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PROLOGUE
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Northumberland, 1814

There he was again. The man with the spectacles.

Oh! And he had the net this time.

She always preferred the net over the gun. That meant interesting things were going to happen.

Mara inched closer to the trunk of the tree, her bare feet making no sound against the rough, wrinkled bark, and hid behind a bough large enough to cover her without blocking her view of the man below. To see but not be seen. Not that he would think to look thirty feet up into the dense green leaves of a black oak. Most people didn’t, and this deep in the forest, he surely must think he was alone.

Let him think it. Mara would not make a sound.

He was dressed in the plain, sturdy clothes of a gamekeeper, a leather knapsack slung over his shoulder. He pushed his wide-brimmed straw hat off his brow, exposing to the sunshine features that were neither old nor very young, but somewhere in the middle. She watched as he came up to the pond’s edge, slowing his steps, net raised and at the ready. Mara squinted her eyes to focus on what was in the water. What was he after this time?

The man stilled in a predator’s crouch. Mara gripped the tree in anticipation as several tense seconds passed. When the man at last made his move, it was so quick it made her start. In and out went the net into the pond in one smooth, incredibly fast stroke. It came back up dripping and wriggling. The man gave a victorious laugh. Mara brought a fist, clenched in excitement, to her mouth but remained silent. He set the net down on the bank, pulled a glass jar out of the leather knapsack, unscrewed the lid, then dove his hand into the net and produced his catch: a wriggling, long-legged frog. Into the jar it went. The man wrinkled his nose and shoved his spectacles, which had gone askew, back into place with his wrist as he inspected the frog that now squirmed about its glass confines. He set the jar on the ground next to the net and, just as Mara had expected, produced a little notebook and pencil, and wrote something. He even took out his pocket watch to note the time.

Mara smiled at his queerness. A very precise man. This was not the first time she had seen him catch something with that net of his and then write about it in his notebook. Since spring had taken hold of the earth again, he had become a frequent visitor to the forest, sometimes hunting, sometimes catching frogs and fish and insects, putting them all in jars, and taking them to places far away from her wooded sanctuary. He was a curiosity to her, someone amusing to inspect and guess at. Where did he live? How many jars full of frogs and snails and salamanders did he have in his house? It must be full near to bursting. It gave him so much pleasure when he caught something. Once she had even seen him perched on a rock making a hasty sketch of a great white heron before it flew away.

There was plenty about him over which to be curious, and though she had become used to his presence, it made her life all the more difficult. She must be more careful now. Watchful, ever watchful. The man looked harmless enough, even kind; perhaps he would be friendly to her, but the idea of speaking to him or even letting him know she existed never crossed her mind. Quite the opposite. If she had it her way, he wouldn’t be roaming the forest at all. It was work, hiding from everyone, always being on the lookout. No one must know she was here. Not this man, not anyone.

But for now, she leaned her arms against a branch, a small, contented smile playing about her lips as she watched the man with the spectacles.


CHAPTER 1
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Arthur slowed his breathing to near nothing. The next moments were crucial. Through his spectacles and a magnifying glass, he studied the iridescent gleam of the green dragonfly’s thorax before slowly bringing his pencil down to the paper. Just the finest shading and it would be near perfect.

The small explosion from the other man in the room came out of nowhere, taking Arthur completely unawares. Crying out in surprise, his hand jerked across the paper, the pencil marring not only the thorax, but mutilating the wings he had spent three hours on the day before. His hand then hit the ink bottle, sending it toppling right onto the plate where Mrs. Culpepper’s delicious rolled wafers lay, its dark contents soaking into the thin biscuits with malicious speed.

Heart racing, Arthur stared in horror at the ruins of his sketch and then the ruins of his biscuits (untouched and now untouchable) and had just enough presence of mind to hold back a whimper of defeat. He looked up at Haynes, the head gamekeeper of his estate, standing before him. The man’s face was half covered by his handkerchief, attending to the products of his sudden sneeze.

“I beg your pardon, your grace, so sorry,” he said, his voice muffled. He leaned in quickly and righted the ink bottle. He almost used his soiled handkerchief to clean up the spill but remembered just in time and refrained.

Arthur pushed his spectacles up his nose and regarded the man. “Never mind, Haynes. What do you want again? How long have you been standing there?”

“Reckon close to ten minutes, your grace.”

Arthur’s brow shot up. “Ten minutes, you say? I let you in ten minutes ago and you have been standing there all this time? Why did you not say something?”

“It looked as if you did not wish to be disturbed. I didn’t mind waiting, your grace, and I do apologize again. The sneeze came right out of nowhere.”

Arthur sighed silently, feeling the old disappointment in himself. This was not the first time he had lost all sense of the present while he focused on his work. He kept his eyes on Haynes. If he looked down at his drawing, he would need a private, unmanly moment alone to mourn the loss. “Never mind that. What is it you want?” He had told Haynes to do something, he just could not remember what it was.

“I found the dog again, your grace.”

Arthur’s face cleared with recollection. “Ah, yes, the dog. And were you successful in driving it off?”

“As to that, no.”

“What do you mean, no? Did it run away from you? Could you not catch it?” A stray dog in the forest, one as big as Haynes had reported, could not be suffered to stay and chase away or eat up all the game.

“I didn’t try to,” Haynes replied. “Though I’ve done everything I can think of, save shooting it or setting out poisoned meat.”

“I don’t want it killed, just driven off. Unless he’s caught poaching,” Arthur reminded him.

Haynes nodded. “I caught sight of him, sure enough, but instead of chasing him off, I decided to follow him. See where he might be coming from.”

“Oh? And you’ve never seen him carrying away any of my game? The pheasants?”

“Never, your grace, but of course that’s what he’s doing, stayin’ in the woods for as long as he has. So, this time, I followed him.”

“Well?” Arthur asked, curious now. “What did you discover?”

Haynes gave a baffled shrug. “I reckoned if I followed him long enough, I’d see him go after something or other and then I could shoot him right then and there, havin’ the proof before my very eyes. Followed him for some time before he led me to somethin’ I didn’t think to find.”

Arthur leaned forward in his chair, caught by the mysterious tone in Haynes’s voice. “What did you find?”

“A maiden, your grace.”

Arthur stared at him, frowning. “A maiden? A woman?”

“Aye, the mongrel’s owner. Leastways, that’s what she must be. Very fond of her, it is, prancing all around her when it found her. She loves the dog too, plain as my beard is red.”

“And this is still within the bounds of Alwyn?”

“Yes, your grace. Near the north border, but well within your lands.”

“What was she doing, other than making much of the dog? You did not see him kill anything, I infer?”

“Nothing, your grace. The maiden—it looked as though she were gathering sticks off the ground. Gathered some herbs here and there as well. Whenever she saw something she wanted, she just took it.”

“Foraging, then?”

“Aye, but on your lands,” Haynes said pointedly.

Arthur tapped the rim of the magnifying glass on the desk, thinking. They were his lands, to be sure, but there had been people foraging and farming his lands with his and his ancestors’ good will for hundreds of years. “Is she one of the tenants?”

“I’ve never seen her before today, but I know her like.”

“Her like?”

“A gypsy, your grace,” Haynes replied, none too pleased.

Arthur frowned, nodding slowly. “A gypsy, is she?”

Gypsies were as common as hawthorn growing along the roadsides. There were some who were strict in their prejudices against the wandering bands, exacting heavy consequences for any infraction against the law, like trespassing. Arthur himself had had little trouble with them. If a band of gypsies passed through Alwyn Abbey lands, there was no reason to take action as long as they were gone in a day or two. But he would have no gypsy toying with the idea of staying for an extended season living off the general blind eye he gave to their temporary movements. A few times, Haynes and the other gamekeepers who guarded the forest had told the traveling bands in no uncertain terms to leave when they had outstayed their welcome.

“Did you follow her?” he asked Haynes.

“Aye, back to her camp.”

“Her camp? How many of them are there?”

“That’s the odd thing. It’s only her.”

Arthur frowned. “What do you mean?”

“She’s a gypsy, no doubt. But she’s alone, and from the way her camp looks, she’s been alone and living in the forest for some time.”

Arthur leaned back in his chair, taking in this curious information. A lone gypsy? That was odd indeed. Gypsies nearly always travelled together. “How long did you watch her?”

“Only a few minutes.”

“And you did not engage her or drive her off?”

Haynes bowed his head. “I didn’t, your grace. I waited until I could leave without her seeing and came straight back to tell you of it. It seemed something you would wish to know about.”

Arthur hummed as he mulled over this news. He finally dared to look down at his ruined sketch and, momentarily distracted, let out a sigh. There was no saving it.

“If I may, your grace, her camp…” Haynes’s voice drifted off.

“What of it?” Arthur prompted.

“I’ve never seen the like of it myself. A little garden of flowers, not many with it so early in the spring, but the crocus is up and everywhere, and greens sprouting up around her little bender tent, sunshine through the trees…‘tis a happy place, it seems.”

“A happy place?” Arthur repeated, incredulous.

“Aye, your grace, you’re right to laugh but that’s what’s in the air about her. And then as I was goin’ away, she started singin’—”

“Singing?”

“Aye, she’s made her own little kingdom in Alwyn.”

Arthur frowned, baffled by Haynes’s bemused description. “A gypsy maiden, you say?” he asked.

Haynes nodded. “Can’t be much older than my Beth, and she’s not two-and-twenty.”

“And all alone? You’re sure?”

“Looks that way. Nothin’ but her dog and her tent.”

Arthur looked at his sketch again, then to the pile of papers that had been sitting collecting dust for the better part of a week. The usual business of an estate, the one constant in his life. He should just order Haynes to drive the girl off and be done with it. He did not need to be intrigued by a lone gypsy hiding away making little kingdoms of flowers and merry songs in his forests. He did not need to see her garden or hear her voice that had so entranced his gamekeeper. He did not need to see her for himself.

And he certainly did not need to bring his sketchbook.

There was business to attend to, as there had been all morning. His secretary was coming that afternoon expecting everything to be done and ready. Arthur had promised, after all.

He promptly rose from his chair. “Show me.”


CHAPTER 2
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Sunlight dappled against Arthur’s dark green hunting coat as he followed Haynes through the thick, crowded pines in one of the most remote corners of the Alwyn Forest.

“Not far off now, your grace,” Haynes whispered over his shoulder.

“Right. And hold off on the ‘your graces’ at present. It is unnecessary just now.” Arthur hoped they wouldn’t be spotted by anyone, but in case they were, he did not wish his title to be known unless he chose.

They tramped a few more yards, Haynes growing stealthier with each stride. Arthur followed suit easily. While indoors, he had a habit of bumping into tables and the several suits of armor dotting the house, sending them teetering precariously from side to side. He could never seem to give things enough room, for there was no room in his mind to give them a thought. Things, especially priceless heirlooms handed down through the generations by his ancestors, always got horribly in the way. Those pieces (the remaining ones, at all events) now lived in an unused salon he did not frequent. But once he stepped outdoors, Arthur became aware of every leaf and twig about him and could walk as silently as any fox or mouse.

Haynes had said they were close. Arthur looked all about him. Whoever she was, this gypsy had chosen the spot well. The trees grew thick, and brush and ferns covered much of the ground between the trunks. Nearby, a small stream could be heard trickling on its merry way.

“This is as fine a place as any to make oneself small,” he remarked. “She must be a cunning one.”

Haynes turned with a look full of meaning. “You ain’t seen the half of it, your grace—sir. Just wait until we reach her camp, if you can even make it out.”

Tilting his head at this curious remark, Arthur was about to reply when Haynes suddenly crouched to his knees. Arthur followed instantly. Haynes silently slung his knapsack across his front and produced a small telescope, which he put to his eye for some seconds before handing it to Arthur. “Straight that way,” he murmured, pointing ahead of them just to the right. “You’ll see the flowers just there, but see if you can make out the tent. Took me a good long while when I first came.”

Arthur took the telescope and applied it under Haynes’s directions. The flowers were easily spotted. Little blooms of yellow, white, and purple bunched together in a way that could not be natural. The tent should be easy enough to find. He trained his mind to find the light color of canvas. He found none. He looked again, but nothing. He lowered the telescope and shrugged at Haynes.

The gamekeeper nodded, understanding. He motioned for Arthur to follow him and crept closer. The flower patch was still some thirty yards off when Haynes crouched down again, gesturing for Arthur to come abreast of him. “There,” he whispered, pointing his finger again. “We have as good a view as any of the camp now. You see how crafty she’s hidden it?”

Closer now, Arthur could make out a structure covered in dried mud and forest greens to imitate the pines surrounding it. Indeed, it looked more like a stunted, shabby tree than a tent. A small thing that anyone would pass by if they did not think to look. With the sunbeams weaving through the thickness of the boughs above, the camp did have a peaceful look to it, though Arthur would not go so far as Haynes and call it happy. It was, however, rather fascinating. Very clever of her.

“Do you see her?” he mouthed to the gamekeeper.

Haynes shook his head but an instant later, Arthur caught a movement just behind the tent. A glimpse of bright red peeped above the top of the tent before disappearing again. A moment later, a woman stepped out from behind it and into the speckled sunlight amongst the flowers.

At first, Arthur could only stare. She was a maiden indeed. Her black hair flowed freely past her shoulders, gleaming in the sunlight. A bright red scarf was tied over the crown of her head and matched the skirt that flounced with each step she took. She wore a loaded apron and held onto the ends of it with clenched fists. Once she reached the small clearing in front of the tent, she sat herself down and dropped her apron.

Fine sticks and twigs spilled out in front of her and onto the ground next to a long, thin branch. Arthur watched intently as she then set to work bundling the sticks to her liking and binding them around the long branch with twine to make a besom. Every now and then, he could catch a note or two of the tune she hummed to herself. The scene had come alive the instant she had appeared, and he now understood of what Haynes had spoken when he had called it a happy place. Somehow, her presence made all the difference.

He could not make out her face with any distinction at this distance. Gesturing for the telescope again, he trained it on her and was struck by what he saw. Her skin could not be called brown, nor was it tanned like that of an Englishman when he travelled too long in the summer. It was somewhere in between: golden and tawny. Dark eyes, nearly black, harmonized with her raven brows and hair. She had an open face, with a pleasant, contented expression as she bent over her work. Arthur lowered the telescope and stared at her from afar. She was, in a word that was all-encompassing but still not enough to do her justice, beautiful.

Beautiful or not, she would have to go.

Arthur handed the telescope back to Haynes. While he preferred to spend his days in his study or out in the wild catching and gathering all things natural for his collections, these were still his lands. He had a family legacy to uphold and secure for his decedents. He would not brook any abuse of the rules and regulations he and his forebearers had established, no matter how pretty or unobtrusive the abuser. A trespasser was a trespasser.

Still, he could not help but be fascinated. Gypsies moved in groups and clans, were frequently on the move. Yet her little camp proclaimed she was likely the only resident here and had been for some time, just as Haynes had suggested. So why all alone?

Haynes looked at him now, asking for orders. They could move in on her right now. Tell her to pack her things at once, even help her before sending her on her way. No need to be cruel about it. But as Arthur studied her camp, the insatiable curiosity that was his constant companion took hold. Why take the chance to stay so long in one place? Was she even aware she was trespassing? And why all alone but for a dog? Did she plant the flowers? And what of the beginnings of the greens he saw sprouting up here and there in the dark dirt? Gypsies were an odd lot, but this particular gypsy was an odder one still.

The approach of something sounded in the crunching of dirt under foot to their left, faint at first but growing steadily louder. The girl’s head shot up at once. In an instant she was up and diving into her tent, closing the canvas around the entrance. Arthur and Haynes remained where they were, not moving an inch. Huddled against a tree, hardly daring to breathe, Arthur caught sight of a wiry, lanky deerhound passing in and out of the trees like a shadow of grey mist. It trotted right up to the tent, stopped, and gave a muffled woof, then another.

The canvas across the tent was thrust aside and the woman reappeared, this time with a smile on her face. Arthur caught the words, “Good boy. You remembered this time. Such a good boy.” She came out and scratched the dog behind the ears. It leaned into her and lolled its tongue in delight. The woman left the tent and returned to her work with the dog lying next to her.

Arthur stared between her and the dog, trying to sort out what he had just witnessed. Could it be that she had trained the dog to come to the door of the tent and give a signal? Fascinating. Utterly fascinating! Why had she done that? His eyes moved over every inch of the camp, taking in all the detail he could. As pretty a homespun picture as any artist could wish to paint.

All thoughts of her immediate departure were put aside. He must know more of her. He would understand the whys of her situation. He looked back to Haynes. “Until I order otherwise, leave her be, and tell no one.”


CHAPTER 3
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The next morning, Arthur shifted from one impatient foot to the other while his valet gave a final fuss over his clothes. “Grant me only one more moment, your grace,” Rogerson said coaxingly.

Arthur sighed but remained still. These were his outdoor clothes. He didn’t see how Rogerson’s pride could be hurt if a wandering fox happened to snigger under its breath at a crooked stocking.

At last, Rogerson stood with a final nod.

“Are you finished, then? Good man. Thank you. Where is my bag—oh, beg pardon. Did I hurt you?” he asked as his elbow had jabbed Rogerson in the stomach when he’d turned around too quickly.

“Nothing to forgive, your grace,” Rogerson replied in a wheezy voice and held up the soft leather knapsack for Arthur to slip his arms through.

“Thank you, Rogerson. That will be all.”

The valet exited, and Arthur gave himself one more look in the mirror. He gave a nod of satisfaction. No fobs fastened to his pantaloons, rings on his fingers, or diamond pins nestled into a cravat. Indeed, a gem of any kind would look ridiculous pinned to the simple knot at his neck. He had always preferred a plain way of dressing. No one would suspect him of being a duke. Least of all a gypsy girl hiding away in the forest.

When the work of keeping his estates and holdings in order did not hinder him, there was nothing he loved more than riding and tramping across his lands, fishing in the lakes and streams and hunting the many fowls, rabbits, and deer that roamed about. Or collecting every sort of insect and amphibian on land or in the various waters to take home and add to his ever-growing collections that he would then study and sketch out. He had more sketches than he could count in journals that filled several shelves in his study.

While his father was alive, many was the time when large parties would stay for weeks on end shooting, fishing, and making merry in the evenings. Arthur had kept up the tradition for a few years after he had first inherited, but as he had grown older and passed thirty, it was clear to him and his family around him that he was not his father. That he was at his best in quiet and solitude. It had been many a year since he had invited anyone other than family to Alwyn for prolonged stays, entertaining others only when he was obliged to go to his townhouse in London when Parliament was in session.

He made his way back to the gypsy’s camp eager, but not quite knowing what he would do once he got there. He did not wish to approach her, not yet. He wanted to study her and her camp from a distance at first. Watch her movements, become familiar with her habits, see how much she depended upon his lands to live. Try to discover why she was there in the first place.

When he caught the first glimpse of the colorful crocuses, he stopped and crouched down, as he had done the day before with Haynes. From his knapsack he produced a sketch book and scratched out a drawing of the camp. Quite an intriguing place, now that he had time to make a study of it. The flowers trembled in the slight breeze; the tent was hidden safe in the shadows of the pines. A three-legged stool stood next to the remains of a fire.

The girl and the dog were nowhere to be seen.

Emboldened, Arthur crept closer to the camp, watching for any sign of her return. He did not wish anyone to know he was here, least of all his curious quarry. At fifty paces away he stopped again and made another sketch. Was the tent her only shelter? They were not far into spring, and the nights still brought with them the last chills of winter.

For several minutes he stayed where he was. When he trusted the silence around him, he walked to the camp’s perimeter, then into the camp itself, careful not to leave boot prints in any obvious place.

This camp was not like the other gypsy caravans that came through from time to time. Everything about this camp was made with the idea to stay out of sight. He shoved his nose right up to the mud-covered tent and opened his mouth in awe. There was artistry in the dried mud. Little swirls and designs only visible if one was close. From afar it looked like a big rock with pine boughs growing out of its crags. He took several notes down in his book and copied some of the designs with an eager hand. Fascinating!

There was the garden as well. Not the crocuses, but neat rows of tilled black dirt. What had she planted? It was too small for any amount of food to sustain her. He hummed curiously to himself. She certainly had made herself at home here. It was a shame she must move on, after all her work. Arthur considered himself a fair landlord to his tenants, but the tenants paid rent and he was not keen on taking care of a dependent he did not know he had. He almost wished she was here to answer the questions that whirled about in his head.

On the heels of this desire came the reminding thought that, unless the topic of discussion was of a scientific or literary nature, he was no good at conversing with others, especially ladies. His mouth dried at the very thought of speaking to a strange woman. That was an area in which he had never acquired any adroitness. If the gypsy came, he would not talk to her today. Certainly not today. He felt sure he would only frighten her. Yes, that was it. He believed gypsies to be of a flighty, suspicious nature. Yes, he would talk to her, just not today. For her sake. He swallowed unconsciously, trying to whet a sudden dry patch in his throat. Perhaps not tomorrow either. That was too soon—for her, of course. He felt certain of it. No, this woman would have to be drawn out, little by little. Shown that there was nothing to be afraid of. He only wished to understand her before she moved on.

He took down a few more notes before feeling he had overstayed his welcome. If he was going to hold off talking to her, she could not find him here in her camp. He walked back in the direction of Alwyn but stopped at the edge of the camp. It did not feel right to simply leave after having wandered about and stuck his nose into everything, even if she did not know he had been here.

He should leave something. An offering of some sort to show that his inquisitive friendliness was nothing to be feared. Out of his knapsack he produced two bright red apples and placed them on the stool near the remains of the fire. Apples were a delicious offering, and they had no metaphorical connection to anything hostile, as far as he knew. Satisfied he had done right, he took himself to his first perch to watch and wait while taking a little repast himself. Along with the apples, Mrs. Culpepper had packed her famous scones for his excursion. Really, his cook deserved another increase in her wages. Her culinary expertise could rival any French chef. He took a bite, savoring the feeling of the buttery pastry melting in his mouth, and waited.

Some thirty minutes passed until he caught a movement off to his right. He shifted silently to get a better look and saw the faraway shape of the deerhound darting in and out of sight between the trees. By his side was the gypsy woman, walking along barefoot with a heavy-laden pouch not unlike his own slung over her back. No red scarf or bright skirts today, but brown and grey, blending in with the forest about her. As they neared the camp, the dog suddenly stopped and shot his head up. Immediately the girl crouched beside him and looked all around them. Arthur, with years of practice behind him, remained a statue. The deerhound gave a growl and a huff before padding into the camp with protective purpose, sniffing every inch of it. Arthur should have guessed his scent would be all over, though he had touched nothing. Would the dog follow the trail all the way back to where he was now hiding?

