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CHAPTER 1
[image: ]



Merseyside County, February 1814

Millicent Westwood’s lips grew smaller and smaller, twisting to one side of her mouth as she looked at the wheel of the stagecoach she had occupied only moments before. She was no expert in the area of wainwrights, but even she knew the wheel was split beyond repair. The driver and guard stood over it, shaking their heads and conversing in low tones carried away by the cold wind.

Next, she looked at her companion, Biddy, who was doing her best to hold in the fit of coughing that was quickly consuming her chest while clutching two cloth sacks, the only baggage Millicent had dared bring.

A wave of worry and guilt rolled over her. She should not have convinced the poor scullery maid to cast her lot with her. But her plan had been foolproof. Hasty, yes, but solid. Nothing could have been simpler—if everything had gone smoothly—but how could she have predicted the broken wheel?

Suzette probably would have…

Millicent’s jaw tightened. Her perfect sister wasn’t here—Suzette’s future was assured. Millicent’s was not.

Four other passengers milled about, some complaining loudly at the delay, others, like her, standing and wondering what to do next. She lifted her eyes to the blanket of gray clouds above them, clouds almost certainly threatening snow, but immediately ducked her chin back down and wrapped her cloak more tightly around her shoulders as the chill wind nipped at her throat. Beside her, Biddy hunched over as a racking round of coughs burst out of her thin frame. She waved away Millicent’s hand as it rested on her shoulder, signaling that she was all right. She was not all right. Millicent chewed on her lip, tapping a finger against her arm and shaking her head at the irony.

Running away should not be this difficult.

She looked down the road in the direction from which they had come. They could still find her, still catch up to her. She was not far enough away yet. Certainly not far enough to count herself safe from discovery. She and Biddy needed to move, and quickly.

They must be closer to the next stage than not. They had been traveling for hours, jostled about in that cramped coach. They just had to be close.

Biddy set to coughing again. Millicent put her arms round the maid’s shoulders, consoling, wishing she knew what to do to ease the cough. “Hang on a while yet. I shall get you out of the cold as soon as I can.”

Biddy, a thin slip of a girl, with lank, straggly strands of long hair blowing in her face, again waved Millicent’s words away with her hand and said in a thick Scouse accent, “I’ll be all right, miss. It sounds worse than it is, I promise.”

Millicent regarded her, doubting. Biddy was so pale and thin, but she had always been so since she had come up from the village near their house to work at Highgate Hall. Still, Millicent knew what a cold sounded like. She needed to get Biddy out of the wind, and herself farther away from home.

Setting her shoulders, she walked up to the driver just as he turned to address the passengers. His eyes scanned the tree line a few dozen yards away. “Right,” he said. “Might have guessed yourself, but this stage ain’t goin’ nowhere.” He gestured to the redheaded guard next to him. “Bill here will ride on to Bagot for help.”

“How far is it?” Millicent asked.

Her words were carried off by a sharp gust of wind. The driver stepped closer, bending an ear to her. She repeated her question louder.

“Bagot be about six mile, miss, maybe seven,” the coachman said, hardly looking at her, his eyes shifting over their surroundings. “With the storm comin’, it’ll be the better part of three hours before Bill comes back with help. You’d best wait in the coach. It’ll start snowing any time now.”

“Wait in the coach?” a woman with a shrill voice and a sharp nose cried. “And sit here like hens to be plucked by any highwayman who happens by?”

“Highwaymen?” Millicent said, suddenly worried. In her plans to escape, she had not thought of that. She looked about her, as the driver had. At the moment, the road ran along a clearing, but there were any numbers of spinneys and trees lining it, some going on out of sight. Perfect hiding places for highwaymen.

The driver lifted his hands, placating. “There’ll be no ’ighwaymen botherin’ us, ma’am. Not with the storm comin’ in.”

“How can you be sure?” countered the lady. “I see you looking here and there—you know the danger just as well as I do. There are highwaymen about, there always are. Why, my own sister was held up on a stage going this way not a fortnight ago.”

Biddy and Millicent exchanged wide-eyed glances. The other passengers murmured over the lady’s words. One, a middle-aged woman, called out, “On this road, you say?”

The sharp-nosed lady nodded with conviction, but the driver and Bill rolled their eyes at each other. “Wasn’t this road, ma’am. You’re mistaken.”

The lady rounded on them. “Mistaken? You accuse me of being mistaken?”

“I do,” the driver said patiently. “It’s been nearly three months since anyone’s been ’eld up on this line.”

“And how would you know?”

“Because it was me ’oo was ’eld up, that’s how.” He jerked a thumb to his partner. “Ol’ Bill, ’ere, he’s as good a shot as you’ll find. Shot two right through the heart and head, he did. Those gallows birds ’aven’t ’ad the nerve to try their luck on this line ever since.”

While several gasps and open mouths were passed amongst the passengers, Bill lifted himself tall with a deprecating frown. “Wasn’t nothin’. Just doin’ my duty to the job, is all. Serves ’em right.”

“But there have been highwaymen here before, then?” Millicent asked.

The driver shrugged. “No more than you’ll find anywhere else this far out of London, but like I said: not likely to be out in weather like this. And we have Bill here with the blunderbuss, besides.”

“Bill is leaving,” Millicent reminded him.

“Well, the blunderbuss ain’t,” the driver returned, unruffled.

The sharp-nosed lady threw up her hands and went into an account, horrific and much embellished, of her sister’s ordeal, and how it was sure to happen to them if they stayed where they were. Biddy grew more and more frightened by the minute, turning from the woman and covering her ears.

Millicent’s mind darted back and forth between her options, fretting. Waiting in the coach would keep Biddy out of the weather, but suppose highwaymen did come as they had before? She had a deal of money—money she needed for her journey, and money she would not give up. If highwaymen did come, she could simply hide it and lie to them, but supposing they did not believe her? Suppose they got angry that she had nothing and decided to search her person at gunpoint? The sharp-nosed lady was not the only one who had heard stories of the horrors and violence highwaymen inflicted on their victims.

Remember that wicked Mr. Duval who forced a girl to dance with him in the middle of the road while the other highwaymen held guns to everyone’s heads? her thoughts inquired.

Yes, she did remember that story.

Of course, it was possible that nothing would happen, and they would only be subjected to a tedious wait for help to arrive. Still…

Suzette would have come up with a plan by now. Hurry.

Millicent blinked hard against the self-deprecating thoughts that came all too easily, then looked back the way they had come. Highgate was still so close. Too close. They could still catch her. And suppose…

A terrible chill that had nothing to do with the cold ran up her spine. Suppose, when he discovered her disappearance, he would head up the chase himself? Suppose her flight would make him that angry?

The driver’s voice, heavy with impatience by now at the woman’s violent tale, interrupted her thoughts. “There’s only three ways you can have it. You can stay with the coach and wait, you can walk back to Wigan, or you can walk ahead to Bagot—with snow on the way.”

“Supposin’ we walk, miss?” Biddy whispered into Millicent’s ear.

Millicent’s thoughts exactly, were it not for Biddy’s condition. “You should not be walking anywhere,” she returned. “I did not know how ill you were, else I would not have asked you to come.”

Biddy straightened her shoulders. “Oh, please miss, don’t send me back. I’m stout enough. It’s only a cough; I’ve had it nearly a week now, and I’ve still been able to do all my work. Walking the rest of the way will be easy. Please don’t send me back.”

Millicent looked at the dark circles under her eyes, propped up by cheekbones too prominent to be called anything but sickly. How Biddy could have such spirit in her overworked state was beyond her. She was just as anxious to escape Highgate as Millicent.

She looked once more down the road Bagot way. Biddy should rest, but the fear of being caught, and the new fear of highwaymen swiftly taking root were enough for Millicent to ask Biddy to exert herself a little longer. “You’re sure?”

Biddy nodded and gripped the two sacks tighter.

“Very well. If we hurry, I am sure we can get there before the snow comes. At least, most of the way there,” she amended, looking at the sky once more.

The driver, holding one of the unhitched horses so Bill could mount, protested their decision to walk unaccompanied when the rest of the passengers, the sharp-nosed lady included, had decided to stay with the coach, but Millicent was adamant. To stay was to risk ruining her very happiness.

“Stay on the road,” the driver said, resigned. “Follow Bill until you can’t anymore. He’ll be ridin’ fast, but the road will lead you right to Bagot. It’s a small place, little more than a hamlet, really. Never change horses there, but there’s a wainwright. You’ll want to stay there the night at least, let the storm pass. Where is it you’re bound?”

To freedom, I hope.

“Nearby Bagot. Thank you,” Millicent said, demure, and started off down the road with Biddy beside her. “If we hurry, we should make it before dark.”

“Yes, miss.”

Fifty yards away from the coach, they rounded a bend in the road, losing sight of the vehicle. Millicent took hold of Biddy’s arm. “Come, to the trees, just over there.”

“The trees? Why?”

“I’d rather not stay on the road, only by it.”

Biddy understood at once. “You think they might catch us?”

Millicent opened her mouth to speak, but her response evaporated on her lips as she watched a snowflake dance down in front of Biddy’s face. A single snowflake. Then another, and another.

Biddy saw it too. “The trees would give us more cover. You’re right. Let’s go.”

“Yes, make haste.”

The two ladies picked up their skirts and broke into a run until they reached the tree line. Biddy hunched over, coughing hard into her handkerchief.

“Right, no more running for you,” Millicent said. “Six miles. That is not so bad. I have walked a great deal more than that in one day. What do you think, Biddy? Shall you be all right?”

Biddy nodded, catching her breath. “As long as we don’t do no runnin’. We won’t get lost, will we?”

“We shan’t. I promise. But come, we must hurry,” she said, even as the snow fell heavier.

“Would the master and mistress really be able to catch us, do you think?” Biddy asked.

“I am not sure. I hope not,” Millicent replied. “Not until I can make it to Manchester, at least. There, I shall have an advocate, and you, a position, just as I promised.”

“Thank you, miss. Beggin’ your pardon for saying so, but I didn’t think Sir Henry would be one to force you into marriage like that.”

Millicent grimaced at the unfair assumption of her father. It was not his doing, not entirely. There were circumstances. Her father would never confide in her, but she would have to be a great ninnyhammer not to know that all was not well at Highgate. She did not fully understand, but just because some great-aunt had decided to make a will with an insane clause attached to it did not mean that, she, Millicent Westwood, would consent to be married off without so much as a by-your-leave. And to a merchant, no less! Oh, no. She was meant for greater things. “Nor I. But there are things…circumstances you need not worry over. I shall do.”

“Hatin’ a man so much you run away from your own home,” Biddy said, shaking her head in disbelief. “He must be the biggest brute on earth. Is he old and fat and ugly?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never met him.”


CHAPTER 2
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A few hours earlier

Alex Dearborn’s boot crunched on the gravel drive as he stepped out of his carriage, straightening himself up to his full height, taking in Highgate Hall with nervous eyes that countered the grim line of his lips. He took in a deep, silent breath and stepped toward the house, trying not to judge the lack of reception. He had come early, to be sure, ahead of a storm that promised to be a nasty one. He could not fault his hosts for the change in weather.

A part of him did anyway.

The door opened before he reached the last of the shallow steps and a tall, bony butler bowed to him. “Mr. Dearborn, I presume? Allow me to welcome you to⁠—”

“Mr. Dearborn!”

The cry from behind the butler caused him to step aside, revealing a portly man with balding gray hair and creaking corsets hustling to the door. “Mr. Dearborn,” he said. “You have stolen the march on us, though I cannot say I blame you. You must have gotten word about the storm set to pounce upon us this very evening. But you are welcome, sir, most welcome.”

Alex took the hand offered him and loosed his tongue, though it took some effort. “Sir Henry, I presume,” he said. Though he came as a guest, he had never set eyes on his host until this very moment. “I am afraid my early arrival may have put you out a trifle.”

Sir Henry waved this off, then gestured, welcoming Alex into the house. “Think nothing of it. Excellent sense coming in before the storm. How were the roads?”

Alex frowned. “As good as English roads can be expected at this time of year.”

Sir Henry nodded, chuckling. “Devilish is what you mean. And you are right. The storm will only make them worse, I’m afraid. I will inform Lady Westwood of your arrival, but let us get you settled in. Jenkins will show you and your man to your room. You will find everything you need.”

“I have no man,” Alex said, a touch of defiance in his voice.

“You did not bring your valet with you?”

“I do not have one in my employ, sir.”

The hesitation in Sir Henry’s response was infinitesimal, but Alex caught it, nonetheless. “Ah, as you say. Well, Jenkins will show you the way. Will you allow me to present Lady Westwood to you—and Miss Westwood, of course—in a half-hour’s time in the drawing room?”

Miss Westwood. Alex’s stomach clenched. He had half a mind to excuse himself from the meeting until dinner that evening, but she was the only reason he was here, after all. They may as well get the first meeting over and out of the way.

“That will do very well,” he replied, his tongue thick in his mouth.

The butler called for a footman to carry Alex’s two portmanteaux, then led the way up the stairs of the entry hall—very grand, but in need of refurbishing. Much of it looked decades old, perhaps even a century. Alex’s mother had assured him of the Westwood family’s ancient lines and proud ancestry, and they seemed to take delight in living in said ancestry.

The hall leading to his room was lined with several portraits, presumably the ancestors of the current baronet. Following the butler, with the footman carrying his luggage behind, Alex eyed each of them as they passed, only slowing his pace when he came across the portrait of the current Sir Henry and what must be Lady Westwood, portrayed seated side by side in austere, medieval high-backed chairs. The artist had captured a stark picture of what Alex might expect to see when he finally met Miss Westwood, and it only made the cravat at his throat tighten with nerves.

His mother had been assured by her correspondence with Lady Westwood that Miss Westwood was a pretty thing. Many judged her to be a beauty, in fact. But judging by the portrait of her parents, Lady Westwood must possess a significant amount of motherly love for her child. A plainer looking couple than the Westwoods he would be hard put to find. His hopes for the daughter were not high, though it was not as if looks played an imperative roll in the business between them. The reasons for him even entertaining this outlandish scheme were strictly financial. Still, he had hoped his potential wife would be at least pleasant to look at.

With steps a little heavier than before, Alex followed the butler down the length of the hall and into a small bedchamber. Even with a fire brightly burning in the hearth, the room was dimmed by the gathering clouds outside. The storm was getting closer.

Discovering from Jenkins that the family kept country hours for dinner and the whereabouts of the drawing room, Alex directed the footman to lay his modest portmanteaux on the bed. As the door shut behind the servants, he heard the soft but distinct words, “What’s Sir Henry want with the likes of him anyway, Mr. Jenkins? A merchant, is he? He don’t sound like a merchant.”

Alex huffed and shook his head in disdain. This was not the first servant to place an exorbitant amount of pride for the family he served onto himself. “Yes, and you must wait on that merchant, mustn’t you? Poor soul,” he muttered.

Left to himself, he went over to the latticed window and beheld a view of the front grounds and the large pond and fountain he had passed on his way to the house. A stray snowflake, small and round, floated down the length of the window before resting on the stone ledge of the windowsill. Alex regarded it with a frown. His visit was to last only two days before he needed to be back in Liverpool. Perhaps less. For, regardless of what the will had to offer, he felt he would know at once whether this Miss Westwood and he should suit. To be kept at Highgate by the storm for any longer would be a tedious embarrassment he did not wish either himself or his hosts to endure.

He prayed she would see it at once too, and that they would be of an accord. That everyone, in fact, from themselves down to the trustees of the will, would see it. This set off a goblin of guilt gnawing at his insides. He had promised his mother he would give this venture his best effort, and for her sake he would not disappoint her. He could not. If Miss Westwood agreed to enter into a marriage with him, Alex would not say no. His distaste for this outlandish arrangement set aside, what it offered was too great to pass up willy-nilly.

Pushing a fatalistic breath through his lips, he turned and opened one of the portmanteaux. There was the little box on top of his things. Little enough to carry only one thing. He resolutely ignored it.
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At the prescribed time, Alex found his way to the drawing room. He was the first to arrive, despite having purposefully come downstairs several minutes late. Several more minutes of pacing the room by himself had him frowning with confusion, perhaps even a little offended. Sir Henry’s welcome had been pleasant enough, but perhaps that was as far as his generosity as a host extended to a common merchant like himself. Alex was too well acquainted with Sir Henry’s kind not to guess at the man’s feeling toward those in his profession: merchants were a dirty necessity to be tolerated, supplying the rich with the riches and goods the world had to offer. Merchants could attain more wealth than the oldest lines in England ever had, but that did not matter without the blood to match. Alex huffed out a cynical laugh. Even if one did have the blood to match, it did not matter. A merchant was a merchant.

His ears perked up at a distant noise, muffled, but raised high enough to penetrate through the doors of the drawing room. The voice carried…distress? Surprise? Strain? Alex knew an impulse to find its owner and see what was going on, but this was not his house. He was here on specific business, and it would not do to be caught prowling around the house trying to find a voice. It was not his business.

Resentment building higher and higher every minute the clock ticked on, Alex had a time keeping his mouth shut when the door finally opened, after some twenty minutes alone. The footman from before stepped into the room. “Beg your pardon, Mr. Dearborn. Sir Henry and Lady Westwood will be here shortly. They have been—detained.”

Not even bothering to wait for a reply, the footman bowed and closed the door behind him in a hurry, leaving Alex insulted and astonished. Detained? That could mean a myriad of things. Perhaps Sir Henry had taken all the stock of him he wished to and had decided Alex Dearborn of Dearborn and Son, Liverpool, would not do for his daughter and was mustering up the courage to tell Alex to his face that he was not good enough for an alliance with the estimable Westwoods. Perhaps they’d thought he would never have the audacity to accept the invitation and were now at a loss as to what to do with the merchant kicking his heels in their precious, outdated drawing room with horrid accents that would have his mother grimacing in stylistic pain.

The more time he spent pacing, tugging at his cravat, sitting down, standing up and pacing again, the more this insult extended to not just him, but to his mother as well. Her acquaintance with the Westwood family, and those like them, had been cut off decades ago, but she had never spoken ill of her friends, nor blamed them for their actions after what had happened. As Alex had grown, he had regularly looked on his mother with astonished awe at her capacity for forgiveness when he could only think of the wrongs his parents had suffered.

People like the Westwoods only thought of themselves and what was due to their own consequence and pleasure. He knew the kind. This whole plan was folly, as he had known from the beginning. Never mind that marriage to Miss Westwood could set him free of all his business difficulties—if something was too good to be true, it usually was.

Still, he had promised his mother he would try, and a promise was a promise. But he would do everything to ensure that this Miss Westwood, whenever her parents decided to reveal her, would catch onto the idea that he would make the devil of a husband.

Fifteen more minutes of waiting and Alex, at last, had had enough. Three angry strides took him to the door. He put his hand upon the latch, but voices, distant but coming closer, pulled him up short. Pressing his ear to the door crack, he could make out the high tones of two women—servants.

“…had me searchin’ the larder, the pantry, all below stairs. As if she’d be ’iding behind the potatoes!”

“They want us searchin’ everywhere. What do we tell ’im why we’re in there?”

“Nothin’. It’s not our place.”

Alex stepped back just in time, retreating several steps into the middle of the room as the door opened. Two housemaids stood on the threshold, faces flushed with embarrassment.

“Yes?” Alex said, taking on an air of unconcern. “Are Sir Henry and Lady Westwood unable to present themselves?”

Both housemaids bobbed down, eyes lowered. “Begging your pardon, sir,” said the senior of the two. “As to where Sir Henry and Lady Westwood are, I can’t say. We were only instructed to…make sure the room was in order, if you please.”

Alex did not reply with anything more than raised brows as he turned his back on them, which they took as invitation enough to enter. Making sure the room was in order while a guest was already in the room? Singular. Mrs. Dearborn would never allow such a thing to happen. In fact, several of his fellow merchants’ helpmeets would be aghast at a room not prepared for a guest before their arrival. Perhaps this family did not think a lesser person like him would mind.

Without seeming to pay attention, Alex walked the length of the room (he had it fair well memorized by now), regarding the progress of the maids. Their pursuits had him puzzled. On her hands and knees, the redheaded one looked first under one sofa, then another. The settee and chairs underwent the same inspection. The other maid, a blonde, made a close inspection of the curtains, spreading them out and looking behind them.

Alex stopped his pacing altogether when both maids lifted a tablecloth and peered underneath. “May I be of any assistance?”

The maids jerked their backs straight and curtsied to him again. “No, thank you, sir,” said the blonde.

“Lost something, have you?” he asked.

The redhead’s eyes darted to her companion, whose answer came in halted words. “It isn’t that, sir. Only…only following the orders of Mr. Jenkins.”

Alex nodded, holding them with his suspicious gaze. “Odd orders, if you ask me.”

“As you say, sir. If you please, sir.”

She dipped her head, the redhead followed suit, and both maids scurried across the room and out the door.

A few moments later, Alex followed. Raised voices, odd behaviors, the time he had spent alone when he should have been treated with more respect if they wished him to play his part in this increasingly ramshackle affair. The house was clearly in disarray over something, and he intended to find out what.

Silently he opened the door and slipped out into the grand hall. He could see no one but heard footsteps above him hurrying away from his direction, then the hasty slam of a door. Voices, hushed but panicked, could be heard all about him.

He picked out the voice of a woman who must be the mistress of the house, given her speech and tone. Following it, he mounted the stairs to the first landing where, looking up, he saw Sir Henry and a woman who matched the Lady Westwood from the portrait coming out of a room, their faces stricken. Not noticing his approach, they spoke to each other.

“What are we to do, Henry?” Lady Westwood asked, wringing her hands. “When she said she wished to ready herself alone this morning I thought nothing of it. She is not in any of her usual places, but she must still be in the house, do you not think? She would not have gone out in weather like this?”

Sir Henry shook his head and patted his wife’s hands. “No, she has more sense than that. She is around here somewhere, I am sure. Doubtless she has entered into some distempered freak over the matter. Mark my words, she is hiding due to nerves.”

“You do not think she is doing this to punish us? You remember what she said?”

Sir Henry waved her words off with a scoff. “Nonsense. She knows to trust me to handle her future with her best interests at heart, just as Suzette and George did.”

“You must own that the circumstances and the suitors,” she said with heavy meaning, “are rather different.”

Sir Henry could not reply, for just then, a footman rushed out of the room from which they had come, a slip of folded paper in his hand, his focus wholly on his employer. “I found this tucked behind the clock on the mantlepiece, sir.”

He handed it over to Sir Henry, who flipped the note open. Alex hung back. A few seconds later Sir Henry’s arms dropped to his sides, and he lifted his face skyward and muttered an oath to heaven.

“What is it?” Lady Westwood said. “Is it from Millicent?”

Sir Henry handed the note to his wife, who snatched it with fretting hands. Oblivious to the footman or Alex, she read aloud: “Papa and Mama, I regret to bring you distress, but it is only because of the distress you have brought upon me that my actions are necessary. You have disregarded my pleadings with you on this matter so much so that I must think the only way forward, to prove my earnestness in opposing the match arranged without my knowledge, is to hold negotiations from a distance. By the time you find this note, I will be safe on my way to such friends as I trust will care for me during this time. I am sorry to cause the alarm that my absence will undoubtedly bring, but as the matter is of the utmost importance to my future happiness, I must do as I think right. Forgive me.”

Lady Westwood clutched the note in her hands, her face stricken white. “She has run away! Why? We were not cruel, were we, my dear? Oh, what have we done?”

Alex’s eyes widened. Astounded and offended to his innermost core at the audacity shown by this unknown hoyden, he was still hard-pressed to hold back a snort of laughter at the situation. Miss Westwood, his intended wife, had so opposed marriage to him that she’d thought her only recourse was to run away?

Sir Henry raised an eyebrow at his wife’s obtuseness. “Why? She is bull-headed and thinks I did not listen to her objections, that is why. The foolish girl.”

“But what are we to do?” Lady Westwood asked. “Mr. Dearborn is still in the drawing room! What do we tell him? We must go down to him at some point.”

Alex’s deep tone reverberated through the upper landing. “That will not be necessary.”

Sir Henry, Lady Westwood and the footman jerked their heads in his direction. Alex pasted a most genuine, carefree smile across his face. “You will forgive me for leaving the drawing room, but I thought, since there was something obviously amiss, to offer what assistance I could to remedy the situation. I see now that the most helpful thing to do is to wish you a delightful evening. Please accept my hopes and wishes that your lost quarry will be found safe and coaxed back here once assured of my permanent absence. I bid you good evening. Sir Henry, Lady Westwood.”

Still smiling, with pent up laughter tightening his stomach, Alex shook the hand of Sir Henry, who was trying to string together a coherent sentence, and bowed to Lady Westwood, who, clutching a hand to her bosom, looked ready to faint. If she did, the footman would catch her, he was certain. As far as he was concerned, he had no more business at Highgate, and he would be dashed if he stayed here a moment longer in such offensive, humiliating circumstances. He would find a way to manage his business affairs with his original plan (a plan his mother had dreaded ever since its conception), without the money this arrangement had offered. He could give no thought to the offense against his mother. If he did, he and Sir Henry would be meeting with pistols at dawn.

On his way down the stairs, the Westwoods at last found their tongues and followed him with several protestations. Their daughter would be brought round. She would apologize for giving everyone such fright and offense. Mr. Dearborn could not possibly think of leaving now, with the storm so near. It must be snowing already.

Sir Henry went so far as to sweep in front of him and take him by the shoulders. “Mr. Dearborn, I beg you to consider reason. You must allow for the fragility of the female mind. I will admit, I should have prepared my daughter with more care. But things cannot be so bad as to sever the contract over a silly girl’s bird-witted scheme? She hasn’t even set eyes on you. I am sure she will be brought round once you meet.”

Alex disengaged himself from Sir Henry’s grip amidst Lady Westwood’s pleas for him to reconsider. “You will understand, sir, regardless of the attractions the clause offers me, that if I marry, I am vain enough to wish for a lady who does not run from even the very thought of me. Do tell that footman of yours—is he following us? Yes, he is. Good man. I say,” he directed to the servant. “Have my things brought down and my carriage brought round.”

He put a hand in the inner pocket of his jacket and drew out a small purse, producing from it a golden guinea. It was a blow to part with it, but he must show these people he was not desperate. He flicked it to the footman. “In all haste, if you please, my good man.”

The sight of the money sent Lady Westwood’s eyes bulging. “Mr. Dearborn, please reconsider. The storm! You cannot think to endanger yourself so brazenly. Do let us persuade you to stay until is it safe.”

Alex answered with an apologetic frown that was as forced as it was insincere. “I am sorry, ma’am, but it is not only your pride that must be considered. You understand. I bear Miss Westwood no ill will, and wish her every happiness, wherever she finds it, but it will not be with me. I would never force my presence where I am not welcomed by the very person I am come to see, and, as this is the case, I am afraid you will have none of me.”

Lady Westwood began again to urge him to stay, but Sir Henry seemed resigned and bid his wife to be still. “I am deeply mortified by the turn of events,” he said to Alex, “and cannot blame you for wishing yourself away. Know that no offense was intended.”

Holding off the impulse to give his cravat another nervous tug, Alex cut off anything else he might have said with a curt bow and turned on his heel, something his mother would have gasped at had she been present, but Sir Henry took it in stride. “You may wait for your carriage in the drawing room. We shan’t disturb you anymore, but pray, allow me to write to your solicitor once I have mine own affairs in hand once more.”

Alex gave no reply. If Sir Henry wished to harass his solicitor, that was his affair, though he had a feeling the man’s mortification might stay his hand.

Fifteen minutes later, Alex settled himself inside his carriage and thumped the cushioned squabs as his own mortification swept over him. But he could not help laughing at the good fortune that had presented itself. His mother might be disappointed, but Alex thanked his lucky stars for the narrow escape from matrimony to one of the bluebloods he held in such contempt.


CHAPTER 3
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Despite his coachman’s warnings of the coming storm, Alex insisted on putting as much space between him and Highgate as he could before the weather made safe travel impossible. “As far as we can get, Williams, and fast. That is all I ask,” he had said.

Williams had given his large, round shoulders a fatalistic shrug and looked at the sky. Already, tiny snowflakes dusted the air. “Won’t get much past Bagot, if that.”

“How far away is it?”

“Fourteen, fifteen miles. Before dark, if we change horses at Wigan. I can’t say there’s much to it, though, from what I remember. An inn and a few shops on the main road.”

Alex frowned, looking up at the sky. “We shall see how we fare. Carry on, then.”

The weather remained unthreatening for the first several miles, then all at once, the wind swept in a massive wave of snow, pushing against the carriage, making it sway here and there on its springs. Alex put his hand out, his glove collecting several snowflakes. Thick and wet. This stuff would stick to the roads and make them a muddy, impassable mess in no time. He banged on the roof of the carriage. “As fast as you can, Williams.”

Old Williams, who had served Alex’s family for ten years now, demonstrated his skill by covering the remaining miles quickly. A few miles outside Wigan they came across a stranded stagecoach. Williams shouted out an offer of help, but the driver standing near the broken wheel waved him by. “Help’s comin’ from Bagot any minute now. You’ll come across him in no time. Though there were two women decided to walk. They should’ve made it there by now, but you might keep an eye out for them.”

Satisfied, Williams nodded, and they drove on.

Alex looked out the window, studying the storm and hoping the two women had indeed made it to shelter. Not two furlongs later they crossed paths with the rescue wagon, Williams informing the driver that he was nearing the stranded stage. The driver and the red-headed man next to him lifted their hands in thanks. There was no sign of any pedestrians along the road as they finished their journey.

Snow lay thick on the road, the carriage wheels leaving stark lines against the whiteness as they rolled into Bagot. One look at Bagot’s only inn told Alex he was in for a night. The Leather Bottle was caught in between the blacksmith’s establishment and a candlemakers (tallow candles, by the smell hovering in the air) and instantly gave a damp, dirty, impression. Outward neglects could be seen in various places: shutters hanging askew on the several windows and stains of dirt and soot running down the inn’s outer walls from the snow. Alex could only imagine how the interior might look or smell.

There was nothing for it, however. The sun had set long ago and there was no going on with the snow coming down as it was, blustering every which way in the wind. Williams drove into the yard, the horses straining in the squelching mud, warm enough from the cattle in the stables that no snow would stick to it. Seeing so many horses, Alex prayed there would be a room available as he alighted from the carriage with his luggage. He stepped up to the entrance of the inn with lips pressed together in resignation. While he hoped there was room, he cringed inwardly. He had not brought his own sheets.

One night. Just one night. The storm will pass, and we will be on our way. Thus fortified, he opened the door.

The smoking chimney and guttering tallow candles in the common room emitted a dim light, doing little to enhance the already bare features of the space, and Alex had a notion to turn straight back around and take his chances in the hayloft above the horses but resisted. The Leather Bottle would be adequate for one night. He had slept in worse places, and he knew from experience that the nose could accustom itself to any smell, given enough time. Besides, he had already packed up and left one venue that evening. He was tired, hungry, and extremely out of humor. The snow was falling in earnest now and not likely to stop for several hours. No one in their right mind would go back out on such a night.

A landlady, on the downward slope of middle-aged with thin, wispy hair under her cap and beady eyes set in a puffy face, informed him there was one more room available before she would have to start pairing people together if any more came in seeking refuge from the storm. For a price, she could make sure Alex’s room would be the last one to receive a bedfellow. His coachman, however, would have to sleep with the ostlers. Alex agreed and bespoke a meal and ale for Williams and himself. In the common room, crammed with an odd assortment of spindly wooden chairs and tables, he found an unoccupied booth in the corner and waited.

The inn was not as crowded as Alex had thought. Though at least a dozen people occupied the common room and taproom next to it, many looked to be locals getting a last drink in before hurrying home. Still, it was altogether too loud for Alex to calm the emotions simmering beneath the calm surface of his demeanor. True, he had not wished to marry anyone yet, least of all a complete stranger prescribed to him in an erratic will, but the sting of such a rejection as he had received could not but be felt. In his current mood, he wouldn’t put it past himself to pick a fight or, if given enough ale, jump up on a table and carry himself away in a long diatribe of all the wrongs the upper class had inflicted upon those lower in station than them in this great nation.

When the ale came though, one gulp of the watered-down stuff was enough to assure himself he would be behaving like the gentleman his mother and father had taught him to be, and he was left to lick his wounded pride as best he might without the succor of fermented drink.

So, Miss Westwood had run away from him, had she? She had some gumption, some nerve. She knew, as they all must have, what such an alliance would do to her status. She would no longer be the daughter of an esteemed baronet, but the wife of a merchant who had to work to make his fortune rather than simply inheriting it. The wife of new money would not be so welcome in the high society in which she had been raised.

So, she’d run away.

A plate of food was placed before him, and as he ate, he mulled over the matter even more. Such a tactic to express one’s abhorrence for the match had been a bold move indeed. Miss Westwood had to be either the most strongheaded, stubborn, spoiled girl in England, or a complete dimwit. All she’d had to do was, upon meeting him, tell him she was opposed to the match, and that would have been the end of it. But going so far as to run away? That was probably the most insulting, overexaggerated action one could have thought up.

Brooding over his empty plate—he had wolfed his food down as quickly as possible to avoid tasting too much salt and grease in the mutton, which looked like it had been cooking for a fortnight—Alex suddenly stood and strode out of the room to the front door of the inn, desperate for air that was not tainted with smoke. A few breaths of fresh air and he would retire for an early night, eager to start for Liverpool first thing in the morning, if the roads were not too bad after the storm.

The snow fell in thick, heavy flakes, dancing in a breeze that bit through his jacket. Alex relished the chill. There was no one else on the street, all dark except for the lantern that illuminated the creaky sign indicating to any traveler that they had arrived at the dubious Leather Bottle. By now, everyone had hunkered down for the storm, staying inside next to the fire, if they were fortunate enough not to be suffocated by it. Alex still held a string of hope that the fire in his room would not be in such smoky condition, but he had his doubts.

A cough sounded in the distance, followed by another. Longer, more distressed this time. Alex turned his head in its direction. The wagon bringing the stranded stagecoach passengers? No, he would have heard the jingle of harness as well. Someone was still out, it seemed. Someone who needed to be indoors with their feet in a mustard footbath by the sound of it, poor soul.

He paid it no more heed. A few more breaths and he would go indoors himself. The cough sounded again, closer this time, and made such a horrid, deep, raspy sound as pulled at his heart. It was a woman, and very ill indeed. He looked into the darkness beyond the lantern, squinting against its weak light. Concentrating, he made out two figures coming toward him, a girl hunched over and leaning heavily upon the shoulder of another.

“Almost there,” a voice said, panting with exertion. “Come, Biddy, just a few more steps. I can see it now, just there. Can you see it?”

The answering cough came so fast and hard, it brought the sick girl to her knees, dragging her companion down with her. “Oh, Biddy!” the other cried, her voice trembling on the verge of tears.

Alex let out an oath and rushed over to them. “Hallo, there! Let me help you.”

He felt, rather than saw, his way to them, it was so dark. A surprised exclamation, heavily laced with fear, came from the girl who was not coughing.

“I won’t hurt you, I give you my word. Only let me help you,” he said, kneeling next to them. He could see now that the cougher had nothing on but a shawl and was soaked through. “You poor girl,” he said. In a few quick movements, he jerked off his jacket and swept it across the girl’s shoulders.

“Thank you…so kind,” the other girl panted.

Alex made out what he could in the dark. While the other girl had a heavy green cloak, she had not fared much better.

“Where are you bound? The inn?” he asked.

The girl in the cloak sniffed and nodded. “Yes, sir. We must get her inside quickly.”

“Of course,” he replied. “It is not far. Steady now, my girl!”

The cougher, all this while knelt on the ground, recovered her breath. She attempted to rise. “I’m all right, miss,” she rasped. “I promise I can make it…”

She trailed off and swayed on her feet, prelude to what Alex knew would be a swoon brought on by exhaustion. Before she could teeter to one side or the other, he scooped her up into his arms and turned toward the inn. Even through the cold wet of her clothes, he could feel the fever coming off her. She was likely rail thin underneath them too as she felt next to nothing in his arms.

“Come,” he said to the other girl. “We must get her inside.”

Sniffing back tears, the girl in the cloak followed. “Thank you, sir.”

Walking the last few yards, they came to the Leather Bottle. The girl in the cloak dashed up to the door before him and opened it wide. Alex caught a glimpse of the common room full of people, mostly men. The guardian in him slowly raised its hackles. The environment left much wanting.

Alex lowered his head to the girl in the cloak. “Be silent, now. We do not need the whole place knowing there’s an ill person here. Just help me find a quiet corner to set her down.”

The girl nodded her head. “All right.”

They entered. The noise and smell did not hit Alex the same way they had when he had first arrived. The girl beside him, however, exclaimed and quickly lifted her cloak against her nose and mouth.

Several men looked their way, curious. Alex scanned the company in the room before flitting first to the girl in his arms, then to the girl at his side. In the better light, he was bombarded by the deep blue of her eyes, so blue he could have sworn they were violet. Wide, violet eyes filled with apprehension above creamy cheeks, blotched a vibrant red from the cold, and delicately curved lips. An inn such as this was no place for either of them, especially not the common room where the ale was flowing freely. He doubted there was a private parlor to speak of, but he had to get them somewhere safe—and fast.

“Follow me,” he murmured to the violet-eyed girl. He turned and headed toward the staircase.


CHAPTER 4
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Millicent had never been so grateful for the words “let me help you” as she had been when Biddy had collapsed so close to their destination. Her own legs had been as stable as a headcheese, and her chest and nose had burned with each breath of frozen air she took. She could hardly stand upright herself, but she had not stopped. She had to get Biddy to a safe place.

She did not know how far they had walked through the trees before she’d realized she could no longer see the road. The snow and wind had driven them farther into the shelter of the trees and covered the road, making everything look the same. While the daylight had been with them, her spirits had remained high that she and Biddy would soon right their direction, but as the sky had grown darker and darker, so had her worry. Her intent study of the local maps from her father’s library, in preparation for her flight, had hardly been of any use to her when the blinding snow prohibited her from seeing any proper landmarks.

As they’d wandered, Biddy’s cough had grown worse and worse, though she’d continued to claim she was stout enough. There was a stubborn streak in the timid mouse of a maid, Millicent was coming to find. Perhaps it was only fear urging her on. Biddy could not go back to Highgate, for she would be turned out of the house at once for having helped Millicent with her escape. And if Millicent went back without having executed her plan, her future would be sealed: doomed to a loveless, arranged marriage to a stranger. They must move forward. There was no going back.

When Biddy had finally collapsed, so close to their new goal of simply attaining a roof over their head for the night, Millicent’s fortitude had slipped over the edge, she had been so weary herself. The call of “let me help you” had saved her from going over the brink of despair. Then, out of the ghoulish darkness had come the figure of a man, his stride, hurried but confident, matching the deep timbre of his voice. New energy had flooded into Millicent as he’d taken Biddy up into his arms and led the way to the inn.

That energy was now put to the test as she opened the door for their rescuer. Her nostrils were immediately bombarded with the horrid and heavy smells of food, ale, and smoke mingling together. She had to blink rapidly to keep herself from being blinded by the tears her eyes produced as a defense against the stinging assault of the smoke.

The man, with Biddy in his arms, came to a fast decision. He crossed the room, weaving in and out of the crowded tables and groups of men, with Millicent, nudging and begging pardon to everyone she bumped into, following right behind him until they reached the stairs. Several of the occupants of the common room took notice of them and made comment, some half-standing, as if ready to offer help.

“All’s well. I have everything in hand,” the man assured them. He hailed a servant loaded with a tray of tankards filled to the brim with ale. “Send the landlady up to my room as quickly as possible.”

The waiter, looking frazzled, answered with a roll of his eyes, “I’ll tell ’er when I’ve the time. Though she’s not likely to come for a while, busy as we are.”

“As quickly as possible,” the man repeated. He turned to Millicent and directed with a jerk of his head for her to follow him up the stairs. “The common room is no place for your friend while she is so unwell. The two of you may make use of my room until we can make other accommodations.”

“Thank you, sir,” Millicent said with true feeling. Though her legs protested, she made it up the stairs to a narrow hallway. “Which room is it?”

“Second one on the left. But here…” He looked about him in a way Millicent didn’t understand until he shrugged and said, “The key, in my right pocket here. Will you?”

She hesitated only a moment before retrieving the key as he’d requested, blushing only a little. She had only caught a few glimpses of his face in the dim light downstairs, but they had been enough to inform her she would not mind making a study of his pleasant features when she was sure Biddy was comfortable.

Ahead of him now, she went to the door and opened it wide for him to pass through, his quick ‘thank you’ further recommending him to her. Willing to help, strong, handsome, well-bred voice and manners. This was a gentleman who could be relied upon.

A low fire was burning in the grate. “There’s a candlestick just there, on that table, with the tinderbox. And stoke that up, will you?” the man said, nodding to the fireplace as he deposited Biddy into the only chair in the room.

Here came a novel challenge to Millicent. She had never had anything to do with a fire before. That task had fallen under Biddy’s duties at Highgate. She stared blankly at the grate for a moment, the flames getting smaller, taunting her as if they knew her ignorance.

“Let me, miss. I can do it,” Biddy said weakly, rising from the chair.

Her words sent her coughing again. Both Millicent and the man were on her at once, taking her by the shoulders and urging her to sit down, their hands tangling together in the jumble.

“I beg your pardon,” he said with an embarrassed chuckle. He hastily removed his hands and put them behind his back, straightening up and addressing Biddy. “You need to rest.”

“Yes, you stay where you are, Biddy. I have this well in hand. As if I don’t know how to get a fire going again,” Millicent said with an unsteady titter.

“But miss, you don’t⁠—”

“Don’t you go ‘Missying’ me,” Millicent said. Her eyes darted to the man. “Missy. That’s what they call me, you see…”

Her words faded away as she found the first real moment to study his face in the dim firelight. Pleasant did not describe him enough. The earnest expression in his dark, intelligent eyes made her heart flutter. His broad, open face, so close by hers, sent a pink flush through her cheeks. He was handsome, wasn’t he? The firelight accentuated two faint lines bracketing the corners of his lips, telling her he smiled often. She could easily picture what a ready smile would do to his already attractive features.

She gave herself an inward shake. Now was not the time to appreciate a good-looking man, nor to become a regular goose about it. Biddy needed help.

“Just Missy?” the man asked, brows raised in inquiry.

Millicent nodded a little too aggressively. “Just Missy, if you please, sir. Biddy and Missy, isn’t that right, Biddy?”

She sent Biddy a look to convey the change of plan and hoped the maid understood it in her current state. Even without being ill, Biddy had never displayed anything that amounted to cleverness. The less Millicent said, the better. Handsome and helpful this stranger may be, but no one must find out who they were or where they had come from, not still being so close to Highgate.

The man looked between the two of them. “Well, if you are just Missy and Biddy, then I am just Alex, I suppose. Pleased to meet you.” He looked at Millicent, then nodded at the fireplace. “You’ve got it, then?”

“Oh! The fire. Right.”

She stood up and turned to the grate. She could do this. She must have seen Biddy and past scullery maids hunched over the fireplaces back home a dozen times. There had been scraping sounds and rigorous arm thrusts with some sort of tool. Ah! The poker.

She took the candle and peered around, soon finding a long, black rod leaning against the wall. She reached for it. Her hand was immediately smudged with filmy soot. She tried not to curl her lip at the feel of it. Right, what next?

Behind her, she could hear the man—Alex—gathering a blanket from off the bed and murmuring to Biddy, “Have you a set of dry clothes in that bundle of yours?”

Millicent whirled around. “Clothes, of course. Yes, they’re right here in this bundle. It didn’t get too wet, did it, Biddy?”

Eager to turn her back on the dying flames, she set the poker down and dove a hand into the cloth sack and produced a handful of fabric from the skirt of one of their dresses. “We must get you out of those wet things at once,” she said, peeling off the soaked shawl Biddy still clung to with white, shaking hands.

Her words brought a flush to her cheeks as she looked at Alex, who had averted his eyes. “Yes, indeed. I will leave you, then,” he said. He cleared his throat and grabbed the poker somewhat hastily. “But first, let me be assured the fire will last.”

Millicent thanked him, overwhelmingly grateful she did not have to stoke the fire herself. “If we might make use of this room for just a little longer, sir. You’ve been so kind to us already. Thank you.”

“No trouble at all, I assure you,” he replied, setting to work. A few moments later, with a little more coal from the bucket next to the grate, the fire was soon on its way to roaring. As it filled the room with its orange glow, he took a good look at Biddy again. “I shall send for a doctor, I think,” he said at last.

Millicent’s heart picked up speed as she thought of her little purse. “A doctor? But sir, we don’t have⁠—”

Alex lifted a hand to silence her protest. “Do not worry over the fee. I shall see to it.”

“I could never let you.”

He smiled at her. Finally, he smiled. A gentle, reassuring spread of his lips that, for a moment, made Millicent think all would be right in the world if he would smile like that at everyone. “You will, for it is for my comfort. I could not sleep tonight knowing I could have done more.” He knelt beside her and took her hand in his, sending thrills right up her arm at his warm touch. In all her worry over Biddy, she had not realized how cold she was herself.

“Think nothing of it, I beg,” Alex said.

There was that smile again. Millicent stared at him a moment. His eyes seemed to drink her in. Seeing the earnest caring in his open face, the gentle grip of her hand in his, she felt quite parched herself. Here was a true and charitable gentleman. Someone she could count on. How could she repay him? He had jumped to their rescue without a thought to the discomfort it might cause him. Yes, she found herself quite parched, drinking him in as well…

Biddy’s wheezy voice jolted Millicent out of her thoughts. She turned to the maid, who was looking at Alex with eyes just as big and dreamy. “A doctor,” Biddy said around a cough. “A doctor would be a good idea, if you was to come back with ’im. You would come back with ’im, wouldn’t you, sir?”

Alex’s smile grew, as if he knew the effect he had on her. Millicent tucked away any untoward emotion that may have been running rampant on her own face. Alex reached out a hand to take Biddy’s, just as he had Millicent’s. “Of course. This is my room, after all. Where else should I go?”

Millicent shook her head. It was too much kindness to ask for, but what could she do until the landlady came and gave them a room of their own? “We are in your debt, sir. I didn’t think there would be such kindness after what happened.”

