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Learn the origins of the Great Family!

 

The Great Family was not always a great family.

In October 1843, Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn all face problems, their hearts heavy with the challenges of life.

This is the origins story of the multiple Scandalous series, when the first great family gathering, where traditions which will last a generation are born and Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn meld into a single, united family.

Find out how the couples of the Scandalous family learn that together, they are stronger.

This novelette has not been commercially released for sale. It is only available as a gift to readers of the series, who subscribe to Tracy’s Newsletter.

Click here to get your copy.  http://tracycooperposey.com/free-copy-of-lost-at-sea/   
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About Their Foreign Affair

At the altar, facing marriage to a foreign Duke, Ann flees…

Ann Thomsett, a descendant of royalty but a commoner herself, has worked to find a high-ranking husband to help the family restore its badly tarnished reputation. On the verge of her marriage to a Norwegian noble, though, she flees the cathedral with the help of a most unexpected ally; Adam Martell Davies.

Adam is technically a member of the great family, but dislikes his English cousins and their ways, and much prefers to spend his time alone with his thoughts.  During a rainy afternoon at Innesford, he is forced to endure Ann’s company and finds it not completely intolerable, after all.

So when Ann throws herself at him, begging him to help her escape her Duke, Adam does. The pair dash across Europe, chased by the Duke’s men and rabid journalists who report the romantic couple’s affair to the newspapers of Europe.  No one seems to care that they are nothing but friends…

This book is part of the Scandalous Family—The Victorians series. This is the second spin-off series to feature a new generation of the Great Family, who are now scattering across Europe and beyond in search of adventure…and love.

This story is part of the Scandalous Family—The Victorians series:
1.0 His Parisian Mistress
2.0 Her Rebellious Prince
3.0 Their Foreign Affair
…and more to come!

A Victorian Era Historical Romance


 


Praise for the 
Scandalous Family—
The Victorians series

Tracy is a wonderful writer that loves a complicated story. While her stories are true to the Victorian era, she brings so much more to her books.

The characters are full of emotion and suck you right into the story. I love how Tracy pulls the reader into the story and we feel we have a front row seat to the action, and feel all the ups and downs of the characters.

One thing is for sure, this is not your usual Victorian romance. This story has a great, and at least for me, and unexpected plot.

This is a really satisfying read! There's plenty of substance to the plot and an interesting storyline with intrigue, action and suspense as well as the delicious romantic relationship developed between the two main characters.

Tracy Cooper-Posey has a succinct and yet enthralling writing style that creates such an immersive experience that I feel like I'm stepping into situations right alongside these characters that I am getting to know!
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The Great Families
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Elisa and Vaughn Wardell 

Marquess of Farleigh, Viscount Rothmere

1825 Raymond, Viscount Marblethorpe (stepson)

1839 William Vaughn Wardell

1839 John (Jack) Gladwin Lochlann Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1842 Sarah Louise Wardell (D)

1843 Peter Lovell Wardell (January)

1844 Gwendolyn (Jenny) Violet Moore Wardell (adopted in 1848)

1844 Patricia Sharla Victoria Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1849 Blanche Brigitte Colombe Bonnay (adopted in 1851)

1853 Emma Jane Wardell (adopted at birth)

 

Natasha and Seth Williams

Earl of Innesford, Baron Harrow (Ire.)

1839 Lillian Mary Harrow

1840 Richard Cian Seth Williams 

1841 Neil Vaughn Williams

1843 Daniel Rhys Williams (February)

1846 Bridget Bronte Williams & Mairin May Williams 

1849 Annalies Grace Williams 

 

Annalies and Rhys Davies 

Princess Annalies Benedickta of Saxe-Weiden, of the royal house Saxe-Coburg-Weiden, Formerly of the Principality of Saxe-Weiden.

1835 Benjamin Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1842 Iefan William Davies 

1843 Morgan Harrow Davies (October)

1843 Sadie Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1846 Bronwen Natasha Davies 

1848 Alice Thomasina Davies (adopted at birth) 

1849 Catrin Elise Davies

 

~~And their children~~

Natasha and Raymond Devlin

Viscount Marblethorpe

1857 Vaughn Elis Devlin (Raymond’s heir)

1861 Richard Seth Devlin

 

Lilly and Jasper Thomsett

1862 Seth Eckhard Thomsett (heir)

1863 Elise Marie & Anne Louise Thomsett

1864 George Jasper Thomsett (stillborn)

1876 Jessica Louise Thomsett

 

Sharla and Dane Balfour + Benjamin Hedley (Davies)

Duke of Wakefield

1867 Jennifer Jane Balfour & Benjamin Dane Balfour (heir)

1868 Alice Thomasina Balfour

1871 John William Balfour 

1873 Patricia Sharla Balfour

1875 Stephen Spearing Balfour

 

Bronwen Natasha Davies and Archeduke Edvard Christoffer of Silkeborg

1870 Christina Clara Elisa Bronwen 

1874 Edvard Erhard Jasper Nicholas 

 

John (Jack) Gladwin Lochlann Mayes and Gwendolyn (Jenny) Violet Moore Wardell-Ryder

Baron Guestwick, heir to the Marquess of Laceby 

1864 Jackson Vaughn Ryder

1866 Stuart Theodore Ryder

1869 Phillip Dane Mayes

 

William Vaughn Wardell & Bridget Bronte Williams 

Viscount Rothmere, heir to the Marquess of Fairleigh

1869 Elizabeth Anne Wardell

1871 Vaughn Raymond Wardell

1873  Mairin Elisa Wardell

 

Iefan William Davies & Mairin May Williams

1863 Adam Martel Davies (Adopted in 1874)

1864 Daniel Martel Davies (Adopted in 1874)

1866 Ève Martel Davies (Adopted in 1874)

1868 Alicia Martel Davies (Adopted in 1874)

 

Richard Cian Seth Williams & Eleanore Elizabeth Neville

1875 Cian Richard Williams

1885 Mary Eleanore Williams

 

Daniel Rhys Williams & Catrin Elise Davies

1871 Alice Edwina Williams

1873 Rhys Raymond Williams

1876 Lisa Grace Williams

 

Neil Vaughn Williams & Blanche Brigitte Colombe Bonnay 

1875 James Rene Williams & David Neil Williams

1877 Brigitte May Williams

1879 Sarah Louise Williams

1881 Edward Neil Williams

 

Peter Lovell Wardell & Annalies Grace Williams

1875 Delaney David Wardell

1876 Graeme Peter Wardell

1878 Natasha Annalies Wardell

1879 Bellamy Richard Wardell

1881 Elisa Grace Wardell

1882 James Tissot Wardell

 

Morgan Harrow Davies & Emma Jane Wardell (Williams) 

1875 Alexander Morgan Davies

1877 Blair Rhys Davies

1878 Lydia Becker Davies & Helen Campbell Davies

1881 Jane Emma Davies

 

River Heart & Sadie Hedley Davies

Duke of Caldwell

1869 Rowan Seth Watson Heart

1870 Alexandria Victoria Heart (Victoria’s)

1872 Jennifer Elizabeth Heart (Victoria’s).

1879 River Rhys Heart

 

~And their children~

 

Richard Seth Devlin & Ève Martel Davies

1889 Raymond Richard Devlin (May)

 




CHAPTER ONE
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Silkeborg, Denmark. June 1890 C.E.

Ann could not seem to draw a full breath. She sipped gasps of air, her throat aching along with her chest and her head.

“Nearly there,” her father murmured. He did not have to bend to peer through a small window to see where they were, for the entire top half of the carriage was made of windows. Each pane was polished to a crystal gleam.

All the better to see the fate which laid before her.

“What are those white things everyone is throwing at us?” Her father added as he tugged on the sleeve of his full military uniform. The tunic bore a startling number of ribbons and awards on the chest. Gold piping swirled over the fine red serge. Ann thought her father cut a handsome figure, even at his age. The grey flecks in his hair merely enhanced the effect of solid strength.

No, it was not her father who was making her feel this way.

She glanced outside once more, trying desperately to draw a full, even breath. “The people are throwing daisy petals,” she whispered.

“What’s that?” Her father glanced at her, startled. “Petals?” He gave a small, constrained smile. “I suppose this is a royal wedding, isn’t it?” Pride showed in his eyes.

Ann squeezed the silver posy holder. It held fifteen white roses, which cascaded between baby’s breath.

“You may carry roses to the cathedral,” Harry Dahl, the Duke’s secretary, had explained in his dry, didactic voice. “After you are married, though, you must carry a bouquet of marguerites and purple heather, for they are the flowers of Denmark and Norway.”

A royal wedding.

The back of her neck and her throat prickled. She felt far too hot, all at once.

How had events arranged themselves to deliver her to this moment? She was on her way to be married to Filip Sørensen, Duke av Slåssørn of Hamar, a Norwegian noble who could trace his ancestors back to the thirteenth century. His family was sword nobility, not merely robe nobility, for the title had remained with them since the seventeenth century.

How had this happened? The last few months were a blur to her. Everything was a blur, imparting a sense of speed which far surpassed the dignified pace of the horse pulling the glass coach in which she sat. Everything had happened so quickly.

Ann had arrived in Silkeborg shortly before Christmas, last year. That was when it had begun.

Her father’s arrangements had allowed Ann to spend Christmas with Bronwen and her family. Bronwen was either Ann’s aunt or second cousin—neither of them had been certain of the exact relationship.

“Although you are family,” Bronwen had declared after giving her a long embrace, then stepping back to inspect her. “I spent far too many years tromping about Northallerton myself, so we are both northern girls.”

The bewigged footmen standing on either side of the tall double doors to the grand drawing room Ann had been led to didn’t twitch at their Grand Duchess’s outrageous declaration. Quite likely, they didn’t speak English. Although Ann had discovered in her few hours in Silkeborg so far that everyone seemed to know a little English—enough to make themselves understood.

“Should I call you Aunt Bronwen, then?” Ann asked the older lady. “Or should it be Your Highness?”

“Oh, she would like that,” said the man standing behind the sofa, his hand very casually pushed into the pocket of his trousers. Ann wasn’t certain if she had ever seen a man stand in such a way. It certainly gave him a relaxed air, which was astonishing, given that this was Archeduke Edvard Christoffer.

Bronwen scowled at her husband. “I am simply Bronwen,” she told Ann firmly. “And this is Tor,” she added, waving toward her husband. “At least when it is just us in the room. I’m afraid it must be Your Grace when anyone else might hear.”

Ann glanced at the footmen.

“Oh, these men are most loyal and discreet,” Bronwen added quickly. “They are Tor’s personal guards.”

“Oh,” Ann said inadequately. She had never met anyone who had their own guards. Queen Victoria had guards, she supposed, especially since the Anarchists had assassinated her cousin, Alexander, in Russia a few years ago.

Ann leaned toward Bronwen and lowered her voice. “I thought they were footmen.”

“They are.” Bronwen’s eyes twinkled. “They are well-trained footmen with special responsibilities. You may speak freely in front of them. Nothing will be repeated by them.”

Ann wasn’t sure if she could speak with complete freedom in front of them. She would be far too self-conscious.

“You may also be completely informal with Filip, too,” Tor added. “You will meet him tonight. He is my cousin. From Norway.”

“I didn’t realize you had guests.” Ann prickled with discomfort. “I don’t want to upset anything—”

Bronwen rested her hand on Ann’s sleeve. “Filip has been here for months. The palace is large enough that we can host any number of guests for as long as we want, and not find it the slightest bit inconvenient. I’ll have you shown to your suite, Ann. Then you can rest and prepare for dinner tonight. Did you bring evening gowns? I’m afraid we’re a teeny bit formal in the evenings.”

Ann’s mother had prepared her for this as she helped pack her trunk with formal dresses and ball gowns which hadn’t been worn for well over a year.

“I do have a suitable gown,” Ann said, sending silent thanks to her mother.

When she descended from her bedroom suite to the second floor—for the first floor contained all the public rooms and public assembly areas—and was escorted to the evening drawing room that night, Ann was even more grateful for her mother’s foresight.

The evening drawing room was even grander than the afternoon drawing room where Tor and Bronwen had greeted her. Gilded flourishes and curlicues bordered the robin’s egg blue walls, gold and white sconces flickered in the center of every wall panel, four chandeliers gleamed overhead, and a half-dozen footmen moved around the room with trays and decanters.

There were also more than a few diners standing in clumps, their evening finery and jewels glittering in the light of the chandeliers. Several of the women wore tiaras. Many people wore regal sashes over one shoulder. Everyone clutched champagne glasses or sherry glasses in their gloved hands.

Ann came to a halt a few steps inside the door, her heart sinking. She smoothed her bare hands over the pale green satin of her evening dress. She wore no tiara, no sash, no glittering diamonds. She wore no jewelry at all and only now felt the lack.

This drawing room was a very long way from the comfortable drawing room at Northallerton, where toys peeped from beneath sofas, newspapers were spread across tabletops and family pictures cluttered the mantelshelf.

It was even further removed from the shabby public rooms of Great Aunt Annalies’ boarding house for young ladies.

Ann suddenly wished she was back at the big white house, completing her duties as butler, serving the sherry instead of drinking it, while laughing and talking with anyone in the room she felt moved to converse with.

A man with a thick thatch of golden white hair and high cheekbones stood beside Tor. He was staring at Ann. He was as regally dressed as anyone in the room, although his tuxedo had a very modern cut, with thin lapels.

The man leaned toward the Archeduke and murmured something.

The Archeduke, Tor, glanced at Ann and gave her a small smile, while murmuring back to the man. Then Tor beckoned. It was a friendly gesture, not a royal command.

Mildly reassured, Ann moved over to the pair. At the last second, she remembered to curtsey, as they were not alone. “Your Grace,” she murmured.

Tor’s eyes twinkled. “Miss Thompsett,” he said gravely. “My cousin wanted to know who the fresh young thing by the door might be.” He glanced around. “The Duchess is paying no attention to me tonight, so I must introduce you myself. Let me see if I can get this right.” He put the glass he had been holding upon a small table at the back of the nearest sofa and tugged his jacket sleeve back into place.

While he was doing that, Ann grew aware of the steady regard of the other man—Tor’s cousin, clearly. The man from Norway.

Ann dared let her gaze flick toward him and away. He had very pale blue eyes, which were steady upon her. From this distance, she could see he was older than she had first thought. He looked to be in his late thirties, perhaps even his forties, although his eyes seemed younger.

“Filip…I mean…wait…” Tor paused, frowned. “Yes, I have it.” He clicked his fingers. “Duke av Slåssørn of Hamar, I present to you my niece-by-marriage, Miss Ann Louise Thomsett of Northallerton and London. I commend her to you as a fine young English lady. Ann, you are in the presence of Filip Sørensen, Twenty-fifth Duke av Slåssørn of Hamar, and my cousin.” Tor cleared his throat. “Did I cover everything?”

“Adequately,” Filip Sørensen said. His voice was a pleasant tenor, with a strong accent. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Ann.”

“Miss Thomsett,” Tor corrected. “Ann has an elder sister.”

Ann nearly winced at the reminder. She kept her pleasant smile in place.

A footman cleared his throat softly beside her and when she looked, held out a tray of champagne glasses.

“Oh, no, thank you,” Ann said quickly.

The footman bowed and moved away.

“You do not drink, Miss Ann?” Sørensen asked, his tone curious.

A polite prevarication was in order. Ann cast about for an explanation which would be socially acceptable and not leave the Duke with the impression she did not wish to drink with him.

She realized she had let the silence stretch too long, so settled for the blunt truth, which was far easier to deal with. “I am afraid that if I take a glass, I will spill it all over my dress. As I am already the least formal lady in the room, a wet stain would be a disaster.”

Sørensen laughed, then caught it back and pressed his lips together. He could not prevent himself from smiling, though. He held out his own glass, which was neither champagne nor sherry. It looked like brandy in color. “Perhaps sipping from another’s glass would be safer?”

Ann’s cheeks grew very warm. “I…um…thank you, but no.”

“Now you’ve flustered her, Filip.” Tor shook his head. “He has a habit of disconcerting ladies, Ann. Although you should be grateful—if I told you what he asked me before you came over, you would be even more unsettled.”

Ann gripped her hands together and wish she’d brought her gloves down with her. “Then it is as well I could not hear you.”

Sørensen considered her, his amusement fading. His gaze was steady. “I asked my cousin to introduce us immediately. I also said that if I was not seated beside you at the dinner table tonight, I would return to Norway at once, for there would be no point in suffering through a future without you in it.”

Ann’s lips parted, but no words came to her.

“See?” A resigned note sounded in Tor’s voice.

Sørensen’s expression was merely polite, as if he was not aware of the shocking implications of his declaration.

Ann considered him. “You do not know me, Your Grace. You would not care to sit beside me if you knew I had been employed as a butler only a short while ago.”

Sørensen’s brows lifted. His lips parted. Genuine surprise made his jaw sag.

Tor laughed and thumped his chest with the side of his fist to recover from attempting to breathe in his sherry.

Still Sørensen stared at Ann.

Ann stared back, making herself look him in the eye.

“A butler?” Sørensen repeated.

Ann nodded.

“You did such…work?”

“I did.”

“Service is something of a family tradition,” Tor added. “My brother served as butler for a while, when he retired from the British Army.”

Sørensen drained his glass, put it on the table where Tor had rested his sherry glass a short while ago, then tugged his gloves back into place and turned to Ann. “I am even more certain I must sit beside you. I would know everything about your employment and how you came to it.”

The gong sounded for dinner and Sørensen raised his elbow to Ann.

He had not been repulsed by menial paid work as she had expected him to be. Disconcerted, she made herself rest her fingertips on the inside of his elbow and let him lead her into the dining room.

Sørensen sat beside her at every dinner after that.

He sought her out after breakfast each day, too.

They walked the snowy trails through the forests around Silkeborg in the mornings and lingered in the town in the afternoon to drink schnapps and browse through the little stores, while shopkeepers bowed and curtsied and rushed to bring their Archduke’s cousin the best of their wares as possible Christmas gifts.

Four days later, on Christmas Day morning, Sørensen seated Ann upon the window seat in the upstairs sitting room. Instead of giving her a Christmas gift, he offered her a sapphire and diamond ring which was, he told her, a family heirloom. He had carried it with him for years, for it had been his mother’s engagement ring.

“I would be most pleased and proud if you accept my proposal,” Filip added. “We are not so unlike, you and I. We would make an excellent pair. Everyone in Norway would adore you, for they are honest folk, just as you are.”

Ann’s heart would not stop leaping about. “My family…”

“Are of indisputable quality,” he replied firmly.

“Are you aware of the scandal which stains my reputation?” Ann asked, her voice strained. The collapse of the Darnell & Sattler Banking Company of Bournemouth and London had sent tendrils of gossip around the world.

“It is not you who stole the money,” Filip said, his tone dismissive. “To my mind, and I am sure to my family’s mind, it merely makes you more interesting. We are adventurers, Ann. A few centuries ago, we were Vikings, traveling the seas. We have not lost that taste for novelty.”

In a voice without body, Ann said yes.

 


CHAPTER TWO
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The crowds lining the streets of Silkeborg and throwing petals at the glass carriage had grown as the carriage drew the closer to the cathedral. Ann glanced away from their shining, happy faces, her heart thudding. Her gaze fell upon the sapphire and diamond ring on her left hand.

At first, Filip had placed the ring on her right hand. “It is the right hand in Norway,” he told her, when Ann held out her left.

“It will not feel as though I am properly engaged, on that hand,” Ann said. “And I already feel an overwhelming sense of unreality, Filip.”

He nodded. “Then, the left hand it is,” he declared.

The sapphire was the most enormous and flawless blue gem she had ever seen. It was perfectly round and the facets glittered in the light coming into the carriage.

Why had she said yes to Filip?

Their engagement had thrown all of Silkeborg into a great panic, as the town and the duchy turned their hands to hosting a royal wedding. Suddenly, more people than just Filip inserted themselves into Ann’s life.

Her father sent a return wire assuring her that everyone who could manage it would be in Silkeborg in June to see her married, and he would be proud to walk her down the aisle. The wire had reassured Ann that she had not lost all sense by accepting Filip’s rushed proposal.

Bronwen directed that three ladies-in-waiting, her most trusted aides, turn their full attention to preparations for the wedding. Inger, Isabelle and Kathi had become fixtures in Ann’s days.

Shortly after the Christmas proposal, Ann met Harry Dahl. Dahl had sailed across the Jutland water to Denmark as soon as Filip told him the news. He was Filip’s private secretary and was also Filip’s complete opposite in nature. Filip loved adventure and novelty. Dahl was a stickler for tradition, habit and custom.

Ann suspected Dahl had been employed precisely for his unvarying ways, to offset Filip’s constant reach for the unconventional. Dahl had not just instructed her on what flowers she could carry before and after the wedding, he had also dictated the color of her gown and the arrangement of her hair. She was dismayed to learn that her sisters and cousins could not be her bridesmaids. “That honor is for the daughters of the nobility in Denmark and Norway,” Dahl said, his tone firm.

Ann stared down at the ring, remembering that unpleasant moment. There had been other unpleasant moments beside that one. Each time Ann was faced with a decision about the wedding and the marriage, Dahl would take the decision away from her.

She swiftly came to understand that there were even more customs and expectations which covered every aspect of her life once she was married to Filip.

Why had she said yes to Filip’s proposal?

Ann reached for the answer this time, instead of letting the question slide in her mind. It suddenly felt terribly important that she understand why she was in this situation, to gather the courage to go forward into the future with Filip. Time was running out. She could see the cathedral, just ahead. There were hundreds of people gathered about the steps and the wide plaza in front of the grand building.

Why had she said yes? What had passed through her mind in the still, astonished moments when Filip had first held out the velvet lined box, with the ring sparkling in the candlelight?

Ann frowned, staring at the ring.