The girl stayed where she was. Arthur saw the moment her gaze found the apples on the stool. The deerhound came up and shoved his nose between the two pieces of fruit, sending them rolling off the stool.

“Ben, no! Stay away!” the woman hissed in a harsh whisper, which surprised Arthur. He had expected her to use the Romani language, but here she was speaking plain English, though with a slight accent. A gypsy who didn’t speak her native language outright. Curious. She cast her eyes around the forest one more time, then rose and cautiously walked over to the stool, staring at the fruit on the ground.

Go on, Arthur silently urged her. It’s friendly fruit. He looked on, perplexed. Wasn’t that clear? Apples were no threat to anyone. He watched, agog with anticipation as the girl poked at one of the apples with her toe, a scowl marring her face. Next, she picked both apples up by the stems and studied every angle. Apparently satisfied, she brought one to her nose and sniffed.

She was a wary creature, wasn’t she?

Arthur found out just how wary she was the next moment when she hurled first the one apple, then the other, as hard as she could against the trunk of a nearby tree. Both apples exploded on impact. Aghast, he put a hand to his chest, as if the apples had hit him and his goodwill instead. The dog went over to the ruins of the fruit, but a sharp command from the gypsy turned him away, though not without a plaintive whine.

The woman, feet spread, shoulders hunched, and fists clenched, looked at the ground now. Tracks, he realized. She was looking for tracks and found one soon enough. She bent down, studying it, and searched for another, but Arthur had not been roaming these forests since he could walk for nothing. He knew how to leave as little a trail as possible.

The dog came up to her and shoved his nose into her hand. She gave one last look about them before hugging the dog around the neck and holding tight. She spoke, but her voice was too low for Arthur to catch her words. She stayed there for some time before she rose again, grabbed her knapsack, and went into the tent, the dog following behind.

Arthur watched for several more minutes, taking notes of his observations. When she did not reappear, he rose and headed back to Alwyn Abbey. He had so many questions. How long had she been here? Why had she thrown two perfectly good apples from his very own orchards into a tree? What was the matter with her? Could she not see them for the gift they had been? What was her name? Where were her shoes?

That last question set him to thinking. Had she passed the winter here as well? This was Northumberland, and it was not known for its temperate climes. Though, she seemed well enough, shoes or no.

The apple incident still grated him. Had he been mistaken? It wouldn’t have been the first time he had bungled up a situation, especially when it involved a woman. Perhaps she did not like apples? He would think of something else to bring next time, something she would like. There were plenty of options in his greenhouses.


CHAPTER 4
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The day after the mysterious apples had appeared, Mara circled the stool with a suspicious frown. Where the apples had been the day before lay a bunch of grapes, and tracks from the same boots came in and out of the camp before losing themselves to the undergrowth of the forest around her.

Upon returning to camp from foraging, Ben had raised the alarm once again. He had sniffed every inch of the camp several times over. Mara’s heart thudded hard against her ribs. She had been gathering pine needles to weave into small baskets to sell at market. She could weave several in one day if she had enough needles, but she would gather only a little here and there along the forest floor, leaving as little trace as possible, and that took time. She and Ben had been away most of the day.

But now? Now she was afraid to go anywhere, lest this strange gift giver should come back. Who was leaving these things? Who was watching her? Who was trying to lure her in? What if it was them? They were cruel enough to toy with her like this—to drive her mad with worry and then pounce on her unawares. She had been so careful for so long. To think that she could have been found at last sent chills tickling her all over, like spiders with needle-sharp legs. There were other people in the forest, though. Gamekeepers, foraging tenants, the man with the spectacles, perhaps? Of all the people she silently came across, he seemed the least threatening. If it had been him…

She shook her head and rubbed her face furiously with her hands. She would not accept the grapes. It was too dangerous. To accept something was to be beholden to the giver, and she would not put herself and Ben into that position ever again. She made her own way in the world, and always would.
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Through his spectacles, Arthur watched in amazement as the girl grabbed the grapes and swung them up over her head and threw them to the ground. He was further astonished as he watched her stamp them with her bare feet again and again until they were nothing but sticky, wet mush. She looked down at her work as she brushed her hands together, giving a satisfied and utterly stubborn nod before taking up the basket she had carried into camp and going into her tent with the dog following behind her.

Never had Arthur witnessed such a reaction to a gift of his. When a duke gave something, one usually accepted it with grace and gratitude. True, not many of his family members had been exactly thrilled to receive a subscription to the Botanical Magazine, but being titled and wealthy, he could count the number of people who had outright rejected any gift from him on one hand. Until now, the number had been zero. Everyone, particularly every girl on the Marriage Mart he had for so many years now avoided, had tried to curry his favor and influence at one point or another. Had fawned over any small accomplishment or boring remark he happened to make. And now, here was a woman who was nothing but a wanderer giving his offering a barbaric execution. It was an experience he had never thought to have.

Rising silently from his lookout, Arthur stretched and gave a grim look toward the camp. That was how it was going to be between them, was it? Very well. He didn’t mind a challenge. Tomorrow was another day.

The next day she was gone.

Arthur stood in the middle of the abandoned camp, looking in all directions. Everything that could be carried she had taken, which was, granted, not much, but gone, nonetheless. He tapped the bundle of bread and cheese (his latest try at tempting her) against his leg as he thought of his next step. His study was far from complete, but if she had left his lands, really, so much the better. She had needed to move on anyway; he couldn’t have let her stay. Though, he thought, his wounded feelings smarting, she might have accepted his food with a little more grace. A thought then struck him. What if she had moved farther into his lands?

She was not half a mile from Alwyn’s northern border, but perhaps she had moved south? If one of his gamekeepers found her, they would not be kind in their ousting of her—admittedly, under his orders. Besides, her actions of the day before had intrigued him all the more. The more he thought of her, the more he wished to know her better. Where had she come from? Where was her family? Why was she all alone?

He knew every inch of this forest. If she was still on Alwyn land, he would find her. And his next offering would be something that would be irresistible, Mrs. Culpepper would see to that.


CHAPTER 5
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Three days after she had moved her camp (her lovely camp! No other spot was so good as that one!) a mile to the southwest, Mara found a pair of hot cross buns atop a cloth on her stool. The same boot prints, several this time, going in and out of her camp.

Her nostrils flared in anger even as fear seized her heart. She did not know what to think of it. She had been tracked. Who was it? Why not just come out and face her?

She would move again. Farther this time. Miles and miles. She was loath to leave this country, with its thick forests made perfect for hiding, but there was plenty of England she had never been to and where she would not be recognized.

As for this latest lure…

She reached for the buns, golden in color and mouth-watering in scent. Ben next to her watched her every move with expectant intensity, licking his chops and prancing on his toes, but she remained firm. Not one morsel would touch her lips—or Ben’s. These buns would make many a fish in the stream happy, but not her. Mystery, no matter how good it smelled, was dangerous and frightening, and she would have none of it. She picked up the buns and immediately paused in her action. Underneath them lay a slip of folded paper.

It was only paper, but instinct forced her hand to her little knife tucked away at her waist. She stood staring at it for some moments before finally picking it up. It couldn’t be from them, for they couldn’t read or write worth anything, unless one of the others had written it for them. She opened it and looked at the letters. Her shoulders dropped. Little good this note would do her, whoever wrote it. Neat scrawl (she assumed it was neat—it looked pretty to her, anyway) spread across the paper. With some concentration she picked out the words ‘I’, ‘no’, and ‘do’. The rest of the message, in such a fine, twirly hand, was yet another mystery to her, which made her so angry that she ripped the note into as many pieces as her agitated fingers could contrive and tossed them away from her. One swift movement later, she took the buns, spat out a “No, Ben,” and with a frustrated cry, heaved them toward the stream with all her might.

“Now see here!” a voice rang out through the trees.

Mara sprung away from the sound, crying out as if it had burned her. She drew her knife and looked to the trees on her left with wild eyes. The man! The man with the spectacles appeared from behind a trunk, looking utterly aghast. Ben barked wildly and feinted several false charges while Mara kept her knife pointed at the intruder. If he came near enough, she would show him what tricks she knew and just how sharp Ben’s teeth were.

It was him all right, her distant companion of the forest, though not so distant anymore. He wore the same clothes as he always had: plain, woolen clothes of a man of the woods with a wide-brimmed straw hat on his head and a big leather knapsack on his back.

He raised both his hands. “I did not mean to frighten you. I wasn’t going to make a sound, but it was just too much. Too much, I tell you. Do you know what you have just done? Those buns were made by Mrs. Culpepper, who has been cooking at the abbey for nigh five and twenty years. No one, and I mean no one who is given something from her ovens would simply throw it into the woods. What do you mean by it? Did they make it into the stream?”

Mara didn’t lower her knife, but her surprise and worry began to shift toward the man, not so much herself. He had looked to be an odd sort, catching as many bugs and frogs as he did, but he must be a little mad, taking the buns’ demise so seriously. The few times she had seen him about the forest, her first impressions of him had been favorable. He was probably someone she could tolerate, if not get along with, had she any time for friends. Not so now. “What abbey? Who are you? Ben, quiet!” she demanded over the din of his barking.

“Go and fetch the buns before something takes off with them,” the man said, instead. He had made to go after them himself, but Ben charged at him the instant he moved.

“Ben! No!” Mara cried. Ben strained under her order but held back.

“Forest creatures are all well and good, but they do not deserve Mrs. Culpepper’s hot cross buns,” the man said.

Was he scolding her? For some buns? She eyed him up and down with a scowl. “Who are you? A hunter?” She did not think he was but let him answer for himself.

“A gamekeeper of the Duke of Alwyn. This is his land you’re on, you know.”

Mara’s eyes widened. The Duke of Alwyn? Oh, the stories she had heard about him! “I’m leaving,” she said at once. “I didn’t know this was nobody’s land. I ain’t done nothing wrong, and I haven’t taken anything. I just stopped to rest myself for the night.”

But the man was not looking at her, he was looking toward where she had thrown the buns. “You’re sure you do not want them? Well, suit yourself.”

He made to move again but a savage growl and a feint start from Ben made him stop once more.

“Ben, no!” Mara said sharply, putting herself between him and the man. “Don’t hurt him, please. I told you—I’m leaving.”

“Just see that he does not come after me,” replied the bespectacled man. He started again, slower this time, and made his way to where the buns lay, not quite in the water. He bent over and picked them up, never taking his eyes off Ben, then straightened and brushed off the buns. “His grace does not like dogs roaming around that are not his own. I’m on orders to shoot any I see going after his game, I’ll have you know.”

“Shoot him? But he hasn’t done anything, I swear it,” Mara lied through her teeth. She fed Ben as well as she could when she had anything to spare, but what was a dog to do when there was nothing? Leave the birds and hares alone and go hungry?

The look on the man’s face told her he was thinking the same thing, but she would not back down. “He’s a good dog. Does everything I tell him. But it won’t matter anyhow. We’re leaving, like I said. Just tell me where not to go and I won’t be a bother to no high and mighty duke. He doesn’t need to know I was trespassin’. I didn’t know I was.”

The man pushed his spectacles farther up his nose in the way she had seen him do so many times. “The duke knows you are here. He knows everything that goes on in his lands. In fact, these buns were sent by him.”

Mara scowled and stayed silent, sensing a trap.

He nodded. “Sent by him, I give you my word. So were the apples and the grapes. A fine show of gratitude you gave, my girl, trying to make wine out of them in such a fashion.”

He knew what she had done with the grapes? So that was how it was, was it? She pointed her knife accusingly. “It’s been you who’s been leaving those things. You who’s been watching me, and now following me.”

“All by order of the duke, whose lands you are on, I’ll remind you once more.”

“I told you I didn’t know!” This second reminder brought tears stinging the backs of her eyes. If she could, she would pack her things this instant and leave, but she would not put down her knife now, not for the life of her.

“I’m going to give these back to you,” he said, lifting the buns. He leaned forward as a sign he wished to come closer. “I mean you no harm, just as the note said. You didn’t have to turn it into snow, you know.”

She wrinkled her nose. He did have a funny way of talking. “Snow?”

He nodded down to her feet. She looked and understood. The bits of light paper against the forest floor did look like snowflakes. Well, if he had written it in a way that anyone could read, she might have known that. “So you say. How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“Well, you would have known if you had not torn—” The man stopped under her glare. His expression turned contemplative. “Ah, I had not thought of that. Though I should have,” he murmured to himself.

They stood there, she and Ben on the alert, her knife raised and Ben’s teeth at the ready should the man decide to attack. The man himself stood deep in thought, apparently oblivious to the danger standing so near him.

At last, he looked up at her. “I see now,” he said. He raised both hands in a sign of peace before taking off his hat and giving her a bow that had nothing but respect in it. “Forgive me for being a poor, addle-brained messenger. My master would be displeased with my blunders. I thought the best way to give you his gifts was by surprise. But you did not care for that, did you?”

When she gave him no answer, he resumed. “His grace knows about you. You can leave the bounds of his forest at any time, of course, but he wishes to know something of you and why you are here in the first place. Why you have stayed so long.”

He wished to know, did he? Mara could have laughed out loud if she wasn’t so on guard. “I ain’t got time for no busybody princes,” was her curt reply.

“Duke,” he corrected. “There is a difference. Though, there are the royal dukes who are princes. They are a different thing altogether, but I see I am only boring you. What I mean to say, to give to you, is an offering from my master in return for something he desires.”

Mara lifted an eyebrow. “What offering? More food?”

The man shook his head. “Protection, of a sort.”

“I don’t need protection,” she said, sneering. “Ben and I, we protect ourselves just fine.” She raised her knife, which had slowly fallen to her side as she listened to his mild voice.

A smile flitted over his lips. “I believe you. Perhaps protection isn’t the right word. Let us say—permission.”

Oh?

“Permission? Permission to what?” she asked.

He gestured to the stool and took a step toward her. “Let us sit and I’ll tell you his offer. I promise I’ll not harm you. Word of a—gamekeeper. And can we share these? I am hungry, if you are not.”

Not waiting for a reply, the man bit into one of the buns. Beside her, Ben licked his chops despite his raised hackles. Mara eyed the man, who eyed her back patiently. After he had calmed down about the food, he seemed peaceable enough. She wanted him to be friendly like he was when he could not see her, but it could still be a trap. Get close enough to grab her and drag her to the magistrate. Still, if the owner of the forest she loved was willing to give permission in exchange for something, she might hear it out.

Protection. That was what he had said first. She tossed the word out of her mind with scorn. She had told herself a long time ago to stop longing for something she would never have. Instead, she would hear what she had to do for this permission.

She lowered her knife—but did not sheath it—and stepped back a few paces. “Ben, come,” she called when he did not move with her. Reluctantly, he stalked backwards to her, never taking his eyes off the man. “Lie down,” she said, taking a seat on her stool herself to show him it was all right and scratching his ear when he took his place beside her.

The man stepped out from under the tree and entered the camp, giving Mara a closer view of him than she’d ever had before. Clear, blue eyes watched her under blonde brows. Under his hat, she had no doubt, would be a head of fair hair to match, everything exactly the opposite of her own dark features.

“Here,” he said, tossing the other bun to her as he drew near. She caught it and couldn’t help putting it to her nose, taking in the delightful scent. “Once you take a bite, you shall see why I took such umbrage to your actions. Mrs. Culpepper’s pastries are never to be abused.”

She shot him a confused look. He was a funny one, being so caught up with this cook. Mara had no place for him to sit and would rather draw her knife out again than help him find one. He placed himself on the forest floor, which, she knew from her bare feet, was damp.

She put her nose to the bun one more time, reveling in the scent before splitting it in half and tossing a piece to Ben, who wolfed it down as fast as he could. When she looked back to the man, he was watching them. A moment later, he too split his share in half and threw it to Ben.

Ben did not take it.

The man scowled, not angry, for he cocked his head almost like a bird. A smug little smile tugged at the corner of Mara’s mouth. “He takes food from no one but me.” She picked up the bun, held it for a moment, then offered it to Ben who made short work of it.

“Clever boy,” the man said. “Very clever, since he got a whole bun and left us with only halves.”

Mara blinked and looked down at her dear dog licking his chops. He was right. She almost smiled. Almost. “Let’s have it, then,” she said instead. “What do you mean permission?

“Right. Simply put, his grace is curious to know more about you roaming people from Africa.”

“Africa?” Mara said, frowning.

“Egypt, to be precise,” he replied.

“Where’s that?”

“In Africa.”

“And where’s that?”

The man looked a bit nonplussed. “That is where you are from.”

“I ain’t from no Africa or Eegee—what did you call it?”

“Egypt.”

Mara thought a moment. “Is that north of here? I ain’t never been much farther north of here, so I can’t be from there, can I?”

“Not you, but your people.”

Mara did not answer but instead took a bite of her half of the bun. Her senses were bombarded by the sheer deliciousness of the soft, fluffy sweet bread overwhelming her mouth and nose. She nearly groaned from the pleasure.

“In ancient times,” continued the man. “Likely hundreds of years ago.”

Mara regained her composure, grateful the man had not seemed to notice, and said around a mouthful, “That’s got nothing to do with me. I’ve never lived anywhere but England.”

He waved a hand. “Right, right. Let us move on. My master, his grace, wishes to know more of your people’s customs, what you eat, why you travel and never make a permanent home, things of that nature.”

Never make a home. That’s what I was trying to do, ‘til you came and ruined it, Mara thought bitterly.

“I ask you questions, you answer them, and I take your answers back to the duke.”

He said no more and took a bite of his bun. When it was apparent that he required a response, Mara looked at him, eyes narrowed. “That’s it? Just talkin’ to you?”

He nodded. “That is all.”

“In exchange for⁠—?”

“Permission to stay in his forest for the rest of the year, undisturbed, except for me, of course.”

Permission to stay?


CHAPTER 6
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That got her attention.

The gypsy straightened her back, her expression growing intent before Arthur’s eyes.

“Permission to stay?” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“Undisturbed?”

“Undisturbed.”

“Forage?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied.

“Fish?” she pressed.

“If you must,” he said after an infinitesimal pause.

“I can stay here in the forest without your duke saying I need to go? I could live here?” she said, enthusiasm creeping into her voice.

“For a year, yes. Whatever your reason for wishing to live here instead of wandering as you people usually do, his grace will suffer you to stay, if you answer whatever questions he may have while you do.”

“Questions just about my people and what we do and the like?” she asked, gesticulating with her hands.

“That, and what you do here in the forest. What resources you use. You would become a tenant of sorts. Only your rent would be information, not shillings.”

“Ain’t got much of those anyway,” she mumbled almost too quietly for him to hear.

He pointed to Ben. “But you must keep him away from the pheasants. My master will not stand for anything or anyone taking his pheasants. All gamekeepers are on orders to shoot any animal that does so.”

“He’s never taken a pheasant,” she said.

“Hasn’t he? See that he doesn’t,” he returned. “Mrs. Culpepper makes the most sumptuous pies with them.”

She murmured something again, too softly for him to catch everything except, “…ought to marry her you love her so much…”

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“Nothing. Are there many of you keepers?”

“Yes. Eight in all, besides the head gamekeeper. His grace’s lands cover nearly twenty square miles, and he is a jealous man.”

As the words passed his lips, Arthur had a feeling he might regret the disparagement he had just assigned his character. Though quite frankly, this first contact had gone much smoother than he had expected. His heated offense and rescue of the hot cross buns had given him the courage to confront her, and if he had realized sooner that it was easier to talk to people while pretending to be someone other than himself, he would have tried it a long time ago.

She sat thinking as she ate the rest of her bun, asking an abrupt question here and there, wherever her mind took her. “He wouldn’t drive me out? I can take things I need to weave my baskets and brooms? No one would tell me to go? I could say that I have the duke’s permission and they’d know to leave me alone?” But the one question she kept coming back to: “My dog could stay with me? As long as he leaves the pheasants be, my dog can stay? I’ll leave right now if Ben can’t be with me.”

To each of these questions he gave a patient answer several times over while making mental notes in his head. She was wary, suspicious, untrusting, and wished to know every detail of their arrangement, nothing left out or assumed. He would have preferred writing the notes to remembering them, but his sister, Fanny, had expressly told him that people thought it not odd and amusing but downright rude of him to write notes about them under their very noses.

At last, she seemed satisfied. “Right. What does he want to know?”

His shoulders sagged in relief. He had begun to think she would refuse him after all. “We have a bargain, then? Shall we shake on it?” He extended his hand. When she did nothing but lean away and stare at it, he took it back. “Right, then. Perhaps next time. I shall return to the duke with your answer and come again tomorrow. No note this time, so you do not need to fret over any writing.”

“I can read,” she said, her jaw jutting out. She gestured to the torn-up note scattered on the ground. “Just can’t read fancy twirly whirly letters like that. Any book or handbill is easy. Mostly.”

Arthur nodded, but his heart went out to her. He should have written the note in plain letters. She could read, but he had not noticed any books or pamphlets in his inspections of her camp. Oh, the worlds of information and amusement that were out of her grasp! What could a life be without books? “I shall come back tomorrow. In the meantime, move back to your old camp. Your flowers are missing you, I’m sure.”

“No one will disturb me?” she asked once more.

“No one will disturb you, you have my word.”

She gave a huff. “Your word? That means nothing if your duke doesn’t say so.”

“In this instance, his word and mine are the same.”

She nearly scoffed. “He trusts you that much?”

“Sometimes,” Arthur said with a wry smile. When she bent a curious look at him, the smile softened into one of reassurance. “I shall come tomorrow. Look for me at two.”

He took his leave and as he weaved his way through the trees back to the house, he felt quite satisfied with his first encounter, even if his heart was beating faster than usual from the exhilaration. He would go straight to his study and record the interaction in detail. When he came into the house, entering through one of the side doors, however, the first sound that met his ears told him that if he did not hide soon, he would not be going into his study for some time.

“Have you not yet found his grace?” a melodious voice echoed above him.

“Your grace?” a voice said directly behind Arthur.