“What were you doing wandering around in the dark? Did you lose your way? Ah! I have it. You must be the two from the downed stagecoach some miles back?”

Millicent opened her eyes. “Oh, did you pass them? Did Bill ever get there?”

“I don’t know who Bill is, but they should be coming into Bagot any minute, I should think. Bad luck, that,” Alex replied. “I shall see about a doctor. I shan’t be long.”

Giving them a parting nod and a reassuring smile, Alex closed the door, leaving the two women staring after him.

Butterflies in her stomach, Millicent looked at Biddy. Biddy looked back at her. “He is handsome to boot, ain’t he, miss?”

Yes, he is handsome. Handsome, strong, kind, gentle, capable…

Millicent pressed a hand to her middle to calm the butterflies in her stomach. They would whip up a hurricane if she let them run wild. “Never mind that, Biddy. What are you about, gawking over men when you’ve likely caught your death? You are so cold. This is no time to be goggling like a giddy schoolgirl. Come, let’s get you changed.”
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As luck would have it, a doctor was found in the taproom, just come in from a call to a nearby farm. Alex apologized for asking for his aid, for it was clear the doctor, an older man in his fifties, was cold and exhausted. But when he explained the situation, the doctor waved off the apology. “I’ll see her. Can’t have anyone expiring in the same place as me, can I? Bad for business.” He chuckled and reached out his hand. “Talbot’s my name. Pleased to meet you.”

Alex took his hand in a firm grip. “Dearborn. The pleasure is all mine, I assure you.”

Dr. Talbot picked up his bag and gestured for Alex to lead the way. Alex expressed his gratitude once more, eager to see that Biddy got the help she needed. She really looked to be in a frightful state. He was also eager, though he wouldn’t quite admit it to himself, to get back to the magnetizing presence of her violet-eyed companion, Missy.

Just before he got to the stairs, Alex spotted the same harried waiter being accosted by a short, burly man in worsted clothes. “I tell you, it’s not there anymore!” he said, gripping the waiter’s sleeve.

The waiter shook him off. “I dunno what to tell you. It’s not my job to make sure you don’t lose your own things.”

Before the man could reply, the waiter shoved his way past him, making a direct line for the kitchen until Alex stopped him. “Did you give the landlady my message?”

The waiter cast him a glare. “What message?”

Alex stared, his lips tightening. “What message? About the women! The women in my room. Did you not hear me the first time?”

Now the waiter stared. “There are women in your room?”

“Yes, two of them.”

“Two!”

“Yes, you dolt. Two of them.”

The waiter’s throat bobbed. “Well, I’m blessed if I…what are they doin’ in there? Does Mrs. Burns know?”

“Is that the landlady?”

“Yes.”

“Then no. That is why I want her.”

The waiter looked about here and there, his only response a nonplussed hum.

Exasperated, Alex rolled his eyes. There was no talking to this one. He would search out the landlady himself, once he got Dr. Talbot upstairs. “Never mind. Just send her up to me as fast as you can.”

He moved on, beckoning the doctor to follow. With quick, long strides, he came to his door and knocked. A muffled inquiry met his ears, demanding who it was. “It’s Alex. I found a doctor.”

A moment later the key scraped in the lock, and the door opened a crack. One violet eye peeked out, wide and alert. Once it lifted and met Alex’s face, much of its wariness disappeared, and a warm light took its place. “That was quick,” Missy said in a friendly tone. She opened the door wide and backed away to make room.

Alex smiled in return. “Fortune has smiled on our predicament. Dr. Talbot here arrived just after you did.”

Missy let out a flighty laugh. “Our predicament? It’s not really our predicament as much as, well, ours.” She motioned between Biddy and herself.

Alex made the introductions, and Dr. Talbot stepped over to Biddy, who looked to be half asleep in the chair. “Now, young miss, let’s see what’s to do, eh?”

With groggy eyes, Biddy straightened up, a worried look on her face.

“It’s all right,” Missy said, going to her. “The doctor is only seeing that you aren’t in any danger. You’ll take good care of her, won’t you?”

Head down, Dr. Talbot hummed in reply, his hands buried in his bag. “I make no promises,” he said, looking up and giving Biddy a paternal wink.

Biddy laughed a little before falling into a coughing fit.

“Ah, that’s the way of it, is it?” Dr. Talbot said, straightening up. “Open your mouth.”

As he continued his examination, Missy slid next to Alex, looking up at him with grateful eyes. “I am—we are very grateful for your kindness, sir. I was that worried about her.”

Alex shifted his feet from side to side. “Enough of your thanks. And don’t ‘sir’ me, I beg. Alex will do very well. Shall we give Dr. Talbot a little working room?”

With an arm he gestured to the hall, dark but for the distant glow of the fire in the room. Missy nodded. “All right, but I shall pay for the doctor’s visit.” She dug into a pocket of her dress and felt around, but soon a crease marred her forehead. “My purse must be in my sack. That’s odd. I didn’t think I—well, I shall get it when the doctor is finished, but I will pay for the doctor’s services, Mr. Alex. Don’t you try to stop me.”

Alex shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, truly.”

“But I’ll insist anyway.”

“The fee will not be anything disastrous.”

“That’s what you think,” came Dr. Talbot’s voice from behind them.

Missy chuckled at that. “He would know.” She passed through the doorway and leaned her back against the wall in the dark hallway, Biddy and the doctor within her sight. Alex took his position on the wall opposite her. “Let’s argue about it later, shall we? Are you and Biddy family?”

“Oh, no,” Missy said emphatically. “No, we never met each other until we—we worked in the same town near Manchester.”

“Manchester? That is no small distance, especially if you are riding the stage.”

“Oh, well, we’re used to it. No fine horses and carriages for us working folk, you know.”

Alex smiled but lowered a brow, confused. Her speech was not that of a servant. A governess, perhaps? “I do know. You took quite a chance, walking in this storm like you did. You should have waited for the wagon with the rest of the passengers, I think.”

Missy, her hands behind her back, rolled against the wall first to the right, then to the left. “We were in a hurry. I did not think the snow would come so fast as it did, and then we got lost in the trees for a good bit before finding our way again. It was foolish, perhaps, but we must finish our journey.”

“Back to Manchester?” he asked. The question instantly put a guarded look on Missy’s face that he could make out even in the darkness of the hall. “Not that it is any of my business, of course. Forgive me. I am only concerned for your well-being.”

“It’s not—” she said hastily. “You do not mean to be impertinent, I know. It’s only I am not used to talking about my business to people I’ve just met.”

“Which is right. You must be cautious. Though I promise you, I mean no harm.”

“I know you don’t,” she said with all sincerity. “I knew it almost the instant you came to us. You knew right away what to do.”

Her praise sent a wave of warmth through his chest, a possibly outsized response. “It is what anyone else would have done.”

“Perhaps, but it was you who did it. I know you told me to stop thanking you, but you shall have to bear with another dozen at least, for Biddy’s sake. You should prepare yourself.”

“You shall thank me into the ground, then?” he asked through a smile.

“Oh, yes.”

“How is it I get the feeling I will not be the first person you have killed with kindness?”

Missy ducked her head and laughed at that. Alex wished he had better light so he could see what kind of expression could fit such a warm, charming chuckle. He wanted to see how rosy his comment had made her cheeks as well.

“And where are you coming from, if I might ask?” she said.

“A little to the north of here. I reside in Liverpool, but I had business up this way which—erm—did not work out how I imagined it would.”

Missy cocked her head to one side. “Is that a good thing or a bad one? I can’t tell from your voice.”

Alex recalled the relief he’d felt as he left Highgate. “A good one, I think. Though I am not quite certain yet. A waste of time, it seems, in any event.”

Missy hummed, rocking on her heels. “The kind of thing that you won’t know for a while if it is good or bad?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“I think it is the same with me. Me and Biddy, I mean. Where we’re going, I think it will be a good thing, but I won’t know until we get there.”

“So, you are not runaway servants, then? If I am being honest, that was my first guess.”

He ended on a chuckle, but it quickly faded into the darkness as the atmosphere surrounding them changed. He could almost feel Missy growing pale.

“Runaway—? N-no, sir,” she stammered. “Runaway? Whatever made you think⁠—?”

He pushed himself off the wall and grabbed her hand, pressing it between his. “It was only a jest, I promise you. I am sorry. I am making a great bungle of our acquaintance, aren’t I. It is only…I feel as if we are friends already. Forgive me.”

It was odd, the sudden connection he felt with her. A connection that had little to do with her beauty. Perhaps it was the desire to relieve their distress that made him feel responsible for their welfare until they had recovered a degree from their journey.

Missy disclaimed and forgave in a jumble of words. Thankfully, he heard movement behind them. Dr. Talbot had finished his exam and was guiding Biddy to the bed.

“But this ain’t mine room,” Biddy protested, glancing at Alex with worry.

“It will be until you can find another. You’re not to move until then,” Dr. Talbot replied, rummaging in his bag once more.

“What’s the word, doctor?” Alex asked.

“She’s got a nasty cold. Nothing serious if she rests, but she’s not going anywhere for a few days. Not much anyone can do until it runs its course. Warm broth, such as they have in this hellhole…” He cast his eyes in Missy’s direction. “Beg pardon, in this place. But anything warm will do. I have enough with me for a tonic that’ll last a day or two, then you’ll have to go to the apothecary down the lane, if the storm will let you.”

Settling into the bed, Biddy grimaced as Missy tucked her in. “I’ve got to take a tonic? Do I have to?”

“Do you wish to feel better?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you have to take it,” Dr. Talbot replied.

“Does it taste bad?”

“Quite nasty, I am happy to say.” He sent another wink her way. “Those are the best ones, you know.”

Biddy groaned but looked resigned as Missy fussed over her blankets. “Don’t you worry, Biddy. We’ll get you feeling better in no time at all.”

Her gentle tone and soft face, so full of affectionate concern, tugged a smile out of Alex. Such a caring girl. He was reminded of his mother, who was forever thinking of others.

He turned to the doctor and found the man staring between him and Missy, a discerning brow quirked up. Alex flushed and cleared his throat. “Yes, well, thank you for your time, doctor. Once you are finished with that tonic, I hope you’ll let me buy you a drink. The stuff they have isn’t much, but I’ve had worse.”

Dr. Talbot only gave an amused grunt. “So have I, but not by much. I won’t say no to it, though. Thank you sir.”

Nodding, Alex took a step to the bed. Missy’s eyes readily caught his. “We’ll get a room of our own right away, sir. Just let me see Biddy comfortable and I’ll go and—oh! Doctor, your money. One moment.”

She turned and grabbed one of the bundles from off the chair and rummaged through it, gently at first, then more and more frantically. “Where is it? Biddy, my purse. Have you my purse?”

“You had it in your pocket,” Biddy replied as she wiped her nose with a handkerchief. “It kept jangling as we walked, remember?”

“Yes, but it isn’t there.” Missy shoved a hand once again inside the folds of her dress only to come up empty-handed. “Where could it have…” She trailed off, looking at Alex with mortification. “I am sorry, I cannot think where it could have gone.”

“There is no hole in your pocket?” he asked.

“No.” She turned the pocket inside out, revealing a sturdy seam. “I had it when you carried Biddy inside. I felt it against my leg when I ran to open the door for you, but after that I—I can’t remember. I was so worried about Biddy. What am I to—” She stopped, regaining her composure. “It is so dark, it must be hidden in the room in one of these black corners. I am sure it’s here. I must have put it somewhere while I was helping Biddy.”

“Yes, I am sure it will turn up, if you had it when I met you,” Alex reassured her. “I will see about finding a room for you, though I warn you, you will probably have other bedfellows, if the rest of the passengers from the stage have come in. This is quite a small inn, after all. If I can finally find that dam—dashed landlady. Leave everything to me. Oh! What a dolt I am. I should have asked this straightaway. Are you hungry? You must be. I’ll see to that as well.”

He was rewarded with shining eyes and a smile. “You’ve been too kind to us, sir. Clearly providence has played its hand in our behalf tonight.”

“Perhaps it has,” he softly replied.

“Beg pardon,” Dr. Talbot said, brushing past Alex with no appreciation for the tender moment.

Alex sighed, not ready to leave, but there was more work to be done for these two, though he would take their company gladly over the crowd downstairs, since he had nowhere private to go just now. “I shall inform you the moment I have something. If you’ll excuse me one last time.” He looked over to the bed, where Biddy looked to already be asleep. “Goodnight, Biddy,” he said anyway.

Biddy shifted and tried to open her eyes but only partially succeeded. “Gu’nigh’, Mr. Alex,” she said through a plugged-up nose. “Gu’nigh’, Miss Westwood. Oh, I mean Missy…”

Miss Westwood?

Alex’s eyes bulged as the name shattered across his face like a sheet of ice.

Miss Westwood?

His eyes darted to Missy.

Missy chuckled at her friend’s voice. “Goodnight, Bid⁠—"

She froze, realizing what name had just been hung out to dry like a soaked sheet, its heaviness shrouding the room. Her eyes flew to Alex’s, laced with panic. “Oh, well, who can she be talking about, I wonder?” she asked, flustered. “She is half asleep and must be dreaming already. Alex? Sir, are you well?”

He stared at the violet-eyed girl in front of him, the pieces of the day connecting in his mind with painful clarity. Miss Westwood had run away from Highgate that very day. Missy had wandered into Bagot after losing her way along the road coming from Highgate. Why had he not realized it before? Miss Westwood, his would-be betrothed, his runaway bride, was here, in his room, sitting on his bed.

Miss Westwood’s face took on greater alarm as Alex, dumbfounded, raised a pointed finger at her. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, no, oh, no!”

“What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked, frightened.

Out in the hall, footsteps shuffled back to the door. “Are you coming, Mr. Dearborn?” Dr. Talbot asked.

“Mister—” Miss Westwood gasped and visibly blanched. She clutched both hands to her bosom. “Dearborn? No. Oh, no. Oh, no!”


CHAPTER 5
[image: ]



Plain. She was supposed to have been plain.

Nothing in his short interview with her parents had given Alex any indication that Miss Westwood would turn out to be something akin to a goddess. But now, as he stared at her in horror, he could see every feature that had been too large or too small, too bold or too tepid in her parents had molded themselves into perfect harmony in her face. Her father was in her chin and jaw, her mother in her brow and lips. There was no mistaking her. The infamous Miss Westwood sat before him.

The girl who had given him the greatest insult by running away from the very idea of marriage to him was here, brought to the Leather Bottle by his own hand. Brought to his room by his own insistence with nothing more than a fake name and an ill, sleepy maid (already tucked snugly in his bed!) protecting them from potential disaster.

In his shock, all feelings of admiration, of attraction, the magnetizing force of her beauty and gentleness by which his attention had been captivated, fell from him like a great stone onto the floor with a thud that invisibly reverberated through the room like a dreaded death knell.

They stared at one another, each too stunned to speak. Dr. Talbot appeared at Alex’s side. “Mr. Dearborn? Everything all right?”

His voice startled Miss Westwood out of her frozen state. In two steps she was at the door and swung it shut with such force, the frame rattled in its place. The key turned in the lock with a smart click.

Dr. Talbot frowned. “Had a falling out already, did you?”

Lips pressed, and not appreciating the satirical humor, Alex said to him, “Let me get you that drink.” And to the door, “This is not over. I will return shortly.”

For one thing was certain: her safety was now in his hands. Whatever his feelings about the matter between them, or the blow she had given his pride, he would ensure she got back to Highgate swiftly and safely.

“How did you know where I was?” she asked through the door. “How did you find me so quickly? It is impossible. Where is my father?”

He reared his head back. “Back at High—back at your house, I imagine,” he replied, wary of naming names. “And I didn’t find you. If anything, you found me.”

“I will never go with you, you hear? No matter what you say or do, I shall not. Oh! That I should have fallen right into his trap! What shall I do?”

Alex, all out to sea over this new turn of events, glared up into his brows. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, and quite frankly I don’t care. I repeat: I will return shortly.”

“You will not come back into this room,” was the curt reply.

“Oh, do you wish to foot the bill, then? It’s my room, remember?”

He waited several seconds, but as no response came, he felt sure he had nonplussed her to his satisfaction and followed the doctor. “Never mind, Dr. Talbot,” he said in answer to the confused inquiry on the older man’s face. “I cannot explain just now. I need to think.”

Downstairs, while several of the locals had left for the shelter of their own roofs, the party from the stranded stagecoach had arrived, cold and hungry. In the taproom, Alex listened to the doctor tell this medical anecdote over their drinks while his harried mind frantically searched for a solution to his new predicament. He was a stranger in these parts. Bagot was small enough and far enough from Liverpool that it was not likely he would run into someone he knew. But if anyone should know Miss Westwood? They were not even twenty miles from Highgate. If she were recognized…

Her ruin would be her own doing, wouldn’t it?

He tapped an irritated finger on the table before downing the last of his ale and gave a perfunctory reply to something Dr. Talbot said. That was the truth, wasn’t it? What had he to do with the matter, really? As far as anyone else knew, he knew her only as Missy. He was completely innocent of any wrongdoing and would not—would not—be held accountable for her foolish actions.

But then, he had shoved himself into her business, hadn’t he? At a full run, no less. But of course he had. They’d been in need. He could not have, in good conscience, done nothing and left Miss Westwood and Biddy to their own devices after Biddy had collapsed. It was clear she was very ill, and she had come all the way from Highgate in such a state, poor girl. He pressed his lips together in displeasure. Making an ill servant accompany her did not enhance Miss Westwood in his esteem. His thoughts lingered on her face for a moment, and he nearly cursed himself for having been taken in by a pair of imploring, violet eyes.

Less than twenty miles from Highgate. He ruminated over that, circling the base of his tankard around on the table. Why, that meant they had been wandering about in the storm for hours. What had Miss Westwood been thinking? Had she really been that desperate to escape the circumstances that had thrown them together? Perhaps her parents were of a tyrannical nature, forcing her to play her part? He curled his lip in doubt. Not likely. Alex had seen a fair bit of the meaner attitudes of human nature in his life. The Westwoods? First impressions made them out to be mere lambs gamboling in a field compared to the crueler humans of the world. He might be wrong, but he did not think so. Unless he was missing something, Sir Henry commanding Miss Westwood to marry was out. So why had she run away?

At the bottom of his pewter tankard, Dr. Talbot sighed, lifting Alex from his vexing thoughts. “My thanks, Mr. Dearborn. Likely I’ll be sleeping in here, on the floor or in a chair and for five times the price of a bed. Our host is no fool. Nowhere else to go while the storm holds.”

Alex held out his hand. “I may be joining you down here. Who knows?”

The two shook hands. “What happened between you and the girl?” Dr. Talbot asked. “It looked like the two of you each caught sight of a ghost at the same time.”

“You are not far off,” Alex mumbled. He was stopped by the approach of another man, short and burly, with a deck of cards in his hands. Alex recognized him as the man who had accosted the waiter earlier in the evening.

“Either of you fancy a game?” he asked in a gruff voice. “Nothin’ steep, mind you. Just a friendly game. What about you, doctor? Give me some physick if I win?”

Dr. Talbot chuckled drily but declined, as did Alex. With the interview that awaited him with Miss Westwood, he was in no mood for cards.

“That’s a pity. Nothin’ to do in a place like this, cooped up as we are. I take it you two’re sleepin’ here tonight?” the man asked, deftly fidgeting with the cards in his hand. Receiving an affirmative from both, he frowned and looked about him. “Watch yourself. There may be a rum diver among us. My watch’s been swiped sure as anything tonight, though no one has fessed up to it. There’s no chance I lost it. Never lost it in my life until I came to this godforsaken hole. Someone’s swiped it, and I mean to find out who. Best be on guard yourselves.”

Dr. Talbot gave a disapproving hum and looked at his bag, tucked in between his feet, for reassurance.

Alex nodded and immediately thought of Miss Westwood’s lost purse. “Thank you, friend. We shall be on guard. I hope you’ve only misplaced it.”

The man sucked in a disgusted breath. “No, bloody sneak. But with this storm holing everyone up ’til who knows when, it won’t be hard to find him, especially if he tries it again. Best of luck, mate.”

The man left, approaching another group of guests with the same invitation to cards. Alex excused himself to find the landlady and prayed there might be accommodations that took Miss Westwood and Biddy as far away from him as possible. He knew he had to go back up to the room, knew he had to sort out this mess and get her back to Highgate as soon as possible. His pride pricked at him but that did not matter. He could not explain it, and the justification was slim, but he felt responsible for her. The circumstance connecting them had been obliterated with her flight from Highgate, but he had to make sure she returned safely. Take her back in his own carriage? No, that might give way to assumptions he was not willing to risk. Miss Westwood would agree with him on that, he felt sure. The stage, then. If she and Biddy had ridden the stage, surely they could ride it back. He would even pay their fare and provide them with some bread and cheese, never to see them again. Yes, that would do.

He shook his head, marveling. What a beautiful irony. Long ago, he had promised himself to have as little to do with the lords and ladies, baronets and ‘your graces’ of the world as possible. They only brought trouble to anyone who crossed their path, and here at the Leather Bottle was clear proof.

Still, she would be out of his hair very soon. The storm would pass, the stage would come, and he would see her back off the way she came. That would not make the upcoming interaction any more pleasant.
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“Oh, miss. I’m so sorry.”

Biddy, in the wake of her blunder, sat ramrod straight in the bed, wringing her hands and watching Millicent’s every move as she paced the room in growing panic. He had come. He’d actually made pursuit and caught her! The idea had crossed her mind, yes, but the chances of him hunting her down had been so fantastical, she had not given it a second thought. She’d been more afraid of her father finding her, not Alex Dearborn. What was she to do? The door was locked, yes, but he was coming back. What then?

Do you think he will drag you all the way back tonight? He might be that angry, you know…

“I was dreamin’,” Biddy continued. “Didn’t know what I was sayin’. I really thought I was standin’ in the kitchen back at the house when I heard him say goodnight. I turned and you were both standing at the door, all fuzzy-like. Is his name really Mr. Dearborn? Ain’t that the man everyone said you was to marry? What can he be doin’ here?”

Millicent listened to her excuses with only half an ear, but as Biddy’s voice crept closer and closer to tears, she came to the bed. “Never mind, Biddy. I know you did not mean it. It will all be well. I do not blame you in the slightest. You are ill, after all, and so tired. You lie down this instant and go to sleep.”

Biddy grimaced but shifted down into the bed while Millicent fussed with the blankets, ensuring she was again tucked in properly.

“Why are you runnin’ away?” Biddy asked warily. “I know it’s not my place to know, and I am grateful you let me come with you. But why don’t you want to marry him?”

Why? Because she would not be forced into a marriage just because some mad relative of hers had dictated it. Before the reading of that shocking will, her life was set to go just the way she wished. The way that had been promised her. The way that did not involve a husband just yet. Sooner or later, Bonaparte would be stopped, and her grandmother would be able to fulfill her promise at last. Then she would find a husband, just like Suzette had.

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “It is more that I am running to things. Things that are for the best, if my parents would only realize it. But do not worry your head over me. I have things well in hand. Go to sleep now.”

Millicent stood and continued her pacing, slower now. She was nearly ready to drop herself, fatigue weighed on her so, but her thoughts were running circles around her brain, fast as a whirlwind. She was in the clutches of Alex Dearborn. He must wish to marry her very much if he had chased her all this way himself. Had her father enlisted his help? Was he terribly angry with her? Come to think of it, where was he?

Millicent blinked, her thoughts arrested by this question. Indeed, where was her father? Why was he not here too? She suddenly felt foolish for not having considered this before her thoughts ran wild. Her father would never permit anything to happen to her. Even if Alex had given chase in a rage, her father would have come to rescue her himself.

Steadier now, she stopped her pacing and bit the tip of her finger, trying to picture Alex, teeth bared, face contorted with fury, riding hell for leather in pursuit of his escaped bride. The visionary form let out a guttural war cry, bent on his quarry.

Millicent snorted and held back a laugh.

Perhaps you overreacted just a trifle.

Nothing in Alex’s manner gave her any foundation for her to saddle him with an authoritarian mien. If anything, you found me. Those had been his words. Thinking back, he had looked just as horrified as she at their discovery. Perhaps it was all chance. Perhaps the man who had been so ready to help them just happened to be the one man she wished halfway around the world.

What luck.

She rubbed her face with her hands. Maybe this was all a coincidence, but she could not be sure, could she?

Suzette would…

Millicent pushed the thought away before she had time to finish. Of course, Suzette would think of the perfect way to fix this, but that would not help Millicent now. What was Alex going to do? Accidental meeting or no, she was not going to wait around to find out. They had to leave. Now.

She went to the window, cupped her hands, and squashed her face against the cold glass, peering out into the darkness. Soft, fluffy snowflakes met her eyes. So many of them, and coming down so fast…

She went to the door, intending to find someone to inquire about other inns nearby she might go to. She looked over to the bed, and what she saw stopped all thoughts of escape. Biddy, obedient to her orders, was nestled under the blankets, her deep, rattling breaths telling Millicent she was dead asleep.

Millicent dropped her shoulders and gave a great sigh. She had forgotten. Poor Biddy. She looked to the door, then back to the bed.

No one was going anywhere tonight.

She must think of a plan. She did not know what he intended to do next, but the fact remained that she was at a standstill. And until she found her purse (it had to be here somewhere!), she needed him, for Biddy’s sake.

Another thought struck her. Had he even been to Highgate? Or had the storm forced him here first? There were many questions that needed answering before she could decide on a course of action regarding him. Their situation was precarious, and that was putting it lightly. She was in his debt—greatly in his debt—for his services to Biddy. She wished she had never set eyes on him. This whole mess could have been avoided if her parents had only listened to her, but she would not simply disappear without paying him back for his kindness in some way, regardless of her aversion to him.

He had said he would find the landlady and see to a new room himself. Let him do that. Let everyone rest tonight, including her. She would take on her predicament with a fresh mind in the morning.

A sudden chill ran through her. In all her worry about Biddy and now Alex Dearborn, she had forgotten to change into dry clothes herself. Now was as good a time as any. She went to her bundle and rummaged around the piles of clothes, once neatly folded but now crushed beyond recognition. She brought out an old green gown she wore to work at her patch in her family’s garden. She would rather change into her night things and crawl into bed with Biddy, but Alex was coming back, and she would not be caught in anything but full dress.

Working quickly, she dropped her damp gown to the floor and stepped into the green gown, thankful it was simple enough to get into without assistance. She shifted her hips to allow the skirt to rest upon them as she adjusted the sleeves and bodice. Just as she put an arm through one sleeve, a thunderous step sounded in the hall. A moment filled with the jangle of keys, and the door swung open. In burst a lady of large proportions looking about the room with murder in her eyes.

Millicent let out a cry and hurriedly shoved her other arm into its sleeve. “I beg your pardon!”

A cry of ferocity and outrage came out of the lady, her face aghast. “Not in my house, you don’t! What do you think you’re about, you little hussy? This is a respectable inn, and I won’t have any of these goings on here, and so I tell you! Undressin’ and gettin’ all ready before he comes back, too! You must know what you’re doing, but you won’t be doin’ it in my house! Out with you!”

Millicent could only blink at this assault, mouth agape, wondering what the woman thought she could be doing other than changing into a dry gown.

As one is accustomed to do when they’ve locked the door!

The woman’s small eyes rounded on Biddy and widened further, if that were possible. “Two of you! Why, I never—! What men think they can get away with! And with you willin’, it’s no wonder they try! He’ll have to go too. All of you! I won’t have such goings on in my house. Never! Get out, the both of you!”

“You need to get out,” Millicent fired back. “I have no idea who you are or what you are talking about. This is my room…well, for now, at least. And I will not leave until I am finished with it.”

The woman’s massive bosom heaved with outrage. She strode over to Millicent, who took several awkward, alarmed steps backward until her back, still uncovered, pressed on the freezing window. The woman grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a great shake. “Shame on you for being so bold. This is what ’appens to crackish girls like you. You won’t be workin’ for any wages,” she said with a sneer, “in this inn or in this village. We don’t ’old with women like you, you filthy strumpet. I’ll throw you out myself if you don’t take your other wench and run right now!”

The word ‘strumpet’ shed some light on the inner workings of this mad woman’s head at last. It was one Millicent knew. This lady, the landlady of the Leather Bottle, she presumed, with the keys and all, actually thought…?

She let out an incredulous gasp. “How dare you think—that I would⁠—”

Her words stammered out as she tried to think of something to assure the lady of her upright virtue, but she was too shocked to do anything other than to stare back at the lady still bent on squeezing her to death.

She was spared thinking of another way of explaining when a deep voice spoke from the door in a menacing growl. “Unhand my wife this instant!”


CHAPTER 6
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Alex did not know how the words flew out of his mouth with such ease. In the moments before, while he was on the stair, he’d only registered the bewildered, frightened voice of Miss Westwood, heard the scathing accusations of the landlady, knew the injustice of them, and reacted immediately to protect. Miss Westwood’s stunned expression asked the same thing he now asked himself.

What had he done?

The landlady turned on him, at once surprised and suspicious. “Your wife? How’s that? You came alone.”

Alex gulped down the thick lump in his throat, hoping the landlady would take his hesitation as outrage over the insult against Miss Westwood. “And paid the extra fee to have it remain private. Now, why do you think that is, if not for the comfort of my w—wife and her ill maid?”

“Ill?” The landlady looked at the bed (Biddy lay asleep, quite dead to all the racket) and took a step back. “What kind of ill? I’ll have no illness in this house.”

“It is only a cold, I assure you,” Miss Westwood said, pushing herself off the window only to slam herself against it a moment later. She must have remembered, as Alex saw in the window’s reflection, that her dress remained unlaced and wide open in the back. “No one is in danger.”

The landlady’s gaze darted between Alex, Miss Westwood, and Biddy in the bed. At last, she gave a low hiss in her throat. “I’ll take you at your word, sir, that she is your wife, although I’ll thank you to tell me how many people you have right at the start. I’m sorry for any affront I might have caused. That manservant o’ mine came to me with such a story as made me believe, well…I’m glad that’s not the case. I run an honest establishment here, and I’ll have none of that business in my house, you understand?”

Alex and Miss Westwood both nodded quickly and assured her of their love for honest inns. The landlady shifted her feet, wiping her hands on her apron and made to leave almost before Alex bethought himself of something of the utmost importance. “Might there be any other vacant room I could take?”

The landlady reared her head back. “Ain’t nothing else here. We ain’t a large establishment anyway, and with so many people the storm’s driven in, the whole house is full to bursting. Why do you need another room?”

“It’s just, well…” Alex began.

“For my maid, you see,” Miss Westwood piped up. “I had rather not share a room with an ill girl, as I am sure you can understand⁠—”

“Oh, she ain’t goin’ anywhere,” the landlady blustered, pointing to the bed. “And neither are the two of you, being in her company so long. I don’t want you comin’ down and so much as looking at anybody or we’ll have illness runnin’ through the rest of the place. You’ll all sleep in here or you won’t sleep in this house at all, and that’s my final say.”

Miss Westwood blanched and threw a look of desperation at Alex, who worked his jaw in frustration at the landlady’s fell declaration. He had, without a blasted thought for what the consequences might be, bound himself to Miss Westwood in the most intimate way imaginable. The inn was full. If either of them was found sleeping elsewhere, they ran the risk of being kicked out altogether. The storm permitted no other travel tonight. Besides, Williams was spent and needed his rest as well. Alex met Miss Westwood’s eyes and gave a small shrug of resignation, lifting a hand to assure her he had things in hand. “This room will do very well. We shall not keep you. Goodnight,” he said to the landlady, dismissing her.

“But,” Miss Westwood said, “what shall we do? There is only one bed and three of us. Is there not an extra quilt we might use?”

The landlady rolled her eyes, quite done with such persnickety guests. “I’ll see what I have. Ten shillings a night for it, though.”

“Ten shillings!” Alex choked.

“Do you need it or not?”

The landlady looked about the room. Alex followed suit. Aside from the fire, there was not so much as a newspaper to wrap around oneself against the cold of the night. “Yes,” he said, controlling the frustration in his voice.

The landlady nodded and left the room, an extra gleam shining in her eye. “Right away, sir. Oh, beg pardon, doctor.”

Alex’s ears perked up at the greeting. He poked his head out and saw Dr. Talbot standing in the hall holding a guttering candlestick and looking a little sheepish but mostly amused. “I’m sorry to intrude,” he said as the landlady brushed passed him. He waited until she was out of ear shot. “I thought I would check on the girl before I retired for the night. It looks as if the two of you have gotten yourselves into quite a bind, doesn’t it?”
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“Don’t mind me,” the doctor said, coming in to the room. He set his candle on the table next to the bed and bent over Biddy, who had remained sound asleep through the astounding episode with the landlady.

Millicent remained where she was, her back pressed up against the window. Her dress remained unlaced, and she was growing colder by the minute. She did not take her eyes off Alex. He stood at the door, leaning against the frame with crossed arms, a finger tapping erratically to show his frustration. The silence between them filled the whole room with electric anticipation.

Studying him, he looked almost as defensive as she felt. Like he took no pleasure in what he had just done, tying them together through a false marriage. But perhaps this was just a part of the farce he wished to play. She would test him now. The time had come for answers.

“How did you find me?” she asked at last.

Alex looked at her with a wooden expression. “I didn’t.”

Millicent lowered a skeptical brow. “What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it means. I did not find you.”

“You mean to say you⁠—”

“Yes?” he said after a long pause.

She could detect no deceit in his countenance. A strike against the tyrannical suitor, then. She would try another avenue to glean information. “Never mind. Have you been to Highgate?”

“Yes.”

“You met my parents?”

“I had that—er—pleasure, yes.”

“I was not there.”

“Obviously.”

“And you engaged in pursuit,” she said, a statement rather than a question.

“Engaged in pursuit? Pursuit of what—? Egad, no,” he cried with an incredulous snort when he understood her question. “You did not seriously think that I—? Why would I chase after you?”

Millicent’s nose turned slightly upward at the blunt question. A second strike, it seemed. “Didn’t you—you were not angry enough to try to catch me and bring me back?”

He shrugged. She could tell he was catching on to her play. “If you were worth chasing perhaps, but as it stands…”

She gave an incredulous cry. “What do you mean if I was worth it? Am I not?”

“In this whole bizarre scheme in which we find ourselves? No.”

“Then what are you doing here, if not to catch me? If not to force me⁠—"

“Force you?” Alex stared at her with a hard expression, daring her to go on. “Force you to do what? Do you care to finish a sentence that will turn me into the coldhearted villain of some fanciful tragedy you’ve conjured up in your head? You don’t know the slightest thing about me, do you?”

That’s three strikes. I’d advise not going on.

She glared at him quite mulishly, but she could not help that. She clutched the neckline of her dress and pulled it back into place. It had inched lower and lower onto her shoulder during her interrogation. “Well, I just thought—the money, you know.”

He had watched her movement, his eyes still resting on her shoulder. “Here, turn around.”

He shoved off the doorframe and came toward her. She shrank back further against the window. “What are you doing?”

“Turn around,” he said, twirling an impatient finger. “I’ll fix it. You are freezing, aren’t you?”

Her eyes bulged. He wished to lace up her dress? The impropriety! But was it, really? She looked about the room. Dr. Talbot was still examining Biddy, his fingers gently feeling at her throat. Neither of them could help her at the moment, and the thing must be done, after all.

And isn’t that what a husband would do? her inner thoughts asked, a little too innocently. He wouldn’t wish his wife to be cold. It is, after all, very sensible…

She shivered as a draft from the window touched her back. There was no propriety within a mile of this whole predicament, and she was frigid. With a stiff spine and raised shoulders, she turned. Alex took up the laces and tightened her up, never touching her, but with enough jerking and tugging to convey annoyance. “There. Is this dried out now?”

Turning, she saw him move to the chair next to the fire, grabbing her cloak and feeling it between his fingers. “No. Not until morning, that one. What about this one?” He felt Biddy’s shawl. “That is even wetter than the other. Your luck’s out, I’m afraid. Here, sit next to the fire, then, while we talk.”

He reached for the chair and slid it closer to the fire. His hands rested on the back, and he nodded in invitation, looking in no way like a villain hiding his dubious motives behind a genteel mask. He only looked like a very tired man, doggedly going from one task to the next but really wishing for his bed.

Fourth strike. Admit it. He is not out to get you.

That assurance lowered her shoulders and eased the tightness in her chest. She stepped over and took the seat, only thanking him with a nod.

He went around the chair to face her and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “I am sorry for what I said to the landlady. I didn’t know what was going on, and when I got here, you were”—he gestured to the window—“like that and I—well, I said it.”

Millicent lifted a hand. His jumble of an explanation was a rather endearing display of protection, but she really wished she could forget the whole thing. “I understand. It was quite the uproar, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, yes it was. But if the landlady knows now, by morning, everyone else at this inn will believe we are indeed married to each other. I hope it is only for a day, but with the storm, I do not know how long it will be until the roads are passable enough for me to return you to Highgate.”

Her eyes widened. Return her to Highgate? No, she could not go back. “You are not taking me back to Highgate.”

His eyes narrowed “Yes, I am.”

“I am not bound for Highgate. I have business elsewhere.”

“Where?”

“That is none of your concern.”

“Agreed. My only concern is to see you returned to your father.”

“That is not true. You’ve nothing to do with my business or where I am going.”

He raised his brows. “Oh? Nothing to do with it? You did not leave Highgate because I was coming to Highgate? Your letter said otherwise. Something about not listening to your pleadings on the matter…holding negotiations from a distance…necessary to securing your happiness…something along those lines, am I correct?”

She gasped. “You read my letter? How dare you?”

“I only heard it read.”

“That was not meant for you.”

“I was in a position to hear it anyway.”

“A gentleman would have not allowed himself to eavesdrop,” she said, growing angrier and more embarrassed by the moment. “Is that a common practice among you people? I cannot quite believe it.”

His face hardened. “You people? Do elaborate on that, will you? Is it possible that by ‘you people’ you mean merchants?”

She primmed her lips and turned away from him. “That is not what I meant.”

Mostly.

He laughed softy to himself, his weary demeanor replaced with fidgety irritation. “Of course, that is what you people would think.”

She cocked her head, his disdainful tone prickling her ears. “I beg your pardon? Should I infer your meaning as well?”

“Never mind. And what does it matter? You have made it clear you do not wish to move forward to comply with the terms of the clause. There is nothing keeping you from going back home.”

Oh, but there is.

To ask him whether he was in favor of their marriage was on the tip of her tongue, but she held it back. At this point, perhaps not knowing was for the best. For what if he did wish to go forward with the marriage? That would be one more person to refuse, one more person to fight off.

One more person to disappoint.

She was burdened with so much of that already. Striving to keep her patience, she said, “I thank you for your concern, and especially for what you’ve done for Biddy. I will ensure that you are compensated, you have my word. But do not interfere, and let me go my way. Once the storm passes and the stages come through, we neither of us need to see each other again. That is what we both want, is it not?”

Before he could reply, behind them Dr. Talbot cleared his throat. They both turned. Millicent had forgotten he was still in the room. He looked between them with a benign expression. “I take it there is some sort of previous interaction between the two of you. An unpleasant one, if I may hazard a guess.”

“How is Biddy, sir?” Millicent asked, eager to keep him out of the subject.

The doctor shrugged. “Ill. Nothing else to be done but let her sleep. I gave her a touch of laudanum. That will give her a few hours more of rest, at least. Finish your conversation. I shall be outside the door on the stair if you need me for anything further. I do not know what sort of mess you’ve found yourselves in, but you do make a charming couple, if I may say.” Chuckling, he left, leaving the door open.

Millicent and Alex were left to stare at one another, arms crossed, each daring the other to begin.

“Aren’t you going to inquire after your parents?” he finally asked.

Millicent tapped a finger against her elbow. “I should think they are very angry. I do not blame them.”

“I would say distressed, myself,” he murmured. “Your note did not tell them where you were bound.”

“They will know. There is only one person to whom I would go to for aid.” She waited for him to make another push to discover her destination, but it did not come.

“How did you become lost so quickly? Why did you not keep to the road?” he asked.

“We were afraid of—” She stopped.

He lifted his brows. “Afraid of being discovered?”

“That, and⁠—”

“Afraid that I, I, might chase you down and force you to the altar?”

She eyed him, not appreciating his ridiculous tone. “It is a great deal of money, after all. You might be in desperate need of it. Are you?”

Ah, that shut him up. How interesting.

“What else?” he asked instead. “Afraid of…?”

She ducked her head. “Highwaymen.”

“Highwaymen?”

She nodded.

“So, you took to the trees where the highwaymen, if there were any, were sure to be hiding?”

Her eyes darted here and there as she digested his words. “I suppose so,” she said slowly. “There is no need to mock me for it. How was I supposed to know what highwaymen do before they hold up a coach?”

He lifted a hand, letting it pass. “Look here, whatever our feelings are about this matter, we shall put them aside for now. I think what you did was foolish, overdramatic, and completely unnecessary, but I’ve no patience to delve into that tonight. I am going to sleep. Let us get a few things straightened out between us. The landlady believes you are my wife, and we need to play at that until we can get out of here. Do you think you can do that?”

She touched her hand to her forehead. Pretend to be married to the man she was trying to run away from? “Is that really necessary?”

“It is now. Next, you and Biddy were passengers on that stage.”

“Yes.”

“And now, every one of your fellow passengers is at this inn, and they will not forget a face like yours.”

She cocked her head. “A face like mine? What is wrong with it?”

He looked to be at a loss for a moment. She couldn’t tell for certain, in the orange firelight, but he may have blushed. “What I mean to say—that is—it was so short a time ago, they are bound to recognize you. And if Biddy was coughing half as much as she was when I found you, they’ll remember that too.”

“But they can be avoided, surely. I can have the landlady bring our meals here to my room. No one need see us.”

He pressed his lips together with a slight curl. “Your room now, is it?”

She frowned, confused. “Did I say so? What of it?”

He huffed a laugh. “Never mind. To answer you, I do not think our host will make the extra work for herself, unless you wish to pay. You shall have to come down to the common room for meals, like everyone else, I should think. You are also forgetting”—he shifted back and forth, clearly reluctant to go on—“that we are all sleeping in the same room.”

Millicent’s eyes widened as she remembered. How would they manage that? And he was right. There was no way they could do that and say they were not married. She wondered how much coercion it would take on her part to force him to sleep on the bar in the taproom.

“Have you found your purse yet?”

She blinked. “Beg pardon?”

“Your missing purse. Have you found it yet?”

Her shoulders dropped and her stomach clenched. In all the uproar, she had forgotten. “Not yet. It is here somewhere, I know, for where else could it be?”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “You are sure it was safe in your pocket while you walked here.”

“Yes.”

He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I’ve not the patience for that tonight either. With any luck, tomorrow we shall be gone from this place, but until then, you and I are Mr. and Mrs. Dearborn. You were on a visit to a sick aunt, and I met you here to take you the rest of the way. Will you remember that?”

“Yes.”

“And one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“Do you snore?” he asked.


CHAPTER 7
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Alex slowly shook his head back and forth against the wall in a daze as he sat on the top stair with Dr. Talbot. Miss Westwood had shut him out of the room after his perfectly reasonable question, and the doctor had invited him to sit in the dark with a single candle at their feet and explain. “I did not hear everything but surmised enough to know that you did a very gentlemanly thing, claiming her in the moment. Unless she really is that sort of a woman?”

Alex let out an unamused huff. “No, she is not. Nowhere near it.”

“I didn’t think so myself. How long have the two of you been acquainted?”

“Two hours.”

In the dark the doctor’s voice told of brows lifted in surprise. “Two hours?”

Alex shook his head glumly. “I liked her better in the first hour than the second. She was only Missy then.”

“You’re telling me you know her, but don’t know her?”

“I’ve never seen her before in my life until tonight.”

“But the way you two were speaking, I could have sworn you knew each other.”

“We do not, but then…we do.”

“I don’t follow.”

Another sigh through pressed lips. Why. Why? Of all the places she could have lost her way, she had to lose herself right into his lap in a snowstorm. “We are to marry. Were supposed to, at all events.”

A pause. “I still don’t follow. I take it felicitations are not in order?”

“They were not, but who knows, now?”

“Mind telling me the whole of it? Likely you’ll feel better once it’s all out in front of you.”

So, Alex told him of the day’s events that had brought both him and Miss Westwood to the Leather Bottle, glad the darkness around them hid his embarrassment at having been perceived as such an ogre in Miss Westwood’s mind.

Once he had finished, Dr. Talbot mulled over the story a few moments. “You must admit, it’s quite an irony that the two of you landed in the same place having never set eyes on each other. Some might call that fate. But why must you marry? She’s not happy about it, and neither are you.”

“The will,” Alex said with dark fatalism.

“The will?”

Alex scrubbed his face. He didn’t have the energy to explain the reasons behind why he and Miss Westwood were in the last will and testament of Lady Anne Shrewsbury. A shortened version would suffice. “Miss Westwood’s great-aunt. She married a duke or some such thing and was a friend of my family’s, oh, a long time ago. She died wealthy in her own right, and, apparently pitying the misfortunes that had befallen my family, she laid it down in her will that if the second daughter of her nephew, the head of her family, married the first son of her old friends, my parents, she would then bestow half the sum of her remaining fortune upon them on their wedding day.”

“The second daughter. Miss Westwood?”

“Right.”

“And the first son, you?”

“The only son. Only child, as a matter of fact.”

The doctor hummed. “How much?”

“A matter of twenty thousand pounds. With another five thousand going to Miss Westwood’s father if she agrees to marry.”

A whistle next. “Twenty thousand? Where does the other twenty go?”

“To various relatives, charities, and foundations, according to my solicitor.”

Dr. Talbot nodded. “That doesn’t seem like something to run away from. What are Missy’s—I mean, Miss Westwood’s—objections to you?”

Alex did not hide the distain in his voice. It had been clear as day on her face. “Probably couldn’t stomach the idea of being married to a merchant.”

“Is that what you are?”

“Trying to be.” Alex rubbed his face in his hands. With his father by his side, teaching him, supporting him as he grew more and more into the business, it had all seemed so easy. Now that he was gone, nothing seemed to go right.