At her first sight of the ring, she had grown still. Her heart had thudded. And…and…

…your heart’s desire, should you earn it, will always come from a most unexpected quarter.

The words echoed in her mind, spoken in Adam’s deep, gravelly voice.

Yes, that was the thought which had struck her most forcibly, while Filip waited for her answer.

Ann clearly remembered Adam speaking the words, for that conversation was firmly entrenched upon her memory and would never be erased. Her talk with Adam had been responsible for her abandoning her post in London and sailing to Denmark to stay with Bronwen, as far away as possible from her family…and from Elise and Danyal, in particular.

Ann sighed, as the memory came back to her now.

It had been September of last year. Great Aunt Annalies had packed up the entire household in London, including all her lady tenants. “You must arrange for a few days absence from your positions, all of you,” Great Aunt Annalies explained one evening when everyone in the house had been at the dinner table—a rare occurrence in that household. “My nephew has invited us to stay at Innesford and the sea air will put the roses back in all your cheeks. Ann, you must see to it, please.”

Ann worked hard for a fortnight, arranging cabs and train tickets and sending wires to Innesford, confirming numbers. Coordinating all the women in the household and their trunks was challenging work, giving her even greater respect for the butlers of the world who arranged such matters without wincing.

When they arrived at Innesford, Ann discovered that it was not just Great Aunt Annalies’ household who would be staying in the grand house. Richard and Ève lived at Innesford with their newborn son, which was likely why Cian had invited Ève’s family. All five of the Davies family had sailed across from France.

“A most unusual event,” Ann heard Ève murmur to her husband as her siblings and parents stepped down from the charabanc, everyone babbling in fast Parisian French.

“That is your influence at work, my love,” Richard murmured back.

Yet Ann’s attention was taken up by the last arrivals to step off the charabanc, for they were Elise and Danyal.

Her heart sank. It wasn’t as if she and Elise were not on speaking terms. Elise wrote to Ann regularly and Ann dutifully replied.

It was just that…well…Elise was so happy.

Then, at lunch on the very first day, Elise had shyly announced to everyone in a most scandalous fashion that she was expecting her first child.

A sharp sensation speared Ann’s chest and made her stomach twist. She had been unable to eat another bite of the delicious roast pork. Even though she raised her glass along with everyone else, she could not sip the wine.

As soon as it was possible, Ann rose from the table and stepped out through the French doors into the overcast afternoon, her heart thudding erratically.

“Don’t go too far, Ann!” Eleanore called out to her from inside the dining room. “I know those clouds on the horizon. There is a storm coming!”

Ann did not acknowledge her hostess’s warning. She didn’t think she could speak. She instead moved alongside the house, her boots crunching in the gravel, until she reached the front entrance to the maze off the east wing.

She would not go into the maze. If there truly was a storm coming—and the angry, bruised clouds scudding across the sea toward the house seemed to indicate that Eleanore was correct in that regard—then Ann did not want to be lost inside the maze when it arrived. She didn’t know the maze at all. She had only ever explored it once, when she was a child. That had been when family gathers at Innesford were an annual event. It had been years since the last gather.

Instead, Ann followed the side of the house to the other end of the maze. There, the garden opened up. It had been renovated and beds rearranged since she was last here and now the garden looked very French, with regimented lines and restrained verdure.

Ann wandered the paths aimlessly, trying to shrug off the unpleasant sensations swarming in her heart and mind. They were not worthy thoughts.

When she came across the rose bush with blue roses, Ann paused, astonished. She had never seen truly blue roses before. She knew Innesford was the only location in England where black roses grew. Those old bushes were farther into the garden. These blooms were oddities, too. Everyone knew there was no such thing as blue roses, yet she was looking at them.

Were they perhaps the result of an experiment? She had heard there was a way to breed one color rose bush with another color and arrive at a completely different third color, often a blending of the two.

Perhaps the Innesford gardeners had crossed the famous black roses with another color to arrive at this astonishing shade. It was the blue of deep oceans or purest sapphire.

The flowers were fading, for it was late in the season. Yet a single bud struggled to bloom, the petals still furled in a tight tulip shape.

Would the bud survive? She doubted it. The nights were too cold, now. Wistfully, Ann stroked the outside of the tight bud.

At that moment, the sky overhead gave a warning rumble. Ann looked up. The clouds boiled, hanging so low it felt as though she could raise her hand and thrust it within their soft, pendulous surface.

A sharp crack split the sky, so loud that Ann clapped her hands over her ears with a cry of her own. She heard calls from inside the house and the clatter of the French doors being swiftly closed.

She did not want to go back into that house with its happy couples and celebrations.

The rain fell with as little warning as the thunder. One moment the air was clear, the next, great stinging drops hissed through the air.

A broad petal from one of the overblown roses tore from the bloom and dropped to the earth. Then another.

Quickly, Ann snatched out her hand, curled it around the little bud, twisted and snapped the thin stalk beneath. Her fingers only received one or two punctures from the juvenile thorns, then the bud was safely in her hand. She picked up her hem and ran around to the front of the house, her other hand over her hair—a very inadequate umbrella.

When she reached the big front door, it would not open when she twisted the enormous round handle and leaned against it. The door had been barred on the inside. As the staff tended to linger in the back of the house where the family gathered, that made sense. Only it meant Ann could not slide into the house unremarked and move up the stairs to the sanctuary of her room for the afternoon.

She looked around, wondering if there was any alternative to returning to the back of the house where everyone would see her.

A soft, stressed neighing sounded through the hissing rain and the rumble of more thunder.

The stables. There would be straw and perhaps a bale to sit upon and wait out the rain. It was at least a roof over her head.

She did not debate the thought a moment more. Instead, she again picked up her hems and ran as fast as a tight corset would allow, around to the other side of the house where the big stables sat between the house and the woods to the west.

A man-sized door was built into the stable wall closest to the house and the path led directly to it. Steep wooden steps rose over the door, leading up to the old, empty stableman’s quarters overhead.

The door into the stable itself hung open. The interior was protected from the rain by the stairs.

Ann rushed through the doorway and dropped her hems. She brushed at her gown and her hair to disperse as much of the water as possible, breathing hard.

The interior of the stable was dim. Farther inside, amongst the stalls, she could see the glow of a lantern, although not the lantern itself. The lamp provided enough light for Ann to see the layout of the stable.

It was a tidy building, for a stable. Straw lay over the floor and thick hooks projected from every wall. Most of the hooks held harnesses and saddles and all manner of horse-related equipment. There was even a pitchfork hanging between two hooks, instead of being thrust into the center of a convenient hay pile, where all the pitchforks Ann had ever seen until now were usually kept.

The smell of horses and damp straw was oddly calming. It was not perfume or cologne, or the sharp scent of freshly starched linen.

Ann paused from brushing herself down when she heard a soft murmur coming from the same direction as the light. Someone else was here, likely a stable boy or hand. She should let him know she was here and intended to stay until the storm had passed.

She moved down the wide corridor between the stalls, glancing at the horses as she passed. They moved restlessly as the rain hammered against the roof and thunder rumbled, their eyes rolling.

When Ann reached the stall where the lamplight originated, she paused, for it was no stable boy soothing the horse, but Adam—Uncle Iefan’s oldest son. He had his back to Ann and would not have heard her bootsteps. The pelting rain had increased in intensity since she stepped inside. He stood close to the horse’s head, his hand sliding down the long nose, as he spoke in his low voice.

“…do not understand the rhythm to such things, do they? Shh, shh…it is just noise, my fine one. See, I do not jump at it. You should be pleased you are not locked inside with the humans, where you would have to suffer through their bad French.”

His monologue continued and Ann considered retreating before he learned she was there, for he was not simply reassuring the animal, but was speaking to it as he might a friend or confessor, telling the horse about his discomfort with the people in the house and how little he understood the ‘foreigners’.

Before she was aware of the decision to speak, Ann said, “Why are you not using French, then, if you find English such an assault to the ears?”

Adam whirled, his eyes widening. The horse snorted, throwing his head back in protest at the interruption. Adam turned back, tightening his grip on the cheek strap and bringing the horse back to calm once more with slow strokes down its nose.

He glanced over his shoulder at Ann, his eyes narrowed. “This fine fellow is used to the sound of English.” He spoke in the same low, calm voice as he had used before. “I speak it for his benefit, not for mine.” He put his back to her once more and bent his head to murmur to the stallion.

The stallion listened. Then it put its head against Adam’s shoulder and gave a soft snicker.

“At least one soul is finding comfort this afternoon,” Ann said, keeping her voice down, too.

Adam didn’t look at her. “Only one? What could possibly discomfort you, here among your family?”

“They’re your family, too,” Ann pointed out.

Adam shook his head. “Not really.”

“Did Uncle Iefan not officially adopt you? Years ago?”

“Everyone in this house who did not travel from Paris is a stranger to me—as you heard me say.” His voice held a wry note.

“Are we so very unsophisticated to your eyes?”

Adam glanced at her. He had a clear, sharp jawline and stormy eyes which she thought were blue. It was too dim in the stable to be certain. He held up his hand. “Un moment.”

Then he turned back to the horse and murmured a little more. After a moment, he eased away from the creature, bent and picked up the lantern from the floor and moved out of the stall. He shut the half door carefully so it did not clatter, then swung a net full of straw over the top of it.

Finally, he turned to Ann and held up the lantern. “This way,” he said softly. “Out of the fellow’s hearing. He has enough to deal with at the moment.”

Ann followed him back to the main area beyond the stalls, to the piles of hay and bales of straw and the hooks with all their leather and tools. For the first time she consciously noted that Adam had discarded his jacket and waistcoat, tie, collar and cuffs. The shirt which remained was a fine, proper gentleman’s shirt, but he had rolled the sleeves up to his elbows.

There was rather a lot of the shirt, stretched over his shoulders.

“You were caught out in the rain?” Adam said, turning to face her in the middle of the big open area. “Why didn’t you go back into the house?” There was a touch of irritation in the question.

“Am I inconveniencing you?”

A furrow developed between his brows as he glared at the rain falling on the other side of the open door. “I thought I would be alone out here.”

“So did I.”

His gaze swung back and he considered her. “Hmm,” he rumbled.

Ann wasn’t sure what to make of that response.

He carried the lantern over to where the bales were stacked and hung it on one of the hooks. Then he lifted a bale down from the top of the stack and put it before the pile. He made it seem as though the bale weighed nothing, but Ann had seen stable boys forced to work together to shift a bale.

Then he lowered a second to the floor, a few feet apart from the first. He held his hand out to the bale. “If you must stay…”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that his welcome was overwhelming. Only, she had stepped into the barn after him and patently could not leave right now. She gathered up her damp skirts, moved over to the bale and sat. “Thank you.”

He gave a sound that might have been a grunt, or a rasp of his throat and sat on the other bale.

They looked at each other.

Ann realized she was still holding the blue rose bud. She put it on the bale beside her and put her hands together. “You do understand, do you not, that to us, you are just as much a foreigner and a stranger as we seem to you?”

“Yet you are comfortable with tea and cucumber sandwiches, while I am not.” His mouth quirked.

Ann tilted her head. “Then it is our ways which discomfort you, not we ourselves.”

Adam’s shoulders lifted and fell. A Frenchman’s shrug of indifference.

The silence drew out once more. The rain drummed even harder and they both looked up at the roof, overhead. There was no ceiling to muffle the noise.

Ann glanced at Adam once more and was startled to see he was examining her. She cleared her throat. “I have never been to Paris. Everyone tells me it is a lovely city. Do you find it so?”

He did not answer at once. He frowned as if he was considering the question. “It is fair enough, I suppose, but not the grandest city in Europe. Why did you want to be alone?”

The question, abruptly put, caught her off guard. Ann could feel her cheeks burning hot. “That is a rather direct question.”

“Would you rather discuss the weather?” His gaze shifted to the roof once more.

Ann realized she was playing with the bow at the top of her dress and put her hand back in her lap. “There must be a topic not as banal as the weather, but still interesting enough to discuss.”

“Or we could just sit here,” Adam replied. He seemed happy with that idea.

The silence grew once more.

Ann fidgeted, her uneasiness growing. Adam really was a stranger to her. She remembered him from gathers, years ago, but he had been a boy then. He had always been taller than her, even though they were the same age. He had played with the older boys in the family…sometimes.

Now she was recalling those long-ago times, she could not remember Adam lingering for long in anyone’s company. In fact, she could barely remember him at all, even though he had been at the gathers, for Ève and Alicia and Daniel had been there. No wonder he seemed like a stranger.

“Are horses really better company for you than people?” she asked.

Adam sighed, as if she had ruined his peace. He glanced at her, then away. “Animals are honest.”

“Clearly, you do not spend time with the right sort of people.”

His gaze jerked back toward her. His brow lifted. She’d surprised him. “People let you down, sooner or later.”

“Even your own family?”

“Well, no, of course not.”

“Then at least one person you know has managed to be honest with you,” she pointed out. “So your assertion that people are always dishonest sooner or later is actually incorrect.”

His jaw shifted. Yet he did not speak.

Ann sighed. It seemed she was doomed to sit here in silence, for Adam was not a good conversationalist. He did not seem to understand the ebb and flow of a discussion, or that he was expected to hold up his end of it.

“Tell me why you ran to the stables and not the house,” Adam said, making her jump. “Honestly,” he added, his tone withering.

“Why do you care to know that?” she demanded, her neck prickling with discomfort.

Again, he did not rush to answer. She sensed he was weighing his response, though, not ignoring her. She waited.

He stirred and peered at his hands, a furrow between his brows. “As I cannot be rid of you right now and you are incapable of silence, I must converse with you instead. Only, conversation bores me. It is so…meaningless.”

“So you will pursue a subject which interests you, instead,” Ann murmured. “Regardless of how uncomfortable it makes me feel.”

“You writhe for a reason,” he shot back. “The reason has nothing to do with me, or my asking about it. But I am curious to know if you can look that reason in the eye.”

“Why?” she shot back. She really did need to shift about on the bale.

His gaze met hers. “It is a more meaningful topic than the weather.”

“So I must expose my inner feelings for your entertainment?”

“Or not,” he replied. “I’m not the one who cannot stand the silence.” He got to his feet and moved over to another hook. That hook held his jacket. He delved into the inner pocket and withdrew a very English-looking silver brandy flask.

He sipped then brought it over to Ann.

“I don’t like brandy,” Ann said.

“Let me guess. You prefer champagne.” He proffered the flask again. “It isn’t brandy.”

Curiosity made her take the flask and sip. She let the liquor settle on her tongue, then swallowed. “Aniseed…” she murmured. It was an odd flavor and far from unpleasant. “What is it?”

“Pastis,” Adam replied. He sat on the other bale, capped the flask and put it beside him. He turned his attention to the open door and the rain falling beyond it.

Ann tried to follow his example and remain silent and still. A question occurred to her. “Why do you work with your father—with Uncle Iefan, I mean—if you prefer animals to people?”

Adam did not sigh this time, but she thought he rolled his eyes. He considered her.

“Honestly,” she added, using the same tone he had.

The corner of his mouth lifted. Just a little. He reached for the flask once more, and took his time removing the cap as he thought heavily. “I was eleven when Papa Iefan and Mama Mairin took us in and told us they would raise us and that…surprised me. After Mother died, I thought—I was braced for it—for I thought it would be up to me to take care of the other three, yet I was saved from that.” He considered. “At least for a few years, while I grew up.” He drank.

“You work for Uncle Iefan out of gratitude?”

He held the flask out to her. This time, she took it and drank.

“I am grateful, yes. And I like the work…all except for talking to people, but there are ways around that.”

“You do not resent having to work for him?” she asked curiously.

Adam did not deflect the question or change the subject. Instead he sat peering ahead, thinking it through. “No,” he said at last. “I do not. It is interesting. I travel a great deal.” He took the flask from her when she offered it and held it for a moment, still deep in thought. “My father—Renee, that is—” and he glanced at her. “He was a soldier and died defending Paris. I don’t remember him, but Mama says I am very much like him. He lived a nomadic life. My mother, not Mama Mairin, but Marie Martel, raised us by herself, even when my father was still alive, while he fought in Africa and the colonies. So, travelling suits me.”

He put the flask aside and stared into mid-air once more.

Ann studied him, for he was not looking directly at her and would not notice the observation. He did not seem embarrassed about the deeply personal details he had shared. He had been honest, too.

Ann wrapped her arms around her middle, as it squeezed and swirled. “My twin sister, Elise—their announcement about the baby…were you at the lunch table? I don’t remember seeing you there.”

“I was there,” he said quietly. “Until the moment I could leave.”

Which must have been at the same time she had escaped. Ann squeezed her middle even harder. “For a moment, for one horrible moment, I resented her.”

“Your sister? Or your sister’s happiness?” Adam asked. There was no judgement in his voice.

“Both!” Ann bowed her head. “No, I do not resent Elise. She is my sister, how could I do that? But…only…she now has what I have wanted for myself and for a moment all I could think was that it should have been me. She did not want to find a husband at all, and I met Danyal first. I sat at the lunch table and was appalled at my own pettiness…” She unwrapped her arms and covered her burning face with her hands. “I don’t know Danyal at all,” she added. “He’s a pleasant enough man, but I suspect we would not get along the way he and Elise do, for he cares nothing for society or…or anything which interests me.”

She closed her eyes behind her hands. Honesty was painful.

“Here.” The flask touched her wrist.

Ann took it. She kept her gaze upon her knees, then shifted it to the roof as she drank deeply. The pastis warmed her chest. She handed the flask back without looking at him.

The silence built again. This time, she appreciated it. She listened to the rain on the roof and watched the puddles forming beyond the door, while her cheeks cooled and her heart slowed.

“Is it society you care for, or the high-ranking husband which society can supply?” Adam’s voice was low.

She still could not look at him. “I’ve never met anyone who does that, as you do,” she said.

“Does what?”

“Asks the question beneath the question.”

“That’s where the truth lies.”

She didn’t have to look at him to know he had shrugged. Ann took another mouthful of the pastis. The flask was considerably lighter, now. She held it toward him blindly.

“So…which do you really care for, then?” Adam asked as he took it. “Husband hunting, or weekly soirees?”

“My goodness, you are relentless, aren’t you?”

“So I’m told. You are avoiding my question.”

“Yes, I am.” She met his gaze, daring him to pull the answer from her.

“Honesty…” he murmured, then smiled.

The laughter welled up, catching her by surprise. She brought her fingertips to her lips to hold the inappropriate sound inside.

Adam’s eyes sparkled.

“May I?” She held her hand out for the flask. “Pastis is very agreeable,” she added. “Actually, it is more the warmth it imparts, for this conversation is not conducive and the pastis offsets the unsettled feeling quite nicely.” She took the flask from him. “Oh dear. Truth-telling is…”

“Addictive,” Adam murmured.

“I was about to say compulsive, but I suppose they are much the same.” She drank and said softly, “I just want to be happy. Is that too much to ask of life?”

Adam tilted his head. “You believe that a high-ranking husband will give you that happiness?”

The direct question did not make her flinch, for she had been braced for it. “When I was a child, growing up at Northallerton, I was very happy. I only realize that now, in hindsight. The gathers here at Innesford, Christmas in Kirkaldy, birthdays nearly every month of the year. Family and friends and…and I was content. Then the bank collapsed and Vaughn went to…well, you know.” She twined her fingers together. “The gathers stopped. The Christmases stopped. And everyone grew so grim. Even Papa stopped laughing, when Papa had always seemed to laugh, even when he wasn’t…oh, that’s a horrible sentence, but…”

“I know what you mean,” Adam said softly.

“Do you?”

“We were insulated from the worst of it, in Paris, but we still felt the disgrace.”

“Yes, exactly.” She sighed. “Everyone was paralyzed by the circumstances. All I wanted was for everyone to smile once more. It occurred to me that lifting the family’s reputation within society once more would help do that. Then everyone could raise their heads and stand straight when society looks at us.”

Adam didn’t speak for a while. “So…the high-ranking peer as a husband, to restore the family reputation.”

Ann grimaced. “It sounds so very silly, put baldly like that. Until this moment I don’t believe I have ever really thought it through quite so clearly.”

Adam stared into mid-air once more. “Your ambitions are not as silly as you think,” he said softly. “Society values reputation over all else, these days.”

“What is the ‘all else’?” Ann asked curiously.

“Once, a man was measured by what he did, not by what everyone else said of him,” Adam replied.

“If you listen to the ton, that is what they still measure a man by.”

“Yet they will ostracize a person simply because a higher-ranking peer says they should,” Adam pointed out.

“Mmm…” Ann said. She realized she had made the same judgmental sound Adam had made earlier. “Then marrying to erase a bad reputation is not such a silly idea, after all.”

Adam’s mouth quirked at the corner once more. “Now that the Prince of Pandev is no more and the man himself is married, who will you snare?”

“I have missed most of this season,” Ann admitted. “I am out of touch with the list of eligible bachelors and my work keeps me from too many season events.”

“Tell me about your work,” Adam said, his tone curious. “I heard someone say you work as a butler? Is that true? I’ve never heard of a woman as a butler, before.”

“It is an honorary title,” Ann assured him and explained how she had come to be Great Aunt Annalies’ butler, and the work she did in the big house on Grosvenor Square.

The storm lasted for another hour. Between long stretches of thought-filled silence, they talked about Adam’s life in Paris and his travels about Europe. She caught a glimpse of the reason why Adam had not agreed that Paris was the most marvelous city in the world; he had seen far more cities than she. They spoke about her life in London and about carefree days in Northallerton which she only now realized she dearly missed.

It was during one such long silence that Adam said softly, “Listen. Do you hear it?”

Ann frowned. “I hear nothing.” She jumped to her feet. “The rain has stopped!”

They moved to the door and looked out. Puddles lay everywhere and water dripped from eaves and trees. The clouds were breaking up. Far over the ocean, the sky was bright blue.

From the house, they could hear doors opening and people exclaiming about the break in the weather.