Startled, Arthur jumped to the side, bumping into a table that displayed several miniatures of various relatives his great-grandmother had painted in her youth. The footman who had snuck up on him braced the table and before Arthur could tell him to lower his voice, said, “I beg your pardon, your grace. Lady Fanny is just come and wants you.”

“Is that you, Alwyn?” Fanny’s voice cried. “Come here. Never mind, I shall come to you.”

Arthur’s shoulders sank. The footman looked an apology and hastily unburdened Arthur’s knapsack from him. A moment later brought his sister, Lady Fanny Lockhill, looking stunning in a gown of apple green that matched her hazel eyes and made her rich, cinnamon colored hair shine. “Arthur, there you are. I have come to stay and thought I would surprise you by giving no warning. Was that not jolly of me?”

Arthur returned her greeting kiss on the cheek with one of his own. “Fanny, what have you done this time? No, do not tell me out here,” he said as Fanny, who didn’t give a fig what servants heard and what they did not, opened her mouth to speak. He saw the twinkle of old in her eye and knew it could not be trusted. “Come into my study. I must write something down first.”

Fanny curled her lip. “Not your study with all those horrid insects and jars. The drawing room, please. I have ordered myself refreshment, and it should be there by now.”

Sighing inwardly, he followed as she rattled off the details of her journey north from London. Once the drawing room doors were safely closed behind them, he asked again, “What have you done?”

Fanny smiled coyly. “Nothing too dreadful this time, I promise. It is only that things became a little heated between Captain Foster and Lord Warrington in relation to me, and they simply had to settle the matter between them in the most childish way, meeting at dawn on some green or another. Once my dear Lockhill caught wind of it, I found myself obliged to believe a stay in the country would do my constitution good.”

“Constitution. You mean access to your pin money,” Arthur grumbled.

She smiled again. “How well you know me, brother. But one cannot live without money, especially me. The very thought! And my reputation, you know. It would not do to completely eviscerate it.”

Arthur let out a sigh of disbelief. Fanny did not care a jot for her reputation—or that of her husband. The more scandals her name could be attached to in the ballroom or hushed drawing room conversations, good or bad, the more it pleased her. Her very life force seemed tied to it.

“And since you will do nothing but let people think you are little else than a hermit, it is left to me to ensure that we are not forgotten. If it were up to you, we would simply disappear into the forest never to be heard from again,” she continued.

Arthur’s inner vision filled with trees and rocks and gurgling streams. He smiled wistfully. “That would be ideal.”

Fanny snapped her fingers. “Arthur, do not leave me. Come back at once. I have only just arrived but have sent out invitations for dinner tonight. I know you are not otherwise engaged except in whatever you do in your horrid study, so I have planned an archery tournament—just an informal thing, nothing to place too much of a wager on—with Lady Charford tomorrow afternoon as well, and you and Lord Charford must be the judges. They shall come at noon.”

Above a clenched jaw, Arthur pressed his lips. Not that he could blame Fanny for anticipating his social schedule. To her it was always open, filled with private pursuits she did not think worthwhile. In her eyes, to be alone out in the woods was one of the silliest things a person could wish to do. “As a matter of fact, I have a prior engagement,” he said.

“With the steward? Postpone it. I need you.”

“No.”

“Are you tramping off alone in the forest again? My dear Arthur, there are no more things to collect from it. They are all pinned to boards and in jars. I declare, I positively cannot go near that room.”

“As I have always forbidden you to go near it, that is just as well,” returned Arthur.

Her eyes brightened with a hopeful idea. “Do not tell me you are going off to meet a secret lover you have been stowing away? But what am I saying? Do tell me!”

Arthur’s thoughts immediately flew to the gypsy girl amongst the trees pointing a knife at his chest with a look in her eye that told him she would go through with it if she had to. Did she always keep a knife about her for such threatening purposes? He must remember to ask her. “I am sorry to disappoint you, but no.”

“Pooh,” Fanny pouted. “A bit of scandal would do you good.”

He smiled with something like pity. “You know me, Fan.”

She sighed theatrically. “I do. We still care for one another, though, do we not? Dear Mama and Papa would have wanted us to.”

“Of course, dearest.”

“Are you really going out tomorrow? I do so want your company.”

Arthur thought of how he might accommodate both. He wondered what gypsies generally thought of timeliness. He must ask her that too. He was already eager to see if she really would return to her camp. Eager to talk to someone who did not treat him like a duke at a party who became tongue-tied unless he was talking about his insect collection. Maybe she liked insects as well, who knew? He couldn’t quite explain it, but her company had been comfortable, interesting. That was, once she had put her knife away. “I shall try to get my business done as early as possible, though I might be a trifle late, mind.”


CHAPTER 7
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What would a duke be wanting with a common gypsy?

Mara was used to being stared at while she was about. Before she and Ben came to the woods, before that dreadful day when she finally realized she could depend on no one but herself, she and her family had garnered plenty of attention. Looks of disdain and disgust, indifference, never friendly.

She had not liked the attention then, and she certainly didn’t like the idea of being the object of some rich man’s curiosity now. The return, though, had been too tempting to pass up. To be able to stay in the forest she had grown to love so well, that had kept her and Ben safe for so long. Able to stay with this duke’s permission—that was something.

She hoped he wasn’t prone to changing his mind whenever it took his fancy. The man with the spectacles seemed to think the agreement was settled simply by his own saying so. Did he have so much confidence in this duke of his? Should she do as he said and return to her camp? That’s where he’d said he would be, and if she wished to stay, she would have to meet him.

She could simply run away to a different part of the wood, but no other place she had explored provided such a cover for her camp and her flowers and herbs. Besides, she didn’t know where the duke’s land stopped or where it started. Such a thing could be found out from the locals, but they might get suspicious if she asked such questions. She thought and fretted over the matter for the rest of the day until she nestled against Ben in her tent for a restless night. Sleep evaded her, but the night’s tossing and turning made up her mind. She must put a little faith in this great and mighty duke to keep his word, or she must move on. As soon as the sun thrust its rays through the trees, she packed up her tent.

The man came earlier than he had said he would. Mara looked up to see who was coming toward her with such an eager stride crunching on the forest floor, making her heart jump to her throat. Her hand went to her knife, as always. When her eyes confirmed it was him, she gave a snapping order to herself to stop being afraid and turned her attention back to her fire, cooking a fish she had caught before making camp. She didn’t care if the man saw it or not. It had come out of his duke’s stream, of course. He had said the day before she could fish, and so she would.

She watched his progress out of the corner of her eye and frowned, jutting her jaw out. Some people’s walks were entirely too happy, too carefree. He was certainly comfortable in these woods, and why wouldn’t he be? He had a right to be here. She didn’t. Not yet.

She waited for him to waltz up to her and ask his questions, but the crunching of his boots suddenly stopped. She looked up and saw him standing just beyond the tiny clearing that housed her camp.

“Good morning,” he hailed, lifting his hat to her. “May I enter?”

She blinked at him, surprised, and did her best to stamp down the sudden warmth that enveloped her chest at the respectful gesture. What a fool she was, mooning over the least sign of kindness! Was she really that weak and desperate? No one cared about her. She was on her own in the world, just her and Ben. It would always be that way. She wouldn’t allow it to be anything else. It was the safest way.

She gave a curt shrug of her shoulder. He thanked her and stepped into the clearing. “I brought something for us.” He swung his knapsack around to his chest, digging into it. “I’ll share if you promise you won’t smash it into the ground or see how far you can throw it.”

He was funny. Mara refused to smile. Too carefree by half, thinking he could make a joke anytime it pleased him. “Is this from Mrs. Culpepper too?” she asked, making sure her voice was sullen. She couldn’t sound too eager, but after the buns of yesterday, her mouth was already watering.

The man reared his head back as he pulled out two apples and a chunk of cheese wrapped in cheesecloth. “Egad, no. You are not to be trusted with Mrs. Culpepper’s masterpieces, for the time being, anyway. This was made by my—his grace’s cheesemaker. The trees made the apples,” he ended, a smile spreading across one corner of his mouth.

Again, with the humor. She ignored the urge to glare at him under her brows. It would not do to offend the man. Too much was at stake. “Did you bring enough for Ben too? He eats what I eat, and I never forget him.”

“As to that…” The man dug into his knapsack once more and produced another cheesecloth. Mara’s eyes went round as he unwrapped a thick ham bone. “As long as you stay here, we might as well help that dog of yours to stay away from his grace’s game.” He made to toss it to Ben, but stopped and looked at Mara, offering it to her instead.

Mara’s lips tilted into something like an approving smile. “You learn fast.” She took the bone and gave it to Ben. “Go away and lie down, my good boy.” When he had done this, she took the pan with the fish off the fire, wiped her hands on her apron, and sat down on her stool. “Well, then, what are your questions?”


CHAPTER 8
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Arthur swallowed the lump in his throat, which only grew bigger. The gypsy woman had been staring at him for nearly a minute now, her expression more and more distrusting with each passing second as he said nothing. His tongue stuck to his dry mouth, and he inwardly kicked himself as he realized the delusion his motivations had relied on until now. His eager curiosity could not override his nature in this situation.

He was nervous.

It had been the look on her face before she had recognized him. The startled fear that had made her jump and hold her knife until she saw who it was. Did she jump at every sound she heard? Was she always that afraid?

He was curious and interested in her, yes, but she was not an insect to be caught in a net. She was not a deer to be followed and sketched, nor a tadpole to be studied in a jar while it evolved. She was not a specimen; she was a person. A person who could talk back, hide her fear behind a curt word, and look (as she was doing now) like she thought he was touched in his upper works, which, all things considered, might not be far off the mark.

Arthur had never been quite comfortable around others he did not know well. He felt it acutely now as he stared at not a specimen, but a woman, who underneath her frown, was probably a little afraid of him. But thinking of ways to put her at her ease only made his tongue thicker. They had spoken yesterday without much hindrance. What had happened? What could he do?

At last, he thought of something. “What do I call you? I do not know your name.”

“What do I call you first?” she countered.

Arthur Henry Julius Edward Fairhurst, Duke of Alwyn, Marquis of Lambhurst, Earl of Anderton, etc., etc… “Arthur,” he replied.

She gave a thoughtful hum and looked him up and down as if deciding whether the name suited him. “Arthur, like the old king with the round table? My name’s Mara, and this here’s Benoni.”

“Mara and Benoni? Singular,” he murmured.

She frowned. “Is that good? Singular?”

“It means strange. Odd.”

She scowled now. “They’re decent names enough, sir. Straight from the Bible, they are.”

“Are they?” Arthur replied, now a little flustered. He’d no wish to offend her, but it might be inevitable given his history. “Where are you from, before you came to the forest?”

She raised a brow. “Here and there.”

“What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it means. Here and there.”

“Surely you can remember some of the places you’ve been.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not talking about me, but what my people do, remember? Are these the questions this duke of yours has? It sounds like you’re just making them up.”

He was. His mind had been full of questions since he had left her the day before, but these had flown out of his head under her hostile stare. He could get out his notebook, but that might reduce her into a specimen in his head again and he didn’t want that. He looked about him for something else to comment on and hit upon something. “Your garden. What are you planting? Surely you can tell me what gypsies plant in their gardens?”

“We don’t have many gardens. We’re never in a place long enough to make use of them. Not allowed to stay long enough, most of the time.”

“Ah, but you have a garden, that means you…” It could mean any number of things, but he stopped when he saw the pugnacious set of her jaw. “What do gypsies like to eat?” he ended lamely.

“Food.”

“Food. What is your favorite dish?”

She took in a breath and let it out slowly. “Stew’s pretty common to make amongst us. With plenty of herbs, it’s good eating.”

“Herbs, you say? Do you use herbs for medicinal uses, like an apothecary?” he asked, glad to happen upon something else to keep her talking.

She screwed an eye shut. “Medicinal…for medicine, you mean? Oh, yes, for lots of things.” She named off a few remedies, then frowned. “But the duke would know about those things already. It’s so common.”

Arthur huffed a laugh. “Perhaps it should be, but no, his grace does not. That is not where his education lies. He was never taught.”

“Never taught?” she asked, incredulous. “How does he recover from all his sicknesses, then, if he don’t know?”

He shrugged. “He is wealthy enough that he can pay people who do know to attend to him—what do you mean all his sicknesses? He is not often ill.”

“He’s not? That’s not what I heard,” she replied.

Arthur cocked his head. “What have you heard, then? From whom?”

She shrugged. “In the village, when I go. People are always gossiping about him in one way or another. Not that I pay much mind. Asking themselves why he doesn’t ever come out of his grand house, why he doesn’t have people stay with him. He’s an odd sort to those in Whitton. They can’t make heads or tails of him.”

“And one of the rumors is that he is in poor health?” he asked, lifting a brow.

“Yes, very sickly, and that he has his own fancy doctor from London who lives with him and attends him night and day, he keeps him so busy with all his ailments. That’s not true, then?”

“No, not at all. I’ll have you know that the duke enjoys excellent health, thank you,” Arthur replied somewhat testily. People thinking he was sickly—pshaw! There wasn’t half a dozen of them who could keep up with him in the saddle in an all-day ride or tramp all over the land tracking a deer or searching for an elusive species of butterfly. He just preferred to do these things alone. Was that so very wrong? “I suppose I cannot blame them,” he said aloud. “The duke does not like company, but he is well enough.”

“Is he shy, then?” she asked.

Arthur tilted his head, thinking. “Not shy, but not fond of crowds.”

“You seem to know a lot about him, for all he don’t like people,” she observed. She took out her knife and dug it into the cheese for a slice, popping the morsel into her mouth.

Why were they talking about him all of a sudden? He was supposed to be asking the questions, not her.

“Are there many of these dukes?” she asked, around a cheesy mouthful.

He went back and forth on whether to accept this abrupt change of subject or continue to defend himself against the gossips of Whitton. “No, not many. Less than thirty of us—ssss…” He drew out the word, catching his blunder. “Assuming one of them has not died, that is. I really don’t know about such things. That is what they say. But…going back to your herbal remedies. Do gypsies forage often?”

“The duke wants to know this?”

“Yes. You are being given permission to forage on his lands, after all. He would wish to know which herbs and plants you use.”

She gave a slow, methodical nod. “Yes, we forage, and most of us know what’s best for what ailment. I like goldenrod myself. Anywhere there’s swelling, goldenrod’ll help. I can use it for all sorts of things if I make a tincture from it.”

“Like what? Do you have some?”

“Some tincture?” she asked, brows raised.

“Yes, may I see?”

She hesitated a moment, then rose from her stool and went inside her tent. She was out a moment later with a small jar in her hand, which she tossed to him. “It’s from last summer. Not much left. Smell’s bitter. Tastes worse.”

Arthur caught it and took off the lid. He put it straight under his nose and inhaled deeply, making a noise of curiosity. “You’re right. All sorts of things, you say?”

She nodded, sitting down again. “Cuts, scrapes, gout, if you drink it. Good for swelling, mostly. Dukes really don’t know about this?”

He dipped a fingertip into the tincture and rubbed the liquid on the back of his hand. “Not this duke. Not most of them, I’d be willing to bet.”

She frowned, unimpressed. “I thought everyone knew that sort of thing. It’s like a part of me. My ma—” She stopped and didn’t meet his eye. “Anything else?”

Arthur cleared his throat. “That will be all for today, I think—oh!” he cried, grateful that one of his prepared questions had come to him at last. “Do you tell fortunes? Can you read palms? Do you have a crystal ball or cards? How are so many gypsies so visionary?”

Mara shook her head vehemently. “No, I don’t do any of that sort of thing.”

“You, no, but other gypsies, surely. I’ve seen them,” he replied, confused by the sudden stiffness surrounding them.

She bit her bottom lip. “Plenty of others do, yes, but not me. We can tell fortunes with cards and balls and palms. Some things come true, some don’t. Some have the gift of foresight, some don’t.”

Arthur lowered a questioning brow, thinking of all his books of science and philosophy and religion in his vast library. “Do you really believe in all that? In the supernatural?”

She looked over at Ben, who worried his bone with lively contentment. A sad light passed over her countenance. “I do. I’ve seen proof of it with my very eyes.”

“Really? What happened?”

Arthur waited, but Mara’s gaze had glazed over in a faraway stare as she watched Ben. Blinking several times, she came back to the present and stammered. “What happened? A…a man said he would pay for a reading of his fortune with a basket of potatoes instead of money. When he came back with only five potatoes, the gypsy was so angry she cursed him with warts that looked like potato eyes.”

Arthur nodded, not really believing her. Something else had caused her to drift away so sadly. “Begging your pardon, but it seems like stuff and nonsense to me.”

She raised her brow. “So does God making a big fish swallow a man up and keeping him there for three days. Where did he get the air to breathe in there? Fish have gills, they don’t breathe air. How do you explain that?”

Now it was Arthur’s turn to blink. “That is—God is different.”

“He must be,” muttered Mara.

“And his grace will not have heresy or blasphemy bantered about in his wood, I’ll have you know,” he said sternly.

She shrugged. “Suits me. I meant no disrespect. I just don’t see how a body could stay alive for three days inside a big fish with no air, that’s all.”

She had a point. How had Jonah managed to survive? “Well, God works in mysterious ways, and He is all knowing and all powerful. Don’t you believe in God?”

“I…think so,” she said, hesitating. “I was told a few of the stories, but that was a long time ago. They’re all jumbled up in my head now. Someone killed a giant, and there was a lady who touched someone’s clothes and got healed…I can’t remember. But we’re not talking about the Bible. Some gypsies have the gift of foresight, I don’t. Never had, never will. Is that all the duke wants to know?”

“For today, yes,” Arthur said, rising and digging into his knapsack once more. “I’ll report back to him, and his grace thanks you for your, erm, somewhat satisfactory answers with this.” He produced an orange and tossed it to her.

She caught it with one hand. “Satisfactory. What if he decides they’re unsatisfactory?”

“He won’t,” he replied flippantly, gathering himself to leave.

“What are you, his keeper or something? How do you know so much about what he’ll like or won’t like?”

He hesitated, treading with more care. “I have known and served him all my life, you see. I was brought up on the Alwyn estate.”

She turned the orange around in her hands. “Right. So, you could tell me if he’s got a boil on the side of his nose that grows bigger and bigger every year?”

“A boil—what do you mean?” he asked.

“The women at market. That’s another thing they say about him,” she replied with all the ease in the world. “Some of them say that’s why he doesn’t come out of his big house unless his carriage windows are covered or hides away deep in his rooms whenever he has to have public days.”

The absurdities of these claims sent Arthur into if not an apoplexy, certainly stuttering incredulity. “I’ll have you know—as a matter of fact, no, he does not have a boil on his face. I, and several others in his employ, can attest to that. Why, he is seen at church every Sunday. You may tell that to the women at the market. I bid you good day.”

This rather formal farewell nearly made him give a stiff bow, as if he had been insulted in middle of a ballroom instead of a patch of clearing in his wood miles from anyone else.

“You do have a way of talking strange,” Mara mused. “All fancy, like. Are you coming tomorrow?”

Blustering and disconcerted, Arthur made no reply other than glaring at her as she had at him all through their interview. He wanted to say tomorrow, but he needed time to digest this latest interview. The day after that was Sunday, then there was Fanny filling up his schedule with all sorts of people and entertainments that would require his presence. “No. I have—his grace has work for me to do. I will come back in three days’ time.”

“How many times will you come back?”

“Until his grace’s curiosity is satisfied.”

“And I can stay here without no one running me and Ben off?” she asked.

“Are you going to ask that question every time I come?”

“Yes,” she said stubbornly.

He put his hand on his heart. “No one shall disturb you as long as the pheasants are untouched.”

She gave a stout nod. It seemed she did not give a jot for what he must be feeling now that he knew there were people in Northumberland who thought he had a horrid disfigurement on the side of his nose. “Suits me. Three days then.”

Walking back to the house, Arthur reviewed his interview with Mara from a scientific perspective. She was no specimen, to be sure, but dispassionate logic had not failed him yet (if he did not count every social event in London, but then, he had never found any great amount of logic present at a ball). Mara seemed eager enough to oblige. She wanted to stay, and he wanted to know why. She was suspicious and wary, but instead of it detracting from their interaction, he had thought it wise of her to keep her distance. Her deviating questions were blunt, but intelligent. Although, he could not help the suspicion that behind her curt answers and penetrating questions, she was sending subtle jests at him. There was more to this gypsy Mara that met the eye, and he could not wait to find it all out.


CHAPTER 9
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The Sabbath found Arthur in his regular exalted pew in church, with Fanny nodding off beside him, the feathers in her dashing hat tickling his face every time she jerked back awake. The sermon could not hold Arthur’s attention either. The interaction with Mara and Ben still filled his head instead of Elijah and the starving widow.

When he had told Mara he would come back in three days, he had thought he needed time to reflect. Now, however, he found himself itching to go back to her camp as soon as church was over. But Fanny had invited the vicar, his wife, and a few other prominent families in the area to dine and had only been good enough to inform him of it just before the service began.

His fingers itched to get at the stub of pencil in his inner coat pocket where it always resided and jot down more questions before he forgot them, but he ought to remain still during the sermon. He should be listening to the sermon, but he could not put his mind to it. Compromising, he alighted on something that would not be looked on as inattentiveness. He opened his Bible.

Mara had said her name was a biblical one, though he could not place where he had read it. There was no hope for finding Benoni. He had no recollection of ever hearing or reading it. His search for Mara’s name did not prove fruitful either as he quietly flipped page after page starting in Genesis. He’d only made it through half of Leviticus before Mr. Trippet finally closed his sermon.

Arthur jabbed his elbow into Fanny’s ribs without much Christian mercy. She gave a stifled cry as she jerked her heavy head up from her holy slumber. “Amen,” she mumbled and made sure the position of her hat had not been compromised.

“Feeling rested?” Arthur inquired.

Fanny stifled a yawn. “Quite. I dreamt that angels attended me.”

“Did you? And did they turn you from your wretched ways?”

“They’d no chance to. I offered them some wine. Alwyn, dearest, you would not believe what angels are capable of when they are not two glasses in. Good heavens, I was scandalized by their behaviors.”

Arthur looked about them. “Not so loud, Fanny.”

She dismissed his request with the flick of her fan. “Oh, tush, Alwyn. It was only a dream. But perhaps I shall tell Mr. Trippet of it tonight to see if he can perhaps divine for me what the angels were sent to say, though it can’t have been too important. Come along.”