“Trouble, eh?” the doctor said. “Twenty thousand pounds seems an attractive option, then?”

“Yes, but I did not think to marry for a few years yet.”

“Why not?”

“There are…things I wish to accomplish involving a great deal of travel,” he replied vaguely. It was too late to go into the plans he’d made to secure the success of his business with his own two hands. He could hardly keep his eyes open anymore.

Dr. Talbot took the hint in Alex’s hesitant answer and slapped his hands on his thighs, rising. “Well, it grows late, and these old bones of mine need all the rest they can scrape together. Well done for your actions tonight. I’m sure the girl will be grateful to you.”

“Not likely,” Alex muttered under his breath. “Good night.”

He expected the doctor to leave immediately, but he stayed where he was, bending to stare at him. “Yes?” Alex said, frowning.

Dr. Talbot slapped a hand onto his shoulder, swaying him back and forth, continuing to stare. “You’re a good man,” he said.

Alex nodded. “Thank you.”

Dr. Talbot did not let go. “A good, decent man.”

Alex swallowed. “I hope so.”

The doctor bent over, looking him dead in the eye. “You’ll not touch a hair on her head. You’re only pretending to be married. Remember that, will you?”

Alex could have laughed out loud but kept his incredulous amusement to himself. Miss Westwood may be one of the most beautiful women he had ever set eyes on (though he was sure he could think of several others, if he were not so weary from the day’s work), but Dr. Talbot did not know just how eager Alex was to be rid of her. “You have my word,” he said gravely, offering a hand in good faith.

The doctor squinted an eye at him, nodding as he shook his hand. “I know I do. There’s no real fear where you’re concerned. Still…” With his other hand, he opened his coat. The candlelight revealed the metal gleam of a pistol. “It’s a small thing, but I always carry it with me. Never know when you might need it, eh?”

Alex looked at the gun appreciatively. “A very good idea. I hope you’ve never had cause to use it. You certainly won’t tonight.”

“I know it. Never had to duel for a girl’s honor before, but I’ve taken a shine to her, you see.”

Alex bristled inwardly. Of course he had.

With another hearty slap on Alex’s shoulder, the doctor laughed, lifted his candlestick, and headed down the stairs. Halfway down, another candle came into view. He begged pardon and made way for the landlady to pass. Glowering at Alex, she tossed a blanket halfway up the stairs. “I’ll put it on your bill, sir.”

Casting his eyes upward, Alex came down and fetched the quilt, envisioning just how flat his purse would lay in his hand after his stay at the Leather Bottle. But for how chill it was in this drafty place, it would be worth it. “Much obliged,” he said, and bade the doctor a more congenial goodnight before turning to his own room.

He stopped at the door, letting a breath out that dropped his shoulders in defeat. All he had to do was go to sleep, and a fresh morning would set everything to rights with their predicament. The weather would clear, the stages would run on time, Biddy would miraculously stop coughing and running a fever, and he would go back to Liverpool. Perhaps none the richer, but still maintaining his pride and most of his dignity. His mother would be disappointed, but he did not need a wealthy wife to improve his fortunes. He would not stop working until his future was made bright and by his own hand.

He tried the latch and found it locked. Sighing, he gave a firm knock on the door. If she was already asleep…

“Who is it?” Miss Westwood’s voice quipped.

“Who else would it be?” he answered in an annoyed singsong voice.

In the silence that followed, he could almost feel her pursing her lips, but a few moments later, the lock clicked. “Do not come in until I tell you,” she said.

Alex rubbed his forehead, thoroughly sick of the whole night. “You have until the count of five. One, two, three, four, five.”

A small squeal and hushed feet on creaking floorboards told of her haste. He opened the door and stepped in, keeping his eyes down. The bed creaked as Miss Westwood positioned herself within it. In the shifting, Biddy gave out a great snore. He shot a glance at the bed a moment later and would have turned again had not Miss Westwood’s eyes captured his in an intense, angry gaze. Sheets clutched up to her chin, she shot an arm out and pointed in no uncertain terms to the floor where he was to sleep. The action made his blood boil, and he had half a mind to pick a different spot just to toy with her, but he could not argue with her direction. One, all he wished for was sleep, two, it was closest to the fire, where he had some chance at not freezing to death during the night.

Giving her a final goodnight glare, he turned to the fire and twirled the blanket over his shoulders. “Fine way to treat a husband,” he murmured.

To his utter surprise, a snort of laughter escaped her lips. She at once covered her mouth, looking just as shocked as he was. “There is nothing amusing about any of this,” she said.

He frowned, eyeing her. “I know it. Do you?”

“Yes, of course I know. Your words only caught me off guard. I never thought that—oh, just go to sleep, will you?”

Primming her pink lips just as he had imagined, she nestled into the bed with such exaggerated force that he gave a chuckle of his own. She was completely out of her depth, this one. “Never thought running away would be this uncomfortable, in your romanticized imaginings?” he asked, settling onto the floor, his back to her.

“I did not romanticize anything.”

“You thought I would chase you down and force you to the altar. Admit it. Did I also sweep you into my arms while you kicked and screamed before you fainted away?”

An offended huff met his ears.

“My, my, someone here has read a great deal too many novels, and I know it isn’t me. I did not, in fact, envision such a drama, I’ll have you know. Not specifically, anyway. You said you only wanted me for the money.”

“I don’t want you. Just want the money, if you please.”

An incredulous cry this time. “A fine thing to say to the woman who stands between you and that money.”

“You do not stand in my way.”

“How do you figure that?”

He twisted himself over, his face completely expressionless. “I’m not marrying you. I will not persuade you, I will not convince you, I will not court you. I only came to placate my mother, but no fortune is worth an unwilling bride.” He settled back into position.

A curious hum now. “You are quite right. I am glad we are of an accord. But you only came because of your mother?”

“Yes.”

“You were not even curious or intrigued…?” she said, treading carefully over her words.

He shifted onto his back so he could see her again. “I do not wish for a wife just now. It would be most inconvenient. I am bound for China.”

“China?” she asked, surprised. “Why?”

“Business.”

“Even with the war?”

“Business is business. Can’t let a war scare you away.”

“I do not know whether that is courageous or stupid,” she said, putting some thought to it.

He took her statement as rhetorical and moved on. “Anyhow, it would be rather heartless to take a wife only to leave her straightaway for over a year, do you not think?”

A smile, full of awe and relief, spread over her face. “Why, yes, I do. I am going abroad soon too, as a matter of fact. To the Continent.”

He frowned. “The Continent? You do know where the war is, don’t you?”

“I mean after the war. My grandmother—she is a great traveler, or was, before Bonaparte spoiled everything. But she promised me years ago that before I marry, she would take me abroad to paint at least half of Europe.”

“When the war is over, you say. Who knows when that will be?”

Arthur Wellesley had defeated the French at the Battle of the Nive only a few weeks ago, but at nearly the same time, General von Wallmoden-Gimborn had suffered defeat at the Battle of Sehested. It seemed as if the war were at a draw, and who knew what the spring campaign would bring.

“It will end. It must,” Millicent said, resilient.

“Eventually, I suppose,” he said, but remained skeptical. Still, who was he to dash her hopes of escaping marriage to him? He would be the last to stop her.

“But then, why come all this way if you knew you would not agree to the will?” she asked.

Alex took a moment to answer. She did not need to know just how willing he would have been if she had been agreeable to the arrangement. Just how close to desperate he was. “Well, being a merchant and a businessman, one must weigh every option. Even ones that catch you by surprise. Likely you wouldn’t understand, not having dealings in business.”

Quizzical, she cocked her head and lifted her brows. “To the contrary, I believe I do. There are prospects all around one’s life that must be taken into account when they arise.”

He did not really believe she could relate. This was merely an attempted olive branch between them. He turned back onto his side, away from her once more. “Right. So, I may take you back to Highgate without worry.”

“You are not taking me back to Highgate.”

“Yes, I am,” he said, not turning around. He was not moving another inch tonight.

“No, you are not.”

Fine. He turned over once more, jaw set. “My dear most aggravating Miss Westwood. I will take you back to Highgate if it means dragging you there by the skirts. You may kick and scream and faint to your heart’s content, but I will see you safely returned to your father. You make it very tempting, but do you think I would really leave you knowing you are missed and wanted back home?”

“I will keep on tempting you, then.”

Alex tried but had to turn his face away to hide his smile, wondering if she knew how her phrase could be misconstrued. When he looked back, she did not meet his gaze, but picked at a stray thread on the blanket. “I cannot go back.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t,” she snapped.

“Suit yourself.” He shrugged and turned—for the last time, he promised himself. He shut his eyes, pictures of the past few hours swirling around in his head, waiting for his mind to sort them out. Was there anything he could have done to avoid this catastrophe? He couldn’t see how. Better to look on the matter after a night’s rest.

He settled himself as best he could on the wood floor and was halfway to sleep when a noise, so peculiar that it could only be one thing, made his eyes snap open. All acrimonious feelings he had about their circumstance flew out of him. A growling stomach was a serious thing.

“Miss Westwood,” he whispered, not turning around.

“What?”

“I forgot to tell them to send up a meal for you and Biddy. Why did you not say something?”

He heard her sigh. “Oh, I had forgotten it too, with everything that happened. It was so late by the time I remembered. I am sure the kitchen is closed.”

“I am sorry. I said I would. I will go find something for you, if you wish. Just say the word.”

She did not answer right away, but said, “I can wait until morning. I am too tired to eat now.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

They fell into silence for so long, Alex was certain she had fallen asleep, but then she asked, in a small voice, “We would not be obliged to marry, after all this? Because we had to?”

He pressed his lips together. There it was. The one question hanging between them that he had been avoiding all evening. The one he and, he assumed, she did not wish to think about. They were playing a very thin line.

“Alex? Mr. Dearborn?”

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “Not if I can help it. Just don’t—don’t become ill yourself, being so close to Biddy,” he said, changing the subject. “We don’t need one more thing to manage in this fix. And pray for good weather tomorrow, will you?”

“Oh, I never get ill,” she said off-handedly.

“Bully for you.”


CHAPTER 8
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Millicent did not sleep well that night. None of the occupants of the room did, for once the laudanum wore off, Biddy’s cough came back in full force every few minutes, keeping Millicent, at least, up the rest of the night. Alex did not move from his place in front of the fire through all of Biddy’s noise, and Millicent could not decide if he was awake and did not move, or if he was, indeed, dead asleep, completely oblivious to the sufferers around him. Either way, fair or not, Millicent was furious with him. She was exhausted, cold, and not a little frightened.

Biddy’s coughing subsided in the wee hours of the morning, and at last the two girls were able to sleep peacefully for more than twenty minutes at a time. It was Millicent’s empty stomach that woke her up for good, loudly protesting its vacant space. She knew instinctively the morning was rather advanced, though the light through the window was dull and gloomy. Besides her hunger, something else also tugged at her. A pesky inkling of something of paramount importance. What was it?

You have a husband now, remember?

The satirical thought jolted her straight up in bed. She had a husband. A pretend husband, and he was in the room with them.

At least, he had been, for when she looked down at the place where he had slept in front of the fire, he was not there. She and Biddy were alone. And nothing more than a paltry ember or two remained of the fire. Millicent shivered and dove back under the covers.

Where had he gone? Had he left them? She blanched at that. What if he had gone from the inn and left her with the bill? She had not found her purse yet. What would she do?

She would find it now. She may not be able to start a fire, but there was light enough now that a proper search of the room could be made. If it were not so freezing. But fear made her get out of the bed and throw Biddy’s cold shawl over her shoulders and search up and down the room, moving every bit of furniture she could, dropping to her hands and knees to shoot a groping hand under the mattress. She came up with nothing.

She righted herself and sat on the floor kneeling against the bed while angry, fearful tears stung her eyes. They were stranded. With no money, how would she reach Manchester? She could send a note to her grandmother requesting help. But no. Sending a note would cost money, and she had none. Perhaps Alex would be obliging enough.

He should be. He is your husband today, after all.

Millicent shut her eyes tight against her ludicrous thought. Alex was not here. He had gone. She had to find out what had happened to her purse. She kept her eyes shut and took two deep breaths, thinking. She had felt the purse against her leg as they had wandered in the woods. The jangling of coins had kept them company the entire time. When they had found the road again, she had jumped up and down in an effort to lift Biddy’s spirits, though her own had been waning fast. Again, she had felt the weight of her purse and heard the noise. There was no hole in her pocket. The purse had remained with her the entire time until they’d reached Bagot.

She scrunched her eyes together, searching her memory. There was no distinct remembrance of her purse when Alex had entered the scene. But when she had run to the door of the inn to open it for him, the purse had bumped against her leg as she’d hopped to the step. She’d had it then, but she did not have it here in the room now. The only thing between the two places was the common room, with its several occupants, and the stair. It must be down there. It had somehow fallen out of her deep, well-stitched pocket onto the floor and kicked into a corner by some unobservant fellow, just waiting to be found by its owner.

She screwed her lips to one side. It was an overly hopeful wish that no one had discovered it, but she must start there.

Opening her eyes, they alighted on a portmanteau and rested on it for a moment. It had been tucked away in a corner, but she had moved it to the middle of the room in the search for her reticule. She frowned. It was not hers.

It was not hers!

Alex was still here. He had not abandoned them. He would have taken his things with him. She sighed at her own stupidity. She had been so bent on finding her money, growing more and more anxious when it did not turn up, that she had completely disregarded the extra luggage she had moved in her search. She was already in his debt for what he had done for Biddy, and if she could beg a little more of his assistance, she could get to her grandmother’s house near Manchester and pay him back there. She would find him now, and they could start right away.

A sudden, brusque tapping against the window disrupted her relieved thoughts. It was followed by several rat-a-tats, with no rhyme or reason. Hail? she thought with a sinking feeling. She had forgotten. Would the roads even be passable?

She rose to her feet and went to the window. One look told her they would be going nowhere today. Their room overlooked the yard of the inn, which looked like it had a foot of mud in it, but on the roof of the stables lay a blanket of white snow, rather thick. She craned her neck from side to side, seeing what she could. More snow lying about. More snow, and now hail? That meant mud. The roads were already bad enough without inclement weather.

Millicent turned to look at Biddy in the bed, whose mouth was wide open in the only way people with a nasty cold could breathe while sleeping, weak and exhausted. Millicent looked at the inhospitable outside once more with a sigh, her decision made. Like the night before, they were not going anywhere today.

She sat down on the bed and took up the bundle of things she and Biddy had packed for themselves and produced a hairbrush. She had not taken her hair out of its knot when she had gone to bed. In all the goings on, she had forgotten to put on a nightcap. No, that was not quite right. She had forgotten to pack a cap altogether.

Now, she took out each pin and let her hair fall long down her back, shaking it out with her fingers. Once she looked a bit more decent, she would go in search of Alex. Mr. Dearborn.

You mean your husband?

She rolled her eyes at her unruly thoughts. She would not marry Alex Dearborn—and would not be obliged to either, after this uncomfortable adventure was over. She remembered his hesitation when she had asked her question last night. Their situation was precarious. If anyone found out they were not married, and found out who she and her family were, she would be ruined, with no chance of ever securing a decent future for herself in the circles to which she belonged.

She must play her part and be very, very careful.

Footsteps outside the door made her turn. A moment later, Alex entered, his blanket draped over his shoulders, holding two steaming mugs, and balanced on top of them…

Rolls! Oh, bless him!

“Good morning—” he began, but stopped short when Millicent hushed him with a gesture of her hand, still holding the brush and pointing to Biddy.

“She’s finally sleeping,” she said in the barest whisper.

He nodded, his eyes trailing back to Millicent and resting on the cascades of hair running down her back. She halted mid stroke. Brushing her hair seemed suddenly an action too intimate in the presence of someone she hardly knew. Her sister Suzette had never been caught with a hair out of place, even by Millicent.

But he is your husband, after all.

Shutting her eyes against the laughter that followed inside her head, she turned away and furiously brushed out the last few tangles. Here she was in such a tangle herself and half her mind was laughing at her. But that was not surprising. After all, it always told her what she was doing wrong and what Suzette was doing right. She was quite used to it by now, knowing she was a little broken inside. Perhaps it was accentuated by the difficult circumstances.

Alex came up to her and carefully offered her one of the mugs, the roll resting half on the rim and half on his wrist. She put the brush down and eagerly relieved him of his burden as the smell of fresh warm bread piqued her senses, sharpened on the edges by the coffee.

“Thank you,” she whispered, shooting a glance up at him, wondering what the night’s rest had done for his perspective. In the brief glimpse, she could detect nothing but neutral patience in his tired, sagging eyes. He looked as if he’d gotten about as much sleep as she had.

His hair makes him look rather adorable, all tousled like that…

“Did you look outside?” he asked, nodding to the window.

“Yes, and I wish I had not. It looks awful,” she said before taking a big bite of the roll. She could not help it. A great sigh escaped her. She could almost forgive the landlady her previous night’s trespasses against her if she could produce bread like this. Two more rolls might soften her heart, if there was enough butter to go with them.

Taking another bite, she looked back at Alex. He was watching her with apologetic eyes, trying to hide a smile. “I am sorry you had to wait until morning to break your fast. It is awful,” he said, nodding to the window. “Went out in it to talk with my coachman and to inform him of our new predicament. Nothing but snow and mud. Frozen sleet and rain today, if Williams can be trusted. More snow if the temperature drops tonight. No one is moving anywhere today, coming or going.”

She swallowed and gave a knowing nod. “Biddy must remain in bed anyway. I could not leave even if the roads were clear.” Another bite, then coffee.

“Right, right.”

Biddy stirred, causing them both to shut their lips tight, meeting each other’s eyes. They both knew with only a look between them that Biddy needed all the sleep she could get before her cough inevitably woke her up.

The warmth of the mug in her hand sent a shiver through the rest of her body, protesting over the unfair advantage her hand had. The room was still freezing. She brought the mug up to her cheek, basking in its warmth.

Watching this, Alex looked over to the fireplace, then turned back and shifted closer to her and bent over close enough to whisper. “You don’t know how to start a fire, do you?” he said, not judging, but as a simple statement.

A new shiver ran through Millicent. Not from the cold, but from his voice so close that his breath tickled her ear. She shook her head.

He nodded, rising. He put the other mug and roll, meant for Biddy, on the table. He then removed the blanket from his shoulders and draped it over hers before going over to the fire. She grasped the edges and closed it about her neck with her fingers. It was so warm. Warm from him.

He poured out the remaining coal from the bucket and knelt. Millicent watched with curiosity. Back home, she had seen the maids, including Biddy, at the fires, but she had never really watched what they were doing. She knew they knew what they were doing, and as long as there was a fire afterwards, that was enough for her. But now, she watched as Alex took the poker and shifted through the ashes, blowing gently as he did. Soon, a red hot ember was unearthed, a little kindling added, and flames sprouted to life. A simple process, yet fascinating to watch.

Likely because your handsome husband is doing it, and not some maid.

Biting her lip, Millicent resolutely turned away and took a sip of coffee, grimacing as the acrid liquid filled her mouth. But she took another mouthful. At least it was hot.

“Don’t drink it much?”

She turned back at Alex’s whispered observation. He squatted, his forearm resting on his thigh, watching her with some amusement.

“Sugar,” she replied.

He hummed and rose from the now brightly burning flames in the grate. “Come, get yourself warm. Mrs. Burns, that is our hostess’s name, by the way, says breakfast will be served about fifteen minutes from now downstairs. I will be just outside the door waiting for you. We need to set a few things straight between us before we mingle with the other guests.”

Millicent nodded. “Because we are married and have no idea how to go about it?”

She watched as his face agreed with her before he could think of a reply. It made her want to laugh. “Yes, that’s it. I’ll come back,” he said and left the room to allow her to finish getting ready.

Finishing the roll and coffee, she shook out her skirts as best she could, which did nothing for the creases a night’s tossing and turning had imbedded in the fabric. There was a full pitcher and bowl at least, and though the icy water made her catch her breath, it felt good to have a clean face and hands. While she washed, Biddy showed signs of waking up, stretching. She took in a deep breath only to cough it out before burrowing deeper under the blankets.

Millicent found herself at a standstill with her hair. Try as she might, she could not pin it to her satisfaction. She had not had to do it herself for many years now, having a maid of her own. It was only a simple knot, but each time she brought her hand up to check, inevitably she had missed a length of hair, or had created an uneven bump. In her head, she could see Suzette’s judging eye. It was not an uncommon thing. Suzette’s disappointment and disapproval of anything she did was something Millicent lived with nearly every day, but she felt her face growing hotter and hotter each time the knot didn’t work.

Time was passing quickly, and she expected Alex to knock on the door at any moment to see what kept her. At last, she tossed the brush down on the table with a frustrated huff and furiously shook her fingers through her tresses, resolved to go down to breakfast looking like a wild woman raised by wolves.

At least you will be a married wild woman…

“Can I help, miss?” came Biddy’s croaky voice from the bed.

“Biddy, are you awake? How are you feeling?” Millicent asked, coming over.

Biddy gave a miserable grunt that said it all. “I’m sorry, miss.”

“Don’t worry. You could not help it. Here is some coffee for you. It is not cold yet. Mr. Dearborn brought a roll as well, and I shall go down and have breakfast sent up to you. Are you as famished as I am? Do you think you can eat?”

“Maybe a little. I am hungry.”

“Right, then. Stay right where you are. I shall be back shortly.”

“But your hair. Let me do it up quick for you.”

Millicent frowned. “Can you?”

“Oh, yes. It’s easy.”

Millicent was decidedly in the opposite camp, but she retrieved the brush and pins from the table and sat on the edge of the bed, prepared to stay there for a good long time while Biddy gave it a try.

Three or four swift moves later, Biddy put the brush down on the bed. “Done.”

“Done?” Millicent said, blinking.

“Yes. It is simple though. Do you want something fancier?”

Millicent raised her hand and felt the knot, smooth and even, on the back of her head. “No, I like simple. It feels very pretty. Can you do hair, Biddy? I did not know that.”

“My sisters and I would play with each other’s hair all day, before I went up to the house to work.”

“Do you have many sisters?”

“Three. One above me and two below.”

“Are they all scullery maids as well?”

And are they so perfect that you will never measure up to their greatness, no matter how much you try? Imagine having three perfect sisters. One is quite enough!

Biddy shook her head. “My oldest sister works at a milliner’s shop. The others aren’t old enough to be sent to work yet.”

Millicent took this in. She had never inquired after Biddy’s circumstances beyond her work in Highgate’s kitchens, but her relations with the other maids had been so poor, it had been an easy thing to convince her to run away.

“Should you like to go back to your family instead? I should have thought of that when I asked you to come with me.”

But Biddy vehemently shook her head over her mug. “No, miss. They’d have a fit if they knew what I’d done without havin’ a proper job to replace what I earned at the big house. Right ashamed I would make them. I can’t tell them anything before I have another position, like you promised.”

“I see. If you’re sure,” Millicent said, feeling the weight of Biddy’s future on her shoulders grow much that much heavier. She took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I promise, everything shall turn out all right. I will get you some breakfast now.”

“When does the stage leave?” Biddy asked.

Millicent assured her that all travel was at a standstill today, and that she need not worry about staying in bed to rest. “Dr. Talbot particularly prescribed it, you know. Oh! Biddy, before I go, there is something you ought to know. It is of vital importance while we stay here, in fact.”

A tentative knock sounded on the door. Millicent stood and gave admittance. A moment later Alex’s head poked in. “Are you ready? Oh, Biddy, you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

He stepped into the room and came to the bedside, taking Biddy’s hand and pressing it warmly between his own. A shot of discomfort (she would not call it jealousy, for how could that be? She had only just met the man…) ran through Millicent as she saw the kind smile light Alex’s eyes. He had smiled at her much the same way the night before, until he had found out who she was.

Biddy blushed and said haltingly, “Well enough, sir, thank you.”

An upcoming sneeze ended her words. Alex at once produced a handkerchief. “The poor girl. We shall bring you something up. I shall ask the doctor what might be best.”

Biddy nodded behind the handkerchief, embarrassed. “Miss Westwood told me she would. She’s been so good to me. Did you know she’s going to find me a position when we get to Leighton House?”

Millicent’s stomach hitched as once again Biddy shared more than was necessary. She looked at Alex to see his reaction, but he only raised his brows in polite inquiry. “Is that so? And what will you be?”

“Me mum and dad have their heart set on me bein’ an undercook in a fine house someday. Or even a hotel in one of them big cities like Liverpool or Manchester. Says that’s about all I could hope to be. They must know best, I suppose. They’ve known me all my life. Miss Westwood here said she would help me with that if I went with her to Leighton House.”

Alex now looked at Millicent. She was surprised to see an unfriendly light in his eye. “Is that so? Where is this Leighton House, if I may ask?”

And with that question, intervention was decidedly needed. “I was just about to tell her of the arrangement that we have been obliged to make, Mr. Dearborn,” Millicent said before Biddy could say anything more. “I am glad you are here. You may help me explain everything so that she fully understands.”

And so you can keep holding her hand as you are, if you feel inclined to do so under the very eyes of your fabricated wife…

If her riotous thoughts kept larking about like they were, Millicent’s lips would soon start bleeding from biting them so much.

Alex nodded. “She must know, of course. Go on, then.”

Millicent shoved her thoughts aside and turned her full attention to Biddy. “Because of circumstances over which I had no control, Mr. Dearborn and I must pretend that we are married for the rest of the time we are at this inn.”

Biddy looked between Millicent and Mr. Dearborn several times with growing eyes. “You’re married? Pretendin’ to be married?”

“Yes, just pretending,” Mr. Dearborn reiterated.

“Why’s that? What happened?”

Alex’s mouth twitched. “Well, it is actually a rather funny story, isn’t it, Miss Westwood?”

Millicent’s tongue caught in her throat. Funny? “There was nothing remotely amusing about it. I was never so insulted in all my life.”

Alex couldn’t stop smiling. “But that’s what makes it funny. The complete audacity of such an accusation when anyone with eyes can see what you really are. Really, now that it’s over, you must admit it was outrageous enough to have a laugh.”

“What happened? Do tell me, miss, please,” Biddy said, now agog with curiosity.

Millicent shook her head. “You do not need to hear that part of the account. What you only need know is⁠—”

“Oh, but come now, Miss Westwood⁠—”

“You mean Mrs. Dearborn,” Biddy supplied.

“Oh! Well done, Biddy. You are a quick study.” Here, Mr. Dearborn gave her a perfectly charming smile and a teasing light in his eye. “It was no one’s fault, really, but the landlady thought Miss West—Mrs. Dearborn—and you were⁠—”

“Mr. Dearborn, I beg,” Millicent said through gritted teeth.

But nothing would stop him until he told Biddy the story, which sent her giggling more than Millicent herself thought necessary. “She really thought miss and I was—? And that you had brought us⁠—?”

“Yes, can you imagine?” Alex laughed with her and looked at Millicent.

The look she sent him in return expressed her sentiments in no unclear terms. “Is it possible you have had too much coffee this morning, sir?” she asked in a voice laced with danger.

“Ah,” he said, clearing his throat. “I see now that it might be a little too soon. At all events, Biddy⁠—”

“And then you came to the rescue,” Biddy ploughed on, pressing her hands to her bosom. “How romantic. That was the right thing for a gentleman to do, and I don’t care if I’m being too bold tellin’ you, sir.”

Millicent nearly scoffed. “Romantic? Really, Biddy, I think it was more practical than romantic.”

Alex looked as if his nose had picked up some disgusting smell. “Yes, very practical. Believe me, there was not one romantic thought in my head…but going back to the point. Biddy, you understand what we must do now? If they were to find out our farce, they would kick us out in an instant. Mrs. Burns is a very staunch, moral woman. And with you ill and nowhere else to go, you see that we must playact a bit.”

“Of course,” Biddy said. “And doin’ it for my sake too? That’s too good of you, sir. No one ever would think to give a care about someone like me. You’ve got a heart of gold, that’s what you got, sir.”

Alex showed that he had no scruples whatsoever, beaming with pleasure at this disproportionate compliment. “Ah, well, that is too good of you to say. We are all in this together, are we not?”

As far as Millicent was concerned, he was enjoying himself too much at her expense. “And now, you must rest, Biddy. Too much talk is not good for you.” She persuaded her to lie down again and fussed with the covers until she was tucked in tight. “Mr. Dearborn and I will be back soon, don’t you worry.”


CHAPTER 9
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Alex, still smiling in a most unattractive, giddy way over his heart of gold, held the door open for Millicent as she passed out into the hall. Shutting the door behind him, he produced the key, locked the door, and put the key back in his right pocket. “I like her. I like her a great deal, dear girl. Did you lie to her to get her to come with you to hold your things on this silly escapade of yours?” he asked bluntly.

Millicent frowned at the surprise attack. “Of course not. What in heaven’s name would make you think I would lie? You do not know me. It is you who are the liar. All those things you told her about what happened last night⁠—”

“I told nothing but the truth.”

“In a way that made me look a fool.”

“It was not your fault. Anyone would look foolish.”

Millicent ignored this, too incensed to think of a retort. “Of course, I am going to help her.”

“How? Did your father give her leave to go with you? I will answer that. No, he did not. How could he, with you sneaking off as you did? So, references are out. How will she find work without those?”

“I will give her a reference, of course. And my grandmother will help too, once she knows her story.”

“And what is her story?”

Millicent shook her head in disgust. “She was treated horribly by the other servants at Highgate. Did you know, I only found this out for myself recently, that scullery maids have enough work as it is without being tormented as she was by the others? I caught one of the housemaids once pulling her hair and slapping her again and again for smudging soot on a chair in the drawing room. She did not mean to; it was an accident. I told Mama about it, but nothing improved, so I took to watching them⁠—”

“Watching? Spying?” he asked, frowning. “On the servants?”

“Yes.”

“They do not appreciate that.”

“And I do not appreciate someone receiving a beating they do not deserve,” she shot back. “Do you?”

He stared at her with a keenness that soon made her wonder what he was looking for. It was as if he was weighing her words on some internal scale. “No, I do not. Go on,” he said at last.

“I found out she hardly gets anything to eat. Though she does the most work, she is always the last to eat anything. She is the first to rise and the last to go to bed too. No wonder she is so thin and sickly. I meant to help her find another position elsewhere even before this whole”—she twirled a hand between them—“will debacle happened.”

“And when this whole”—he imitated her gesture—“will debacle happened, you decided to shove her into an absurd, harebrained scheme that has helped no one.”

She scowled. “It was not harebrained, and I will help her. I promised.”

“You promised,” he said, looking down with a rueful smile. “You can hardly help yourself. Still, the sentiment is admirable.”

“It was not my fault the wheel broke on that stage,” she said through tight lips. “If that had not happened, my plan would have worked perfectly.”

“I would love to hear more of this ill-advised plan you hatched up, but if we do not go down, there will likely be no breakfast left.”

No more food?

Without another word, Millicent headed directly for the stairs.

“By the by, have you found your purse yet?” Alex asked behind her.

Her purse! She stopped, her shoulders falling. “No. I searched the room high and low. The only other place it could be is in the common room. It must have fallen out when we passed through last night. I have not been anywhere else.”

He hesitated, lips pressed in thought. “It could be that it was stolen.”

“Stolen? But I haven’t been near anyone but you and—oh! The doctor? Surely not. Do people who are as respectable looking as him really steal things? What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”

As far as she was aware, she had not been dropped on her head as a child, but Alex’s expression showed he had his doubts. “You were already in the room when he came to the inn, remember? But very likely someone else here. When I first carried Biddy up here, we had to pass through the common room. Someone could have snatched it then without your knowing—easily.”

She put her hands on her hips. “I think I would have felt someone reaching into my pocket.”

“Many do not.” He shrugged. “It might not be. You could have just dropped it while you were wandering around in the woods.”

“I know I did not. It was in my pocket when we got to the inn. I know it.”

He lifted his hands. “Fine, fine. We’ll put that to the side for now.”

“I can’t. And now I can’t go down to breakfast,” she said, the purse reminding her of her predicament.

“Why not?”

“Because without my purse, I’ve no money to pay for it, do I?”

“Right, but⁠—”

He was interrupted by another guest coming from below, his heavy boots clomping up the stairs. He took Millicent by the arm and guided her behind him, making room for the man to pass. Gruff good mornings were exchanged, Alex all the while keeping his arm in front of her, guarding her.

Now that is a romantic gesture, is it not?

Once the man passed, Mr. Dearborn lowered his arm but bent his head so close to hers that his breath tickled her neck. “I think you have forgotten that we are parading around as husband and wife today. You need not worry about paying for anything because no one will be looking to you to pay, will they?”

Because he’s your husband!

Millicent swallowed, her throat suddenly tight and dry. “I will pay you back.”

He nodded. “Yes, I know you will, but there’s no sense in fretting about it at present. Now, we need to get our story straight.”

He straightened himself up to his full height, for which Millicent was grateful. She was sure he had felt the heat coming off the blush in her cheeks. She smoothed her skirts. Oh, dear. They were horribly crushed, weren’t they? She would look at something else. “Right, our story.”

“Say as little as possible, but if anyone should ask, we are just passing through on our way to Manchester, where I have business.”

“Manchester. Right.”

“Right,” he said, and prepared to go down the stairs.

Did he say Manchester?

She stuck a hand out after him. “Wait.”

“What?”

“I was on the stage.”

“Yes? And?”

“You told me there are people from the stage. An older lady with a sharp nose who cannot stop complaining?”

He looked at her, much struck. “I know exactly who you mean. There is another lady lugging around a guitar. And two gentlemen.”

“Yes, that is Miss Eldon. She is off to teach music at a girls’ school near Birmingham. I don’t know who the gentlemen are. We did not speak.”

Mr. Dearborn nodded. “I forgot about them. What did I tell the landlady last night when she came barging in?”

When she accused Biddy and you of being…

She narrowed her eyes in thought. “You were meeting me here. I was on my way back to you from visiting a sick…cousin? Uncle? What did you say?”

He applied himself to thought but looked to be at a loss as well.

“A sick relative then,” she said.

“Right. I met you here to take you back to Manchester.”

There was Manchester again. He couldn’t possibly know, could he? “Why did you choose Manchester?” she asked.

“Because neither of us live there.”

“That is the only reason?”

“It is a big enough city no one will look twice at us saying we live there.”

“Oh. No other reason?”

He eyed her. “No. Why?”

“No reason.”

He frowned at her, saying slowly, “Right. Anything else?”

She cast her eyes about, thinking. “I don’t think so.”

“Good. Down we go, then.” Though he said the words, he did not move. He shifted from one foot to the other, looking anywhere but Millicent’s inquiring eyes. “You have my leave to call me Alex, since we are supposed to be familiar with each other. And I will call you Mildred.”

She blinked, staring. “Why would you call me Mildred? Oh, are we changing names so people will not find out who we really are?”

Mr. Dearborn rubbed his lips together, nodding with a halting expression. “Yes. That’s right.”

“It is a sensible plan. But if I am to be Mildred, why are we still calling you Alex?”

He stood silent, thinking of an answer long enough that a most insulting realization dawned upon her. “Did you—do you think my name is—Mildred?” she asked, eyes narrowing.

He shrugged, nonplussed. “Is it not? You look like a Mildred.”

“It is Millicent!” she hissed.

“Well, you look like one of those too.”

Incensed, she let out a gasp. “You came to Highgate prepared to offer for me and you did not even know my name?”

“Who says I was prepared to offer for you? It was a particular favor to my mother, remember? Besides, I had only heard it once or twice since this whole thing disrupted my life. It was always ‘Miss Westwood this’ and ‘Miss Westwood that’ whenever you came up in the meetings with my solicitor.”

“Outrageous. Simply outrageous!”

“Why should you care if I forgot? Neither of us want this marriage. It should reassure you that I am more determined than ever to avoid it.”

She placed her hands on her hips. Unladylike, yes, but no other position would communicate her anger quite so well. “That is the worst excuse I have ever heard. My name is Millicent, but you may address me as Missus Dearborn. Never mind, let us go down. I can smell the food, and it will drive me mad if I do not go to it.”

She started down the stairs, only to have Alex grab her arm, holding her back. “We should…er…” He ended with an awkward lifting of his elbow, offering his arm to her. “Present a strong front.”

That is right. That is what a husband ought to do. He may not know your name, but he does know how a husband should act.

Millicent shook her head and took a deep breath. “Right. Of course.”

She stepped down and slipped her arm through to rest it in the crook of his elbow, ignoring the trepidation fluttering in her stomach. They must pass off their charade. And it was only breakfast, after all. She would be eating; her mouth would be full. There was nothing that could go wrong in so short a time.


CHAPTER 10
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Though several people occupied the common room, it was not as crowded as it had been the night before, with two women and four gentlemen. Breakfast looked to be a sideboard affair, with cold ham and rolls as the main fare, making Millicent’s mouth water.

Several heads of guests seated at the various tables turned to the stairs as Alex and Millicent came down arm in arm. At the hearth, the landlady, Mrs. Burns, was seated tending to a fragrant pot of coffee resting over the fire and gave no notice of them. Alex nodded a general good morning but did not stop as he led Millicent to a table occupied only by Dr. Talbot.

The doctor mumbled a gruff but cheery good morning to them and stood as they approached. “I was wondering if you would make it down. You certainly took your time. And how did you pass the night?”

He asked this while looking directly at Alex. Millicent frowned at something in his expression she could not quite place. He looked as though he was ready to deliver a lecture.

Pulling a chair out for her, Alex answered in an impassive tone. “Never slept better. Is that not so, Mrs. Dearborn?”

Perhaps Millicent should have prepared herself better. This was not the first time the name Mrs. Dearborn had been spoken in connection with her, and she had told him to his face to address her as such, after all. Still, the name, coming from its actual owner, set off a whirlwind swirling around her heart. She snapped her head up to look at him and collected herself as best she could. “Well, I think I cannot agree with you. My maid, you see,” she said to Dr. Talbot, “kept us up a great deal with her coughing, poor thing.”

Dr. Talbot nodded with a sympathetic hum. “It’ll pass in a day or two. But that aside, nothing disturbed you?”

What was he asking, exactly?

“No. Nothing at all.”

He said no more, only nodded and turned his attention back to his plate, scraping the last bits of egg and cold ham. He pointed his knife across the room. “There’s everything you need to fill your plates just over there.”

Millicent made to rise, but Alex placed a hand on her shoulder, pushing her gently down again. “Stay where you are. I will get you something.”

She watched him go, half surprised. Kind, her mind said. But you already knew that. He was kind last night.

The snapping clank of the doctor’s cup of coffee on the table brought her attention back to him. She did not know quite how to speak to him, as he knew the farce they had undertaken. “Thank you for your kindness to my maid,” she said at last. “And for being discreet about, well…”

He lifted a hand, stopping her as she stumbled over her words. “You’ve got a friend in me. I’ll play along, and keep my eye out for you, if you don’t mind. It’s a slippery business, and I don’t mind telling you I’ve chuckled over it more than once, this predicament of yours and Mr. Dearborn’s. But I understand. You can count on me while I’m here.”

His fatherly manner put her at ease at once. She smiled gratefully. “Thank you.” How could she have thought he might be the thief Alex had hinted at on the stair?

A figure appeared out of the corner of her eye. Looking up, she recognized one of her fellow passengers from the stage, a middle-aged man with blonde hair and ruddy red cheeks. “I see you made it safely here, like the rest of us, and may I say I am very glad of it. The weather was so ghastly. Still is, in fact. We were not properly introduced on the stage. Mr. Meade, at your service.”

He gave a small bow and extended his hand. Millicent’s eyes darted to Mr. Dearborn, but his back was to them. “How do you do?” she said, laying the tips of her fingers on top of his hand.

His own fingers closed around and shook them lightly. “I take it your brother came to meet you?”

She frowned. “My brother?”

“Yes, is that not your brother there?” He gestured toward Alex, where he was placing bread on the two plates he carried in one of his hands.

Across from her, Dr. Talbot cleared his throat and gave a cough that sounded suspiciously amusing. She almost laughed herself. Alex Dearborn, her brother? Why, they looked nothing alike!

“Ah, I think you must mean my—husband.”

Mr. Meade opened his eyes and looked back to Alex. “Husband! Do forgive me, miss, ma’am, Missus…”

“Mrs. Dearborn,” Millicent supplied with a rather thick tongue. “Here he comes now. You must let me introduce you. Mr. Dearborn, this is Mr. Meade. He was on the stage with me last night before we had our breakdown.”

She did not see Alex, exactly, but more so the plates in his hand full of bread and ham. Her stomach cried out in a gurgle that she hoped no one heard. How hungry she still was! Alex nodded to Mr. Meade and took his seat, sliding a plate in front of Millicent. “I ordered something to be sent up to Biddy,” he said, and then asked Mr. Meade a civil, generic question. Casting her manners aside, Millicent took a full bite of her roll. She closed her eyes, savoring it. It was just as good as the one she’d had this morning. If there was any restorative salve to a weary soul, it was a warm buttered—Oh! She’d forgotten the butter. She would not on the next bite—roll.

She opened her eyes as Mr. Meade answered Alex’s questions on the state of the roads, but Alex was not looking at him. He was looking at her. No, studying her. She quickly swallowed her bite and brought her hand to her mouth, her fingers feeling around the corners of her lips. Did she have something stuck on her face? When she raised her eyes to his again, his gaze rested not on her but on her plate before returning to Mr. Meade, though this gentleman did not seem interested in staying and soon took his leave.

His place was immediately taken by the sharp-nosed lady of the stage. The one who had filled Millicent’s head with thoughts of highwaymen pouncing upon the stranded party. “You did not say you were meeting your husband yesterday,” she said to Millicent without compunction.

Here it comes, our next test…

Millicent spread butter on the spot she deemed worthy of her next bite, collecting herself before replying. She felt not only the lady’s eyes on her, but Alex’s and Dr. Talbot’s as well.

“I must say, I thought it was very ill-advised of you to wander off down the road alone. You would never see me doing such a thing,” the lady said, not even waiting for a reply. She took a chair from the next table and sat herself down, scooting closer.

Millicent resigned herself to a conversation she did not wish to have. “I would not have, but you see, I was…anxious to meet my husband. He does worry so, don’t you, Mr. Dearborn?”

Alex shot her a warning look, but as his mouth was full of ham, he could do nothing but bow his head.

“The doctor here said that you actually lost your way for a time,” the lady said.

Millicent pinched her lips. She did not need reminding of that awful ordeal, nor how foolish she felt over the matter.

“That is why I worry so over her, you see,” Alex put in, having swallowed his food. “She has no sense of direction, my wife. She gets turned around in our own garden, if you would believe it, isn’t that right, Mrs. Dearborn?”

Millicent cocked her head in his direction. Getting lost in her own garden?

The lady hmphed. “You should have stayed with the stage, but I am glad you didn’t. That girl with you, your maid, is she? I could hear her coughing half the night in my room. It quite cut up any chance Miss Eldon and I had of ample rest, and my room is farthest from yours, I daresay. Miss Eldon!” She called over to the younger woman. “I just told them that the girl with them kept the whole inn up half the night. Did you not think so?”

Miss Eldon, a comely woman in neat, plain clothes, came over. “I did not hear any coughing the whole night through, I was so weary with yesterday’s travels. I am sorry you did, Mrs. Hamstead. But I am glad you were able to find your way here. Your husband would have been worried to distraction, I am sure, if anything had happened to you.”

Millicent looked at Alex with a pleasant, false smile on her face and waited for him to confirm Miss Eldon’s statement. His eyes were trained on his plate, cutting a piece of ham. A moment passed. Then another. Her smile grew tighter. “Of course, he would have, is that not so, Mr. Dearborn?”

Alex looked straight up into her eyes. She widened them and shot them toward Miss Eldon as a signal. “Indeed,” he said at last, clearing his throat. He threw a smile at Miss Eldon. “I would have positively run mad with worry.”

Miss Eldon smiled back, clearly warming up to him. “I can see you care a great deal for her. You cannot have been married very long, I think? You are both very young.”

“Six months,” Alex said over his cup.

“Two years,” Millicent supplied at the same time.

Alex’s eyes bulged at her, his face half hidden as he took a drink of coffee. Beside him, Dr. Talbot brought his napkin up to cover his mouth. It did not cover the twinkle in his eyes.

“I beg your pardon?” Miss Eldon said, looking between the two of them. The sharp-nosed lady, Mrs. Hamstead, squinted her eyes, her thin lips turning down into a frown.

Dr. Talbot chuckled. “I would say the marriage is still in its infancy. They have not learned to answer for one another yet.”

“What she meant to say,” Alex said, directing a look at Millicent that told her in no uncertain terms to shut up. “Is that we have been married for six months but courted for two years.” He allowed himself a chuckle and nudged the doctor in the ribs. “Took her that long to convince me.”

Dr. Talbot huffed a laugh. Miss Eldon decried. “Surely not!” Mrs. Hamstead stiffened her shoulders, undecided on what to make of his jest. Its effect on Millicent, however, was instant and wrathful. He had already told an embarrassing account about her to Biddy that morning. She would not let him have free reign over a story she would be forced to abide by. Immediate action was needed.
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Alex let out a silent, relieved breath. His jest had done the trick, glossing over the blunder he and Miss Westwood had made. While his audience reacted, he covertly rubbed his damp palms on his pantaloons, hoping no one would notice. Little beads of sweat pricked his scalp while others trickled down the small of his back. The room was not warm enough for such a reaction in him. How could he be this nervous over so small a mistake? Still, with his quick thinking, the moment had passed. He could now steer the conversation to safer roads.

“But my dear Dearborn, how can you say so?” Miss Westwood said in a rich, honey-sweet voice. A dangerous voice. “Surely you cannot have forgotten the sonnets.”

Some foreboding feeling settled onto Alex’s chest at her unexpected words. Her countenance too—some instinct told him he was about to sweat a great deal more. “I beg your pardon? The sonnets?”

A sparkle lit up Miss Westwood’s eye as she sent a mischievous smile around the table that Alex would not admit for a moment made her look positively adorable. His shields were up. Something was afoot.

“What sonnets?” Miss Eldon asked.

“My husband has not recalled our courtship correctly, but I simply must tell you, for you will all agree it was most romantic of him.”