Adam lightly touched her arm.

Ann looked up at him. With the sun on his face, she could now see that his eyes were a deep sea blue.

His gaze was steady. “Stay true to your feelings,” he said softly. “I’ve learned that if you truly want something, if it is a worthy wish, it will come to you eventually…and usually from the most unexpected quarter.”

Ann gave a soft laugh. “A peer for a husband is a worthy wish? It seems rather common to me.”

“The question beneath the question. Your reasons for the wish make all the difference. In fact,” he added, his voice dropping even lower, “I find them to be quite noble.”

Her heart gave a small leap.

While she stared at him in wordless surprise, he grimaced. “I must see to the horses, now the rain has stopped.” He moved back into the stable, leaving her at the door.

After a while, Ann picked up her train, draped it over her arm and stepped carefully around the house to the drawing room doors.

Back to the ordinary.

 


CHAPTER THREE


[image: A drawing on a necklace  Description automatically generated]

Ann spoke very little to Adam for the rest of the week they spent at Innesford, for he was rarely among the company in the house or on the rolled lawn outside. She saw him at meals and realized he was watching her. His mouth would lift at the corner in a small smile, before his gaze moved on.

Great Aunt Annalies’ household of ladies returned to London after their few days in the countryside, all of them refreshed and their energy renewed by the visit, just as Annalies had predicted.

All except for Ann. She could not settle to the work she had previously found absorbing. Only the fact that the house really needed someone to supervise and direct domestic concerns kept Ann going. The ladies in the house needed her services.

At the breakfast and dinner table, conversation turned to Christmas. The idea of returning to family homes for the Christmas period to enjoy another small holiday, snared everyone’s attention.

Great Aunt Annalies announced in mid-November that she had been invited to celebrate Christmas in Kirkaldy that year. “We are closing up the house again, Ann,” Annalies told her. “All the ladies are going home and so must you.”

Ann sighed.

Great Aunt Annalies peered at her over the top of her spectacles. “What is the matter, girl? Do you not want to go home?”

“Oh, I miss Northallerton,” Ann said quickly. “Only nothing seems to satisfy me, these days. Not my work and certainly not my society friends. Everything seems…meaningless.”

“I thought finding a husband was your singular ambition, Ann,” Annalies replied, her tone gentle.

“It was. It is. Only, I seem to be moving further from that ambition every day and I cannot summon up the energy to do anything about it. I just don’t know what is wrong with me, Great Aunt Annalies.”

Annalies studied her. “I believe a change of perspective might give you some insight.”

“What does that mean?”

Annalies shook her head. “Let me consider the matter. May I have a pot of tea, Ann?” She raised her brow.

Two weeks later, in early December, Great Aunt Annalies made a highly satisfied sound as she read one of her morning’s letters. She lifted the pages and waved them at Ann. “There you are, my dear Ann. A fresh perspective, as the wise doctor ordered.” Her eyes twinkled.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Ann replied. She put the serving spoon back in the oatmeal, placed Jennifer’s bowl in front of her, wiped her hands on her pinafore and took the letter Great Aunt Annalies waved at her.

It was her father’s handwriting.

“Your father has arranged for you to spend Christmas in Silkeborg with Mairin and Tor,” Great Aunt Annalies said. “I believe you’ll find his letter to you amongst your correspondence, when you get to it this morning.”

“Silkeborg?” Ann replied. She handed the letter back to Great Aunt Annalies.

“You will spend Christmas in the palace,” her aunt added.

“It sounds wonderful!” Jennifer said, with a wistful sigh. “An actual palace! Do say yes, Ann! Then you can return and tell us all about it.”

So Ann packed her trunk with all her barely worn ballgowns, as her mother had strongly suggested, then sailed to Denmark on the SS Britannic, arriving barely a week before the twenty-fifth.

And still her energy had remained dismal…until she felt a stirring of surprise and discomfort when confronted by Filip Sørensen and his direct way of speaking.

Was that why she had said yes to the man?

Adam had warned her that her wish would be fulfilled from the least looked-for direction. Filip had been a most unexpected encounter. It seemed perfectly understandable, put in those terms, that she should agree to his proposal.

So why could she not draw a full breath?

The cheering of the people of Silkeborg grew more intense as the coach pulled up in front of the long pavement and broad steps up to the arched doors of the cathedral. Petals fell like snow over and around the coach, as the footman opened the door and stepped smartly to one side.

Her father turned to her. “You are entering a whole new phase of life, dear daughter.” He kissed her cheek. “May you be as happy in your match as I am.”

The murmured wish sent a jolt through Ann. She stared at her father, bewilderment stealing her voice.

He frowned. “Your veil!” he said. “It is behind you.”

“Oh! Oh!” Ann reached up to her hair to feel for the errant layer of tulle. “Oh, quickly, help me, Papa.” She had completely forgotten to lower the veil over her face.

They scrambled to separate the top layer and lift it over the flowers in her hair and over her face. The fuss left her trembling and her heart thudding in a way that did not make her feel giddy with joy.

In fact, she felt very much like crying.

Her father helped her out of the carriage, for she wore thirty yards of cream satin, most of it in the bustle behind her and the twelve-foot train which followed.

The bridesmaids, all of them virtual strangers to Ann and most of them unable to speak English, rushed up to help her sort out the train and the folds of her gown, while the crowd standing between her and the steps of the cathedral screamed their pleasure at catching their first glimpse of the bride. They clapped and cheered and shouted. The noise was unearthly loud and the horse pulling her coach gave a snort and stepped sideways.

Other horses were also shying and prancing, their drivers trying to calm them with soft words and a touch of their whips.

A tall figure standing at the nose of one unsettled horse caught Ann’s attention. While the bridesmaids fussed, she looked over their shoulders, studying him. It was Adam. He had come to Silkeborg for the wedding just as the rest of the family had done but was lingering away from everyone as usual.

At least he could not complain about the tea, here, she thought, as her heart gave a great, sickly lurch.

He looked up from the horse. His gaze met hers.

He gave her a small smile. For a moment, it was as if they were back in the stable at Innesford, while rain thundered upon the roof instead of people screaming at her in Danish and German and Norwegian and a dozen other languages.

“Ann.” Her father tugged on her arm as the bridesmaids lined themselves alongside her.

“What?” Ann said distractedly, looking around.

Three men stood upon the wide blue carpet which ran from the curb to the top of the steps into the cathedral. They were setting up a contraption that Ann thought might be one of the new-fangled cameras.

“Oh…” Ann breathed, as her heart gave another sickly lurch. This moment was about to be captured and contained for all time.

How did she come to be here?

“Beside your daughter, if you please, my lord,” one of the men setting up the camera directed her father.

Jasper stepped beside her, not bothering to correct the man’s impression of his rank. He stood stiffly upright in his uniform, his chin square.

“Papa…” Ann whispered, on the very verge of asking for help and revealing the agony spearing her insides.

The photograph was taken and everyone relaxed. The man taking the photograph looked very pleased as he withdrew a flat square plate from the back of the device and dropped it into a leather case at his feet.

The bridesmaids chatted among themselves in German. The high singing note in Ann’s mind muffled their words.

Her father picked up her hand and tucked it under his elbow and patted her fingertips. “Ready?” he asked loudly, over the noise of the crowd.

Ann let out a breath that shuddered. “I…”

Her father was perhaps not hearing properly either. The shouting and clapping crowd drowned all but direct shouts.

One step toward the cathedral steps.

Another one.

There was no thought in it. No calculation. Pure terror swamped her, growing with each step toward the grand building, until the power of it propelled her in a wild swing away from it. She lurched in stumbling steps, her heart screaming.

“Ann!” her father called, alarm loud in his voice. Perhaps the odd note was disapproval.

Ann saw Adam still stood by the nose of the horse. A thought which could barely form beneath her panic suggested that out of everyone—including her father—Adam would understand the jumbled mess in her middle and why she was wheeling away from the cathedral and Filip, who waited inside.

Silkeborg people made room for her as she arrowed toward him, all of them voicing their concern and alarm. Their displeasure.

Ann did not let herself look at any of them. She could barely hear them, and they all spoke in Danish, which was a small reprieve, for she could well guess what they were shouting at her.

Adam’s expression was puzzled, not surprised. He did not glare at her as she hurried up to him, but tilted his head. “This is not the way to the altar,” he pointed out.

“Please, God, Adam, please…take me away from here as swiftly as you can.”

His hand dropped from the horse’s cheek strap. “Away?” His gaze flickered over her shoulders where she was sure everyone had gathered around them and was screaming at her to return to the blue carpet and provide the spectacle they had come to see.

Her trembling worsened. “Yes, away,” she insisted, as firmly as her voice could manage, which was not firm at all. She could feel tears building in the back of her eyes.

“Then, you do not want to be married?” He sounded confused.

“No… Yes.” She squeezed the posy holder. “I do not know. I must think and I cannot think here and there is no time, anyway. Please, Adam. I need silence.”

It was just the right thing to say. Adam understood about silence. His gaze met hers. He nodded.

Her relief was diluted by the fear building in her. She did not dare glance over her shoulder.

Adam moved down the side of the carriage and opened the door.

The shouting and calling behind her intensified. At any second, she expected her father’s hand to land upon her arm and turn her firmly back toward the cathedral. She shuddered as she hurried to where Adam held out his hand and lifted herself up into the carriage.

Adam scooped up the twelve yards of train and bundled it into the coach behind her and shut the door. He moved to the driver’s seat and his weight rocked the carriage as he climbed up to it.

For the first time Ann saw the people who gathered behind her. Behind them, her father stood upon the blue carpet, surrounded by bridesmaids who were strangers to her.

Ann pressed her fingers to the window. I’m sorry… she mouthed to her father.

He did not look angry, only puzzled. Yet he gave a tiny nod of his head. He’d understood. He made no move toward the coach as Adam got it moving.

Instead, disappointed Silkeborgians hammered upon the side of the coach as it passed.

Ann shifted to the far corner, away from them and the cathedral. She held herself, shuddering, and trying to breathe properly instead of panting.

Thought was impossible right now. That must come later.
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St. James’ Park, London. At the same time.

Vaughn leaned against the shady old oak with one shoulder, trying to look as much like any of the other gentlemen strollers taking the air. The afternoon jacket and tie and stiff collar he wore felt more restrictive than he remembered them being, before.

Or perhaps it was merely his conscience prickling and prodding him, for he should not be here.

He watched the entrance to the park, waiting for her to arrive as she did most afternoons. It would be fitting that today be a day when she failed to arrive, just when he’d wound up the courage to be here.

It had taken him weeks of combing Hyde Park and Rotten Row to learn that Laura did not take her morning constitution there, as most of fashionable London did.

Vaughn did not know where she lived while in London. Not anymore. Her family would not speak to him, so asking them for her address would earn him only insults.

Instead, he traced every other park and garden where society liked to stroll, watching for a tall, slender figure most likely wearing green, with dimples in her cheeks and a pert mouth.

There were a great many parks to consider just in Mayfair and St. James. It had taken weeks. By then, the Season had ended and Laura had left London.

Now it was June again. In late May, Vaughn had first spotted Laura in St. James’ Park. His heart had stopped for a moment, then hurried on with a hard beat that hurt. He had not approached her then, for he had been wearing the working man’s clothes that were all he could afford.

Vaughn straightened from the tree as he spotted Laura’s slender figure as she turned in through the gates, her parasol over her head. She was accompanied by the companion whom Vaughn did not know—an older woman who was dressed as a paid companion might, in subdued greys and no embellishments.

He tugged at the lapels of his expensive gentleman’s jacket, straightening it. He had a small amount of cash he had squirrelled away which he used to buy a suit which would not have him turned away from any of the establishments the ton frequented, had he tried to enter them. He had spent the money just for this moment.

This was the eleventh day he had watched Laura enter the park and not spoken to her, even though he lingered here instead of working at the factory as he should. That work would be lost to him now, if he dared tried to resume it. The foreman would boot him from the premises.

Vaughn didn’t care about any of it. Not now.

He studied Laura as she and her companion turned along the path which cut diagonally across the park, as usual. It would bring them alongside him…if he remained where he was.

For ten days, he had turned away before she reached the spot, his courage failing him.

As long as he did not speak to her, he would not confirm for certain that she despised or hated him or looked down upon him for his changed circumstances. Only, the agony of not speaking to her had grown to outweigh the possibly of seeing disgust in Laura’s eyes when she looked at him.

He had to know.

This time, he made himself move to the edge of the footpath so he arrived there as Laura did.

She lifted the edge of the parasol to see his face, as she would with any well-dressed stranger.

The companion gave him a polite, completely empty smile and nod. “Good morning, sir.”

Society dictated that one could not pass a peer without acknowledgement. He had counted upon that.

Laura, though, did not smile. She stared at him, her lips parting. Worse, she grew pale.

Vaughn squeezed his fists to stop himself reaching out to her, to offer comfort or support. “Good morning, madam,” he told the companion, barely glancing at her before bringing his gaze back to Laura’s horrified face. “Countess,” he added, to Laura.

The word made his throat ache. She had married the Earl of Kempston, the month Vaughn had been incarcerated. The news had taken another month to reach him, which had added to the bleakness of his life in prison. He had raked his soul with the knowledge that he had forced her to it.

He knew now why Laura had married so quickly. She had been attempting to escape the stain of having been Vaughn’s fiancé by becoming the wife of another peer. Yet it had taken months for Vaughn to reach that understanding. He still could not accept it, not deep in his gut, which was why he stood before her now. Just once, he wanted to see her eyes when she looked at him.

Laura gripped the parasol hard. He could not see her knuckles beneath the lace gloves. “You should not be here.” Her cheeks thinned.

The companion further confirmed her paid status by not demanding an introduction. She instead glanced at Laura, her brow lifting, then shifted her gaze back to Vaugh, her curiosity gleaming there.

“I will not stay for long,” Vaughn assured Laura. “I wanted to speak to you, just for a moment, to say—”

“I, on the other hand, do not wish to speak to you,” Laura replied.

Vaughn hesitated, his chest aching. It was as bad as he had feared it might be. “Laura…”

Laura shook her head. “Your company was very nearly the ruin of me, Lord… Mr.…” She frowned. “What are you calling yourself these days?” Her tone was rich with withering contempt.

The companion avidly absorbed every nuance.

“You used to call me Vaughn,” he said. “You still can.”

“No.” She shook her head. “The days of such familiarity are long gone, Mr. Devlin. We have nothing to say to one another. Turn around and leave my presence.”

He drew in a sharp, hard breath.

“Now,” she added, her voice low. “Or I will call for help and tell whomever responds that you are bothering me…and they will respond. I can see at least six gentlemen I know within calling distance.”

She raised her chin, her dark eyes holding steady upon his face. Her jaw flexed. She was angry.

Vaughn raised his hand in a gesture of appeasement, his heart working too hard and draining his strength. This was far worse than he had anticipated.

Why was she angry with him? Their last conversation, she had said…

It didn’t matter what she had said, he realized. That conversation had happened a long time ago—a distance greater than the few years which had passed lay between them now.

“I’m sorry, Laura,” he told her. “For all of it. Everything. If—”

“Do not call me that,” she ground out. “You no longer have that right.”

She had not heard him at all, he realized. Her only concern at this moment was to be rid of him.

Well, he had wondered what she might say. Now he knew.

Vaughn turned and walked away, as she had asked him to do, which took more strength than all the years in a prison cell combined had pulled from him.
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Adam halted the carriage when the track through the trees narrowed to the point where he was in danger of scraping the sides of the vehicle against the mighty firs which grew over most of the peninsula. There was enough room to one side, just here, where he could turn the carriage with some hefting and pulling.

He climbed down and patted the mare’s neck, before drawing in a deep breath and moving back to the carriage itself.

He opened the door.

Ann was scrunched in the far corner of the carriage, her face white. She had removed the veil and her gloves. Despite the time it had taken to escape the town and reach this lonely spot in the forest, she still trembled. Her deep brown eyes were very large as she blinked at him.

“Silence, as requested, mademoiselle,” Adam said.

She swallowed. Her chin trembled.

“Come out into the sun,” he told her. “It will help.”

“Then…you are not angry with me? Or disappointed?”

Adam considered. “Neither.”

“Oh…”

He wasn’t certain if that word held surprise or relief. Possibly, both.

“Although,” he added, “you do realize that instead of restoring the family’s reputation, you have further sullied it, today? You left a Norwegian noble standing at the altar. He will not thank you for that.”

It was the wrong thing to say, even though he had meant it partly in jest. What did he care about the family’s reputation? He had done well enough without it until now.

Ann’s chin wobbled. Her eyes filled with sudden, glittering tears. Then they rolled down her face.

“I’m sorry. That was…” He sighed and gestured. “Come here. Come along. Sun and fresh air will help.”

Her hand shook as she took his and pulled herself along the seat. Then, moving carefully, she stepped down to the soft earth. She bundled up the ridiculously long train over one arm, but there was too much satin and ermine for one small woman to hold by herself.

Her tears rolled harder as she fought to contain the mass.

“Stop, stop,” he told her. He clicked his tongue, irritated that he hadn’t thought this through properly. He had no experience with royal garments and feminine excesses. His two younger sisters were self-contained women, who always seemed perfectly turned out and never fussed over their appointments.

Only, Ann was upset, he reminded himself. Just as anyone would be.

He went back to the driver’s seat and pulled out the toolbox beneath it. This was the hack his father had rented to bring them to the cathedral. Adam had stopped to reassure the horse while the driver went to relieve himself at an inn farther down the road. Adam had judged the man to be good with the horses and a skilled driver. Every good driver kept a toolbox beneath the bench for emergencies.

There was a stout knife in this one, as Adam had expected. He hefted it and returned to the coach. Ann perched in the doorway, the train behind her, her shoulders slumped.

Adam showed her the knife. “I can cut the train from the dress, if you like.”

Her lips parted.

“That is…if you believe you will have no further need of it,” he added carefully. He wasn’t certain what was in her mind. Did she need to draw a full breath for only a short while, before returning to save her family’s reputation? Or was something else driving her away from the cathedral, something he had not seen in the stable that day at Innesford?

Ann twisted to look over her shoulder into the carriage. She drew a breath. “Yes,” she said. Adam suspected the word was meant to sound firm, but her voice shook. “Cut it off. Here, let me show you where to cut—”

“I know my way around a woman’s gown,” he assured her.

Ann’s cheeks deepened to a mortified red.

“I deal with gowns and tea dresses all the time. I have crates of them in a warehouse not far from here,” he told her. “That is what I meant by saying I have handled a great many of them.” He added, “and not when the lady was wearing them.”

Her cheeks turned even darker. Her whole face had flushed. “Well…um…”

“You must hold the folds of the bustle aside. The train is a separate garment,” he added, putting as much authority into the pronouncement as he could. In fact, he had never handled such a fine gown, but he would not tell her that for she was unnerved enough already. He could see how the lines of the gown ran, though. The train emerged from beneath the bustle and hung freely from the back skirt of the dress itself.

“Step forward,” he told her. “Draw the train out so I can reach it.”

Ann took the requested step or two, then turned and gathered up the drapes and folds of the bustle and held it up.

The train had been stitched to the skirt up by the waist, as Adam suspected. He sliced delicately at the stitches and learned why seamstresses insisted upon using dainty little sheers to snip at threads. He was in danger of slicing the dress itself apart, too.

“You have whole dresses in crates?” Ann asked. Her voice still shook, echoing the trembling he could feel running through her body.

He did not let his thoughts linger upon the enormity of what she had done today. If she did not intend to return to the cathedral, then the scandal would rock Europe. Better to deal with that once he had this frippery removed and could put the knife back down. So he answered her polite question. “I have whole dresses in crates.”

“Already made?” she asked. “For whom?”

“For whoever wants to buy them.”

“You sell dresses to ladies? How do you know what size to make them?”

The train was pulling away nicely, now, and drawing the thread out with it, which made it easier to slash. He concentrated on the work and spoke absently. “I sell dresses to dress shops. The dress shops sell to ladies. The dresses are made in different sizes. A lady picks the size most suited to her and adjusts it at home.”

Ann did not speak for a long moment. “I have heard of such things. The ladies at Great Aunt Annalies’ house were interested in buying one, only it was so very reduced in price compared to a normal dress, they were suspicious.”

Adam straightened with a snap. “They did not buy a ready-made dress because it did not cost enough?”

Ann glanced at him. The color in her cheeks had receded, but the flesh was still damp from tears. “That was the general consensus at the dinner table, yes. Why?”

“A remarkable insight,” Adam muttered and went back to picking stitches. “I must try that…”

“Try what?” Ann demanded, with an impatient tone he recognized. His family used that tone when he spoke only half a thought, and they wanted the rest of it.

“I must increase the prices of the dresses and demand more of the shopkeepers who buy them, which will force them in turn to demand more when they sell them. It will allay a ladies’ suspicions about the quality.”

“Then the quality is comparable to a normal dress?” Ann asked.

“It is Kirkaldy tweed, made in their factories. Do you dispute the quality of Kirkaldy tweed or the garments they make?”

“No, of course not…oh, I see. It is all in the way you look at it, isn’t it?”

Adam tugged away the last of the stitches and gratefully put the knife upon the step. He shoved the train back into the carriage. “There.”

Ann dropped the bustle back into place and straightened her shoulders. “Thank you.”

“Is that what happened today?” Adam asked. “Did you look at the wedding in a different way?”

Ann’s gaze did not dodge his, this time. She drew in a breath and let it out, making the bodice of her satin gown and dozens of white roses stitched to it lift and fall. “I suppose I must have. I’m not entirely sure what I was thinking. I simply could not bring myself to take another step closer to the cathedral.”

“At least you turned away before you got to the altar,” Adam observed. “Only the townsfolk saw you bolt, instead of the peerage of Europe assembled inside.”

She grew still. Her expression became stricken.

