firmly around her shoulders.

“It will be all right.”

She buried her face against his throat and simply breathed him in. Perhaps Marcus wasn’t the only person finding his world a different and frightening place. At least he would be there with her and he, at least, would understand.


Chapter 13

Marcus screwed up the letter and threw it onto the fire.

“Damn military,” he muttered, and strode out of his study and back up the stairs to Amelia’s bedchamber. His wife was sitting up in bed eating toast and drinking hot chocolate, her spectacles on the end of her nose as she perused the morning newspaper.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just received a letter from the commanding officer of my regiment. He wants to see me this morning.”

“I assume this is a summons that cannot be ignored?”

Marcus grimaced. “I could cry off, but the regiment is due to leave for New South Wales soon to escort some convict ships. If I don’t speak to him now, I might not get the opportunity again for quite some time.”

“Then you must go.” Amelia nodded. “We can visit Aunt Betty another day.”

He took her hand and kissed her fingers. “You are a pearl amongst wives.”

She mock-frowned at him. “I am your only wife. Unless you wish to follow your old regiment out to India where I understand it is the fashion to acquire several other wives.”

“One is enough for me. I doubt I will be long. May I suggest you prepare for our trip down to the coast anyway so that if time permits we will be able to leave as soon as I return?”

“If that is what you wish.”

He kissed her palm and then leaned in to kiss her mouth tasting chocolate on her lips. “I am not sure what the protocol is for releasing a man who has come back from the dead from military service, but I am fairly certain there is a regulation about it somewhere.”

She patted his cheek. “Then go and free yourself from servitude to your country. I will wait to hear from you.”

Marcus went through to his own rooms to change into his uniform and find his cloak and plumed hat. It was strange to think that he might no longer be obliged to wear a soldier’s garb anymore. He’d spent his whole adult life in the military. For several years he’d been a prisoner, reduced to struggling simply to survive, but he was still a soldier at heart.

He still couldn’t quite believe that during his lost years the great Napoleon had been defeated. Like many of the British soldiers, Marcus had looked forward to confronting the little Frenchman on a battlefield and proving once and for all the superiority of square over line. Since his return he’d heard many tales about the slaughter at Waterloo and the narrow victory the Allies had fought for.

If he’d been at the battle, he might not have survived. Many of his fellow officers hadn’t, and if it hadn’t been for the actions of the Prussian commander Blucher, the outcome might have been very different indeed. 

“Thank you.” He nodded at his butler and stepped out into the square where a hackney cab was waiting for him. He’d decided not to drive to his regimental headquarters himself. Retaining new information still gave him a headache and learning the route would have strained his eyes.

He would be a useless military scout now.

Marcus stepped up into the dark interior of the cab and was immediately aware he wasn’t alone. Even as he attempted to draw his sword, an arm was looped around his throat and the tip of a dagger blade pricked his skin.

“Major Stortford, or should I say Havering? One can hardly keep up these days with your rapid progress through the ranks of society.”

He recognized that voice. 

“Captain Fury.”

“I hear the Duke of Diable Delamere is asking after my health and that your dear friend Jack hasn’t yet returned.”

“Jack hasn’t come back. That’s all I know.”

“Did your wife not mention that the duke and duchess are very eager to hear about how you know me?”

Marcus kept quiet as the blade was slowly withdrawn and Captain Fury took the seat opposite. His face was half-covered by a woolen scarf and the brim of his old-fashioned tricorn hat shielded his eyes.

“You have my permission to tell the duke and Jack anything you wish,” Captain Fury said.

Marcus scowled. “That’s good of you, but I don’t remember you at all.”

“What a pity. I wish this matter resolved.”

“I can assure you the moment I see Jack it will be settled one way or the other.”

“Poor old Jack. You owe me more than you might imagine, Stortford. Far more than you could ever repay me, in truth. Do not kill Jack before he reports back to me. You can tell him that when you see him.”

“I’m not your messenger boy.”

Captain Fury shrugged. “If you don’t cooperate, I will simply take Jack before you catch a glimpse of him and you will never know the truth.”

“Take him. I don’t care.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute. From all accounts, your entire purpose since you regained your memory has been to find Jack and kill him.”

“Mayhap I have changed my mind.”

“While you chase after your new wife’s family?”

Marcus sat forward, his hand on his sword hilt. “My wife is not a subject I will ever care to discuss with you.”

Captain Fury had the gall to laugh. “Then do as I ask and tell Jack he is not free of me until he meets me in person and delivers his final report.”

Reaching up, the captain used his cane to bang on the roof of the carriage. “Always a pleasure, my dear Marcus. Give my best to your wife. One can only hope she retains her usual robust health.”

He descended from the hackney cab with a speed and agility that surprised Marcus, who cursed quietly into the now empty space opposite him. In essence, Captain Fury was ensuring that Jack stayed alive through his first encounter with Marcus. If Marcus killed him, the captain would retaliate, and his mention of Amelia hadn’t been reassuring.

Yet another reason to keep Jack alive. Marcus frowned. What did Fury think he should remember about him? He searched his memory. There was something familiar about the captain, but he was damned if he could remember what it was. Had he met him in France? He had a strange sensation that the connection was further back, but couldn’t yet pin it down.

“Here we are, Major! Regimental headquarters.”

Marcus got out of the cab and looked up at the driver, who was holding out his gloved hand.

“The other gentleman didn’t pay you?” He found a coin and tossed it up to the man who caught it easily. “What a surprise.”

“And there is no issue I can foresee, Major, to stop you resigning your commission because, as we have already discussed, the position was filled after your death was confirmed. We will, of course, accept your resignation, regardless, and consider paying back your financial stake.”

Marcus nodded politely. “Thank you, sir, although it hardly matters.”

“Just trying to keep the regimental records complete, Stortford. Although you’re Havering now, aren’t you? I’m sure you can appreciate that.” The general glanced down at his desk. “You may address your formal letter of resignation to me and have it delivered before the end of the week. We will, of course, note that your retirement from the military is with full honors.”

“Despite my failure to complete my last mission?”

An odd expression crossed the old soldier’s face. “For all intents and purposes, Llewellyn has already paid that price. I doubt anyone wishes to revive the matter.”

“What exactly happened to Jack?”

“He was dishonorably discharged after a private hearing. The records were kept confidential at his father’s request, but as you were intimately involved with the matter, you are welcome to read them.” He grimaced. “I don’t believe Llewellyn was even present at the trial, which meant he was doubly damned.”

“You liked him, then, sir?”

“I found it difficult to believe he was guilty, yes.” The general looked down at his hands. “But there was an element within the army who were desperate for a scapegoat and Llewellyn fitted the bill.”

Marcus frowned. “You aren’t the first person to tell me that Jack’s part in this debacle has been misinterpreted.”

“Well, one does have to wonder because why else would the same people recruit Llewellyn to do their dirty work?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“After his dismissal, Llewellyn worked for the Crown. Spying you might call it.”

“Which makes no sense at all,” Marcus muttered.

“Agreed.” His commanding officer stood up. “I hate to bring this discussion to a close, but I am due at the War Office within the next hour.”

“I understand.” Marcus stood as well and offered a last salute. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“And thank you for your service to this nation, harrowing as it obviously was.”

“To be honest, sir, I don’t remember a lot of it,” Marcus said. Nor would he share what he had remembered, because there was nothing heroic about being chained up, almost worked to death and left half starved. 

“Speak to my adjutant about obtaining those trial records before you leave. He can look them up for you and send you a message when they are available to read. You’ll have to come here. They are not allowed out of our military archive.”

“Thank you.” Marcus came to attention, saluted smartly and walked out of the room. An unexpected sense of relief flooded him, which was instantly dented by thoughts of Jack and Captain Fury.

After speaking to the adjutant, Marcus decided to walk back to Stortford House. It was highly irregular of the army to employ a man they had discharged in a dishonorable fashion. What was even stranger was that Jack had apparently agreed to go along with it.

Deep in thought, Marcus stared out of the carriage window as they drove closer to the coast. Rain dashed the small windows, and the taste of salt lingered on his lips. He spared a thought for the coachman wrapped up in his coat and hat and hoped he wasn’t getting too wet.

“Amelia, did the duke mention a Captain Fury to you?”

His wife looked up from the book she was reading. “The duke didn’t, but the duchess did. She asked if you knew him. Why?”

“And when were you intending to pass that interesting piece of information on?”

“I forgot all about it when my brother turned up.” She reached across to take his hand. “I do apologize. Is it important?”

“It might be. Captain Fury is a mysterious figure who seems to know far too much about me, Jack and everyone else involved in this debacle.” He frowned. “Fury claims I know him better than I can recall. He probably has no idea how badly my memory has been affected by my captivity.”

“The duchess said Captain Fury was involved in smuggling and trading arms and information during the war. Apparently he didn’t mind whom he betrayed as long as he was paid his due.” She shuddered. “Not a very pleasant individual at all.”