Alex’s throat went dry. What was she doing? “I do not think you should⁠—”

She reached over (actually reached over!) and slapped his hand playfully. “Oh tush, Mr. Dearborn, you are too modest. He really is the most humble of men. He never wishes anyone to know the lengths he went to before I finally accepted his hand.”

Miss Eldon and Mrs. Hamstead leaned forward in their seats, eager for the story. Alex shot a glance at Dr. Talbot, hoping to find an ally as he tried to change the subject.

Instead, Dr. Talbot leaned in too with a disturbing twinkle in his eye. “And what did he do, Mrs. Dearborn?”

“Well, I tell you, though on my honor, you will hardly believe it. Mr. Dearborn fell in love the moment he set eyes on me as I was driving in an open carriage while doing some shopping in Manchester. I do not know how, but he procured an invitation to a very select party⁠—"

“That is not quite how it went, I think,” Alex interjected.

“—And was introduced to me. And do you know the first thing he said to me? Tell them, my dear. What was it?”

Alex spread his lips into a warning, half-panicked smile. “Something of little importance to these people, I daresay.”

“I want to know,” Dr. Talbot said, loudly enough for the heads of several other guests to turn their way. “What did he tell you?”

Miss Westwood now had the decency to blush and demur, but still she kept at it. Alex was no fool. It was all a farce. Of course she would use her pretty face to make them believe whatever she wanted. “He told me, during our very first dance, that I was more beautiful than a thousand roses, and if I did not believe him, he would come to me for a thousand days to say so until I believed him, until I might tell him he had a chance of beholding that beauty—really, my dear Dearborn, you are a veritable poet—each and every day for the rest of his life. And that is what he did.”

Miss Eldon opened her eyes wide. “He came to you for a thousand days to tell you how beautiful you are?”

Mrs. Hamstead sniffed and mumbled something that sounded very much like “milksop.”

“Well, perhaps not a thousand, but very near to it. I was still quite young, you see, and my parents were quite against the match⁠—”

“Against the match, my foot,” Alex murmured through gritted teeth.

Dr. Talbot beside him gave his leg a good-natured kick under the table. “Your parents would not entertain his suit, eh? I hope you mean to tell me you defied all impediments and eloped to the border.”

Mrs. Hamstead gasped. “That coming from a man of medicine. I cannot respect you for it doctor, and so I tell you.”

“Indeed, doctor, you wrong me. I am a man of honor,” Alex said, scrambling for a foothold in this runaway fantasy while Miss Westwood laughed, yes laughed, at the doctor’s question. How many novels were prancing about in that silly girl’s head?

“But what do sonnets have to do it?” Dr. Talbot asked, completely ignoring Alex and his honor.

“That is how he told me he truly loved me. He recited to me every sonnet about love and beauty ever was written, I am sure. Mostly Shakespeare. I am very partial to Shakespeare now, thanks to him. Every day he would come, a single rose in hand, and ask to take me for a turn in the garden. And if I could not walk that day, he would recite two the next day, with two roses.”

“For two years?” Miss Eldon asked.

Miss Westwood’s eyes softened with false memory. She looked at him as a smile touched her lips. Without warning, his heart picked up a gallop, shooting warmth across his body like wildfire even as he clenched his teeth in astonishment at her audacity.

Dash it, man, she is mocking you! Get a hold of yourself.

“Two years,” Miss Westwood said, her eyes never leaving his. “And do not think he only recited sonnets to me all that time. He also made his fortune. My father gave his blessing at last, and we were married.”

Miss Eldon sighed, melting a trifle in her seat. Mrs. Hamstead sniffed again but nodded in what must have been approval.

“A story for the ages,” Dr. Talbot said. He slapped a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “You’ve a fine wife there, Mr. Dearborn. A fortunate man. A fortunate man. You were right to hold your course.”

Alex nodded and pressed his lips against the humor in the doctor’s voice. “Could have asked for a better wife if I’d tried.”

“Could have, sir?”

“Couldn’t have. Couldn’t have asked for a better wife if I’d tried,” he amended without much sincerity.

Miss Westwood’s eyes narrowed in appreciation for his supposed blunder. They held one another’s gazes, hers daring him to refute her tale now that it was told, his promising future vengeance. “Do tell them next, my dear, how your drunk uncle made a fool of himself, and consequently you, at the wedding breakfast,” he said.

Miss Westwood rose. “It is past time I go upstairs and be sure my maid has had her breakfast. If you all will excuse me.”

She rose and made her exit. Alex had half a mind to follow her and give her the piece of his mind that had been fomenting during her whole charade. He then remembered an important detail she apparently had forgotten and stayed where he was, watching her go up the stairs and hearing her shoes click against the floor of the upstairs hall until they stopped.

Not ten seconds later, his ears, keen for the sound, picked up her shoes slowly clicking back down the hall. He made sure his smile was perfectly smug as she appeared on the stair once more and came back to their table in the common room. “Yes, my dear?” he asked loudly, causing everyone to look in her direction. “What is it?”

“I need the key,” she said through pursed lips.


CHAPTER 11
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Biddy was just finishing her broth and bread, looking three parts asleep as she scraped the last spoonful from the dregs of the bowl and into her mouth, when Millicent came in. Her inquiries about Millicent’s state were cut short by a command to go straight back to sleep once Millicent saw she could hardly string a sentence together. “Make up for the horrible night and rest now. There is no need to think of anything else. I shall take care of you,” Millicent said.

“You and Mr. Dearborn?” Biddy asked, pulling the covers up to her chin.

If he doesn’t strangle you first for that brilliant performance.

“Yes,” Millicent replied through a mischievous smile. She had been half afraid he would chase her up the stairs as she had made her escape, but she was fast coming to realize that Alex Dearborn really had no wish to chase her, whatever the circumstances. She did not know whether to be relieved or put out by this discovery. But whatever her feelings, she was satisfied they were now on even ground.

The rest of the morning seemed interminable. Dark, dull clouds and windows blurred by rain barred any sunshine from lightening the room, and though the fire remained bright and warm, a gloom settled on a day filled with little to do but sit and worry.

Biddy had fallen back asleep almost at once, and soon after, Millicent followed suit, dozing off in the chair while she stared through the freezing rain at the sparse activity in the stables, lulled by the pitter-patter of raindrops and hail against the glass.

She had not been asleep long when a knock on the door startled her awake. “Who is it?” she asked, knowing it was probably Alex. She had locked the door behind her upon coming in. She rubbed her eyes. If it was him, she was not prepared for any sort of confrontation with him, as his expression in the common room had promised her there would be.

“Dr. Talbot,” came the answer.

A most welcome substitute. She unlocked the door and admitted him in. “Have you come to see Biddy? She is asleep. I should like her to stay that way as much as possible today, if you are agreeable.”

Dr. Talbot ran his eye over Biddy on the bed and put a hand to her forehead. “No fever,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Not much, anyway. You’re right, rest is the best thing for her now. Just a cold. She’s on the mend in a day or two. But I thought I might keep the two of you company for a while. I am stranded here today as well. My horse cast two shoes coming in last night. Two shoes, if you can believe that sort of luck. They said they’d get it to the blacksmith’s, but who knows how long that will take?”

“Doctor, you are very kind. I should like that,” Millicent whispered, a good deal touched. The thought of spending the whole day alone in a strange place was a daunting one.

He produced a deck of cards from his bag. “Do you play whist?”

At the sight of it, the familiar tightness squeezed Millicent’s chest. A tightness that warned her to stay far away. “I am afraid I am no hand at cards. I do not care for them much. But do you know any solitary games? You could play while we talk. You are really the only person here I can talk to without any fear of saying the wrong thing.”

Dr. Talbot nodded in agreement and situated the chair next to the little table while Millicent sat on a corner of the bed, trying her best not to ask the question foremost in her mind, but soon failed. “Is—is Mr. Dearborn coming up, do you think?”

“I don’t know. He did not tell me.”

“Ah,” she said, nodding as if she did not care one way or the other. “Where is he?”

“Still downstairs, I imagine,” Dr. Talbot replied, setting up his game of patience. “That was quite the Banbury tale you told.”

She tittered a nervous laugh. “I do not know what came over me⁠—”

“Quite clever to think of it on the spot like that. Speaking for myself, I was riveted. Didn’t know what you might say next.”

She wrinkled her nose. “You do not think it was too much?”

“If you were hoping to keep yourselves small, yes. Still, funny. I take it you’ve already gotten angry with him this morning. It’s not even eleven o’clock.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “It was his fault. It would not have happened if he had not been so disobliging.”

She related the morning’s events to him before they had gone down to breakfast, which only made his shoulders shake in silent laughter. “The two of you deserve each other. Already bickering like you’ve been married for forty years.”

“We were not,” she said, offended.

“As you say,” he replied with patient disbelief. He placed another card. “You are well, though, aren’t you? He hasn’t done anything to frighten you, has he?”

She shook her head. “No, nothing at all. Last night when Biddy and I first came, he was so kind, so attentive. He was happy to be of help, or so it seemed to me. But even after we found out the truth about each another”—she thought of the hot coffee and rolls he had brought up—“he is still kind, but has made it quite clear he does not like the muddle we are in. Neither do I, for that matter. And yet, he is still quite attentive.”

“I think that shows a steadiness of character,” the doctor replied, concentrating on his game. “Even if he would rather not, he still does. I’d take that over him abandoning the whole scheme and leaving you to whatever fate.”

“That’s just it. I am grateful—very grateful—he is helping us. But I don’t want to be grateful, not to him. I hate being beholden to him. I am greatly in his debt, and I do not know how to pay it back.”

Dr. Talbot looked up at her through his brows. “You do not wish for the marriage either? The real one you’re supposed to have, I mean.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Did he tell you?”

“Aye.”

“No, I don’t.”

“And why not?”

Because you are meant to experience great things before marriage.

That was what she had been promised, at least. But that promise had been made years ago, and as much as she hated to admit it, time was running out before she would be considered on the shelf. Curse that wretched Bonaparte for making her wait!

Footsteps interrupted any outward reply she had. The latch clicked, and in swept a wave of sulkiness with Alex, shoulders hunched and lips petulant, following close behind.

Millicent opened her eyes at him and gestured to Biddy’s sleeping form. “What do you do here?” she whispered.

He leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms across his chest. “Mrs. Burns banished me from the common room. Said she would not have any sickness from our room spreading to the others.”

Millicent frowned. “But why did she let us come down to breakfast, then? She saw us there. She poured your coffee. Why did she not send us back up then?”

He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. If she didn’t care then, she cares now. Says we are not to come down for anything other than a crisis.”

“What crisis?”

An exasperated shrug was his only answer. Having no other response, Millicent gave a shrug in return and gave her attention to the doctor’s card game, watching intently and hoping he would not say anything⁠—

“Did you really have to spin such a pathetic drama down there?” he asked.

She screwed her lips to once side. So much for that hope, but she was not unprepared. “Yes, I believe I did. And no one would blame me, after what you had done.”

He scowled. “What had I done?”

“Oh, you know very well.”

“I’ve no idea what you are talking about. What did I do?”

“First,” she whispered fiercely. “You made me look a fool to Biddy when you told her about last night with Mrs. Burns. Then you as good as told everyone downstairs that I was a complete idiot!”

“What? I did no such thing.”

“Oh? No sense of direction? Getting lost in a garden? How did you expect me to swallow that, pray?”

He hunched his shoulders up, eyes widened. “I was nervous.”

She trilled a ridiculous giggle and said in a high-pitched voice, “Yes, I am such a ninnyhammer that I get lost in my own garden and my husband has to come and fetch me, tra-la-la-la-la.”

Dr. Talbot beside her kept his amusement only to the spread of his lips and concentrated on his game.

“Is that all it took to set you off? My dear, dear child,” Alex shot back. “And what about you? Two years? Really?”

“Oh, I am sorry. I was nervous.”

Alex let out a slow rush of air through his lips, shoving himself off the doorframe and taking a turn in the hall before facing the room again. “Are you staying up here the rest of the day?”

“Yes. I am enjoying watching the doctor’s game. And I must tend to Biddy when she needs me. I do not know where you might go, but you would be very much in the way if you were to stay here. There is no room.”

“You may rest assured that I will keep my distance from you, and gladly.”

“More like fifty than forty years,” the doctor muttered through a chuckle.

Millicent rounded a glare on him. “Dr. Talbot, that is not helpful.”

“Likely not, but true just the same.”

Alex eyed both of them. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing at all,” Millicent replied. “You may leave now, as you were about to do. Neither Biddy nor I will need anything from you for the rest of the day.”

Except his room, and his money, and his name protecting you…

“Thank you,” he said, with real relief. “Though you are going to catch her cold if you stay in here all day, mark my words.”

“I told you. I never get ill.”

“Want to put money on that?” he asked. “Oh, that’s right, you don’t have any.”

Millicent pressed her lips together, her eyes staring daggers at him, but it was Dr. Talbot who raised his head and said in a voice that would brook no nonsense. “Enough of that, Mr. Dearborn. There’s no need for those kinds of remarks to one in such a vulnerable state as these two girls.”

Alex had the decency to look abashed. He glanced at Millicent and bowed his head. “Quite right. I apologize, Miss Westwood.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Millicent said with real feeling. “Besides, I do not gamble.”

“I wouldn’t on something so sure,” Alex murmured.

“I do not get ill,” she said, clipping her words.

“Five pounds says you will.”

“Sixty years,” Dr. Talbot murmured.

Millicent seethed. “Fine! You want a wager? Fifty pounds, then.”

Alex turned his mouth down in an impressed frown. “Fifty, eh? You’ve got yourself a wager. Will you shake my hand on it?”

“Oh, go away, do!”


CHAPTER 12
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With Alex gone and Dr. Talbot having departed as well after two games of patience, Millicent was left to while away the time as best she might as Biddy fell in and out of sleep. There were the tasks of fetching her glasses of water and checking for fever, but for the long lengths of time in between, Millicent not only felt like a failure of a nurse but was heartily bored as well.

Their only other visitor was Miss Eldon, come in to offer Millicent a book to occupy herself before dinner, which Millicent gladly accepted and read aloud to Biddy in her wakeful moments. Alex came back into the room but once during the whole afternoon.

She had been singing songs to Biddy, who had tired of the book, Milton going quite over her head at times. She sang softly, not wanting undue attention from any of the other guests who might pass by. When she had finished her third song, an airy little folk tune, the door latch clicked and in walked Alex.

“What have you been doing all this time?” Millicent asked curtly, rather put out at his interruption. Had he heard her?

He raised his brows at her. “Did you think I should have stayed to entertain you?”

“What? No.” Though perhaps the day would not have been so dull if he had.

“I was playing a game, in fact. A game called Dodging Mrs. Burns,” he replied. “She is a strange creature, completely capricious, cannot make up her mind. I have managed to stay out of her way for hours, ducking into this room and that if I heard her coming. I was at cards with Mr. Worley and had to throw my hand down and scurry out of the room and hide like some criminal. I now know this inn top to bottom, except the kitchens.”

“Why not the kitchens?” Biddy asked.

“That is her lair,” he said with affected mystery in his voice. “I’ll have you know, the Leather Bottle has no priest hole. I would have found it by now. But I waste all that time moving about so she does not banish me back to this room, and I round a corner and run straight into her. What do you think she did?”

“Scold you?” Biddy asked.

“No.”

“Turn you out of the inn? Are you here to pack your things?” she said, worried.

“No. Never fear, Biddy, I shall not leave you.”

Biddy flushed and beamed at this. “Take a switch to you for not doing what she says?”

“Heavens, no!”

He looked to Millicent, clearly expecting her to take part in his guessing game. She waved an irritated hand in the air. “Nothing?”

“Precisely.”

“What? Really?” Biddy asked.

“Nothing,” he reiterated. “She looked me full in the face and all but went on her merry—well, not so merry—way, leaving me to feel like a fool for all my efforts.”

“That would not be too difficult,” Millicent murmured, resting her chin in her hand.

Though his eyes hardened, Alex ignored her quip. “And I have seen her twice more without the slightest reaction. What do you think of that?”

“Well? If she does not care anymore, what are you doing here?”

“To see how Biddy is getting on, of course. And to give you these.”

From behind his back, he produced a cloth which, with a flick of his wrist, uncovered two rolls. “Biddy, you must keep up your strength, and Miss West—Mrs. Dearborn, I do not think you had quite as much as you wanted at breakfast.”

He extended his hand out to Millicent, not quite meeting her eyes. Millicent stared at the rolls, not knowing what to think. Gratitude, for he was right. She could have eaten another two plates of food. But there was also a softening of her heart toward him. Clearly, he hated the predicament they were in, and heaven knew he had every right to still be angry with her for her prank at breakfast, but he had thought of her enough to bring her food, and she could not help but be affected by the touching gesture.

Biddy flushed with pleasure but was prevented from replying by a round of coughing. “Thank you, sir. I’ll eat what I can. Doctor says there’s not anything to do but be miserable,” she finally said in a ragged voice.

“And I feel for you. If there is anything I can do to be of service, do send Miss Westwood down, won’t you?”

“Mrs. Dearborn, sir,” Biddy replied, a little scolding. “You’re forgetting.”

He bowed his head in acknowledgement. “You are absolutely in the right, Biddy. Mrs. Dearborn. Send her down with anything you may need from me.”

Millicent scowled and shooed him away, saying his presence was disrupting her reading.

“Gladly, though I do not think you sang while you read,” he replied, lifting a knowing brow. “I’ve a game to finish with Mr. Worley anyhow.”

The fading tread of his boots down the hall was music to Millicent’s ears as she ate her roll before settling back into the pages of Milton, only to be jolted out of Paradise Lost by the sharp voice of Mrs. Burns. “I’ll not have illness in this place, and so I tell you. Up with you, sir, or out of my house!”

A few moments later, the tread of Mr. Dearborn’s boots soon brought the rest of him back into the room. “Capricious, you said?” Millicent asked over the top of her book.

A perturbed breath seeped out of his nose. “Indeed. Here, move yourself to the bed so I may have somewhere to sit. Will you continue to read?”

“Must you stay in here? Is there not some cupboard you could crawl into that would be out of the way?”

“No, for I mean to go to sleep.”

“What better place than a cupboard, then?” she asked, moving to sit on the corner of the bed for all her arguing.

“No good. You would not be near the cupboard.”

His words made her heart dance a jig even as confusion lowered her brows. He wished to be near her? “Why do you need me, pray?”

He sat down in the chair and leaned his head back, resting on its tall wooden back. “I heard you before I came in the last time. Your reading will put me right to sleep. Now, if you‘d be so obliging,” he said, closing his eyes, but not before sending her a perfectly teasing smile.

Millicent simply stared at him, trying to decipher his meaning. But the smile that crinkled the corner of his eye produced a dimple she had missed the night before, holding nothing but good-natured kidding. She laughed despite herself and lifted her book.

Are you really going to let him get away with that? The footing is uneven again!

Closing the book with a snap, Millicent turned to engage.
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Alex fell asleep soon after Millicent’s thunderous scold. A well-deserved scold, he would admit. Annoyed and tired from his efforts deciphering Mrs. Burns’s topsy-turvy tactics, he had let his ill-humor slip out against Miss Westwood, who had done nothing. He had understood the explanation of her story-weaving at breakfast, and though he did not like it, he accepted his part in her actions. The joke about her voice lulling him to sleep was a poor attempt at camaraderie. He had hoped his smile would have told her that.

Apparently not.

He had apologized immediately, but she had as good as thrown it out the window and would not look at him as she continued reading to Biddy in a hushed voice. He’d fallen into dozing here and there as best he could in the chair.

At the dinner hour, they both decided to take their chances at joining the rest of the stranded guests in the common room, Millicent suggesting that they stay well away from the fire and candlelight in hopes of not being noticed. Down the stairs they crept, squinting in the light to make out any signs of the enemy. “I only see the maids,” Alex said. “Perhaps she will remain in the kitchens as she did last night. Shall we risk it?”

“Yes, aren’t you hungry? I am famished,” she replied with true feeling.

He nodded. “I am. Look, there’s Dr. Talbot and Miss Eldon together. Come.”

They joined the others, and throughout the dinner, their covert looks about the room proved in vain as the maids and waiter flitted in and out from the kitchens. Mrs. Burns did not appear.

The dishes and covers cleared away, the guests were left to make shift for themselves. Some read books by the fire. The stocky man, Mr. Worley, produced his deck of cards and organized a game of whist with three other guests, the doctor included.

Mr. Meade asked Miss Eldon to produce her guitar and favor the company with some music. Miss Eldon regretted that she could not, having, while mending a pen, sustained a cut on one of her fingers that was not yet healed.

Moans of disappointment went through the room. “What about a song, then?” Mr. Meade asked. He looked Millicent’s way, as he had been all through dinner, Alex had noticed. “Do you not know a pretty tune that could while away the time for us, my dear Mrs. Dearborn?”

Alex narrowed an eye at the words ‘my dear.’ That was too familiar a liberty from a stranger. “But of course,” he said. “She has a lovely voice.”

Mr. Meade looked his way. “Does she?”

The words had come out of Alex before he had time to think, and they were perfectly true. That afternoon, coming up to the room, her singing had stopped him, and he had listened in the hall for several minutes while her voice, light, sweet, and unaffected, had washed over him. Her voice had all but entranced him.

Millicent Westwood was not playing by the rules. She was not conforming to the tidy, unfriendly mold he had cast upon all persons belonging to the upper class: greedy, selfish, exploiting, ignorant of or simply choosing to turn a blind eye to the suffering around them. Millicent was none of these things. Her concern for Biddy’s well-being alone contradicted all these qualities. Despite his efforts to find evidence to the contrary, the only fault he could lay at her door was a certain naïveté. And was that really a fault? He’d had to shake off his stupor before entering the room and make certain she knew that while he did not hate her, she held no power over him.

Now, Millicent blushed to the roots of her hair. “My dear,” she said. “You cannot⁠—”

“Can she sing?” Mr. Meade said, beaming. “I do not wonder at it, she’s such a pretty thing, your little wife. Will she not sing for us, then?”

“Will you?” Alex asked her.

“Mr. Dearborn,” Millicent said through clenched teeth. “I am afraid I am sadly out of voice tonight.”

The other guests would not hear of this, voicing their disbelief and encouraging her to amuse them. But Alex watched her, and as he did, he almost redacted his support of the idea. She looked about her with a rather nervous light in her eye, as if she were truly uncomfortable. The encouragement seemed to be too much for her. At last, she gave a nod. “Very well.”

As the company gave a cheer, Alex ducked his head close to hers. “It will be all right, won’t it? I heard you upstairs. I did not think you would be so reluctant.”

“It is well,” she returned in a subdued voice. “I do not have much talent. It is nothing special, as they shall soon discover.”

He reared his head back to look her full in the face. No hint of false modesty. She really thought that. “I do not think you can be right.”

Her returning look said she did not believe him. They held each other’s gazes a moment longer. It had to be only a moment, but to Alex it felt much longer. Something stirred in him. He could not look at such beauty, beauty laced with vulnerable uncertainty in her eyes, without wondering what it would be like to catch her face in his hand and placing a reassuring kiss on her creamy, blushing cheek.

He turned, blinking away such thoughts. She was not kissable. She wanted nothing to do with him, and he her. She represented the easy, weak way out of his troubles. “‘Dabbling in the Dew,’ perhaps?” he suggested.

She smirked. “No, no. Too old, my dear. I shall play instead ‘The Ash Grove.’ Miss Eldon? Might I trouble you for your guitar?” She sent a timid smile around as the guests reacted to this request. “I might as well, don’t you think?”

The guests heartily agreed with this surprise, Mr. Meade quite exuberant in making his pleasure known, complimenting her accomplishments with undue warmth, in Alex’s opinion. He knew she was good, but the man hadn’t even heard her play yet.

She took the guitar from Miss Eldon, resting it on her knee, strumming the strings fluidly and adjusting the tuning with practiced fingers as if she had done so a hundred times before.

Before she was five notes into her song, she had the whole room entranced. Alex crossed his arms and leaned against the stone wall as her light voice, dancing on top of the chords she played, told of days and friends gone by as the wind played through the leaves of a nostalgic grove. How could she say she was not talented?

He settled deeper against the wall and looked around the company, seeing each of them wholly lost to the pretty tune. Mr. Meade looked not only entranced, but almost as if he might eat Millicent up.

For some unaccountable reason, Alex set his jaw.

The song finished, Millicent received with grace and humility the hearty applause and many compliments of the company. Alex was nudged by Mr. Worley. “A beauty in every way, if I may say. You’ve certainly caught yourself a jewel there.”

Alex smiled a little weakly at the compliment to his supposed wife. Little did they know he would happily deposit this jewel back in her ancestral nest while he sailed away to China to secure his fortune and the future of his business. Perhaps she was not like the rest of the stiff-necked, blue-blooded population. That did not mean he wished to associate with one of them any more than he had to.

She played three songs in total, each more charming than the last, before she finally would play no more. “Someone else must take a turn amusing us,” she said, deflecting their persuasions with twinkling eyes. “I’ll have you know it is not as easy as one might suppose. Who is up for the challenge?”

As the whole company chuckled at her words, Alex nearly dropped his mouth open. Now, that was not fair. She had beauty and kindness, yes, but charm now as well? She had the whole room at her feet with her playfulness. She went to Miss Eldon, thanking her for the guitar. “Oh,” she cried, pointing to Miss Eldon’s bust. “Your brooch, it is loose.”

“Is it?” Miss Eldon’s hand flew to the small flower shaped brooch and sighed. “I have neglected the clasp for far too long. One day I shall lose it altogether and have no one to blame but myself.”

While that conversation went on to broader jewelry topics, the other guests turned back to cards and conversation amongst themselves.

Dr. Talbot, finishing the game of whist with Mr. Worley and the others, came and took a seat by Alex. “Did you know she could sing and play?”

“Sing, yes. Play, no.”

Dr. Talbot grunted a laugh, clearly at Alex’s expense. “I almost thought you were hoping the musical entertainment would entertain in another direction. One minute you seem to get along fine, all things considered, and the next you are at odds. She did not like the invitation to perform.”

“There was no trick or trap laid for her. I really do think she has a lovely voice. I caught her singing to Biddy this afternoon. Perfectly charming, even if she is aggravating.”

“I am glad there is no trickster in you tonight.”

Alex grunted. “I’d only be giving her a piece of her own. I haven’t quite forgiven her this morning’s mortification. You heard the story she hatched up between us. You were laughing through the whole of it.”

Dr. Talbot grinned. “Aye, and why not? If something is funny, I laugh. Laugh even harder because I know what’s going on behind the scenes. Are you and she bent on a battle of wits? You’ve enough to worry about keeping up this ruse and fooling everyone. One slip would cause more than a bit of trouble for you both.”

Alex bent his head, resting his chin on his chest. The doctor had a point. “I shall cool my temper. You are right. I cannot let anything happen to her while she is with me⁠—"

He was stopped from saying anything further when he heard Mrs. Hamstead address him. “Mr. Dearborn, do favor us with a recitation of one or two of your favorite sonnets,” she said. “I have always had a liking for Shakespeare, if you would be so obliging.”

Judging from her tone, to refuse was not an option. He looked about the room as others put their voices behind Mrs. Hamstead’s demand. When his eyes fell on Miss Westwood, there was no question where the suggestion had really come from.

“Oh, yes, my dear Mr. Dearborn,” Millicent said with enthusiasm. “I had my turn. You must follow suit and complete the coupling. Number eighteen, if you please. You remember that one, don’t you? My favorite?”

He lifted an eyebrow in a “don’t you dare” fashion, which she met without fear. Revenge came hastily with her, it seemed. “I rather thought you liked number thirty best,” he replied. “You know, When to the sessions of sweet silent thought…but I’ve quite forgotten how the rest goes, will you not recite it, my dear?”

It was a weak attempt at putting her out of countenance. And while she looked surprised as he recited the first line, she was by no means deprived of speech. “I shall not. You are the master poet between us, not I. Do go on. I have boasted so much of you to them today, they must see it for themselves.”

All eyes were on him, and a flush crept up his neck despite himself. He was not afraid but sent Millicent a look acknowledging a hit. Though he had meant no ill will, he had offered her up without permission, so, he supposed, this would even the score between them. One could hope so, at all events. “Very well. I think number twenty-nine will do. Are we ready? When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes, I all alone beweep my outcast state…”
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Millicent stilled, her eyes growing round as Alex’s rich voice filled the room with the words of a master. Where had he learned to speak like that? The night before, she had noticed at once that he had the speech of a gentleman. Merchants did not speak like gentlemen in general, did they? The one or two she had come across in her life had not, but this one did. And he knew Shakespeare—very well, in fact. He recited the sonnet in a way that was pleasing to the ear, pausing to give weight to a phrase, elongating a word here. A very pretty recitation indeed.

Drat.

She did not want to add this to the list of agreeable things about him. This man was a puzzle to her. Was she curious enough to discover more about him? There was no harm in it, surely? Knowing him better would not change the plans on which she’d set her heart for so many years.

When he finished, the company gave him a round of applause that Millicent had to remind herself to join. He was pressed for another, but this he resolutely declined, declaring himself ready for cards with Mr. Worley.

“Care to join us, Mrs. Dearborn?” Mr. Worley asked.

Millicent excused herself, as she had a thousand times before. It was second nature by now. “I am no card player. But I shall watch for a while.” She tried to ignore the look of relief on Alex’s face. She smiled secretly to herself. If he really wished to be rid of her for the night, all he had to do was stay at the card table. That was territory she would not—could not—cross. Not for years now.

She sat herself behind Dr. Talbot’s shoulder and watched the men play for half an hour before she grew weary of watching plays she would not make herself. One could only watch others play for so long without wishing to join. It was a while yet before she could check on Biddy and retire for the evening. Not wishing to converse with anyone, she picked up the book Miss Eldon had brought down with her and settled by the fire to read a few pages before she retired. The impromptu performance had shaken her balance, but she had detected no malice from Alex when he had encouraged her. He must have caught her singing to Biddy. He also must not be musically inclined, if he thought her voice was above the common.

You will never sing as well as Suzette, but that was still very nice, my dear, her mother’s voice echoed in her head.

She was not half a page in when someone came up next to her, scooting a chair closer to hers by the fire. She looked up and saw Mr. Meade settling himself into the chair and smiling at her. “May I say again how lovely your music was tonight, Mrs. Dearborn?”

Not as good as Suzette. Never as good as Suzette…

“Thank you, sir,” she said, inclining her head in acknowledgement before returning to her book.

“Are all your people from Manchester?”

Lying on the spot was something Millicent had little practice in. “Erm, no, but not so far away from it.”

“I see. There is a great deal of business to be had in Manchester, if one seeks it out. That is why I ask. Are you acquainted with the Crawfords of Swan Park, by chance?”

“I have not had that pleasure.”

“Really? Quite a prominent family there. I should have thought one so lovely and accomplished as you would have ties to such people.”

Well, the world does not revolve around them, apparently, else we might have.

“I am sorry to disappoint,” she said out loud.

“Not at all.” He leaned in quite close, lowering his voice. “I hope you will not think me too forward for saying it, but the minute I set eyes on you here, I said to myself, ‘Now, there is a lady fluent in the ways of style and refinement.’ That is why I felt sure you must have been acquainted with other such people. Forgive me.”

Millicent could not be immune to such a compliment. A smile escaped her reserve. “Really, Mr. Meade, you are too kind. You must not say so too often, otherwise I may start believing you.”

She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and saw Mr. Dearborn abruptly advance on them. “I hate to deny you of such company, but I must steal my wife away and see she gets a proper night’s rest. Mrs. Dearborn?”

What was that bite in his tone? She shot him a questioning look but was glad enough to take his hand and retire upstairs. She was growing tired of their playacting.

Do you think you will ever stop feeling those chills every time he calls you Mrs. Dearborn? I hope so, for if you did have to marry him, it would be a bothersome thing to feel every day.

She took the inside of her lip between her teeth, willing her thoughts to behave. She had been ignoring that threatening possibility all day and did not need to be reminded of her reaction to certain words. She bid goodnight to the company and allowed Alex to lead her away.

Once they came to the stair, they let go of one another’s hands of one accord. Next to the staircase was a table holding several candlesticks. He picked one up and mounted the stairs. “You seemed quite cozy speaking with Mr. Meade,” he said. “What was he telling you?”

“Hardly anything. He was in the middle of complimenting my music. If you had not interrupted us, we may have moved on to more substantial subjects.”

He hummed in reply. “I do not want you speaking to him again, if you can help it.”

Rebellion immediately flared up inside her. What gave him the right? “I shall converse with anyone I please, thank you. Why do you think you could forbid me, pray? You take this farce too far.”

“Lower your voice,” he said, looking about them. “I do not like him, is all.”

She frowned. “You’ve only just met him. What is the matter with him?”

Here, Alex faltered slightly. “One can just…tell with a man sometimes.”

“Was he rude to you?”

“No. Quite the opposite.”

She reared her head back, confused. “Why is being polite and civil wrong? I do not know how it is amongst your people, but it is not wrong where I come from.”

He set his teeth, his jaw bulging, and for a moment, Millicent thought she had taken her words too far. He stared at her a moment more, then took her arm in his and walked her to the room. “I am only concerned for your welfare. Forgive me for that. It is not a duty I am enjoying. Listen to me.” He stopped and faced her. “There may be a thief among us. Already another person here has had something go missing.”

“Someone else is missing something? Who?” she asked.

“I did not tell you before, but Mr. Worley cannot find his watch. It has been missing since last night, like your purse. I only ask you to keep your distance from that Meade fellow until we have more information.”

“So, any gentleman who comes up to me is not there for the pleasure of my company, but to steal from me? Nonsense. Until I can recover my purse, I have nothing left to steal.”

He mumbled something under his breath, fishing the key out of his right pocket and unlocking the door. It sounded very much like, “You’d be surprised what they could find.”

“What was that?” she asked. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing. I shall not bother you again on the subject since you are determined to laugh at me. I will only ask one thing more of you while we are here.”

“What might that be?” she asked, lowering her voice as they entered the room. Biddy looked to be asleep already.

Instead of answering her, Alex took the candle to one of his portmanteaux, hunting for something. Soon, he found what he wanted, stood up, turned to her, and sighed as if it cost him something. “I would feel better about all this if you would wear this.”

He set the candle down and revealed a small box in his hand. When he opened it, Millicent let out a little gasp. Inside the box rested a delicate gold band with three dark oval stones.

“They are sapphires, if you cannot tell in the light,” he said, sounding nervous.

Eyes never straying from the ring, she reached out her hand, asking. Alex put the box in her hand and held the candle up for her closer inspection. It was indeed a beautiful piece of jewelry which sparkled even in the soft candlelight. “It looks quite old,” she observed. “Why do you have such a⁠—”

The obvious reason stopped her question in its tracks. Men did not just carry rings like this willy-nilly about the country. He had brought it to Highgate.

He had brought it for her.

Mr. Dearborn shifted his feet and cleared his throat. “It was my grandmother’s, from my mother’s side, and it was made for her mother before that. Been in the family for years and was always willed to my mother.”

She blanched. “This is your mother’s? Why did you bring it if it is hers? You cannot expect me to wear it. What if I should lose it?”

“Do rings normally fly off your fingers for no reason?” he asked satirically.

She scowled. “No, but what if it does not fit?”

“Well…” He put the candle on the table. “Try it on.”

He plucked the ring from the box and held out his hand, waiting.

He is going to put a ring on your finger. Your third finger on your left hand. The finger that indicates⁠—

Millicent shoved her panicked—though perfectly correct—thoughts aside. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you wish me to wear it? The others have already accepted us as husband and wife. And I always wear my gloves. Would it not be strange for me to suddenly have a ring on my finger when we eat? And with such stones? What about the thief?”

“I have thought of that. But as it is, we have no proof that there is a thief. Mr. Worley may have just lost his watch just as you may have lost your purse, which could have happened anywhere in the storm. If there is a thief, he would hardly make such a bold move as to wrest it from your finger. No, I think it is safest on you, for if anyone did try to steal it, you would cry out for help.”

“What if he slit my throat first?” Millicent asked, suitably alarmed by the idea of being a living guard for a family heirloom.

“What an imagination you have. Highwaymen, murderous thieves⁠—”

“The idea of highwaymen was Mrs. Hamstead’s fault. She put it into everyone’s heads, and the driver did have a gun for such purposes.”

“They always carry a blunderbuss.”

“That may be, but he looked just as wary as anyone else.”

“You will not come to harm by wearing this, I promise you. Quite the opposite. I hope it will keep you from harm.”

She frowned. “From harm? What do you mean?”

Alex pinched the bridge of his nose, something of a growl seeping through his teeth. “We must play this charade out now that we are in it. I do not know how much you have seen of the world, but there are some in it who look for opportunities to…not harm, exactly, but to create mischief where it is not wanted.”

“And you believe there are people in this inn who want to make mischief against me? Besides you, of course. Are you always this suspicious of people? Everyone has been very kind to me.”

“Of course they would be to you.”

“What does that mean?”

“Look.” He leaned forward and put his hand against the wall, trapping her. Millicent, perceiving she had tried his patience too far, had to lean back against the wall to keep them from touching noses. “As long as you are with me and I with you, I should like everyone else in this inn to know that you are mine. That you are mine, and I will not brook any mischief, harm, or overly warm compliments directed at you. Is that plain enough?”

For several moments, Millicent could do nothing but blink at him. He held her gaze, his eyes intense, waiting until he knew she understood his meaning. And she did. He was trying to protect her. For all the trouble and embarrassments he had put her through since they had entered into their farce, he wanted to make sure she was safe, and as her supposed husband, it was his duty, after all. Bubbles of excitement, of thrill, of fear—whatever they were, she had no idea what to do with them as they filled her entire frame. They positively overwhelmed her chest and throat, making speech nearly impossible. “But you don’t—” she squeaked.

“Don’t what?”

She looked at the ring, worry sprouting on her face. Oh, how could she say?

You do not like me, that is why. This cannot possibly be comfortable for you. It certainly is not for me. You told me you came to Highgate only as a favor to your mother. That you had no intention of submitting to stubborn Great-aunt Lady Anne’s will because you are sailing away to China. But why bring a ring, then? This ring is clearly a wedding ring, which means it was clearly meant to be my wedding ring since you brought it to Highgate. And the only reason to bring such a ring with you is if you really did mean to propose to me and now it is nearly on my finger, and I am positively quaking because it suddenly seems all too real, and I very much do not want to marry you. Thank you for the honor. Very flattering. Yours, etc.

Something like that.

She knew from her flushed cheeks that her feelings lay open on her face. Alex’s eyes softened a trifle and he let out a sigh. “I think I know. Let me ease your sensibilities, shall I? Putting this ring on does not mean there is any understanding between you and me. Unless, you have changed your mind and wish to marry me?”

She jerked her head up. “Changed my—? Most certainly not. I would never marry⁠—”

His jesting expression, both amused and annoyed, was apparent.

She scowled. “You are not as funny as you think you are. No. I do not want to marry you. Do you wish to marry me?”

“No. No, no, no,” he said, shaking his head almost before she could finish. “Most emphatically: no.”

She huffed. “Thank you for putting it in such forceful terms. There is no room for doubt, much obliged.”

“Your hand, if you please.”

He held out his own once more, his other holding the ring, ready to slip it on her finger. Feeling that this moment was more momentous than it should be, after such insults to person as had just been exchanged, Millicent, her heart beating erratically, swallowed and held out her hand. He took it in his. “Stretch out your fingers,” he murmured.

Doing so, he slid the ring onto her third finger. She screwed her lips together as he had to inch it over her knuckle. It was rather a tight fit. She might need to use soap if she wanted to get it off, but it fit. Perhaps he was right—her ring finger was a safe place.

“Just, take care, will you?” he said. “My mother has a great deal of sentimental attachment to it.”

She swallowed. That gave even more enormity to the situation.

Would his mother like you? her mind mused.

“Can I see it?”

Biddy’s curious voice from the bed made them both start. “Biddy!” Millicent cried, clutching her stomach. “How long have you been awake?”


CHAPTER 13
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Even before Millicent opened her eyes to the gray light of the morning, her right hand went to the third finger of her left, fidgeting with the band of the ring, confirming it was indeed there. She had not dreamed it, she knew that. She had woken up several times in the night not from Biddy’s coughing, which had lessened much from the night before, but from worry that this ring that was not hers and was rather too small had somehow slipped off her finger as she slept.

Alex had given it to her. Not willingly, but he had done it nonetheless to protect her. And if she were being quite honest, she liked him, even respected him, for it. He was often satirical and teasing, but this was serious. This was his own mother’s ring. Besides, he had helped her in more ways than she knew how to repay just now. She would guard this ring with her life.

Propping herself onto an elbow, she squinted around the room, blinking the sleep out of her eyes as they rested on the place where he slept. It was empty. Once again, he had left the room before either she or Biddy awoke, leaving, she realized as she made a further search, the key to the room on the table.

She rose and went straight to the window. “Oh, bother,” she whispered, shaking her head at the new blanket of snow draped over the roof of the stables. What did this mean for her journey? Would her father be travelling in it, trying to find her? He must have realized where she was bound on the first night. What if he went to her grandmother’s and she was not there? She sighed and pressed her cheek against the cold window. There was no point in worrying while she was stranded here. Once she got to Manchester, she would make everything all right. Biddy would be looked after, Alex would be reimbursed, and if what she hoped for happened, no one would ever mention Great-aunt Lady Anne’s will or her money ever again. She just had to wait a while longer. Sighing again, she lifted her cheek from the glass, shook out her skirts, and washed her face and hands.

Biddy, waking soon after, once again offered to brush and put up Millicent’s hair. “Would you like something finer than yesterday, miss?” she asked in a low, croaking voice as she stroked the brush through Millicent’s dark locks. “Will you let me put in a plait or two? Just here, you see?” She traced a finger along the crown of Millicent’s head. “It’ll look nice, though not as fine as if we had some curling papers or hot tongs.”

“Can you do curls?” Millicent asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Well, no, but I’ve seen them done a time or two. They look easy enough.” A few moments of silence passed as Biddy did her work. “There, how does that feel, miss?”

Millicent put a hand up and felt a smooth plaited band of hair in front like a crown while the rest of her hair was gathered into a thick knot behind it. Nothing felt out of place. “It feels beautiful. I shall have to look in the mirror downstairs, but I will say well done nonetheless.” She turned and craned her neck to Biddy. “Your parents wish you to be an undercook, I think you said?”

Biddy nodded. “I’m not clever like my older sister, Mary. Me mum and dad have always said that. She’ll work up to having her own milliner shop one day. And Jane and Daisy, they’ll make something of themselves too. But me? I always have to have someone telling me what to do or I lose my head. That’s why they say bein’ an undercook is the best I can hope for.”

Millicent, my dear, you may as well have said all that. That is precisely, precisely, what you have felt with Suzette for who knows how long…

“Are you all right, miss?” Biddy asked.

Millicent shook away the stupor her revelation had produced. She knew she was not the only one who would never measure up to their older sister, but hearing someone else say the words made her feel not quite so alone in her troubles. “I am well. Never mind,” she replied. “But you can do hair so well. Do they not see that?”

“What, this? Oh, that’s just me having a bit of fun making something pretty. I’ve never had no proper learning, and you’re very kind to let me do it for you, but no fine lady would want what I can do for a party or a ball.”

Millicent hummed in response. “It is lovely, Biddy, thank you. I must go and find Mr. Dearborn. I shall have your breakfast sent up.”

She opened the door and jumped as, out of nowhere, Alex appeared on the other side. “You startled me,” she said with a hand on her chest.

“I’m sorry. I was just about to open the door,” he replied. Millicent could not help noticing the shadows of a beard growing on his face, giving him a rustic look. She could not decide whether it suited him or not.

His eyes immediately dropped to the ring. “Are you going down? Dr. Talbot and I are going to the apothecary for something that will hasten Biddy’s recovery.”

It was early enough that the common room was sparsely populated. In fact, only one person was in the room. At first, they did not see Miss Eldon, until her head popped up above the tables and chairs, only to disappear again. Exchanging a look between them, Millicent and Alex hunched over, peering through the maze of chair and table legs to see her on her hands and knees under one of the tables sweeping the floor with her hand.

“Miss Eldon? Good morning,” Millicent said.

At her voice, Miss Eldon shot straight up, startled. Her hair, usually tucked away in a severe bun, had wisps falling around her exasperated face. “Mrs. Dearborn! Mr. Dearborn. Good morning.”

“Are you looking for something?” Millicent asked.

Miss Eldon sighed and put her hands on her hips. “Yes. I am sorry you have caught me in such a position. You did not happen to see my brooch coming down, did you?”

“Your brooch? Oh, no. Did it fall off?” Millicent asked, scouring the floor with her eyes as she came farther into the room.

“What a shame. I am sorry to hear it,” said Alex behind her.

Miss Eldon smoothed her hair back and nodded. “My luck has finally given out. I should have had the clasp fixed long ago, and now I am spending my morning looking high and low for it. I would have last night, but with just my candle it would have been futile. Oh! Mrs. Dearborn, I beg you will not trouble yourself.”

“Nonsense,” Millicent replied, already under a table looking around every chair leg. “You noticed it was missing last night?”

“Yes. I did not notice until I was upstairs and dressing for bed. My hand went to unclasp it as it has done hundreds of times, and it was not there. It must have dropped either in here or on the stair, but I cannot find it anywhere.”

“And you went straight up to your room? Nowhere else?”

“Nowhere else. I went up with Mrs. Hamstead. Mr. Worley escorted us. Two candles are better than one, you know. I should have thought one of us would have heard it if it had dropped on the stair. It is a little thing, but it would have made a noise, do you not think?”

“Yes,” Millicent replied, backing out from under another table. “I am sure it is here somewhere—” Her backside bumped into something. Something more solid than a table of chair, for it did not move.

“Watch yourself there,” Alex murmured.

Craning her neck around she beheld nothing but the backside of Alex Dearborn. The upper rest of him was nearly on the floor as his hands felt here and there. He, too, peered over his shoulder, a wry, amused half smile crinkling the one side of his face.

I’ve just touched backsides with a man’s backside…wait. Would that mean we’d be forced to marry? I have never heard of someone having to marry because their backsides touched…good heavens, what would the advertisement say? Mr. Alex Dearborn recently married to Miss Millicent Westwood, esq. due to an unfortunate backside touching episode…Oh, constrain yourself, Millicent, do!