Adam sighed. “I am not helping…” he muttered.

She swallowed. “No.”

He scrubbed at his hair, irritated with himself. “What now, Ann? You’ve got your silence—as much silence as you seem to be able to withstand, at least.”

“No one is shouting at me, here.” Her tone was one of agreement.

“I have to ask… Do you intend to marry the man, still?”

Ann put her face in her hands. “I don’t know.” Her voice was muffled. “It was all very clear, when he proposed. I would be helping the family…” She raised her head and her gaze speared him. “You made me see that—about why I thought marrying a man of rank would be a good thing. Only, I did not understand what…what it would require of me.”

“You mean, after the wedding?”

“Well, that, I understood.” Ann’s voice was dry and Adam nearly laughed. “I meant, rather, the next day and the day after that and all the days which follow. All the years. Filip insisted we live in Norway, of course, and everything would be so very different there and I’ve watched Aunt Bronwen…she likes to think of herself as a northern woman, but there is nothing of Yorkshire anywhere in her speech or thoughts. She is a Grand Duchess from top to toe. Being married to Tor changed her…” Ann looked at Adam. Her mouth quirked into a small grimace.

Adam finished the thought she had not completed. “You hoped marrying him would save the family, but you did not see what you would be giving up, in return.”

Ann sighed. “I need time to accustom myself to that.”

“Then you do intend to marry him?”

Ann brushed at her dress, focusing upon her hand and avoiding his gaze. “I think…I don’t know,” she finished in a rush. “I should marry him. My reasons for doing so have not changed. But I suppose I am a coward, to shrink from the cost it will ask of me.” Her hand snagged on one of the roses and she plucked at it. With a soft ripping sound, the rose tore away.

“I hate white roses,” she murmured. Steadily, she tore each of them from the bodice and tossed them into the soil. Then she reached and tore the roses from the bustle. “Besides, he may not want me, now. I have embarrassed him.”

Adam watched the movement of her hands, fascinated by what she was doing. “He’s not a true fiancé, if that would put him off marrying a woman like you.”

Ann grew still. She stared at him, her eyes wide.

Adam cleared his throat, picked up the knife and returned it to the toolbox.

When he returned, Ann stood with her gaze upon the dim light deep within the trees. “You said you have boxes of dresses in a warehouse somewhere nearby?” Her tone was remote. Thought-filled.

“Hamburg,” he said. “It is only a few hours south of here. When we learned of the wedding and the date, Father and I planned a tour of Belgium and the northern Prussian states, to find new stores and clients. That requires samples…” He made himself stop talking.

Ann turned her head to spear him with her gaze. “A tour? For how long?”

“As long as it needs to be.” He shrugged.

Ann turned to properly face him. “Take me with you.”

Adam let out his breath. “Ann, be sensible. I brought you here because you were upset. I’m glad I can be of help, but I cannot have you travel with me through Europe. Your reputation would not withstand it.”

“I do not care about my reputation.”

“Your Duke will. Very much so.”

“He is an adventurer. He said so. He will understand.” She added in a soft mutter, “I hope.”

“Could you not stay in a hotel in Silkeborg or somewhere in Denmark, while you decide what you will do?” Adam asked.

Ann shook her head. “A hotel room will not give me the perspective I need.”

“Perspective?” he repeated. “I do not know this word.”

Ann raised her brow. “So your English does have limits.” She paused, then said, “It will let me see everything in a different way. A fresh way…one that will provide insight. Just as I acquired insight when I saw the cathedral.”

Adam rubbed his jaw. Perspective. It was a good word. “I do not think you—”

“Please, Adam,” she said softly. Worse, she began to weep again—but she did not wail or beat her chest. Her chin remained up, her gaze steady. “If you do not consider me a cousin, then think of me as a friend, and help me. Please.”

Adam took in her state. The satin gown now denuded of embellishments and elaborations, her wet cheeks and her raised chin.

Who would help her if he did not? Her family would deliver her right back to the Duke and harangue her for running away, too. It would not give her the silence, the perspective she sought.

With a sigh, Adam said, “I can take you to the train station and see you safely aboard a train to Brussels. From there, you can return to England, or watch the sea to find your perspective.”

“But—”

He held up his hand. “Everyone saw you leave the cathedral with me, in this carriage. The most helpful thing I can do is move as far away from you as possible. Do you see?”

Her tears were dripping again, but she nodded. “Yes,” she said, her voice low. “I see.”

Adam whirled away so he could no longer see the disappointment in her eyes, and got on with turning the carriage about.

Ann was not thinking rationally. Therefore he must. It was the right decision, he told himself firmly, as if a stout mental voice would compensate for the uneasiness in his gut.

 


CHAPTER FIVE
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“There is no need to escort me into the station,” Ann told Adam crisply, when he opened the door for her and held out his hand. “I will see myself aboard the train.”

The crisp tone hid her bruised feelings. Adam’s refusal to help her beyond delivering her to the Brussels express had given her an odd little jolt. For a moment she had forgotten how little she really knew about him. His sensible decision reminded her that he was an estranged sort-of-cousin from Paris, one who did not like or understand the English side of his extended family.

That side of the family included her, she reminded herself, as the carriage jolted its way to the Fredericia station, just south of Silkeborg.

Adam lowered the hand he had offered. “Do you have any money to pay for a ticket?”

Ann held her jaws together, annoyed she had not thought of this herself.

Adam nodded. “Therefore, I will see you onto the train and pay for your ticket.”

Ann reluctantly let him help her down to the pavement and brushed her gown into order. She had taken the roses from her hair, too, and put the gloves back on. Without the flowers and train, it was simply a satin gown, albeit a good quality one, and an unusual choice for a travelling ensemble.

Adam glanced at her décolletage. He reached inside his jacket and withdrew a long wallet. “Here, hold this.”

She took the wallet and turned it over. “Why?”

He quickly removed his jacket and held it out. “Put this on.”

“But it is your jacket!”

“And I am returning to the pension where Father and the family are staying, where I have another jacket.” As he spoke, he deftly threaded her arms into the sleeves and pulled it up about her shoulders. “You cannot travel without a coat, not in a satin gown.” He stood back. “It is too large,” he decided, studying her.

“Far too large,” she said in agreement. She pulled the fronts in over each other, so that the jacket cinched in around her waist, which was considerably smaller than his. The jacket was warm from his body and smelled indefinably male.

She shivered.

“Hold it closed the way you are now,” Adam said. “It brings the back up over the bustle and makes it look like one of those riding jackets the fashionable women wear.”

“You know far too much about fashion, for a man,” Ann replied, glancing over her shoulder to see the jacket was settling over the fullness of her gown just as he described.

“I spend my days talking to shopkeepers who know far too little and must be coaxed into buying garments they do not see the point of buying.” He tugged the jacket lapels once more, settling them, then plucked his wallet from her arms, which she held crossed over her middle, to keep the jacket secure. “Come along.” He turned toward the station and waited for her to follow.

Fredericia Station was a very large one, with many train lines converging there. There were, consequently, a great many people moving about the many platforms, along with porters and trolleys loaded with trunks. Trains ready to depart chuffed steam. Whistles blew, announcing departures.

Ann kept her gaze upon Adam’s back. He was an odd figure, in shirt sleeves and waistcoat, among soberly dressed Danish travelers, but she must look just as odd. She tried not to think about it too hard. When she reached Brussels, she would properly consider the contretemps she had caused, but not now. Her heart could not stand the ache a moment longer.

Better to watch Adam’s shoulders as he walked.

Then she saw a familiar face among the crowded platform and shrank back behind Adam completely, and grabbed his sleeve to halt him.

He turned, puzzled.

“That man over there, with the brown top hat…he is one of Dahl’s men.”

Adam’s puzzlement deepened. “Who is Dahl?”

“Filip’s secretary.”

Adam’s expression cleared. He nodded and glanced over his shoulder. “Do you see anyone else you know?”

Ann looked about carefully, using Adam’s body to shield most of herself as she scanned the faces of the men standing about the platform. Her heart beat heavily. “There are three men I know for certain I have seen before. There are two others who may be Dahl’s men, but I am not certain about them.”

Adam made a sound in his throat. Annoyance? Frustration? “They anticipated you.” He hefted the wallet as if he was weighing it and she realized that he was weighing a decision. “Back to the carriage.” He turned her around. “We will find a different station. Or I will buy a hack to get you there.” Determination made his voice harsh.

They turned and made their way back toward the entrance. Ann gripped the folds of Adam’s jacket compulsively, keeping it tight about her. Not once had she considered that Filip might pursue her. He had been a lukewarm fiancé, more proud of her antecedents and what they would do for his family and the strengthened ties with Silkeborg.

Then Harry Dahl himself stepped in front of them, bringing Adam to a halt. Ann stayed behind Adam, a soft, almost soundless shriek pulling from her at Dahl’s sudden appearance.

Dahl dropped his gaze from her face to her hems, taking in her dishevelment. “You are a disgrace, Mademoiselle Thomsett.” He shifted his attention to Adam. “I was told you had escaped with a peasant,” he added.

Adam glanced at her. “Dahl?”

She nodded.

Adam turned back to Dahl. “You should watch yourself, Dahl. This peasant punches. Step out of my way.”

Dahl smiled. “You do not seem to understand. I am here to return Miss Thomsett—”

Adam’s fist flashed out. With a crack, it landed against the very corner of Dahl’s weak jaw.

Dahl dropped with a soft cry, while travelers paused to gasp and watch the drama.

Adam bent over the moaning man. “I warned you. Tell the Duke to come and get her himself, if he really wants her.”

Then he turned and picked up Ann’s hand and pulled her around Dahl and on toward the entrance.

They emerged back into the late afternoon sunlight. Ann could barely keep up with Adam, for he strode with his long legs. “Adam, please! Slow down!”

He relented and walked beside her, still holding her hand.

“Onto the next station, then?” Ann said breathlessly.

“No,” he said shortly, his voice harsh. “You are coming with me to Hamburg. I will take you to Brussels myself.”

Her heart leapt. “Just because Dahl tried to stop you?”

Adam stopped abruptly and Ann almost collided with him. He scowled heavily. “Because Dahl was about to scoop you up and return you to the Duke. He didn’t give a damn how you felt about the matter.”

“It isn’t his responsibility to worry about such things,” Ann pointed out.

Adam’s scowl deepened. “Which means the Duke waved a hand and ordered it so. That makes it even worse.” He began to stride again, heading for the landau.

“It is how things are done,” Ann said breathlessly, behind him.

“It is inconsiderate,” Adam replied over his shoulder. “And it offends me.” He opened the carriage door and helped her up into it, then paused. “I’ll need my jacket back. It’s cool, on the driver’s bench.”

She blushed as she took the garment off and handed it back to him. “I’m sorry about this, Adam. It is far more fuss than I anticipated…that I should have anticipated, if I’d simply thought it through,” she admitted.

He shook his head. “The more they fuss, the more determined I will be to make sure you get your silence.” His gaze met hers. “Someone must.”

Ann drew in a breath. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Adam nodded. He was still angry. She could see it in his jaw and his eyes. But he was controlling it. “Hold tight,” he told her, as he dogged the door. “This will be a fast ride.”
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It was a very fast journey, but night had fallen by the time they arrived in the outskirts of Hamburg. The big town was smog-filled and crowded. Adam directed the coach through the town to a riverside wharf where large buildings hunched, none with any lights or welcoming windows.

He opened the coach door and Ann stepped stiffly to the ground. “This is the warehouse?” she asked, looking up at the building.

“One of them,” Adam said. “Come along.”

She wrapped her arms around her middle once more, for the night air was damp and cool.

A watchman challenged Adam as he unlocked one of the man-sized doors in the side of the building. Adam showed him a business card, which sent the watchman away with a tug on the peak of his cap.

“You speak German, too?” Ann asked.

“Enough to get by,” Adam said. “German often serves when French does not.” He unlocked the door. “Wait a moment,” he told her and moved into the pitch dark inside.

She heard scrabbling, then the sound of a match being struck and the smell of sulfur. Light blazed, then was turned down to a warm orange glow. He’d lit a lantern.

Adam brought the lantern back to the door. “Come in,” he told her and shut it behind her. He had to tuck a small iron bar under his arm to do so.

Just inside the door was a small office with a desk, with three other lamps standing in a row on the front of it and a big box of matches.

Another door was on the other side of the office and Adam moved through that and held up the lantern for her to see.

The entire building seemed to be one big room, beyond the office. It was enormous. It was also full of crates stacked nearly to the roof.

“This is all yours?” Ann breathed.

Adam smiled and shook his head. “We rent space in the warehouse. Our goods are in one small corner. Come along.” He moved down an aisle made by the stacks of crates and goods. Ann caught a hint of aromas. Herbs and spices and more. Oils and perfumes. Everything was contained inside nailed crates.

“Ah, there is our label,” Adam said, sounding pleased. He put the lantern and the bar on the floor and peered up at more of the crates, studying the labels pasted to the side. The handwriting was in French.

With another pleased sound, he lifted the highest crates down to the floor, spreading a small stack of them around, until he reached the one he wanted. Then he picked up the bar and put the end of it under one of the slats and levered it up. Nails shrieked and wood groaned, then the board came away.

He loosened the other three slats and stacked them carefully out of the way.

There were boxes inside the crate. White, flat boxes which Ann recognized.

“Boxes of dresses…” she murmured wonderingly.

“What is your waist measurement?” he asked her.

“I…um…twenty-one inches.” She blushed

Adam merely nodded and pulled out box after box, studying the flat end of each, until he found what he wanted. He lifted the lid, peered inside, then closed it and held it out to her. “Here.”

She took the box and lifted the lid. She saw brown and red flecked tweed and cotton lace. Pearl buttons.

“Ann.”

She looked up. Adam held another box toward her.

“Two?”

“A jacket,” he told her, then piled the boxes back into the crate and hammered the lid back into place. Instead of stacking the crates back into place, he turned to the other crates sitting on the floor and pried the lids off those.

He pulled out a bundle wrapped in brown paper and stripped off the paper to reveal a leather valise, which he put to one side.

A third crate produced another flat box. Then Adam hammered the crates back together with the crowbar and stacked them, all except the tallest, which was too hefty for him to manage on his own. He left it on the floor, up against the others. He stacked the third box he had removed from that crate on top of the two Ann already held in her arms.

“What is this, then?” she asked.

He tapped the two bottom boxes. “Kirkaldy tweed.” He pointed to the valise. “Spanish leather.” Then he touched the top box. “Bruges cotton and lace. Luxuries for eager shopkeepers to sell.”

“Except they cannot, now,” she pointed out.

“There are many more where they came from.” He picked up the valise, the crowbar and the lantern. “Tired?”

“Yes,” she admitted. Her body ached with it, even though it was still early in the evening. This would have been her wedding night, she realized and shivered.

It was as if Adam had caught the thoughts going through her mind. He nodded. “A meal, tea and sleep, yes?”

“Yes, please!” she breathed.

“Then tomorrow, I will see you reach Brussels.” He stepped around her. “No matter what,” he added, some of his earlier anger coloring his voice.

 


CHAPTER SIX
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The next morning, Ann’s delight over the new dress and the very fine lawn and lace shirt that went with it was short lived.

Adam had paid for separate rooms. Ann slept more soundly than she thought she should. She had been too tired to care about her troubles. Instead, after a sandwich and a cup of tea, she had climbed onto the very high bed and closed her eyes, grateful to have a warm cover and a pillow beneath her cheek—and that Adam had known where to acquire them.

Adam was clearly familiar with Hamburg, for he had driven the coach to an inn and steered the conveyance through a lane beside the inn to the carriage house at the back. A stable boy ran to help Adam unhitch the horse. Adam flipped him a coin, then led Ann into the inn itself.

The next morning, Ann donned the new clothes. Kirkaldy tweed was a vibrant, soft fabric and the styling of the travelling suit was the very latest. The quality was just as good as any dress Ann ever had made for herself and fit her surprisingly well. She had not thought that women were so similar in sizing that a mere waist measurement would ensure the other measurements would match. The jacket was a little loose around her breasts and arms, but not enough to pronounce the garment a bad fit.

The skirt fit exactly and was the correct length—another astonishment. It hovered an inch above the floor, which was a good length for a travelling suit.

The white shirt had glorious lace ruffles at the neck and sleeve, which showed from beneath the jacket.

Ann was very pleased to be able to put aside the cream satin gown. She went downstairs to the dining room, where she had eaten her sandwich last night. Adam was already there, drinking coffee and reading newspapers, which he had spread all over the table. He looked up as she sat on the chair opposite and did not smile.

Ann caught her breath. “What is it? What is wrong?”

Silently, Adam turned the paper he was reading around. He folded it so it sat properly in front of her and tapped the headlines, although he really did not need to do that, for she could already see what it was he attempting to draw her attention to.

Her own image stared back at her.

Six bridesmaids and her father stood beside her, and the glass coach was behind them.

It was the photograph which had been taken of her, yesterday.

“They put my photograph in a newspaper?” she breathed. “So quickly?”

“It is sensational news,” Adam said, his mouth turning down. “The article which goes with it speaks of you abandoning a noble at the altar and running off with…well…” He grimaced.

“They named you?” Ann breathed, horrified. This was far worse than she had anticipated. “Do they really make it sound as though you and I are…?” Her cheeks warmed.

“I’m afraid so. They used the word ‘affair’,” Adam told her. He glanced around the dining room. “They did not name me,” he added, lowering his voice.

Ann glanced around the dining room, too. There were at least a dozen guests sitting at the small tables with their pristine white cloths and curved-back chairs. Was she imagining the stares being sent her way?

She tried to see what newspapers laid upon the diners’ tables. Perhaps they were not reading the same journals as Adam. Although he had least three upon the table and none of them was in English.

With a sinking heart, she saw her image upon the outer page of many of the newspapers which gentlemen were holding up to their noses.

Then she saw the wife of one of those gentleman was staring at her. The matron’s gaze swiveled from the front of her husband’s newspaper, which was right before her, to Ann’s face.

Ann looked away quickly. “Oh dear,” she breathed. “They are looking at me!”

Adam did not have his newspaper up in the air the way some of the men were reading. He gave her a small grimace which she thought was supposed to be a smile. “The image is somewhat blurred. They may just think you bear a resemblance.”

“Really?” Relief touched her. She looked at the image once more. “I believe this is the very first photograph anyone has ever taken of me.”

Adam shook his head. “That is not quite true. There was that very large one taken at Innesford, years and years ago—do you remember? Absolutely everyone in the family was in it. We were much younger. I was sitting on the gravel and couldn’t wait for the man to finish because the gravel poked me in all the wrong places.”

Ann frowned. “I do remember that, very vaguely. I was hungry and couldn’t wait for lunch.”

“Yes, it was just before lunch. So you have been in one photograph before this one.”

“How marvelous that you were in that one, too. I haven’t looked at that picture for the longest time. I’m not even sure where it is, anymore.”

“Somewhere at Innesford, I imagine.”

“I will ask Cian, next time I am there,” Ann said firmly. Her heart fell. “If there is a next time,” she added. “What if he finds me?” she asked Adam, lowering her voice. “By now Dahl will have learned who punched him yesterday. They might think to look in Hamburg, if you are here so often you have a warehouse of goods stored here.”

Adam scratched his temple. “I have been thinking about that,” he said. “But first, I must eat. Then we can talk, yes?” He lifted his hand and beckoned the waiter.

The waiter ignored him and moved over to another table and bent to speak to the man there.

Adam frowned.

“You can’t beckon like that,” Ann told him.

“Like what?” Adam returned shortly. “I merely waved to him to catch his attention.”

“Yes, exactly. It’s considered crude,” Ann replied. “You should merely catch his eye and raise your brow. Like this.” She demonstrated.

“And he is supposed to know I want to speak to him when I do that?” Adam asked, sounding irritated. “I already have enough trouble arranging for my meal to arrive quickly…and hot.”

Ann hid her smile. “Oh dear. Cold meals are always a sign of a waiter or footman who does not think well of you. They deliberately let the meal wait until it is near cold.”

Adam stared at her. “That is…” He shook his head. “Simply because I wave at them?”

“I think you may be surprised by how effective lifting your chin can be,” Ann assured him.

“You do it, then,” he shot back. “I am not pandering to the sensibilities of a waiter in that way.”

“Oh, I cannot deal with the waiter,” Ann said quickly. “Not if you are at the table. It is simply not done. Not in polite society.”

Adam tilted his head to consider her. “Ridiculous…” he muttered. Then he turned to see where the waiter was. When the man in tails turned, Adam raised his brow and lifted his chin. His enquiring air was a perfect replica of hers.

The waiter scurried over. “Ja mein Herr?” he said gravely.

Adam’s eyes narrowed as he studied the waiter. Then he stirred and said, “A pot of tea for the lady, plus eggs and kippers,” he said in English. “Do you understand me?” he added delicately.

“Perfectly, sir,” the waiter said, in good English, and paused expectantly.

“Coffee for me and a croissant—or a pastry. I don’t care which.”

“At once, sir.” The waiter gave a little bobbing bow and hurried away. Adam scowled at the man’s back, then glared at Ann. “Breakfast may still be cold,” he warned.

“How did you know I would want kippers?”

“You ate them every morning for breakfast at Innesford, whenever they were on the sideboard,” Adam said.

Their breakfast plates arrived only a few minutes later. Ann’s kippers wafted steam into the air. A second waiter carried a tray with a coffee pot and a tea pot, plus cups for both of them, sauces, teaspoons, sugar lumps and cream.

Adam glared at Ann the entire time the two waiters added the dishes to their table, as if it was all her fault that the hot meal had arrived promptly.

Ann smiled back.

After his first bite of the pastry they had brought him, Adam glared at her again. “It isn’t stale,” he added.

Ann used the tongs to drop a lump of sugar into her tea, stirred, and managed not to laugh. “As you travel so much and must eat in dining rooms all over Europe, I imagine your meals have been somewhat lacking of late, if you deal with all waiters as you tried to deal with this one.”