“No.” Marcus touched his throat where there was a slight mark from Captain Fury’s dagger point. “He seems rather offended by the fact that I don’t recoil in fear from him. Perhaps I should care more, because there is definitely something about him that worries me greatly.”

“You’ve met him?”

“One could say that, although the meetings have so far been entirely by his choice, and not mine. He wishes me to keep Jack alive.”

“Did you tell him you intended to do that anyway?”

“No, but he intends to ensure my obedience in the matter.”

“How on earth could he do that?”

“By threatening those I hold dear.”

Her eyes flashed with indignation and she sat bolt upright. “He threatened me?”

“Exactly.”

“He should think again.”

A laugh shook through Marcus. “Indeed he should. Although I’d rather not put my faith in your resourcefulness to the test, my love. I devoutly hope that the two of you never meet in this world.”

The carriage slowed, turned off the main highway and began the slight descent toward Highcliff village.

“Are you ready to meet Aunt Betty?”

Amelia nodded, her expression strained. “I’m afraid of what she might tell me, but at the same time, I need to know the truth.”

As that was exactly how Marcus felt about his upcoming meeting with Jack, he could only empathize with her dilemma. He took her hand. 

“Whatever happens, Amelia, I will stand as your friend. We will survive this together.”

“Thank you.”

“I am not sure exactly what you are asking me, Amelia, my dear.” Betty looked inquiringly from Marcus to Amelia. 

“Did Matthew ever mention receiving letters from my family?”

“I don’t think so. Why would he?”

Amelia tried another tack. “Did he leave any letters or papers to you or his brother that I might not have known about?”

Betty frowned. “There was something… I believe Jonathan passed everything onto our family solicitor.”

“Tatlock?”

“Yes, that’s correct, dear. In the next village. They dealt with all the issues arising from the transfer of the cottage into Jonathan’s name. I found them most helpful and efficient.”

“Perhaps you could write a note to Mr. Tatlock giving him permission to speak to Amelia today, Aunt Betty? That would be most helpful,” Marcus suggested.

“That’s an excellent idea.” Betty rose in a flurry of motion. “Finish your tea, and I’ll compose something suitable.” She clasped her hands to her bosom. “I cannot wait to tell Jonathan your news, Amelia! He will be astounded! And you—” She swung around to Marcus. “—an earl. How thrilling! Just think, if I hadn’t begged Amelia to take you in off the street this might never have happened. It’s just like a fairy tale.”

Marcus picked up the tea tray as Betty ran to her desk. “If I may, I’ll just pop in and speak to Dotty in the kitchen before we go.”

Betty waved him away. “Please go ahead. She will be delighted to hear your good news.”

Amelia sat quietly as Betty’s pen scratched over the paper and the clock ticked away the seconds. Dove Cottage had changed very little in her absence, but it now felt very small. No wonder she had felt as if she were suffocating. If it hadn’t have been for her chance encounter with Marcus, would she now be trapped in a girls’ boarding school—or worse, the paid companion to an aging woman.

Whatever happened next she was grateful for the chance to live again, to spread her wings and enjoy every new experience. Marcus had given her that. He’d shaken her out of her shell of self-protection, dared her to take a chance on him and she would never forget it.

“Here you are, my love.” Betty pressed the letter into her hand and then cupped her cheek. “You are happy, Amelia?”

“Yes. Marcus is a very good man.”

“I knew that. And he is an earl!” Betty sighed. “How romantic!”

“I suppose it is.” Amelia slowly smiled. 

Looking up, she saw Marcus watching her from the doorway, and went to meet him.

“I have the letter of introduction. We should probably leave now if we wish to find Mr. Tatlock at his place of work.”

Betty clung to Marcus’s arm. “You will come back and see me again, won’t you? I can’t wait to tell everyone in the village what has happened to you both. The vicar and his wife will be flabbergasted by your good fortune.”

Amelia gazed into Marcus’s amused blue eyes. “Not as astounded as I am. I thank God every day that I met my new husband.”

Marcus bowed. “You saved my life. I am the one who should be thanking God for putting you in my path.”

“Mayhap we are both blessed.”

“I like to think so.” Marcus bowed over Betty’s hand and kissed it. “Thank you for everything, ma’am. I do hope you will come and visit us either in London or at my country estate in Hertfordshire.”

“I would like that immensely,” Betty said. “Although I am not sure I am worthy to mix with the highest in the land—”

“Ma’am you are worth more than most of them, I can assure you of that.” Marcus smiled down at Betty. “I’m sure Amelia will write and tell you all the news as soon as we arrive home.”

Amelia moved to stand beside Marcus. “Indeed I will. We both have a lot to thank you for.”

“Oh, now you’ll make me weep from happiness.” Betty produced her lace handkerchief and dabbed daintily at her nose. “Get along with you both.”

Marcus took Amelia’s hand and walked her down the path to where their carriage awaited them. He conferred briefly with the coachman and then they were on their way to the next village. The rain had disappeared, leaving the skies blue with the occasional puff of white cloud. Behind the house the sea roared and ebbed as the tide came in.

“Are you all right?” Marcus asked.

“I’m holding up remarkably well,” Amelia reassured him. “And by the way, I meant everything I said to Betty. You really have nothing to thank me for.”

“I disagree. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t cared for me.”

“I wonder if that’s true? Someone must have deliberately placed you in our village because we know you didn’t get there alone.”

His smile was wry. “I certainly don’t remember how I got there.”

“Did someone expect me to find you or was there another person involved who was supposed to find you and came up empty handed?”

“It’s an interesting theory.”

“Considering Captain Fury, the smuggler, is interested in you and Jack, perhaps you were meant to be found by his employees.”

“A notion I will explore if I ever encounter Captain Fury again.” Marcus sat back and rubbed his forehead.

“Do you have a headache?” Amelia asked.

“Just a little twinge in my temples. Don’t worry, I’ll get through this next ordeal and then I’ll take myself off to bed. You don’t mind if we stay down here for the night, do you?”

“Not at all. I could go and see Mr. Tatlock by myself,” Amelia offered.

“I’d rather be with you. I have more countenance.”

“Being an earl.”

“Exactly.” He closed his eyes and leaned back against the comfort of the leather. “Wake me up when we arrive.”

“My lady, I do have some papers that were sent home by your first husband and given to me by Mr. Jonathan Smith for safekeeping.” Mr. Tatlock’s gaze moved between Amelia and Marcus.

“Would it be possible for me to see them?” Amelia asked.

“In most cases, I would have to seek permission from Mr. Smith himself, but in this instance, considering the nature of the documents that were left with me, I believe Mr. Smith would be more than agreeable to you seeing them.”

Mr. Tatlock rose from his seat. “I happen to have the Smith papers available because I recently redrafted the ownership documents for Dove Cottage making Miss Betty a tenant for life and Mr. Jonathan Smith the owner.” He went to the door and held a low-voiced conversation with his clerk. “This will just take a minute.”

Amelia managed a smile and then tried to remember to breathe as Mr. Tatlock took a box from his clerk and brought it back to his desk.

“Ah, here we are. The letter Mr. Matthew Smith sent back with the papers was quite explicit. Would you care to read it?”

Marcus spoke for the first time. “Perhaps you might read it out to us both, Mr. Tatlock? It would save time.”

“Certainly, my lord.” Mr. Tatlock cleared his throat. “‘To whom it may concern. I, Matthew George Smith, place in the care of my brother and his heirs these documents pertaining to my wife, Amelia. If my wife should ever inquire as to this matter, I give permission for all the pertinent documents to be seen by her and returned to her if requested. Signed Matthew G Smith and witnessed by two officers of the 95th’.”

Mr. Tatlock looked up. “There is also another letter addressed specifically to your wife, my lord, which has not been opened.” He grimaced. “It was only recently discovered when we had cause to reorder the family papers. I do beg your pardon for not delivering it sooner, my lady. Mr. Smith fully intended for me to forward it onto you when we had your new address.” He broke the seal of the thick parchment parcel and untied the ribbons. “Would you care to come and examine the documents, my lady?”

Amelia rose and walked over to the desk. There was one letter addressed to her in Matthew’s familiar handwriting. The rest of the letters bore the scrawl of her brothers Tom and Edward.

Her heart stuttered in her chest and she pressed her hand hard to her bosom. What on earth had happened? Why had all these letters—all this proof of her brothers concern for her—been withheld? She glanced beseechingly over her shoulder at Marcus and he instantly rose to his feet and came to her side.

“We are staying at the local hostelry tonight. Would it be possible for my wife to take these missives and read them at her leisure? We will return to speak to you on the morrow before we depart for London.”

Amelia brushed her shaking fingers over the pile of letters. “I do have one question, Mr. Tatlock.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“Was there any money in these letters?”

“If there was, it is no longer there. All the letters, apart from the one addressed to you, have been opened.”

“So I see.” 

“Let me gather them up for you and put them back in the box,” Mr. Tatlock said.

“Thank you.”