A most unladylike snort produced itself before Millicent could help it. If he had not smiled at her like that, she would have resumed the route of mortification she had instantly felt when she had realized what had happened. A fit of laughter followed that she could not repress. She went down on her elbows, her hand covering her face as she laughed as quietly as she could.

Backside touching episode.

Another snort.

Alex watched her with a face scrunched and his smile grew tight as his lips held back his own laughter, but soon his shoulders shook. “What is so funny?” he asked, his voice unsteady.

Millicent could not answer. Each time she tried, another wave of absurd merriment washed over her.

How did you come to be married? Unfortunately, we touched backsides. Ah! I am terribly sorry to hear that. What a fate.

Another round of laughter brought her to the floor, wrapping her arms around her sides. Alex and Miss Eldon must be thinking she had gone mad, but she could not help it. With her merriment came a release of all the worry and tension that had been eating away at her for weeks now, ever since the will had been read. Alex sat back on his heels, his own laughter growing louder and louder.

“Why are you laughing?” Millicent asked between gasps.

“Why are you laughing?” he returned.

“What can be the matter with her?” Miss Eldon asked in a wobbly voice, and soon she succumbed to the hilarity that only Millicent understood. It filled the whole common room. Alex, no longer able to balance on his heels, fell on his backside to the floor with shout after shout of laughter.

His backside!

Millicent’s face ached, and tears streamed down her face. She would have no voice for the rest of the day unless she got herself under control again, but not even Suzette’s judgmental brow-lifting in her mind could hasten the process. It simply felt too good.

She heard other voices around her saying things like, What has happened? What is so funny? and, Doctor, do something! floating atop the raucous amusement. Their laughter must have brought the whole inn upon them. That was enough to bring her back to earth. She would not make such a spectacle of herself in front of a crowd. A moment later she finally stopped, exhausted and gasping for breath. Just as she suspected, all the other guests, Mrs. Burns, and the servants as well, were gathered watching the three people on the floor with varying degrees of approval amidst their confusion. Millicent was sure Mrs. Hamstead would never wish to speak with her again after witnessing such lack of decorum, but she didn’t care. She hadn’t felt this light in such a long time.

Miss Eldon, recovering first, tried to explain to the others what had happened. Alex, rolling himself onto his knees once more, crept over to Millicent. “Was it all that funny?” he asked.

Millicent wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and bit her lip in a look of apology. No one must ever know whence her thoughts had abducted her. “I am sorry. I cannot think what came over me.”

“Don’t apologize. I think that was just what I needed.” He extended his hand to her, offering to help her stand. He drew near and whispered, “Friends, Millicent? Just for now.”

That smile on his face. It was one she had not seen before. His smiles of the first night had been kind, but in a helpful sort of way, the way a stranger would smile to another stranger in goodwill. The other smiles she had seen since their charade had begun had been tight and reserved. But this smile—this smile reached his eyes. This was a smile passed from one friend to another. This was a smile she infinitely preferred. A smile that she gave in return. “Friends,” she whispered back. “For now.”

He gave one last chuckle and helped her to her feet. The first person who caught her eye was Dr. Talbot, and the smile on his face was one of quiet, sly knowing. When asked for an explanation of her sudden outburst, she sidestepped the answer. “I cannot think what came over me. We were only trying to help Miss Eldon find her brooch. Has anyone seen it? Miss Eldon, will you describe it to them?”

Concern over the brooch overtook the talk amongst the group. Mrs. Burns ordered her staff back to the kitchen to finish the breakfast. Millicent watched as Alex went over to Dr. Talbot and whispered something to him. She thought of what he had said about her purse, and sudden doubt crept into her. A purse, and now a brooch. Not only those, but Mr. Worley’s watch was missing as well. Three things gone missing in not three days. That could not be coincidence. She gave a discreet look about the company.

If there was a thief, who could it be? Mr. Worley was out, having lost something himself. Dr. Talbot? He had not arrived at the Leather Bottle until after the watch and the purse were already missing. Out. Her eyes moved next to Alex, who was still speaking to the doctor.

A sudden dread seized her. Alex? He could have had the chance at any time they were together that first night. She had gone straight up to the room and stayed there, only interacting with him and Dr. Talbot. Although, they’d had to cross the common room to get to the stairs. There was a chance the thief had gotten to her then. It couldn’t be Alex stealing things. Not when they had just become friends. Had he been here when Mr. Worley had found his watch missing? She could not remember now; she needed a good think. She had no proof of anything, only suspicion, like Alex, Dr. Talbot, and Mr. Worley. She would keep her thoughts to herself, and watch.

Mr. Meade stepped up to her, looking as if he had caught her doing something naughty. “I long to know what you were really laughing at, my dear Mrs. Dearborn. I think I shall run distracted trying to hit upon it myself unless you tell me. Do say you will take a turn about the room with me and let me in on the little joke.”

Confiding her unholy thoughts to anyone was the last thing she wished to do. “The matter was hardly worth the absurd fit I had, I assure you. It is worth no one’s time.”

“Come now, you mustn’t be so modest. Never mind, I shall not pry. But a little walk will surely help restore your equilibrium.”

He was all politeness, but just enough across the line of decorum and into a familiarity he had not earned that she involuntarily leaned away from him. “I thank you, but I think sitting quietly with a cup of tea would be the best remedy.”

“Allow me to fetch it for you. Where is that Mrs. Burns? It should have already been set out before breakfast, I’m sure.”

The distaste for his company grew steadily. She thought back to their brief conversation last night before Alex had taken her upstairs. She had not thought him overly familiar last night, only a trifle too flattering. She had known better than to take his flowery compliments seriously, even if they sounded lovely. But now, he had crossed a line she had given him no leave to. Was he the thief among them? What if he was only trying to get close enough to her to steal more from her?

A lot of good that would do him. Unless he fancies working dresses, we’ve nothing left to steal.

Her left thumb traced the bottom of the ring, still safe on her finger inside her glove. In her laughing fit, she had forgotten it was there. This was something worth stealing, to be sure. But whether Mr. Meade was a thief or not, she had had enough of his company. “You are kind, but that will not be necessary.”

Mr. Meade pursued the idea, casting her civil refusal to the side. Without thinking, she looked over to Alex. She thought her face held a neutral expression, but when Alex looked back at her, his eyes darted to Mr. Meade and took on a steely expression. Excusing himself to the doctor, he walked over to them. “Dr. Talbot has some news of Biddy’s cold he would like to inform you of, since you have taken to playing nurse to her,” he said, as smooth as a spoon cutting through a custard. “You’ll excuse us, Mr. Meade. Come, love.”

He did not wait for a reply but took her hand and pulled her to him. She was all too happy to follow. Though it irked her to admit it, Alex may have been right. There was something about Mr. Meade, she found upon further acquaintance, that she could not like.

Yes, that is all very well. You did realize that Alex just called you ‘love’, did you not?

To the contrary, her heart had made sure she was aware of it by leaping into her throat. It was slow coming down now, thudding all the way. Most of her knew he only said it to send a clear message to Mr. Meade. Another part of her tried to reassure herself. That is only what a friend would do, no matter how new that friend was, right? Yet another part, tiny and hesitant, made the observation (to no one in particular, mind) that she liked the pet name very much.


CHAPTER 14
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After breakfast, Alex, along with Dr. Talbot, extended an energetic invitation to Mr. Meade to accompany them to the apothecary on the other side of the village, citing that some of the men of the stranded party should venture out and bring back a report of the weather to the rest of them. Millicent stayed in the common room passing the morning with Miss Eldon and Mrs. Hamstead.

The next hour was spent in conversation, which Millicent tactfully guided away from herself. By the time she needed to check in on Biddy, she had acquired Miss Eldon’s whole history of her life in Nottinghamshire before becoming a governess and teacher. Mrs. Hamstead, not to be outdone, was in the middle of her much lengthier life story, beginning in London and landing temporarily in several places in southern England as her late husband hit upon this enterprise or that as a sure thing, and inevitably gave up before long as “not quite the right thing” for him, when the door to the inn opened.

Millicent, facing it, looked past the two ladies and saw Alex enter with the doctor and Mr. Meade. Mr. Meade went straight into the taproom. Dr. Talbot had a dark bottle in his hands, obviously the tonic. She would have thought nothing of it and returned her attention to Mrs. Hamstead had not Alex, in an obvious attempt to appear normal, assumed a most mysterious air. His eyes darted here and there around the room. He caught Millicent looking at him, her own eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. When she lifted an inquiring brow, he ducked his head and tugged his coat tighter around him with only one hand, the other tucked into his coat, and went up the stairs.

Odd, but Millicent’s attention was captured again by Mrs. Hamstead’s account of a boil she’d once had to remove from her nephew’s neck while staying near Cambridge.

A few minutes later, Alex came down the stairs and made a hard left that led straight back to the kitchen. Another minute later, he appeared again carrying a pot big enough to roast a chicken. This time he did not meet Millicent’s eye, and quite deliberately. He took the stairs two at a time, like an eager little boy.

Millicent tapped her finger on the table. He was up to something.

A wife would find out what he was about.

She countered her own thoughts. Well, that did depend, didn’t it? Was she the kind of wife—would she be the kind of wife (for she was not married, was she? Such a slip of the tongue, or, mind, as it were…) to inquire and demand answers if her husband was acting suspiciously? Or would she be the kind of wife who knew when to turn a blind eye, knowing it was probably in her best interest to do so?

I am the nosy kind of wife. Go and find out.

“Yes, I am.”

“What was that, Mrs. Dearborn?”

Startled, Millicent looked between Miss Eldon and Mrs. Hamstead. Surely, she had not said that out loud? But their expectant faces told her otherwise. “I…cannot think of what I meant to say. It quite slipped my mind. But do forgive me, I believe Mr. Dearborn needs me.”

Excusing herself thus, she made her way up the stairs and to their room. She opened the door and saw Alex nearly jump out of his skin, whirling around to face her. “Is it only you?” he asked.

“Yes, of course. What are you about?” she asked.

“It is nothing, I assure you. Close the door.”

She complied. “Something is going on, and you have done a horrible job trying to cover it up. What is it?”

“Look, miss,” Biddy said from the bed. “Isn’t it a dear one?”

Millicent turned to look at her, and more importantly, to the little black ball of fur in her hands that proclaimed its identity with a tiny ‘mew.’

“What is a kitten doing in here?” She turned to Alex. “Where did you find it?”

“While I was out. It was near the blacksmith’s, tangled in the bushes.”

“And you just took it? What about its mother?”

“It is old enough it doesn’t need her anymore. I think.”

“You think? Put it back at once. The last thing we need is a kitten.”

“Oh, but look at it, miss,” Biddy said. “It’s sickly, with crawlers all over it too, poor thing.”

The word ‘crawlers’ sent Millicent into a repulsive panic. “You mean fleas? Oh! No. Alex, absolutely not. I will not countenance you bringing an infested animal into our room. Take it away at once! Put it back where it belongs.”

Alex went over and took the kitten from Biddy, the action making it squeal all the more. “But only look at it. You will see that it does not belong anywhere. It’s hardly more than skin and bones, see?”

She turned her head, eyes closed. “Do not bring that thing near me. The very thought of fleas is making me shiver. I do not want it, Mr. Dearborn. Alex!”

The sound of mewing right in front of her told he had not heeded a word she had said. She kept her eyes shut. “I will not look at it.”

“Come now, Millicent. How could you say no to the poor creature? It clearly needs help, if it is going to live,” Alex said.

To live?

So now, if it dies, it would be my fault, is that the way of it? Oh, dear…

Against her better judgement, she opened one eye, then the other. In front of her, so tiny it fit in the palm of Alex’s hand, the kitten lay on a handkerchief. Thin and sickly, it tried to blink against the encrusted yellow muck drying around its eyes. With the dull light from the window, she saw any number of fleas making its black fur come alive with movement. The kitten looked here and there, trying to make out its predicament while half-blind, and finally rested on Millicent before letting out a pitiful, squeaky meow. Millicent’s heart did exactly what she’d known it would do when presented with such a pathetic sight.

It melted completely.

Tears sprang to her eyes. Her face fell and her lips pursed into a sympathetic pout. “Oh, you poor little thing!” She shot her hands out to take the kitten, handkerchief and all, out of Alex’s hands and nestled it against her chest. To Alex she gave a great scowl, for it was, of course, his fault that her tender feminine instinct had been thus aroused.

“What?” Alex asked over the kitten’s cries. “I did not make it look like that.”

“Never mind. We must clean it up this instant. We need hot water and some sort of basin—oh! That is why you snuck that pot up here. A basin would be better. Could you not have managed that?”

Alex shrugged. “I did the best I could without being noticed, thank you.”

Millicent sighed. “We shall have to make do, then. Go down and call for some hot water to be brought up. No, you’d better stay and bring the hot water up yourself, and do not forget some dry towels. I do not think Mrs. Burns would like us bringing in such vermin, do you? We must keep it hidden until it is a bit more presentable. Do you think you could bring some milk up as well? The poor dear must be starving.”

Alex heard all this with his brows falling steadily down over his eyes. “You seem to have taken quite a shine to it. Why all the protest?”

“Oh, let me make myself perfectly plain, Mr. Alex Dearborn: I am not happy about this at all. I told you I did not need one more thing to look after, but did you listen? No. And now I cannot stand by and let this poor creature suffer as it is. The fleas must be scrubbed away, its eyes wiped clean, and its belly filled before I can do anything else. So please make haste with the tasks I’ve given you. Oh, you poor little thing,” she said to the kitten, bringing it up to her cheek for a nuzzle. The remembrance of the fleas combined with the musty animal odor coming of it made her jerk it away to arm’s length. She handed the kitten back to Biddy and turned to face Alex. He was still standing there. Why had he not moved?

She was just about to scold him for his inaction, but his expression stopped her, a strange sort of fascination swirling in his eyes as he looked her up and down. Her heart thudded against its cage, and a flush crept up her neck and stole into her cheeks. Alex saw this and still looked on, a small smile lifting one of his cheeks. There was admiration in his eyes, but also something else, an intensity of some sort that made Millicent feel quite heady. Few were the men who had ever looked at her as Alex was just now, and even fewer the times.

This would never do.

“Well?” she said sharply.

“Yes, ma’am!”

Shaking himself, he made for the door. Mumbled words accompanied his retreat. Millicent could not make out everything he said, but the word “managing” left the room with him.

“Can I name it, miss? Oh please?” Biddy asked from the bed.

Millicent handed the kitten back to her. “As long as it is not Blackie, then yes.”
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Alex made his way to the kitchen, his lips pursed in thoughtfulness. Millicent Westwood was of high birth. She had been born into this world with every need and want provided for her. Everything needed to produce a spoiled, selfish woman, a woman only concerned with gossip and fashion and bowing down to the powers that be in hopes of raising her own consequence, like so many others of her kind, had been provided to her. He had been sure of this reckoning of her character before he had come to Highgate. Before he’d met her.

But now?

Now they were friends, and he was liking her more and more. It was her laughter that had done it. Yes, she was beautiful, but watching her render herself helpless with amusement had been the best thing he had witnessed for a long time, all because they’d bumped into each other. Finally, he conceded she would never fit the mold his mind had formed for people like her. She was simply a girl. A girl who was not to blame for the sins of her class. She was simply Millicent.

Perhaps she was a little spoiled, certainly stubborn. She did not hesitate to take command and dole out orders as she had just done. When she had finally looked at the kitten, her expression had put Alex into a sort of trance as he’d tried to further puzzle out just what kind of a woman she really was. Not only had sympathy filled her countenance, it had filled the entire room. Despite being against the idea of keeping the kitten, her directions and commands had not come from a place of power, but of compassion.

Anything, it seemed, that was weak and in need of aid, whether it be a maid or a kitten, could find a champion in Millicent Westwood. She was not like the others of her kind, whose very thought had made his temper boil for so many years now. Beautiful, kind, lively—this thought with a wry smile on his lips—and compassionate. All these things he was fast coming to recognize and appreciate in her.

Before he rounded the corner to the kitchen, snarling words of anger met his ears, followed by a high-pitched yelp of pain, first once, then several times. Picking up his steps, he entered the kitchen and beheld the waiter holding up a poker, red hot from the coals, ramming it into a round hole carved into the wall where a small dog ran in a wheel connected to the turnspit, rotating the mutton at a furious pace as it tried to escape the poker and the waiter’s harsh words.

“What do you think you are doing?” Alex roared. He was on the man in two steps, grabbing him by the collar and fairly flinging him across the room, to the shock of the two chambermaids standing in the corner boiling sheets in a large pot of water. Before the waiter could regain his footing, Alex sent him sprawling onto the floor with a right fist to the jaw at the foot of chambermaids. “How dare you treat that creature in such a way!”

The waiter, not terribly hurt by the blow for Alex had only meant to stun him, rose with a hand to his jaw, glaring. “’S’not my fault. The little brute’s got a job to do, or he don’t get no dinner himself.”

Alex eyed the turnspit mechanics and the stringy haunch of mutton roasting over the fire. “How long has he been at it?” he asked.

“At it? Hours, I don’t know how many. He’s done when the meat’s done.”

Alex went over to the wheel in the wall, situated just above his head, and looked in. The dog, a scrawny, wire-haired sort of mongrel with bushy tufts and whiskers on its face and a long body above short stubby legs, cowered away as much as he could while still turning the wheel in a dogged trot, eyeing him in fear. Alex could see the burn marks where the poker had hit home, and he could smell the burnt flesh and hair. Anger at the abuse of something so helpless roiled inside him. He knew this was not the only turnspit dog to suffer such a life. He could not help them all, but he might help this one.

He lifted a finger through the spokes of the wheel. The ferocity with which this gesture was met had him jerking his hand back to avoid the dog’s snapping jaws.

“You see?” said the waiter. “He’d as soon bite you than anything. He’s vicious, he is, sir.”

“He don’t bite me,” said one of the chambermaids, stirring the sheets in the pot with a large wooden paddle. “But I don’t kick him every chance I get like you and Mrs. Burns do.”

Alex turned on the waiter. “It is a weak man who abuses the dumb animal under his dominion. If I hear any more yelps coming from here while I am in this inn, I shall come straight at you again, my boy.”

The waiter set his jaw at an insolent angle but remained silent.

Alex looked about the kitchen. “I need hot water at once and washcloths, clean ones. Also, a basin of warm milk. Quickly, now! I do not have time for stupid questions about my business.”

“What kept you?” Millicent asked when he returned.

“I had to plant someone a facer for hurting a dog. Here you are.”

“I—beg your pardon?”
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Once she was assured that most, if not all, of the fleas were left floating atop the now filthy water in the pot, an hour of petting and playing with an adorable kitten did much to restore Alex’s temporary fall from Millicent’s grace. “For she is a sweet little thing, isn’t she?” she crooned as she and Biddy sat on the bed stroking the kitten, trying to coax her to sleep. “Have you thought of a name for her, Biddy?”

“I was thinkin’ Midnight, miss. She’s so black.”

“Midnight. Just the thing. Hello, Midnight. Aren’t you a clever little thing?” she purred, scratching the kitten behind the ear. “Midnight, little Middy—oh! Middy, Biddy!”

Both women gasped and giggled at the discovery until Alex, standing over them all the while, cleared his throat with only the slightest tremor in his voice. “I shall leave her to the two of you, then. She must be tired after all we have put her through. Excuse me. Be sure to lock the door if you leave, will you?” He pulled the key out of his right pocket and set it on the table.

Taking the washcloths and other things to return to the kitchen, he packed himself off downstairs so he would not laugh at the scene he had just witnessed. Not that he would mock the two of them for making so much of a little abandoned kitten, it was only too adorable not to laugh. But doubtless they would take it the wrong way. Millicent would, most certainly, and he had no wish to further the ire between them just now. They had only become friends that very morning, and he wished to keep it that way.

In the kitchen, the mutton had been taken off the fire. The dog was not in the wheel and nowhere to be seen. One of the maids, chopping potatoes, directed him to put the used things near the sink. She would see to them. Alex nodded his thanks and cast a glance about the room, hoping to catch a bit of fur in one of the corners or under the table. Nothing.

“What did you want with ’em?”

He started, looking at the maid. “What?”

She nodded to the pot and pile of washcloths. “What did you need ‘em for?”

“Ah, I—er—needed a shave,” he said, which was a horrible answer, for he had not shaven since he had arrived at the inn. In wishing to give Millicent and Biddy as much privacy as he could in the mornings, he had decided to leave the room before they awoke, then had forgotten about his face as the day advanced. He resisted putting a hand up to rub the scruff itching his jawline.

The look on the maid’s face told him she thought it was a horrible answer too. “Shave with a pot? Is that why you didn’t shave? We have basins for that, sir.”

“Yes. I’ll remember that. It smells delicious. Good day,” he said, making his escape.


CHAPTER 15
[image: ]



Once she saw Biddy back in bed resting, with Middy curled up next to her on the bed, Millicent went downstairs to pass the rest of the afternoon in the common room. She had finished Paradise Lost, and perhaps Miss Eldon would have another book she might lend to her. At the foot of the stair, she bethought herself of something. She had not been outside since the first night she and Biddy had stumbled into the village. The snow from the day before had prohibited any outside activity, but though the clouds lay low across the sky and a heavy fog had hidden the morning, the weather was clear for the time being, and she felt a keen need for some fresh air.

Up the stairs again, unlocking the door as quietly as she could, she grabbed her cloak and went back down again through the common room to the entrance. As she passed the taproom a voice called out, “My dear Mrs. Dearborn!”

Turning to the sound, she saw Mr. Meade sitting at the bar, a pint of ale raised in salute toward her. “You are not leaving us, are you?” he asked, his words accompanied by a jovial slur.

It is four o’ clock. Is that where he has been all day?

She smiled kindly in return. “Only an airing, Mr. Meade. Bid you good day.”

“But you’ll be back? You will not leave us without your pretty company, and your lovely voice?”

“I shall be back,” she said a bit haltingly, but playing along as she swung her cloak round her shoulders and went out the door.

A walk once up and down the length of the main road of Bagot was all she needed. The ground was still frozen and hard in most places, and the mud puddles were easily avoided or leapt over. The crisp air clipped at her lungs, cleaning out the foul smell of the tallow candles that had accumulated during her time inside the inn. Her thumb constantly sought out the ring and moved it about on her finger. A bit of sunshine on her face—and she could not have asked for more and would have stayed out a bit longer had not the task of finding a path amidst the mud consumed her attention.

She went back inside the Leather Bottle feeling much more the thing after twenty minutes in the cold. Passing through the common room, she saw Mrs. Hamstead sitting in the booth in the corner dozing. She still looked stiff, even half-asleep. In the middle of the room sat Alex with Mr. Worley and Dr. Talbot playing cards. Alex glanced up, catching her movement. He sent her a smile in greeting before turning back to his cards.

Millicent had to stop herself from smiling wide in return, a sudden happiness or excitement boiling up in her middle.

It was only a smile, and such a small one. Why should it make me feel this way?

It had been a small smile. That was not what had made her insides flutter. Once he had seen it was her, his whole face had lit up. She had not known she could elicit such a reaction. She bit her lip against the conceit of the idea. Perhaps not. Perhaps he was only play-acting, making sure those around them had nothing to suspect about their real situation.

Of course, that must be it. And she would play her part too. They were friends now, but Alex Dearborn must only be doing what he thought his duty. She must remember that.

Going up the stairs, a shadow covered her from above. She looked up and recognized the figure of Mr. Meade standing at the top of the stair. At least, swaying more than standing, but with a wide grin on his face. “Mrs. Dearborn, my dear Mrs. Dearborn.”

He is quite fond of calling me that, isn’t he?

She heartily agreed with her irritated thoughts. “Mr. Meade,” she said in a civil tone with enough bite in it to convey that she had no wish for conversation just now. When she got to the top of the stair, he made no move to clear the way and instead reached down and took her hand. She closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose against the fumes of drink coming off him. “Will you not sing for us again tonight? I declare, I cannot go another evening without hearing your lovely voice, my songbird. Do say you will.”

My songbird? I think not!

She pulled her hand away. “Mr. Meade, you forget yourself. Excuse me, please.”

He caught her hand again, quicker than she had time to put it out of reach, and stepped back, pulling her up with him.

“Mr. Meade!”

“No, I shan’t let you by until you say you will sing tonight. And sing a song only for me.” He let out a long string of laughter, ludicrous in its slurry drunkenness.

“Millicent?” came Alex’s voice from the common room, laced with sudden concern.

Mr. Meade wagged a finger at her. “Sing a song, just for me. Only between the two of us. You cannot be so cruel to say no. And I shall pay you. No, do not run away. I shall pay you with a kiss, shall I? Yes, a kiss to show my thanks.”

Millicent cried out. Grinning, Mr. Meade grasped her shoulders and bent down, apparently wishing to pay in advance. “Alex!”

A great rushing noise was heard below as she struggled to dodge the protruding lips closing in on her. The thunder of his boots against the wood floor was intensified by the veritable snarl coming from his throat as Alex charged up the stairs. Both sounds sent a wave of relief through her. Mr. Meade looked down. “Ah, Dearborn. Have you come to kiss your wife too? You shall have to wait your turn, my good fellow, for I was before you⁠—”

An instant later, Alex rammed against him, sending both men tumbling to the floor.

“Alex, he is drunk,” Millicent said.

“You dare!” Alex hissed, hovering over Mr. Meade. He picked the man up by the lapels of his coat and raised a threatening fist.

“Alex, no!” Millicent rushed over and grabbed his hand, pulling it back. The fire burned in his eye, jaw tense with bared, gritted teeth. He looked positively fearsome. “Do not hurt him. I only want him to leave me alone. Just look at the state he is in. He hardly knows what is going on.”

Indeed, Mr. Meade blinked at Alex through bleary eyes, completely discombobulated. “Have I gotten myself into a row? Five shillings says I rout you, Dearborn. What do you say?”

A door opened to their right and Miss Eldon’s frightened face appeared. “What is going on? Oh!”

Alex’s taut frame relaxed a little. He looked at Millicent, panting from his efforts. “Are you hurt?”

“No. I promise, I am not.”

“Steady on, Mr. Dearborn,” Dr. Talbot said from the stairwell, with Mr. Worley close behind.

Alex took in a long breath, then shook off Millicent’s hold on his hand before shoving Mr. Meade back to the floor. “Pack up your things, Mr. Meade. You will not stay at this inn another hour.”

“Really?” asked Mr. Meade. “Where are we going?”

“I neither know nor care. You are fortunate I don’t call you out for the insult my wife has sustained. Get out.”

“Insult?” Mr. Meade grumbled as he propped himself up on an elbow. “I would never insult so pretty a thing as Mrs. Dearborn. Only wanted a song.”

“Bring him to the taproom,” Dr. Talbot said. “He can sleep it off. Mr. Worley, if you’ll lend me a hand. There’s nothing to fret over, Miss Eldon, all’s well now. Stand aside, Mr. Dearborn, and tend to your wife. We don’t need you.”

Sending one more steely look Mr. Meade’s way, Alex rose and allowed Dr. Talbot and Mr. Worley to pass him. He held out his hand to Millicent. “Come with me.”

It was no difficult thing to place her hand in his and flee from the embarrassing scene. While the other men helped Mr. Meade to his feet, Alex led her to their room. “The key?”

Fumbling, she produced it from her pocket. He unlocked the door and rushed in, running a hand through his hair. “Forgive me, Biddy,” he said to the wide-eyed maid sitting on the bed playing with Middy.

Millicent placed herself quietly against the wall and rubbed her hands up and down her arms, trying to wipe away the crawling feeling Mr. Meade’s touch had left. She watched Alex as he paced about the small room looking rather like a wild cat in a cage.

“You are sure you’re not hurt?” he asked, stopping in front of her.

She nodded patiently. “Very sure. There was nothing vicious about him.”

“That is no excuse,” he shot back.

“It is not, of course, but it did not warrant a beating.”

“I beg to differ,” he growled and continued his pacing. “I should throw him out the door myself.”

“What happened?” Biddy asked.

“Never mind, Biddy,” Millicent said. “Alex?”

He paid her no mind, running his fingers through his hair.

She pushed herself off the wall and stood in front of him, taking his hand. “Alex, stop. Look at me.”

He stared down at their hands for some moments before finally obeying, slowly raising his hazel eyes to her deep blue ones. “Thank you,” she said, in all earnestness. “Thank you for coming when I needed you. I knew you would, even if you do wish me a thousand miles off.”

“It is not that—how could you think that I would…” he began, then took a moment to recover himself. “That isn’t true.”

She grimaced. “Two thousand miles? You can be honest. I will not be hurt by it.”

He huffed a laugh. “Only a hundred, perhaps,” he amended.

There. That is more like it.

Her eyes sparkled in amusement. “I see. I shall do my best to oblige you when we are able to leave this place.”

Stifled merriment sprang into his own eyes. “See that you do. Will you stay here until I see to Mr. Meade? Do not fret, I have myself well in hand now. But I will not have him in this inn another night. Stay here and keep Biddy company, will you?”

Millicent nodded. “Very well. It is what I planned to do anyway. I shall ask Miss Eldon to visit. I shall tell her what happened, so she does not come to false conclusions.”

“A good plan. I will smooth it over with the gentlemen as well.”

He stood there still, nodding and looking about the room, as if waiting for something. Millicent gave him a little push. “All is well. I am well. Now, away with you.”
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Millicent spent a great deal of time before dinner explaining, first to Miss Eldon, then Mrs. Hamstead, what had happened on the stair. Mrs. Hamstead, upon hearing the tale, went off into a tirade of the evils of liquors and spirits and how it had affected various members of her acquaintance. She spun the tale such a long time that Millicent was near to nodding off.

Miss Eldon’s response was much more succinct and came with another book. “I am glad your husband was near at hand. He dealt with the man quite appropriately, in my opinion. A lady should not be subject to the vulgarities strong drink can produce.”

At the dining hour, conversation in the common room buzzed around the incident and the subsequent removal of Mr. Meade, who had found lodging with an obliging solicitor down the lane, a man known to Dr. Talbot. Alex and Millicent had little time to speak to one another, and Millicent, quite worn out from the day, pleaded her fatigue and excused herself to the room.

“I’ll take you up, if I may?” Dr. Talbot said, appearing at her elbow.

She smiled and took his offered arm. “Yes, thank you.”

“I am off early in the morning, rain, snow, or shine. So, I will say my farewells to you tonight. It has been a pleasure knowing you, Mrs. Dearborn.” He looked over his shoulder to see how far they were from the rest of the company. “I should say Miss Westwood, but if you’ll forgive me for saying so, Mrs. Dearborn quite suits you.”

Millicent ducked her head, flushing with a pleasure that surprised her. “It is only because you have been obliged to call me that.”

“Ay, that’s so. I’m sure you look like Miss Westwood to your family.”

“Thank you for your kindness to us while we have had to play out this farce. You were not obliged to, and I am exceedingly grateful.”

He shook his head. “Pshaw, ma’am. All these fancy words for an old country doctor.”

“An old friend, I hope,” she said. She gave his arm a squeeze and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I should like to hear from you from time to time after all this. If you would give us your direction?”

He flushed, beaming from her kiss. “I am glad to see you hold me in higher regard than Mr. Meade.”

“Oh, there is no comparison, sir!” she replied, laughing.

He chuckled with her and patted her hand. They had arrived at her door. “Do write. And invite me to your wedding. I feel sure Mr. Dearborn would not object, if I am to be an old friend, after all.”

“Mr. Dearborn?” she said, going still.

Dr. Talbot smiled at her much in the same way her father did, full of indulgence and fondness. “As I said, the name suits you. I think the man attached to it does as well. It has only been two days, true, but I’ve a sort of eye for these kinds of things. But there, I’ve gone and confused you. I’ll say nothing more.” He leaned in and gave her a returning salute on her cheek. “I bid you safest journey.”

Once in her room, Millicent stoked the fire—awkwardly—and settled herself in the chair with the new book. However, while Biddy ate her supper with one hand and shoved away Middy’s constant investigations with the other, Millicent did not turn a single page for a very long time.
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The men in the common room having been scolded by Mrs. Burns for wasting the candles, Alex bid them goodnight at ten o’ clock and went upstairs. The sound of the latch must have startled Millicent, for she was facing the door with big eyes and a hand laid across her chest. “I’m sorry, I thought you would have been asleep by now,” he said.

“You’re here. How late is it? Have you been playing cards all this time?”

“Yes, Mr. Worley is quite fond of them.”

She nodded and cocked her head. “Has he found his watch yet?”

Alex shook his head. “He did not say, and I did not ask. I did, however, relieve him of a few guineas. With a bit more luck, perhaps I shall be able to pay the outrageous bill Mrs. Burns will no doubt give me after all this.”

He had meant it as a jest, but Millicent’s face told him at once he had said it to the wrong person.

“I shall pay you back, I promise,” she said in a small voice.

“I didn’t mean—forgive me, I spoke without thinking. Have you been up here reading all this time? I saw the other ladies playing whist downstairs as well. Why do you not play?”

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Oh, I—I would much rather read, you see.”

Alex pressed his lips together, disbelieving. “You watched the games we played last night; you obviously enjoy yourself. Why not take up Dr. Talbot’s invitation yesterday when he kept you company? There is little enough to do here, as he said.”

For a moment, she said nothing, but Alex saw the wheels of her mind turning behind pensive eyes. “I can’t,” she said at last.

“Can’t what? Can’t play? Yes, you can. You know how, I feel sure. I saw you.”

“Saw me what?”

He smiled grimly. “Do you know what ‘tells’ are? Everyone has ways of unconsciously giving hints at what their cards might be without realizing that they do it. You have them too.”

She lowered a wary brow at him, looking worried. “What do you mean?”

“You were at the doctor’s elbow last night watching. Every time he played a card that had him losing, you would pinch your lips together.”

Millicent blinked, looking back on the scene in her mind. “I did not.”

“It was small. Barely noticeable, but there, nonetheless. Every time he made a poor play, you knew. So why do you say you cannot play?”

She kept her eyes down, fidgeting with her fingers. “It is not that I do not know how to play. I know all the rules of piquet, whist, silver loo, faro, vignt-et-un, all of them. I can play, it is just that I am not really allowed to.”

He drew his brows down. “You are not allowed to? Your parents forbid it?”

She took a deep breath, scrunching up one side of her face. “Yes…and no. It is not quite like that. I can play, a few of them at least. The harmless ones. There is just so much difficulty surrounding it that I choose not to. I cannot play unless either my mother or father is watching me. I—I have a curse, you see.”

He bent a confused look at her before putting his back to the wall and sliding down to sit on the floor. “Curse? Did you have a run in with a disagreeable witch? Ah, you must have made up a story about how the two of you met and her reaction was less generous than mine.”

She gave a little laugh. “No, no. That is what I have taken to call it. The family curse. Bad blood.”

Alex took this confession in and studied it a moment. How could someone as beautiful and kind, tenacious and witty, have bad blood running through her? What curse did she think she had? It was easy to surmise. She would hardly look at a deck of cards, much less touch them. “Gaming?” he asked quietly.

She nodded, ducking her head in shame.

“How much did you lose?”

“Lose? Nothing.”

“Nothing?” he asked, perplexed.

“It was discovered when I was only a girl, but after that episode my mother was quite adamant. I have her family’s bad blood at the gaming table.”

“How young?”

“Seven.”

“Seven!” he cried. His mind circled around her words, eliciting a most perplexed frown. “How would a girl of seven manage that?”

“I did, I assure you.”

“Tell me.”

She lifted her eyes. “What?”

“What happened?”

She strummed her fingers on her leg, thinking. For a moment Alex was sure she would decline or change the subject, but she tilted her head as if casting caution to the wind. “Before he went off to Eton, my brother George would come into the nursery to teach me the card games our father was teaching him. He would teach me, and then we would practice. I loved it. The games were so amusing, and I was a quick study. George said so, and my father after him.

“Before long, I was good enough at several that George said we could start playing for stakes. I liked piquet best. He brought in a tin full of biscuits, marbles, pretty rocks, silly things…really, we were only children.”

“You were able to play piquet at seven years old?” Alex asked incredulously.

She nodded. “For me, the plays were always so simple. I always knew which cards were the best to put down, and even when I had a poor hand, I could manage—or bluff my way to winning. It was like that with most any game I played. My father and mother wondered at it. Afterward, Mama said it was the bad blood that made me so good.”

Alex nodded, not sure what to think of this new unveiling of her character. “Go on.”

“We played, George and I, and I kept winning. By the end of an hour, I had won nearly all he had. He was fuming. The last hand we played, he cried out in frustration as I routed him yet again, and Mama heard. She had not known George had taught me to play, and she was so angry that she told me to give everything back. I was too young to have all those things, and George was wrong to teach me—give it all back.”

Her face darkened as if battling the memories inside her. “But I had won them. They were my winnings I had earned honorably. I had followed all the rules of the game. They were mine. When Mama said this, George was on my side at once. He told Mama that honor made it impossible for him to take everything back unless he won them from me. He was not angry anymore. He defended me, but Mama was adamant. She would not listen, no matter what we said. When I began to cry, she came over and tried to take them from me. I became so angry, I quite lost my senses.

“It was—it was so unfair. So unjust. Even at seven years old, I knew it was not fair. I had done everything right. George said they were mine. No matter how angry he was, he knew I had won honorably, and I trusted him. Then Mama said it was bad of me, and when she made to take my things, I went at her like a wildcat. I do not remember much of it. Well, I do, but it is like a whirlwind in my head. I remember being very angry. Every part of me from my head down to my toes felt ready to burst.

“I was often unruly as a child, I am told, but this was the worst episode. Hitting, scratching, even biting on my part to try to protect my winnings. It was just not fair. It wasn’t until Mama boxed my ears over and over that I could stop. She was crying just as much as I was by the end, and locked me in the nursery alone until she could find my father. By then she was certain of the cause. She knew I had the bad blood, the curse of her family.”

Alex listened to all this with a quiet frown on his face. “It came out of you at seven years old? This bad blood?”

She gave a small shrug of her shoulder. “I do not suppose bad blood practices discretion. It comes out when it pleases.”

He grunted, not sure what to think. Some instinct told him her story was only that of a child realizing an injustice and not getting her own way. Still, bad blood was in the world. Entire family dynasties had been ravaged by bad blood in the past. “Who else in your family has it, this curse of yours?”

“Several ancestors on my mother’s side, the closest relative being my uncle. He is forever gaming at one place or another. He has an insatiable thirst for the cards and has caused much grief for my grandparents, forever pressing them for money to resolve his embarrassments. I think it broke my mother’s heart, discovering her daughter had the same affliction.”

“I don’t know if I would call it that. I do not know what I think of all this, really. And you have not played since? You still remember how to play after all that time?”

“I told you I can play, my mother and father just need to be by my side, watching me and playing my stakes for me.”

“No,” he said, disbelieving. “I have never heard the like.”

“It is true. Mama insisted. But I realized very quickly it would not do at all, especially once I was presented and out in society. We did not wish for anyone to know, as I am sure you can understand. So now, at any gathering, I simply watch. My father, though, he never took my curse⁠—”

Alex grimaced. “I do not think it is a curse, really.” The more she said it, the more he disliked the term. Had she really thought of herself in that way for so long?

She only shrugged, smiling. “There are probably better ways of phrasing it. Mama calls it my condition, but that sounds as if I am forever ill, and I never get ill. In any event, my father never took it as seriously as my mother. He certainly does not think my uncle has bad blood, but only a faulty character. So, he would play with me in his study. He taught me many things George could not as a child, and not only card games, but chess and backgammon.

“He never said it, but I believe he thought the best thing for me was to manage the bad blood, not to hide it away, to learn to control myself. If I needed watching when stakes were in play, he only did it to please Mama. She will never believe otherwise. And…there. That is why I do not play. It is easier this way.”

Alex slowly nodded several times. It was a bizarre tale, to be sure. He could himself feel the injustice she must have felt as a girl, thinking—knowing—she was in the right only to have her biscuits and pretty rocks stripped from her. He understood. He would have been—was—angry about it too. She had said she was good, a quick study. He put aside trying to make sense of her story, curiosity taking hold. Rising, he went over to one of his portmanteaux. “Show me.”

She looked him a question. “What?”

He produced a deck of cards. “Show me how good you are. Here, sit with me by the fire. You do not mind the floor for a few minutes?”

She watched him sit down again and shuffle the deck, unsure. “I shouldn’t.”

“No stakes. That is acceptable, right? You can play when there are no stakes?”

“Well, yes,” she said, looking around uncomfortably.

“How old are you, Millicent?”

“How old—? One and twenty.”

“You are one and twenty, have a perfectly sound head on your shoulders, when you are not thinking of highwaymen or running away from men who do not want to marry you. Have you found your mother yet, by the by?”

“Found my—what?” she asked, frowning.

“Are you looking for your mother?”

“Of course not.”

“Good. Because,” he said, leaning toward her, whispering, “she is not here.”

He threw the final card down in front of her for piquet. She stared at the card before her for what seemed like ages, but finally joined him on the floor. “I suppose it could not hurt,” she murmured and picked up her hand, arranging it to her liking.

“Don’t worry, I won’t cry rope on you. Our little secret. You played a card game for your own amusement, nothing more. However, the four horsemen might answer this clarion call at any moment, so we must hurry.”

She held back a laugh and scolded him with her eyes in good humor. A look that suited her much better than the morose expression she had worn throughout her tale. In fact, his heart set off at a gallop. She had his good will to look at him like that all day.

“Mama is certain that if left unchecked, I shall lose every penny I have and more to the curse of the cards. That I shall never find a good husband, like Suzette did, and if I do, I shall bring him and the whole family to ruin.”

“Who is Suzette?”

“My sister. She was married two years ago to a baron.”

“Does she know about your curse?”

“Oh, yes,” she replied rather shortly.

Her tone was light, but the shame for her condition was apparent. Alex wanted to see for himself just what kind of a curse she thought she had. He would not bring up stakes just yet, but if they were to spend another day and a night stranded here, perhaps she would show him.

They began. Millicent played conservatively at first, but once she saw Alex’s bolder moves, her shoulders settled, and she relaxed into her plays. Her cards were not thrown down with the confidence that he showed, rather with a quiet assurance about her, soft but steady. It was not long before Alex realized he was playing against a dangerous opponent. She took nearly every trick with ease. Once or twice, a smile would flit over her lips as she watched his move. Moments later she would take the trick, leaving him at a standstill.

“Vignt-et-un,” he said. He stood and stripped his coat off, tossing it onto the chair. This was war. “You know that one?”

“Yes,” came the simple answer.

He went to pick up the cards, but she pulled the rest to herself, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. “I have most of them, you see. Allow me.”

He watched as she worked with the cards, shuffling with the speed of any seasoned player. She was beautiful, but he had always been drawn in by her bewitching eyes and lovely face. This was the first opportunity he had to make a study of her hands. Smooth, delicate. The deft flick of her wrist as she dealt the cards was the most intriguing. The movement was mesmerizing. He watched her, almost trance-like.

Before he knew what he was thinking, a vision of him reaching out came into his mind’s eye. In the vision, he encased her hand in his hand. A swift motion brought her soft, creamy wrist up to his lips, where he placed a long, full kiss on it, just to feel how soft her skin really was. In his head he kissed it again and again.

“Your play, Mr. Dearborn.”

Millicent’s voice, which had no part in his involuntary imaginings, shook him back to reality. He tried to swallow the sudden lump in his throat, as big and dry as a rock on a dusty summer road. Such musings were pointless, completely unnecessary. This was Millicent Westwood. Nothing could be more disastrous to his plans than falling in love with her. She had thoroughly rejected him, along with twenty thousand pounds. A sure sign not to let his thoughts wander down pleasant paths, if there ever was one.

They played several hands, her skill apparent instantly. “What are your parents like?” she asked.

Alex played a card before answering. Going down that road, are we? “My mother is lovely. So lovely she can’t help but make everything around her lovely as well.”

Like you.

His jaw clenched. How did that thought fly through his head so fluently? Not like Millicent. If anything, Millicent made everything around her more difficult. Until she laughed so much that she filled the house with light, or commandeered authority over an emaciated kitten because she could not stand to see something suffer.

“You must hold her in high regard, if you came to Highgate on her recommendation,” she said, hesitant.

He nodded, looking at his hand. “She is wise in many ways. And it is always wise to heed her counsel. I’ll draw.” She flipped over a card for him. That put him at sixteen. He screwed his lips. “Hold.”

“Even when you think you are right?” Millicent flipped her cards over, a queen and a three. She drew and produced a five. Eighteen. Blast.

He took in a breath. They were treading near some tricky terrain. He liked Millicent better now, but he would not deviate from his intended course. He could not afford to prove his mother right, nor did he wish to offend Millicent. “As a man of business, it is best to look at all the paths you have before you. Scrutinize all your options to ensure you’ve chosen the best course.”

She hummed, understanding. They continued to play. “And China is the best of your options? What is in China? Besides tea and silk?”

Death, his mother’s voice rang through his head.

“All manner of spices. Porcelain is always in high demand. I imagine you have several pieces of blue and white at Highgate,” he replied aloud.

“We do, as a matter of fact. Though I love the simple white pieces best. That means I can paint them.”

“You paint?” Alex asked, snatching at an opening in the conversation that would take them away from his parents. He hoped she would not backtrack and ask about his father.

“I love to paint. And draw,” she replied, placing her final hand on the floor.

“And win, apparently,” Alex murmured, routed again.

She looked an apology at him, but not without a pleased smile. “Do you wish to try your luck at casino? Loo, perhaps?” she asked.

He looked at her, wondering. “I do not play cards to excess, but neither I am a mean hand at them. You’ve routed me in a game that relies so heavily on chance. How did you do it?”

Merriment shone in her eyes. “You ask me to reveal my secrets? Never, but only because I have none.”

He chuckled. “There must be something. What are you thinking as we play? Your talent is uncommon.”

She looked about, at a loss. “I am not sure what it is. Once I know the rules of play, it all just comes to me. I watch my opponent, watch his face, his hands, searching for those tells. Yes, I know what those are. I take stock of what cards are in play or still in the deck. It is just thinking, I think.”