Arthur’s body was eager to make pace with his mind, which had been racing all through the service, but he held himself back from simply bolting out the door and went through the usual motions of his exit: acknowledging a greeting here, saying a word to another there, everything that was expected of a duke. Rarely did he truly repine over his station in life. He only knew, despite the excellent rearing and training his late father had given him before his death, that he was a rather poor fit for the title. He did his duty, but sometimes he thought he would be more suited to a scientific expedition to Africa or Brazil, studying every plant and animal he could get his hands on.

As it was, he nodded in response to the vicar’s low bow to him as he exited the church. “Thank you, Mr. Trippet,” he said. “Excellently done. I hear I have the pleasure of seeing you and Mrs. Trippet at Alwyn this evening to dine. Lady Fanny loves gay and engaging company, and I am always willing to oblige.” Beside him, Fanny smothered a yawn with her handkerchief.

Mr. Trippet beamed with pleasure and perhaps a little self-importance. To be invited to anything at Alwyn nowadays was enough to make any invitee stand out from among their less fortunate peers. “Yes, your grace. We are, as always, honored by your attentions.”

“Think nothing of it,” Arthur replied easily enough. He made to move on but then asked, “If it is not too much trouble, perhaps you would be able to tell me the meanings of a couple of Hebrew names I’ve happened upon in my worship. I have tried to find their origin on my own but have had no luck.”

Mr. Trippet bowed. “If I can be of any service, I should be delighted to, your grace. What are the names?”

“Mara and Benoni.”

The vicar hummed. “They are familiar, indeed. As to their meanings, if you do not mind waiting, I shall ensure that I am correct and have an answer for you this evening.”

Arthur nodded his approval and took his leave.

Once in the carriage, Fanny gave a great sigh while she looked out the window. “Worshiping in the morning always seems to take the fun out of the whole rest of the day. It will be hours before I will feel like myself again.”

Arthur gave no comment. He was bent over his little notebook, the pencil stub in his hand at last.

“I hope you will find a wife who can be a better credit to you at church than I, Arthur dear,” she said at length. “And if I were you, I would at least begin to look about you. I know it is a distasteful subject to you at present, but every duke must marry, you know.”

Arthur lifted his head, his attention finally caught. “It is not that I do not wish to marry. I’ve nothing against the institution, but there is no hurry, after all. I am not even five and thirty. Far from it.”

“Three years is not far from it, as you put it. But be sure she is a dear creature who loves quiet and books just as much as you, and give her plenty of children to occupy her while you are off roaming about in your forest.”

Arthur gave her a look. “I shall marry someone exactly like you. Then run with my children into the forest.”

Amused horror sprung up on her face. “Arthur, no. It is a flattering thought, but never look for anyone like me. On the contrary, you must find someone the exact opposite, for I could never bear a rival so like myself. A quiet, demure little creature is no threat to me, or I to her. We should get along famously.”

Arthur smiled on the outside and disagreed wholeheartedly on the inside. A quiet, demure, little creature? Fanny would become bored with her within thirty minutes and hold her in disdain for the next thirty years.

The dinner was carried away delightedly by Fanny, giving Arthur very little to do but see that he spoke to his right and his left accordingly while his mind was halfway to Mara’s camp, wondering what she was eating. Aside from her little pot and kettle over the fire, he hadn’t seen much in the way of crockery or food stores. How had she gotten through the winter? Another question that, as he was not at church, he took the liberty of jotting down right there at the table in his little book he had brought to help him through the ordeal.

Once they had all retired to the drawing room, he took advantage of a lull in the musical entertainments and rose from his seat. Fanny had, in the short time she had been at Alwyn, already taken several books from the library and scattered them through various rooms in the house, never reading more than a page or two before casting them aside. Spotting one of these on the pedestal chess table, he walked over and picked it up, looking at the spine. He pulled his mouth down in surprised interest. Gulliver’s Travels. He had not read it in many a year. It was unlikely to hold his interest nowadays, not like a good scientific periodical could. But perhaps…

Mr. Trippet moved to his side. “Your grace, I have an answer to the inquiry you gave me the honor of investigating for you this morning.”

Mr. Trippet was a good and decent man, though Arthur did wish sometimes he was not such a lickspittle. He supposed, since he had bestowed the living on Mr. Trippet, the man felt obliged to use such flowery gratitude. He found himself comparing the vicar to Mara’s blunt manner and almost chuckled aloud at the irony. Mr. Trippet had every right to the living he had been offered. He carried out his job as vicar well and cared for his parishioners. He did, in fact, everything in his power to ensure that he would be worthy of the position for as long as he lived and showed his gratitude to Arthur at every opportunity.

Mara, on the other hand, was a squatter and completely at his mercy should he choose to exert his power over her—and in her ignorance of his true identity, she did not care to make herself agreeable despite the arrangement she had entered into to stay in the Alwyn wood. How would she speak to him if she knew who he really was? Something told him it would not be much different. The thought lifted his mouth in a private smile.

“Glad to hear it,” he replied to the vicar. “What did you find? And please do not feel obliged to go into linguistic detail. It will be entirely wasted on me.”

Mr. Trippet’s smile bespoke how amusing he found Arthur’s words. “Of course, your grace. I shall come to the point without referencing the several books I had recourse to use in my search. The names Mara and Benoni, in the most concise terms, mean ‘bitter’ and ‘son of my sorrow.’”

Arthur frowned. Sorrow and bitterness? “Why do they mean that?”

“Would your grace prefer I start with Mara or Ben?”

“Mara.”

Mr. Trippet proceeded to relate the story of Ruth and Naomi. “Naomi, after her husband and sons die, asked to be called by the name of Mara, which means, as I stated before, bitter, to reflect her grief. The exact scripture is ‘Call me not Naomi, call me Mara: for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me.’”

“Interesting,” Arthur said, turning this over in his mind. Had Mara’s mother known the story when she had named her daughter? Perhaps she thought, as he had when he’d first heard it, that it was simply beautiful. “And Benoni?”

Mr. Trippet referred to the story of Joseph in Egypt and his brother, Benjamin. “First named Benoni by his mother, Rachel, before she died in childbirth. And Benoni in Hebrew is known to mean ‘son of my sorrow.’”

Sorrow. Perhaps the lanky deerhound had been a terror as a puppy.

“I hope my answers have satisfied your grace?” Mr. Trippet said, hinting.

“Yes. Thank you for your endeavor. Your theological scholarship is admirable.”

Mr. Trippet beamed at this encomium and thanked him graciously before their attention was returned to the ladies and their music program.

“You gather the most wool of anyone I know,” said Fanny after they had seen their guests off. “But tonight, your woolgathering was beyond even what I thought you capable of. What has distracted you so?”

She looped her arm through his and he escorted her upstairs in silence. She would not stop looking at him; she expected an answer, but there was no chance of him telling her about Mara. “As a matter of fact,” he said. “I was fixated on how I could improve my sketch of the last dragonfly I caught. I really must include color in this one, its thorax is so green when the light hits it just right. The devil of it is, I am a horrid hand at watercolor. Perhaps I shall try my luck with crayon.”

This conundrum being perfectly true (for he had not been satisfied with his sketch and had given some thought to it that day), he said this with a clear conscience.

“Crayon? You? Oh, Arthur,” she said, shaking her head. “Will you waylay a stagecoach and yell ‘stand and deliver!’ without a mask or throw a damsel over your saddle and ride off with her or something exciting like that? Crayon?”


CHAPTER 10
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Armed with several baskets woven of pine needles, Mara and Ben had enjoyed much success selling them at the market in Whitton. Ideally, she wouldn’t need to go into the village, with its people and their eyes and ears, but there were some things she simply had to have for her herbal tinctures and balms, and a bit of fresh bread was always hard to pass up. The more she went, the more the people of Whitton dealt with her well enough, now that they were used to her coming and going. There was an extra spring in her step now as they made their way back to camp carrying gin, two loaves of bread, cheese, and even a little meat for Ben.

As they walked, the remaining coins she had earned jingled in her pocket. “Not a bad day, eh, Ben?” she asked and gave his bobbing head a scratch. “I’ll cook up a bit of mutton for me tonight and give you the rest. You’re tired of fish, I reckon. I know I am.” Ben frisked about her on his spindly legs for a few strides before settling down again. “And who knows? Maybe you’ll be getting another ham bone before long. You’ve got to be on your best behavior, though.”

It had been four days since Arthur had last come. He had said he would return in two. And while Mara secretly hoped the duke had forgotten about her, she found herself looking forward to the company. The more she thought over their encounters, the more she felt he truly meant no harm. She hoped he put in a good word for her each time he saw the duke.

She was harmless herself, after all. She didn’t need much to get by. She only wished to be left alone to live in peace with her dear, dear Ben, hidden away from the world. Inhaling the delightful smells of spring, with its blooms and freshly turned dirt and earthy bouquet after the morning’s short rainstorm, she felt she could ask for nothing more. “We could live here forever and never grow tired of it, couldn’t we, Ben?” Ben offered no comment, but Mara smiled anyway. “I know what I said in the winter, but it’s spring now. There’s no need to complain anymore.”

Nearing their camp, Ben pricked up his ears and trotted forward with a new purpose, hackles raised. A low growl rumbled in his throat. “Ben,” she murmured, slowing her pace and looking all around her. It was probably Arthur, but a body could never be sure.

Through the trees she spied her camp and a tall figure near the fire. She hid behind a tree trunk and poked one eye out to take a good look. Tall, lithe, with a gun strap and knapsack slung over his back. It was the Arthur fellow, all right. He looked round the camp, then out into the woods on all sides. Mara remained perfectly still as his eyes passed over her without detection. A look of dejection passed over his face as he sighed and brought his knapsack round in front of him, pulling something out. Mara’s gaze intensified. More food? She wouldn’t say no to that.

But Arthur pulled his hand out and placed a small box on her stool. Mara leaned farther out from her hiding place, squinting. She should have picked a closer spot to spy. It wasn’t a box…

It was a book.

Ben had trotted close enough for Arthur to pick up the sound of his approach. He looked up and smiled. Unaccountably, Mara’s lips copied his. “Hello, old boy,” he said, bending over and placing his hands on his knees, patting them in invitation.

Ben must have returned his greeting with a growl, for Arthur straightened up immediately and backed up a step or two. He looked through the trees in the direction from which Ben had come. She twisted her lips and told them to behave. Should she let him believe she was not there? He was late, after all. Shouldn’t she give him back a piece of his own and make him wait like she had? Looking up not fearfully at every sound around her, but expectantly? She had hated the feeling of anticipation she felt, but more than that, she had hated the disappointment she had felt when he had not come when he said he would. She should make him wait. She would stay where she was, and he would leave soon enough.

But he had left a book. For her.

Curiosity won out. She came out from behind the tree with a whistle, calling Ben to her. The deerhound turned abruptly from Arthur and jogged back to her as she made her way into the camp. She gave no greeting but took note of the welcoming look on Arthur’s face as he hailed her with his hand. “I thought you forgot about me,” she said, stepping into the clearing.

“No, I could never forget about you,” he replied. “But I had other duties to attend to.”

I could never forget about you.

She fought down the sudden wave of warmth that blossomed through her at his words. She had hoped she had been forgotten only an hour before. Now she was near to grinning with joy that he had remembered her. What was the matter with her? “Thought the duke couldn’t think of any more questions,” she went on, putting the groceries in her arms into a basket in her tent.

“On the contrary, he still has plenty.”

“Does he? Well, let’s get on with it. Ben, here!”

Ben came to her with his tail between his legs as she looped a rope tied to a nearby tree around his neck. “Sorry, love,” she murmured. Though it broke her heart to see him looking so forlorn, she thought it best to keep him tied up until she could be sure he would not get himself into trouble with the gamekeepers. She rarely saw them in her part of the wood, but Arthur had made it sound as if there was a whole army of them. How big was this duke’s forest, anyway? It was aggravating. Forests should belong to everyone. Why should only one person hoard all the things a forest could give?

“What’s that there?” she asked nonchalantly, nodding to the book on the stool and hoping her eyes did not show too much curiosity.

“This,” he said, picking up the book and walking over to her. “You said you could read a little. Have you heard of this? Gulliver’s Travels? I thought it highly diverting when I was young. I thought—that is, his grace thought—you might enjoy it, on the condition I return it in a week’s time.”

She frowned. “You thought, or his grace thought?”

“Well, both, actually.”

He offered the book to her. She stared at it a moment before reaching over and taking it. There had not been many gifts in her life, and no one had ever given her a book before. She hadn’t much experience with books but knew enough that they contained things she didn’t know about. Some with stories of the past, some with songs, some with scripture, and some, like this one, with a tale that could sweep her away from her troubles and cares, just like the stories she had grown up with around the fire at night, before Ma died. The happy ones. Not the ones her grandmother used to tell…

“Thanks,” she said brusquely, sticking out her jaw.

The two of them stood silent for a moment, Mara expecting him to make a beginning. He was here for a purpose, after all, so he must lead out.

“Would you like me to read a while?” he asked. “I could, if you wanted.”

She looked down at the book, flushing. The idea of him reading to her was too friendly, too intimate. “No, not right now. I’ll open it up later.”

Arthur nodded. His forehead was glistening, though the day was mild. Why was he sweating? His throat bobbed up and down, and he pushed his drooping spectacles up his nose, a movement she secretly liked more and more. Then it struck her. He was nervous. Why should he be nervous of her? She hadn’t gone for her knife today.

“I’d rather just answer the questions,” she said, urging him on.

“The questions, right. I have them down here.” He put a hand into the pocket of his waistcoat, then paused before bringing it out again. “Will you walk with me while we talk? Have you seen the rest of the forest? It is quite vast. I can show it to you.”

She blinked at the abrupt invitation, but shrugged her shoulders in callous agreement and went to untie Ben from the tree. Secretly, she was glad they would be doing something active instead of staring at each other over the fire, and it was true, she had never explored much of the forest once she had chosen her camp. “Lead the way,” she said.

He turned and started walking at a pace she hastened to catch up to, staying just behind him. He walked in and out of the trees with ease. “You were reared here, you said?” she asked.

“All my life,” he said over his shoulder.

You love this forest almost as much as me. Maybe even more.

The words were on the tip of her tongue. She held them back and followed, with Ben at her heels.

They headed southwest at a steady, meandering pace, and as they walked, Arthur began to talk at last. At first, he pelted her with questions. How long did gypsies like to stay in one place before they moved on? Why did they move on? What did they live on, moving from place to place? Many of these questions she was sure he knew already. Her ma had told her gypsies were as much a part of England as the king himself. Arthur couldn’t know so little about them unless he was as much in hiding as she was, kept tucked away with as little connection to the rest of the world as she could manage. But the more they talked the more she knew this couldn’t be true.

He was a learned man. He knew things. Things about kings and queens, peoples in other countries. He knew all about the stars and planets, almost as well as she did. He told her which streams and ponds were best for fishing. She told him which plants were used for what ailments when they happened upon them. She explained why she had planted so much mint and lavender around her camp (wards off those blasted midges!). He took her to the top of a hill to show her the view.

“Oh!” she cried, looking at the treetops all around her. “I didn’t know it was so big. That’s Whitton, way over there? You can just make out the smoke from its chimneys.”

“Yes. And over here, you see that depression and the clearing just there?” he asked, coming in close and guiding her eyes with his finger as he pointed west. “That is Alwyn Abbey.”

Mara studied the building of gray stone off in the distance. “It looks small.”

He chuckled. “It is very grand, I assure you. The duke likes his peace, but no less than thirty servants are required to keep things in order, and that is only on the inside.”

She raised her brows, impressed. “Thirty. With all those servants I guess his life’s pretty easy. Not a care in the world he has, I reckon.”

“Not exactly,” Arthur replied. “There’s a great deal of work in keeping the estate.”

“But he has servants for that. Like you.”

“No. I mean, yes, but he is the one who directs the upper servants, who direct the lower servants, who then direct the rest of the servants. Then there are the tenants to look after⁠—”

“Can’t they take care of themselves?”

“They do, but as they are only renting the farms on his grace’s lands, he is responsible for the upkeep of the buildings, drainage of the land, aid when there is flooding, things of that nature.”

She nodded, feeling smaller and smaller with each responsibility he listed. “I didn’t know there was that much work for him. I just thought he got to do whatever he wanted all day long. You must think I’m a dolt for asking.”

He raised his brows. “A dolt? No, indeed. Far from it. I’ve known you are clever right from the start.”

“Me, clever? Right.” she said, making sure there was plenty of disbelief in her voice.

“Truly,” he replied, catching on at once. “You know so many things his grace does not know. He knows a great deal of the comings and goings of the world, but plants have never interested him much until he heard what you had to say about them. I’m sure he would like to learn more once I tell him how many things dandelions can do. And the way you’ve hidden your camp. Well, he might not like that you have stayed hidden from his gamekeepers for so long, but he does respect that you did. Impressive, is what he said to me.”

She raised a brow. “Impressive? Me?”

“Surely. You do not think so?”

Quite frankly, she was at a loss for words. A duke and all that made him so was so wholly outside her realm of understanding. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad, coming from him,” she ventured.

“Good. It is good,” he said. He took one last look at the view, then sighed. “We should return. I’ve duties I must attend to.”

Mara shoved her disappointment down, nodded, and turned. “Even if this duke works himself, he keeps you working day and night, I expect?”

Behind her he gave a queer laugh. “You don’t know the half of it.”
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Such was the routine Arthur and Mara slid into as spring advanced. Every other morning or so, when he could escape Fanny and her tortuous plans for entertainment, he would come to Mara’s camp, and they would ramble along the forest paths, with Ben sauntering alongside them. They each asked questions to one another, but Mara always grew wary when his questions became too much about her. She had secrets and kept them close, Arthur was sure.

They stopped and looked whenever something interesting caught the eye: a herd of deer passing by, squirrels scolding one another over food, a patch of bilberry buds beginning to bloom. Arthur, emboldened by her knowledge of plant life and her frank way of explaining each plant’s various uses, slowly began to talk of the insects they came across, giving her his knowledge of them. One day he brought his sketchbook and gave a blank one to her.

“I don’t draw,” she said, shying away from the pencil he pointed at her a little too enthusiastically.

“You do now. I’ll teach you in exchange for some of your salve when the arnica plants are ready. How do you like that for a trade?”

“A trade?” She made to think for a moment, but Arthur could tell she liked the idea straightaway. Though he had yet to see her smile again, a certain, timid twinkle lit her eyes every now and then when they were together. It sparkled now as she extended her hand to shake on it. “A trade.”

Arthur returned to Alwyn after these outings much refreshed and invigorated, able to withstand the entertainments Fanny concocted for herself that required his presence as host. Picnics, card parties, salons, even a very select private ball where he’d had to dance twice with every female as two of the older gentlemen gave excuses of gout and biliousness. Though he carried these events off with all the training that had been ingrained in him since birth, they took their toll on his patience, and he would rush into the forest at first chance.

“Off to woo your woodland lover?” Fanny asked, heavy-eyed and wilting at six thirty one morning as she headed up the stairs to her bedchamber while Arthur headed down the stairs from his.

He pressed his lips in a sarcastic smile and raised his butterfly net (the big one today!). “Yes, Fanny, for nothing quite says ‘I burn for you, my love. Come away with me and be mine forever more’ better than a net and pins to push through a butterfly’s thorax.”

She made a horrible grimace. “Oh! Arthur, how can you be so vulgar this early in the morning? How dreadful for the poor creatures.”

“I kill them with camphor first.”

“Abominable! I shall not have an appetite for the rest of the day with that image stuck in my head,” she complained as she went up the stairs, relying heavily on the banister.

Mara had no such qualms as she dispatched a butterfly with a cloth soaked in camphor in one hand and popped a grape into her mouth with the other. “Kills them all at once, you say?” she asked, licking the juice from her lips.

Arthur witnessed further proof of her sangfroid when he happened upon her skinning a brace of rabbits near her campfire, whistling a happy tune. “How did you get those? You have no gun,” he asked.

“Snares,” she replied with a shrug. She pointed her knife at him. “Rabbits are fair game now, remember. The duke said, didn’t he?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, taking a seat on the log that he had dragged into camp for his own use. “Just the pheasants are prohibited. Snares, you say? You can set a snare trap? Will you show me?”

She was getting softer, less prickly with each visit. Though she still would not speak much about herself, who she was and why she was attempting a permanent residence in the forest—the very things Arthur wished to discover the most. Even so much as a hint in that direction caused her to withdraw and revert to her silent, suspicious way, so he did not press her. He liked the friendly Mara much better. She seemed happier as well, and to know that he could make her feel easy enough to one day perhaps smile and laugh with him was something he looked forward to.

Great and momentous was the day when Arthur brought a closed basket to camp, a guarded expression in his eye. Mara caught the importance of the occasion at once. “What is it?” she asked.

“I cannot stay today. Duty calls,” he said, setting the basket down, an amused gleam in his eye. “I am trusting you.”

Fear crossed her face. Someday she would be able to tell when he was teasing with a serious face, but it would not be this day, apparently. “Nothing alarming, I assure you,” he said. “Well, I suppose that depends on what you’ll do with the treasure I am leaving in your care.”

“Treasure?” she asked, frowning.

He nodded to the basket. “Open it up.”

She stretched, hesitating fingers to the basket lid. With one quick motion she flipped it open and peeked in with one eye screwed shut. Her mouth rounded and Arthur watched in growing amusement as she examined the choice pastries, tarts, and jellies laying atop a clean white cloth. “Are these Mrs. Culpepper’s?” she asked, eyes wide.

“Yes,” he said with reverence. “Treat them well and do not use them to practice your aim. I must go.” He started to turn but stopped and put a hand to his bosom. “And please, please, don’t give them to Ben. I know you love him a great deal, but that is more than a man can stand. Besides, Mrs. Culpepper would scold me into the ground if she found out her pastries had been wasted—yes, wasted, I tell you!—on a mere canine. There’s a ham bone underneath the cloth.”

He tipped his hat to her, a novelty in which he’d taken more and more amusement given his actual station, and turned back Alwyn way. He was late enough as it was. Fanny would take him to task if he was too late to take part in the amateur theatrical she had orchestrated.

Behind him, a sound he never thought he would hear pealed through the trees. He turned around to see Mara, squatting next to the basket with her hands over her mouth, covering her laughter.

Her laughter!