Within minutes, Marcus was saying all that was proper and escorting her out of the solicitor’s office. She clutched the box to her chest as he walked with her along the village street.

“The inn is just up here.”

She followed him inside the old thatched building and they were ushered upstairs into what she assumed was the best bedroom by the obsequious landlord, who was bowing so deeply his nose almost grazed his knee. Marcus again managed the situation with his usual ease and they were finally alone. He shut the door and came toward her, leaning in to untie the ribbons of her bonnet and remove it from her head.

“Do you want me to stay with you? If you prefer it, I can go down to the tap room and order dinner.”

“You are most welcome to stay.” She heard herself speak but had no idea what to say next.

She placed the box on the knotted rag rug in front of the fire and sank down beside it while Marcus took the chair.

With trembling fingers, she took out Matthew’s letter, broke the seal and began to read.

My dearest Amelia,

If you are reading this letter you have probably discovered how I kept you apart from your family in the early years of our marriage. Looking back, I cannot believe I decided that this course of action was appropriate for a man of honor and integrity to pursue.

My love for you and my fear of losing you to your family—a family who could offer you all the material comforts and wealth that I never could—dictated my actions. By the time I was secure enough in my belief of your love for me, it was too late to change what I had done, and, unfortunately, your brothers had already ceased to write to you.

I ask your forgiveness. I was fearful of losing you, but that does not mean I am not guilty of falsely separating you from those who also loved and cared about you. Your brothers sent you money, which my family solicitor in London invested in funds to provide you with an income if I didn’t survive the war. I do hope that, at least, has brought you some comfort.

I cannot change what I did, but please remember that I will always love you in life and in death, and if you have reconciled with your family, I wish you joy in that as well.

Yours, Matthew

Amelia put the letter down on her knee and took a deep breath and then another before looking up at Marcus. A cold white blankness filled her thoughts as if she had wandered into a landscape where she had no points of reference. She handed him the letter and he put on his spectacles to read it.

“He sounds genuinely repentant.” Marcus’s tone was nonjudgmental. “And he used the money to secure your long-term future.”

“Yes.” Amelia took the letter back, folded it and placed it on the floor beside the others from her brothers. “I still cannot believe he chose to deceive me in this way. I thought we knew everything about each other and that there were no lies between us.”

Marcus reached for her hand. “I suspect we all lie at some point in our lives—sometimes to prevent what we perceive will be disastrous consequences.” He paused. “If Matthew had given you the letters—would you have been tempted to leave him?”

Amelia stared into the fire for a long moment. “In the first year—especially after I lost the baby—yes, I suppose I might have considered it.”

“Then was he right or wrong to conceal them from you?”

“His intentions were honorable, but I still feel as if this tarnishes him in some way.” Amelia shook her head as her voice broke. “I can’t quite explain it. Maybe it is because we prefer to see the dead as shining examples of virtue and forget their faults. Matthew was no saint, but I thought he loved me without reserve.”

“Perhaps he did.”

She raised her head to look at him and realized she was crying. The heat of her tears against her cold skin was quite shocking. “How can you say that?”

“Because he wanted to keep you with him, because he knew that was the right thing for both of you.” Marcus hesitated. “If you’d left him and gone home, what would have happened to you?”

“My parents would’ve sent me to live with some distant relatives in disgrace, and my name would have been struck from the family records.”

“And would that have been better than staying with Matthew and becoming the strong, independent woman that you are now?”

“It would have stopped me seeing him dying,” she whispered. “I would not have suffered that.”

He cupped her cheek, his expression infinitely gentle. “When you love someone and they leave you alone, you grieve for them. That is true, but would you rather have had nothing?”

“I…” She blinked hard to try and stop the flood of tears. “How can you say this when you have suffered so badly yourself?”

“Because my suffering has brought me here—back to my family and to you.” His smile was wry. “I cannot regret my path, although I might wish it hadn’t been quite so hard to survive.” He kissed her mouth. “Don’t cry.”

She kissed him back rising to her knees to wrap one hand around his neck.

“It’s all right to grieve for him, Amelia. It’s also all right to feel angry, confused and uncertain.”

“I don’t know how I feel,” she murmured, her voice clogged with all the conflicting sensations she couldn’t seem to express. “I don’t know how to feel anything anymore or what to trust.”

“You can trust me.” His smile was wry. “You’ve seen me at my worst. I have nothing left to hide from you.”

She slowly nodded, gripping his hand as if he was the only constant in her life.

“Do you want to eat dinner?” he murmured.

“No. I want you.”

“All of me?”

She nodded fiercely.

“Then let me lock the door.”

He helped her rise and walked across the room to bolt the heavy door. While his back was turned, Amelia hurriedly undid the buttons of her bodice and her tight, long sleeves. He helped her, loosening the ties of her stays and petticoats so she could ease everything from her tired and overwrought body.

Even as he worked to free her, she undressed him, shoving his coat to the floor and attacking the silver buttons of his waistcoat. What if he changed his mind? What if he, too, wasn’t the man she thought he was?

He gripped her wrist very gently. “It’s all right, Amelia. I’m not going anywhere. We have all the time in the world.”

She shook her head, refusing to slow down, and he didn’t attempt to reason with her again. When she was naked, he added his fingers to hers until he was unclothed and guiding her back toward the bed, their mouths already fused together in an endless kiss.

He rolled her onto her back and covered her, one knee pushing between her thighs, making a place for himself that she willingly ceded. She curved her fingers around the back of his skull and held him still.

“This isn’t about Matthew.”

“It doesn’t matter if it is.”

“I feel as if I’ve lost him,” she whispered.

“He’ll come back to you,” Marcus reassured her with soft kisses and long strokes of his hands over her quivering flesh. “You’ll find him again.”

She arched her back, and he groaned her name as his stiff cock slid against her stomach.  

“God, I want you so much, Marcus.”

“Then let us take this moment, to celebrate our survival and our marriage because if fate had been less kind, neither of us would be in this bed.”

“That’s true.”

He rocked his hips, bringing the crown of his cock against her needy flesh. “Then let me in and love me as if we have survived the worst of storms.” 

He slid home and Amelia wrapped her arms and legs around him like the true survivor she was and held on.

When Marcus opened his eyes it was dark and he could hear the rumble of voices in the tavern below. He was still lying on top of Amelia—both of them sunk deep into the cavernous feather mattress of the big bed. With a groan he rolled over onto his back and stared up at the beamed ceiling.

So Matthew Smith had lied to his wife. Would he have done the same? Quite possibly, if it meant that he got to keep Amelia by his side. It was wrong but it still made sense to Marcus. The question was what would Amelia do with the knowledge? And what would happen if he were ever in a similar situation? He’d been so damned lucky to find her, would he ever be able to let her go?

“Marcus?”

Amelia curled against his side, one thigh riding over his and her palm flat against his chest.

“Yes, love?”

“I’m hungry now.”

He chuckled. His wife was a remarkable mixture of the prosaic and the passionate.

“What?” She came up on one elbow and looked down at him, her auburn hair disheveled and her skin rosy from the rasp of his unshaven chin.

“You are the most practical woman I have ever met.”

She stroked his chest, making his body come back to life. “I am not. I went to bed with you before I even considered eating.”

“Because I am irresistible.” He nodded. “I quite understand.”

She kissed his nose. “You are many things, my lord and I appreciate them all.”

“Then come back to bed.” He curved a hand around her bottom and pressed her against the renewed hardness of his shaft.

Her stomach growled, and he buried his face in her shoulder and shook with laughter. Who had ever thought he would laugh again? “Perhaps not.” He gently lifted her away from him and sat up. “Give me a moment, and I’ll order up dinner and a bath if you wish it.” He rose from the bed and washed, using the jug of cold water and bowl on the table by the window.

“Marcus.”

He turned to see her biting her lip. “Yes, love?”

“I don’t need a bath. I’m quite capable of washing in cold water.”

“But you don’t have to anymore.”

“I know.” She hesitated. “Do you think we could take the letters home with us, so that I can read them later? I cannot face them quite yet.”

“I’ll write a note to Mr. Tatlock saying you wish to keep them and have it sent around to his office tomorrow morning. We won’t need to see him before we leave.” Marcus pulled his shirt over his head and put on his breeches and waistcoat.

“Stay there, and I’ll go and organize our dinner.”


Chapter 14

“Thank God,” Marcus muttered as Amelia came toward him, her hand outstretched. “I thought you were never going to emerge from that retiring room.”

They’d been invited to another of the Duchess of Delamere’s events, and Marcus had felt obliged to attend in case the duke had anything to share with him about the likely arrival of the elusive Jack. He hadn’t, but Amelia appeared to have enjoyed herself, which was enough for Marcus.

Amelia clasped his fingers, her eyes warm with amusement. “I met someone from my first Season. She was remarkably amiable and invited me to visit her at home.”

His wife was looking very fashionable in her blue patterned muslin gown and matching pelisse. He especially liked the way her bonnet framed her face. There was still something in her eyes, a softness and vulnerability that made him want to hold her in his arms and protect her from everything. But he suspected only he could see it and that was how it should be. The fact that she needed him—poor damaged soul that he was—and that only he could comfort her was remarkable in itself.