“You’ve been watching me?” he asked. He should not feel so pleased about it and took in a breath to try to ease his heartbeat. “I did not notice.”

“You have been talking,” she answered.

“Ah, you tricked me, then.”

She smiled in response to his teasing tone. “No. I was curious about your family, truly. I merely took advantage of the opportunity. Two birds with one stone.”

“You said you learned chess,” he said before she had a chance to go back to the subject of family. “How many moves can you see before they are played? Have you ever counted?”

She opened her eyes at that, and Alex saw her move into herself, into her mind to search for the answer. “Only…seven? Eight?” she said after a moment.

“Seven or eight?” he said, incredulous.

“Is that good? Papa always says I give him a run for his money, but sometimes I think he only says that to make me feel better.”

Alex shook his head, wondering at her. “Yes, yes, that is quite good. I think you have a very analytical mind.”

She looked at him rather cynically. “An analytical mind is not exactly an asset to a female. It certainly will not help in finding a husband, as my sis—as I understand it. And I cannot tell if you think it is good or bad. Does it—could it be connected to—” She stopped, not sure how to go on. “Never mind. Whatever it is, I can beat my father at chess, and probably you as well, so if you happen to find a board here, I would not bother, if I were you.”

Alex set this deflecting, albeit amusing, attempt to the side. “Connected with your curse? Is that what you were wondering?”

The vulnerability that sprung up on her face had him hard put to stay his hand from lifting to hold her cheek in a comforting clasp, ready to catch any tears that might fall. He shook himself internally. He must stop thinking such thoughts about her. What was the matter with him, all of a sudden?

She said nothing, but her silence confirmed his question. He took in a sad, slow breath, suddenly very sorry for her. “I think,” he began, “and I truly do, it only means you are very clever, and that you have, and have always had, a clear understanding of the just and unjust. I…” He leaned forward, unable to help himself, and rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I have never heard of a curse being the cause of those attributes. If you ask me, I would not think it possible.”

A beat of silence passed between them as he held her gaze. The happiness spreading quietly over Millicent’s face made her countenance shine, lighting up the whole room with a warm glow that had nothing to do with the fire. Something inside him called out, yearning to capture a speck of that light to tuck away for later. Her cheeks grew rosy, and she broke their connection, her chin trembling. If that were not enough, she tilted her head until it rested on his hand, still on her shoulder. “Thank you,” she whispered.

At this point, it would have felt most natural to Alex to gather her up into his arms and hold her tight against him, cradling her head with his hand while whispering sweet comforts into her ear, his heart full and galloping away with him. That was why he rose with such abruptness that Millicent jumped. “A game well played,” he said, clearing his throat. “But I think it is past time we were asleep, don’t you?”

He offered his hands to help her do the same. The hour was late, but he knew he would not find sleep for a long time. What was happening to him? He needed to distance himself from her, clear his head so he could think. It had only been two days. Two days in her company and already his head was filled with such tender notions as capturing fallen tears, pressing his lips to her wrist to see how soft her skin might be, or taking her in his arms, protecting her from her bad memories. What would another two days do to his equilibrium? Or even one?

Millicent took his hands but made no move to rise. “Alex?”

“Yes?” he said, finally looking at her.

“Why did you come to Highgate with a ring?”


CHAPTER 17
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Why did you come to Highgate with a ring?

Alex stared at her. The question had come out of nowhere.

“What do you mean?” he asked finally. Thrown off balance as he was, it was the only thing he could get out.

“And why do you want the money?”

He swallowed at the thick lump in his throat. Which question should he answer—or avoid—first? “The money?”

Millicent’s face was calm and contemplative. “Lady Anne’s fortune, if we were to marry. Why wouldn’t anyone wish for a fortune to fall into their lap? So many seek out a marriage solely for the wealth it would bring. You say you went to Highgate to oblige your mother, and I believe you, but you also brought the ring with you. So, you must have…well, I should like to understand.”

Understand? How could she understand the cares the world had placed on his shoulders since his father’s death? The responsibility of ensuring his mother’s comfort: the pressure, the judgement, the downright disbelief of several merchants in Liverpool who did not think he could fill his father’s shoes.

“I don’t want it,” he said at last.

“Don’t want it?” she asked, puzzled. “Then why did you come? I am not entirely sure I believe you were simply looking at all your options as a man of business. Surely you mother would have understood if you did not wish to marry.”

He shifted his feet and could not meet her gaze. They were still holding hands, he standing, she kneeling at his feet. Could he tell her? Would she understand? They only had one day together, perhaps two, before they parted ways. Then it was likely he would never see her again.

Why not, after all?

With a heavy breath and an internal fatalistic shrug, he released her hands and knelt back down, settling once again on the floor. He should just brush her questions away, tell her to go to bed. That would be best for both of them. She was closing in on forbidden territory. “That’s not exactly…” he began.

“Ah!” she said, her eyes lighting up with discovery. “You do not want it, but you came all the same. You need it, then? Is that it?”

Alex pressed his lips into a firm line. She was getting closer. His first reaction, which he had fallen back on many times of late, was to change the subject, steer her away from the corner of himself she was approaching, the corner where so many of his fears lay, ofttimes growling and snapping at anyone who passed, rather like the turnspit dog toiling away below in the kitchen. Other times the fears would remain quiet and simply watch, almost daring anyone to come close. If someone approached, they might get bit, but then they might not.

If he allowed Millicent to approach that corner, what would he do?

Protect her.

The internal reply came almost instantly, with protect myself, coming right on its heels.

But why?

He tapped a finger on his knee, an outward sign of his agitated thoughts. “That is right. But I don’t want to need the money, especially from the likes of you.” He cringed as soon as those wrong words flew out of his mouth. “That’s not what I⁠—”

She frowned, confused. “Me? Why? What have I done?”

“Not you, you. I did not mean it like that.”

“Then what do you mean?”

“I meant people like you.”

“People like me? Cursed, you mean?”

He dropped his shoulders and bent her a look. “You are not cursed, Millicent.”

“People with bad blood, then?”

“Bad…” He tilted his head. She was not far off. He heartily wished he could row this boat he was on backwards. The current was too swift, and he had a dreadful feeling there was a waterfall just around the bend. “Blood…”

“People with bad blood,” she repeated.

“I did not know you had bad blood until an hour ago. So, no, not because of your bad blood. Though I don’t know if bad blood is the right term for what you told me.”

“Alex, just say it. How am I to blame?” she asked, exasperated.

“You are not to blame. And you are not to think that again, ever.”

“Then what do you mean?” she said, her eyes pleading for understanding.

The kind, pleading tone to her words struck a chord with him. The reverberations shook the wall surrounding his corner of fears enough that he could feel a brick of two fall to the ground, crumbling. She did not wish to hurt or mock him. She only wished to understand so she might comfort him. But once he told her, would she?

“Not you, but your kind,” he let out in a rush, the dam breaking.

“My kind?”

“Your kind. The upper class, ancient and noble family lines, purebred, lifting themselves above everything else while others suffer beneath them. Bad blood, blueblood, it means the same thing to me with people like you…people⁠—”

He stopped, his garbled thoughts tripping over his tongue. He had said enough, and it had not come out right at all. He waited for an offended gasp, a scowl, a hurried rush to leave the room, a vow to never speak to him again.

Silence was all that came. When he dared look up, her face was almost serene with contemplation. He had always been struck by her beauty, but now she looked near to an angel.

Please understand, his aching heart whispered despite himself.

“The will came as such a shock to me, to my family,” she said in a slow, faraway voice. “Papa let me read the clause myself. The part that concerned me. Us. I had never been named in a will before, and the arrangement was so outlandish. That is why I wish to go to my grandmother’s. The solicitor who drew up Lady Anne’s will is in Manchester, and my father’s own solicitor said there might be a chance to nullify the clause, citing that my great-aunt could not have been of a sound mind to add something so odd. Especially when it concerned the happiness of two strangers. I asked my father to proceed with the complaint, but he did not.”

“Why?” Alex asked, though he could hazard a guess. His own solicitor had done his work looking into the Westwoods.

“Oh,” she waved a hand. “That is neither here nor there. What I am trying to say, with too many words, is that the will said: ‘to relieve the ills and evils caused to Mr. Edward and Elizabeth Dearborn, which were both cruel and unnecessary.’ What were the ills and evils, Alex? What happened to your family?”

There she went. She had entered the corner, the lion’s den, and was asking him to reveal the beliefs, the motives that had kept him going for so many years. If she reached a hand out to touch one of those fears, would it lash out to warn her to leave well enough alone?

“Alex?”

His name carried on such a voice, only the barest whisper, broke down the rest of the wall. The tension surrounding his heart dissolved. The fears in the corner, silent and dangerous, lowered their hackles. He was helpless against such caring, such compassion.

“I am one of you,” he said at last.

She shook her head, befuddled. “One of you?”

“My blood is just as bad, as you put it. Just as pure as yours. We tend to eat our own, did you know that?”

She only waited, patient, but clearly confused.

“My father was the third son of a very prominent titled man, the sixth of such men, and descendent to a beneficiary of William the Conqueror’s generosity for such loyalty as he showed. My mother is the daughter of another such family. Being the third son, it was to be the church or the navy for my father. He tried both, but neither suited him. He always had a curiosity about him—he was a wanderer, if you will, never satisfied following the course set for him by his parents. He and my grandfather were always at outs, I am told.

“Well, one day he was introduced to my mother. Back then, love was not the fashionable thing it is today, but they fell in love, wished to marry. They received their families’ blessings on the condition that my father choose between the two professions. He chose the church and really did put his best efforts into it. He now had a wife to provide for, and soon after a son. Me.”

A tiny smile lifted Millicent’s lips. “You cried and screamed all the time, I imagine. An absolute terror.”

He huffed a laugh. “On the contrary, I was the epitome of a well-behaved child. Never gave my mother or nurse any grief.”

“Of course. You can see from my face that I believe you,” she said, her lips pursed in sarcasm, then prompted. “Your father provided for you.”

He nodded, grateful for the humorous reprieve. “He worked and preached each Sunday until I was five years old. I was too young to understand his reasons back then. But he simply could not do it anymore. Later, he told me the hypocrisy and greed in a profession whose true purpose was to feed the hungry and clothe the naked was too much for him. He quit.”

Millicent’s eyes widened. “He quit? You can’t quit the church. Can you quit the church?”

“Not without consequences, I assure you. I’ll give you three guesses as to what he did. Where he went to provide for his family.”

He swept his arm across his body, giving her a hint. “Dearborn and Son,” she said slowly. “He became a merchant?”

“Got into trade,” he said, nodding. “An unthinkable blot on the good family name.”

“What did they do?”

“Completely disowned him. My mother’s family too. They were too much concerned with currying favor with my grandfather, and he’d made it clear what would become of them—of anyone, really, who showed us any sympathy whatsoever. If anyone was found to have kept their connection with my father, my grandfather made sure they felt it in his precious affluent circles. If connected to us in any way, they ran the risk of social suicide. The old man saw to that.”

He gave Millicent a few moments to think over his words, and thinking she was. Her eyes darted here and there before her without looking at anything in particular. She was deep in thought, seemingly studying out scenes, prejudices, and her own beliefs, trying to make sense of his story. “That was too much,” she said at last. “Surely his decision was not so—hmm.”

He lifted a brow. “You can understand his outrage.” It was not a question.

The troubled look on her face told of the battle she was fighting with herself. She knew. “It was wrong, but I know enough about family pride to understand the vice it can become.”

He bent a look at her. “Is family pride the reason you cannot go home?” He had never thought Sir Henry and Lady Westwood the tyrannical sort, but he could be wrong.

“Oh, we are not speaking of me,” she said. “Everyone abandoned your father? I cannot believe that.”

“Not everyone. Most everyone, but not all. Some friends remained who were not under my grandfather’s thumb. They were on our side, though quietly.”

She shifted her knees to the other side of her. Clearly, she knew this story would take some time in the telling. “Go on. I’m beginning to understand now.”

He followed suit, one leg on the floor and one knee up, his forearm resting on top of it. She deflected that question beautifully, which made him curious. Since the first night, they had both been clear that neither of them wished for the union Lady Anne’s will proposed, yet she still would not go home. Did she have her own corner of fears as well? One in which he would not be allowed?

“Well, for the first two years, my father did well in his new employment. Well enough to put food in our bellies and clothes on our backs. My mother was a quick study and learned enough to dispense with the need of a maid or cook. Father did not like this, but she said she could wait for the cook when he had made his fortune, which she had no doubt would come. One thing I admired most about him—my father never stopped working. If there was something more to be done, he did it, especially in the early years. Success and fortune were inevitable, he said, if he kept on working.”

“Admired?” she asked. “Then, he is…?”

Alex nodded. “He is dead, yes.” He waited for the obvious follow-up question. How? But she only nodded, taking it in as part of the story.

He went on. “But, when I was just turned eight, disaster struck. Two ships full of my father’s cargo were lost. He’d put almost everything he had into those ventures. Once their loss was confirmed, in the panic that followed, debts were called in. We lost everything, and we were not the only ones. I’ll not bore you with how long we struggled, but what it came down to was…we were starving. My father had his own pride, but he put it to the side and wrote to my grandfather, begging, begging for help. My mother wrote to her family as well. They did not answer at all.

“I think that shattered her more than anything. Not one word. She had been so sure. She would tell me stories of her childhood, how lovely her family was, and the only reason we could not see them was because they lived so far away. Not because they didn’t want to see us. She was much loved by them before. To receive not even an acknowledgement of her letters, not even a condemnation of her, or to rail against her for following my father. I was young, but I saw the toll it took on her. She is one of the very best women who ever breathed on this earth, but there is a quiet sadness in her now that has never left.”

He stole a glance at her. Tears glistened in sparkling pools in Millicent’s eyes. “And your grandfather?”

Alex screwed his lips in a disgusted grin. “My grandfather. He wrote only to say that if we were indeed starving, my father should—well, that it would be better for the world if he hastened the process.”

Millicent’s mouth opened wide in shock. Her hand shot out and grabbed his own resting on his knee. “Alex. He did not. He could not⁠—”

Her words caught in her throat. The great pools of tears spilled over onto her cheeks. She brought a hand to her mouth, looking away as she tried to control herself. Tears of his own stung the backs of Alex’s eyes, though he blinked them away as best he could. He reached for his coat on the chair, produced his handkerchief, and handed it to her. That Millicent could see so clearly the cruelty, the injustice, of his grandfather’s actions. It was a soothing balm to his heart.

Had she ever known what it was to have her stomach writhing with hunger, day in and day out, screaming for something, anything, to fill it? He had once been caught trying to eat the fringe of his mother’s shawl. Holding him on her lap, she had cried so much that he had vowed never again to go near it. Of course, Millicent had never been in a position like that, but from the tears she wiped from her cheeks, she could still feel the horrors of his childhood.

“He didn’t, of course,” he said in a rush to get her away from the tragedy and closer to something like a happy ending. Her hand slowly slipped down off his knee to better apply the handkerchief to her eyes and nose, which he was rather sorry for. “We managed, though our belts were much tighter by the end. A man from the bank, come to dun us for as much as he could, saw the state we were in, saw all my parents were doing to pay back the debt, and took pity on us. He spoke in our behalf to the bank, which agreed to lend my father one last small loan, but it was enough. He put it to use. My mother and I took in all the washing and work we could. We were not the only ones suffering in our community. Anyone would do anything for a bit of work, but we finally scraped our way out. A year later, my father finally made his fortune, built what is now Dearborn and Son from nothing. Ships of his own, a large house with two cooks. Horses, carriages, a first-rate education for me at Harrow, everything we could ask for.”

Millicent pressed the handkerchief to her cheek to dry a final tear. “I am glad. But then, if you are so prosperous, why entertain this arranged marriage if I am so distasteful to you?”

“You are not—” He reached over and laid his hand out, palm open. She looked at the invitation, hesitating before she leaned forward, putting her hand in his. His fingers closed around hers, squeezing them in reassurance. “You—you are not distasteful. Believe me, I tried to make you so, and I tell you now that it is impossible. And I’ll not have such words coming out of your mouth again. Do you understand me?”

She blinked, sliding her hand from his grip. “I—I did not mean…I was not thinking. I did not mean to put it like that. But you said you do not want to need the money this arrangement would provide. What has happened? Have you lost ships too?”

He shook his head. “No. My father taught me everything there is to know about the business, but I know as well as he did that it is not enough to stave off hardship, no matter how much knowledge and experience you acquire. Ships are lost or captured by the French—the war isn’t doing me any favors. Partnerships fall through, and investments turn out poorly no matter how sure you are. Crops fail, fish are not caught. It is all connected. But that is not the primary reason I entertained the alliance with you.”

“What was it, then?”

He heaved in a breath. “My mother. Her family may have abandoned her, but there were others who remained on her side. They would write to each other occasionally. My mother insisted on using pseudonyms in case her friends were found to be consorting with her. Always thinking of others above herself. Your great-aunt was one of those friends, it seems. Lady Anne remained loyal to my mother, although she could do little against my grandfather. She dared not go against him publicly, but the arrangement in her will seems to be her way of making amends, of a sort.”

“Really?” Millicent said, wondering.

“Mother, despite being so ill-used, understood why many of her friends had to abandon their connection. She never said a word against them, and at times it nearly drove me to madness, the excuses she would make, the mercy she had for them. When our solicitor told us of the will, she urged me to go and at least investigate. Lady Anne had written about you and your family from time to time in her letters. Nothing specific, only generalities. Your brother and sister’s marriages, births, christenings, that sort of thing. She only mentioned you a time or two, but my mother knew you came from a respectable family. She is strongly opposed to my going to China.”

“Why?” Millicent asked.

There it is. You knew she’d get round to it.

Alex set his teeth. “My father went to India himself to oversee a particular cargo. He died from yellow fever.”

Her face fell in sympathy. “Oh, Alex.”

He brushed her words aside, though gently. He already felt himself to be below the dust of the earth. He need not dwell on the fact that he had been denied the chance to say goodbye to his mentor and advocate when he had perished half a world away from him. That much vulnerability was for another time. “And my mother has wished to see me settled with a wife from a good family for some time now. So, I came for her. I’ll not⁠—”

He stopped, not sure how to proceed. The words had to come out, but how would Millicent take them? They were hardly flattering to her. “I will never see my mother in those dire straits we were in in the early years. My business situation is not desperate yet, but I will be dashed if I bring her anywhere near to what we went through. Not ever. Even if it means marrying a girl with a fortune who comes from a class I despise—meaning no offense, please understand. But, as I told you before, I will not marry an unwilling bride, not even to ensure my mother’s comfort. Why, she would have my head!”

There it was, out in the open now. His corner of fears had been properly disrupted, but there was a relief he had never felt before, a peace in the telling of the story to one he was fast discovering he could look to for compassion with just the right amount of humor when the occasion called for it.

Millicent sat still, quietly sniffing from time to time, applying the handkerchief to her nose and eyes. “I think I understand your bristles now. They are not bristles at all. Thank you for telling me. It is late.” She rose suddenly. He followed suit. Had he offended her enough that she wished to get away so quickly?

“Millicent, I⁠—”

“Please, you think I have taken it ill against me. I can tell. Let me reassure you, I have not, truly. Do not worry. It is such a lot to take in, though, that I should like to go downstairs, just for a few minutes. I need time to reflect. I’m sorry—” She stopped, her voice catching. “I am sorry you have such a story to tell. No one deserves that, and I am glad you and your mother are well now, even if you are worried about your business.”

In an impetuous move, she reached over and took his hand, lifting it to her cheek with a squeeze. Instinct, and yes, longing told him to close the space between them and take her in his arms, for his own comfort as much as hers, but she released his hand as hastily as she had taken it up. “Goodnight,” she said, and turned away.

“Millicent,” he said as she reached for the candle on the table. “You still have your story to tell.”

She looked at him with something like fear. “Oh, my story. It is such a little thing. It cannot compare.”

His heart clenched. “It does not have to.”

“Goodnight.” She took her trembling bottom lip between her teeth and threw him one last, hasty smile before opening the door. She turned around almost immediately. “Oh, wait a moment. There is one thing I don’t understand. There are no Dearborns in London. You are the first man I’ve met with such a name. How could your grandfather be so powerful and wealthy that I have not heard of him? We are in town every year.”

“Ah, as to that. My father used a different name when he went into business. To save his family from further mortification, you see.”

“I see. That was clever of him. Then what is your grandfather’s name?”

But Alex shook his head, suddenly very weary. “Not tonight. Another time, perhaps.”

She nodded, understanding, and turned. He let her go, not wishing to cause her any further distress, glad himself for some solitude after such an intimate interview. He did not know what to think of it.

Millicent had quietly entered the dark corner of his mind—no, not his mind, his heart, where his fears and hurts had burrowed themselves for years, and what had she done? She had jostled and jumbled them about so she could take a bucket and brush to the floor for a good scrubbing as they all watched her in shock, not knowing what to think of this beautiful creature come in to disrupt their settled ways. It seemed now she had the idea of setting up a comfortable chair to stay a while, perhaps even reading to them. He found that he would not mind if she did. Craved it, in fact.


CHAPTER 18
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Though she had been the last to fall asleep the night before, Millicent was the first to rise the next morning, their third day at the Leather Bottle. She had stayed down in the common room a long time, giving the feelings churning inside her a chance to collect themselves, and would have stayed longer had her candle allowed it.

What a life, what a struggle, Alex had had. She had said she could understand his grandfather’s wrath, which was true, but what truly baffled her was the complete and utter disregard for whether Alex’s family lived or died in their straightened circumstances. The appalling lack of humanity in such a suggestion was so heinous, she could not fathom it. She had been very near to reaching out and taking him in her arms since she could find no words to assure him of his worth. Only with great effort had she refrained.

Instead, she had wept the tears she was sure were inside him. She sat, listened, and wondered at the feelings growing within her. It was as if a flower garden in her heart had decided to bloom all at once and now protested at the confines of the space.

When she had gone back upstairs with a guttering candle, she’d prayed Alex was not waiting for her and was already asleep. Opening the door and entering as quietly as she could, she’d been relieved to find him in his place on the floor, unmoving. It was only when she’d dug herself under the covers that she’d heard any movement from him. Against the glowing embers behind him, the silhouette of his head raised. “Are you well?” he had whispered.

“Yes,” she’d breathed back.

He had not moved. A tense beat had passed between them, then at last he’d turned back and settled into his original position. Millicent’s shoulders had relaxed. She’d burrowed her head into the pillow and listened to her thoughts as they had chased away any slumber long into the night.

Now, in the faint gray gleam of morning, she looked around. Biddy slept on, breathing easier than she ever had since falling ill. She would be able to travel soon. Perhaps today. Millicent looked to the floor next and saw Alex’s form entirely covered by the patchwork quilt which, as she looked closer, rose steadily up and down. Still asleep too. She watched his breathing for a moment before Midnight, nestled on top of Biddy’s cloth bundle on the chair, showed signs of rousing. Millicent would take her out. Perhaps catch Dr. Talbot before he left.

She hurried out of bed as quietly as she could, gasping against the cold morning air as she put on her boots. Throwing her cloak around her shoulders, she gathered up little Middy and held her against her chest, hoping the kitten would not squawk and wake the others, and left the room.

The common room was abandoned. None of the other guests were up yet, but Millicent could hear scrapings and clatterings in the kitchen already. So far, she and the others had done a good job hiding Middy from Mrs. Burns, though she was probably wondering why the three of them liked milk so much. Millicent pattered on tip-toe across the common room and out the door. Down the lane a few steps, she placed the kitten on a patch of snow that was not so dirty as the rest so she could stretch her legs.

While Middy did this, Millicent looked about her. Mist hung over the village, not thick enough to threaten rain or snow. The sun might even break through by noon. Plenty of mud puddles still occupied the lane, but unless another storm came, that would not stop people from travelling today.

She’d seen no sign of Dr. Talbot at the inn, so she picked up Middy and decided to walk round the back to the stables to see if a horse was missing. From their window above the stables, she and Biddy had studied the horses and had made up names for them to while away the time. She would know if one of them was missing.

And one was. The dark bay with the large star on its forehead was not in its box. Dr. Talbot had gone, and Millicent felt the loss. Though he had been wrong (very wrong, indeed!) when he had hinted at any understanding between her and Alex, he had become something of a father- or uncle-like character in her mind, and she was sorry to lose a friend. But with the weather brightening, she would be pushing on to Manchester herself, saying goodbye to everyone she knew at the inn.

Including Alex…

Yes, including Alex. She would be forever grateful for the aid he had rendered to her and Biddy while they had been trapped by weather and illness. She would wish him all the best in his ventures to lands abroad, and he would reciprocate and wish for Bonaparte’s speedy defeat so she could paint the whole of Europe. And they would not miss each other. She would not miss him.

Not much.

Cuddling Middy close to her, Millicent returned to the front entrance of the inn, hoping it was still empty of people. Instead, she opened the door right into a hulking someone in a big driving coat.

“Beg yer pardon, miss,” the man said, stepping back. “Oh! ’S you. Glad to see the walk did you no ’arm. Made it safe ’ere, did you?”

“Oh! It’s you!” Millicent returned, looking at the stagecoach driver. The waiter was right behind him, wiping his hands with a rag. She closed her cloak tighter around Middy. “How do you do? Is the stage running again?”

He nodded, eyes wide in theatrical expression. “At last, it will be this afternoon. I’ve just come from the wainwright’s. Wheel’s been fixed since yesterday, but conditions didn’t allow fer anything until now. Just come to let the ’ouse know. Will you be on it, miss?”

I must consult my husband first…

“I—I do not know,” she said, inwardly astonished at her line of thinking. Her mind had wandered into ridiculous paths many times, but the problem with this thought was…it had not seemed ridiculous at all. “What time, precisely?”

“Pullin’ out no later than three o’clock. That’ll get us to⁠—”

He was cut off by Millicent letting out a round of great, high-pitched sneezes. “I do beg your pardon,” she said demurely, hoping to heaven that Middy would not decide to meow again.

Behind him, the waiter gave no effort to hide how queer he thought her. The driver held himself together admirably. “Bless you. As I was sayin’, that’ll get us to the next stage at Warrington on schedule. If you’re comin’, Bill and I’ll be bringing the stage ’ere to load. Don’t be late. Good day.”

He tipped his hat to her and left. Millicent paid no attention to the waiter but made haste back to the room. A chance to get out of this place! She could finally go to Manchester, could finally send word to her parents that she was safe but still determined.

Determined?

Yes. Of course, determined.

In her eagerness she burst into the room. “Biddy, wake up—oh!”

Alex, standing in the middle of the room, turned and hastily pulled down his shirt that was halfway off his head. He cleared his throat. “Good morning.”

Millicent turned her eyes away immediately, blushing to the roots of her hair. “Forgive me,” she said, already halfway out the door.

“Wait.”

She jerked her head back to the room, Middy let out a protesting mew at her jolting actions. “Where is Biddy?” she asked, her eyes trained on the floor.

“She went down to get some milk and hot water. She’s feeling much better this morning. Here, let me take Middy. Can’t have anyone hearing her.”

He stepped over. A rise of fluttering panic made her screw her eyes shut and hold Middy out as far as her arm would reach. “I am so sorry,” she said.

She felt both his hands encase her one. Slowly, softly, he slid Middy up and out of her grip, his fingers trailing behind, leaving her skin tingling in their wake. “Lower your voice, Millicent,” he murmured. “We can’t have others thinking you are embarrassed at having walked in on your husband. Not after I recited all those sonnets to you. What is so urgent?”

Half a snort escaped her before her mortification took control again. “Nothing…that is⁠—”

“Millicent, you can look at me. I am not in déshabillé,” he said patiently.

She raised her head and peeped through her eyelids to see a fully clothed Alex. Stockinged feet, shirt untucked and undone at the top with no cravat, giving a glimpse of the hair on his chest, and finally, his face, warm with growing amusement and covered in the beginnings of a regular beard underneath a mop of bedraggled hair that looked like he had just raked his fingers through it.

Ever since her come out, Millicent had thought that a well-groomed dandy, with his impeccable hair, starched shirt points, and intricate cravat, displaying his dancing steps at a ball, was the most attractive thing the male sex could produce. But now, seeing Alex disheveled, sleepy-eyed, and with a half-smile creeping up his scruffy mouth, Millicent was taken with the sudden urge to take his face between her hands and nuzzle her nose against his, rather like she did with Middy every so often. Alex, in his present condition was, in a word, adorable.

“What is it?” he asked again, still smiling.

She screwed her eyes shut against her vision and gave her head a shake. “The stage. The stage will run this afternoon. So Biddy and I can proceed to Manchester as we planned.”

The smile faded from his face. “But you are going back to Highgate. I am taking you. We already spoke on this, remember?”

She wrinkled her nose in thought. “We quarreled about it. But I have never been swayed from my resolve to go on to Manchester.”

“Why? There is no need anymore.”

“In going to Manchester, I will ensure that it remains so,” she replied, patient, but firm.

He shifted on his feet, frustration clouding his brow. “Millicent, your parents are sure to be worried to distraction by now. They’ve not a notion as to where you are⁠—”

“They know where I’ve gone. Or at least, where I will be.”

“Will they? Your note was so vague.”

“To a stranger, it would be,” she said in a clipped voice, done with the subject. “But they know me. They know my language, my likings, my tastes, my habits. Do you?”

Alex opened his mouth to answer but held back. They both knew the answer. “No. I suppose I don’t. We are, as you said, virtually strangers. Forgive the presumption.”

Footsteps coming up the stair suspended any further talk. They had already said too much with the door wide open. Millicent had forgotten to close it.

“Here you are, sir,” Biddy said, coming up to them with a bowl of steaming water.

Millicent and Alex made room for her to pass through the door. “Thank you, Biddy,” he said. “Just put it there, and take Middy outside, will you?” He turned back to Millicent. “Mrs. Dearborn and I need to have a word.”


CHAPTER 19
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Millicent kept her eyes on the floor. When Alex shut the door after Biddy, the click of the latch cut through the tense silence between them and made her wince, which only made her angry. This was silly. She felt as if she were a child about to receive a scold, and she was no such thing. She need not be afraid to stand her ground. Alex was her friend, yes. He had helped her in many ways the past few days, true. But he had no authority over her. She must remember that. She would not allow him, or anyone else, to bully her into capitulating. Suzette would do nothing less.

True, but she is not going up against someone who has had such a horrible life. He may laugh at you. Worse, he may scorn you…

She waited for him to speak, girding herself up for the attack, but nothing happened. Seconds ticked by and still the silence reigned. When she could stand the suspense no longer, she hazarded a glance at him and would have immediately sent her eyes back to the floor had she not seen the expression she had anticipated. But she did not see a stern, set jaw, nor a stubborn brow lowered over angry eyes. Alex leaned against the door, one arm crossed over his body and holding onto his other at the elbow in a relaxed, almost defeated manner. He simply looked at her. Had he been looking at her like that the entire time? His brows were furrowed, yes, but with a concerned tilt upward at the bridge of his nose. Underneath them, his eyes held such searching concern as he looked her up and down.

Millicent’s heart, already thudding from fear of an argument, now thudded even harder with a new fear. A fear that he would be gentle, that he would listen, that he might understand. That he would see her. That she might actually let him in.

His mild tone gave further proof to this new predicament. “Tell me why. Why must you still go to your great-aunt’s solicitor? I do not understand. If your father will not force you into a marriage you do not want, then why can you not go home?”

She hung her head. If she told him, gone would be his compassion, gone would be the friend she was coming to like more and more. But a part of her craved to tell him, craved to finally confide in someone who might, just might, understand.

“Millicent?” he whispered.

She almost smiled at her name on his lips. She had done the same thing to coax him to talk the night before. “It is so small a thing compared to⁠—”

“Do not say so, Millicent,” he said, cutting her off. “What if it is? Your life is not mine; your story is not my story. Your hardships are your own.”

She could have kissed him for his sweetness, but she knew very well he was wrong. He would know he was wrong too when he heard her reasons. Reasons that had seemed so paramount when she’d made the decision to run away to her grandmother’s. He would not be so sweet then.

Her throat hitched up painfully, tears threatening to show themselves. She turned her back on him and wrapped her arms around her waist, willing herself to stay in control.

She heard his clothes rustle with movement. What would he do? She half expected his hand to appear in front of her, offering a handkerchief. She would need one soon if she could not hold herself together. Instead, his hands encased her shoulders in a warm grasp. Slow, but firm, he turned her around to face him. Then, to her complete and utter astonishment, he gathered her up into his arms and pressed her tight against his chest.

She was startled for only a moment, then something inside her sighed. A part of her told her to run, to push him away. The rest of her swept the thought to the side, banishing it as she realized how good it felt: the warm, enveloping safety of someone’s arms around her, holding her, allowing her to cave into her weakness, protecting her until she was strong enough again.

Of their own accord, her arms slid away from her and around him, grasping at the back of his shirt to steady herself, burying her face into him as much as she could. In response, his arms tightened around her, squeezing her so tightly that the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding came out in a rush, which brought her body closer to his. A tear escaped, as did a necessary sniff, but Alex’s warmth served like a balm to her troubles, soothing and cooling. Her troubles were not so troublesome here in his arms.

But the troubles would return, and quickly, for once she told him, he would let her go. Clear as day, she could picture the look he would give her, silently passing judgment and finding her motives entirely wanting. She would tell him, though. She would tell him in his arms, wanting as much time in them as possible. Then she would let him go before he let go of her.

Through all these thoughts, Alex held her tight, waiting. There was nothing for it now. “I want the clause nullified because if it is not, I would.”

His head shifted so his mouth rested above her ear. “Would what?”

“Go through with it.”

“Marry me?” he asked after a pause.

She nodded against his chest.

“Because you father would force you?”

“No. Yes? No, he wouldn’t. You are thinking he would be cruel. He is never cruel, and that is the problem.”

Alex was silent a moment. “I don’t follow.”

“I would do it so I could help him. Because it would be my duty. Why wouldn’t I, if it could bring such relief to him? To the Highgate estate? We have fallen on rather hard times. I do not know how, or why, but I know there is not much money, and that worries Papa more than he lets on. I can see it when he thinks no one is watching. It is such a burden to him—and my mother. When the will was read after Lady Anne’s funeral, and he told me, there was such a light in his eyes. A hope I had not seen in so long. If we married, I believe I could fix everything for him with the settlement he would receive.”

“But I’ve already told you I want no part in this. He cannot force me into the arrangement,” Alex replied with perfect reason.

“I know you said that, but you came to Highgate all the same, and then you brought the ring, and—” She paused to take a breath and gather her thoughts. Her reasons seemed so silly now, she hardly knew how to go on.

“Why are you most opposed to the will? Because I am in trade?” he asked. Not an accusation, but a gentle nudge to continue her story.

Here it comes.

“Because it—it was always supposed to be my choice.”

“Your choice?”

“Sort of. Not really, but mostly, oh—I am making such a mess of it.”

“It was supposed to be mostly but not really sort of your choice. No, I understand perfectly.”

A chuckle rumbled through his chest, its vibration tickling her cheek. Oh, how delightful that felt! She sniffed. “Let me try again. With all the children, George, Suzette and I, my father promised we would be able to choose our husband, or wife, in George’s case, but based on a select few my father and mother had chosen beforehand. Almost like an arranged marriage, only with more options, I suppose.”

Alex hummed. “That is—interesting. What if you did not like any of the candidates?”

“That never happened. I told you, Papa is never cruel. He hasn’t got a mean bone in his body. He took George and Suzette, each when they were old enough to marry, and asked them what they preferred in a spouse. A very intricate, detailed interview, from what Suzette told me. He listened to them, told them what he and Mama wished for in a match, and once they understood each other, Papa would go out and find them.”

“Find them? Would he then lure them back to the house with promises of jellies and sweetmeats?”

A smile spread over her lips at his ridiculousness. “No, I mean he would look about us and our friends and acquaintances and, based on the attributes that had been agreed upon, choose a select few who would make the best spouses. Then George and Suzette were able to choose to court from among those selected, if they were agreeable. Does that make sense?”

He nodded against the top of her head.

“George chose Helen, Suzette chose Lord Finley. I have been waiting and waiting for the war to end so my grandmother and I could travel, but I really do not know if we shall ever be able to manage it. And now that it is my turn to prepare to choose a husband, our fortunes changed, and then Lady Anne’s will came out of nowhere. I just wanted to be able to choose. I have said yes to everything in my life. Yes to every lesson of music, art, language, dancing. Yes to every economy we have had to practice as Papa tried to find his way out of his difficulties. It is not as if I was not happy to do so. I want to say yes. I want to make everyone around me happy, but with this, with my marriage. It was the one thing I knew I was sure would be all my own choice. Marriage lasts your whole life. It is such a paramount decision. I only wanted to be able to say yes and no as I chose to, to secure my happiness as best I might. But now, in order to help my family out of our difficulties, there is only one way. One choice. If I say no, I will hurt my family. It is true, my father would not force me, but I cannot bear to disappoint him, especially when saying yes will fix everything. But if I said yes, I would be giving myself wholly over to chance. Perhaps you would be kind, perhaps you would be cruel, indifferent, how was I to know? We knew nothing of you. All I knew was that you were a merchant, and when Suzette heard that news the first thing she did was laugh. Oh, how she laughed.”

On cue, Suzette’s laughter echoed through her ears. The snide, ill-hidden darts she had said while pretending to feel sympathy for her younger sister’s plight while she had a title and a house in Grosvenor Square and two carriages.

“Please do not take offence. This happened before we—before we⁠—”

Her constricting throat rendered her silent for a few moments. She did not wish to hurt or insult him with her previous fears that had made her act so rashly.

“Before we had to pretend we are married?” he asked.

She huffed a laugh and nodded.

“Before you told everyone in this inn that I followed you around offering flowers and reciting sonnet after sonnet to you and would not rest until you said I might have a chance. Before all that?”

She fought back a laugh. It came out as a hiccup. “Before you as good as made me sing and play Miss Eldon’s wretched guitar for everyone?”

“I was half hoping you were tone deaf. Was that very wrong of me?”

She buried her face into his chest to stifle her laugh. “Quite despicable of you. How was I to know you could recite any poetry?”

“My mother reads every night after supper. Has done since I was in leading strings. But come, now. If I understand you, you were afraid you would be unhappy. That in saving your family, you would sacrifice yourself to the hands of an unknown man on whom you had to take your chances. In a word, you were frightened.”

Her lips trembled as her mind tuned into his last words. “I was frightened,” she whispered. “And angry. Suzette and I—I have never been as talented or as praised or as good as she is; my curse saw to that. I wanted to marry with a title to match hers at the very least, to show I deserved just as much as she. And I want to please my parents, to help them. What daughter would be so selfish as to say no to such a fortune? But I want what George and Suzette have. What Papa promised all of us. If I go home, he will not force me, but if I say no, he will be so disappointed, and that would break my heart. I cannot refuse him, I love him too much. But I knew if I could make it to my grandmother’s and she took my side, I could make my case from a distance, through my letters. I thought I could find a way to make things all right without having to sacrifice my happiness to chance. There. Those are my foolish reasons for acting as I did.”

With a sniff, she pushed herself out of his arms. She had to be the first. She must have insulted him, saying she wanted what Suzette had so easily attained. If he pushed her away, her heart would wilt and crumble down to her toes. It was halfway there already. How could her reasons compare to his, after all?

Responding to her movement, his arms slid off her back, leaving her with chills as the cool air took their place. It was a horrible substitute. She kept her head down, turning away from him, but one of his hands slid down her arm and gently took hold of her wrist, staying her.

She stopped but did not dare look at him. What would he say? He would agree, of course, that she was spoiled and selfish, placing herself above the happiness and stability of her family’s estate. He might be at a loss for words, wholly disgusted that she had made such a mountain out of a molehill.

“Look at me, won’t you?” he asked softly.

She ducked her head farther away instead.

He brought his other hand up, put his finger under her chin, and guided her face back to him. It took a great effort. The tears she could no longer hold back pooled into her eyes, but she met his gaze.

“Millicent. Listen to me. I understand. Do not think I don’t. You are not foolish for being afraid or for wanting what was promised you. Oh, sweet—” he said as her tears spilled over. He took her again, enveloping her in his arms, holding her against his chest while his hand stroked her hair. She did not know what to think. He had heard her story and somehow did not think less of her. How was that possible?

Don’t think. Just take him at his word and let him hold you. It is so warm here, after all.

For once, she did not push her unruly thoughts away.

They stood in that attitude for some time. Gently rocking back and forth as Millicent slowly brought herself back down from her anxious and fretful precipice into a peaceful meadow. Alex said nothing, letting her be, simply holding her, which was almost magical in its soothing effect.

“Let me take you to Manchester, then,” he murmured at last into her hair.

She pushed away to look at him at arm’s length. “What?”

“If you wish to go to Manchester, go to Manchester, but not on the stage. Let me take you.”

She shook her head. “I owe you so much already. It would not be fair to make you do this too when you are going to Liverpool.”

His lips tightened into a wry smile. “Make me? Don’t think you could make me do anything, though I am not so sure…” He drifted off, his last words more for himself than her. “What if I am not doing this out of the goodness of my heart, but to see that you do pay me back? Surely you could borrow the necessary sum from your grandmother. Would that help you agree to it? Besides, people will talk if they see us going our separate ways when we have told them I was meeting you to bring you the rest of the way home.”

That was a very sensible argument.

She tried to give a grateful, affirmative answer, but her lips trembled so much that she could only nod, sending a fresh set of tears streaking down her cheeks.

Alex brought her back to him. “Good, that’s settled then. But not today…tomorrow, if the weather holds. Don’t move. It will be all right.” Then he simply held her again, allowing her to feel anything she wished while being her anchor.

Soon, she was ready to stand on her own two feet without his support, though a part of her could have stayed forever in his embrace.

Ah, but forever means all day. And night.

Blushing, she gave a hearty, stiff-upper-lip sniff and braced herself with a deep breath.

“All right?” Alex asked, holding her at arm’s length.

She nodded briskly. “Oh, yes. I am sorry for making such a fuss. Thank you for being so kind.”

She looked up only to be wholly entranced by his soft gaze, for there was something else in his eyes too, the same intensity that had held her captive before. She could not break away, nor did she wish to. His eyes held hers a moment longer, they then lowered to her lips, only to come back up again, asking.

Yes, I want that too.

Hardly knowing what she was about, Millicent raised her face slightly, ever so slightly. At the same time, Alex leaned down, his breath hot against her lips.

The sound of the door latch popping up behind them rang through Millicent like a shot. Alex fared no better. Of one accord, they both jumped and darted away from each other, he to the fireplace, and she to the bed, feigning adjusting the covers.

Biddy came in, Middy safely wrapped in her shawl. “She’s such a little dear, ain’t she?” she asked. “Played with a feather I found, oh, for forever. I could have stayed all day watching her, but she needs her milk now.”

Turning, relief flooded through Millicent. Biddy had not noticed a thing. Likely caught up in getting Middy back inside the room without discovery. “How do you feel? You kept your shawl on the whole time you were out?”

“Oh, yes, miss. Thank you.”

“I’m going down to have a word with my coachman,” Alex said abruptly. “See if he has any news on the state of the roads. Excuse me.”

Without another word or look Millicent’s way, he was gone. She waited, however, and would have been taken in amusement had she not felt so confused over what had just happened. A few seconds later, he reappeared, sheepish in his stockinged feet, untucked shirt, and disheveled hair. “I need to dress and shave. Might I beg a few moments of privacy?”
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Alex and Millicent did not speak much at breakfast, and the sudden discomfiture that resided between them had Alex tapping his foot erratically under the table from time to time. While he had shaved, he had wracked his brains as to why he had almost kissed her. Comfort her, yes. That is what a friend would do, and as a man, he could not let a woman cry by herself while he stood by and did nothing. But to kiss her?

She was beautiful, no doubt. He had never thought otherwise. He had caught himself thinking about how it might feel to be closer to her, yes, but had always resolutely pushed those thoughts aside. That’s what they were: thoughts, and nothing more.

But to act on them as he had nearly done in the bedchamber, going against all his vehement feelings on the matter, all their mutual assurances that they did not wish to marry, he would have kissed her had not Biddy come in when she had. And he had more than a suspicion that Millicent would not have objected to his advance.

The rest of the remaining guests, Dr. Talbot’s absence being felt heavily, had much to say over their food at the news of the stage finally resuming its route. Miss Eldon was grateful but fretted that the mistress at the girls’ school in Birmingham where she was bound would not be very forgiving at her delayed arrival.

“But you cannot be blamed for the weather. She will understand that, surely,” Millicent said.

“I hope you are right. Though her letters have had a rather formidable air to them,” replied Miss Eldon.

“Have you found your brooch yet?”

Miss Eldon sighed. “No. It is the oddest thing. I have searched high and low in here and in my room. Nothing. I have even asked Mrs. Burns to check her rubbish pile to see if it had been swept up. I cannot account for it.”

At last, Millicent looked at Alex. They were thinking the same thing. Could it have been taken?

“But if the stage is leaving today, I am afraid I may never see it again,” Miss Eldon continued.

“About time, I should say,” said Mrs. Hamstead through her tight lips. “The party I am meeting is likely to think I am dead in a ditch somewhere. Wouldn’t be surprised if they already sent out the Bow Street Runners to recover my body, for I am very dear to them. Anyhow, I hope I have enough money to even complete the journey, with these added expenses I’ve been forced to incur in this rickety place.” Here, she eyed Mrs. Burns, who was setting a tankard down in front of Mr. Worley and paid her no mind, though Alex caught the smug smile that jutted her jaw forward.

“In fact,” Mrs. Hamstead said, but she suddenly stopped and instead abruptly left her seat and went to the unoccupied booth in the corner. Here, she sat down, took out her purse, and began counting.

The rest of the common room looked at her to see what other erratic thing she might do but lost interest when it was clear she would be figuring for a while. Alex tried to catch Millicent’s eye to share a smile at Mrs. Hamstead’s antics, but she remained concentrated on her plate.

Took it too far, lad…

He may have. He had not meant to, but he may have.

A great clamor coming from the kitchen turned everyone’s heads. Several pieces of what must have been crockery clattered to the floor. Shouts came from the waiter, and one of the chambermaids followed by the sound of something breaking into pieces. Out like a shot, the turnspit dog rushed into the common room with the leg of a chicken between his jaws. Hard on his heels came the waiter and, behind him, the chambermaid, crying out for him to show mercy.