She looked over to him. Even at this distance, he could see the pure merriment in her eyes. She dropped her hands to reveal her mouth spread into a sweet, carefree smile. She lifted her hand to him in farewell and thanks, picked up the basket, and went inside her tent.

Arthur lifted his hand in return and stared after her for a long time, wondering how it had taken only one simple laugh, one full smile of happiness from her, for him to fall completely in love.
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Nearly a week passed before Arthur could find the time to return to Mara’s camp. Fanny, determined to make the best of her prudent exile into the country while the London gossips moved on to more enticing game, was at the end of her patience entertaining the same people over and over. She informed Arthur that she had invited a few friends from town to stay and when they arrived, he must do his duty and act as host for a few days, at least, before he ran away to the forest again.

“When I say you need a scandal in your life, I mean a string of opera dancers and by-blows. Not becoming a hermit. That is not scandal, my dear, that is pure and utter embarrassment. Pass the marmalade, if you please.”

The last thing Arthur wished to do was host a hoard of people with whom he was hardly acquainted while he labored under the sudden feelings for Mara that had sprouted out of nowhere. But had they really been that sudden? His realization of their existence, perhaps yes, but reflecting over the weeks in Mara’s company, he recalled several instances of his heart picking up its pace when she looked at him, the calm, content feeling that filled his chest as he approached her camp for a visit, the eagerness with which his eyes sought her out through the trees if she was away from home.

Rising early one morning, he took up pen and paper with the intention of writing out several lists of his physical symptoms, thoughts that had passed through his mind, and words he had expressed in Mara’s presence that either supported or opposed the discovery of his feelings for her. He needn’t have bothered, for not three minutes into the exercise, a swelling confirmation rose up in him. Images came unbidden of Mara walking in the forest by his side, but hand in hand, of her snuggling up against him as they sat long into the night watching the fire embers die away. These imaginings left him radiating inside. He tossed his pen down and blew a great sigh out of his lips. He did not need to conduct a scientific review. He missed her terribly. He was in love. As suddenly as the feeling had come, it had not gone away. On the contrary, it had metamorphosized from a high-flying feeling into a solid conviction. He loved her. He did not want her to go. The feelings within him were not logical or scientific in nature—they came from the heart and the more tender areas of his mind. He had no notion how to quantify them, neither did he know exactly what to do with them.

All he knew was he missed his friend.

Arthur did his duty by his sister and her altogether too boisterous friends for as long as he could before he could bear it no longer. Early one morning, he snuck out before everyone else was awake and fairly ran to the tree line for fear of being spotted.

Once within the forest, the leaves of the trees lifted from his shoulders the oppressive weight of too many people. He could breathe again. His first thought was to see Mara, but an hour or two of solitude was needed before he could wish for any more company, especially company that had occupied his thoughts for the better part of five days. He felt as restless as a tiger prowling about in its cage for want of room. So, he meandered along his favorite haunts in the west side of the wood for an hour, on the lookout for any interesting wildlife, but mostly thinking of Mara.

Half a mile from her camp, he heard a shout followed by the sound of someone crashing through the brush. A moment later, a shot rang out through the trees followed immediately by a high-pitched yelp of pain. The yelp of a dog, and there was only one dog allowed to roam these woods.

Ben.

Another yell from the man. Arthur recognized Haynes’s voice. “You filthy mongrel!”

What was happening? Arthur ran toward the commotion. A few moments brought him within sight of the head gamekeeper dodging in and out of trees. Arthur caught sight of Ben before he disappeared, well in front of Haynes. He hurried over and fell in line with Haynes. “What is going on?” he demanded.

“Your grace! Beg pardon.” With no other word, Haynes barreled away in the direction Ben had gone. Arthur followed in hot pursuit.

A moment later, Haynes skidded to a stop with a cry of disgusted triumph. He bent over and picked something up and turned, holding it high above his head so Arthur could see.

A pheasant. Quite dead.

“Caught that mongrel worrying it. When I called out, he dashed away. But he can’t go far, your grace. I know I got him. I’ll find him and finish him off.” With those words, he took off once more.

“Haynes,” Arthur called, and ran after him. There was a fire in the gamekeeper’s eyes that told him he would not stop. He thought he was in service to the Duke of Alwyn’s orders, and he was. Arthur hoped he could catch up and stop him before they reached Mara’s camp, and he desperately hoped Mara was not there.

Alas, that hope was dashed when he heard her voice in the distance. “Ben! Ben!”

“Haynes, hold!” Arthur shouted. What if Haynes tried to shoot Ben but hit Mara instead?

He had almost caught up to him. Commotion was all around him. Ahead, Ben let out another yelp of pain, and Mara cried, “Ben! What’s happened? What have they done to you? Oh, no!”

Her voice ended in sobs, which only spurred Arthur to run faster, calling out for Haynes to hold. He was almost ready to collapse when he saw Haynes pull up in front of Mara and Ben. “Hold right there, you ingrate!” Haynes said, lifting his gun.

Mara screamed as she threw her arms around Ben and turned her back to Haynes. “No, please!”

“Get out of the way, or I’ll shoot him right through you. Makes no difference to me,” Haynes growled, keeping the gun trained on her.

“Haynes!” Arthur called.

Mara jerked her head toward him, wild-eyed. There was blood smeared on her neck. “Arthur! Help me, please!”

Her agonized plea pierced straight through his heart. “Haynes, hold!” he said in his most authoritative voice.

Haynes, chest heaving, did not lower his gun but hesitated. “You saw it with your own eyes, your grace,” he huffed. “Orders were that pheasants were not to be touched. Well, he touched them, and I’ve got a duty to do. Out of the way, wench!”

Mara only hugged Ben tighter. “He didn’t! He couldn’t have, please!”

“Liar!” Haynes bellowed, raising the gun once more.

“Haynes! Hold!” Arthur was almost there.

“Get out of the way or it’s the both of you!”

Mara let out a desperate scream, tears streaming down her face. “Please, have mercy, I beg you. Don’t shoot him! He’s my brother!”
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Mara could not have said anything more effective. Arthur skidded to a halt as he at last caught up to the horrific scene and looked at Haynes, who returned an equally confused expression. The gamekeeper was befuddled enough that he lowered his gun a trifle. “What’d you say?”

Mara, sobbing uncontrollably now, choked out, “He’s my brother. Please don’t kill him. He’s all I have left.”

Arthur was so winded, he could not make heads or tails of her words. “Hold a moment,” he said to Haynes, with enough daggers in his eyes to make sure his meaning could not be more clear. “Never has an order of mine been so ignored. I tell you, as head gamekeeper—which I am—” he said pointedly, “And whom you always address as Mr. Arthur Jones, do you not?”

“Yes…sir,” Haynes said, bewilderment behind his pugilistic look.

Arthur looked back down at Mara, prostrate on the ground holding Ben, who whined between his heavy panting. “Is it bad?” he asked, pointing to Ben.

“Sir,” Haynes began, shaking his head. He looked down at the pheasant he had thrown to the ground. “Your orders were clear as day, and you ask if he’s hurt bad?”

Arthur felt the precariousness of his predicament. He had given those orders, and when he gave orders, he expected them to be carried out with exactness, as Haynes had just done. Pheasants were the one thing he had prohibited Mara from taking while she stayed in his woods. Ben had broken the rules. But Mara had thrown herself between her dog and death with such reckless disregard for her own safety…

He's my brother!

Then she had said that.

Some investigation was clearly needed.

He looked at Haynes. Mara would not speak with such a threat nearby. “Leave us,” he said.

“Sir?”

“Haynes,” he returned.

Haynes, obviously loath to go, eyed Mara and Ben, jaw clenched.

“Leave the gun with me, if that will help you obey an order,” Arthur said, extending his hand. “If there is any need for it, I shall be the one to do it.”

Mara stared at him through red-rimmed eyes, horrified. “What do you mean? You can’t, Arthur, you just can’t. I’ll leave right now. Let me go. You’ll never see me again.”

Never see her again? That was the last thing he wanted. He lifted a hand to stay her, hoping his eyes relayed the message that everything would be all right, somehow. He looked back at Haynes and waited. The gamekeeper dropped his shoulders, resigned, and handed over the gun before touching his forelock to Arthur and stalking away.

Arthur walked over and knelt by Mara. “Will he let me carry him? Where is he hit?”

At last Mara loosened her grip on Ben. The top of her dress came away damp and sticky with blood. “It’s here,” she sniffed. A blotch of fur matted with blood marred Ben’s wiry gray coat at his withers.

“Let me have a look.” Arthur lifted his hands to examine the wound but recoiled when Ben let out a warning yip.

“It’s all right, boy,” coaxed Mara, her voice trembling. “Easy. Is he going to die?”

“I do not know. It there an exit wound?”

“A what?”

“Did the bullet pass through? If not, we shall have to dig it out. Oh! See here, it’s just a graze.” He pointed to the angry red of an open flesh wound. “Is that the only place he was hit?”

Mara felt all over Ben’s body while urging him to keep still. She threw a glare at Arthur. “What do you care for? You said yourself he’d die if he killed a pheasant.”

“I did. And perhaps I would have let Haynes follow through with the order, but you just said this dog was your brother,” he said, haltingly. “Like you meant it.”

Her face crumpled. She sobbed afresh and clung to Ben. “He is. My twin. Benoni is my own flesh and blood, it’s true.”

“That would warrant some explanation,” he said, concern marring his brow.

“I know how it sounds. And likely you don’t believe in such things, but there are people in the world who have such power to ruin the lives of anyone they see fit to.” She wiped a hand across her face. “And that’s just what happened to us, Ben and me. But we’ll come through. We’ll do it together…but don’t shoot him. Don’t send him off to where I can’t follow.”

She buried her face in his coat, crying afresh. Arthur watched on, his heart aching at the sincerity in her voice, and could not but believe she really thought this dog was her brother. “Well, I think that certainly necessitates a tribunal before any judgment is passed. Come, he should be able to get back to camp. Can you tend to him there?”

Mara sniffed and nodded. “I tried to keep him by me. I wanted to follow the duke’s rules—I want to stay here. But Ben’s so used to coming and going as he pleases. He obeys me but being tied to the tree was just too much for him. He was always a wild thing when he was a boy and that’s not changed. He chewed through the rope, and I was trying to find him when I heard the shot.”

“All in good time, my dear,” Arthur said, rising. “Come, let us get him back, and you can work your magic.”

As they made their way, Arthur tried to distract Mara by pointing out this insect or that bird but soon gave up. She had no eyes or ears for anything but Ben as he trotted along, whining every few strides. Once at camp, Arthur, after one offer of help, remained out of the way, for it was clear he would only be a hapless burden. Mara flew about her camp, stoking the fire, setting her kettle to boil over the flames, and gathering certain herbs with all the sprightliness of a will-o-the-wisp. He watched on in fascination as she worked. A paste and poultice were made, and Ben’s wound was tended to faster than any physician could work.

Mara ran her hands over the deerhound several times before finally she could do no more and tethered him to the tree with the rope—much shorter, now that Ben had chewed it through. She then went to her stool and slumped her wilting frame onto it, head in hands.

Arthur went over and dipped the ladle into her water bucket and brought it to her. “Now let us tend to you for a moment, shall we?”

Her mouth twitched in thanks as she took it.

“Tell me how it is with the two of you,” he said gently, taking the drained ladle back. “Why do you think Ben is your brother?”

She heaved a sigh. “You won’t believe me.”

“Perhaps not, but I will listen,” he replied, kneeling next to her.

She said nothing for a long while but sat wringing her hands between her legs. “We’re half English,” she said at last.

Arthur blinked. “Half English?”

She nodded. “Ben and me. My father. He was an Englishman.”

“Who is your father?”

A sad smile and shrug answered him. “I don’t know. Never will. Ma never spoke of him, not to anyone. Only thing she said was she had been foolish enough to love him, and had named Ben and me after him.”

He frowned. “Mara and Ben. Bitterness and sorrow.”

“What?”

“Your names. That’s what they mean.” No wonder. An Englishman and a gypsy. That was not an alliance that boded well for either party. And here he was on the cusp of the very same predicament: in love with a gypsy.

“Oh.” She took this in for a moment. “Sorrow. Yes, that was how it often was. But not bitter. If Ma had any bitterness from what happened between them, she never showed it to me, but sorrow she had aplenty. I could see it in her face when she thought I wasn’t watching. Before I ran away, when Ben was still my brother, I would tease Hester—that’s my grandma—for anything she might know about my parents since Ma had died. I only know we was christened in a church near Sheffield and named Mara and Benoni Boswell.”

“You’ve no idea where your mother was during that time, or where your father may have lived?” Arthur urged.

Mara raised her hands, a defeated gesture. “Ma knew, and she didn’t tell no one.”

“How were you christened, then?” he asked. “There will have been a father named when you were christened. And what of godparents?”

Mara only looked confused. “I don’t know anything about all that. If I got godparents, I don’t know who they are. Ma left the family for a time when they were down south. When she came back with child, Hester wasn’t pleased, so Ma left again and wandered here and there mostly on her own until we were born. Hester and Absalom took her back when we was nearly three. We’d wandered the whole of England before then, Hester tells me, but I don’t know if there’s any truth in that. She says lots of things that’ll never be true.”

Arthur frowned, his mind whirling like a spinning top with her story. “How does it come about that Ben is a dog now? And who is this Absalom fellow?”

“Hester’s husband,” she replied. “Not my grandpa—he died a long time ago. They’ve been together for as long as I’ve lived. He’s the king of my gypsy clan. Ben got turned because…” She took a deep breath, her voice quivering. “Because I wouldn’t do what they said no more. When Ma died and left us, they made Ben and me do everything. No one else in our family were so put upon like we were, but we couldn’t stand up to Hester and Absalom together. Anything they wanted us to do, we had to. All the work, packing, cooking, gathering, foraging, fishing. Ma wasn’t there to stop them from using us no more.”

Arthur shook his head in unbelief. Anger at the pain Mara had endured welled up inside him.

“And before you start going on saying that’s just like a gypsy would do, don’t bother. We’re not all like that. Ma wasn’t like that, the others in my clan weren’t like that.”

“As you say,” Arthur murmured.

“Then they taught us palm-reading, fortune-telling. Said we had the gift.”

“But you said⁠—"

“I know I did. I lied. I want nothing to do with it. I don’t know if I ever had the real gift or not. Sometimes I’d get these feelings…but I got good at telling people what they wanted to hear so they’d pay for more. If people started suspicioning that we might be swindling them, we’d have to run away or be run out, then Hester and Absalom would beat us until we could do it better.”

“My dear girl,” Arthur exclaimed, laying a hand over hers where it lay clenched in her lap.

“And it was just them,” she said again. “I know what everyone thinks of us gypsies, but we’re not all bad. Ma wasn’t.” She sniffed and rubbed her nose. “Anyway, they threatened to turn us into animals that they could squash with their boots if we got to be too much of a burden. And they could too. I’ve seen them do it. They would turn one of my cousins into a pigeon in front of everyone and then turn him back. Didn’t matter how hard or far we looked, old Jerry was gone until they turned him back again.

“Well, one day Ben couldn’t stand it anymore. He stood up to Absalom, said we wouldn’t do it anymore. Said him and me was going away. Absalom didn’t like that. They started in on each other. Absalom’s old, but strong, and powerful in other ways. Hester and I was watching, yelling at them stop, and Absalom got his hands on me and—” She stopped, rubbing her arms as she found her way out of her memories. “After that, Ben stopped, and for a while things was peaceful between us. Hester and Absalom said they’d turn Ben into something if either one of us showed disloyalty to the clan again. And I was the one to do it.”

Tears pooled in her eyes as she looked at Ben. “One day, I went against Hester, went at her with everything she’d done to us, how she’d treated her own flesh and blood, and no wonder Ma ran away and that I’d do the same thing if it killed me. I said things. I broke things. They locked me up all day and night in that big black trunk they have. Couldn’t scarce breathe in that thing, no food, no water. When they let me out at last, they said they had something to show me, and there was Ben.” Her face crumpled. “But not Ben no more. Nothing but a dog! They let me look everywhere for him, and I did, oh, I searched high and low for days, but no. They turned my brother into a dog just like they said they would, and it’s all my fault!”

She hunched over, breaking into fresh sobs. Arthur’s heart wrenched at seeing her so distressed, but as Fanny had, for a long time now, been the only female whose emotions he’d witnessed (and she had always flounced out of the room in a theatrical exit as soon as her face became too puffy), he had never felt more awkward in his life. Patting Mara’s back seemed too insincere a gesture (though he did it anyway), but to sweep her up in his arms and squeeze all the sadness out of her seemed altogether too much. He may be in love with her, but she had no idea of it yet. She would probably go for her knife it he tried it, and he had no wish to frighten her. To go from hardly touching one another to a wholehearted embrace would be overwhelming for the both of them.

The whole thing was fantastical. Arthur could in no way believe that the wounded deerhound before them had been a human at one time. Science deemed it impossible. Though there was still plenty of superstition in the world, the witchcraft and sorceries of old were fading away with every scientific journal produced. He could not, however, feel that this was the time to tell her she must be mistaken.

It was Ben who saved him from his confusion, coming up to Mara with ears pricked forward in concern. He buried his wet nose in between her hands and gave an inquisitive whimper. She wrapped her arms around his neck, careful of his wound, and sniffed her tears away. “And I’ll never leave him. That night I took him and everything I could carry with me and left. That was almost three years ago. Ran away as far as I could. Came up north and have been wandering ever since. Got work where I could. I can wash and mend and darn, though nothing fancy. And I can tell fortunes if I have to. I promised myself I’d never use my fortune telling to get gain again, but sometimes I had to just so I could eat. I never stay in one place long, to keep people from noticing me much. I don’t know if Hester and Absalom are looking for me anymore, but I’ve given them as a little a chance of finding me as I can.

“But then I found this forest and this little clearing here and the stream nearby, all tucked away. It felt like me and Ben was the only ones left in the world, and I was so weary of running. I just wanted to rest a while, and I got to liking it here. The people at market are friendly enough. It was all I wanted. Ben and me weren’t in nobody’s way. But it’s time to move on. Your duke won’t like it when he hears what Ben’s done. I’ve stayed too long anyway. Serves me right for thinking I belonged anywhere.”

She said all this with her head bent to Ben while Arthur listened, his hand still on her back, stroking back and forth every so often. She looked up at him at last, a watery smile trembling on her lips. “Will you tell the duke I’m sorry? And I’ll leave today, if he’ll have mercy on us. My brother was only doing what his curse makes him want to do.”

Mara leave? Arthur tried to imagine a day when he would come into the forest, or read a book in his library, study and sketch his insects, take a morning ride, without Mara here in her little camp. It was odd how it had crept up on him, but life without Mara—his soul recoiled from it.

“Stay,” he said.

She shook her head immediately. “I can’t, can I? I’m good for my word and I didn’t keep my end of the bargain. Deal’s a deal, Arthur.”

“And I commend you for that, but stay a while yet. I shall speak to the duke.”

“And what will you say? You can’t lie for me.”

“I won’t. I know you don’t have any reason to, but try to give the duke a little more credit. He can be quite lenient if you approach him in the right way. Stay. Let me be your advocate with him.”

She looked at him, skeptical. “I say you think you have more sway with him than you do. Does he think that highly of you? Do you know him that well?”

“Better than he does himself, at times,” he said wryly and handed her the handkerchief from his waistcoat. “It is my hope, anyway. Here, now. Dry your eyes and wait for me to come again. And keep Ben tied tight, mind. He’ll heal just fine, I take it?”

She sniffed and nodded, scratching Ben’s ears. “That poultice will do the trick.” She then took Arthur’s hands in hers and brought them to her lips, placing a fervent kiss on each of them before pressing them to her cheek. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me. I don’t think you’ll convince his highness, but your attempt to protect me, protect us…it means that much to me. You’re a true friend.”

Heart swelling within him, Arthur shifted his hands until they enfolded hers. “Have a little faith and wait until tomorrow,” he said, and kissed her hands in return while she watched in wide-eyed wonder. He smiled as much reassurance as he could and said the wish of his heart. “Stay, please.”


CHAPTER 14
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Underneath the heavy blanket of sadness weighing on her, Arthur was the first thing on Mara’s mind when she woke up the next morning. She thought about him on her walk to the stream to fill her pail and when she decided not to re-plait and pin up her hair, instead letting it flow free, and tied a bright red scarf around her head. She thought about him as she tied Ben up to the tree and gave him instructions. “I’m sorry,” she said, scratching the deerhound’s ears, “but I’ve got to go to the village for more clean linen for you. Other supplies too. Things have gotten too difficult. But don’t worry. We’ll be together. Now, you’re not to make any mischief while I’m gone, you hear?”

She locked her dark eyes with his yellow ones and sighed with sorrow. She knew he understood her, deep down. She had always believed her brother could understand everything she said. He just couldn’t talk back, that was all. She sniffed back her tears. “Someday I’ll find a way to bring you back, I promise. When we don’t have to hide no more.” She placed a kiss on the top of his head. “Be good now, luv.”

Arthur had asked her to stay. Had told her all would be well. He had kissed her hands, and for a moment she had believed he could work the miracles he had promised her. But when he had gone, the doubts and fears crept back in, and she had gone to sleep with the resolve to leave. She wouldn’t be driven off by the gamekeepers and their guns and rough voices, and if the duke ordered Arthur to drive her away himself after all his friendship and kindness…

She rubbed a hand over her chest, trying to ease the painful tension. She didn’t think she could bear it. She was resolved. She and Ben would move on without telling Arthur. It would be better that way. She and her brother would have a fresh start, and Arthur wouldn’t be forced to tell her to leave. No one would be hurt by it. She grimaced despite her efforts at apathy. Who was she fooling?

Her mind wandered here and there as she walked to Whitton. She trailed her hand along each bud and bloom of wildflower growing alongside the road, comparing their smooth touch to the softness of Arthur’s lips when he had pressed his kisses on the same place. She closed her eyes and went back to that moment. How lovely it had felt, underneath her fear, to have someone wishing for her to stay, to be touched with such gentleness. When was the last time she had allowed anyone that close? What would it feel like if he got closer?