Adam didn’t scowl this time. He took a mouthful of coffee instead.

Ann ate the excellent kippers and eggs, buttered the toast which came with them and added a dollop of jam.

Adam, instead, ate quickly and dropped his napkin upon the table. Then he got to his feet and rested his hand on the newspapers folded by his plate. “You should go back to your room when you have finished eating. If you will excuse me, I will see to having the carriage prepared.”

“You might consider sliding the coin to the boy so no one else notices, instead of flipping it to him,” Ann replied serenely.

Adam’s eyes narrowed again, although he left without speaking.

Ann’s smile lasted until she noticed another matron staring at her, her eyes wide and her expression puzzled, as if she was trying to determine if Ann really was the woman on the front page of her husband’s newspaper.

As soon as she could, Ann escaped to her room, her breakfast sitting like a hot rock in her stomach.
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Adam was used to reading about the private affairs of notable public figures in newspapers. He had used the fact for years as a swift way of learning who was an influential person in any new city or town he came to. Meeting such people or those who reported to them always helped smooth business along.

The speed at which the papers had reported about yesterday’s drama at the cathedral was a surprise to him, though. It was unsettling. What if, in the future, all such matters were reported to everyone, everywhere, at such great speeds? How could a man live his life in peace and go about his business unmolested?

Thoughtfully, Adam went out to the stable to see to the carriage and ask the boy to hitch the horse.

There was a second stable hand there this morning. The hand was an older man, who pitched hay with lazy motions. The boy from last night hung nets of straw over the stable doors for the horses behind them and glanced at the older man between movements.

Likely, the older man was making the boy do all the heavy work, while he moved a few straws around.

Adam spoke to the man directly, instead of the boy. “Could you hitch my horse, please?” He would have to return the cab and the horse to its owner eventually, but he fully expected his father would smooth things over in Silkeborg for him, so the return could be delayed for a day or two.

“Yes, sir,” the man replied. “You be wanting the carriage for the lady, then?” He moved down the stalls to where the mare stood slack-hipped, nipping at the fresh straw the boy had put there for her. Adam would toss—no, slip the boy another coin for his thoughtfulness, when the older man was not looking.

“The bay,” Adam said sharply as the stable hand moved right past the mare. The man instantly changed directions and opened the door, pulling the straw away from the mare’s nose. She snorted her irritation.

“It’s a fine day for travel, yes?” the stable hand added. “Are you heading far today?”

“I’m not certain. It depends upon business.” Adam said no more. His German wasn’t strong enough for extended conversations, if they were not about garments and luxuries.

The man looked about the stall for the tack. The boy carried the harness over from a shelf and hung it over the side of the stall. He glanced at Adam as he moved back to the other stalls.

“What business would that be, then?” the stable hand said, as he shook out the leather straps, trying to untangle them.

“Importing,” Adam said absently, his thoughts whirling.

“Importing…” The man shook his head. “You’re not from around here, judging by your accent. French, I’d say. Paris, perhaps?”

Adam considered him. “Cognac,” he lied. “Why do you ask?”

“Just making conversation, good sir. Just conversation.”

“And when did you intend to ask me for my name?”

The man jerked, as if he had touched a hot poker. His eyes widened.

Adam nodded. “You’re no stable hand. Who are you?”

“He’s from the newspaper,” the boy said, his voice high and tight. He flinched as the man rounded on him. “He already guessed!”

Adam strode over to the stall.

The journalist shrank back. “It is my work to find out such things!” he protested.

“By the use of deception?’” Adam snatched the straps from the man’s hands. “By dishonorably stealing about and pretending to be someone you are not? Have you no honor?”

“Honor wouldn’t give me your name,” the man said sullenly. “The Aachener Anzeiger will pay twenty marks to the first man who gives them your name. I couldn’t believe it when I saw the woman, last night. Right here in Hamburg…” He trailed off, his wariness building as he watched Adam.

Adam could feel the anger trying to burst from him. He snapped the straps, sorting them out with hard movements. “Go away,” he said, his voice low and hard. “Ask what happened to the Duke’s private secretary yesterday, then warn your colleagues to also stay away from me, and the lady. Do you understand?” The last emerged in a harsh growl.

The man shrank back a step at a time. “You think that will keep them away? A threat? It tells them there is a story to be learned. You can’t hide away forever.”

The boy came up to Adam and held out his hand. “I will hitch the mare, Herr Davies.” Then his mouth dropped open and he looked at the journalist, horror building in his face.

“It’s all right,” Adam told him. “They would have learned who I am sooner or later. Go on.” He handed the boy the straps and turned to confront the journalist once more.

The man had gone.
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Filip Sørensen scanned the newssheet instead of settling behind the desk and properly reading it. It was the most he could bring himself to do, this morning. He barely paused to appreciate the ironed and crease free broadsheet.

His gaze kept returning to the picture just beneath the masthead.

The woman he had fully intended to marry was emblazoned across Europe’s newspapers, while journalists made bad jests about foreign affairs and hinted at lascivious details not fit to print upon a newssheet—as if what they had implied was not crude enough to make the point for even the most dense idiot drooling over the story.

Sørensen looked up as Harry Dahl came into the room. Dahl had a bruise on his jaw that made Sørensen think of ruined apricots. He would have cut such a spot from the fruit with a knife.

Dahl said, “We have received word from a dozen different towns, Your Grace. She might be in any of them—Copenhagen, Flensburg, Hamburg, Bremen. We should concentrate on those closest to Silkeborg. She could not get far in that dress, not in the state it was in when I saw it. She would draw the eye.”

“She really cut off the train?” Sørensen asked, not for the first time.

“And was wearing his jacket, yes. A most deplorable state of deshabille, Your Grace.” Dahl’s nose wrinkled.

“Send men to all of them,” Sorenson said, his throat tightening.

“All of…?” Dahl paused delicately.

“Every town. All of them. Any town that sends word she is there. Find her, Dahl. I want her back before noon, today.”

Dahl hesitated.

“Why are you waiting?” Sorenson demanded.

“It is just that…well, Your Grace, the newspapers are offering to pay for any news about the pair. I heard twenty marks mentioned, just for Davies’ name. Anyone with news will give it to the newspapers, not our people.”

“Double the amount,” Sørensen snapped. “No, triple it.” Sixty marks was a fortune in anyone’s language—certainly enough to change any man’s allegiance. “I want her found,” he added, his voice strained.

“Your Grace.” Dahl bowed and hurried from the room.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN
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The tap on the door was soft, the way the footmen and hotel staff announced themselves. Ann was startled to find it was Adam at the door, instead. She took a step back. “What is wrong? Your expression…”

Adam’s brows drew together. “May I step in, just for a moment? I don’t want to speak about it in the corridor.” His jaw flexed.

He was angry and hiding it.

Ann stepped back, her alarm rising.

Adam shut the door with a swift, controlled movement. He stood for a moment with his hand about the door knob, marshalling his thoughts. Then he gave her a strained, small smile. “It is time to make a decision, Ann. Belgium was my idea, for it put you close to England, had you decided to go home. Now, though, I’m not certain that is the best destination for you.”

“What destination would be best?” she asked, her heart thudding. “What has happened?”

He shook his head. “The best possible destination for you would be to return to Silkeborg.”

Ann gripped her hands together. “I cannot return. Not yet. Not until I know for certain whether I intend to marry the man or not. When I do return, he will press for a wedding immediately…or he will reject me with as much public humiliation as he can heap upon me and the family. Either way, I need to be certain in my own mind what it is I want, before I return, for I will not be able to think for the unhappiness swirling about me when I do.”

Adam drew in a deep, slow breath and let it out. “I suspect you are quite right in that regard,” he said, his voice emerging deep and low.

“If I should not go to Brussels, then where should I go?”

Adam rubbed the back of his neck. “You should go nowhere alone,” he said heavily. “Therefore, it seems I must come with you.” He dropped his hand. “A journalist posed as a stable hand. He learned my name, Ann. The papers will print my name in the next edition and then everyone will know who I am.”

Ann pressed her fingers to her lips. “Oh, Adam, I am so sorry I pulled you into this. It was not my intention at all. You just happened to be standing there…”

Adam’s gaze met hers. “You might have picked any of the cab drivers waiting with their carriages. There were hundreds of them. You came to me because you knew I would understand, and I did. Now, though, we must deal with the consequences without complaint or apology, for they are what they are.”

Ann dropped her hand. “What an extraordinary notion…” She pressed her hands together once more and felt her knuckles creak with the pressure. “It does feel, well, less fraught, to simply accept the facts and deal with them as they are.”

“As nothing will change them,” Adam added.

Calm touched her middle. Not peace—she would not have peace until she was clear in her mind about the future and had dealt with Filip. But for now, a calmness spread through her which allowed her thoughts to compose themselves and sense to return. “Very well,” she said softly. “I cannot return to Silkeborg just yet. I should not go to Belgium, you say. What other choices are there?”

Adam nodded. “As to that…you must trust me for a while. Will you do that?”

“Yes, of course I trust you.”

He pointed to the new valise sitting upon the dressing table stool. “Pack your things. I must speak to the hotel manager.”

“The manager? Why?”

“I want to sell the coach and horse to him.”

“Sell?”

Adam paused with the door half-open. “Trust me,” he repeated.

The door was closed. Softly, this time.
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When Adam moved over to one of the hacks waiting by the curb in front of the hotel, Ann’s puzzlement increased. She climbed into the cab, a dozen questions tumbling through her mind. Adam murmured to the driver and settled on the bench beside her. The valise sat on the floor between them.

“I do not see the point of selling the coach and horse to the hotel, if we turn about and rent another one,” Ann said.

The carriage rolled into the early morning traffic and got underway with a gentle swaying rhythm.

Adam glanced up at the roof. The driver sat behind the cab and only thin leather separated them. “Not now,” he murmured.

Ann held her teeth together even though she would have preferred to have all her questions answered this very instant. She watched the streets of Hamburg roll by, instead, and reminded herself of the extraordinary observation Adam had made about accepting the circumstances for what they were.

A little of the calmness returned, enough to allow her to sit quietly until they reached the railway station. “A train?” she said quietly. “Which one?”

“Wait,” Adam said, as she reached for the valise. He was staring at the station intently.

“Wait for what?”

“Silence…just for a while,” he breathed.

It was then she realized that he was listening, not watching. Tension gripped him, keeping him like a rock upon the edge of the seat.

The driver leaned down to call softly in German.

Adam replied back, his voice just as soft, but with a sharp note in it. Then he leaned out of the cab and handed up several coins to the driver. He glanced at Ann as he settled back upon the edge of the seat. “Be prepared to move swiftly,” he told her. “Pick up the valise.”

She put the square case upon her knees and gripped the handle. Her heart began to hammer once more, even though she did not understand what Adam was listening for.

As it was early morning, there were many train travelers moving into the station itself through the big angular arch beneath the green roof. She could hear the distant sounds of trains chuffing steam, and the heavy hiss of a boiler being released to reduce pressure. Carriage doors slamming shut. The station master’s whistle announcing the departure of—

“Now. Quickly!” Adam said, launching himself from the carriage. He gripped her free hand and pulled her from the carriage and broke into a run. Ann kept up as well as she could and was grateful for the short hem of the travelling suit, which didn’t trip her up.

They ran through the archway, while startled travelers stepped aside and peered after them.

Adam looked around swiftly as they emerged onto the platform, then turned and strode at such speed that Ann was forced to run to keep up with him. A train was billowing steam, just ahead. Doors were slammed shut by the porters and station hands.

Adam caught the edge of one door as the porter swung it closed. He said something in German and the porter stepped back out of the way with a tug of his cap brim.

Adam thrust the door fully open once more and helped her onto the train. Breathing hard, Ann moved into the center corridor to make room for Adam. He stepped in and shut the door. The porter tested the lock from the outside and tugged his brim once more.

The train gave the great initial bellow of effort, then another, and the wheels clanked. It began to move.

“This way,” Adam murmured and moved down the corridor. He peered into each compartment as they reached it until he found an empty one and opened the door with a satisfied sound. He took the valise from her and slid it onto the shelf above the plush purple velvet bench. “Relax,” he told her. He glanced through the window as the station fell behind them. “I must find the conductor and pay for our passage.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “I should also learn where we are headed.”

“You don’t know?”

“I will in a moment or two.” He stepped out of the compartment and shut the door.

Ann sank onto the cushions, winded in both breath and thought. Only now could she put together what Adam had done. He had waited in the cab until he heard the whistle announcing the imminent departure of a train, then raced to catch that train at the very last moment.

Had there been any of Filip’s men lingering upon the platform? It did not matter if there had been. They would have been caught flat-footed and left upon the platform. They could make enquiries about where the train was heading, but whatever the destination, they could not reach it before Ann and Adam would, for nothing could outpace a train.

Adam came back and sat upon the opposite bench. “Morning tea will arrive in a few moments.”

“And where are we going?” Ann asked, trying to sound disinterested.

“The train is heading for Dresden.”

“Will Filip’s men be waiting for us there? Those who might have seen us board the train in Hamburg could send a telegram in warning.”

“Even your Duke does not have that many men at his disposal,” Adam said flatly. “If he manages to round up enough lackeys, it still would not matter. I said the train was heading for Dresden. I did not say that we would be on it when it arrives there.”

She sat up. “We are alighting, somewhere along the way.”

“Leipzig,” he said. “A very, very brief and completely unscheduled stop which will last long enough for us to step off the train.”

“You made an arrangement with the conductor.”

“Which is why I sold the coach and horse,” Adam replied. “Such arrangements can be costly.”

“You bribed him?”

“It was a perfectly straightforward business arrangement,” Adam’s voice held a note which said he was trying to sound affronted, but the curl at the corner of his mouth ruined the effect.

Ann sat back. “I would not have thought of such an arrangement. I wouldn’t have thought of any of this,” she said ruefully. “I understand now why you insist I cannot travel alone. I would have been discovered hours ago and pulled back to Silkeborg.” She met his gaze. “I am not accustomed to…to such deviousness.”

“It is not a custom of mine, either,” Adam said. “That is not why I said I must come with you. The conductor would pay you no attention even if you had thought of such an arrangement. It is only because I could speak to him man-to-man that we could reach an agreement. That is why I am traveling with you.”

Ann let out her breath with a slow sigh. “I am starting to fully understand Aunt Emma’s and Great Aunt Annalies’ obsession with equal rights for women,” she added sourly. “I have managed to move through most of my life without experiencing such limitations. Why are they now rearing their heads?”

“Because now you are moving outside of the normal channels a woman is usually confined to.” Adam shrugged, a small movement. “The more unconventional your behavior, the greater the approbation and the stronger the restrictions which will hinder you.”

“And I am behaving with utter unconventionality, now,” Ann concluded unhappily.

“Would you rather be living through your first days as a Duke’s wife?” Adam asked, his tone sharp.

Ann considered. “No. At least, not yet.”

“Then you must deal with the consequences.”

“Yes.” She grimaced. “Oh well…”

A tap sounded on the compartment door.

“Yes, exactly. Oh, well,” Adam said softly as he got to his feet to open the door and let in the waiter and his narrow trolley laid with a steaming teapot and silver cake stand.

The hot scent of strong black tea was delicious.

“Voila,” the waiter said softly, his German accent distorting the word.

“Vielen dank,” Adam replied and closed the door after him.

Ann bent over the tray. “Why…these are scones! And blackberry jam…oh, how wonderful!”

The very English refreshments restored Ann’s flagging spirits. So did the simple, straightforward attitude Adam used to deal with frustrations and problems. “You have a unique way of looking at the world,” she told him, between bites and sips.

Adam gripped the porcelain teacup with one big hand around the bowl, instead of using the tiny handle. “Oh?”

“I mean, the way you consider problems as just…well, items to deal with.”

“That is all they are.”

“Yes, but I had never thought of considering them in that light before. Have you thought of writing it down, the way you think?”

Adam smiled. “Why would I? It has all been written down before, by master thinkers far more enlightened than me.”

“Really? Who are these masters? Why have I not heard of them?”

“You have not heard of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius?”

“A Roman emperor thought the same way you do?”

Adam shook his head. “I have come to think as he did, by reading his writings.”

Ann pressed her lips together. “You just happened to come upon French translations of an ancient Roman emperor—”

“He wasn’t that ancient,” Adam said. “He was Emperor of Rome in the late second century anno domini.”

Ann wanted to insist that anyone who lived more than a thousand years ago was ancient. Yet such a man’s writings still existed and were valued as more than historical records.

She thought of the calm which Adam had imparted simply by facing problems squarely. “I think I might like to read such a book.”

Adam looked pleased. “Then I will find you a good English translation…unless, do you read Greek?”

“Do you?” she asked, startled.

“I did not, until I learned more about Marcus Aurelius. Then I learned Koine Greek just to read the books in the original.”

Ann sat back, feeling somewhat winded. “You decided, just like that, to learn Greek?”

Adam shrugged. “There is a great deal of spare time, when one is constantly travelling.”

“Men go to university to learn Greek and read ancient books,” she pointed out.

“Do they?” He seemed disinterested. “I had neither the time nor the funds to attend university, so I found a different way.”

Ann considered that. The simple acceptance of limiting circumstances and the finding of a way around them fit the pattern of Adam’s behavior and thoughts that was building in her mind. “I suspect your approach to education would amuse Great Aunt Annalies. She has spent her life railing at the powers that be who would not let her attend university, and when they did let women attend, would not let them graduate. She has done out of necessity what you have chosen to do—she speaks five languages, now, and I believe she is currently learning Norwegian.”

His eyes narrowed. “She teaches herself Norwegian because of your engagement?”

Ann’s cheeks heated. “I believe so. Filip seemed pleased when she spoke to him in his language. He said her accent was negligible.”

Adam’s gaze didn’t shift from her face. “You didn’t see fit to teach yourself Norwegian?”

Ann shifted uneasily. “I didn’t have the chance,” she admitted. “The moment I accepted his proposal, it was as if time was no longer mine to use as I wished. There were appointments and fittings and official introductions and examinations and—”

“Examinations?” Adam repeated, puzzled.

This time it was as if her entire body blushed. “To establish that I was actually…well, fit to marry the Duke,” she said awkwardly.

Adam sat back. “God’s teeth,” he muttered. “That is barbaric.”

Ann straightened her spine. “It is his right to demand such a…a status.”

Adam’s brows came together. “He can demand all he wants,” he snapped. “I care not. What I find offensive is that your word was not sufficient.”

“Oh,” Ann said, winded. “I had not considered it in that way.”

“Clearly,” Adam said dryly. He looked out the window as trees flashed by, the scowl increasing.

“Anyway, it was Filip’s secretary who insisted upon the…test,” she added.

Adam’s gaze didn’t shift from the window. “Now I am glad I hit him as hard as I did.” And for the next two hours, until the train slowed as it reached Leipzig, he contemplated the passing countryside, leaving Ann to deal with novel ideas and new ways of thinking that increased her discomfort—especially when she recalled the events of the last few months.

Perhaps she didn’t want to read Adam’s Roman emperor, after all. Not if it made her reexamine her past and find it sorely lacking.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Montagu Square, Marylebone, London.

Marylebone was a completely unfashionable area for society members to live, which was why Vaughn had not thought to look there. Now he lingered in yet another park, this one in Montagu Square, and still he railed at himself for not leaving the matter alone.

It had been simple to follow Laura home one day to the white stone building across the way from where Vaughn now lingered. A simple act, but one burdened with guilt and heavy self-recriminations. He reasoned to himself that Laura had cut him off, leaving him with no other choice.

He must learn if she was happy, that he had left no great scar upon her life. That is what he repeated to himself as he leaned against the great tree trunk, watching the house. Once he was assured that Laura did not suffer, he would move on.

That was, if he could find a way to sever this dishonorable connection with her. That was a problem for later, though.

For now, he watched. Why he watched, he could not say. What could he possibly learn, lingering here?

He had learned that the house was well-founded, with a formidable butler guarding the door, and clean, neatly dressed servants using the staff entrance throughout the day. Laura’s husband liked bacon, cigars and black treacle, for Vaughn had seen all three delivered yesterday afternoon.

Laura’s cook had a sharp tongue, for Vaughn had watched her arguing with the greengrocer over the state of his potatoes, yesterday afternoon.

This morning, Vaughn had watched the usual milk and bread deliveries, and the newspaper boy’s timid dropping of the Times down upon the staff entrance doorstep.

Now breakfast would be over. Vaughn’s interest sharpened, for it would be now when members of the family emerged, including Laura, who would venture out for her daily morning walk to St. James’ Park and back.

You are a fool and a blackguard, lingering here like this, he told himself. Yet it was not sufficient to make him push away from the tree, turn and go about his business. Just one more glimpse, he promised himself. This would be the last day he would put himself through the torture of watching her from afar. Enough was enough.

He straightened as the front door opened. He saw movement within and held his breath.

Laura and the gray-haired companion moved down the steps, talking softly. Laura raised her furled parasol, preparing to open it, then paused, her attention caught by something inside the house. She laughed and thrust the parasol at the companion, then lowered herself to the ground, the white muslin pooling around her boots, and held out her arms.

A small boy in stockings and breeches ran down the steps, taking giant strides to descend each step, then threw himself into Laura’s arms.

A nurse followed the boy out of the door, pushing a perambulator with another infant in a bonnet sitting inside.

Vaughn pushed himself away from the tree, his heart running hard, as he stared at the boy. The child looked to be about five years old.

Five years old. He would have been born not long after Vaughn’s trial.

Vaughn grew aware of the ache in his fingertips, where he gripped the rough bark of the tree. If he let go, he might drop to the grass beneath, for he was not sure if his knees alone could hold him up.

He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the boy, who had dark hair and light eyes. Vaughn had seen Laura’s lord. Her husband was a ginger-haired man with muddy dark brown eyes. Laura’s eyes were a soft gray. This boy had blue eyes.