The dog dove under the first table, where Miss Eldon sat. She shot up with a start as the waiter dove in right after the dog, nearly upsetting her. She would have fallen had she not grasped the table just in time.

“Get that dog!” Mrs. Burns shouted, incensed as the dog scrambled between the legs of the tables and chairs toward the booth. “Help him get that dog!”

“Keep that dog away!” joined Mrs. Hamstead, going so far as to stand up on the booth table, her coins spread all over. “I hate dogs!”

With a laugh, Mr. Worley joined the fray. Alex did too, though without any inclination to laugh. He had seen the waiter’s face before he dove after the dog, and there was murder in his eyes. He had to get to the dog before he did. But devil take it, for how short its legs were, the straggly creature moved with impressive speed. In and out between the tables and chairs, it led the men on a desperate dance. Once, when they thought they’d cornered it, the dog dropped the leg and snapped at Mr. Worley’s hand, nearly getting him, and in the time Mr. Worley snapped his hand back, the dog picked up the leg again and was off like a shot.

The men tried again, with Millicent, Mrs. Burns, Miss Eldon, and Mrs. Hamstead giving them varying degrees of advice as how best to catch it while they themselves stayed where they were. The dog scampered into the booth corner, sending Mrs. Hamstead onto the table screeching and clutching her skirts above her dancing, panicked feet. Several of her coins dropped to the floor. “Get it away! Get it away!”

“Stay where you are, Mr. Worley. Block him just there. Get out of the way, you!” Alex said, shoving the waiter over as he tried to rush in for the kill. “Worley, you—Mrs. Hamstead, will you stop screaming for a moment, please? Everyone stop! We’ve got him cornered. Now…” He looked around, then said to the waiter, “Give me your apron, quick. There’s a lad. Now, Worley, you keep him where he is if I miss. Ready? Right.”

He eyed the dog, who eyed him back with a snarl in his throat. Slowly, Alex inched into the best position he could manage, then leapt forward, arms and apron first. The dog, hampered by the lack of room in between the booth benches, was not fast enough. Down came the apron upon it, chicken leg and all. Alex at once bundled it up into his arms and clutched it to his chest as he scooted out from under the booth table while Millicent and Miss Eldon let out a cheer.

“Stupid, grimy little brute,” Mrs. Burns muttered.

“Give it to me,” the waiter said, holding out his arms.

“I think not,” Alex said over the growls and yelps of the dog. He called the chambermaid over. “See to it that it gets to eat the leg. I am sure it’s been earned.” He eyed the waiter dangerously. “You remember what I told you last time? Good. That has not changed. Now, then.”

Still kneeling, he handed the snarling bundle over to the chambermaid, who hastened back to the kitchen. The waiter stalked after her, as did, after a brusque apology, Mrs. Burns.

Alex rose and looked at Millicent, his eyes growing large as he blew a breath out. She chuckled in return. “Well done, my dear Dearborn.”

His heart warmed at her pet name, the same which, only two days ago, had thoroughly annoyed him. Good. The ice between them had thawed a little. Bless that little mongrel.

Behind him, Mrs. Hamstead let out a cry of alarm. She knelt on the floor, her hand holding the coins that had fallen to the floor in the chaos. “Where is it? Where did it go? I had one more guinea. I had one more, and now it’s gone.” She eyed both Mr. Worley, who had returned to his seat, and Alex. “Which one of you took it? Give it to me now!”

Mr. Worley scowled. “Didn’t take nothing. Couldn’t you see we were busy tryin’ to get that dog you were screaming about?”

Alex merely raised his hands in a shrug, implying his innocence.

“I don’t believe it,” Mrs. Hamstead said. “I’m missing one, and you were the only two here.”

Mr. Worley bristled and turned to Alex. “How do you like that? No good deed goes unpunished, eh? You daft lady.”

“Then empty your pockets,” demanded Mrs. Hamstead. “Both of you!”

Now not only Mr. Worley but the rest of the common room protested.

“I beg your pardon,” Alex said with a growl of his own.

“Now, you wait just a minute,” Millicent said.

“Why, Mrs. Hamstead, I must say,” Miss Eldon cried. “Let us not jump to conclusions. It is very likely you have not seen it yet. We shall find it. Come, let me help you look again.”

“It had better be found, or I will send for the constable, and so I tell you,” Mrs. Hamstead said.

Millicent jumped out of her seat and joined the two ladies in searching all around the booth while Alex and Mr. Worley stood near. “Daft lady,” Mr. Worley muttered to Alex, who was rather inclined to agree with him. There had been no time to think of coins when one was trying to save one’s fingers from being bitten off.

A few moments of searching under the booth table had Millicent and Miss Eldon looking about them. “Not there,” Millicent said. “It must have rolled somewhere.”

They widened their search while Mrs. Hamstead still breathed out threats of legal action if her guinea was not found. With the women out of the way, Mr. Worley and Alex moved in, glancing over the booth benches and the table. Finding nothing on his side, Alex stepped away and headed back to his seat at one of the tables. He still had some ham to finish off.

“Aha!”

All eyes turned to Mr. Worley, holding up the missing guinea between a finger and thumb. “Right here on the seat in the very corner the whole time.”

Mrs. Hamstead scurried over. “Give it here!”

Mr. Worley glared at her but dropped the coin into her hand, which she snatched back quick as lightning. “Won’t go accusing people of thievery so hasty like again, will you? Look like a fool now, you do,” he said.

Mrs. Hamstead eyed him and mumbled something incoherent that had the tone of a reluctant apology.

Millicent came over and looked at the booth. “Where did you say you found it?” she asked.

He pointed. “Right there, wedged between the seat and the wall. Anyone could have missed it, easy.”

Alex watched as Millicent leaned over and peered at the corner where Mr. Worley had pointed. With a little hum, she straightened up and came back to the table. Alex stood and held a chair out for her, noticing her brow furrowed in thought. “More bread?” he asked.

She nodded, still thinking. She spread butter on her bread with a faraway look in her eye. “I looked there,” she whispered at last.

Alex leaned in to hear better. “What? Looked where?”

“In the booth. I searched every nook and cranny that seat had. The guinea wasn’t there.”

She looked at him, but he could only shrug. “You must have missed it. He said it had become wedged in. Easily missed? I did not see that part of the booth myself, but if the guinea is found, I do not know what to tell you.”

Millicent nodded, her brow still dark. “But I looked there,” she murmured.
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A request to Mrs. Burns to get some washing done was met with an exasperated growl. “You and three others. Me and the chambermaids are up to our necks in soiled linens already. Won’t be ready for yours until tomorrow.”

Millicent pressed her lips together. They would be leaving tomorrow, and she could not present herself at her grandmother’s looking and smelling as she did. She must have clean clothes. “What if I washed them?” she asked, hardly knowing what she did.

Mrs. Burns, oblivious to the momentous event happening in Millicent Westwood’s life, only shrugged. “Don’t get in the way. Everything you need’ll be in the room off the kitchen.”

She walked off, leaving Millicent standing bewildered at what she had just gotten herself into. She had never washed anything in her life.

No time like the present. Besides, Grandmama would think we’ve run mad, dressed as we are, and we mustn’t let her catch on.

Millicent chose to ignore the last thought and nodded her head. “Right.”

Up the stairs she went and to the bedchamber to speak to the expert. Biddy was only too happy to lend a hand. “I’m feeling much better, and I don’t think I can stand another day sittin’ in bed when I should be helpin’ you.”

Millicent stripped off her gloves while Biddy described in general terms what to expect on washing day. She described with vigor how to use a washboard, and as she demonstrated proper technique, Millicent looked at Alex’s ring on her finger. The more Biddy demonstrated, the more worried she became that something might happen to if she wore it all through all the scrubbing and dunking and rinsing. She had promised she would keep it safe.

She took it off, not without some difficulty over her knuckle, and rummaged through Alex’s portmanteau until she found its box and placed it safely inside. She would put it back on when they were done. With their arms full of clothes, they met Alex coming up the stairs, with Mr. Worley right behind him.

“There you are,” she said. “I was wondering, for I haven’t the key.”

“Hallo, what are you doing?” he asked.

Their mission explained, he looked at Millicent with amusement in his eyes. “Washing, eh? The both of you? Doubtless you know what you’re doing.”

Millicent arched a brow. “Of course. What are you doing?”

He nodded, the smile on his lips at once annoying and heart-warming. “I am going to speak to Williams about our departure tomorrow. Only going up to get my cloak.”

“Hate to intrude,” said Mr. Worley behind him. “But might we be moving along?”

The others made room for him to pass with their apologies. Alex made to go into the room, but Millicent nudged him with her elbow and indicated she wished him to stay. He looked an inquiry, but she waited until she heard Mr. Worley’s door shut. “Has he ever mentioned his watch since the first night?” she asked in a low voice.

“Mr. Worley?” Alex thought for a moment, frowning. “No. Not to me, at all events. Why?”

Millicent hummed. “Just wondered.” She hardly knew what she was thinking herself.

The washing was an experience she would not easily forget, nor wish to repeat. No wonder Biddy’s hands were so red and dry all the time. No matter how much exertion Millicent put into her efforts on the washboard, Biddy, small, thin, and sick too, outperformed her with ease. “You get the way of it when you do it so often,” she had assured her. It made Millicent feel no better.

They hung up their things on the line behind the inn near Mrs. Burns’s frozen garden patch. “The dresses will be so stiff with cold they’ll be able to stand on their own,” Biddy said, chuckling.

By the time they were finished, Millicent was so tired she wished for nothing more than to lie down until supper, but Alex, with the key to the room, was nowhere to be found. Inquiries led to Miss Eldon saying she had seen him walking down the road, no doubt just taking the air.

“And in case we do not see one another again, I will say farewell to you now,” Miss Eldon said. “It has been a pleasure to know you, Mrs. Dearborn, and I hope you and your husband travel safely back to Manchester.”

Millicent shook hands with the music teacher. “And you as well in your travels. I do hope your situation in Birmingham will be a pleasant one.”

“Thank you, though it would be more pleasant if I had not lost my brooch. It was only a little thing but a gift from my sister. I am fond of it.”

Millicent frowned. “This inn is so small. Your brooch can’t have evaded all the searching we have done.”

Miss Eldon sighed. “I cannot account for it, though I have gone over it a thousand times in my head. I secured it when you mentioned it was loose, stayed here in the common room, then went up the stairs with Mrs. Hamstead and Mr. Worley and straight into my room.”

Millicent frowned. “Mr. Worley?”

“Yes, he escorted Mrs. Hamstead and myself up that evening. Is something the matter, Mrs. Dearborn?”

“No,” Millicent replied after a slight hesitation. “I had only forgotten about that part.”

Miss Eldon soon excused herself to prepare for the stage. Still waiting for Alex to come back with the key, Millicent and Biddy waited in the common room. Ready to drop from all her morning work, Millicent went to the booth and curled her knees into her chest, thinking over poor Miss Eldon’s lost brooch. She was right. There was no chance that the brooch would not have been found with as diligent a search as had been made for it, and then with the subsequent search for Mrs. Hamstead’s missing guinea. It would have been found. Perhaps it had been found, and then tucked away by someone who was not its owner…

“Mr. Dearborn’s back, miss.”

Millicent hummed and opened her eyes, wondering why they had been closed in the first place. She must have dozed off. “Good, good. Where is he?”

“Right here.”

Millicent looked to her left to see him standing over her, his hands out ready to help her rise. “And how did you fare with your washing escapade?”

She put her hands in his and did her best to disregard how much she liked the feel of his fingers pressing hers in a warm grip. “It was quite the event. Very educational,” Millicent said, still a little shy from their morning interview and very much confused.

“You didn’t scrub holes into anything?”

“No, sir,” Biddy put in. “She couldn’t have if she tried. But she done a good job, all the same.”

He laughed at that, and they went back upstairs to wash up for the midday meal. At the door he put a hand in his right coat pocket for the key. What should have taken only a moment turned into several, his hand feeling all around. He frowned. “Where is it?” He tried the inner pockets against his chest, then to the left outer pocket. “Here is it. That’s odd. I thought I put it in the other one. I always do.”

He unlocked the door and held it open for Millicent and Biddy to pass through. “Thank you,” Millicent said, giving him a small, shy smile. When she turned her attention to the room however, she stopped in her tracks. Something was wrong. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but the very air in the room felt different, strange.

Unwelcoming.

“What is it?” Alex asked, poking his head into the room behind her.

Millicent focused on every detail in the room, looking for the cause of the threatening feeling. Pitcher and basin unmoved. Curtains closed. Middy sleeping on top of the pillow on the bed…

There.

The bed, neatly made by Biddy before they’d gone down with the wash, was not neat anymore. The covers, while still in place, were rumpled in a way that Biddy would not have allowed, and had not, for Millicent had watched her. “Did you muss up the bed, Alex?” she asked.

“No. I did not touch it,” he said.

She made room for him and Biddy to come in and pointed to the bed.

“Someone must have,” Biddy said. “I didn’t leave it like that, I swear it.”

Millicent frowned and looked about the room again, searching for any other evidence for the way she felt. Everything seemed to be in place. The chair had not been moved, the brush and comb were left on the table…but no, not in the way they were usually placed. The brush had been moved, positioned at a different angle.

“What the devil?” Alex said.

She turned and found him kneeling on the floor in front of his portmanteau. The lock was broken.

“Biddy, Millicent, did you—” he started. Then he sat back on his heels and brought his hands to his head, raking his fingers through his hair. “No, no, it cannot be!”

“What is it?” Millicent asked, praying he had a different conclusion than the one she had just reached. “We cannot have been robbed.”

Alex opened the case and rifled through his things with quick fingers. “Not that we have much to begin with. I had my money and watch with me when I went out, but—yes, yes, whoever it is, he got away with my razor, it seems. What would he want with a razor? We must find the constable and bring him at once. We have solid evidence now. There is a thief among us. I’ll lay odds it’s the waiter. I never liked the look of him.”

“Did he make off with anything else, sir?” Biddy asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” Alex said, making a thorough search of each piece of luggage.

“This is dreadful. That someone actually came into our room,” Millicent said, wringing her hands. She went and examined the door latch. It was all in one piece. Nothing suggested a forced entry. “You did lock it after fetching your cloak?” she asked Alex.

“Yes, of course,” he said irritably.

The waiter? She hadn’t given the staff at the Leather Bottle much thought. “How could he have got in then? It must be someone working here, then. They would have means and opportunity. Suppose⁠—”

Her blood ran cold, freezing her word on her lips. For Alex had just unearthed the ring box, opened it, found it empty, and put it aside.

The ring!

Her gasp made Alex and Biddy jump with fright. “What is it?” Alex asked. “What else is missing?”

Millicent looked down at her finger, her other hand feeling all over it as if she were trying to will it back into existence. “The ring—” she choked out.

Alex’s eyes bored into hers, then darted to her hand. “You have it.”

She shook her head and covered her mouth as horrified tears welled up in her eyes. “I put it back. I did not want anything to happen to it while I did the washing. I put it back in the box.”

Alex fairly pounced on the box again. “No. No, no, no.” He opened it, then shut it with a snap and again rummaged through the portmanteau with desperate hands. A moment’s search told all three of them it was true. The ring was gone.

“Alex, I am so sorry—” Millicent began.

He put up an abrupt hand, cutting her off. “Not now. Please.”

He stood and left without another word, the room filled to the brim with his anger.

Millicent covered her face with her hands, striving to control herself. She had to do something. It had to be a mistake. She could have left the ring in another place. She must have! She would not cry. She would search every inch of the room until she found her ring.

Alex’s ring.

Yes, Alex’s ring. Of course, that was what she meant.

With a shaky breath, she dropped her hands and found Biddy on her knees, sweeping her arm under the bed, then crawling to the table to look around each leg. Doing what Millicent should have done instantly, though she knew it would be in vain. Her face crumpled. It was a futile search. She had promised. She had promised Alex she would keep it safe. She had put the ring in the box where she’d known it would be safe, and now it was gone.

She joined Biddy in her search anyway. Three times they went round the room looking in every nook and cranny, trying not to lose their patience with Middy, who, awakened by the noise, looked at their actions as an opportunity to practice her mousing skills on their hands. They scoured every floorboard for possible cracks, turned the bed covers over, and stopped just short of ripping open the mattress, though in her growing distress, Millicent thought it just might be a possibility.

Exhausted and defeated, she and Biddy finally sat on the cold floor with their backs against the wall. “What’ll we do, miss?” Biddy asked.

Millicent closed her eyes and shook her head back and forth. “I don’t know. That is, Mr. Dearborn will find a constable and bring him back, I suppose. This thief has taken things from other people too, like Miss Eldon. Probably…” Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the scenes from that morning. “Probably from Mrs. Hamstead as well.”

Mrs. Hamstead had indeed lost a guinea that morning. Could the thief have taken it, only to be frightened about the blaring ruckus she had caused? Perhaps he had not thought it worthwhile and abandoned the coin in a place it could be found quickly.

Perhaps.

“Do you think that’s what happened to your purse too, miss?”

Millicent narrowed her eyes and nodded slowly. “Probably.”

She shut her eyes tight. Had he been in the common room when she had followed Alex inside that first night? She had been so worried about Biddy and frightened half out of her mind herself that every face and figure had been a blur. Scrunching her eyes tighter did no good. Aside from the initial smell of tallow and smoke and unwashed men, which she would carry to her grave, she could not remember that part of the night with any certainty.

“Then it must be someone stayin’ here. Or someone workin’ here, like Mr. Dearborn said.”

“Yes.” Millicent mused. She thought through each of the others still staying at the Leather Bottle, hardly able to imagine that the one she thought of could be a thief. She had spent three days with these people, spoken to each of them, sang them songs! And one of them had the audacity to play along until the moment was right. She wanted to curl up in a ball just like Middy had in Biddy’s lap and hide. No matter the atmosphere in the rest of the Leather Bottle, she had always felt safe in this room, with its lock and key⁠—

And Alex…

She hugged her knees into her chest, resting her chin on them. Someone had impossibly invaded the one place she could count on for privacy, and now Alex was furious with her. He must be. He should be. She had promised to keep his mother’s ring safe, and she had failed. How was she going to pay him back? One more thing on top of a most precariously high pile of debts she owed him.

“I have to help him,” she muttered, pushing herself off the floor.

“How?” Biddy asked.

“I don’t know, but I cannot let him do it on his own.”
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Fuming and panicked, Alex stomped down the stairs. His initial instinct to shout a summons to the staff had to be held back. If he was right in his suspicions against the waiter, he could not let on that anything was wrong. Lull the man into thinking all was well, and then pounce on him when he had the constable with him.

That meant he had to hide his alarm and anger until he was well away from the inn. He would inquire after the constable’s direction down the lane at the solicitor’s place, where Mr. Meade had been sent.

But first…

Alex steadied himself and walked through the common room and into the hall that led to the back of the inn. His boots making no noise, he quietly went to the door of the kitchen and peeked in, hoping the dim light in the hall would be sufficient cover. He saw one of the chambermaids, the turnspit dog at his work, and—yes, there was the waiter, with his back turned to him, scrubbing at something with a rag. Boots, maybe. Something white was on the cuff of his rolled-up sleeve, and on his hand, when Alex caught a glimpse of it, but nothing in his demeanor told Alex he was on the lookout. Good.

He stepped back and walked the length of the hall, only to be cut off by the second chambermaid, her arms full of linens and a line of whitewash on her jawline. “Beg pardon, sir,” she said, ducking her head.

“Not at all,” he replied, smiling. “Hard at work, I see.”

The girl nodded. “That’s the way of it, sir.”

She moved to pass him, but he barred her way. “All morning, I should think?”

“Sir?”

“You and your fellow servants, working hard all morning, what with breakfast and the demand for washing and boots polished and the like.”

She hesitated, not sure what to make of him. “Yes. It’s what we do every day. And Jim and me makin’ whitewash and painting the cellar. Without no warnin’, too. Mrs. Burns just said it had to be done today.”

Under normal circumstances, the white paint on her jaw would have now made him smile, but she had just said something very, very critical. “You and Jim? Who is Jim?”

“The waiter who works here. He’s also the boots, and just about everything else a man would be workin’ at an inn.”

“He was with you all morning, you say? How long were you at it, whitewashing this cellar?”

“Ever since breakfast, sir.”

“And neither he nor you left your task for anything?”

The girl frowned and eyed him. “No sir.”

An internal oath sounded off in his mind. Not the waiter then, if the girl could vouch for him. He thanked her and brushed past her to the front door, his frustration rising with each step. It if was not the waiter, who could have swiped Mrs. Burns’s ring of master keys at any time, then there was only one other option. An option that reduced him into an absolute fool⁠—

“Alex, wait!”

He turned, his hand on the latch ready to go outside. Millicent rushed down the stairs, her cloak billowing behind her. “I am coming with you,” she said. “I must. Do not try to stop me.”

“Millicent, no.”

She came up to him, her eyes overlarge and strained with worry and gleaming with gathering tears. He could feel the guilt coming off her in waves. She felt horrible about the missing ring, that was all too clear in her face, but he did not want her there—he was still too angry. Angry at the thief, angry at her, but most of all, angry at himself. “Go back up to the room and wait until I return,” he ordered.

His authoritative tone set her eyes ablaze. “I am coming, and that is that. You cannot order me to do anything, you are not my hus—my husband,” she hissed out, looking around the empty room. “This is all my fault, and I will fix it with you.”

“It was not your fault,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

The worry returned to her eyes, dousing the flames. “Of course it was.”

“It was not. You do understand that?” he asked, stepping nearer. “You are not to blame in this.”

She pointed a finger to her chest. “But I put it there. I should have kept it on, but I have never done any washing before. I did not want anything to happen to it.”

Her last words were cut short by a sob rising in her throat. Whatever frustration or anger he had over the matter, regarding her at least, melted away. She had not been careless. If anything, she had taken a little too much care and now was punishing herself unnecessarily. Even in all his anger he’d known that.

He reached out and took her by the shoulders. “You did the right thing. You did put it in a place you thought—we all thought—ought to have been safe. I am to blame for this, utterly.”

He swallowed. It cost him much to get those words out. Admit that the fault was his and his alone.

“How could this be your fault? You were not even here,” she said, dashing a tear away from her cheek.

He took a deep breath. “It was not the waiter. He has an alibi. Both the chambermaids are accounted for as well. Do you remember when I could not find the key for a moment before we found out what had happened? It was in my left pocket, remember?”

She nodded, not understanding the significance that was so blaring to him.

He shook his head, pressing his lips together. “I had put the key in my right pocket. I always keep it there, nowhere else. Do you know what that means?”

She remained silent, waiting.

“It means that the thief not only slipped the key out of my right pocket without my knowledge, but that he also put it back in my left pocket after robbing us. All without my knowing.”

Her eyes widened. “How could he have managed that?”

A shameful flush crept up Alex’s neck. “I should love to know that myself. To have been duped like some common flat. It doesn’t bear thinking about. So…” He raised his eyes and held hers. “It was not your fault.”

She closed her eyes, her shoulders dropping. “How will we get it back? We must get it back.”

“We’ll get it back,” he replied with an assurance that he himself was far from feeling. “No one has gone. But stay here with Biddy, please. I do not know how long it will take to find the constable, and I want him here before the stage leaves, so I must hurry.” He reached up and swiped his thumb over her cheek, catching another fallen tear. “We’ll get it back.”
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Alex rushed away before Millicent could put the pieces of the tangled mess of thought in her head into anything coherent. Still reeling from her guilt—she did not care what Alex said, she was at least in part to blame for the missing ring—she went back upstairs and rejoined Biddy in the bedchamber. She resumed her place on the floor, saying nothing. Given her low, depressive state, it felt like the best place.

It was not the waiter, as Alex had first thought. Nor either of the chambermaids. Mrs. Burns was openly squeezing everything out of her guests with her inflated prices, making it unlikely she felt the need to steal from them covertly as well. That could only mean one thing. Millicent wondered if Alex was drawing the same conclusions in his search for the constable that she was fast coming to in the bedchamber.

Mr. Worley.

Alex had said Mr. Worley’s watch had been missing before the stranded stage passengers arrived. He had not mentioned it since.

Mr. Worley had found Mrs. Hamstead’s missing guinea after the turnspit dog had escaped. A perfect distraction to swipe one of the fallen coins, hoping Mrs. Hamstead would not miss it in the chaos, then when she had threatened to bring the authorities in, conveniently finding it for her in a place Millicent had looked over herself. There had been no coin wedged between the wall and the seat.

Mr. Worley had accompanied Miss Eldon and Mrs. Hamstead upstairs the night Miss Eldon’s brooch had gone missing. Another search had produced nothing, much like Millicent’s search for her purse.

Mr. Worley had come to the inn before Millicent and Biddy. He could have very well been in the common room when she had first arrived. She hated to think he could have slipped a hand into her pocket so easily without her noticing, but the room had been so crowded. She and Alex had brushed up against several people on their way upstairs. That was the only place her purse could have gone missing.

And finally, Mr. Worley had been on the stair when she and Biddy had gone down with the wash. She did not know how he had managed to slip the key from Alex’s pocket before he had gone to speak to his coachman, but with the mounting evidence against Mr. Worley’s whereabouts each time something had gone missing, Millicent thought it safe to say she had a prime suspect.

“I will be back,” she told Biddy. She rose and went to the door.

“Yes, miss,” Biddy replied.

Millicent did not exactly know what she would do, but she had to do something. She walked down the length of the hall to the last room, Mr. Worley’s, and pressed her ear to the door. She heard nothing. As silently as she could, she tried the latch. Locked. If he was in there, he was being awfully quiet about it. Down the hall, she could hear movements and the muffled voices of Miss Eldon and Mrs. Hamstead in their shared room, preparing for the stage.

He must be here somewhere. Unless he has run already…

She went downstairs. No one in the common room. She paced about, unable to keep still. Search everywhere. If Mr. Worley was not in the inn anymore, she would have her answer for certain, and then she would sound the alarm and ask Mrs. Burns where the constable was so she could run and tell Alex that Mr. Worley had flown.

She looked in the kitchen. Only the chambermaids. Common room was empty. Unless he had conveniently wedged himself between the seat and the wall, she thought sardonically. Every room near the kitchen was opened and examined. No one. He really must have gone.

And now we know what to do.

Millicent hurried to the front of the inn. She had left her cloak upstairs but there was not time to get it. Where was Mrs. Burns? She needed the direction to the constable. The landlady had not been in the kitchen or anywhere in the back rooms Millicent had searched, but there was no time to find her. Millicent would leave and ask directions from another place. Perhaps the candlemaker next door knew.

Hurrying, she crossed the common room to the door, glancing in the taproom on the off-chance Mrs. Burns was in there. She was not, but Mr. Worley was, seated at the very end of the bar, hunched over facing the wall.

Millicent veered back behind the wall, praying he had not heard her. How had she not thought to look in the taproom? He was still here, and in plain sight! But what if he left before Alex came back? She must keep him occupied, stall him for as much time as she could for Alex to bring the magistrate. It should be easy enough. She was capable of charming conversation, wasn’t she?

These thoughts raced through her mind as she silently entered the taproom, making sure her boots did not click against the floor. When she was halfway to him, his hand went into his breeches pocket and pulled out something very well known to her. Purple cloth, with gold and silver embroidered in flowery patterns. The purse she had made herself only last year, and here Mr. Worley was pulling out the stolen item as bold as you please. And had that not been enough, he opened it and produced none other than Miss Eldon’s brooch, holding it up against the light from the window.

Millicent’s mouth gaped open at his boldness. “Excuse me, I believe that is mine,” she said, her charm carried away by a wind of pure recklessness.

Mr. Worley jumped off his stool and whirled around to face her, his hands closing tight around both the purse and the brooch. “What?” he asked.

“That is my purse you have there,” she said, pointing to the one hand. “And Miss Eldon’s brooch.”

Mr. Worley recovered from his surprise and opened the hand around her purse. “Oh, this is yours, is it? I just found it, as a matter of fact. Must have been kicked into a corner in all the hubbub of the storm and been there the whole time.”

“I just saw you pull it out of your pocket, sir. Was it in the same place as Mrs. Hamstead’s lost guinea, perhaps?”

It could never be said that Mr. Worley had an agreeable countenance, and the way he was looking at her now, his face hardening even more, Millicent had a feeling she would regret her boldness.

“But after all, how am I to know this is really your purse?” he asked, a sly light glinting in his eye. “You might just be saying that to take a pretty thing that’s caught your fancy. Where’s your proof?”

Her eyes widened at the insult. “You do not take me at my word?”

He shrugged, taking a step closer. “There’s a thief among us, after all. Told your husband so the very first night. We’ve all assumed it’s got to be a man, but that would be a clever idea for a woman to hide behind, wouldn’t it?”

“You cannot possibly think that I would stoop to something that could take me to the gallows?” she asked.

He grunted and roved his eyes over her face in a way that made her heart pick up speed, and not for any pleasant reason. “You wouldn’t be the first pretty face to bat your eyes and play a sleight of hand.”

Millicent strove to keep calm. “You are only trying to distract me. I, the thief? You must be mad. I was not here when you said you’d lost your watch. I do not think you ever had a watch to be stolen. Still, if you are not sure that the purse is mine, what are you doing with Miss Eldon’s brooch? Or did you just happen to find that too?”

He rocked back and forth on his heels. “I don’t know. Could be you’re just trying to pilfer them off me, now that you’ve seen them.”

She shook her head in disbelief. Did he really think he could convince her he was not the thief? There was no denying it now. She gave him a shrug of her shoulder. “Take them to the constable, then.”

He squinted an eye at her. “What?”

“The constable. He is not far from here. Let us call for him and tell him the whole. You may be sure he shall sort it out between us.”

Mr. Worley frowned, amused, and shook his head. “I say I shall make you stay silent instead. Long enough for me to make myself scarce. I can do that, you know. Easily.”

He took a menacing step toward her. He was not much taller than her but thick and burly. He could overpower her in a trice if he wished. But what was she to do? Keep silent and simply let him walk away?

“You are not going anywhere,” she declared.

But her trembling voice belied her forceful words. In fact, he cracked a laugh. “Is that so? A brave front, Mrs. Dearborn. A good effort.”

“I shall scream right now. Right this instant.”

His hand was at her throat faster than she could blink, shoving her against the wall and clamping a hand against her mouth. How could he move so fast? Her hands grasped at his wrists, trying to push him away, but he remained where he was, solid as a stone. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he said softly.
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A cruel, smug smile marred Mr. Worley’s face. He looked almost sorry at her pitiful attempt to free herself. He squeezed his fingers around her throat, giving her a pulsing taste of just what he was capable of doing to her. The movement was over and gone in an instant, but the message came through loud and clear: until he decided what to do with her, she was entirely in his power.

She gave off pushing him away and stilled herself. Force would not get her out of this. What could she do? Her eyes rested on the bulge in his waistcoat pocket, the pocket where he always kept his cards.

“I’ll play you for it,” she said, her words coming out as a mess of mumbling underneath his hand.

He bent his ear to her. He lifted his hand slightly away from her mouth, and his fingers loosened around her throat enough for a painful rush of blood to race into her head. “What?”

“I’ll play you for it. For my purse.”

A look of complete disbelief took over his face. “I thought that’s what you said,” he replied, chuckling. “You’ll play me for it, will you? You don’t play cards. You said so yourself.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about, do you? Let me try. If you win, I won’t say a thing, and you can leave. If I win, I will still say I never saw you. That is fair, isn’t it? Only do let me go.”

Just enough time for Alex to get back…

His grip on her throat loosened further. His mouth twitched, tickled by amusement. “There is always a first for everything, I suppose. I don’t know as if I have to take you up on your offer just out of the novelty of it. I need to stay low until the stage come anyhow. You really think you can beat me? Dear child. But what will you wager? You’ve nothing of value with you. I know, I checked.”

This blatant confession that this man had invaded her room and gone through her things sent grotesque chills running up her spine. He released her, his eyes on the move once more. “But don’t worry. I reckon we can think of something I can win out of you.”

If her flesh had not already been crawling, it certainly was now.

Keep calm. You’ve a bit of room now. Use it.

“What’s your game?” he asked.

She didn’t need to think twice. “Piquet.”

“Piquet? You know it?”

She nodded. “I know the rules. I have watched others play many times.”

He sniffed out a laugh. “If you’re sure. And you’ll not make a peep? Win or lose, you will not say a word about me to anyone. That clear?” he asked, his eyes threatening.

She nodded. “I give you my word. Just let me try.”

If he has the purse, he’ll have the…

Yes, I know. Quiet now.

His eyes ran over her once more. By now, she was trembling beyond anything she could control. Amused lines crackled around his eyes. “You’ve got more pluck than you can handle, it seems. Right, then. This way.”

This was not an invitation, for he grabbed her hand in an iron grip and led her out of the taproom and up the stairs. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“My room. Private game, given the nature of my situation. You understand.”

The impulse to wrest her hand away and scream was almost uncontrollable. Someone would come before she was throttled, surely? Biddy was just in their room, but if she came, Millicent had no doubt he would hurt her too. She took her lips between her teeth and forced herself to keep pace with him. Below them, the sound of the front door latch opening met their ears, followed by a manly tread that she would recognize anywhere.

Alex.

Before she could blink, Mr. Worley jerked her around and shoved her against the wall, the weight of his body knocking the air out of her. He clamped a hand over her mouth and hissed, “Not one peep.”

His voice was less jovial now, which was ironically less frightening than his amused tone had been while his fingers were around her throat. With his body forcing her into the wall, she should have cowered or fainted in fear. He was so strong. Instead, a disdainful fury welled up inside her at her helplessness.

This is not fair!

Her jaw clenched under his hand. He looked more intently at her and met her icy stare with something slightly less sure in his. “We’re just playing a game, all right? Simple as that.”

She gave a curt nod. Keeping his hand over her mouth, he fished around in his pocket for his key, unlocked the door, and pushed her through to the room. Millicent worked her jaw and rubbed it with her hands. Mr. Worley turned, key in hand, back to the door. Panic clutched her entire frame. “Please!” she whispered fiercely. “Please, do not lock the door.”

He threw a smile at her. “Ah, but we can’t have your husband interrupting us.”

Oh, yes, we could!

“What would he think, finding us like this?” he went on. “He’d never believe we were just at a friendly game of piquet, would he? He’s a jealous one, he is. Saw it clear as day first time I laid eyes on the two of you.”

“Please,” she said again. “I will not call out. He would never dream of searching for me in here. There is no reason to suspect I would be in your company.”

“How can you be so sure?”

You are too high in flesh, your nose is too broad, and your eyes too small for your face…

“Because I love him.”

The words were out before she knew it, laced by no lie. She only hoped this man, devoid of all proper feeling, would somehow be touched by such a declaration.

He was indeed affected. His lips visibly curled as he turned the key, locking the door. “Lovely. Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

He held out the chair for her by a little table, a chivalrous gesture that ran wholly opposite to what he was. How could he treat her with such roughness one moment, then playful deference the next? Had he no dignity?

“There now,” he said, taking his seat on the bed. “I’ll deal, shall I?”

Deftly he set up the game. Twelve cards in hand, eight to the side. Millicent spread out her cards into a clumsy looking fan to make him think she was not used to the movement. The disorder of them grated at her, but the motion had a calming effect as well. She knew how to play, that was her curse. No, not cursed anymore. She was just good at cards. Very clever. That was what Alex had said, and that was what she chose to believe now. She prayed she would be good enough to keep him occupied. But she had to be more than good in another way. There was an act she must play.

Give nothing away. Act the fool. You are a scared, silly girl who just wants her things back. He thinks you are nothing. Let him think it.

“Now first, you exchange any cards you might not want—” Mr. Worley began.

“I know how to play, thank you,” she snapped back like a petulant child.

He raised his brows at her but said nothing as they made their exchanges. “Declare,” he said.

“Point of five.”

Too fast! You are stupid at cards, remember?

“Good.”

They went down the length of their cards as Millicent organized her strategy with both her hand and her outward performance. She declared the rest of her hand hesitantly, then gave her cards a blank stare. She knew he was watching her. She formed her mouth into a confused oh, as if she had just realized what she had gotten herself into. A subtle laugh from his side of the table.

Good. Now wait…

Though it was difficult to meet his eyes after everything he had done to her, she looked up at him, expectant. He looked back at her, equally so. “Your move, Mrs. Dearborn,” he said patiently.

“I go first?” she asked, pointing to herself.

“Yes,” he said as if speaking to a child.

“Right, of course. I knew that.”

“Now, in any regular circumstance, we would play to one hundred, but with the stage on its way, we’ll put stakes down on each hand. Move things along, understand?”

She nodded and the game began with the trick. He took it. She the next. She laid a card down for the third trick.

“Do you have a higher card in that suit?” he asked.

She hugged her cards to her chest. “Why?”

“It is only, the higher the card, the more likely you’ll win the trick.”

“I know that,” she said, scowling. “Why are you trying to help me?”

He gave a shrug. “I would like to have a bit of a challenge while I beat you.”

Oh, you would, would you? Well then…

She fidgeted on her chair. “I’m sure I shall manage. Forgive me if I do not care a jot about your amusement. Or trust you in any way. You are a thief, remember?”

He lifted a hand. “Go on. Your play.”

They played on. She won. Just barely.

“Not bad,” he said. He produced her purse from his pocket and threw it on the table. “Your winnings.”

Even before it hit the wood, Millicent called foul. “It is empty.”

“Ah, but you said you wanted to play for the purse, not what was in it.”

She seethed. “That is not fair. You knew very well what I meant.”

“I knew exactly what you meant; you were very clear. You only said ‘purse’, and you won. Well done.”

Nostrils flaring, she threw her hand down and gathered up the cards. “Fine. If that is how you want it, then so be it.” She shuffled the cards, muttering to herself under her breath. “Curse or no curse, you shall have a taste of what my bad blood can do⁠—"

“What’d you say?”

She shot him a warning look. His eyes widened, and so did his smile. “This’ll be more amusing than I thought. There’s some spirit in you. And look, now you have something to wager.” He pointed to the purse. “I’ve grown rather fond of it. Think I’ll win it back.”

“And what will you wager?”

He pulled two guineas from his pocket and put them on the table.

She lifted a brow. “Are those mine?”

He shrugged, the smile on his face making her hand itch to slap it off. “I really don’t know. Your dear Mr. Dearborn had a stroke of luck against me the other night. He may have won yours back already.”

Cards dealt, they began again with Millicent fuming inside. Injustice. The one thing that struck her to the core, that could make her blind with anger. Gone was the timid girl and her flimsy attempt at bravery. Sitting tall, she played her cards with deliberate precision and won the next game with ease.

“I’ll take those and wager them next.” She slid the gold coins to her side of the table. “Your deal, Mr. Worley, and wager my ring, if you please.” She tossed the deck at him, the top cards sliding off and nearly falling off the table. He made no move to catch them. He watched her instead, his gaze so penetrating that some of her bravado wilted. There was a new gleam in his eye that she did not like. “Much better, much better,” he murmured more to himself than to her. He slid his hand to an inner pocket of his waistcoat and produced Miss Eldon’s brooch instead.

“I said my ring,” she said through gritted teeth.

He put the brooch down and slid it to the middle of the table with such a threat in his eye that she had no choice but to go on with the game as he chose.

A few minutes later, she lost the gold coins. Then she won them back and the brooch.

Then she lost all three of them.

“Again,” she said, and threw the purse back on the table. “And you shall wager my ring. I’ve no time for this. And neither do you, I think. The stage will be here any minute.”

Mr. Worley tilted his head, studying her. “No, I don’t think I will. Do you really care about it that much? It’s an old thing. But that’s right, I forgot. You love him.” He tapped his fingers on the table, each click of his nails chipped away at Millicent’s patience. “How much do you love him, I wonder? Tell you what. I’ll wager the ring. If you win, it’s yours, and you’ll keep silent as I make my escape, like we agreed. However, if I win, I want you.”

“Me? Want me to what?” she asked, frowning, though she steeled herself for the answer that was likely to follow.

“Fifteen minutes of your spirited company before the stage leaves.”

He cannot possibly mean…

“Fifteen minutes?” she said in an expressionless voice. “Down in the common room exchanging humorous anecdotes?”

A chuckle shook his chest. “No. Here.”

Thought so.
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Was it time to scream? Where was Alex? He must be wondering where she was by now. Could she sound the alarm and run to the door fast enough?

Mr. Worley started from his seat, letting out a growl that made Millicent jump. The smile that followed promised violence. “No running, no talking, remember?”

Heart thudding, Millicent lifted her chin and closed her lips tight, indicating she understood. If she tried anything, he would hurt her.

Mr. Worley rose. Millicent shrank back. “I promise,” she said, raising an arm to shield her from any assault.

He did not come to her but instead went over to his valise lying on the floor. A moment later, he brought out Alex’s ring and set it on the table, slowly, giving weight to the moment. “You’re a sharp one. What’s one more wager?”

Millicent felt her frame begin to tremble and controlled it as best she could. She would not let him see how afraid she was. “Hardly a fair one. The stakes are rather high, don’t you think?” She congratulated herself on the steadiness of her voice.

“Not at all, love,” he replied, his voice gone husky. “You have been playing a trick on me. I thought there was something havey-cavey about you the second you proposed this little game of yours. Never played, have you? No, you’re better than you let on. Stakes may be high, but we’re an even match, you and I. Ho, the things we could do together if you came with me. I could teach you Vincent’s law in no time, and we could make our fortune. How about it? Throw in your lot with me? I may not be as handsome as that chub of yours, but you’d still have the ring—and a man to go with it.”

I beg your pardon. Chub?

She did not know the precise meaning of the word, or who this Vincent character was, but Millicent was sure he would be what her brother would call a dashed loose screw. Mr. Worley’s toying with her in such a ridiculous way replaced much of her fear with annoyance. As if he could compare in any way to Alex!

“Do let us get on with it,” she said, exasperated. “We have been here too long, and my husband will start searching for me if I do not make an appearance. A safe and sound appearance. You said I did not fool you, and if I am hurt or tormented in any way, my husband will know.”

He grunted at this thinly veiled threat and dealt the cards. “Whether you’re hurt is up to you, love. You know the rules we laid down, same as me. I’m a man of my word.”

She eyed him with a “you know what I mean” look and picked up her last hand. Not the worst, but certainly not the best. She had to be careful.

There was a new air about this game. Millicent felt it not only in herself, but in Mr. Worley too. A sheen of sweat gleamed on his forehead. She did not know why; her stakes were higher than his.

But surely, he must know that once you let him go, you’ll tell the authorities anyway, especially if Alex has already brought them. He’s worried is what he is.

And worried people make mistakes.

With each play he made, Millicent studied him, his expressions, the movement of his hands, the time he took to play. Each told her what sort of hand he had to work with while she remained still, with one eyebrow cocked, praying she gave away nothing. She had to win, and that was that. She would get Alex’s ring back; Mr. Worley would not impose himself upon her, and he would be on his merry way with a good head start. That was how this game would play out. As the game went on, her assurance grew.

She allowed herself to throw down her last card with a triumphant flare before grabbing the ring and shoving it on her finger before sliding the purse, the coins and the brooch toward her. “My game, Mr. Worley. I’ll thank you to leave the room first and make sure the coast is clear.”

Mr. Worley did not move. He did not blink. His jaw worked back and forth as he flicked his gaze back and forth between her and the ring on her finger. Trepidation clutched at her throat. “You promised,” she said.

“I did,” he said, inclining his head and drumming his fingers on the table. “You’re quite something else, Mrs. Dearborn. Played me for a regular flat, you did. I’m impressed, but I think I really must take the ring back, at least. Give it here and I’ll let you go, and then you’ll let me go. We’ll call it fair.”

That is not fair!

She seethed inside, mouth agape. “No! A man of your word. That was not what we agreed to, and I will not capitulate to a deceitful, dishonest, horrible—ugly thief! I am leaving,” she hissed and rose from the chair.

Mr. Worley also rose. “Don’t move another step if you know what’s good for you. Give it to me. Now.”

“No,” she shot back.

He glared and pulled his lips back into a snarl. “I’ll take it one way or another. Maybe even take those fifteen minutes too, if you put up a fight. Give it to me.”

Just as he took a step toward her, a voice wafted up to them from down below. “Millicent?”

Alex.

Time to scream.

“Alex—!”

His name ended on a shriek of absolute terror, for Mr. Worley barreled down on her and slapped his hand over her mouth, but too late.

“Millicent?” came Alex’s voice, stronger now, on alert.

Cursing her, Mr. Worley shoved her down to the floor and hastened to the window, flinging the latch open with quick fingers. He was going to jump out the window. He was going to get away!

“Alex!” Millicent cried again. She scrambled up and rushed to the window, grabbed Mr. Worley, already halfway out, by his breeches and pulled with all her might. Off balance, Mr. Worley wobbled on the windowsill on one leg and came tumbling down on top of her. Above the rushing in her ears, Millicent heard Alex working at the locked door.

“Millicent!”

“In here. Hurry!” she screeched as she and Mr. Worley untangled themselves. He sent another volley of filthy abuses her way before trying for the window once more. She was at him again in an instant above the sound of Alex’s shoulder slamming against the door. She went for his breeches again but this time he anticipated her. He caught her wrist and twisted it back painfully. His other hand caught her throat just as Alex burst through the door and into the room.

Mr. Worley threw Millicent to the floor, her windpipe crushed from his grip. Alex rushed in and engaged Mr. Worley right above her. Gasping and coughing, unable to breathe, she curled herself up into a ball and covered her head to protect herself from being trampled. In her position she could see little but heard the grunts of exertion from both the men as they struggled. An enormous rushing above her led to the sound of wood splintering. She caught a glimpse of the table dashed to pieces, Mr. Worley on top of it. Alex, on him in an instant, grabbed his shirt and lifted his other hand balled into a fist and landed blow after blow. Millicent shut her eyes and tried to stop coughing. Sobs were quickly rising in her throat, which made breathing all the more difficult.

Someone grabbed her shoulders. “Miss! Oh, miss!” Biddy cried above her. She draped herself over Millicent, holding her tight against the violence around them.