The sound of a starling starting its song nearby snapped her out of her daydream. She looked all around her. How had she gotten this far along the road without remembering it? Stupid girl. She must be more vigilant. Whatever Arthur had meant by that gesture, it meant nothing to her. It couldn’t. Yes, she had kissed his hands first, but that was because she had no other way to express the gratitude she’d felt when he’d declared himself her champion. No one else in the world had ever shown her she was worth keeping, not since Ma had died. Hester had wanted her, but that was different. That was for the money she had brought in from her fortunes. Arthur wanted her to stay because—why? Mara could scarcely believe her instincts, but everything in his voice, his words, his kisses, told her he wished her to stay because he wanted her to. Because he perhaps…possibly…maybe…had grown fond of her.

A passing wagon startled her out of this new daydream. Her eyes darted up to the driver, an old farmer—no one she knew. She was still safe, but she must be more aware out in the open and not think about what Arthur might have meant with his kindness. Whether he truly liked her or if it was all in her head, it did not matter. She was leaving. She just needed the linen for Ben, some bread and cheese for the journey, and gin to start up some healing tinctures that she could sell along the way as she traveled…she knew not where. Further north, most likely, now that the weather was warmer. She wondered how Arthur would feel when he found her camp empty and gone. Would he miss her as much as she would miss him?

The business of the linen and victuals was easily accomplished, and with the last of her coins, she purchased a bottle of gin. Then she turned for home. Her bare feet slowed and faltered. It was not home. Not anymore. When she returned, she would pack her things and leave before Arthur could come with any of the false hopes he had been able to acquire. It would only be a matter of time before Ben, for all her training and precautions, would commit another trespass against the duke’s patience. The next time, he might choose to make her a public example. She could not afford to risk any more undue attention on her. It was no use. But how she wished she could say goodbye to her friend with the spectacles. What could she say to him that would make her heart not feel so heavy at the thought of leaving him?

There she was, daydreaming again. She gave her head a shake and walked straight ahead toward the end of the main street. People passed her here and there, but off to her right, her attention was caught by a familiar face. Haynes, the gamekeeper who had shot Ben. He was down the street a ways and pointing—directly at her.

Trepidation seized her, but that was nothing compared to the feeling that engulfed her entirely as she looked to the person standing next to him. A wiry, older man with a wispy, white beard and gaunt face under a flimsy hat who smiled cruelly, hungrily, straight at her.

Absalom.

Mara shot into the nearest alley between the shops that lined the street and bolted down the lane on the backside of the buildings. Once she was sure she had passed the place where Haynes and Absalom had been, she cut back to the main street and peeked her head out to see that the coast was clear. If it was, she would run all the way back to her forest, get Ben, and get out. Never mind her things. She had to run.

She was wholly unprepared for the hand that clamped down on her shoulder from behind. Gasping in fright, she was whirled around, shoved against the wall and forced to look into the beady eyes of her tormentor.

“What a stroke of luck, seeing you here,” he said with cruel delight. “All I do is come to town for a drink at the tavern, and who do I happen to see but our sweet missing darling. Where have you been hiding? We’ve missed you sorely, Hester and I.”

She struggled against his grip while he said this. He dug his bony fingers deeper into her shoulder, making her wince. “You’ll come along with me. Hester’s waiting in the wagon, and won’t she be surprised? We have a seat of honor for you up there, my girl. The chest.”

The thought of being thrown into the cramped, dark box again and taken away with Ben still tied to the tree back at camp sent Mara over the edge. She screamed and struggled ferociously. Absalom struggled along with her. He was old, yes, but still wiry and agile, with a fierce strength that belied his thin frame. Mara was able to strip her hand away from his grip, the hand that still held the bottle of gin, and she heaved it with all her might against his head.

The blow was enough for him to loosen his grip, momentarily stunned. Mara wriggled out of his grasp, darted into the main street once more, and bolted down the road like the devil was at her heels—and if she didn’t run fast enough, he would be.

“Thief!” came Absalom’s voice behind her. “Stop that girl!”

Almost at once, bodies and hands blocked her path. Dropping the food and gin, she darted and dodged between the crowds of people answering Absalom’s call. She even went so far as to plant a fist into a man’s nose as he grabbed at her. She broke free from the crowd and ran out of Whitton with all her might. As she passed the last building, she saw an old nag harnessed to a wagon she remembered well. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hester staring at her in unbelief. “Mara!” the old woman cried.

Now that both Absalom and Hester had seen her, there was no stopping, no turning back, and no one to help her. Absalom had seen to that with his cry of thief. Her only hope was to make it to the Alwyn woods and disappear before they caught up to her. There were a thousand hiding places there if she could just make it to the trees, four miles away.

Never slowing her pace, she shot a look behind her. Just as she had predicted, Hester and Absalom were up in the wagon and heading straight for her, Hester cutting into the old brown nag with a switch for all she was worth. The poor mare only gave a tripping, lame gait between a trot and a canter but would catch up to Mara in no time. Her breath was already giving out, and the fear coursing through her body made her legs feel like jelly. At the first opportunity, she had to cut across country somewhere they could not follow.

Tears blurred her vision and panicked sobs took her breath hostage as the wagon drew steadily closer. They would catch her. They would catch her, and Ben would chew through the rope and be shot by one of the duke’s men. She would never see him again. She would never see Arthur again.

“Mara!”

Arthur!

To her the left, she saw a man charging toward her on a big black horse. The hope that flew through her heart fell away. It was not Arthur. The man on the horse was a gentleman, his fine clothes and tall black beaver declared that to anyone. But she had been so sure! Only now, she had three people after her. How did this man know her name?

The confusion only made her cry out and run faster. “Stay away!” she gasped.

Her effort was fruitless. The man did not stop or veer away but made straight for her, pulling his horse up to block her way. She was too spent to dodge to either side to escape. This was the end. Absalom and Hester would be upon her in moments and this man would not let her pass. She was trapped.

“Mara, take my hand.”

There was Arthur’s voice again. She looked up. There was Arthur’s face, clear as day looking down at her, spectacles and all.

“Quickly!” he urged.

She grasped his outstretched hand, and he heaved her up with such deft ease that she was atop the horse before she knew it. “Hold tight,” he said, and spurred his horse into a gallop once more.

“Stop! That’s my granddaughter! My own flesh and blood. Stop!” came Hester’s shrill voice from behind them.

“Granddaughter!” Arthur cried. “Is that why you’re running? No wonder! Come on, Goliath, ha!”

Mara squeezed her arms around Arthur’s waist with all her poor might, but that he had instantly understood her plight was enough to make her head spin with relief. Her grip slackened, and her seat slid from side to side as her strength waned.

Arthur’s hand came round behind her and pressed against her back, pushing her body closer to his. “Hold tight now, Mara. I can’t lose you.”

Using all the strength she had left, she wriggled her hands under his coat and waistcoat and twisted her fingers into the folds of his shirt as they galloped on. The wagon, with Hester and Absalom shouting and waving their hands, disappeared from view.

On and on they galloped, the black horse showing no signs of fatigue, until they came to the black iron gates Mara had only seen from a distance. The gates of Alwyn Abbey. Mara shifted uneasily. Was he taking her straight to the big house? A suggestion that cutting across country would bring them closer to her camp went unanswered. She clung to Arthur and screwed her eyes shut tight, dreading what might come next.


CHAPTER 15
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Deeper and deeper into the duke’s grounds they went. Mara kept her eyes shut until she felt the horse slow into a trot, then a walk. She ventured a peep and saw an enormous green lawn surrounding a lake. They came up to a huge, columned rotunda surrounded by trees and shrubbery.

“Where are we? Why’d you bring me here?” she asked. She looked at the back of his head. It looked like Arthur’s hair under that fancy hat. She took in the coat of rich, dark green wool. This was no gamekeeper’s coat. She had never felt anything so soft in her life. She looked down. His breeches, too. No servant wore breeches and top boots like that. Apprehension seized her. Had she seen correctly back on the road? “You—you are Arthur, aren’t you?”

She made to untangle her fingers from his shirt, but he clasped his hand over them, staying her. “Just a moment, Mara, don’t move. Not yet.”

That was Arthur’s voice. Her heart settled into a slower pace, though she would not fully believe it was him until she could look him full in the face. A shuddering sigh escaped her as she rested her head against his back.

Through his coat, he gripped her hands tighter. “I’ll set you down in a minute or two. Goliath here needs to walk a bit. He did his job splendidly. What happened back there? Was that really your grandmother?”

Mara nodded her head against his back. “I don’t know how they found me. I think they were just surprised as I was. They nearly got me, and Ben’s still—oh! I’ve got to get back to Ben. Let me down, let me down!”

“Mara, wait—” He protested but did not keep her. She slid from Goliath’s rump only to find that the horse was taller than she had thought. Unprepared, she could not right herself to land the fall and crumpled in a heap onto the ground, too weak to do anything but hold back the sobs rising in her throat.

Arthur threw his leg over the saddle and was on the ground next to her in an instant. He took her shoulders in a gentle grasp as she tried to lift herself. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head and gave a great sniff to stave off the emotions that were taking over. She could not succumb to them. She had to fetch Ben and run. She turned away from him, wiping her eyes. “They can’t come in here, can they? They can’t get me in here?”

“No. No one will find you here.”

“How can you be sure? You don’t know them. They’re such cunning ones. If they know I’m here, they’ll find a way to catch me. I made them so angry when Ben and I ran away.”

Great tears rolled down her cheeks. Arthur lifted a hand and gently brushed them away with his thumb. If there had been any strength left in her, she would have flinched at the touch. Instead, she leaned her cheek into his hand, hoping he would not mind if she drew comfort from it.

“I promise you, the duke’s lands are well protected. Are you so sure they would dare infiltrate a nobleman’s lands?”

“I don’t know. I did, even if I didn’t know it. I just don’t want to go back there. I can’t go back there. Please don’t let them take me.” Now that the danger was past for the present, there was no stopping the deluge of fears she had pushed aside in her escape. They came back tenfold, and she was powerless to stop them. The horrors of the prospect of being in the clutches of Hester and Absalom again were too much. She dropped her face between her hands and cried afresh.

Arthur held her tight, pressing his cheek against her hair. “Dear Mara, there now. As long as you are on Alwyn grounds, you are safe, you have my word. I’ll turn everyone away. You only have to say it, and it will be done.”

“You’ll turn everyone—” She gulped. “Like you own the place.” She raised her eyes to his. Yes, it really was Arthur, but how different he looked dressed in a fine coat and top boots. Nothing like the homespun shirts and breeches of a man of the woods. She couldn’t decide if it suited him or just frightened her. “What were you doing on the road? Why are you dressed like that?” she asked, sliding her shoulders away from his grasp.

He let her go. “Well, as to that,” he began awkwardly.

“Your grace!”

The voice behind her sent Mara clutching at the lapels of Arthur’s coat. A man with fresh dirt on his breeches, a gardener, walked up to them leading Goliath, who had apparently wandered off. “Are you well, your grace?” the man asked.

Mara’s eyes widened. Your grace?

An annoyed growl escaped under Arthur’s breath. He stood straight and tall. “Yes. Take him back to the stables and return to your work.”

“Yes, your grace.”

Your grace?

Mara tilted her chin to look up at him, mouth agape. He returned her gaze with something like a smile pulling at his face. She looked him up and down once more. The clothes, his voice, his manner of speaking, the note he had first written to her in that swirly script she could not read, the confidence he had shown about the duke’s promises…it couldn’t be.

“Your grace?” she managed.

Sighing, he sat down again. “I owe you a most sincere apology, Mara. I had not thought—in the beginning—if I had known what a friend you would become to me, I would not have deceived you so. I really am Arthur, but I am also, in fact, the duke.”
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Mara listened rather dumbfounded to Arthur’s disjointed explanation. How he had discovered her, why his curiosity had been sparked, why he had said she could stay. All his reasons flipped and flopped around in her head like a fish out of water. Ben’s carelessness made her quake. “How many times did Haynes see Ben before he found me?”

“Thrice,” Arthur replied. “He only mentioned it to me in passing once. It is not his job to report to me every little thing that goes on in my woods, so long as its systems are not disrupted. I told him to drive Ben away and only shoot if he caught him with any game.”

Mara pressed a hand to her heart. So many brushes with death that she knew nothing about! “I tried to keep him close, I promise. It’s only he’s still so lively, and he can’t help the need to run⁠—”

“I understand, Mara,” Arthur interrupted. “I know he cannot help himself. That was why I wished only to drive him away. He cannot be blamed for succumbing to his nature.”

His calm voice mollified her, telling her he understood and bore Ben no real ill will. Then an alarming thought rushed into her head. “Arthur, I mean, your grace, I’ve said things⁠—”

He interrupted again. “Please don’t call me that. Please just call me Arthur, as you’ve always done.”

She stared at him, half afraid. “But I’ve said such things about you. The boil!”

“And what of them? I am not angry or slighted. How could I be, when I was deceiving you? That would hardly be fair. You may say whatever you like about the duke to me.”

“How often did you watch me before we met?”

Arthur thought. “Only the one time, really. I have my notes written down. Would you like to see them?”

She held back a snort despite herself. “No, I wouldn’t. But of course, you would have taken notes. I don’t like it, but I don’t suppose I can be too angry with you watching me unawares when I watched you plenty of times swinging your net for bugs and frogs and stuffing them into jars.”

His mouth pulled down lower and lower at her words. “What do you mean? You watched me before I began watching you?”

She shrugged, glad to see him off kilter. It made her feel like they were on more equal footing. “No one thinks to look up in the trees.”

He huffed out a laugh, regarding her with admiration. “You little minx. Why did you not say so?” Her returning look made him laugh again, nervously this time. “Of course. What was I thinking? You did not wish to be found.”

“You found me anyway, after I left the first time.”

“I knew what I was looking for then. I—I did not want you to go, even then.”

Mara stayed silent a moment, thinking. “Did you follow me today? Did you know I went into Whitton? I was⁠—”

Going to leave.

He shook his head. “I happened upon you completely by chance. Goliath needed a good gallop and the best stretch of turf for that is Whitton way. I am glad I needed a gallop as much as he.”

By chance. What chance! If chance had decided otherwise, she would have been inside the black chest by now, going off to who knew where. Or perhaps Absalom wouldn’t have bothered and would have turned her into a dog or a mouse or a spider right then and there. She shuddered at the thought and rose. “I must go. I need to make sure Ben’s all right. I’ve been gone too long. They might find him before I’ve had a chance to run.”

“Run?”

She grimaced at her blunder, but there it was, out in the open now. “Yes, run. Go. I was going to go today before you could come. Before you could tell me the duke said no and that you’d have to shoot Ben anyway.”

“Mara,” Arthur said, his face falling. “Could you not have trusted me more?”

Her heart fell right with him. “I trusted that you would try, that you’d do your best. I didn’t trust him. I mean, you, I mean…” She grasped her head between her hands. This was too confusing. She turned and started walking. Arthur rose and followed. “I have to run. Hester and Absalom won’t forget me. They’re angry, I saw it in their eyes. They’ll find me. That’s why I have to go. Now.”

“Mara, wait. Where will you go?”

Too many questions. She walked faster. “I don’t know, but I have to. They’ll find me.”

He reached for her. “You cannot go. Please, stay a moment. Let us think of something together.”

“I can’t. It’s only me and Ben, and there’s no way I can hide from them if I don’t go now.” She pushed him away and started running. What if they hurt him too?

“Mara, wait. Please wait.” He stole in front of her and grasped her shoulders. “Where will you go? What safer place could you be than with me here at Alwyn? Let me protect you. Mara, dear, dear Mara⁠—”

She stilled, bewildered at the tender way his voice caressed her name. He had always been respectful, kind, funny. This was something new altogether. What was happening? He took in a breath, his eyes going over every inch of her face with a softness that brought surprised tears to her eyes.

“Would you marry me?”


CHAPTER 16
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Arthur had never given much thought to how he would propose to that misty, unshapen form of the woman who would one day be his wife. He certainly never thought it would be so simple as just outright saying the words “would you marry me” out by the lake on the west lawn.

Mara stared at him as if he had at last gone mad, and she was right to do so. “What?” she finally stammered.

He dropped his hands. He may be mad, but there was no stopping him now, come what may. “Just what I said, I suppose. Will you marry me?”

Her eyelids fluttered in astonishment. “Marry you? But you’re a—a—” She waved her hands around at the grand rotunda and the immaculate grounds.

“A duke, I know, but I am still your friend, Arthur. I just happen to be a duke as well.” Would to God he was not just now! He grimaced sheepishly. “The devil of it is, I’m not a very good one. I do the duty my position requires of me, but I’m off collecting insects and amphibians the moment I get the chance. I cannot stand a crowd. Balls and parties are a great bane to my existence. I can never find the right thing to say beyond the weather and inquiring after one’s health. I rarely think the way others would wish me to on matters of political importance. I do not have many friends in Parliament, let me tell you.” He tried for a laugh, but the attempt failed.

Mara stared at him all the while, hugging herself. “Balls and parties? Parliament? You don’t want to marry me. You can’t. You are mad. You’re a duke, and I’m a gypsy. You’re outright insane for thinking of it. I don’t even know who my father is! How could you think you’d want to marry someone like me?”

The arguments she threw at him were sound enough but simply pinged off the armor of his certainty before dropping harmlessly to the ground. He wanted her by his side, always. “Because you are my friend. More than my friend. And I can help you.”

She scowled. “You’d help me by marrying me?”

Her expression had him fighting against the telltale tightness closing his chest, squeezing the air out his lungs, making it impossible for him to breathe or think properly. As in all the other social encounters, he was making a bungle of this one, the most important of his life. “Yes—no—that’s not what I—just let me speak. Please listen.”

He turned and paced in a circle to gather his thoughts before returning to her. He needed to get this right. He needed to convince her to stay where he could look after her. If she stole away by herself with her relations in pursuit, how could he help her?

“Mara, I ask you to marry me because I wish to. Because you are my friend. If I see you in distress, I want to help you. Over the weeks I have developed such a love…” He paused. Perhaps she was not quite ready for such a confession yet. “I have always known that I would never make a great lover. Not like Fanny. I do not know how to go about it or how to make flattering, pretty speeches that make women blush and titter and hide behind their fans.

“But I do know how a husband ought to treat his wife. He is to provide for her in all things. Protect her. Love her. I cannot be flirtatious, but I know I can do all that. I have grown so, so fond of you, Mara. To see my friend in such distress and she refusing to let me help her in any way…it is almost unbearable. And now I have made you cry. Oh, please forgive me.”

He brought out his handkerchief, but she turned from him, wiping her cheeks with her hands instead and stammering as she tried to speak. “It’s not that. I’m all right. It’s just too much. I do like you, so much. But that was before you turned into a duke. It’s all so big; I can’t make sense of it right now. I don’t know anything about you.”

He gave a short laugh. “On the contrary, I believe you now know me better than anyone. I have been able to be myself around you. You have never laughed or scorned my passions for nature; you have taught me so many things. No, Mara, you are the only one who knows me as I truly am.”

A tremulous smile flitted across her face. “I’m glad to know that. But you still can’t marry me. I don’t know much of anything about your duty and all that a duke has to do, but I know it’s a world that’ll never take to me. Dukes don’t marry gypsies. You know that as well as I do.”

“This one does,” he replied. “And since I am a poor specimen of a duke anyway⁠—”

“Don’t say that.”

“Who knows? Perhaps we shall make it fashionable?”

Given the general marked prejudices against her roaming people, it was a poor attempt at humor. Mara fell silent and looked to her feet. No more humor. “I have to go to Ben. I can’t think about this right now. I have to know he’s safe.”

The firmness in her voice told him his proposal was at an end. “Of course. And then you shall leave? Please stay, Mara. Where will you go? There is no safer place to be than in my forest. I’ll set a guard along the Whitton borders.”

“They’ll tell me to go,” she answered feebly.

“They shan’t. And no one shall get in. I am a duke. I may be a poor one, but I have lots of men and lots of guns.”

She cracked a laugh. “That’s what worries me.”

“One word from me and you are safe in Alwyn, as you have been. If you won’t accept my hand, accept my help at the very least. Let me protect you until you know what to do.”

Still hugging herself, Mara took in a shaky breath and looked all about them, struggling within herself. It was all Arthur could do not to take her in his arms for further assurance that she was safe. At last, she nodded, resigned more than relieved, it seemed. “All right. I’ll stay for now. You’re right. I don’t know where to go that they won’t find me. Not yet, anyway.”

Relief washed over him. She would stay for now, that was something, at least. “Will you let me escort you back?”

She shook her head immediately. “No. I’ll go myself, only, could you point me in the right way? I don’t know where I am.”

Disappointed, Arthur understood. Much had happened to her in such a short time. She needed solitude, so instead of insisting, he smiled kindly. “Follow me.”

Their walk to the forest’s edge was silent and nervous on his part. He would give anything to know what she was thinking, but Mara had always kept things close until she knew it was safe. He could not press her. When the tree line came into view, he stopped and pointed. “Head straight north until you reach the rise we went to, then head due east until you reach the stream. You’ll know the way after that. I shall ensure that every gamekeeper knows that Mara Boswell and her hound have leave to forage and wander wherever they like. But if there is any trouble, run to me at once, will you? Promise me.”

She nodded. “I will. Thank you.”

“May I come to you tomorrow?”

She shook her head, but kindly. “I’ll come to you.”

With that, he had to be satisfied. Though it cost him greatly, he watched her disappear amongst the trees, head held high, without him by her side.
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When the clock struck two, Arthur finally gave off reading for the night. It wasn’t helping anyway; every other word looked like Mara’s name. Three days without a word from her, only reports from his men as they guarded the borders that she was still in the forest.

Taking the candle from his desk, he left his study not to go to his bedchamber but to meander around his halls in a brooding, brown study, trying to think of some excuse to go to her first. He soon gave off that as well, sighing in defeat. She had said she would come to him. He would leave it be and trust that she would do as she had said.

As he walked down the hall displaying the portraits of his ancestors, a faint groan caused him to stop short. He cocked his head from side to side to determine where it had come from. He was alone in the hall, and the abbey was not haunted. It had to have come from somewhere. The muffled groan came again—from inside the wall.

Arthur frowned only for a moment until his bearings righted themselves. He was standing in front of a panel that was the doorway to one of the servant stairs. The groan came once more, a groan of suffering. Someone was ill. He turned the little knob and opened the panel, revealing a set of steep wooden stairs.

“Arthur?” a voice hissed behind him.