Like Vaughn’s.

The park was not very wide, although it was long. Vaughn had lingered on the far side of the narrow park from the white house, but now he found himself drawn closer like iron filings pulled by a magnet. The thin bushes edging the other side were all that separated him from Laura and her son.

He made himself stop just on the other side of the hedge willows, feeling the sickness beat and swoop in his veins. From this close, the truth was undeniable.

He must have made a sound, something which alerted Laura and the companion. He was not himself and his hearing was muffled by the scream of his heart. Maybe he choked or made a gasping sound. On the quiet street, and this close to her, it would be the same as clearing his throat for attention.

Laura rose to her feet, pushing the boy behind her light summer gown. Her face grew pale as her gaze met Vaughn’s.

He froze, unable to speak or make a single movement toward her, shame and guilt gripping his throat, fighting with the tumultuous feelings generated by finally learning the truth.

The companion scowled and reached for Laura’s arm to reassure her.

Laura shook off the companion’s hand, pushed the boy toward the nurse, who waited patiently with the perambulator. Then Laura picked up her hems and hurried up the steps and into the house.

The door shut with a sharp thud.

Vaughn whirled away, almost panting in reaction. He made his feet keep moving, taking him farther from the house.

Only, it didn’t matter how far he walked, nor how fast. Nothing would erase the knowledge that his son was the heir of another man.
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As the train was not scheduled to halt at Leipzig and only paused long enough for Ann and Adam to step off, it meant that no one expected them there. It afforded them time to draw breath.

Adam spoke to the Leipzig ticket clerk, who answered in French; “The very next train, sir? Munich, in…” He glanced at the clock. “Twenty-three minutes.”

Adam purchased two first class tickets, then picked up the valise and moved away from the ticket counter and consulted the tickets. “Platform three.”

“Over there,” Ann said, pointing.

“There is a bench we can use while we wait,” Adam said. He looked around once more. “I will seat you there, then I must find some newspapers. There will be newsboys somewhere nearby.”

They moved over to Platform Three, which had no train waiting beside it yet. Ann sat upon the bench. Adam placed the valise next to her feet, then strode away in search of newspapers.

He returned in only a few minutes with three newspapers, all in German. “There was a copy of yesterday’s Times, but I need fresh news,” he explained as Ann bent her head to peer at the headlines.

As Ann understood even less written German, she contented herself with watching travelers move around the platforms and climb on and off trains, while doves swooped and fluttered beneath the high curved roof.

A train arrived at the platform they sat upon. Doors were flung open by passengers anxious to depart. The passengers moved along the platform in front of Ann and Adam’s bench. Many glanced at them, then looked back with startled second glances.

Uneasiness built in her. “Adam,” she murmured.

He did not answer. His attention was upon the broadsheet in his hands.

It felt as though everyone stared at them. The women, in particular, seemed taken aback. Ann watched one matron tug at the arm of her friend and murmur in her ear. The friend turned quickly to stare at Ann, then said something to her friend which made them both draw their skirts aside as they passed the bench.

“Adam,” Ann said more urgently. “I think we’ve been discovered.”

A soft gasp sounded, drawing Ann’s attention back to the platform. A woman gripped the arm of her husband and yanked at it, while pointing at Ann.

Ann looked away as if she was unaware of the scrutiny, her discomfort increasing. She should get up and move off. Perhaps hide in a corner or behind the big bulletin board where the schedules were pinned.

The man marched toward the bench, his expression grim.

“Adam,” Ann warned. This time she squeezed his wrist.

Adam lowered the paper.

The man glared at him, then at Ann. “You two. You are the lovers running away from her husband, no?” He spoke English with a thick accent.

“No,” Adam said, his tone cold. “We are not running away from anyone, monsieur.”

“You are they,” the man declared. “You should not be here.” He looked at Ann. “Go back to your husband. We do not like women like you in our city.”

Ann’s lips parted as her jaw sagged.

The woman sniffed and marched after her husband, her chin in the air.

Ann sagged on the bench. Her heart thumped erratically. “I…I should go and…and…wait elsewhere.”

“You mean go and hide, do you not?” Adam snapped the newspaper straight and folded it closed with sharp movements. He turned to her. “You should not care what they think of you. They only attempt to make themselves feel morally superior. You have done nothing but run away from a marriage you are uncertain is right for you. You are not married to the man, and—” he waved the folded newspaper in his hand, “—the papers have not reported it that way, either.”

Ann twisted the hem on her sleeve, misery squeezing at her chest. “But they are simply the more outspoken people of many who must think that way.”

“You do not know that,” Adam said. He paused. “Besides, you cannot change what everyone thinks, whether they are right or wrong to think so. Therefore, there is no point in worrying about what they think. It will not change their opinions.”

“They think I am…that I am a fallen woman.”

“So?” He turned to face her properly and rested his arm along the back of the bench. It made him seem intimidatingly large, next to her. “We know the truth, you and I. Does it matter what anyone else thinks?”

Ann bit her lip. “My parents,” she whispered. “My sisters and brothers.” She swallowed.

“Who have better sense than to believe what the sensationalist newspapers are reporting,” he assured her. “Your father knows you are with me…” He paused and grimaced. “Actually, now everyone knows you are with me,” and he lifted the newspaper in his hand.

Ann looked away, still feeling ill. Adam’s assurances were not helping. She watched porters carry trunks onto the train in preparation for departure.

“Perhaps we should find a seat on the train and wait inside the carriage for it to leave,” Ann murmured, for even the porters were glancing at them with expressions of recognition.

“No,” Adam said flatly. “We will wait right here, until we choose to move onto the train. There are fifteen minutes until departure, and I want to stretch my legs.” He thrust out his boots and crossed his ankles…and his arms.

It was the most uncomfortable fifteen minutes of Ann’s life, with one solitary exception: the last few minutes of her journey to the cathedral yesterday had been uniquely torturous.

Had it really only been yesterday?

Adam did not speak again. She left him alone. He did not find silences troubling. Only, it left Ann with nothing to do but examine her thoughts as they swirled, grey and troubled.

“Perhaps I should return to Silkeborg,” she murmured, almost to herself.

“No,” Adam said shortly. “You should not.”

“There is running away to take time to think and there is, well, defiance,” she said. “You are angry about what they’re saying about you and that is making you recalcitrant. That is not a good reason for staying away, when doing so causes so much trouble.”

Adam turned to her. “What they are saying about me?” he repeated, sounding thunderstruck. “I am angry—no, I am furious—for you. For what they are saying about you.” He stabbed a long finger at the folded paper on the bench beside them, his jaw tight. “They applaud me for my romantic courage and daring, if they say anything at all.”

Ann stared at him, astonished.

Adam sighed and pushed his hand through his thick hair, ruffling it. “Let’s go aboard,” he said, his voice rough. Then he shoved himself to his feet and picked up the valise, giving her no chance to refuse.
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The train to Munich took only a few hours, but night fell while they were aboard. A supper of Schweinebraten und Kohl was served, with strudel for dessert.

Adam barely spoke. He was polite and he dealt with the conductor and waiters, which saved Ann from their speculative stares. Otherwise, they stayed in the compartment with the curtains drawn against the glances of strangers as they passed by.

After the supper, Adam settled in the corner of the opposite bench and pulled from his jacket a small, slender volume with no identifying print upon the cover to tell Ann what he read.

She considered the book. “That is your Roman emperor’s teachings?”

“Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations fill twelve volumes. This is a commonplace book.” Adam tipped it enough for Ann to see the interior.

It was a notebook, with a fine hand filling the pages.

“A commonplace book?”

“I copy quotes which move me or speak to me from every book I have ever read.” He gave a very small, hard smile. “Most of them are Marcus Aurelius, but not all of them. Rereading them helps…” He paused, frowning.

“Soothe your anger?” Ann asked.

Adam closed the book with a soft thud and glanced out the window. “I suppose, yes.” His voice was a deep growl.

“Perhaps you should stop reading the newspapers,” Ann said, “as they make you so angry.”

He glanced at her and away.

“You told me I shouldn’t care, but you care,” she added.

“Very much so,” he muttered, but still did not look at her. “I am a poor example of a Stoic,” he added. “At the first sign of trouble, I revert to base instinct.” He looked down at his hand, curled around the book.

“It is not an ordinary type of trouble I have landed you in,” Ann pointed out.

“Trouble is just trouble,” he murmured, gazing at the night beyond the window. “At least, it should be, yet this time, I find myself…” He let out a gusty breath. “We should be in Munich inside the hour,” he added.

“And then what?” Ann asked. “The next first train to somewhere?”

“Then a hotel or an inn and to sleep for the night,” Adam said shortly. “We are both tired.”

He said nothing more until they arrived in Munich, and very little after that, except to find a cab and direct it to a hotel he knew. They separated in the foyer of the hotel and a concierge showed Ann to her room.

By then, all Ann wanted was a soft pillow and a warm blanket. She was exhausted. She removed all but her pantalets and camisole, let down her hair and was asleep after two soft inhalations.

Behaving in unconventional ways was exhausting.
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The next morning, Ann did not wait to find Adam in the dining room. She was a woman of ill repute, according to the papers. Flouting convention would only confirm to everyone what they already presumed. Ann could tell by the sideways glances that she had been recognized by all the staff in the hotel.

She calmly asked for a table of her own and ordered tea and toast and asked for an English newspaper, if such was to be had.

A copy of yesterday’s Times newspaper came folded upon the tray alongside the narrow, upright teapot. The teacup was a beautiful red and gold Limoges.

Ann nibbled the toast and drank a lot of the tea while she examined the front pages of the Times. She had little appetite to begin, but even that fled as she worked her way through the speculations and admonishments the prickly, tradition-bound newspaper offered.

The Times insisted she was a disgrace to the family and to Britain, and a ruined woman beyond redemption, who would be lucky if Filip deigned to marry her after this. Her only saving grace would be to marry Adam as swiftly as possible.

Ann pushed the newspaper away with a grimace. They implied that marrying Adam would restore her reputation, in the same paragraph which claimed there was no redemption possible for her.

Even the Times was indulging in hysteria.

What had Adam said about the German couple in Leipzig? That they were judging her merely to feel better about themselves.

Yet it was difficult to meet the gazes of everyone in the dining room with her chin up, even if she did know the truth. The weight of public opinion pressed down upon her, making her head ache and her heart to work far too hard for sitting at a table and sipping tea.

Adam entered the dining room just as she was finishing her tea. He touched the back of the chair opposite her. “May I sit with you?” he asked. He added in a lower tone, “You have every reason to say no. I was surly last night.”

“And I am surly this morning, for the very same reason,” she replied. “You’d best sit with me, for you are the only company I am worthy of sharing right now.”

“I’m not sure if that is a compliment.” Adam glanced at the waiter and raised his brow and chin.

The waiter scurried over and took his order for breakfast with a bow and a nervous smile. His gaze shifted to Ann and away.

Ann sighed.

When the waiter had left, Adam said, “We are growing more notorious by the hour.”

Ann put her chin on her fist, a very unladylike posture, and scowled. “The Times says we should marry, you and I, in order to win everyone’s approval.”

“Then let’s not marry,” Adam said, leaning forward so he could lower his voice. His brows came together. “Besides, if I marry you, then you cannot marry your Duke, which is the entire point of running away, isn’t it? To decide if you should or not.”

“Well, yes, but it has all grown rather complicated…”

“Everyone else is making it complicated,” Adam replied. “Nothing has changed for you. You are merely taking time to reconsider your decision to marry him.”

“It does sound simple, put that way,” she admitted.

“Running the breadth of Europe to avoid curious journalists and angry citizens merely makes it…challenging.” His shoulders shifted. A shrug.

Ann pressed her lips together, containing her smile. It did not seem appropriate to be amused at the situation. Only, it was amusing, when Adam said it. “You do not seem shocked by the newspaper calling for us to marry. Does that mean it is not just the staid old Times insisting upon it?” Ann asked.

The waiter arrived with Adam’s croissant and coffee. Adam did not speak until he had gone again. “The most sensational paper I read yesterday suggested we had already married.” He shook his head. “No, I was not shocked.” He ate hungrily, while Ann finished the last cup of tea she had poured from the odd-shaped pot.

When he had finished, Ann said, “Where should we go, now?” She glanced around the room. “Everyone knows who we are, here.”

“Yes,” he said. “Modern newspapers are our undoing, I’m afraid. They are reporting our movements the very next day and every time they do, they include the photograph of you.” He drummed the table. “I had a thought last night, when we arrived in Munich, only it is…”

“Shocking? Is anything more shocking than what I have already done?”

“Dangerous,” Adam replied. “For you, at least, although if I am with you, that will ameliorate the danger to a great degree, but it will not negate it entirely.”

Ann caught another speculative stare sent her way. She adjusted the position of her chair and her shoulders so she was not looking directly at the man at the table just beyond Adam’s shoulder. She brought her gaze back to Adam’s face. “I think you had best tell me your idea.”

He rested the fingers he had been drumming, placing them flat upon the tablecloth. “It is Tuesday, today. The Orient Express stops at the central station at noon, on its way to Vienna, and then on to Constantinople.”

“The doorway to the Orient…” Ann breathed.

“I know my way around Constantinople,” Adam continued. “We have business interests there. In the east, no one will care who we are. They will not recognize you at all, for you will have to wear a head shawl and veil over your face, there.”

Her heart leapt and strummed. “How very exotic…but why is it dangerous?”

“A woman in the east attracts danger just because she is a woman,” Adam replied. “As I said, if you are with me, it will negate most of the usual dangers. Yet, because you are with me, you will automatically be marked as European. That will draw attention of its own. Perhaps the wrong kind of attention.” His gaze was steady.

Ann swallowed. “But no one will recognize me there?”

“If they do, they will not care,” Adam assured her. “Most likely, the news has not reached that far, yet. It is a minor squall in a western teacup which holds no great interest for those in the east, who have their own concerns.”

“It sounds heavenly,” Ann admitted. “I already grow tired of notoriety.”

Adam nodded. “The Orient it is, then.” He got to his feet. “I will settle with the hotel, then we can go to München Hauptbahnhof.”

“München Hauptbahnhof?” she repeated, tripping over the pronunciation.

“Munich Central Station,” Adam replied. “It is where all the major routes across northern Europe stop, including the Orient Express.”

And that still was not warning enough for either of them, a fact which Ann would remember ruefully, later.

 


CHAPTER NINE
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The train station in central Munich was a vast building, with branches and wings and platforms in all directions. Whistles blew constantly, trains huffed and steamed, and people scurried everywhere.

Ann looked about the enormous station with interest. No one appeared to pay them any attention, which was a relief. While Adam arranged for the purchase of the tickets, she enjoyed being overlooked and ignored. She stared at passers-by, instead. There were so many of them and most were clearly not Prussians, judging by their clothes and coloring, and the languages they spoke to each other.

Adam returned to her side with the valise in hand and two tickets in the other. He put the valise down and examined the big sheets. “The Orient Express has its own platform, over there.” He pointed to a big arch on the far other side of the cavernous station. He pulled out his watch and checked the time. “There is just under an hour before the train departs, but we must be aboard well before then.”

“It is already here, then?”

“It arrived shortly before ten o’clock, which is exactly when it was expected, the clerk told me. The train is highly reliable.”

They moved across the station, weaving between travelers and well-wishers, station staff and people carrying baskets of wares they offered for sale by singing out at the top of their voices.

“They sound like the newsboys in London,” Ann said, as they passed a man who appeared to be selling brightly colored ribbons and embellishments made from the ribbons. “I wish I could understand what they were saying.”

“Like the newsboys, they’re merely touting their goods,” Adam replied. He made an irritated sound as he stepped around another seller. “They’re not supposed to be inside the station, but there are so many the station staff find it easier to ignore them. There will be even more on the Express platform.”

“Why is that?” Ann asked curiously. She was glad that Adam was with her. The farther they travelled, the stranger things became. She would be quite bewildered, even here in Munich, and now they were heading toward even more exotic lands.

“The sellers believe everyone travelling into the east must be rich beyond compare.”

Ann glanced at him, startled. “But neither of us is rich.”

“I am merely a businessman, travelling to inspect my carpet business,” Adam said, his tone one of agreement.

“Are carpets the business interest you have in Constantinople, then?”

“One of them,” Adam admitted. “Spices, too—especially those from even farther east. The silk road once passed through Constantinople and goods still make their way over the mountains from China, even though shipping is reliable, these days.”

They moved through a very wide and tall arch into another wing of the station, with a domed roof. Ann came to a halt, her eyes widening, for it was as if she had stepped into a different world.

A very long train was pulled up alongside an equally long platform. The platform was also very wide. It needed to be, for there were sheds and small buildings at the back of it, where railway officials stood behind desks and counters.

Between the buildings and the train were even more people than had been in the main section of the station. They were densely packed into the elongated space. Trolleys loaded with trunks were everywhere, most of them with two men hauling on the handles to roll the trolleys along. Small mountains of stacked crates and trunks, and smaller hills of valises and boxes hunched upon the platform, too.

An extremely well dressed couple, whom Ann judged were upper class by their clothing and possibly English, too, walked along the platform escorted by a conductor with a great deal of braid on his uniform and cap. Behind them came one of the trolleys with their luggage. The trunks and valises all carried the same family crest, gilded and gleaming.

There were more travelers moving along the platform in the same direction, escorted by railway staff in the braided uniforms.

And everywhere, sellers held out their baskets of wares and trays of goods, calling out to the travelers as they passed.

The train itself gleamed with care. The carriages were all painted a deep maroon color, with black frames around the windows and black curved roofs. Every window sparkled. Ann spotted a man cleaning the outsides of the windows, a pail of soapy water beside him, moving swiftly along the length of the train as he progressed.

Through the windows, Ann saw a great many more people inside the train, moving along the length of the carriages. The closest carriages, the last ones, were not for passengers. They had no windows and the big doors on the sides were open, revealing more trunks and chests and crates.

“Oh, my…” she breathed.

Adam turned back to her, alerted by her exclamation. He smiled at her expression. “This is but a small rendition of what lays ahead,” he warned her. “Wait until we reach Constantinople. Then you will understand.”

Ann gripped a fold of her skirt and realized her hand was damp. “It is…chaotic.”

“Only until the train leaves. Then order resumes. You have dined with peers and royalty. You will be at home among these people.” His mouth gave a little twist.

“As you are not?”

“Well, I do know how to bring a waiter to the table, now.”

Ann gave a laugh that shook with more than amusement. “I suppose we’d best step aboard as they requested.”

Adam’s smile smoothed out and grew warmer. “Once the train departs, we can relax.” He held out his elbow. “Shall we?”

She slid her fingers under his elbow, against the smooth fabric of his jacket. She wore no gloves, as every other woman on the platform did. Gloves were the evidence of a lady. She would have to acquire a pair that were not long white satin.

Adam led her along the platform, heading for one of the gilded and braided station staff. The man touched his cap brim as Adam approached. Adam spoke in German and held out the tickets.

The man took them and turned them around to read them. “Thank you, sir,” he said in French. He had identified Adam’s accent. “You and your wife have adjoining berths, on the third carriage. Schmidt, here, will show you to them. Schmidt!” he called, raising his voice.

Another official, a great deal younger than the first and wearing slightly less braid, hurried up and gave a stiff bow of his head. The first thrust the tickets at him. Schmidt bowed again and spoke to Adam and held out his hand. Adam handed the valise to him.

Ann presumed Schmidt had requested they follow him, for the man turned on his heel and strode down the platform.

“Enjoy your journey, sir. Ma’am.” The conductor touched his cap brim once more as they moved away.

Ann waited until they were a few steps beyond the man, then murmured to Adam. “Your wife?”

“His presumption, I assure you,” Adam breathed, also using English.

Ann’s attention was caught by one of the sellers, who waved his goods at her. “Oh, gloves!”

Adam glanced at the seller. Then he turned and went back to him, bringing Ann with him.

“But, the train…” Ann said. “The valet…Herr Schmidt.” For Schmidt had turned back to wait for them.

“Both will wait,” Adam said. “There is time.” He stopped before the seller, who smiled happily, knowing he had an eager customer. The seller turned over the pairs of gloves upon his tray, while holding the tray up for Adam to inspect them, his other hand planted beneath it.

“My sisters both fuss about gloves all the time,” Adam added, as he examined each pair the man shifted aside. “And you have none. That brown pair, there.” He repeated himself in German and the man picked up a dark brown pair of soft kid gloves and held them out toward Ann with a smile.

The color of the gloves matched the brown specks in her tweed suit. Ann took the gloves and smoothed her thumb over them. “They are lovely.” The stitching was so fine she could barely detect it. The suede was as soft as it appeared to be.

“And the rose satin pair, there,” Adam told the man. “For the evenings,” he added.

“With a travelling suit?” Ann pointed out. “Just the one pair is enough, Adam, really…”

“The evening gown is in the valise, remember?” Adam told her.

“Oh.” She frowned. “In that case, I will need needles and thread to repair and adjust the gown, if I am to appear in it again.”

“I am sure there is a man selling just that, somewhere along here,” Adam said, handing coins over to the glove seller.

Schmidt did not seem troubled by their extended pause. As Adam moved slowly along the platform, Schmidt followed patiently. Other sellers hurried up to Adam with their trays and baskets out. They’d seen him purchase something and suspected he might be amenable to buying even more. They gathered around him, gabbling in German, waving their goods in front of him.

Ann shrunk closer to his side, as the sellers pressed in around them.

“Des aiguilles et du fil?” Adam told them. “I don’t know the German for it,” he added to Ann.

Enough of the sellers knew enough French to be disappointed, but one small man stepped forward, holding up a heavy basket, looking very pleased.

“Ah,” Adam said, and drew Ann forward. “Select what you need.”