Voices and cries of concern and astonishment soon surrounded her, all a jumble in her ears. Millicent only curled herself up tighter as she tried to stave off tears. A lull in the action beside her came, and Biddy’s weight on top of her suddenly disappeared. She cried out, but it was replaced by a pair of large, strong hands gripping her shoulders, raising her up. “Millicent! Millicent, are you hurt?”

Like a lifeline to a drowning sailor, Millicent grasped at Alex, who gathered her up into his arms and held her in a crushing embrace. She could scarcely breathe, but she only clung to him tighter.

“What happened? What did he do to you? Where are you hurt?” He started feeling her all over, her back, her head, anywhere he could touch while still clinging to her.

“He was the thief all along,” she said, her words coming out in painful gulps. “I realized it after you left, and I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing.” Her words came faster. “So I went and found him⁠—”

“You went looking for him?” Alex cried, incredulous. “When you knew he was the thief?”

She went on as if he’d never spoken. “—and I only thought to distract him until you got back, but then I saw him with my purse and even Miss Eldon’s brooch. Why would he have them in his pockets? Do thieves usually keep the things they’ve stolen in their pockets?”

“I—I don’t know.” Alex pressed his hand against her face. “But are you well?”

She knew she was babbling, knew she should stop, but she could not. “If I ever steal something, I will not keep it on my person. That is a foolish idea, if you ask me. But I found him, and then he threatened me to stay silent, but I needed to give you more time so I told him I would play cards to win everything back—oh! Alex! Alex, I have the ring, look!” She shoved her hand into his face.

Rearing his head back to avoid an eyeful of sapphires, Alex took her hand and placed a kiss on it, not even looking at the ring. “Yes, I see love⁠—"

“Don’t, don’t call me love,” she said, eyes wide and shivering at the memory of that word on Mr. Worley’s lips, but continued on at her ever-increasing pace. “So, we played piquet, and I tried to be quite stupid about it. It was a horrible act. He caught on so quickly. Do you think I should practice lying? I think I really must get better at lying⁠—”

“—I—I don’t know⁠—”

Her words came faster and faster, jumbling on her tongue but still she could not stop. Tears began to flow again. Alex called her name repeatedly, trying to get her attention. She thought she might faint. Somewhere above her, Mrs. Hamstead’s shrill voice pierced through the fog of madness surrounding her head. “Are you her husband, or aren’t you? Give the girl a good slap!”

“Millicent,” Alex said, holding her tight against him. “Millicent.”

She could hardly see or hear anything now above the panic in her mind when suddenly something soft and warm pressed against her cheek right where a tear had fallen.

“Millicent.”

There it was again, on the other cheek this time. Sniffing, she tried to focus on this mysterious caress. What was it? Where had it come from?

Another on her forehead.

“Millicent, come back to me.”

Two hands, Alex’s hands, warm and a little rough, encased her face. She closed her eyes and leaned into them, her beaths coming steadier from the touch. She opened her eyes just in time to see Alex move in and place another warm, soft kiss on her cheek. “Steady now,” he murmured. “You are safe.”

Seeing him so close, holding her as he was, she could not help but reach out for further reassurance, further safety. “Alex,” she said, pleading, and pressed her lips to his once, twice…

Alex pulled his head back, completely bewildered. “Milli—" An instant later, he was back. Of one accord they wrapped their arms around one another, melting into the embrace. Alex could not seem to get enough of her, drinking in each kiss she gave with a ferocity she returned, her hunger growing more insatiable with each passing moment.

It was Mrs. Burns’s burly voice that brought Millicent down from the heights to realize that the room was filled to the brim with other people. “That’s enough of that, you two. He’s comin’ round.”

Alex pulled away from her. Behind him, she saw Mr. Worley, an eye swelling shut above a bleeding nose and cut lip, lying in the middle of the splintered wood of the table, groaning as he recovered his bearings. Millicent looked around the rest of the room. Everyone in the inn was there: Miss Eldon, Mrs. Hamstead, Mrs. Burns, chambermaids, waiter, even the driver of the stage.

“You two,” Alex commanded the waiter and the driver. “Help me bring him down and bind him up. The constable was out when I called but will be here shortly, I hope. And you,” he growled. He bent down and raised the still stunned Mr. Worley up by his shirt collar. Millicent opened her eyes wide when she saw Alex’s knuckles scuffed and bleeding. “You’re lucky to be alive, you sorry, wretched excuse of a snake.”

“Steady there, lad,” the driver said, coming over and laying a hand on his shoulder. “Got to save enough of him for the constable. Me and this fellow here will see to him. You make sure your wife is un’armed. Come here, you,” he said to the waiter, then, looking at Millicent, “Your wife. Huh, wouldn’t have guessed you was married when you walked off into that storm, miss. I mean, ma’am.”

The two men wrested Mr. Worley from Alex’s savage grip and half dragged him from the room, but not before Mr. Worley spat out one last dirty string of curses at Millicent through his swollen, bleeding lip. His words sent the women in the room wide-eyed and gasping. Alex’s jaw bulged. Nostrils flared and fire in his eyes, he strode over with an energy that was terrible and frightening. The driver saw him coming and held out an arm, to little avail, but managed to shove him back. “Don’t listen to him, lad. Let us handle him.”

“Alex,” Millicent pleaded. She stretched out her arms, asking.

Alex’s gaze remained on the retreating form of Mr. Worley, his chest heaving up and down. Closing his eyes and raking his fingers through his hair, he paced about the room, striving to calm himself while the women around them murmured their shock over the turn of events. Biddy had returned to Millicent’s side the moment Alex had risen, but what Millicent really longed for was for him to squeeze her tightly in the safe harbor of his arms.

All at once, a great commotion was heard on the stair and continued for some moments, descending in volume until there was a proper “oomph!” down at the bottom. Alex was out the door like a shot, but the driver’s voice came up to the rest of them. “Poor bloke tripped and fell down the whole flight. He’s all right, but what a shame. What a shame. You’ve got to watch where you’re steppin’, mate.” His voice ended on a cryptic chuckle.

A moment later, Alex came back into the room, a wry grin on one side of his face, giving Millicent the feeling that Mr. Worley’s trip down the stairs had been a coordinated event.

“Come, miss,” Biddy said, rising from the floor. “Let me take you to our own room. I don’t like it in here.”

“Stand aside, Biddy, I’ve got her.”

Alex swooped down upon Millicent, scooping her up into his arms and carrying her out the door while the women hastily made way for him. Millicent clung to him, burying her face into his neck. A few moments later, she felt him sit down on the bed of their own room. He settled her onto his lap as he shifted his arms to wrap tightly around her, giving her what she craved at last: warm, unwavering safety.

“Biddy, leave us,” he commanded. Once the door latched behind her, his shoulders drooped, his chest caving in as he tried to draw Millicent closer to him, his breath hot on her neck. “What were you thinking? Confronting a criminal on your own? Do you realize what could have happened to you?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing, once I knew it was him. I was so angry. What if he left before you came back with the constable?”

“What if he’d—” Alex tried to speak but only sputtered for several moments before giving up. “Let me see you,” he said instead, lifting her head up and examining her neck. With her voice as ragged as it was, she guessed Mr. Worley’s fingers had left their mark.

Indeed, Alex sucked in an angry breath as his fingers gently traced the length of her neck, causing shivers to run down her frame. He finally raised his eyes, tortured and concerned, to hers. “Will you be all right?”

She nodded and placed her forehead on his, suddenly very, very tired. Alex held his place with her for a moment, then sliding his cheek across hers nuzzled his face into her hair. She responded in kind, and they sat together, holding one another, simply breathing, for a long time.
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“I do not know where Mr. Dearborn has gone off to,” Millicent said, standing outside the inn the next day.

The remainder of the day before, after the constable had come, had been filled giving statements and decisions on whether to lodge official complaints against Mr. Worley. Though it would mean coming back to Bagot to testify when the assize took place, Miss Eldon, Alex, and Millicent had unanimously voted in the affirmative. And now, though the weather was damp and cold, nature finally permitted them to leave the Leather Bottle. Millicent was anxious to get to her grandmother’s in Manchester and send word immediately to her parents that she was well, if her father was not waiting for her there already.

Millicent now looked an apology to Mrs. Burns, standing beside her. “But our carriage is here. He shall be along directly, to say his thanks.”

He won’t mean it, though…

Millicent bit her lip against the thought to keep from smiling. It had taken him several minutes that morning to loosen his neck enough that his ear was not glued to his shoulder. He would only be too happy to leave his pallet of cold floorboards and was probably upstairs spitting a curse on it right then.

“I don’t care where he is. You’re all paid up,” sniffed Mrs. Burns. “Safe journey.”

Millicent raised her brows, rather touched at the well wishes. “Thank you.”

Millicent had never met Alex’s coachman, Williams, but trusted Alex had told him all that needed to be said of their situation. It seemed so, for he only tipped his hat and murmured, “Mrs. Dearborn,” before going into the inn for the luggage. He stepped back almost immediately, for Biddy, eager to make up for her sick days in bed, had managed to carry Alex’s two portmanteaux and both hers and Millicent’s bundles. Her shawl, which she had wrapped and tied around her shoulders, had a suspicious, kitten-sized lump on one side. “I’ve got it all. Make way, if you please.”

Williams strapped everything down tight, and still Alex was nowhere to be seen. “Shall I go look for him?” Biddy asked.

Millicent sighed. “No, if you do, mark my words, the minute you disappear he will appear, and then he shall go looking for you in the wrong direction, and we shall never leave. Let us get in. He won’t let the horses stand for long.”

She entered the coach with Biddy as Williams heaved himself up into place, but they waited several minutes more while Millicent held and stroked Middy, freed from the shawl. She was about to go look for him herself when he suddenly appeared around the corner of the inn, hurrying to the carriage at a run, a bundle of cloth in his hands. “You’re all here? Good!” he cried. “Off we go. No time to lose. Williams!”

He opened the door of the coach as fast as he could and fairly jumped in on top of Millicent, upsetting Middy. “Alex,” she cried, wincing as Middy’s claws took hold of the skin above her gloves. “What are you doing? What have you got there?”

“Nothing of importance. Williams!” He pounded his fist against the roof several times. “Drive on!”

Millicent noted the hunted look in his eyes as he peered out the window. “Is someone chasing you?” she asked, joking. “You have not taken Mr. Worley’s disgraceful mantle and become a thief yourself, have you?”

He jerked his face toward her. “Why would you say that?”

Millicent studied him and his guilty expression for a long moment, then looked down at the bundle he held in the crook of his arm. The moving bundle. The growling bundle. Every wifely instinct was instantly on alert. “Alex—” she said in a dangerous legato. “What have you done?”

“Cover Middy in your cloak and hold her close,” he said. The bundle gave a yelp. “Do it now.”

She shook her head at him but obeyed. This could not be happening. What had he found this time?

An instant later, she had her answer. As soon as Middy was tucked away in her cloak, the scraggly head of none other than the turnspit dog popped out of the swaddling cloth in which he had been hastily wrapped. The dog took in his new surroundings, whipping his head in every direction with yips and growls.

“He really is a fine looking chap, or will be when we get enough food in him,” Alex said, looking him over. “Oh, look, he only has one eye. I never noticed that before. I’ve only really seen the one side of him, while he was in the wheel, poor devil.”

Millicent’s mouth gaped open. She was sure she would burst a vessel. “Alex Dearborn, did you steal that dog? It belongs to Mrs. Burns! We cannot take him with us.”

“Mrs. Burns,” he said with a disgusted scoff. “She won’t try to take him back. Not when I would tell everyone who could hear me how wretched her treatment of him was.”

“Alex, I tell you now, I will not have another animal attached to us. Tell Williams to turn around this instant. Or let it out, and it will find its way back.”

“But only look how thin he looks, miss,” Biddy said. She reached her hand out. “There, there, fellow, it’s all right⁠—”

With a ferocious wail, the one-eyed dog lunged at Biddy’s fingers, jaws snapping. Biddy and Millicent both screamed and shrank back against the squabs while Alex tightened his hold on the bundle.

“Alex, it is vicious!” Millicent cried. “Throw it out at once!”

“Nonsense. He is only unaccustomed to kindness. Once he sees we mean him no harm, he shall settle in and become as docile as a lamb, you see if he won’t. There’s a good boy, all will be well—oh! Almost got me, naughty boy.”

“He smells awful, don’t he, miss?” Biddy said.

Millicent closed her eyes and prayed Middy would remain quietly cuddled up against her shoulder. First a kitten, now a dog bent on death and destruction. “Do you always do this?” she asked Alex. “You would try to bring home an ill-tempered hippopotamus with a toothache if you thought you could get away with it, wouldn’t you?”

He scoffed. “A hippopotamus? Don’t be daft. This little fellow needed a change of fortune, or he would have been dead in a month. Only look at what they did to him.” With some difficulty and a great deal of noise from the dog, Alex began maneuvering the cloth to show the rest of its body. Alarms went off in Millicent’s head.

Oh, no. He’s doing it again.

“Alex, I don’t want to see it,” she said, panicking.

“But you must. Then you shall understand.”

You had better stop him…

“Just take him back, please!”

Alas! Too late.

Millicent opened her mouth wide. Biddy let out a gasp. Scorch marks and scabs covered the little dog’s legs and sides. She was sure she could count each rib and backbone running along its middle. “They did this to him?” she asked incredulously.

Alex nodded, his frown very grim. “And all for our mutton and meat while we and countless others lodged at the Leather Bottle. Who knows how many hours he was forced to toil so our stomachs were filled each day?”

This heart-rending speech was unnecessary. The wave of motherly, nurturing sorrow she had tried to restrain washed over her. She was powerless. Lips pushing forward in a sympathetic pout, Millicent was caught. “Oh, the poor thing! No wonder he is so vicious. He must think anyone touching him will hurt him. Oh, the things I would say to Mrs. Burns if I saw her again!”

“My thoughts exactly,” Alex said, turning the dog right side up again. “Biddy, get a bit of cheese out for him. Food, I think, is the best way to tame this beast, and plenty of it.” He looked at Millicent, hopeful. “So, we may take him along, then? Wait a minute. What am I asking you for? This is my carriage.”

Millicent pressed her lips at him. Her heart might have been stolen by a vicious, injured one-eyed canine, but she did not have to be happy about it. “You keep him well away from Middy, do you hear me?”

Alex nodded, all meekness. “Of course.”

She shook her head at him. “And you may not look at any other animals, is that clear? What will be next, pray? A run-down job horse? You could not bundle a thing like that away in your arms. What am I going to do with you? You shall be the death of me, I am sure.”

She would have continued in this vein had not Dr. Talbot’s humorous observation that she and Alex already quarreled like a couple married for forty years come to her mind. After this remembrance, she thought it best to stop pursuing the subject.

“Well, you’ve only to put up with me for another few hours,” Alex said, a strange note in his voice. “By nightfall, I shall be too far away to annoy you.”

His words struck something deep inside her. Why should she be thinking about what he would do next? This day marked the end of their journey, the end of their charade. By tomorrow, Grandmama would advocate for her and fulfill her promise to take her abroad once the war was over, and her father would be persuaded to find a different match for her, just like he had for George and Suzette, but only after she had painted a part of the world. The clause in Great-aunt Lady Anne’s will would be forgotten, the money sent to various charities and foundations, along with the rest of her fortune.

And Alex would be gone.

She thought back on the day before, the time they had spent together holding each other. It had felt like the most natural thing in the world—so soothing, in fact, that she had begun to fall asleep in his arms, so exhausted had the day’s events left her. When he had noticed, he had gently laid her down on the bed, telling her to rest until the constable needed her, for her statement would be paramount in the case against Mr. Worley. Still hovering over her, he had smoothed back her hair, then placed his hand on her cheek, smiling down at her.

For an instant, it had looked as if he would kiss her again. She had seen it in his eyes, an indecisive longing that matched an inexplicably identical feeling in her. She had lifted her hand to his face and asked with a gentle pull. He had not hesitated after that, but lowered his lips to hers and kissed her again and again with such aching tenderness as rivaled his previous fervor until Biddy’s knock on the door a few moments later informed them that the constable had arrived.

They did not speak of it the rest of the night, nor of the kisses they had exchanged in Mr. Worley’s room that had brought Millicent back from the brink of hysterics. In fact, they had stayed away from each other since. For Millicent’s part, confusion reigned supreme in her mind, muddling every logical thought that tried to present itself. She had to concede to the frightening conclusion that she did not know what she wanted anymore—from her father, from her grandmother, from Alex, or from herself. She only knew that soon, Alex would be gone.

And she did not like it one bit.

Alex’s voice startled her out of these realizations, along with the mischief in his eyes. “Do you want to be the one to give him a bath?” he asked above the dog’s growls.

How could he make a jest after all they had been through? Did he not feel as conflicted as she? Had yesterday meant nothing to him? She let out an incredulous laugh, more to cover her sudden emotion than actual amusement. “I? No, you may lose all your fingers, thank you very much.”

“May I name this one too?” Biddy asked.
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While the miles rolled on between the carriage and the Leather Bottle, Alex became more and more morose, more pensive, more apprehensive. Once the excitement with the turnspit dog had passed, he had striven to keep up a steady stream of shallow, light-hearted small talk. Talk of the weather, the state of the roads, where they would stop for a change of horses, trading names back and forth with Biddy for the dog (Millicent declined to participate and took to staring out the window). But now, having exhausted every topic for the time being, he was forced to think on what he did not wish to contemplate. Because if he did not take responsibility and come to a decision, he and Millicent would part that evening and go their separate ways with no intention of seeing one another again.

He did not know if that was something he could bear.

China, his pride, his freedom, his past, all seemed so far away and miniscule compared to the dilemma he now faced. Hardly a moment went by that he did not think of the kisses that had passed between them. When his restraint had crumbled at the mere touch of her hand. He did not know what was the right thing to do. Not true—he did know the right thing to do. What honor demanded of him and what would be right by Millicent. But would she think so?

Millicent, after what happened between us yesterday, I think I must marry you…

Must. That was not the right term for what he felt. Nowhere near it.

As the miles ambled by, Millicent’s silence, to him, grew louder and louder. She was troubled, and that meant he was troubled, for he must be the reason for her vacant stare as she stared at nothing out the window. She was, after all, on her way to her grandmother’s, on her way to everything she had been promised before Lady Anne’s will had turned her life topsy-turvy. Her father may be in financial straits, but Alex could not imagine it would be long before a wealthy, titled man of her acquaintance would be captivated, as Alex was, by her spirit, her wit, and her kindness.

She regretted the affections they had shared the day before, that much was clear. What else could such a heavy silence mean? Affections that had been the product of an extremely nerve-wracking time. Now, in the clear light of day, with the danger passed, things were different. For her, at least.

Alex continued to convince himself of this until they stopped for a change of horses. While the ostlers brought out fresh horses, the landlord came over to greet them, looking much more jovial than their dear Mrs. Burns. “How may I be of service? Might you be needing a private parlor and a luncheon? My lady makes a fine pasty.”

“We move on directly,” Alex replied. “No parlor, but some refreshment for my wife and the rest of our party.”

Millicent started, turning her head to Alex with an arrested expression. It took him a moment to realize what had happened. He had slipped up. Now that they were no longer at the Leather Bottle, there was no need to pretend they were husband and wife. He could have said “my sister,” or “my cousin,” or better yet, nothing at all.

He stumbled over the start of an explanation before thinking better of it and saying to Biddy instead, “I shall find a piece of rope so we may take the dog for a turn about the yard, shall I?”

Nothing like running away from one’s problems, eh? Coward, he inwardly berated himself. When he came back from the stables, a borrowed rope in hand, tea had been brought out for Millicent, who was sipping her cup with a faraway sort of calm that only disconcerted him further. He swallowed the sudden lump in his throat and turned his attention to Biddy. “Now we can let the dog out without fear he’ll run away.”

“Do you want me to take him, sir?” Biddy offered. “If you’ll hold him, I can tie it around his neck.”

This was accomplished with the customary growling, yapping, and nipping they were coming to expect, drawing the attention of half the ostlers in the yard. At last, Biddy opened the door and climbed out of the carriage, the dog nearly strangling himself against the rope until he accepted that he could not run away. With some coaxing, he followed Biddy for a turn around the yard.

Alex climbed into the carriage. “I am sorry about that,” he murmured.

Millicent blinked and leaned forward to better hear him. “About what?”

“Calling you my wife. I didn’t mean to. It slipped out before I knew what I was about.”

She waved her hand at him, dismissing his comment, though her cheeks turned pink. “Think nothing of it, I beg. We both are so used to it. Perhaps, while we are traveling, it would be best to continue on with it. It wouldn’t do to slip up in front of someone and make them unnecessarily suspicious.”

He nodded silently, his eyes on the floor. Her plan was sensible, and though she wore gloves, she still wore his ring. He wondered if she even realized it was there anymore. “I am used to it, as you say. I’ve grown accustomed to it. Very accustomed to it.”

“And I will be sure to keep out of sight as best I can until we reach my grandmother’s house,” she continued.

He nodded slowly, his lips twisting in a wry smile. So she was aware of the danger of their situation as well, should anyone recognize them as they travelled. They were not out of the woods yet, by any means. “Millicent, we need to discuss what happened⁠—”

“No, Alex. We do not.”

He widened his eyes in confusion as her firm tone pierced through his heart. She sat ramrod straight, looking straight ahead of her. Everything in her posture told him she would not brook any pushback.

“I think we must,” he insisted anyway.

She sighed sharply and looked away, wringing her hands. Alex almost relented. She obviously wished him miles away, but if he did not speak now, he did not know if another opportunity would come before they parted. He would say his piece and let her think what she would.

“Millicent, what happened yesterday between us, much of it was borne on the perilousness of the moment. I don’t think either of us were completely in our senses, but, for my part, I do not regret it for an instant. I only regret any pain it may be causing you now. You are the one who would be injured by my conduct toward you, should anyone come to know of it, and you are free to choose the path you wish to take. Whichever way you do choose, you can be sure of my wishes for your every happiness. But know that if it comes to it, Millicent, I would give you my name, and take care of you in every way that your consequence and your goodness deserve.” He laid his hand on top of hers. “With a glad heart.”

During his speech, his proposal, really, Millicent had remained silent, looking out the window into the yard. But at his last words, she finally turned to him, eyes wide and worried, as if she could not believe what she had just heard. He could not discern from her face whether this boded good or ill for him.

Any further response from either of them was cut short by Biddy opening the carriage door again. “He wasn’t half as bad as I thought he’d be,” she said cheerily. “He’s limping a little but never tried runnin’ away.”

She bent down to pick him up, but a warning growl made her snap back up straight. “He’ll have to be bundled up again, sir. Hand me the cloth, if you please?”

Alex looked about him, his heart crashing against his ribs. Millicent looked as flustered as he felt. Were her hands trembling like his? He rubbed them quickly over his face, striving to gain control of himself before grabbing the cloth that lay on the seat next to him. He shot a glance at Millicent before stepping out to help Biddy. The moment their eyes connected told him nothing. Her answer, if she chose to answer at all, would have to wait.

“And I thought up a name for him,” Biddy said, completely oblivious to the charged air in the carriage. “Bruce, for that Scottish barbarian fellow from so long ago who murdered all those people so he could be king. He’s a scrappy, rascally lookin’ sort. It fits him, don’t it miss?”

Millicent nodded her head as if it were as heavy as a millstone. “Very clever, Biddy. Very clever indeed.” She straightened up and took in a sturdy, fortifying breath. “Shall we be off? We should not dally. Biddy, will you tell us one of the stories you used to tell your sisters to pass the time?”
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It was well into the evening when the carriage finally pulled up to Leighton House, home of Lady Charlotte Westwood, in the country some miles north of Manchester proper. Lady Charlotte, Millicent had said in the rare moments she had been persuaded to speak during the rest of their journey, was the daughter of an earl and had lived at Leighton House since the death of Millicent’s grandfather some three or four years back.

Biddy, roused from the slumber she’d drifted into, gave a great sigh and stretched her arms. “What shall I do, miss?” she asked through a yawn.

“You shall take the animals and have something to eat while I speak to Lady Charlotte,” Millicent said. Alex tried to catch her eye, but as had been the case ever since his declaration, she did not look at him.

Williams opened the carriage door and Biddy, holding Bruce, stepped out. Millicent followed with Middy tucked away underneath her cloak. Alex did not move. Since she had been so taciturn for the rest of the journey, they had never discussed what would happen once they reached Leighton House. Now, a decision had to be made, and since Millicent remained silent toward him, he had to make the most painful one, and stayed where he was.

“Sir?” Williams asked, still holding the door.

Millicent turned back as Alex said, “Close it, Williams. We shall lodge in Manchester tonight.”

“What?” Millicent said, surprised. It was the first emotion she had shown for twenty miles. “You are not leaving?”

Alex lifted his hands in resignation. “My work is done. I’ve seen you safely here, as I promised.”

She came back to the carriage. “You must come in. Grandmama will wish to thank you for bringing me here. And you must take some supper, and Williams too. I am sure you are famished, aren’t you, Williams?”

Flustered, Williams replied, “I am at your service, Mrs.—Miss—I am at your service, ma’am.”

“See?” she said, looking back at Alex. “You cannot leave. Not yet.”

Alex looked at her a moment. “I would be welcome?”

“Yes,” she said in a rush of breath. He saw the realization in her eyes of what he might be feeling with all her silence. “Yes, do come in, please. You are most welcome. And you’ve forgotten, I must pay you back, remember? Besides…” She leaned closer. “I still have your ring, and I do not want to give it to you outside where anyone can see.”

Since the only other people near them were Biddy and Williams, who were privy to their farce, Alex took this as a good sign that perhaps she did not already wish him away in Shanghai. He had said what he had to say already, had made clear his intentions. Now he could only follow her lead. “Very well,” he said, and climbed out.

She smiled, relief in her face that he could not help but return in his own, and that is how they found themselves in Lady Charlotte’s drawing room waiting for her return from an engagement. A hastily made-up tea had been brought in but had not been touched by either of them.

For Alex’s part, he was too nervous to eat. Millicent had not given him one look or said one word to him since they had entered the drawing room. She sat on a sofa and stared into the fire while he slowly paced the length of the room several times. Her silence was killing him, and he did not know what to say. Anything he thought of sounded trivial, intrusive, or just plain stupid. He had been bolstering himself against the sting of rejection she would give if she refused him. He was prepared for that. What he was not prepared for was nothing—as she was doing now. He almost wished she would just break his heart and be done with it. Why else would she stay so silent? If his proposal had pleased her, she would not look so frozen and worried. Did she care about him enough to worry about breaking his heart? Let her. At least then, he would know, and he would be released from this torment.

He continued his pacing to the end of the room, turned, and started the other way. He did his best to keep his eyes down as he passed Millicent but could not help a quick glance at her. She still sat in the same attitude. He moved away.

“Alex,” she said, her voice just above a whisper.

He moved straight back, inwardly bulwarking himself for what was surely coming next. Slowly, she raised her face to his, her eyes following a moment or two afterward. “Will you kiss me?”
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With a glad heart…

Millicent had never asked a more serious question in all her life. Alex certainly seemed to sense the gravity of what she had just requested. Or perhaps she had simply startled him so much that he could only stand there, staring at her. What well-bred woman, after all, would ask, practically beg, a man to kiss her?

Suzette wou⁠—

Millicent thrust the thought away with a calm she had never before felt when it came to her sister. This did not concern anyone but herself and Alex, and she had to be sure.

“What? W—why?” Alex managed to say at last.

“Er, yesterday,” she said, not knowing quite how to start. Half of her had imagined, hoped, that Alex would comply with her request first and ask questions later. “I think you were right. With all that happened, we were half mad. I know I was, and I know why you have offered what you have to make amends, even though it was I who kissed you, both times, really.” Yes, how had that happened? She must have been quite mad. “But, will you kiss me again? You told me you would give me your name, marry me, with a glad heart, but forgive me, I do not know if I quite believe you. That you would still kiss me now, in your right mind, the way you did yesterday.”

Alex stood still for so long she began to fear that she had gone too far and had put him off. Still, she kept her head raised and her chin up. If he rejected her, she would receive it with her dignity attached.

But his face. He was not smiling, but then he was. Not with his mouth, but his eyes. Moving like molasses (so it seemed to her), he stepped over to the sofa and lowered himself to sit beside her. He lifted his hands and gently encased her face between them and studied her, her eyes, her cheeks, her lips, a good long while. Long enough for Millicent’s heart to take off as if she was running from a pack of wolves.

Good gracious, he’s actually going to do it. What do we do now?

Indeed, Alex leaned in and placed a wisp of a kiss on her lips. “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” he whispered and placed a kiss just at the corner of her mouth. “Thou art more lovely and more temperate.” Another on her lips, firmer this time, one that she leaned into ever so slightly.

“Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May…” This time he kissed the line of her jaw from her chin to her ear before the tip of his nose trailed across her cheek. “And summer’s lease hath all too short a⁠—”

She did not let him finish. Could not, in fact. She caught his lips up with her own and did her best to convince him to stay there. A hushed laugh from him followed by a forcefulness that took her breath away told her he found this arrangement quite agreeable. His hands left her face, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into him. Her own hands trailed up his neck, tangling themselves in his hair to explore, quite as if they had done so a hundred times before, and in this pleasurable attitude they stayed for some time.

“To answer your question,” he said between breaths a few minutes later, “and to give you all the assurance you may require, if I have not already. Yes, in my right mind, I would kiss you. Though, I cannot decide which state I prefer, insane or sound.”

She snorted at his attempt at a jest and was grateful he stopped talking to give her several further assurances. She suddenly pulled away as a thought invaded her happiness. “Alex, what about China?” He would not marry and simply leave her for over a year straight after, would he?

A frown creased his brow. He sighed, pressed one more kiss on her lips before resting his forehead against hers. “I don’t know.” He lifted his eyes to hers, smiling in a way that told her they would sort it out later, together. That would be enough for now.

Of one accord, they leaned in for another tender kiss. Millicent’s head was so intoxicated with the feel of it that she did not register the door opening before it was much too late to do anything to hide their activity from whoever was coming in. All she and Alex could do was jump out of their skin, up to their feet and look positively guilty. Throwing her hands behind her back, Millicent hastily wrenched Alex’s ring off her finger and poked his back with it until his hand snatched it from her.

Indeed, Lady Charlotte, her plump figure wrapped in an elegant evening gown, looked properly scandalized at what she had just witnessed. “Millicent Westwood, what does this mean? Who is this?” she demanded, eyeing Alex with hostility.

“Grandmama,” Millicent said on a rush of air. She was still a bit out of breath. “I have come to let Papa know that I am safe. Where is he?”

“To let your father know—why should he not know? Is he not at Highgate?”

Millicent opened her eyes wider. “Is he not here, then?”

“My dear, why would he be here? I should only be too happy to receive him and the rest of you, but you know how much he hates to travel in winter.”

Alex ducked his head toward Millicent and murmured. “I thought you said he would know where you would be.”

“I thought so as well, but—” If her father had not arrived at Leighton House already, then what had happened to him? Thoughts of his own carriage breaking down and him freezing to death in the storm popped into her head. “What if he is in trouble?”

“Millicent, do not think you can change the subject with me,” Lady Charlotte said, shaking her fan at them. “You have yet to explain what I just witnessed and why you are doing it in my drawing room when you should be at Highgate arranging your—” She stopped, her face paling. Her eyes darted between the pair of them. “My goodness, it cannot—you cannot be eloping with a secret lover to escape the arrangement my late sister has made up for you? Millicent, how dare you seek refuge in my house? The Border is north of Highgate, not east!”

“Grandmama, no,” Millicent said, stepping over and taking her hands. “I promise that is not the situation at all.”

Alex piped up behind her. “I mean, you might draw certain parallels to⁠—”

“Alex,” she cried, casting a warning look his way as she guided Lady Charlotte to a chair.

Sitting, Lady Charlotte’s face grew long in disbelief. “Alex, is it? Not Mister so-and-so? If he is not your lover, then why are you so familiar with him? I am at a loss, Millicent. Who is he? What are you doing here? I shall need Shaw to fetch my smelling salts directly if you do not explain.”

“And I shall explain. Mr. Dearborn was only escorting me safely here. He’s not⁠—”

She stopped short. Their situation had drastically changed only ten minutes before, but while a great deal of affection had been expressed, nothing in any formal manner had happened. She sent a confused grimace at Alex, who gave her that unique expression of shrugging with his face before saying, “If you’ll allow me, Lady Charlotte—” he began.

“He was doing a great deal more than that when I came in,” Lady Charlotte retorted. She produced a fan and made vigorous use of it before cutting the movement short. “Wait, Dearborn, did you say?”

At that moment, they heard the knocker at the front door vigorously applied to, and soon a muffled voice came to their ears. “Millicent! Millicent!” A moment later the drawing room door burst open as well, and Sir Henry appeared, red-faced and frenzied. “Millicent!”

“Papa!”

“Henry! Now I am completely at a loss. What is going on, my son?”

As soon as he caught sight of her, Sir Henry marched straight to Millicent and did not stop until he had come upon her and took her up in his arms, crushing her tight against his round frame. “Thank God, thank God!” he said over and over.

Emotion welled up inside her as she returned the embrace. She’d had no idea just how much she had missed him. Great sniffs came from him as he put her at arm’s length, looking over her. “Are you all right, my dear? Are you hurt? You’re all in one piece?”

She nodded, wiping her tears away. She had never seen him look so haggard, his eyes strained with worry, his face drawn with exhaustion. “Oh, Papa, I am so sorry,” she said with real meaning.

He pressed his lips against any further emotion and patted her shoulders. “I’ve found you. I should have listened to you with more patience. You do not have to marry him, Millicent. We can forget the thing entirely, if you are so opposed to it as this. But we may speak of this later. You are safe, that is all that matters right now.”

“You are wrong, Henry,” Lady Charlotte said from her chair. “There is a great deal more that matters. They must marry. Nothing else will do.”

“Grandmama, do let me speak with Papa before anything—” Millicent began.

“They? Who is they?” Sir Henry asked. He finally took his eyes off his daughter and noticed Alex for the first time. “Why, Mr. Dearborn! What do you do here?”

“How do you do, Sir Henry?” Alex said, bowing low with great respect.

Sir Henry frowned. “I expected you to go straight back to Liverpool after what happened at Highgate. What is this? I do not understand anything. Mother, what do you mean they must marry?”

During this exchange, Millicent ran her eyes up and down her father, with his greatcoat and boots. “Papa, where did you come from?”

“Come from, my dear? From Highgate, of course.”

“But how long have you been at Leighton?”

“I have only this instant taken my first steps into this house. The storms held me back at Highgate for days. Why do you ask? You have been here all this time, haven’t you?”

She shook her head. “No, Papa, we have only just arrived.”

“We, you see she says,” Grandmama said, shaking her fan at them, her face heavy with meaning. “The two of them have quite the Canterbury tale to tell, I am sure.”

Sir Henry’s eyes filled with concern. “You have only just arrived? What do you mean? It has been nearly six days since you left, Millicent. Where have you been all this time if not here? And Mr. Dearborn, what part do you play in all this?”

Lady Charlotte spoke. “So, he is the Mr. Alexander Dearborn of my sister’s will, then? Millicent, why did you not tell me? Henry, I had no idea you had moved things along so quickly. Rather too quickly, I should think, if you have granted them such freedom to travel alone together⁠—”

“Travel together?” Sir Henry said, looking between Millicent and Alex. “Alone?”

“Yes,” said Lady Charlotte. “They came here together, with only a scullery maid, a dog and a kitten, my man tells me.”

“Kitten?” Sir Henry said blankly.

“Sir Henry,” Alex began.

“Papa,” Millicent said at the same time. She needed to set everything straight before any more confusion came into play.

Sir Henry held up an authoritative hand. “Stop. Enough. Millicent, I will speak to you alone, as your well-being is my only concern. Mother, if you and Mr. Dearborn would be so kind as to give us the room.”
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Millicent gave a sigh of relief. At last, she would have a chance to explain. “Yes, Papa.”

Lady Charlotte raised her brows but also rose from her chair. “If you will come with me, Mr. Dearborn, you may have a chance to explain yourself and this whole muddle to me in the south parlor. I am still all at sea, but what I have heard I cannot like.”

“It would be my pleasure, madam,” Alex replied, though he sent a look of trepidation to Millicent. As he walked past, he brushed her arm, touching her fingers in reassurance. She gave him the barest of smiles back, wishing him the best, but Lady Charlotte had discombobulated many a man before him with her blunt spirit. Millicent wondered how angry her father would be, now that he knew she was in no danger. How he and Mama must have worried during the storm.

The door closed behind Alex and Sir Henry sagged, resting his hands on the back of a chair. “Come to the sofa, my dear.”

Millicent obeyed, her father coming over with slow steps until he sat next to her and took her hands in his. “Could you not have trusted me, Millie?” he asked wearily.

She bent her head in contrition. “I am sorry. It was so paramount in my mind. And when I thought about our circumstances—Papa, how bad is it, really?”

“It is not as bad as you seem to have made it out to be. True, we have had to practice several economies of late, but⁠—”

“Father,” she said in a level tone.

He regarded her a moment before heaving a great sigh and put off his nonchalance. “Some of it is business with which I shall not bore you. Things that promised to bring a profit to the estate turned out to be bad investments in the end. The other, more pressing matter is Suzette.”

“Suzette?” Millicent said, at once concerned. “Is she ill?”

“No, she is not ill. But she has come to us several times to ask that we pay off certain debts she could not with the pin money allowed her. Debts she did not wish Lord Finley to discover. Now, what happens in a man’s own household and with his own wife is his responsibility, but in Suzette’s case, I thought it best to lend my aid. Your mother was very persuasive as well. Relations between them are…let us say they could be better.”

It took a moment for Millicent to realize what he was saying. “Suzette is not happy? But she chose him.”

Sir Henry nodded. “We do the best we can to find happiness and security in this life, but much of it depends on our own actions. Again and again, she has turned to us for help, and again and again we have given it. We have tried to make her see reason and practice economy, but to little avail.”

“What sort of debt? You must have put a great deal down for her if we are in the straits we are.”

Sir Henry pressed his lips together, looking sad and defeated. “Gaming.”

Millicent merely stared at him as this news settled on her. Suzette, her perfect, poised sister to whom Millicent had always felt inferior because of her bad blood…had bad blood too? All those years of her lording over Millicent, pitying and torturing her by turns because of her curse, and it was she who could not control herself at the card tables?

“I admit, Lady Anne’s will seemed like a godsend when it came,” continued Sir Henry. “I was very eager to entertain the idea—so eager that I did not take your feelings on the matter into proper account, my dear, and for that I hope you can forgive me. Your mother has been worried to distraction over you, with the storm. I will send an express to her first thing tomorrow. It will relieve her of much anxiety. But tell me where you have been since you left Highgate and what Mr. Dearborn is doing here with you. I will admit, your grandmother’s words have me worried.”

Millicent told him of her plan to travel to Manchester, the broken wheel on the stage, how she and Biddy had tried to outrun the storm in broad terms. She did not wish to share with him the misery that had come of her decision to abandon the stage. “Mr. Dearborn’s staying at the inn was completely by chance,” she said carefully. “He did not know me at first, nor I him, but once we discovered who the other was⁠—”

Alex’s voice rang though her memory. No, no, no. Oh, no.

If you were worth chasing perhaps, but as it stands…

My dear, most aggravating Miss Westwood. I will take you back to Highgate if it means dragging you there by the skirts…

Do you snore?

“—he was a true gentleman in every way,” she said at last. “He was most attentive, as was Dr. Talbot, but I shall tell you about him later. He was very kind. But…” She paused, her mind darting this way and that, trying to decide how best to put everything that had happened at the Leather Bottle, especially when she had been in the clutches of Mr. Worley.

If I am hurt or tormented in any way, my husband will know.

“Everyone at the inn, including myself, knew I could look to Mr. Dearborn for protection,” she said at last.

Any hope she had of Sir Henry not drawing the wrong conclusions faded fast with the bulging of his eyes. “Millicent you cannot mean that he⁠—”

“No. No. No, Papa,” she said, putting up her hands to stop him. “No. But as it was no one’s business, others may have assumed an alternative— an honorable alternative—to our situation.”

Sir Henry stared at her, working his jaw as he mulled over her words. “He did not harm you? In any way?”

“No, Papa.”

Though you were half-strangled by Mr. Worley when he as good as kidnapped you, but let us get through this dilemma before you share that story…

Sir Henry rose, rubbing his mouth and shaking his head as he paced in front of her. From time to time, he would throw out a question. “You dined together? Others saw he was attentive?” These questions were easily answered, but her response to his last question stuck in her throat. “Honorable alternative, you say. You mean they assumed you were family? Brother and sister, perhaps?”

Millicent swallowed and slowly shook her head. “No. Not brother and sister.”

Sir Henry was silent for so long that Millicent began to wring her fingers together, wishing he would say something, anything, to break the silence. “My dear,” he finally said. “I do not see another way. If you were believed by others to be attached to him for days on end—I believe you must marry, and quickly.”

Millicent bowed her head to hide her smile.

“I know it is not what you want, but you see why you must, do you not?”

“Yes, Papa,” she said meekly. “If I had not run away, none of this would have happened. But do you understand why I did?”

He took a seat again beside her, nodding. “I do. I did not listen to you as I should have when you reminded me of the promises I had made to each of my children. I should have told you about Suzette a long time ago—I know how often you two were at loggerheads with one another. I am sorry this union has come about the way it has, but really, for your sake, it must be so.”

With a sigh, Millicent folded her hands into her lap, the picture of demureness. “Yes, Papa.”

The drawing room door opened, and Lady Charlotte strode in with Alex close behind. “Henry, have you made any progress with her? I cannot make heads or tails out of this man’s account. Were he not Elizabeth Dearborn’s son, I would have said he has made up the whole of it. But one thing I do know: they must marry. Millicent cannot have this hanging over her head, and I will see him brought to account. He says he is agreeable to the arrangement. Whatever qualms Millicent has over the matter cannot overpower the necessity of it. Tell her she must see reason.”

“I was about to do so, Mother,” Sir Henry said, looking at Millicent rather warily. “But I—do not think I need to.”

Behind an amazed Lady Charlotte, Alex sent Millicent a smile brimming with wry happiness, one she could not help returning.

“Millicent?” Sir Henry said.

She rose and came to him, planting a kiss on his cheek. “Though I cannot say I wish these past few days never happened, I should have listened to you from the start. You do know what is best for me, and I quite agree with you, if”—she looked at Alex a little shyly—“if Mr. Dearborn is truly agreeable, as you said, Grandmama.”

Alex stepped past Lady Charlotte and stretched out his hand. Millicent gladly placed hers in his warm grasp. “Let me leave you in no doubt. Miss Millicent Westwood, would you do me the honor of accepting my hand in marriage?” He leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Even though I already proposed this afternoon?”

Biting her lips to hold back a laugh, she bowed her head. “Yes, Mr. Dearborn, I accept your propos⁠—"

She was cut off by an oncoming sneeze. Then another. This time, a tell-tale scratchiness tickled the back of her throat which could only mean one thing. Alarm immediately shot through her as she looked at Alex. “Oh no,” she said, dismayed.

He stared back at her, realization dawning on him with unholy amusement. “Are you ill? You are! You have caught Biddy’s cold! That’s fifty pounds, if you please!”


EPILOGUE
[image: ]



February 1815

Millicent looked back and forth between the garden view and the canvas she had worked at for the better part of the day before at last leaning back and stretching her arms over her head to relieve the tension in her back. “What do you think, Bruce?” she asked of the scruffy canine sleeping peacefully at her feet. “I do believe I mixed the right shade of green at last.”

Bruce, his one eye closed, only twitched his ear and heaved a great sigh.

“Well, if that is how you feel,” she said in mock offense. Satisfied with her work for the time being, she tidied her watercolors and brushes. The painting would need to dry for some time before she could return to it. Besides, she had to attend to something that was long overdue.

Footsteps sounded behind her as she swirled her brushes in clean water. An expectant smile tilted her lips. She knew those footsteps anywhere. The identity of their owner was confirmed a moment later as Alex, coming up behind her, placed a kiss on her neck just under her ear.

She leaned into the caress with a sigh and placed her hand against his cheek, keeping him there. “The business delayed you longer than you expected?” she asked.

He nodded, wrapping his arms around her waist, and placing his chin in the crook of her neck. “Yes, forgive me for cherishing hopes that it would not, and leaving you to yourself for so long. But I see you have used the time effectively,” he said, studying the painting. “It is exquisite, darling.”

She gave a low chuckle. “It is only a beginning, and one of many, many more. There are so many details here and there to add, but I will take your overexaggerated compliment nonetheless.”

“Overexaggerated? Not at all.” Moving away, he helped her rise from her stool and looked her up and down before his gaze rested on her hair. “I see Biddy has put the combs I gave you to good use. Very becoming. A new style as well, I think. Influenced no doubt by our present place of residence.”

Millicent put a hand to the hair combs of jade, carved into several flowers. “She is a wonder, I tell you. An angel must have kissed each of her fingers when she was still in the crib. She has only to look at a style once or twice before she can do it as if she had come up with it herself. She is the best maid I have ever had.”

“You shall be the envy of every other lady at the dinner tonight.”

Millicent lifted her shoulder in a modest shrug. “I would not be disappointed if that were the case.”

With a chuckle, he bent down and kissed her, caressing her face as he did so with light fingers that trailed down her neck. These affections she gladly received until his fingers came dangerously close to her beloved coiffure. Humming a gentle scold, she broke away. “Now, go along, do, and change. It is not long before we must leave for that dinner.”

“It is a while yet,” he replied, running his fingers along her collarbone. “Keep me company while I do?”

She smiled but shook her head. “I will be along shortly. I really must write my letter. I have put it off for far too long.”

He heaved a disappointed sigh. “Very well, Mrs. Dearborn. I shall go off alone. I hope it is a very short letter.”

Pressing a farewell kiss on her hand, he departed for their chambers and left her to seat herself at the writing desk on the other side of the painted papered panels that separated the large room of their lodging. She situated the pen, paper and ink to her liking and began.

My dear Doctor Talbot,

Mr. Dearborn and I (and let us not forget Biddy!) send you our warmest greetings from China…
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