“I’m glad to hear you are making friends.” Marcus tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and turned toward the door. A flash of light blinded him for a second, and he turned his head away as the sun glinted on a blond head. His blood froze as his memory supplied the screams of terrified horses, gunfire and…

“Marcus? Duw! Is that you?”

The figure at the door came closer. But Marcus had already recognized the melodious Welsh voice and was striding forward to meet his nemesis. He didn’t pause to think but drew back his fist and planted it squarely in Jack’s face. Somewhere a lady screamed as he followed the first blow with a series of others that brought Jack to the ground. Marcus was immediately on top of him with his hand closed around his throat.

There was a persistent and urgent tug on his arm. “Marcus. Please. He’s not fighting back. Don’t kill him, please. You promised me.”

He shook his head, his red vision clearing, and looked down into Jack’s bloodied face. With great reluctance, he released his punishing hold on his adversary’s throat and scrambled off him.

“Perhaps you might consider behaving like a gentleman, my lord, and going into the duke’s study rather than entertaining my guests with your brawling?”

He recognized that icy voice, too, and saw the duchess had joined the crowd around him.

“My apologies, Your Grace.” Marcus slowly rose from the floor. “I didn’t mean—”

Amelia took his hand and marched him through the group of gawkers into the duke’s peaceful, book-lined study. He was trembling like an untried colt and unable to do anything but pace back and forth until the duke and duchess came into the room with Jack between them. Jack was holding a handkerchief to the side of his face and looked furious.

“Marcus… that wasn’t quite the reception I expected.” 

“Which part don’t you understand?” Marcus rounded on him. “My wanting to murder you—you cowardly, treasonous bastard?”

Shock flashed across Jack’s face. “Who told you that?”

“No one had to tell me anything, Jack. I was there, remember? When we were ambushed and David died and I was led away in chains?”

“I tried to stop them taking you. I was injured myself.” 

Marcus took an unsteady step toward Jack. “Injured and far wealthier I should imagine. I heard my guards talking about the traitor in our midst. The man willing to betray his country and his best friends.”

“It wasn’t me, Marcus,” Jack said urgently. “It was David Rice. They killed him because he wanted more money and left me alive to take the blame.”

“How convenient for you that David is dead and cannot challenge your version of events.” Marcus sneered.

“Jack is correct, Havering,” the duke spoke for the first time. “I have been investigating this incident for the government. I can confirm that the only person who received unaccounted funds during that time period was David Rice.”

“But he was a mere child.”

“Old enough to betray his fellow officers, and clever enough to pin the blame on another. Or so we have been led to believe.” The duke paused. “How do you think you were discovered and freed?”

Marcus kept his gaze on Jack. “I don’t know. My memory is faulty. All I remember is being chained and beaten and used like an animal on a farm.”

Pity washed over Jack’s face. “I…didn’t know.”

“Don’t you dare feel sorry for me,” Marcus growled.

“I have every damned right to care about what happened to you.” For the first time, Jack’s famous temper showed its true colors. “I agreed to work for both Captain Fury and the government if they continued to search for you! I was willing to do damned near anything to see you safely returned home.”

The duke spoke again. “Perhaps we might leave Jack and Havering to discuss this matter in private? I am fairly confident there will be no further bloodshed.”

“Marcus?” 

He looked around to see Amelia studying him and nodded brusquely. “I won’t kill him.”

“Thank you. I’ll wait with the duchess.”

Within seconds the duke, duchess and Amelia had left the study. Jack closed the door behind them with a definite bang.

“How do you think you finally got home, Marcus?” Jack asked the question again. 

“Why does it matter to you?”

“Because I have damn well near sold myself to this bloody government—a government who were quite happy to see me shamed and shunned by all my peers—simply to ensure that you were still being searched for.” Jack scowled. “And I don’t take kindly to being branded a traitor by the very man I’ve been trying to help! What the devil is wrong with you, and who has been telling you such lies?”

“I don’t know. The first thing I remember is waking up at Dove Cottage on the English coast not even knowing my own name.” Marcus shoved a trembling hand through his hair and sank down onto the nearest seat. “The rest of it returns in fits and starts and in my nightmares, but there is no sequence to it. Just a series of images and feelings and…pain.”

“Then listen to me.” Jack crouched down in front of him, his gaze steady. “Captain Fury told me that if I completed this last mission, the one that took me into Wales, then he would ensure that you were released. I didn’t believe him. The man has lied to me many times. I was willing to take on the mission just in case there was the slightest chance it would help recover you.

“That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” Jack’s voice sounded hoarse. “To see you again, to apologize for not understanding what the hell was going on, and for being too late to save you. I’ve never given up hope that you were still alive.”

How strange that the man Marcus had designated the villain of the piece was the only one who had refused to believe he was dead and had given up almost everything to find him.

Marcus raised his head. 

“I dreamed of a thousand ways of killing you. I imagined ignoring every plea, every last breath you took as I slowly stole your life and made you pay for my years of suffering.” He exhaled. “And now I find that my vengeance was but a hollow, worthless thing.”

Jack put his hand on Marcus’s knee. “We have both suffered. Do you think there is a way for us to become friends again? I would like that more than anything.”

For a fleeting moment, Marcus placed his hand over Jack’s and squeezed hard. “I would like to think that would be possible, because I believe we have a common enemy.”

“Captain Fury?”

“Yes. He threatened my family if I didn’t keep you alive.”

Jack slowly rose to his feet. “Then perhaps we should attempt to visit the good captain and show him that I am in very good health indeed.”

A council had been summoned to the duke’s study, which included not only their Graces, but Michael Waterstone, Jack’s wife Carys and Amelia. The duchess had insisted that they all had something to contribute to the discussion and the duke had not disagreed with her.

Marcus rubbed his temple and listened as Michael Waterstone explained about the treasonous activities of his and the duchess’s mother and what Jack had found out in Wales. It seemed clear that both Rice brothers had known about David’s treasonable behavior, but as they were both now dead, their evidence was gone.

“I still find it hard to believe that David Rice was behind anything.” Michael Waterstone shuffled his papers. “Being a younger son he might have been short of funds, but I doubt he came up with such a scheme all by himself.”

“Perhaps Lord Rice came up with the idea?” Jack suggested.

The duke shook his head. “He didn’t have the necessary connections. He might have known what David was doing and covered it up, but that’s the extent of his participation. This was a matter of international espionage on a grand scale, affecting the lives and futures of thousands of troops and the very future of our nation.”

“Don’t remind me,” Jack murmured. “I still have nightmares about the information I lost.”

Jack’s wife Carys patted his hand. “It wasn’t your fault, Jack. And soon everyone will know that and your name will be cleared.”

“I doubt it. I suspect all these matters will have to remain secret.” Jack kissed his wife’s hand. “And if I have you, and Owen’s good opinion, why should I care what the rest of the world thinks of me?”

Marcus shifted in his seat. “It has to have something to do with Captain Fury. He is the only one who knew I was being held captive and used that information to control Jack.”

“Which might suggest that he was the one who arranged for you to be taken prisoner in the first place—or who at least benefited from finding out where you were being held and using it against your best friend.” The duke sat back, his silver gaze assessing them all.

“I did wonder about that,” Amelia spoke up for the first time. “The very fact that Marcus was kept alive for years and then brought back to England and left in Highcliff village indicates a high level of complexity and planning.”

“And the ability to smuggle a man past the British naval fleet,” Jack added. “Not that there haven’t been thousands of soldiers pouring back into the countryside since the end of the war.”

“I should imagine that would’ve been the easy part. Keeping him alive and dumping him in a specific place must have been more difficult.” Amelia nodded. “Unless whoever was in charge of returning Marcus to Captain Fury simply abandoned his charge at the first opportunity.”

“That sounds horribly likely,” Marcus agreed. “If that is the case, then I am even more grateful that you found me, my lady.”

Amelia smiled at him. “It was my pleasure.” She paused. “There was a stranger in our village just after you appeared, Marcus. He came to our door and asked poor Dotty several impertinent questions.”

“I don’t remember that.”

“You were still bedridden and unconscious. I suspect he was the man who either abandoned you in the village or was late picking you up.”

“Be that as it may,” the duke continued. “Captain Fury wants to see you again, Jack.”

“I know. I promised to tell him what happened with the matter in Wales.” Jack sat forward. “I’ll wager before his plans went awry, he intended to hold onto you, Marcus, until he decided whether I’d completed my task to his satisfaction.”

Marcus nodded. “If you go and see Captain Fury, I want to come with you.” 

Jack studied Marcus’s face. “Do you think that is wise?”

“I think I am coming with you regardless.” Marcus held Jack’s gaze. “I need answers, and I am increasingly convinced that only Captain Fury knows the whole truth.” He hesitated. “I have a sense that his treatment of me was…personal in some way, that he knew me before and wished me to understand that.” He shook his head. “I don’t suppose he expected me to come back with most of my memories gone. That must also have disrupted his plans.” 