There were dozens of spools of silk thread in the basket, in a range of glorious colors. Tucked to one side were packets of needles, all of them the same brand as the needles she bought at home. It was a touch of the familiar, and vastly reassuring in this sea of novelty. Ann swiftly chose a packet of needles and two spools of thread—one that she guessed would be the best match to the cream satin in the valise, and the other a darker color that would be useful if the tweed she wore needed repairs, or if Adam’s clothing required it.

“That is all?” Adam asked her as she stepped back.

“It is all I require,” she assured him.

He plucked a pair of silver embroidery scissors from the basket and added it to her small bundle, then pulled more coins from his pocket. The seller and he exchanged swift German. Ann sensed they were bargaining. Then Adam shook his head and handed over more coins. The last he held up to the man. “Danke vielmals.” He added it to the coins on the man’s palm.

The man bowed his head and backed away. The other sellers all gathered around them once more.

“Here, give me the spools,” Adam said. “I will put them in my pocket until we find a basket you can store them in.” He ignored the gabbling of the sellers, as Ann handed him the thread, the needles and the small, beautiful pair of scissors.

One of the more enterprising of the sellers watched what they were doing, then pushed forward and waved a small leather reticule at Adam and pointed to his pockets.

Adam laughed. “I’m not sure why I bother transporting goods across Europe. These fellows are an international bazaar all by themselves.” He switched back to German and bargained with the fellow.

It was not the only purchase Adam made. Ann realized they were the center of attention upon the platform as eager sellers pressed in around them. Adam seemed almost happy as he picked out small items and purchased them—a lace handkerchief for Ann, the leather reticule to hold the thread and her new gloves, a comb for her hair, and soap in a small travelling box, and more.

When the conductor’s warning whistle sounded, Ann was stunned. “Already?” Time had passed swiftly.

Schmidt had waited to one side the entire time, but now he pressed between the sellers, who had lifted their voices, anxious to close a sale before the train departed. “Monsieur, I must insist you board now.” He spoke French—he had noticed Adam’s use of it, earlier. He stepped back and waved toward the train.

“Yes, of course,” Adam replied, as he thrust small items into a little valise and closed the lid.

At the same time, a big hand smelling of tobacco and garlic slapped over Ann’s mouth, cutting off her breath. An arm whipped around her waist and she was yanked backward, off her feet.

“You’re coming with us, lady,” a man breathed by her ear. He spoke English with a heavy accent she recognized: Norwegian.

She couldn’t call out. The fingers dug into her cheeks, holding her jaw closed. She could barely breathe.

But she could struggle. As the man pulled her farther along the platform, Ann writhed and shoved with her elbows. Despite the hand, she screamed with all her might. The muffled sound was lost beneath the cacophony of sounds which leapt in response to the conductor’s warning whistle and the hissing and chuffing of the train engine, as it built pressure in preparation to depart.

The man grunted as her elbow connected with his ribs and her boot rammed against his shin. She felt his grip loosen and squirmed hard, her heart screaming in her ears.

His hand slipped from her mouth.

Instantly, Ann screamed. “Adam!! Adam!”

She couldn’t see beyond the man’s hand, which slapped back over her mouth and halted her screaming, but she could hear people gasping and calling out their surprise and indignation.

The man cursed and cried out, not in English.

Her feet were scooped up and held in a hard grip. Two men carried her like a rolled carpet, which defeated her struggles to be free. They moved swiftly down the platform, with nothing to slow their escape. No one who gasped or protested tried to intervene.

Ann tried to struggle but could only bend her knees, which did nothing. Still, she did it as hard as she could. She kept screaming against the man’s smelly hand, too. Perhaps if she screamed enough and struggled enough, someone would step in and try to assist her.

Surely, a whole train station full of people would not let two men abscond with a clearly distressed woman, and not ask questions?

The high archway which separated the Express platform from the rest of the station passed overhead. They were moving out into the main station area.

Then the man carrying her feet made a grunting sound and dropped her.

Ann instantly shoved with her boots against the floor, trying to dislodge the first man’s grip on her shoulders and head. His strength was greater than hers, but when her shoulder rammed against his middle, he fell backward.

Ann sprawled on the floor, panting. She pushed up on her hands and turned to see where the man was.

Adam had the man by the collar. It was he who had knocked the man backward, not Ann. As Ann looked, Adam swung his fist into the man’s face. The man staggered back again and dropped onto his rear with a heavy sound that was most satisfactory.

While people gasped and cried in shock around them, Adam spun back to Ann, gripped her waist, put her back on her feet at a dizzying speed, took her hand and ran for the Express platform.

The train made heavy bellows as it crept into motion. Schmidt waved at them, his expression anxious. Everyone on the platform stepped to one side, making way for them. The train wheels clanked heavily as they shifted against the rails and began to roll.

“Faster!” Adam shouted, as Ann’s heart slammed against the inside of her chest in alarm.

She ran faster than she thought she was capable of, but the first of the passenger coaches was too far ahead and pulling away.

Adam lurched to one side, gripped the heavy iron rail of the cargo carriage, and yanked the door aside. Then he hauled Ann into the carriage with a strength that astonished her.

She staggered across the narrow open area and came up against a stack of crates. Instantly she spun and moved back to the door, gasping and trying to draw in a full breath.

Adam was still upon the platform. He had been held back by another of Filip’s men. They struggled, then with a great heave, Adam tossed the man to one side. The man slid across the platform and hung over the very edge, his feet kicking. More men raced toward Adam.

“Adam! Run!” Ann screamed.

Adam glanced over his shoulder. He sprinted down the platform, covering more ground than she had been able to. For a moment, Ann thought he would make it.

Only, the train was picking up speed.

“Jump!” Ann screamed at Adam, fear making her voice high and strained. She held out her arms.

Adam’s face was implacable. He gave a great leap, as the platform ended. His hand slapped against hers. His fingers gripped her arm.

Ann shoved her boot against the side of the door as his weight yanked her toward the opening. She hauled Adam into the carriage. It felt as though her arms would rip from her shoulders, but she did not care. Nothing mattered but pulling Adam to safety.

He lay half in and half out of the carriage, his legs kicking.

“Hold on,” he gasped.

“I won’t let you go,” Ann assured him, her voice strained.

He stopped kicking and gathered his strength. Then with a great heaving bellow of breath, he lifted himself up with his free arm, and brought his legs up and onto the floor and rolled across it, until he was up against the crates.

He lay with his chest heaving, his hand flung to one side. His knuckles were bloody.

Ann sank to the floor beside him, panting. Her shoulders ached with a bright, silvery pain.

The wind created by the train’s passage tugged at her hair through the open doorway. She had lost her pins and clips and it hung about her waist.

The only thought that came to her was how very close her escape had been…and Adam’s, too.

Adam drew in a deep, deep breath and let it out. He turned his head to look at her. His expression was troubled. “That changes everything.” His voice was hoarse.

Ann swallowed. “Yes,” she agreed, fear tearing at her. “It does.”

Then the conductor burst into the carriage through the door at the end, babbling his relief and his astonishment and fussing about closing the door, and they could speak no more.

Adam’s gaze stayed upon her and she knew he would have more to say, later.

 


CHAPTER TEN
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The conductor, Bellerose, was a Frenchman, which created an instant bond between him and Adam. Bellerose switched to French and babbled anxiously as he fussed over Adam’s torn jacket and bloody hand. “I have never seen such a thing, monsieur!” he cried. “Not in my ten years of service upon the Orient Express!”

He personally escorted Ann and Adam to their compartments, which were side by side. Like everyone else, Bellerose presumed they were married. No one had connected the affair on the platform with her escape from Silkeborg two days ago. The two of them were stared at as they passed through the lounge car into the sleeping compartment coaches, but the stares were merely curious, not filled with disgust hiding prurient delight.

Adam cemented the impression that they were married by explaining away the contretemps on the platform as “a jealous suitor who did not like losing the lady’s hand.”

Bellerose twined his hands together and pressed them against his mouth and sighed blissfully. “Ah, and you, the brave one, you won her heart. I see! I see it all.”

At the first of their compartments, Bellerose thrust open the door. “Voila!” he announced.

Their luggage—such as it was, and now greatly increased by the purchases Adam had made upon the platform—stood upon the narrow floor space in front of a full bed with a walnut headboard and a tucked silk coverlet.

“Young Schmidt insisted we bring your things aboard,” Bellerose explained. “He had faith you would win the lady back.” He beamed happily at Ann, then moved over to a narrow door opposite the bed. “And for the madame, see…!” He unlocked the door with a key on a chain attached to his pocket, then tucked the key away. Then he opened the door and stepped back.

The sleeping compartment was identical to the one they stood in, but in mirror image.

Bellerose bowed and moved to the main door into the corridor. “You must rest and see to your honorable wounds. A light luncheon is being served in the dining coach, to tide everyone over until dinner, which is always late upon the Orient Express, in best French fashion.” He winked at Adam. “I will find an intimate table for the two of you.”

Adam thanked him profusely. It was only after he closed the door behind the conductor and turned away that Ann saw Adam slide coins back into his breast pocket. He had slid the tip to the man discreetly, as she had suggested he might.

No wonder Bellerose had beamed at them as Adam closed the door.

She found no amusement in the moment, though.

Adam pushed his ruined fist into his trouser pocket. He did not speak. Instead, he simply considered her.

Ann brushed at her loose hair, twisted it and pushed it back over her shoulder. There were new pins and clips in the basket on the floor, beside the new comb, but she made no move to bend and retrieve them.

Her heart thudded. “I did not think that Filip…that he would ever take this quite so far.”

Adam let out a heavy breath. “Nor did I. Another man, a civilized man, would wait for your return as I expected him to wait.” His gaze met hers. “It is no longer a matter of a ruined reputation or two, Ann. You understand that, do you not?”

Ann squeezed her hands together. It made her shoulders ache even more, so she dropped them to her sides again. “I think I do.”

“If he is willing to abduct you and pull you back to Silkeborg against your will, how much further would he take matters? Would he force you to the altar? Make you marry him?”

She shivered.

Adam shook his head. “If a man can contemplate forcing a woman in that way, then what limits would he impose upon himself once they were married and she his property according to the law?”

Ann wrapped her arms around her middle. “Dear God,” she breathed.

Adam threw out his uninjured hand. “I believe you should no longer be considering whether to marry him or not. I believe you should be considering how to avoid marrying him, for he will press the matter.”

“I have embarrassed him,” Ann whispered. “He does this to redress the humiliation.”

“He does it to make himself feel powerful, because you made him look weak,” Adam shot back. “Whatever good you saw in the man, it was superficial at best. He defines himself by this act, do you not see?”

Ann swallowed. “What should I do? What can I do?”

Adam scrubbed at his hair. “For now, we should hold our course. Once we are in Constantinople, we can blend in with the locals and be all but invisible to his men.”

“They would follow us there?” Her horror increased.

“They followed us to Munich,” Adam pointed out. “It is either that, or Sørensen has spent a small fortune scattering his men across the junction points of Europe, waiting for one of them to see us and report back. Either way, he will soon know we are on this train and in two days’ time, we will be in Constantinople. Our one advantage is that I know the city well and I am quite sure he has never stepped foot in it.”

Ann gripped her hands together, mindless of the ache it created in her shoulders. “I pulled you into this, Adam. I’m sorry. I never intended—”

Adam held up his hand in a gesture for silence. “No. No apologies. It is what it is.” His jaw flexed as he considered her. “This affair is no longer just your problem alone. It is mine, now, too. Sørensen made certain of it, back there on the platform.”

She shivered at the iron note in Adam’s voice.

He shifted, straightened his shoulders and withdrew his injured hand from his pocket and glanced at the scabs forming. “We have a small amount of time in which to breathe and to consider the matter properly. For now, we should dress for lunch.”

“I’m not hungry,” Ann whispered. She felt as though she would never be hungry again. A hard knot sat in her chest and her stomach was clenched.

Adam’s hard expression cleared. He gave her a small smile. “I guarantee that once you have inhaled the aromas wafting from the kitchens as we pass them, you will be hungry. After all, this is the Orient Express.”
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The aromas were enticing, but not enough to rouse Ann’s appetite. She stirred the soup Adam had ordered for her, trying to ignore the speculative gazes sent in their direction.

Everyone in the dining coach was perfectly dressed in afternoon gowns and suits, making Ann very self-conscious. The speculative glances they sent her and Adam did not soothe her spirits.

Theirs was one of only two tables for two. All the other tables in the car seated four people, and nearly all the tables were occupied by at least three people, all of them chatting merrily and quietly.

She wondered how much of that chatter was about her and Adam and their unconventional arrival upon the train.

Adam barely spoke to her, which did not enhance her appetite, either. He was preoccupied, his brows drawn together.

When the couple at the far end of the coach stood and moved down the aisle, Ann realized it was the upper-class pair who had passed them on the platform in Munich. The woman seemed very young. Near to Ann’s age, she guessed. The woman wore a beautiful afternoon gown in dark blue velvet, embroidered all over with small flowers, and one of the new style brimmed hats that were so fashionable.

Her husband was much older, with grey in his full beard and a monocle. He paused by their table and cleared his throat.

Adam got to his feet. “Adam Martel Davies, of Paris,” he said in French. “At your service, sir.” He bowed his head.

“Then the Duchess got it wrong. You’re not English at all,” the man replied, in a crisp, rich upper-class accent. “Do you speak English? My French is damned awful, I’m afraid.”

“I do speak English,” Adam replied.

The Duke looked relieved. “Westcott.” He waved a hand toward his wife. “The Lady Eugenia.” He cleared his throat once more. “It’s very informal, isn’t it? There’s no one to do the honors, of course.”

Adam glanced at Ann and she put her napkin aside and stood, too.

“This is Ann,” Adam said carefully. The frown he had worn throughout the meal suddenly returned.

“I’m honored to meet you, Your Grace, Lady Eugenia,” Ann replied. “Westcott is in Buckinghamshire, is it not? I’m surprised we have not met during the London season, before now.”

Lady Eugenia was a slender woman with very large brown eyes and a grave expression. She gave a nervous little smile. “I only attended a half season before Westcott proposed.” Her cheeks turned a dusky rose color. “My husband does not enjoy the Season.”

“Damned fussy business, London society,” Westcott added. He studied Ann. “Do I know your family, then?”

“My father is the son of the late Archeduke of Silkeborg,” Ann replied. This examination of her antecedents was a common reaction when she was introduced to peers without a title to accompany her name and she was well practiced at providing them. “My mother is Lady Lillian and her father was Seth Williams, the Earl of Innesford.”

“Innesford?” Westcott said, his brow lifting.

“Yes, your Grace,” Ann said, then waited. This was the moment when the family’s reputation would either be dismissed or held against her.

Westcott cleared his throat noisily, as he tried to decide whether he would be offended or not.

His wife smiled at Ann. “We saw the fuss upon the platform, when you boarded. My goodness, you were lucky to escape! Who were those men trying to steal you away?”

Westcott glared at his wife.

Eugenia nervously pushed an invisible strand of hair back into place. “I mean, do forgive me for the forward question. It was all rather dramatic, which rouses ones’ curiosity.” But her expression said she yearned to hear Ann’s answer.

Adam spoke in a smooth voice, “Would you mind very much if we did not speak of it? It is a distressing family matter, one we are both very glad to escape. We prefer to look forward to the sights and sounds of Constantinople.”

Westcott looked taken aback at Adam’s response, but his wife preempted him. “Then you are travelling all the way to the end! How marvelous!” Eugenia said to Ann. “We should take tea together, before the journey ends. You the only English woman aboard that I have met so far.”

“That would be wonderful, Your Grace,” Ann lied with complete conviction.

“Well, then. We’ll be off,” Westcott said, with a false heartiness. He nodded at Adam.

“Your Grace,” Adam acknowledged.

“Your Graces,” Ann added, as Eugenia smiled brilliantly at her, and followed her husband from the dining car.

Adam waited for Ann to settle herself back upon the chair.

“I would rather return to my compartment,” Ann told him, which was the truth. His silence and the stares of the other passengers made the solitude she would find in her room far preferable. She could watch the countryside roll by from that window as well as she could from this one. “I have an evening gown to repair,” she added, which was also true.

Adam’s frown returned. “Very well,” he said stiffly.

Ann’s puzzlement increased. Adam’s mood was indecipherable. She could not begin to guess what he was thinking about. It was uncomfortable, not knowing even the flavor of his thoughts.

Her ignorance gave her a measure of how thoroughly she had learned to understand him. He was once more the silent, brooding man she had met in the stables at Innesford, whose every reaction was unexpected and made her uneasy.

Adam’s gaze met hers. She had hesitated for too long.

“Well…” she began, her discomfort building.

Adam reached into his jacket and withdrew the little hardcover commonplace book and put it on the table beside his plate of roast beef. “Enjoy your peace,” he told her.

There was nothing for it but to leave. Ann moved through the train back to her compartment, her heart beating too fast and too hard, as she came to the unhappy realization that she was completely dependent upon Adam for everything, including companionship. Now he had closed himself off from her, she was utterly alone, and she did not like it.

What had turned his focus inward in this way? Was it simply Filip’s extreme efforts to reclaim her as his wife? Or had something else occurred to Adam which he was not sharing with her?

Ann retrieved the valise from Adam’s side of the joined compartments. She settled upon the bed with the wedding gown spread before her, and the reticule of threads and needles by her side.

While the train rocked and the wheels clicked with a soothing rhythm, Ann removed the remains of dead and dried roses and other flowers from the satin, unpicked the remnants of the train from beneath the bustle, and also unpicked the royal blue satin ribbon rosette stitched to the shoulder of the gown.

She shook out the gown and laid it flat upon the bed. Bereft of flowers and adornments, it was simply an evening gown.

Then, for the remainder of the afternoon, Ann watched through the window and let her thoughts wander where they may. Whenever she came back to the trouble surrounding her, she tried to look at it the way Adam did. Trouble was simply trouble; a problem to be solved, not something to become upset about. Emotional outbursts did nothing to address the matter.

The practice did calm the churning inside her, but it presented Ann with no solutions and did make her aware that with every mile the train travelled, the trouble escalated.

What would her father and mother think when they learned she had fled to the Orient?

What would Filip think?

Ann realized that speculating about the reactions of her friends and family was as useless as brooding about her situation. Until the train arrived in Constantinople, she should forget about it all as thoroughly as possible, for there was nothing to be done here upon the express.

So she stood and called for a steward to bring her hot water and prepared for dinner.

Adam tapped upon her door some time later. She had not heard him moving about the compartment next to hers through the closed door. He only had the suit he wore and could not change for dinner. Had he spent the entire afternoon in the dining car?

Ann adjusted a fold of the evening gown and opened the narrow door. Adam filled the space beyond it. He met her gaze. “Hungry?”

Ann considered. “No, but eating will pass the time.”

He silently held out his elbow. Ann eased her way through the narrow door and gripped it. “Did you have a pleasant afternoon?” she asked him as they moved back down the carriage.

“I had a constructive afternoon,” Adam replied in his deep voice. He opened the connecting doorways into the next carriage, stepped through, then held out his hand to help her over, too. The clank of the train wheels was much louder, even though the connection was covered by a thick leather shield. Chill air seeped through the space, too, and the iron plates ground against each other.

He shut the door behind her and held out his elbow once more.

The dining car had been prepared for the evening meal. The tablecloths were pristine white. Candles burned upon each table and the gaslights were turned down. Nearly all the tables were empty.

Adam frowned.

“Everyone will be in the lounge car, drinking aperitifs,” Ann explained to him.

Adam weighted the fact silently. Then he nodded. “That will serve me well.”

A waiter hurried along the aisle, tying his apron around his waist. “Monsieur, Madam, please, please,” he said in guttural French. “Will this table serve?” He waved to the other table for two.

“It will do very well,” Adam told him.

The waiter fussed while Adam seated her and settled upon the other chair. “Champagne,” he told the waiter.

The waited did not blink or look surprised. “At once, Monsieur.” He hurried away once more.

Even when the waiter was out of hearing range, Adam still did not speak.

Ann sighed. “I wish you would tell me what you are thinking. You have retreated to silence once more. As there is no one else I care to speak to aboard this train, it leaves me alone. I cannot withstand being alone and silent, as you can.”

Adam’s eyes narrowed as he considered her. “Hmmm.” He smoothed out a small fold on the tablecloth with his thumb, studying it. Then he stirred. “How odd. I have just this moment realized I have barely stopped speaking in the last few days, which is not how I usually pass the time when I travel.”

Ann cleared her throat. “Then why did you stop speaking? You did, right after we came aboard.”

“Yes.” He stirred again. “As to that—”

Of course, the waiter chose just that moment to return with the ice bucket. A second waiter carried a tray with the glasses and champagne and the pair of them chatted happily in bad French as they set up the glasses and opened the bottle.

Adam’s gaze didn’t shift from her face.

Ann took her glass, glad to have something to do with her hands. She sipped. The champagne was perfectly chilled and delicious.

Finally, the waiters bowed and left.

Ann met Adam’s gaze squarely. “You were saying…?” She would make him speak, if he dared retreat once more.

Adam’s answer came at once, without pause. “I’ve given it a great deal of thought and I keep returning to the same answer, over and over.” He dropped his gaze back to the cloth, then lifted it once more. Pure blue, perfectly steady. “You and I should marry.”

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Ann let out a breath which escaped at great speed, as if someone had hit her in the belly. The champagne slopped as she hastily put the glass back upon the table. “You cannot marry me.” her throat was tight.

“You cannot marry the Duke.” Adam’s voice was low. “Marrying me will ensure you avoid that fate.”

“You would marry me just to keep Filip away?” The greatest volume she could manage was a whisper. “That is a terrible reason to marry.”

“It is just as good a reason as yours for accepting his proposal.”

“Which I clearly reconsidered,” Ann shot back. “And that is why I am in this mess. It is not your place to hoist me out of it, even though you have done so much already—”

“Sorensen and the newspapers have ensured this is as much my mess as yours.” Adam’s jaw flexed. Her response had not pleased him.