Arthur nearly jumped into the stairwell his heart seized so violently. To save himself from almost certain death, he dropped his candlestick and clasped the frame of the panel. Alarm from the voice was replaced by the alarm that only the threat of fire can instill. He dove for the candle and stomped on the floor to ensure any charring did not evolve into flame.

This done, he glared at his sister, the candlelight just catching her dark shadow. “Fanny.” He spat, chest heaving. “What do you mean by creeping up on me like that? Do you know how late it is?”

Fanny, dressed in nothing more than a shift under her dressing gown, only stared at him with round, filmy eyes and gave a great shrug. In one hand was a tumbler, in the other was a decanter of brandy, half empty.

Arthur eyed them. “What are you doing?”

Fanny cocked her head sluggishly. “That is the servant stair. What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Then I am doing as much nothing as you are. Oh! I have it. Is your lover down there instead of the woods? Servants, Arthur? That will never do. How dull⁠—”

“Fanny, be silent,” he snapped as she trailed off into a slurring giggle. Her ludicrous hopes hit too close to home now. Another groan interrupted them, certainly coming from the servants’ domain downstairs. “Coming?” he asked her, nodding at the stair.

She looked at him like he had grown another head. He waited for no other answer and left her. The stairs led him to the corridor that connected the whole under workings of Alwyn. Arthur went straight for the servants’ hall, thinking it the most likely place to find the ailing groaner, but a light in the kitchen took him there instead, where the butler, Mr. Colson sat on a stool hunched over the great working table in the center of the room holding one side of his face, marred by pain. The housekeeper, Mrs. Newton, stood over him in a concerning fashion holding a glass of wine.

Both looked up at the light of Arthur’s candle. “Your grace,” Mrs. Newton said, mouth open and eyes wide. “What can you want down here? What can I do for you?”

Colson tried to stand but was seized by a pain and gave a muted groan he could not hold in.

“Colson, what is the matter?” Arthur asked.

“Forgive us, your grace,” Mrs. Newton said, forcing Colson back onto the stool. “Mr. Colson has a horrible toothache. I told him to have it pulled a month ago when it started ailing him, but the stubborn man would not listen, and now here we are in the dead of night, and he can bear it no longer. I’ve sent Teddy off to Whitton.”

Arthur came around the table to their side and set his candle down. “Let me have a look, Mr. Colson.”

Colson let go of the side of his face he had been holding. Arthur grimaced at the swollen jaw. “Poor devil,” he murmured. “Of course, we shall get you sorted. A month, you say, Mrs. Newton? Why did you not take care of this, Colson?”

“I thought it was nothing,” he mumbled. “I’ve had such pains before that have gone away.”

The entrance of the footman, and only the footman, prevented poor Colson from responding.

“Is Mr. Patton coming?” Mrs. Newton demanded.

“No, he’s away. Won’t be back ’til the day after tomorrow—oh! Forgive me your grace, I did not see you.” Teddy executed a bow.

Colson’s face fell as he was gripped by another round of pain. “Is there no one else?” he groaned.

“There must be something we can do,” Mrs. Newton said, urging him to take another draught of wine. “If not for the pain, for the swelling. It must help if that goes away, then we can take you to Dunscore in the morning.”

Swelling?

The word kicked up a memory. Arthur had had a conversation involving swelling recently. Who had it been? He darted about here and there in his mind until he could pinpoint its location. He had been sitting on the ground, Mara on her stool, in the days before she had stopped glaring at him and going for her knife. He had asked her about herbs, and she had told him what was good for swelling, but he could not remember.

But Mara knew…

“Teddy,” he nearly barked. “Wake Haynes and bring him to me. I have an errand for him.”


CHAPTER 17
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Arthur nearly paced his way to China before Haynes came back with Mara, a knapsack slung over her shoulder and Ben at her heels. It was nearly two hours later, and Colson had all but dissolved into sheer agony. In the dim light cast by the lantern Haynes held, Mara looked grim and uncertain.

Arthur went to her at once, ignoring Ben’s huffing as he approached. “Thank you for coming, Miss Boswell. I am sorry to disturb you in the middle of the night.”

Mara, who had been taking in the grounds and house, rounded back to him with an awkward shrug. “When a duke tells you to come, you come, don’t you?”

“That’s not—” Arthur started, but grabbed her hand instead, dismissing Haynes. “Come with me. Come on, Ben.”

They came to the door leading to the kitchens. Before opening it, Arthur turned to face her. “Mara,” he said gently. She did not meet his eye. “Mara, I am glad you’ve come, but know that if you had said no, nothing would have happened. You are free to decide what you should and should not like to do. So, when the next duke comes along expecting you to obey him, you have it from the last duke you spoke to, who hopes you count him as a friend, that you don’t have to obey simply because he is a duke.”

Her lips twitched into a quick smile, and she stole a glance up at him. “Aren’t many dukes around, so I don’t suppose I’ll ever meet another. You thought I could help someone?”

“Yes. Will you try?”

She looked at the house and rolled her shoulders as if his words had lifted a great weight off her. “Right. Can’t hurt, I suppose. Since I’m here and all. Lead the way.”

“Thank you,” he said with real feeling, then looked at the deerhound. “And, thank you, erm, Ben, for coming as well.”

He hoped the smile he offered assured her of not only his gratitude but his happiness at seeing her again. That she had come so quickly to his call after his impromptu declaration gave him some hope that she would not cast him off completely after her wish for solitude.

He led her through the dark corridor to the kitchen where Colson sat in the same position, still attended by Mrs. Newton. “This is Miss Boswell. She has skill in healing. Do let her take a look, Colson. Perhaps she can make you more comfortable until we can get you to Dunscore.”

Mrs. Newton looked aghast. “A gypsy?”

“Can Ben have a bone?” Mara asked, quite as if she asked it every day.

“Of course he may. Mrs. Newton, find a bone for our guest,” Arthur said without a second thought.

Mrs. Newton blinked and bristled but went to comply with the order.

“What do you mean you don’t have to obey dukes?” Mara murmured under her breath. Arthur, nonplussed, only lifted his shoulders in something like an apology.

“I wish your grace would not trouble yourself over me,” Colson said, eyeing Mara with disfavor. “If my present condition were not so uncomfortable, I would not hesitate to express to you my mortification at being caught in such a state.”

“You could have told him just now, only you chose to tell him that you won’t tell him,” Mara said, unimpressed. “If I’m to take a look, then let me take a look. I don’t know how late you people stay up, but I’d rather be asleep just now, so if I can help you, then let me see.”

Mrs. Newton returned with the bone from a shank of mutton, which Ben hastily snatched from her before stalking off to a corner. Mara strode up to Colson and directed him to take his hand away. When Colson frostily complied, Mara hissed through her teeth. “Swollen all right. Goldenrod’ll help with that. It’s a tooth, is it? Open your mouth.”

Through his agony, Colson looked stiffly at Arthur, who begged him to let go of his pride for the sake of relief. Mrs. Newton held a candle high so Mara could see.

Under Colson’s description, Mara craned her neck every which way trying to get a look at the offending tooth. “This one here?” she asked, tapping a tooth with a fingernail.

His shout of pain answered the question. Mara straightened up, hands on hips. “Looks like it’d hurt. I can’t see much but even in this light you can see something festering in it. Phew! The smell’ll tell you that right off too. Goldenrod can take some of the swelling off, but it won’t do much good if that tooth’s still in there doing the swelling.”

“May I take a look, Colson?” Arthur asked, picking up a candlestick. He had never seen a severely decayed tooth before and had done his best to stave off his curiosity until now. He would not accompany Colson to the dentist in Dunscore, so this was the only chance he had to see it. However, Colson’s darkling look in reply had him mumbling a “never mind.”

“Nothing can save it. It’ll have to come out, and fast. Best thing for it,” Mara said.

“That’s what I said nearly a month ago,” Mrs. Newton replied, clearly offended that her advice had had to be corroborated by an outsider. “You shall have to suffer until Dunscore, Colson. And I must say, serves you right.”

“I can take it out.”

Arthur and the servants stared at Mara.

“What?” she asked, shrugging. “Needs taking out. I can do it. Saves you twenty miles there and back.”

“Can you really?” Arthur asked, stunned.

“’Course I can. Had to do it myself a couple of years ago, see?” She hooked her mouth with a finger and spread it open, revealing an empty space where a molar once stood. “Wasn’t an easy hing either, it ‘eeing way ‘ack ‘ehr.”

At once fascinated and repulsed, Arthur lifted his candle and stared at the vacant space in the back of her mouth. “You pulled it out yourself? How?”

She unhooked her mouth, dug into her knapsack, and produced a small pair of pliers. “With these.”

Colson shook his head. “No, that won’t be necessary—oh!" He broke off with another round of pain, even going so far as to slam his fist against the table.

“It’s got to be done, Mr. Colson, you must see that,” Mrs. Newton said. She looked at Mara and nodded at the pliers. “Let’s boil those good and hot and get the business over with. Come here, my girl.”

Mara looked to Arthur, unsure. He gave her a nod of encouragement. “Please, Miss Boswell.”

She glanced at Mrs. Newton with some suspicion but followed and helped with the preparations. If Colson had had hesitations about pulling the tooth before, the twenty minutes of inescapable torment left him so desperate he gave a great cry of “at last!” when Mara came back to the table holding the hot pliers in a dish cloth.

“Right,” she said, bracing her legs in a wide stance. “Ready, Mr. Colson?”

“Yes, yes, just get on with it,” he said in a savage growl.

“Hold those candles up, will you?” she directed Arthur and Mrs. Newton. She squinted into Colson’s mouth. “Arthur—your grace—just a little…” She tilted his candle to a more agreeable angle. “There. Right. Here we go⁠—"

“What are you all doing?” a voice called out.

For the second time that night, Fanny’s voice made Arthur jump out of his skin, along with everyone else in the kitchen. Several dollops of hot wax dropped onto his hand. In the entrance to the kitchen stood Fanny, still in her dressing gown, still holding a tumbler and a now empty decanter.

“Devil take you, Fanny,” Arthur said, shaking his hand to cool the sting of the wax.

Fanny held up the decanter. “I ran out. Came to get more. But what are you all doing? You look as if this is a torture chamber. Why was I not invited?”

“You were,” Arthur reminded her darkly.

“What is that gnawing sound? Alwyn,” she asked and looked around until she saw Ben with his bone in the corner. “I did not know you had a dog like that. And who is this?” She tossed a nod to Mara.

Arthur pressed his lips together, protective heat rising in him. Much he would give to keep Mara out of Fanny’s orbit. “This is Miss Boswell, come to help Colson with his tooth. It must be drawn without a moment to lose.”

Fanny continued to size Mara up with bleary eyes, not wasting a thought on poor Colson’s state. “She is a pretty thing, isn’t she? From the village, I take it? Why Arthur, you sly⁠—”

“Can we please get on with it?” Colson cried, unwittingly saving Fanny from her brother’s protective wrath.

Mara peeled her eyes away from Fanny and resumed her position in front of Colson. “Brace yourself. Here we go.”

Arthur and Mrs. Newton hunched in close to the victim. Behind them, Fanny closed in to look at the scene on unsteady toes.

“Fanny, don’t jostle me,” Arthur said. “And don’t jostle Mrs. Newton. No! Don’t you dare touch Mara, not now!”

Amidst Colson’s groans, it took Mara several attempts to get hold of the offending tooth, it being so painful he jerked away several times before steeling himself to the ordeal. Arthur unwittingly provided him with a distraction by being so enthralled in the process that he unconsciously tipped his candle to a dangerous angle, threatening Colson with the prospect of hot wax dripping onto his face. Behind them, Fanny’s cries of horror crescendoed with Colson’s painful ones as Mara placed her foot on the stool, screwed up her face and gave a mighty pull that sent her careening backwards onto the floor.

“Whew!” she said with a laugh. She held up the pliers in triumph, the tooth between its jaws. “Got it.”

Colson slouched over the table in pain and relief as Mrs. Newton supplied him with a basin to spit out the blood. Arthur set his candle down to help Mara. “Are you all right? Take my hand. Fanny? Fanny, are you well?”

They all looked at the Lady Fanny, pale and swaying on her feet. Arthur let out an oath, and in an act of pure instinct, dropped Mara and dove for his sister before she broke her head on the floor in a swoon.

“Forgive me, Miss Boswell. I am so sorry,” he said with true feeling.

But Mara, sprawled out on the floor, was laughing. “It’s all right, I can help myself.” She got up and held the tooth to the candlelight. “No wonder it hurt so much. Look at that great hole! And all that black around the edges, see?”

Mrs. Newton, being the only one without her hands full, came close and examined the tooth with Mara in disgusted fascination before she took to scolding Colson again for allowing it to go unattended for so long.

Arthur, on the floor with Fanny in his arms, gently slapped her cheeks until she came round. “Are you finally awake?” he asked as her eyes opened. “Good, there’s a girl.”

“What happened? Is it over?” she asked.

“Yes, it’s over. Stay there, will you? Mrs. Newton, get Lady Fanny a glass of wine.” And there he left her and went to Mara, rather in awe of her. After what he had just witnessed, he doubted he would ever look at her the same way again. “You were brilliant,” he whispered in her ear.

A blush enveloped her cheeks. “Thank you,” she mouthed back and looked at Fanny. “Who’s that?”

Arthur informed her of his sister’s existence, and they stood together for a time, leaning on the table, examining the tooth. Quietly, he reached over and brushed his fingers across hers. She did not recoil, but actually leaned into him and rested her cheek against his shoulder, just for a moment, then straightened up before anyone could see.

“Here.” She handed him the pliers, then went to her knapsack. “Now that it’s out, I can do something for all that swelling, Mr. Colson.”

After her doctoring was done, Arthur escorted her, along with Ben and his bone, back outside, where the faint gray of dawn brushed the skyline.

“What can I give you?” he asked. “How can I repay you for such a service? Ask me for anything, even half the kingdom, if you like.”

She thought for a moment. “That’s what the king said to Esther, ain’t it? I think it’s me who’s still in your debt.”

“I tell you—you are not.”

She did not reply, only kicking at the pebbles on the ground with her foot, head cast down.

“Are you safe, out there?” he asked, nodding to the forest. “My offer still stands. You may stay here at Alwyn, if you prefer.”

She shook her head. “I’m not fit for such a grand place. I’ve taken care that no one will find me easy. And I’ve got Ben too.”

“May I take you back?”

“No,” she said. “No, thank you.”

He tried not to allow the disappointment to show on his face. If she did not want him near, he would not press the issue, however much his heart protested. “Of course.”

“Anything, you say?” she said, one eye narrowed in speculation.

“Yes. Say it, and it is yours.”

“Some rope, then. Can I have some rope?”

“Rope?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes,” she said, then frowned at him. “And what was all that Miss Boswell this and Miss Boswell that back there? I’m Mara.”

“That,” he said, smiling. “Propriety. Was it distasteful to you?”

“Not exactly. Just…strange. Makes me think I’m better than I am. I’m just Mara.”

“Mara, that’s not true.” Arthur wished he could show her that she was not “just Mara” to him, that she held a much dearer place in his heart than she gave herself credit for. “Colson and Mrs. Newton are my highest-ranking servants. I addressed you as Miss Boswell to show them that you hold a place of respect with me and that I will not stand for any ill-treatment of you whatsoever.”

Mara’s cheeks bloomed bright pink before she ducked her head, though Arthur could still see her smile. “You should go see if your sister’s well,” she said softly.

He recognized the dismissal. “You are right. I’ll send someone out to get you the rope you want. Take as much as you like. I bid you a safe journey back. I still have sentries on the woodland borders, but they know to let you pass.”

He held back an urge to touch her cheek, kiss her hand, shake it, anything to be nearer her. Anything to show that he cared. Instead, he bowed formally, as he would have to any fine young lady of quality, and turned back to the house.

“Mara,” he said when he reached the door. He couldn’t help himself. “My other offer, the one I made out by the lake. That is still open, and always will be, to you and only you.”


CHAPTER 18
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The day after Colson’s tooth extraction, Arthur dared not go into the forest, for it seemed like an intrusion upon Mara’s space. It took him some time to remind himself that not only was it his forest, but that there were twenty square miles of it. He went, therefore, in the opposite direction of Mara’s camp and spent the day observing and recording spring’s progress and aiming at a rabbit or two with his gun but never with any luck. While part of him hoped otherwise, he did not expect to see Mara for another week, at least. Let her have her time.

So, it came as a complete surprise for him to see her and Ben in the distance, passing in and out among the trees with a determined stride, her face drawn and tight. Something was wrong.

He hailed her and began to run to her. Mara crouched and turned his way, her hand not only going to her knife, but drawing it out and pointing it at him. When she saw him, her shoulders drooped as if a great burden had been placed on them. She sheathed her knife and slid into a crouch on the forest floor, burying her face in her hands.

“What is it?” he asked, crouching in front of her. He placed a worried hand on her knee. “Are you ill? Are you hurt? Tell me.”

She shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“Something has happened, though. What it is? Your grandmother?”

Mara nodded. “Can you follow me?”

Twenty minutes of stealthy walking brought them to a section of the stream that ran near Mara’s camp, not one mile away. “I reckon they’re gone now, but I caught them wandering just over there. Looking.”

Arthur glared at the patch of trees and shrubs she pointed to, now empty of any human. “Hester and Absalom?” he asked

She nodded. “Is it your land? I couldn’t remember whether the border here ended at the rise of ground over there or just before. It’s not far off though, right?”

“Not far off, but not in Alwyn just yet.” Arthur shook his head, gritting his teeth as a rising fury boiled within him. “I shall double the guard. Twice as many men shall patrol these borders. I’ll not have⁠—”

He stopped, for Mara had wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face into his chest. Her body shuddered as she tried to hold back her tears. “I’m so scared,” she said, barely above a whisper.

Arthur set his gun down and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight, thoroughly alarmed himself. He knew her. If Mara sought out the comfort of anyone but Ben, the end of the world could not be two steps away. He tried to think of something to say, something to comfort her, something brave, but another something told him to keep quiet for the time being and simply hold her as tight as she would let him. And so they stayed, holding one another for all they were worth.

Eventually, she sniffed and shifted her head, mumbling something.

He bent down, not catching her words. “What?”

“Your offer,” she said, louder this time. “I want to say yes.”

In any other circumstance, Arthur knew this would be one of the happiest moments in his life: the woman he loved had just agreed to marry him, after all. Though he was filled with various elated emotions, sorrow held a high place in the ranks. The woman he loved was accepting him because she was scared out of her wits. He knew she would not have accepted him and the protection the union would offer her if she felt safe enough to do without it.

“You’re certain?” he asked. He pushed her back to arm’s length, staring deep into her eyes. “I am very happy, but if you’d truly rather not, say so at once. There are other ways I will protect you.”

“No,” she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “I know how this may seem, but I do like you, ever so much. I don’t show it, I know, but⁠—”

An enormous weight rested itself on Arthur’s shoulders. This was not the way to go about it. “Mara⁠—”

She answered him by gasping and dropping to the ground, tugging at him to follow her. “Look over there,” she said, pointing to another rise about a half mile to the east of them.

Arthur trained his eye beyond her pointing finger and made out two figures slowly making their way through the trees to the top of the hill just outside Alwyn lands. “Is it them?” he asked.

She nodded silently, her stiff body trembling. Arthur wondered at it. He had never seen his fearless Mara so undone. Hester and Absalom went to the top of the rise, likely to get their bearings, then disappeared into the trees and into Alwyn land. Arthur set his jaw in determination and picked up his rifle. “Wait here.”

She looked at him in growing alarm. “What are you doing to do?”

There were many things he wanted to do—dismiss the lot of his gamekeepers for their lack of patrol, for one, but he said aloud one of the more civil ones. “Take them and charge them with trespassing.”

“But—”

He leapt to his feet and charged down the hill. Never had such a fire blazed in him as it did now. The distress these two villains had caused Mara, their own kin, for so many years, turned his gentle nature into a raging beast, ready to tear down and burn all before him to ensure her safety. These were his woods, and she was his love and friend. It did not matter whether she truly returned his affection. He would protect his own.

Though he would rather have charged the whole way to the two intruders, Arthur slowed and hushed his steps as he got closer to the side of the rise where they had disappeared. Surprise was imperative, and he did not know if they were armed. He proceeded, stopping to listen for any sounds that would point him in their direction. They would be as silent as they could, being on the hunt themselves.

He focused his senses on the slightest of sounds: the snap of a twig, the rhythmic pattern of dirt crunching underfoot, breathing. So, when the high-pitched scream came to his ears, it startled him so much he screamed himself, his whole body jerking in surprise.

Including his finger on the trigger.

The gun went off with a loud report that startled him even further. How he hated surprises! Recovering himself, he ran toward the continued howling off to his left and came upon a most astonishing scene.

A wiry old man was floating upside down in the air, dangling from a branch high up in a black oak with a rope looped around his ankle. Below him, an old woman stood with her hands on her head, perhaps trying to decide whether to help him or run and save herself.

“Stop right there!” Arthur shouted, raising his gun, now empty of any shot.

The woman whirled around and raised her hands. “Help us, do help us! My husband’s like to die!”

“Do not move,” Arthur said with a threat in his voice that the woman could not mistake.

“Arthur!” a distant voice called out, followed by a bark. Mara and Ben. Hester tensed, alert.

“Stay back!” he cried.

A figure burst into the scene on his right. Without taking his gun off Hester and Absalom, Arthur whipped his head over to see Haynes and one of the other gamekeepers skid to a stop, training their guns to the trespassers. “Are you all right, your grace?” Haynes asked.

“Aye,” he returned. “Keep them covered.”

He lowered his own gun to take in the scene with a little more calm. Absalom hung, growling and fuming. He had a knife in his hand, trying to hack at the rope that held him. Arthur followed the line up the tree, then looked for the base, a wooden stump driven into the ground, notched to hold the hook attached to the rope. He beamed. He would know those workings anywhere, for Mara had shown him herself.

“Caught by his own trap, ha!” Haynes cackled. “Bloody poacher.”

“Not his trap,” Arthur said, near to bursting with pride.

Mara and Ben reached the scene at last. Ben charged up under Absalom, barking, jumping, and snapping his jaws. Mara stopped in her tracks and for a moment simply stared at the sight of Absalom swinging about in the air and Hester being covered by the gamekeepers’ rifles.