“Probably.” Jack held out his hand and Marcus shook it. “Then, by all means come. It will be just like old times.”

“Hardly that.”

“I will not let him hurt you, Marcus.”

“Worry about protecting yourself.” Marcus stood up. “I’m quite capable of killing.”

Jack held his gaze, all traces of amusement leeched from his face. “Don’t worry, my friend. If anyone is going to die I can assure you it won’t be you or me.”

“If you intend to confront Captain Fury together, I suggest you stay together at all times.” The duke also rose. “Perhaps you might invite Jack and his wife to stay at Stortford House?”

“I certainly don’t intend to stay at my father’s residence.” Jack reached for his wife’s hand. “And I have no house of my own.”

Amelia curtsied. “Then you are both more than welcome to stay with us.”

“And you will inform me if and when you meet with Captain Fury,” The duke stated. “If things go wrong I might be able to help.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Jack swept the duke a deep bow.

“Get along with you.” The duke stepped back. “May I suggest you use the back entrance? I don’t wish to entertain my guests with any more unscripted dramatics.”

Marcus bowed to the duchess. “I do apologize, Your Grace.”

“You are forgiven.” The duchess offered him a warm smile. “I am simply glad that you and Jack are reunited and on the same side.”

Marcus wasn’t quite sure that was the truth, but he smiled anyway and left with the Llewellyns. If he found out that Jack was in league with Captain Fury, he would kill him. Of that he had no doubt at all.


Chapter 15

“My lady.”

Amelia looked up as the butler opened the front door for her. After all the excitement at the duke’s residence, she was glad to return to her own home, albeit with two guests she suspected her husband wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Whatever Marcus had said to the duke, she knew he’d follow his own path. She even admired him for it.

Jack wasn’t stupid, and she’d also sensed a deep wariness in him that reminded her of Marcus. God help them both if they found themselves on different sides again. She doubted either of them would come out of such an encounter alive.

“Good afternoon, Foster. Will you ask the housekeeper to prepare a bedchamber for our guests Lord Jack Llewellyn and his wife?”

Jack cleared his throat and said softly, “I don’t use that title anymore, my lady, my father disinherited me.”

Carys pinched his sleeve. “But you should start getting used to hearing it again, my love, because when this matter is cleared up you will be exonerated.”

Jack fought a smile and bowed to his wife and Amelia. “As you wish, my lady.”

Amelia nodded and carried on speaking to the butler as they progressed into the hall. “And please bring some tea to the drawing room immediately.”

“My lady—”

“What is it?”

“You already have a guest awaiting you in the drawing room.”

“And who might that be?” Marcus was now alongside her and asked the question.

“The Marquess of Leyton, my lord.”

Amelia almost stumbled and Marcus put a restraining hand on her arm. “Jack, would you mind waiting in my study while my wife and I deal with this unexpected visitor?”

“We wouldn’t mind at all. Perhaps Foster can show us the way.”

“Thank you,” Marcus called out as Jack and Carys went down the hallway with the butler.

Amelia drew in a steadying breath. “You do not have to accompany me.”

“You can hardly imagine I would allow you to face your father alone?”

“Allow?”

“Expect then.”

“I didn’t think he would bestir himself to visit us here.”

Marcus took her hand and placed it on his sleeve as they mounted the stairs. “I believe this gives us the advantage. If we don’t like his attitude, we can have him thrown out on the street.”

Amelia fought a hysterical desire to laugh at the image of her autocratic father being thrown anywhere. At the closed doorway, Marcus paused and lowered his voice.

“I will attempt to leave the discussion in your hands, but if his behavior becomes untenable, you must give me leave to intervene and defend you.”

She met his dark blue gaze and nodded.

“Good.” He kissed her forehead. “Now, have at him.”

Amelia opened the doors and saw her father standing by the fire, his feet planted firmly on the hearthrug and his hands behind his back. His brown hair was peppered with white, making his sallow skin more noticeable. The lines of disapproval that had always bracketed the sides of his mouth and his brow had deepened, leaving his expression dour.

“Amelia.”

She managed to curtsey and walk toward him. “Father. May I introduce my husband, Major, Lord Marcus Stortford?”

“Edward’s son. Now the Earl of Havering in your father’s place.”

“Yes, my lord.” Marcus inclined his head a mere inch. 

“Believed killed in Spain.”

“That is correct.”

“Is that where you met my daughter?”

“No, my lord. I met her in England.”

The marquess nodded. “I am glad to make your acquaintance, Havering.”

“Thank you, sir.” Marcus made a gesture with his hand. “Would you care to sit down? We can order some tea.”

“Thank you but I have no intention of staying. I just wished to introduce myself.” He looked toward the door. “I must be off.”

Amelia stepped in front of him. “Have you nothing further to say to me?”

He halted and looked down his nose at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“You haven’t seen me for almost a decade.”

“Due to your own stupid folly.”

“Then, am I now forgiven?”

The marquess’s cold gaze lingered on her face. “I came to speak to your new husband. I do not require either your apologies for your appalling conduct or your presence.” He looked back at Marcus. “You may bring your wife to our house for our next at home on Thursday. We will receive you both and put an end to any question that our two families are not united.”

He bowed, walked around Amelia and headed for the exit. Without a word, Marcus followed him out, shutting the door quietly behind him. For a second, Amelia stood, shaking with a strange combination of humiliation and anger. Her father had always treated his womenfolk as if they were chess pieces to be moved or abandoned at his pleasure. His refusal to acknowledge her now was nothing new. But she wasn’t the same person and she refused to be ignored.

She ran out onto the landing and started down the stairs, her slippers making almost no sound. Marcus had paused in the deserted hall as her father donned his hat and picked up his walking cane and gloves from the table by the door.

“Good day, my lord.” Marcus’s voice carried quite clearly back to her at the bottom of the stairs. 

“Havering.”

“I regret we shall not be joining you on Thursday,” Marcus said. “Actually, on second thought, I don’t regret it at all. I was merely attempting to be polite.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Neither Amelia or I need your countenance to be accepted by society, sir, and, more to the point, neither of us give a fig about whether we are accepted. If you are not prepared to treat my wife with the respect and attention she deserves, then I cannot in all conscience allow her to see you.”

“Perhaps you don’t understand, Havering. I am doing you a great favor by even acknowledging your existence. You should be thanking me for lowering my standards to accommodate your error. My daughter’s scandalous past is hardly the kind of background a peer of the realm could want in his wife.”

“My wife was married to a rifleman who was heroically killed fighting for this country. After his death, she made her own way in this world with no help from you and, just to make you fully aware of her strength of character, she damn well saved my life. You should be groveling at her feet begging her forgiveness instead of doubting her character. Now, get out of my house.”

There was a long silence, and then the front door slammed hard. Letting out her breath, Amelia went over to where Marcus was still standing, his expression stormy, his eyes sparkling with rage. Going up on tiptoe, she cupped his rigid jaw.

“Thank you.”

“He is an abominable human being,” Marcus growled. “I was highly tempted to shake him until his teeth rattled and toss him out by the collar.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. He is not an enemy I would wish upon anyone, especially you.”

“I’m not sure. He looks like the kind of man who could do with having his smug air of superiority punctured on a regular basis.”

She kissed his mouth. “We really do not have to go and mend our fences with them on Thursday?”

“They can go hang themselves.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. “Was I too rude?”

“I thought you handled him perfectly. You are the only person who has ever defended me against my father.”

He grimaced. “After saying I’d leave you to deal with him.”

“Even if I shouted, screamed and tore my hair out, he would probably have stepped over me and kept speaking to you. He’s always been like that with his daughters. We mean less to him than his dogs.” 

She linked her arm through his and guided him back toward his study. If she didn’t start moving soon, she would rest her head against his chest and bawl like small child.

“Amelia?”

She kept her voice light. “Let’s go and see if Foster brought Jack and Carys some refreshments.”

“I will always protect you. Don’t ever doubt that.”

Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away. He loved her. Everything he did convinced her of that. If she started telling him how much she loved him in return, she would never be able to stop and she might frighten him off. Their marriage bargain had been sealed on the understanding that they weren’t in love. But if she didn’t tell him? What if this was their last moment together? What had he told her about seizing the moment?

She raised her chin. “I believe I am quite in need of a strong cup of tea.”

“I have brandy on the sideboard.”

Amelia patted his arm. “Then we will both be refreshed and ready to decide how to trap Captain Fury.”

Marcus allowed Amelia to lead him back through the entrance hall and down toward his study. Just before they reached the door, he checked to see if there were any servants around and turned her until her back was against the wall.

“Don’t cry, my love. Your father isn’t worth your tears.”

She slowly blinked at him. “I’m not crying for him.”

“Then for whom?” He got out his handkerchief and calmly mopped up the tears that had escaped down her cheeks.

“I’m not crying.”

He showed her his damp handkerchief before placing it in her hand.

“What is it, my heart?”

“It’s you.”

“I make you cry?” He framed her face with his hands, seeing the beauty in it, the strength of purpose, and the patina of honesty in her very stare.

“I love you, Marcus.”

He let that sink deep inside him and settle close to his heart. “And that makes you cry? Because you must know that I love you, too.”

“It makes me very happy. But it was not part of our bargain.”

“Ah, now I understand. Tears can be happy things for a woman.” He held her gaze. “Dare I hope that I make you happy?”

“Do you even have to ask?” she whispered. “I cannot imagine my life without you now.”

He smiled at her as a deep wave of thankfulness roared through him. “Then I am a very lucky man, seeing as love has found us both despite everything.” He lowered his head and kissed her very slowly and thoroughly. “And now I am wishing Jack and his wife to the devil,” he murmured.

With a smile, she pushed on his chest. “The sooner we settle them in their bedchamber, the sooner we can retire to ours.”

Marcus straightened and glanced ruefully down at his now tented breeches. “It cannot be soon enough for me.”

Despite his best endeavors, Marcus still found himself seated at the dinner table sharing a last glass of port with Jack. Despite their years apart, it hadn’t taken them long to reestablish the ease between them that had previously existed. They had always fitted well together, like two halves of a plum. Marcus could only hope Jack was as sincere as he appeared.

“Who do you think Captain Fury is?” Marcus refilled his glass and hoped Amelia would forgive him for not appearing in their bedchamber sooner.

“I have no idea.” Jack sipped his port carefully, as if it was a rare treat for him. His clothes were a lot shabbier than Marcus’s, and he looked rather on the lean side. “He seems to have many fingers in many pies both high and low.”

“If he has managed to deceive the Duke of Diable Delamere and evade all the resources of the British Crown, he must be rather exceptional.” Marcus frowned. “He reminds me of someone… I only wish I could remember who it is.”

“Sometimes he works for the government. That’s why they don’t care to delve into his identity too deeply.” Jack put his glass down. “I don’t care who he is. I just want some answers, and then I want his promise that I’ll never have to see or speak to him again in this lifetime.”

“I don’t particularly care who he is, either, but if I find out he is the man responsible for my imprisonment, then I intend to kill him.”

Jack nodded. “All I would ask is that we get as much information out of him as possible before you do that.”

“You wouldn’t stop me?”

“Marcus, after how you were treated, I’d offer you the man’s head on a silver platter if I could manage it. Every time I think about your being held captive and treated worse than a dog, I—”

“I’m alive, though, and I’m home now.”

“And have a wife.” Jack’s smile returned. “Lady Havering is a remarkably resourceful woman.”

“She saved my life by taking me in and tending me at Dove Cottage. She had no idea who I was, and she still treated me like an honored guest rather than the shackled, traitorous deserter I appeared to be.”

“A woman of great good sense and compassion.” Jack pushed back his coat sleeve. “I have the same marks from being shackled before my flogging. Luckily for me, Carys was willing to take me back despite everything that went wrong between us.”

Marcus raised his glass. “I am glad for you, Jack.”

“I have a son, Marcus. His name is Owen. I cannot believe how lucky I am.” Jack’s hushed voice was almost reverent. “And if the Rice family had achieved their aims I would’ve had nothing.”

“I cannot believe what a fool David was.” Marcus shook his head. “I also don’t think he had the brains to orchestrate the ambush, do you?”

“No. Ever since I realized the truth, I have struggled to understand what lay behind his actions. He was in debt and needed money. That was the extent of his ambition. He didn’t care about the outcome of the war or the men he was sending to certain death by revealing our military plans…” Jack briefly stopped talking and stared down at the pristine linen cloth. “He didn’t care about you and me—the men who’d kept him alive over that mountain range just so he could betray us.”

“Perhaps Captain Fury was the mastermind behind David?” Marcus suggested. “It would make sense.”

Jack finished his port in one last swallow. “Mayhap we’ll find out soon.”

“We will or die trying.”

“That’s cheerful, my friend. And as we both have too much to live for to allow that to happen, I predict Fury will soon be no more.” Jack stood. “Good night, Marcus. I know you don’t trust me yet—how could you? But I swear on my honor that I will do everything in my power to ensure that we lay this matter to rest once and for all.”

“Good night, Jack.”

He waited a few moments before rising from the table himself. After checking with the butler that Amelia wasn’t still downstairs he went up to their bedchamber and knocked gently on her door.

“Come in.”

She was curled up in a chair beside the fire reading a book, her hair down over her shoulders and her spectacles on her nose. Marcus paused to appreciate the picture she made before advancing slowly toward her and falling to his knees.

“I stayed to drink some port with Jack.”

She put down her book. “I knew you would. It’s part of that mysterious male bonding ritual isn’t it?”

He leaned in and untied the sash of her robe. “I think we understand each other quite well now.” With a sigh, he buried his face in her lap and felt her fingers come to rest in his hair. “I’m glad I didn’t kill him.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

“There was a moment, when I first heard him speak, when I forgot everything but making him hurt as much as he had hurt me.”

“Which is perfectly understandable.”

He turned his head so that he could look up at her. “To behave like an animal in the entrance hall of a ducal mansion?”

“You were quite impressive, actually.”

“Bloodthirsty wench.” He rose onto his knees and pushed her robe off her shoulders to expose the thin muslin of her shift. “You have spent too many of your days with an army.”

“Maybe.” She sighed as he brushed his mouth over the swell of her nipple. “I did see quite a lot of fights around the campfire. I think the women were the worst—all that screeching.”

“Just like all females.”

“I don’t screech or fight.”

He sucked her nipple into his mouth and drew strongly on her until her hand caressed his neck and she was urging him on. He rucked up her shift and fitted the palm of his hand to her sex.

“I think I can make you scream.” Shifting his grip, he picked her up and rose to his feet, placing her neatly in the center of the bed. He came down over her and joined his mouth to hers in an endless kiss full of promises. When he came up for air, her hands were already attempting to release him from his well-fitted coat.

He helped her undress him without thought to the damage to his garb or where it ended up. Thank God he was neither a dandy nor had a valet to complain about such things.  When he was naked, he carefully removed her shift and lowered his head to kiss her breasts. One thing his captivity had taught him was to savor every good thing, and every glorious sensation that came to him because it might be his last. If he was lucky, he and Amelia would have years together to share their bliss, but there was still the matter of Captain Fury to attend to.

“I think I can make you screech if I take my time. And maybe even beg?”

He smiled down at her and received a challenging smile in return.  Her chestnut-colored hair was spread out over the pillow and her eyes were already softening with desire.

“We shall see, won’t we, Marcus?”

His smile deepened. “Yes, Amelia my darling, we shall.”


Chapter 16

“How long do you expect it will take Captain Fury to ascertain where you are staying?” Marcus asked Jack as they strolled through the leafy park on their way to the Duke of Diable Delamere’s house. 

They had gotten into the habit of calling in at the duke’s residence every day. Marcus suspected the duke would rather they kept away from his duchess, but it certainly enlivened their existence and made sure the duke was as eager as Marcus was to solve the matter once and for all.

“Captain Fury probably already knows. I suspect he has spies in all the best houses, and we aren’t exactly making any effort to hide ourselves.”

“It’s a shame Captain Fury didn’t work full time for the government. We could have done with a man of his caliber in charge of reconnoitering and reconnaissance during the war.”

“You mean spying.” Jack winked at him. “Not that we British would ever indulge in anything so underhand.”

“My first set of captors told me I would be tried as a spy.” Marcus’s faint smile disappeared. “At some point, I was transferred into other hands. I was sick with fever and have no recollection as to how I ended up where I did.”

“You were not in a military camp or prison?”

“No.” Marcus frowned. “I was in a small village high up in the mountains. They used me for hard labor and kept me chained at night in an underground cellar. Not that I thought much about escaping. I had no idea who I was for quite a while.” He sighed. “I remember something, and then it is gone, and then it turns up in my nightmares. I haven’t told Amelia half of it.”

Jack nodded. “I am the same with Carys. She knows enough to understand what I went through, but the details are best left unshared.”

“There were three women in the house.” Marcus kept walking and looking straight ahead. “Sometimes they amused themselves by… using me. I didn’t fight them very much.” He swallowed hard. “I craved being touched so badly. I want to tell Amelia,” Marcus confessed. “But I am afraid she won’t understand.”

“That you were so desperate to be touched that you let them bed you? I doubt she will care.” Jack’s melodious Welsh voice softened even more. “She doesn’t lack for sense.”

“She is the most practical woman I have ever met, Jack. Nothing defeats her. She says it is because she traveled with the army for so long, but I suspect it is within her very nature.”

“Ah, that’s right. Her first husband was also in the military, wasn’t he?” Jack paused on the curb to watch for a gap in the traffic. “She and I both abandoned our aristocratic families to follow the drum. How can I not understand how hard that transition must have been for her? It was difficult for me and I’d at least been to school and become well inured to hardship.”