A strangled cry burst from her, breaking her trance-like state. Short bursts of laughter spread her mouth open for a few moments until her lips pulled back into a pure snarl. With fury radiating from every inch of her body, she looked about her and grabbed rocks, pinecones, clods of dirt, anything she could get her hands on and threw them at the helpless Absalom, cursing him with each projectile.

Unable to keep the grim smile off his face, Arthur clenched his fists and punched the air in furtive boxing strikes. That’s a girl. Hit him again, draw his cork! Plant him a facer! Dead on! Well done. Another, another! Sport your canvas!

Arthur had never been adept at using to any advantage the boxing cant he had picked up here and there, having no affinity for the sport, but he did his best now.

Hester screeched for Mara to stop but was silenced at the first projectile thrown her way, hitting her right on the chin. She and Absalom did their best to shield themselves from the onslaught, but Mara’s aim was as true as David’s of old. “You’ll turn Ben back!” she cried. “Bring my brother back! He won’t be a dog no more. Turn him back, now!”

“You still think he’s a dog?” Hester cried beneath her shielding arms. “You stupid wench!”

Her words stayed Mara’s arm, cocked to throw a fist-sized rock above her head. “What do you mean? Why would you say that? Of course he’s a dog! You put him in that body and now you’ll fix him. Call me a stupid wench, will you!” The rock hit home on Hester’s hip.

“Your grace?” Haynes inquired, he and the other man regarding the spectacle with uncertainty.

Arthur only laughed above the mayhem of curses and barking. “Leave them be. Heaven knows they’ve earned it.”


CHAPTER 19
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Arthur and Mara watched as Haynes and three other gamekeepers shut the door of the barley shed where they had thrust Hester and Absalom. They had said nothing since their capture, nothing about turning Ben back into her brother, but Mara would not trust the seed of unsurety that Hester’s words had sprouted inside her. She had been told too many lies before and she would not believe this one. One way or another she would make them turn her brother back.

The loud click of the heavy lock resounded in her heart. A part of her still feared they might escape. They had wily means for every fix in which they found themselves, but with a lock and three guards standing sentinel, she felt she could rest easy that night.

Beside her, Arthur gave a satisfied nod to his men before he turned to her, which meant he had to push his spectacles back into place in that adorable way he had. “Let me bring you to the house and get you something to eat. If all this hullaballoo has not made you famished, I’m close to starving.”

Answering with only a smile, Mara accepted his arm, wondering what the gamekeepers might think of such an open declaration of her status with their master. She found she didn’t much care, however. Holding onto him, with dear Ben by her side, she felt strong, secure, and, with the feeling coming from Arthur in palpable waves, well-loved. “What’ll happen to them now?” she asked as they entered a well-groomed, blooming garden leading up to a terrace.

“I’ve already sent Gibbs to fetch the constable in Whitton. They shall spend the night in the gaol, well-guarded. I shall see to that.”

“Before anything happens to them, they need to turn Ben back,” she said.

Arthur hesitated only for the scarcest of moments. “We shall see what we can get out of them on that head, certainly.”

Oh, they would. Mara gave a curt nod and clung closer to him as a flood of warmth engulfed her. She bit her lip to hold back the unbidden tears stinging her eyes. After three years, Ben would be restored to her. Ben would be back, and she was safe now, she could feel it. Arthur, her dear, bespectacled friend had protected her just as he’d said he would. No more fear. No more hiding.

Arthur shuffled to a stop, cleared his throat, and faced her. “I suppose, now that the danger is over, you should like to…well, what should you like to do now? Forgive me, and if I am mistaken you will tell me so, but I had the impression that you only accepted my offer today because you felt yourself to be in such danger. Which I do not blame you for in the slightest, truly⁠—”

A misshapen mixture of relief and alarm sent her heart thumping against her ribs. What was he saying? She clasped his arm tighter. “Arthur⁠—"

“No, allow me to finish.” He disengaged his arm from hers and took her hands in his. “Whatever you choose to do, you will always have my protection. You need only say the word and my forest will be your home for the rest of your days. I know I don’t have much to offer that you think to be of any value, but when I marry, I should like to marry a woman who enters into it with her whole heart, unafraid and free⁠—”

A smile crept up Mara’s face. “Oh, good. That’s just how I feel. How long before we can marry?”

“—and if that is not something you can give, I will not hold you to your previous word⁠—”

“Arthur?”

“—however, I always knew I should marry someone who was quite out of the common way, being so peculiar myself⁠—”

“Arthur! Oh, for heaven’s sake.”

If she did not stop him, he never would himself. With a great exasperated sigh as a prelude, she lifted herself on tiptoe, placed her hands on either side of his face, and stopped his mouth with a firm kiss. “Will you listen to me?” she asked.

Eyes wide, he nodded.

“Good.”

She kissed him again and did not stop kissing him until he at last realized his good fortune and returned her affections with vigor. Safe in the harbor of his arms, his lips filled her with everything his words had already promised her: love, protection, gentleness, friendship, everything that had been so far out of reach. Everything she had craved for so long was here in her odd man with the butterfly net she had watched from afar only a few short weeks ago.

A few jealous yips from Ben did not sway her, but when he reared up on his hind legs to paw Arthur out of the way, she laughed and parted from his lips. “You. No one’s hurting me,” she scolded as Ben licked her face. She set him back down on the ground, her own words setting her beaming again as she looked back at Arthur. “Not anymore. I still want to be with you, if you’re still mad enough to want me.”

“Mad enough to want you?” he laughed, catching her up and twirling her in the air. “Of course I want you. Forever and ever and ever.”

Ben went off jumping and barking in a circle about them as Arthur swung her round and round. Clinging to him with laughter, she begged half-heartedly to be put down and grew serious when he obliged. It was not going to be that simple. “I’m not fit for all your fine lands and houses. You’re a duke. You’re important. What I’m trying to say is, I’d take no offense if you wanted to be with me, but not marry me. I’d understand.”

He stilled. “Mara, what are you saying?”

“You wouldn’t wish to come live in the forest with me, now, would you?” she suggested, trying to lighten the suddenly somber air.

He did chuckle. That was something. “You do not know how many times I have wished I could just disappear among the trees and leave everything behind. But you are right. In many ways, I am not free. Duty requires much of me, and at some point, I must marry. My current heir, a second cousin or some such thing, is an utter nincompoop, and Fanny would have my head if he inherited. But I promised to protect you. I do not wish to do that as a mere lover. I will protect you as a husband guards and shields his wife. Though I understand your worry. I shall find a way, I give you my word. But you shall be my wife, not my mistress.”

Mara only just refrained from allowing the shivers running up her frame to expose themselves. Wife. Funny how a simple word, spoken with such conviction, could make one’s knees go all wobbly. “Then what do we do? Dukes don’t marry gypsies.”

He pressed his lips in thought. “You’ve said that before, and I assured you then that this one will. The thirty or so other dukes in England can uphold the honor of our titles just fine without me. How to go about it, though?”

“It wouldn’t take long, marrying you, would it? Couldn’t we marry tonight?” she asked.

He smiled at her jest. “So soon?”

She shrugged and nodded. “The sooner the better, I say.”

He gave an amused hum, furrowed his brow, and took to pacing back and forth in front of her on the terrace. “How to manage it, then? The banns take three weeks to be read. Could you wait that long?”

Mara grimaced. “Everyone hears them each Sunday?”

“Yes.”

She squirmed. “Then people would know. That would cause a lot of trouble for you, wouldn’t it?”

“People have been talking about me for a long time as it is. I’m supposed to be an invalid with a boil on my nose, remember? Or was it my neck? You prefer another option to the banns?” She nodded apologetically and he took up his pacing once more. “Special license? Wholly within my power, but no, worse. Too much time, and you should not like to go to London, I daresay? Yes, I thought not. What to do, then?”

His brow suddenly cleared, the worry, and by the looks of it, a little of his sanity, lifting from his face. “What have you thought of?” she asked, wary.

A wide grin was slowly consuming his face. Oh, dear, some sanity had been lost. “Why, yes. It would have to be, wouldn’t it? Ha! And I know she would be up for it, if the news doesn’t kill her first. The shock I shall give her!”

Mara tugged at his sleeve. “Arthur, what are you thinking?”

He turned and made for the house. “Fanny. I must speak to Fanny. Have you ever been to Scotland? I have been told it is quite lovely this time of year.”


CHAPTER 20
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Arthur burst into the morning room, jerking his sister out of her dozing state on the sofa. “Fanny, wake up. Do you remember how I am to make a splendid match that will give us more political and financial prowess and uphold the family pride and all that nonsense, and I always said I would get around to it one day or another?”

Fanny gave a great yawn and stretched. “If your constitution cannot hold up against anything else, my poor lamb. But is that all you had to say? Why would you wake me with this dull subject? I won’t have you marrying for another ten years at least, unless she is interesting. If you are bent on upholding the family pride, she is bound to be a dead bore.”

“Hang the family pride!” he declared savagely.

She opened her eyes at him. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said hang it. There’s no time.” He pulled his betrothed (his lovely, lively, wild, untamed, barefooted betrothed!) into the room where she stood wide-eyed and rooted to the spot by his side and said with increasing speed, “This is Mara, do you remember her? She is a gypsy who has been squatting in my forest, and I love her. Her mother is dead, we’ve no notion who her English father is—quite frankly, I’ve no wish to meet the man even if we did. Devilish loose screw, if you ask me—and her brother is a dog. We are going to Scotland to be married. Though the danger threatening her life has subsided (all thanks to her, I must say), I must fulfill my promise to love and protect her from her wicked grandmother. Will you come with us for propriety’s sake? I understand how the usual dash to Gretna Green works, but I will see this one properly chaperoned.”

Fanny blinked first at Arthur, then Mara. She was bereft of speech for several moments until a look of astonished delight spread over her countenance. “Arthur, do you really mean it? If you are jesting, tell me so at once, for it will be the wickedest thing if you are. Marrying a gypsy? My word, this will go down as the biggest scandal in the history of the ton! I can hardly believe it. You? Of course I will help you! I must, I positively must, play a principal role in this infamy! My dear girl!”

Rising, she went to Mara and possessed herself of her hands. That not being enough, she fully embraced her and kissed both her cheeks.

“Steady on, Fanny,” Arthur urged. He grasped Mara’s hand, which had gone for her knife, tight in his.

Fanny did not listen. “A gypsy, are you? And your grandmother means to capture you, you say? If this grandmother is truly an evil gypsy, then of course I shall help you. If she were an agreeable gypsy, I shouldn’t mind her at all, I assure you. I know several agreeable gypsies myself, and now, in you, I am sure to know another. Though I am sorry you have such a poor opinion of your brother. My own brother can be as dull as a dog sometimes too, can you not, Arthur?”

Mara at last found her voice. “What? No, my brother isn’t like that. He really is a dog.”

Fanny formed a surprised ‘oh’ with her mouth, then looked to the wine glass on the table behind her. “I must have heard you correctly, for that is still half full. No matter, you shall tell me all about it on the way, I daresay. Shall we leave tomorrow? Or the next day, perhaps?”

“No,” Arthur said, pulling Mara close. “Within the hour. You shall have to sit next to her brother in the carriage.”

Fanny squealed and clapped her hands. “Even better!”
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By the end of their short and hastened journey across the Scottish border, Arthur was near to strangling his sister over all the tales of his childhood with which she’d regaled Mara, keeping a steady stream of embarrassment for him the entire way. He stayed his hand, though, as Mara seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. Her hand had not once gone to her knife despite Fanny’s complete disregard for one’s preferences on personal space.

The marriage, at Fanny’s novel insistence, was presided over by the first blacksmith they could find, witnessed by herself and the faithful Ben. Arthur could hardly contain his excitement over his good fortune. In Mara he knew he had found a friend for life, and judging by the radiant smile she bestowed upon him after the blacksmith declared them husband and wife, she felt the same way. “Well, there it is, then,” she said, hardly knowing where to look. “We’re married and all!”

A late repast was bespoken at the inn where they were to pass the night. Arthur ensured that as best man, Ben had a place of honor on the floor at the table instead of the stables. Fanny pelted Mara with demands, hearing each and every detail of her acquaintance with Arthur and how it could have possibly blossomed into so sudden a declaration of love.

“For I must say—and you’ll forgive me, Arthur dear—that I never thought I should live to see the day he preferred a woman over his insects. It has disheartened me for many a year,” Fanny said as they waited for their meal to be served.

“Who says he loves me more than his dragonflies? If you want my opinion, I think he only married me so he had someone else to hold his net,” Mara replied glibly, aided by her second pint of ale. She hadn’t taken to the champagne Arthur had ordered.

Fanny, who had taken to the champagne, laughed so hard at this, she would have fallen off her chair had not Arthur steadied her. “My dear! I love you more and more. We shall get on famously, you and I.”

The door to their private parlor opened, and two servants, a man and a woman, entered bearing trays of ham, mutton, potatoes, partridges, and vegetables, forcing Fanny to behave, if only for a few moments.

“Down, Ben,” Mara ordered as the deerhound had risen with raised hackles at the intruders. She rose from her chair and knelt on the floor to scratch his ears.

The waiter stopped halfway to the table to look at the dog, then at Mara. He then grew so pale that Arthur was afraid he would drop to the floor then and there. “Are you ill, my lad?” he asked, rising from his chair but stopping halfway, taking in the man’s features. Dark hair, dark brows, dark eyes, all in a face so similar to the one he loved. It couldn’t be. “Mara…” he said, slowly turning to her.

“Mara?” the man asked.

Mara looked up from petting Ben and sat transfixed, gazing into the man’s eyes that were so like her own. “Ben?” she whispered.

Arthur gestured to his sister, who was closer to the man. “Fanny, grab the tray.”

“Grab the what?” she asked.

“Ben!”

“Mara!”

The laden tray crashed to the ground, which Ben took immediate advantage of, growling at the maid as she tried to intervene. Mara jumped up and rushed over to the man, meeting him in a crushing embrace and immediately speaking and crying in the Romani tongue. Her foreign words came out so fast and fluid, it made Arthur’s head spin. He watched in growing fascination and not a little admiration. In that moment, she became twice as beautiful as she spoke with such feeling and passion. Ben Boswell spoke over her in the same language, the two seemingly asking how the other had come to be here of all places.

Arthur and Fanny watched the joyous reunion in awe. He had always known that Mara had been tricked in some cruel fashion and had planned to investigate the matter to see if he could find any answers that might give her some peace, but no one could have foreseen the real Ben Boswell appearing out of nowhere, indeed, like some magician’s trick.

“Benoni,” Mara said, hugging him for what seemed the hundredth time. She caught Arthur’s eye and recovered herself enough to speak in English once more. “But…it can’t be. I mean, it really is you. But if it is really you, then what does this mean?”

“What does what mean?” Ben Boswell asked in English, eyes bright.

She looked down at the deerhound as he nudged her with his nose and nipped at her skirts, making his disapproval of her attention to a complete stranger very apparent. She looked back up to her brother. “I thought they turned you into a dog.”

“You what?” Ben Boswell said, utterly bewildered by the statement.

“But you’re not a dog,” Mara said, mystified.

“No, I’m not.”

“Then where did you go? What did they do to you?”

Ben Boswell raised his arms in a dramatic gesture. “That’s the like of them. Hester and Absalom? They played a trick like that on you? And back then we believed them. After your row with Hester, I only remember being clubbed on the back of the head. When I woke up, I was halfway to Ireland.”

“Ireland!” Mara cried.

Ireland? An idea struck Arthur with fortuitous clarity. Here was a possible opportunity…

Ben Boswell nodded. “Sent me off as an indentured servant to some wainwright, they did! I’ve been trying to get back to England to find you ever since. It started out bad in Ireland. The wainwright drove me away as soon as he found out I was a gypsy, but I found work with a leathersmith, and I ended up marrying his daughter. That’s right, I have a wife now, and a little girl of my own, if you can believe it. I left them two months ago and came to find you so I could bring you back with me. Back home. Only I couldn’t find any trace of you and had to start working so I could eat before searching for you again.”

Mara sat in her chair in a heap. “You were never a dog. They tricked me. You’ve been away all this time and on two legs. You have a wife now…” She looked to the four-legged Ben. “Then who is this? Who have I been taking care of all this time?”

Her only answer was a communal incredulous gesture from the rest of the party, including her real brother. They were as completely out to sea as she was.

“But where are they?” Ben Boswell asked. “Why are you here with these people?”

“If by they, you mean your grandmother and Absalom,” Arthur said, stepping forward, “they are in gaol by now and will be for quite some time. Sit down, Mr. Boswell, and we shall have it all out. I am your brother now, by the by. Mara has just done me the honor of becoming my wife not two hours ago. And Ireland, you say? Mara, my dear,” he stepped forward and took her hands in his. “I have holdings in Ireland. What do you say to spending our honeymoon there?”

Mara’s eyes widened. “Go to Ireland? Really? You—you wouldn’t mind that?”

“Absolutely not. In fact, I think we should stay there for some time. I have a feeling those holdings are in desperate need of inspection and repair. I also believe I will look into the purchasing of more property, and that will take time. You ought to know that I do not go about buying up lands and houses willy-nilly. Fanny, do you not see how this will work to our advantage?”

They all turned to Fanny, who tapped a finger on her chin and nodded in serious contemplation. “I see what you wish to do, and it will serve. Though I will not come with you. Ireland? What is there to do in Ireland, pray?”

“Well, I don’t see what he wishes to do,” Mara said. “What do you mean?”

“My dear sister, though I am positively thrilled by this most unorthodox union, our circles can only withstand so much surprise all at once. Arthur wishes to go to Ireland to separate you from the talk that will most assuredly rise from your marriage. A year or two in Ireland, if you really mean to go there, and we could ease the ton into accepting you into their society. Arthur, leave everything to me. A quiet, unobtrusive announcement in the Gazette next month: His Grace, the Duke of Alwyn, recently married. Then they will positively bury me with their questions when I return to town. I shall give them only the barest hints of who Mara is and where she came from. Oh, I shall make them mad with curiosity! Everyone will come to me, and I shall pave the way for your entrance into society, Mara darling. All the while, you shall be in Ireland, learning all the dull things a duchess must attend to from time to time⁠—”

“A duchess?” Ben Boswell said, looking at Mara in amazement.

“We shall have to send one of our cousins with you, to act as teacher and companion, but that is easily done. Does that suffice, Arthur?” Fanny asked, ignoring the interruption.

Arthur smiled. Leave it to Fanny to set everything to right in the eyes of society. He nodded gratefully to her before turning to his wife. “Yes. I knew I could count on you, Fan. But Mara, it is for you to decide. Does this plan please you? If this is not what you want, say the word and we shall think of something else.”

Mara flitted her gaze between everyone in the parlor. “It’s all so much. But now that I have Ben back, I’m not letting him out of my sight. Either of them.” She placed her hand on the four-legged brother’s head, then looked at her two-legged brother. “If Ireland is where your family is now, Ben, then I’ll go, if Arthur and Ben—what do I call him now, if he’s not Ben anymore? But yes, I’ll go to Ireland.”

“Excellent! We could hunt for natterjack toads and viviparous lizards while we are there,” Arthur said.

She pointed a finger at him. “But I am not holding your net!”


HISTORICAL NOTE


As an author, writing within a historical setting means I get to learn about and play within the beliefs held by the people of those times. For many years it was believed that the people known as gypsies came from not India, but Egypt. While this is a story about falling in love, the characters do so in the context of the time period they find themselves in, with all its stereotypes, prejudices, and uniformed beliefs about groups to which they don’t belong.
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I hope you enjoyed A Lady Most Untamed. Arthur and Mara were a delight to write. I never knew what Mara was going to do next. If you’d like to leave a review, they are always welcomed, read, and appreciated!

If you would like a free copy of my novella, Chasing Desford, feel free to sign up for my newsletter to be in the loop for my upcoming projects!
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Read all the books in this captivating series, mixing the charm of the Regency period with the magic of fairy tales

A Lady Most Engaged by Audrey Glenn

Inspired by Sleeping Beauty

A compromising situation at Rosedale Castle leaves Harriet Thornhill unexpectedly engaged to its enigmatic earl. Bram, Lord Rosedale, is captivated by his unexpected fiancée, but courting her proves challenging between his manipulative mother and flailing estate. In a world of duty and expectations, can Harriet and Bram write their own fairy tale ending?

A Lady Most Fitting by Sienna Peake

Inspired by The Elves and the Shoemaker

Charlotte Linfield wants nothing more than to please her exacting father and prepare for a perfect London season. Getting tangled up with the teasing young gentleman from the local shoe shop is the last thing on her mind.

Philip Notley is just after a bit of fun when he begins leaving secret gifts for the new girl in town. What starts as a prank soon proves something far deeper, but will it be enough to bring two mismatched halves into a perfect pair?

A Lady Most Intrigued by Jenni Ward

Inspired by The Frog Prince

Amidst the clattering looms of Lancashire, a forbidden love blooms...

Hannah Sheppard yearns for more than the expectations of society. John Ingham dreams of a life beyond working at a mill. A late night rescue brings them together, but a family secret may tear them apart forever. Can their love survive the secrets of the past, or will the truth shatter their hopes and dreams?

A Lady Most Entangled by Mary-Celeste Ricks

Inspired by Rumpelstiltskin

Rupert Stilson can never resist a damsel in distress. When Charlotte Dawson becomes entangled in a plot to rob her father of his daughter and his estate in one fell swoop, Rupert rushes in with flax and loom to save the day. But the danger is hardly over once the wager is won. If Rupert cannot trust Charlotte with the secret of his real identity, her family will never truly be safe.

A Lady Most Isolated by Heloise C. Kensington

Inspired by Rapunzel

Hidden away in a tower by her guardian, Arabella Stewart longs for a chance to experience society and find friendship. Sent to the Dorsetshire coast at his uncle’s behest, Charles Fairfax is happy to avoid London’s matrimonial traps until the discovery of a maiden in a tower makes him reconsider his reluctance to marry. Is he courageous enough to rescue this lady? Or will disapproval and deceit destroy their hopes?

A Lady Most Alluring by Amy Newbold

Inspired by Cinderella

A scandal. A wager. A ball. Two people intent on avoiding love. Cecilia hopes leaving London will free her from a scandal in her past. Benedict wagers that he can repel all local love interests during his time in the country. When they meet, it’s dislike at first sight. But country social circles keep bringing them together. Cecilia struggles to keep her past hidden, while Benedict fights his growing feelings for her. Will love succeed in bringing them together?
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