Marcus frowned as a hackney cab slowed right in front of them. “Jack—”

Before he could say another word, the hackney stopped and a man opened the door, a pistol in his hand pointed right at Jack’s heart.

“Lord Jack Llewellyn? If you would be so good as to accompany me, please? Captain Fury wishes to speak to you.”

Marcus closed his hand around Jack’s upper arm. “If he goes, I am coming, too. I have my pistol primed and ready to fire in my pocket if you wish to argue about the matter and draw attention to us.”

The man glanced down at Marcus’s coat and then shrugged. “Both of you come, then. The good captain thought that might be the way of it.”

He stepped back inside the carriage and, after a quick shared look of resignation, Marcus and Jack followed him inside. There was another bearded man sitting opposite them who offered them two grubby silk handkerchiefs.

“Gentleman, if you would be so good as to cover your eyes?”

“So that you can knock us out or shoot us?” Jack demanded.

“Neither of those things will happen if your promise to sit quiet and behave yourselves like Christians.”

Marcus sighed. “I do hope you are telling the truth. The last thing I need is another blow to my head.”

“Don’t I know it, sir.”

Marcus paused as he took the silk handkerchief. “Do I know you?”

“No, sir.”

“Yet you seem vaguely familiar.” Marcus allowed his mind to drift for a second. “We were on a ship together.”

“Now, don’t you go remembering that right now, sir. It was a right mix up. I left you there under the shade of a tree while I went to steal a cart and horses, and blow me, but you didn’t disappear on me! Got me in all sorts of trouble with the guvnor.”

“I’ll wager I did.”

The other man gestured with his pistol. “Now, just put that blindfold on, sir, and be quiet.”

Marcus did as he was told as yet another piece of the mystery surrounding his unorthodox arrival in England fell into place. He sat back against the seat and felt the solid comfort of Jack’s shoulder beside him. Whatever happened now was in the lap of the gods.

“When did Jack say he and Marcus would return?” 

Amelia looked up from reading the paper to where Carys was pacing the carpet. Carys was a beautiful fair-haired woman whose fragile looks belied her strong and courageous personality. Amelia had come to like her very much in the days since she and Jack had joined them at Stortford House.

“They should have returned by now,” Carys replied in her soft Welsh accent. “I am starting to worry.”

“But we knew Captain Fury would be after them. The duke has men stationed everywhere to report back if they are taken. If that is the case, I’m sure we will hear directly.”

“You are remarkably calm about all this, Amelia. I don’t know how you manage it.”

Just as Amelia went to answer, the butler entered the room and bowed. “My lady? There is a gentleman who wishes to speak to you on a matter of urgency.”

“Did he give his name?”

“No, my lady, which is why I didn’t bring him up to the drawing room.” The butler sniffed. “He did say he came from the Duke of Diable Delamere, so I didn’t wish to send him away without consulting with you first, ma’am.”

Amelia gathered her skirts. “I shall come and see him directly.”

“And I will come with you,” Carys declared.

Amelia followed the butler down the stairs and into the front hall where a man dressed in the livery of the Duke of Diable Delamere awaited them. He bowed as she approached him.

“My lady, I come from the duke. He has news for you and wishes you to join him in Grosvenor Square.”

“We shall leave with you directly.” Amelia turned to the butler. “Would you ask my maid to fetch my blue pelisse and bonnet, please, and bring them to me?”

Within minutes, they were walking out into the street. A footman stood to attention beside a grand black carriage, the door already open. He helped both of them get in, and then closed the door, leaving them in the darkness of the interior.

Amelia peered through the window at the rain-washed streets and frowned as the carriage swung westward.

“This isn’t the best route to Grosvenor Square.”

Beside her Carys went still and grabbed for the handle of the door. “We’re locked in.”

“Dear Lord, have we allowed ourselves to be kidnapped?” Amelia exclaimed.

Carys met her gaze and sighed. “I do believe that we have.”

After what seemed like an interminable journey through the streets of London, the hackney slowed and Marcus braced his hand on the carriage wall. One of the men had relieved him of his pistol and checked his pockets for other weapons, removing his favorite knife. Jack had been treated in a similar manner.

“All right, me fine gentlemen. Time to get out. Don’t try anything silly. We have you surrounded.”

Marcus hated being blindfolded. It reminded him far too much of his recent captivity. He stumbled as he alighted, and someone grabbed his elbow, hauling him back upright.

“Easy now, me lord.”

The smell of rotting fish and the tang of river water filled his nose as he was pushed inside a low doorway, his head almost grazing the stone lintel. Beneath his booted feet, the floorboards creaked as he was taken up a flight of stairs.

“Here you are, Captain. The gentlemen. As ordered.”

“I suppose I should be glad you didn’t leave them under a tree and lose them again.” Marcus would recognize that drawling voice anywhere. “Sit them down, and then you may leave to guard the door and inquire as to that other matter.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Marcus tensed as his blindfold was removed to reveal the dark-cloaked and hatted figure of Captain Fury. He wore a mask over the upper half of his face in a parody of a highwayman.

“Gentleman, so good of you to come and see me.”

Jack started to rise. “You complete bastard, Fury—”

The captain held up his hand.  He had a large black signet ring on his middle finger that looked vaguely familiar. Marcus stared hard at it. “Please sit down, Jack. We have a lot to discuss.”

Jack didn’t comply. “There are two of us now. You’ll be dead before you can call for help.”

Captain Fury chuckled. “You don’t think I’d ensure your obedience before letting you see me like this? I have certain guarantees that you will behave yourselves like gentleman.”

Marcus leaned forward. “Because of you, I’ve learned to live like a savage. Believe me, I have no compunction about killing you in an ungentlemanly like manner.”

“I do hope you will restrain yourself, my lord. I would hate to have to dispose of that admirable new wife of yours.” The captain turned to Jack. “Or destroy the fragile peace you have established with your estranged wife.” His voice strengthened. “Sit down.”

Marcus and Jack sat.

“That’s better.” Captain Fury consulted his pocket watch. “If all has gone as planned, your wives will have been collected and will be on their way to us.”

“If you harm a hair on her head…” Marcus almost snarled.

“Now why would I do that? Everyone needs an… incentive to continue to do business with me. If people insist on falling in love and creating these partnerships, then they are inherently weak and make themselves vulnerable.”

“My wife would not stand by and expect me to perjure myself working for you simply to keep her alive.”

“Your belief in her is admirable, Havering.” Captain Fury’s slight smile was complacent. “But I suspect she would do as she was told.”

Marcus sat back. “You haven’t met her.”

“I most certainly have. In truth, I encountered her in her first Season. Such a shame she chose to run away with that American when she had drawn the attention of a duke.”

Jack raised an eyebrow at Marcus, who nodded slightly.

“So what do you want, Captain?” Jack inquired.

“Your report on what happened in Wales.”

“Surely you already know?”

“Naturally, but I’d prefer to hear your account from your own lips. It is easier to work out who is lying to me then and why.”

Jack set his jaw and repeated the fantastical events of his trip into Wales, which had Marcus staring at him in disbelief.

“Thank you, Jack.” Captain Fury inclined his head an inch.

“Did you know the Rice brothers were working together to cover up David’s crime and keep me from receiving my pardon?” Jack asked.

“I became aware of it. The events that occurred while you were there in Wales simply confirmed my suspicions.”

“And, conveniently for you, there are no other witnesses to the original ambush left alive except me and Marcus.”

“From all accounts, your companion remembers very little, which is why he is currently still alive.”  

Marcus glared at the smiling masked man in front of him. “No thanks to you.”

“On the contrary, I made sure you were kept alive. If it hadn’t been for my intervention, you would’ve been taken straight to a French military court and shot as a spy.”

“I’m supposed to be grateful for being imprisoned for several years and treated like an animal?” 

“You’re alive, sir. One might think you should show some gratitude.”

Jack interrupted. “The only reason you kept him alive was to use him against me so that I would continue to spy for you.”

“You think very highly of yourself, Jack. That wasn’t the only reason.”

“Then what else?” Jack demanded.

“There were other… interested parties. The government, the army, the men supplying the French army with stolen weaponry. None of these entities wished the orders you were carrying to get through, Jack. A few good men such as yourself and Havering were seen as infinitely disposable by all concerned.”

“So David was a pawn as well.”

“Of course he was. Do you really think he had the brains other than to reveal the day and time you would be passing through that particular stretch of mountain range? He was demanding more money for even that small service, so he had to be killed.”

Marcus slowly raised his head and stared at the quiet figure opposite him. “Why are you telling us all this? Do you intend to kill us?”

“On the contrary, I thought it fitting that you and Jack should be present at the end of this particular episode in my life.”

“What do you mean?” Outside, Marcus heard the sound of a carriage arriving. Beside him Jack stiffened as well.

“I am finished with this country.” Captain Fury waved a dismissive, gloved hand. “It is too small for my talents and too depleted by the recent wars to provide me with either amusement or profit.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Indeed. I believe my future lies in the new nation of America.”

“That nation is not yet secure. Our forces are still attempting to regain control.”

“Not for much longer, and they will not prevail.” His smile was serene. “Not with my assistance being weighted heavily on the American side.”

Female voices echoed in the hallway below, and Marcus tensed.

“You expect us to let you leave this room alive?” Jack said so quietly Marcus almost didn’t hear him. “You traitorous, blood-thirsty, deceitful, bloody bastard?”

Captain Fury stood and revealed the pistol in his hand. “If you wish to see your womenfolk unharmed, then yes.” He raised his voice. “Bring them in.”

Marcus instinctively stepped to the side as the door was flung open and Carys and Amelia were bundled through, held tightly by four of Fury’s thugs.

“Move out of my way everyone.” Captain Fury waited until his men formed a double wall for him to walk through. “You may release these people from this room when I have been gone for half an hour. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Marcus tried to move, but was brought up short by the knife one of the men held close to his wife’s face.

“Stay right there, guvnor. Wouldn’t want to mark the pretty lady.”

Captain Fury was almost at the door when Amelia gasped and pretended to swoon, swaying right into his path. Captain Fury went down in the tangle of skirts and shouts, and Marcus ducked as well, throwing himself toward where the captain had fallen. He scrambled over Amelia and clattered down the stairs after his prey, who was already on the move again. He leapt forward down the stairwell and managed to get a hand onto the hem of Captain Fury’s black cloak, jerking him backward.

His fingers grasped the captain’s wrist and he found himself staring right at the black signet ring with its lion rampant and bishops miter engraved in the center.

“That’s my family crest. Where did you get this?”

He yanked Fury’s arm up in a cruel grip until he could see into his face and tore off the man’s mask. Eyes the same dark blue as his own glared back at him.

“Who the devil are you?” Marcus growled.

“You really don’t remember, do you?” Fury sighed. “How ironic. All my work wasted because you can’t keep your wits about you.” His gaze hardened. “Who do you think I might be?”

Marcus blinked hard as a series of memories assailed him. “You…lived in one of the cottages on the Stortford estate. We used to play together before I went away to school.”

“Ah, the light finally dawns. Any more startling insights?”

Marcus studied Fury’s face. “You look like me.”

“Well done.”

“Are you my father’s son?”

“His bastard. My mother worked as a governess in the house until your father noticed her. I believe she was supposed to be grateful when he offered us the cottage and eventually paid for me to go to school.” His smile twisted. “I was expected to return and manage your estates.”

“I knew nothing of this.”

“Your father never mentioned his by-blow? How strange. Possibly because my mother was a lady he ruined.”

Marcus eased his grip a little. “So you did all this to punish me for being the legitimate heir?” 

Captain Fury’s blue eyes blazed. “No, to punish your father. It was quite amusing to send him hints about what had happened to you over the years, pieces of your uniform, a lock of your hair…and extort money from him in return for more, of course. What a pathetic little man.”

“Who died too young probably because of your perverted treatment of him.”

“He deserved everything he got,” Fury snarled, the pleasant mask finally stripped away..

Marcus drew back his fist. “As do you.”

Fury twisted to one side, making the blow land on the side of his head, his hand scrabbling on the floor. 

With a savage curse, he raised the pistol. Marcus just managed to roll away as it went off, the sound deafening in the small space. Even as he reacted to the shot, the captain kicked him hard in the balls, and he went down again, nothing but screaming pain left inside him as his quarry made his escape, leaving Marcus writhing in agony on the floorboards. 

Someone crouched over him and the next thing he knew he was being taken back up the stairs and laid out on the hearthrug, Amelia’s horrified face over him.

“Are you shot, Marcus? Where is it? Tell me?”

Jack was now on his other side and was feeling frantically up and down his torso. “I don’t see any blood.”

“No… blood,” Marcus managed to wheeze. “Balls.”

Jack winced in sympathy, and Amelia’s hand froze low on his stomach.

“The bastard got away.” 

“I know,” Jack said grimly.

Amelia bent down to whisper in his ear. “But the Duke of Diable Delamere’s men were following us, so mayhap they will find him after all.”

“Good luck to them.” 

Marcus let his head fall with a thud onto the threadbare carpet and closed his eyes. He had half an hour to wait before Fury’s men would release them from their prison, and he would need every second of it. What an inglorious way to go down, but at least he was alive. He had a lot to tell Jack and the duke but everything would have to wait.

He caught hold of Amelia’s hand. “What in damnation were you doing falling into Captain Fury’s arms like that?”

She bit her lip. “I have to admit that I was somewhat overcome by rage when I saw he was about to escape us all and decided I had to try and stop him.”

“And might have got yourself killed.”

She squeezed his fingers and then brought them to her lips. “I didn’t think of that. I was just so furious.”

A reluctant laugh shook through him and he winced.

“Don’t ever do that again, will you?”

“If you promise not to launch yourself down the stairs and almost get shot, I will.”

“I believe my fighting days are behind me, my love. I am looking forward to a little peace and quiet.”

“That would be wonderful.” She hesitated. “Apart from the usual disruption having a child creates.”

He took a deep, slow breath. “You are with child?”

“I think so. Do you mind?”

Marcus gave a ragged laugh. “Considering what just happened to my balls, I’ll consider it a blessing and a miracle.”


Epilogue

As was his custom, Marcus awoke early and took a stroll around the grounds of Stortford Hall. The sun was coming up, but the air still held that crisp biting promise that reminded him of being in the mountains. He still hated being inside for too long and had formed a terrible habit of leaving doors and windows open wherever he went, making his hosts and his guests subject to far more bracing conditions than they were probably used to.

Amelia merely laughed and kept a shawl close by her, but his brother and grandmother tended to complain. But they would be traveling to London shortly to open up Stortford House and make sure that his cousin Felicity found a far better man than him to marry her—that is if Charlie didn’t finally speak up and marry her himself.

Marcus paused at the end of the terrace to observe a peacock striding majestically across the lawn, his long tail dragging through the dew. His family was still coming to terms with the changes captivity had wrought on him. He would never be the amiable laughing oldest son without a care in the world again. He knew too much, had suffered hardship and learned how fragile life could be.

But he had survived. He had forged new friendships with the Duke of Diable Delamere and his wife and reconnected with Jack, who, despite Marcus’s protests, preferred to live in obscurity in Wales and ignore society and its gossip. Jack was happy with his wife and son, speaking his native language and getting involved in local matters. In truth, his choices weren’t that different to Marcus’s, although he was lucky as a fourth son he didn’t have an estate to run.

But Marcus had even found solace in that. Growing things, tending to his crops and ensuring his tenants had the best he could provide for them—including a school—gave him some hope for the future and at least a gainful occupation that didn’t involve the horrors of war.

A recent letter from the duke crackled inside his coat pocket, waiting to be shared with Amelia when she woke up. It seemed Captain Fury was now established in Philadelphia and busy setting up an empire that the British government couldn’t touch. The duke still cherished hopes of running him to ground, but Marcus was quite happy for the man to stay away. If he ventured into England again—that would be a different matter, of course.

Marcus continued his stroll around to the side of the house, his boots crunching in the gravel. And of course he had Amelia, who made sense of everything and in saving him insisted she had also been saved herself. She said she’d been hiding from life and that his unexpected arrival into her quiet corner of England had woken her up again like a modern-day sleeping beauty.

Marcus allowed himself a quiet chuckle. Not that anyone would mistake him for a prince. He was still plagued by headaches and nightmares and wasn’t exactly a comfortable man to be around, but despite all that she loved him. He knew that in his soul.

A tapping on the glass made him look up to see a small figure framed in the long window of the drawing room that opened out onto the rose garden. His smile widened as he crossed over to the house, unlatched the door and crouched down on his haunches.

“Papa. Me come with you. See horses?”

Nodding at the nurse, he held out his arms and his son ran into them.

“I’m sorry, my lord, as soon as he saw you were outside, he was after me to get him down the stairs.”

He smiled at the nurse. “You know I don’t mind at all, Maggie, and neither does her ladyship.”

He boosted young Andrew onto his shoulder and felt his son’s small hands tug impatiently at his hair. At almost three years old, the boy was as remarkably single-minded as his mother.

“Horses?”

“Yes, my dear boy.” He winked at the nurse. “Tell her ladyship I’ll bring him back in time for breakfast.”

“Yes, my lord.” Maggie looked at her charge. “Now you be a good boy, do you hear?”

“Yes, Nurse. Come on, Papa.”

Obeying his son’s determined little heels drumming into his shoulders, Marcus turned toward the stables. This was his life. This was his present and his future. 

His son.

His family.

With a whoop, Marcus picked up the pace and galloped his delighted son all the way down the path toward the stables.

THE END
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"Miss Waterstone, there has clearly been a misunderstanding." Gervase 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."

If you enjoyed this excerpt, please go and check out more here!
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