Ann pressed her hand upon the linen to anchor herself. She drew in a breath, reaching for calm. “Now I know why you have been silent since Munich. Your reasoning is incorrect, Adam. It must be. Marrying is what everyone else thinks we should do. You do not do what everyone thinks you should do, and you don’t care about their opinions. How you reached this point—”

“I must marry sooner or later. Why not you? It will help resolve the matter.”

“I am not French.” She would raise an objection to every single reasonable point he cared to give her, in order to make him understand how mad his notion was.

“You are amenable company.”

“I can’t stand silence.”

“Yet you survived a whole afternoon of it.” His tone was calm.

“I do not love you.”

His brow lifted. “You love the Duke even less.”

Ann’s breath escaped her again. “There. That is the sticking point.”

“Sticking point?”

Ann reached for the champagne once more. Her hand trembled. She took a deep swallow, while she marshalled her thoughts. “I cannot run away from one marriage, merely to enter a second for the same reason.”

“Then marry me for different reasons.” Adam’s tone was patient, but his eyes spoke of building emotion.

“What reasons?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes,” she said flatly. “Of course it does. It always matters.”

Adam didn’t respond at once. He didn’t look away, either.

Ann realized she was smoothing out the tablecloth just as he had done. She made herself stop. “It is…it’s only that…until just now, I’ve not thought of you as…as…”

“Husband material,” Adam replied, his voice low.

“As anything but a distant cousin who has been so kind to help me through this,” she amended.

Adam grimaced. “Kind…” he muttered.

“Yes,” she insisted, her tone firm.

Adam studied her for a very long moment. Then he blew out a long breath. “You need time to think it through. I dropped it upon you after taking that time for myself. It would be unfair to give you any less room for consideration.” He paused. “But you should consider my proposal. Promise me you will.”

Ann tried to match his reasonable tone. “I will consider it.”

“While you consider the matter, also reflect upon this,” Adam said in the same low voice. “You are the only woman I have ever met who does not frustrate me. We get along tolerably well, and I suspect we could learn to get along even better, in time. We compliment each other.”

Ann’s heart rattled against her chest. “I must become accustomed to the idea.”

Adam nodded and plucked the champagne bottle from the ice bucket. “And now I will leave the matter alone, while your appetite is still intact.”

It was far too late for that, but Ann did not say so. For that meal, she was the one to retreat into silence.

Adam didn’t seem to notice.
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Ann returned to her compartment as soon as the meal was complete. Her heart had not properly settled since Adam made his startling observation. Suddenly, she was glad to be able to step into a room and shut the door with the world on the other side, no matter how small the room.

Undressing without a maid was more difficult than dressing without one. Laces that could be tightened merely by tugging at the far ends of cords held out to each side required reaching around behind her to loosen them. She struggled and strained her arms until she had introduced enough looseness in the bodice to slip it over her head. She had found the process just as difficult the last time she had removed the satin gown.

The arduousness of the task made Adam’s premade garments look sensible, for one merely had to loosen buttons which were on the side, not high up on one’s back.

The day had been a full one indeed, even if she didn’t count Adam’s proposal. She was tired and more than ready to retire for the night, yet Ann found she tossed and turned and sleep hovered just out of reach.

She stared up at the small moon showing through the window and the passing shadows of trees. A mountain peak receded behind the train. She watched it grow smaller, focusing upon the crags and snow cap visible in the moonlight, keeping her thoughts occupied until the mundane examination allowed sleep to slide over her.

It was well beyond breakfast when Ann rose the next morning and donned the tweed suit once more. She combed out her hair, coiled and pinned it and realized she was listening for sounds beyond the connecting door. Was Adam there?

When her rumbling stomach would not let her put off the moment any longer, Ann moved through the train to the dining car, which was empty as she had hoped it might be. It was closer to morning tea, so she asked for tea and a scone and jam, which did not fluster the German waiters at all.

When the waiter brought her scone to the table, he added, “We will be arriving in Budapest shortly, madame. You are welcome to remain upon the train while it is in the station.”

“How long will the train stop in Budapest?” she asked, alarm touching her.

“Two hours at least, madam. Plenty of time to take a turn about the platform.” He smiled at her.

Ann finished her scone only because she was hungry, but she ate too quickly and it lodged in her chest, making it ache. She drank big mouthfuls of tea to try to wash it down, but the mass throbbed in her chest as she moved back to the sleeping car. She knocked on Adam’s door with only a small hope that he would be there.

When the door opened, her surprise was overtaken by her relief.

Adam was in shirt sleeves. He lifted his brow.

“We’re to stop in Budapest for two hours at least,” she said. “It is a scheduled stop. They will be expecting us.”

“And might have someone on the platform to greet us?” Adam stepped back. “You’d better come in.”

She stepped into the compartment, suddenly shy. It had not bothered her to be there, before. Now Adam had spoken of marriage, it made a difference.

Adm shut the door and moved over to the chair in front of the tiny writing desk. “There is a note here for you, by the way.” He picked up a sealed, square envelope and held it out to her.

“For me?” Ann spotted the crest in the corner of the envelope. “Oh, the Duchess.” Reluctantly, she opened the note and read it. “She wants to have afternoon tea with me.” She sighed. “Hopefully, I am still on the train by then.”

“I planned to stay in the compartment until the train pulls out once more,” Adam said. “You should stay here with me.”

“Oh.” She pressed her lips together and glanced around the cabin. The bed had clearly been slept in, for the covers were in disarray and flung back as they would be when one rose from the bed with great energy…

The image seemed to stick in her mind the way the morsel of scone was lodged in her chest. Her cheeks heated. “Oh, this is impossible,” she breathed.

“Standing in one place?”

“Being here in this room with you and with a closed door.” Ann pushed the letter into her pocket. “If you had not spoken, it would not have occurred to me to mind, but now it is all I can think about.” Her gaze fell upon the bed once more.

She wrenched her gaze back to Adam.

He was not smiling. Nor did he appear to be amused, which she had expected him to be.

“You may call me foolish, if you wish,” Ann told him.

“For thinking of me as a man, instead of a convenient help-meet? On the contrary, I find that encouraging.” His voice was very low. Deep. It seemed to play along her spine, with light, invisible fingers.

Ann let out an unsteady breath. “You speak as if you had arrived at that frame of reference long ago.”

Adam’s mouth turned up in a small smile. “Do you mean, have I entertained the thought of kissing you?”

“Have you?” She wasn’t sure if she was delighted or horrified.

“Yes.” His gaze didn’t let her go.

Her heart jumped a little. “I should leave.”

“Yes.” It seemed to her overheated imagination that there was a note of warning in his voice.

Yet she remained where she was. Her heart worked far too hard, barely allowing her to string together sensible thought. She said hesitantly, fighting for coherence; “Perhaps you should kiss me.”

Adam grew very still.

“I mean…purely so I might measure…”

“Measure what?” he breathed.

“I’m not entirely sure,” she whispered. “Perhaps, if you kissed me, I might understand. It is all a jumble in my mind, you see.”

Adam moved closer. “If you are sure…” He lifted her chin with his fingers. They were hot against her flesh and she shivered.

“I’m not sure of anything—” she began, but got no further, for his lips touched hers.

She had never been kissed before. Not like this. Filip had touched his lips to hers only three times since proposing, and each had been dry, cool contacts which left her unmoved.

Adam, though, kissed her the way the heroes in operas kissed their leading ladies. He pressed his lips to hers with ardent pressure.

Who moved closer to the other? She didn’t know, but suddenly they were pressed against each other and his arm was around her back, holding her there. His lips were heated. He was hot against her, even through the layers of her clothes. And so large! Only now could she truly appreciate how tall he was, when she had to strain to reach his lips even though he was half-lifting her from her feet just with his arm around her back.

The pragmatic thoughts drifted from her, replaced by a languor that permeated every limb and corpuscle, making her feel weak and heated. Her inner core ached.

When his tongue slipped between her lips to stroke them and touch her own, Ann had no thought of tearing herself away from him as a good maid should. She had heard prattle from debutantes about this disgusting practice of men, only now it seemed perfectly natural. Natural…and very pleasant.

More than pleasant.

Ann gave no thought about halting the highly inappropriate kiss. The slowing of the train and its long, mournful whistle announcing its arrival at Budapest did that.

Ann clutched at Adam as the train gave a shudder at the touch of the brakes, which squealed. She blinked. It was far too bright in the cabin.

Adam did not let her go. Instead, he lifted his fingers to her face and brushed an errant hair away from it. It was a simple gesture, but she held her breath as he did it.

His gaze met hers. “Is that enough measurement for you?” His voice was ragged.

“I…” She swallowed. “Now I am even more confused…” she whispered truthfully.

He brought his lips to hers once more, this time, merely to touch them, but it was nothing like Filip’s dry touch. Adam’s lips made her tremble.

“Confusion is a good sign,” he breathed, so that his lips brushed against hers.

The train came to a shuddering halt and lurched, sending them both staggering. Adam kept her on her feet, although how he stayed on his own was a mystery.

Ann made herself shift away from him. “I must think.”

She moved to the connecting door of their compartments and stepped through, closing it behind her. In her compartment, she yanked the blind closed on her window and sank onto the bed, trembling, and stayed there until she was calm.

It was not until the train had pulled away from Budapest, with its domed buildings and slender, spiked towers, that Ann realized she had sought out silence and solitude in order to think, which was what Adam would do.

It was almost a relief to tend to her hair and appointments then make her way to the lounge carriage where she was to meet the Duchess for afternoon tea. At least she could dismiss the carnal thoughts raging in her mind and heart.

Lady Eugenia, Duchess of Wescott, was even younger than Ann had first assumed. She was very young and when she was not in the company of her husband, she seemed uncertain and lacking in confidence. She managed to order tea and refreshments for the both of them without wilting, though, for telling servants what she required was what she had done all her life.

“I do want to thank you for agreeing to take tea with me,” Eugenia said, as they waited for the tea to arrive. “One gets so tired of straining to understand and be understood. French, then German, and now these awfully complicated languages…Turkish!” She shook her head. “It is a relief to speak English. Don’t you find?”

“I speak French quite well,” Ann told her. “Although I know very little German.”

“Then you are far more accomplished than I.” Eugenia gave a small, tight smile. “My father is the Duke of Berwick,” she added. “Westcott chose me as a wife because it would bring together two very old families. I do believe it was immaterial to him whether I was accomplished or not.”

Ann sought for a polite answer to what was a typical arrangement among the upper classes. “You could always find a tutor to teach you any language which interests you,” she said carefully. “Accomplishments are learned, after all.”

“Westcott would never agree to that.” Eugenia’s large brown eyes held a touch of fright.

Ann pressed her lips together, hiding back her surprise. “The Duke does not like you to learn things?”

“It is not a wife’s place to learn and expand her mind,” Eugenia explained. “Running the household is quite satisfying. Westcott Manor is a great house, one I am proud to serve as its mistress.”

Ann wondered how often Eugenia had spoken those words, for they were flat and without emotion, as if she was speaking rote lines. There was emotion in her eyes, though.

Ann said carefully, “I am sure your duties are utterly fulfilling, Lady Eugenia.”

Eugenia’s eyes sparkled and Ann realized the lady was close to weeping. She quashed the impulse to squeeze Eugenia’s wrist. Instead, Ann rested her hand upon the cloth next to the fine lace on Eugenia’s sleeve. “What is it?” she murmured. “Why do you look that way?”

Eugenie blinked rapidly and shook her head. “It is nothing. You mustn’t mind me. I am silly and vapid and inclined to unnecessary emotions…” Yet her eyes welled. The tears spilled and dripped upon the tablecloth.

At that moment, the tea arrived.

Eugenia turned her head away from the waiter’s gaze. Ann engaged the man in small talk, using her very limited German, until the waiter switched to French. She kept his attention upon her, while the pot and cups and plates and little pots of preserves were laid upon the table between them. Then the waiter dropped his tray to his side, nodded his head in a near-bow and moved down the carriage, walking as if he was upon steady land, not a swaying carriage.

Eugenia discreetly dabbed at her damp cheeks with a lace handkerchief, gave a great sniff and turned back to give Ann a watery smile.

Ann did not smile back. “Do you wish to share your troubles, Lady Eugenia? Or should we talk about…oh, Constantinople? What do you know of that city? I know very little.”

Relief touched Eugenia’s flawless face. “Westcott knows Turkey very well indeed. He travelled out here while he was with the regiment. This is my first time visiting the city, too, although Westcott speaks of it with great admiration. He admires the fortifications. The walls stood for nearly a thousand years and protected the city. Gun powder had to be discovered before the walls were finally breeched.”

“Your husband was in the Army?” Ann asked. “Was he not the heir apparent, then?” She reached for the teapot. “Shall I?”

“Thank you, yes,” Eugenia replied. Her voice was still weak and uncertain. “Westcott was not the eldest son. There was an accident and Bertie died and James became the heir and was suddenly in need of a wife—is it so very wicked to wish one was not married?”

Ann lowered the pot, startled by the sudden switch in subjects. “Your husband makes you so unhappy you wish you were not married to him?” Her heart thudded.

Eugenia wept silently, her hand shielding her from the gaze of other passengers, her shoulders shaking. “He is a good man,” she said, between hiccups. Her voice was strained, the words blurred by her weeping, but they were understandable. “It is not his fault I am so ungrateful…”

“But if you are unhappy…” Ann said helplessly.

“I don’t know why I am this way.” Eugenia’s tone was bewildered. She did not dab at her cheeks, this time. She mopped with the linen handkerchief. “Everyone—my mother, my aunts, my great grandmother…they all assured me marriage was a most sublime experience. There must be something wrong with me to not find it so.”

Ann sat back. “How well did you get to know your husband before your wedding?”

Eugenia did not find the question impertinent. She gave another sniff and reached for the teacup which Ann had pushed in front of her. “The usual amount, I suppose.”

“Not at all, then,” Ann concluded grimly, for in her one Season she had seen a dozen debutantes escorted down the aisle to marry a man they barely knew.

Eugenia did not dispute her.

Ann realized with a jolt that she knew Filip only a little better than Eugenia appeared to know her husband. Had that been what had driven her to turn away from the cathedral?

Eugenia gave another great sniff and reached for a pastry. “The food is excellent,” she said, as she dropped it upon the plate before her and picked up her knife. “What will you be doing in Constantinople, may I ask? Are you visiting? Or does your husband have business in the city?” Clearly, Eugenia had recovered her sensibilities and now was likely writhing with embarrassment that she, a Duchess, had wept in public and made an intimate confession to a near stranger.

Ann did not try to wrest the conversation back, even though she longed to pepper the woman with a dozen or more questions, to find out more about why she was so unhappy. She suspected that Eugenia’s situation would help Ann understand her own behavior at the cathedral, which was still a mystery even to her.

Instead, she conversed politely, summoning up the phrases and topics which colored most upper-class conversations. It reminded her of London salons and drawing rooms, and the insipid discussions around far too many dining tables.

Once, she had found society fascinating. Now, though, all she felt was impatience.

When the hour had passed and it was no longer inappropriate for Ann to excuse herself, she hurried back to the sleeping carriage, which meant moving through the dining coach.

There was a single occupant at the tables. Adam sat with his commonplace book before him, a pot of coffee at his elbow and a demitasse cup placed above the book.

He looked up as Ann moved along the aisle and his eyes narrowed. Then his expression cleared. “Yes, of course. Tea with the Duchess.”

Ann pulled out the chair opposite him.

“Here, let me—” Adam began, rising to his feet.

“I seat ladies at tables every morning,” Ann reminded him. “A chair does not tax me.” She sat but did not try to bring the chair closer to the table. She had learned from hard experience that to move the chair while she sat upon it would inevitably end with at least one leg of the chair upon her hems, which would either tear, or trap her upon the chair until someone assisted her. She had begun to understand why modern, working class women eschewed bustles and trains. They often got in the way, when one was trying to accomplish something.

Ann put both hands upon the table, one upon the other, as Adam settled back upon his own chair. “I just had a startling conversation with Lady Eugenia.”

“That is a surprise,” Adam replied. “She is a timid thing I thought incapable of startling anyone.”

“She is timid for a reason. She is completely bewildered by her marriage.”

Adam sat back. Even though he said nothing, and his expression did not change, Ann thought she could feel caution building in him. “Ah,” he said softly.

Dismay touched her and she hastily reconsidered her decision to speak, but it was too late. She had begun the conversation and now must end it. Adam would pull it from her anyway, if she did not finish her thoughts. She chose her words carefully. “If I were to marry you, Adam, I would be using the marriage to offset Filip’s pursuit. It would be a shield. A tool.”

“That was the singular point which made me suggest it.” His tone was dry.

“Only, Eugenia is so desperately unhappy, because her husband used the marriage for a reason that had nothing to do with her. It was a tool for him to get his heir.”

Adam didn’t move. His gaze did not shift from her face. “Marriages have been made for such reasons throughout history.”

“Yes, but I like you, Adam,” Ann said. “What if we married and because it would be merely a tool to me, you became desperately unhappy as a result? I do not think I could do that to you, not after all you have done for me.”

He did not respond at once, which was just like him.

Ann waited him out.

Adam closed the book with slow movements, his gaze upon the plain, dark green cover. “This far, but no further, hmm?”

Ann frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Adam got to his feet. “You have managed to surprise me.”

Ann rose carefully to hers. “I have?”

He picked up the book. “You have principles. I believe I have just glimpsed the reason why you left Sorensen at the altar.”

Ann felt her lips part.

“I will not be dining tonight,” he added. “Shall I arrange for a meal to be brought to your compartment, or are you willing to dine alone?”

“I…my compartment, please,” she whispered, her heart thudding hard, bewilderment thick in her veins. “Adam?”

He gave her a smile devoid of warmth. “Good afternoon, Ann.” He turned and walked the length of the coach and did not look back even when he paused to open the connecting door.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Ann returned to her compartment, the bewilderment gripping her throat and making it next to impossible to sit, or even to stand still. There was little room in front of the bed to pace, but there was enough to move in a restless, tiny circle, her heart thrumming unhappily.

She wished she had not spoken about Eugenia and the parallel to her own situation. It had all gone wrong, in some fashion she did not understand. Now Adam was…what, exactly? Angry with her?

Only that did not seem right. Adam was a man but did not seem to have the same masculine sensibilities as the peers Ann had got to know on the ton. She did not think Adam would find a woman’s rejection a reflection of his manhood, as other men would.

Or did she not know Adam as well as she thought? There were so many dark corners to his nature. A few days even in such intimate circumstances were not enough to say she understood him. Had it been arrogance to think she did?

When the external door to his compartment opened and closed, she froze upon the rug, her heart skipping even harder.

She was very aware of the thinness of the narrow door that lay between them.

If she moved, would he hear her, too? Would he even care?

Ann moved to the window and peered through it at the lands passing by. Why had everything become so complicated? All she had wanted to do was help the family by making a good match, one that would restore the family honor and reputation.

And now her one ally, the single man who had understood her reasons, was no longer speaking to her.

She whirled, her heart aching, and her middle tied into a great knot, and marched over to the connecting door and thrust it open. She was surprised to find it was not locked.

Adam turned from the window—of course he was staring out of it, just as she had been. His blue eyes considered her, a single brow lifted over one.

“My sister, Elise, told me she would never marry, for marriage does not serve women in any capacity.”

“Yet she married, and happily,” Adam replied.

“I explained myself badly, in the dining room. I would take it all back, in order to have you speak to me as you did until then.”

“No. That is the last thing you should do.”

Ann curled her hands into fists. “You are angry with me.”

He shook his head. “I am not that conceited.”

Relief touched her. “Then I do understand that much about you.”

He turned back to the window. “With everything you say, you make this even more impossible…” His voice was low. Harsh.

Ann felt the need to stamp her foot. “And now I am confused once more. You are the most contrary man I have ever known!”

He didn’t look at her. “I’ve never met a woman who used principles to guide her decision, instead of the greater, more dire need right before her. It makes you enticing even as you place yourself out of my reach. And now, you speak of knowing me, as if you want that. Do you not understand how that…teases a man?” The soft words were spoken to the window, not her. Adam was making no attempt to convince her. He was merely speaking his thoughts.

Explaining himself.

Ann moved over to the window and looked up at him. “You make it difficult for anyone to understand you. You keep everything inside you.”

He sighed. “Yes.”

Ann took his elbow and tried to turn him to face her. He let her swing him about, for she could no more move him than she could an iron stove, if he did not wish it.

Ann copied what Adam had done to her, earlier, which had left her trembling. She reached up and brushed a thick lock of his hair off his face and let her fingers trail down his flesh. “I did not know I had principles until today, but now I can feel them. The line I will not step over.”

His gaze met hers. “Then you should return to your compartment.”

She shook her head. “I will not marry you as a shield. That does not mean I do not want to know you as thoroughly as possible.”

The tension and the heat she had felt in him that morning when he had kissed her had returned. Lust. Wanting. She could see it in his eyes. Yet he shook his head. “Perhaps my own principles clash with yours. The sort of understanding you seek…that is the province of marriage.”

“Not always.” She rested her hand against his cheek, feeling the heat. “Let me know you, so I may make a wise decision.”

He closed his eyes and turned his head a little. She thought he inhaled, sampling her scent, for her wrist was right before his lips. “And now she proffers hope…”

Her heart jolted, but Adam gave her no time to gather her wits back together and ask him what he meant by that. He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her up against him and kissed her.

The kiss was as powerful as the first. Even more so, for in her mind, Ann dispensed with any caution and all thought of propriety. She had spoken raw truth. She did want to learn more about him and in this very way. She had never been compelled by her body until Adam had thrown open this Pandora’s box of feelings and experiences with his first kiss.

She felt no fear and only a little trepidation because her understanding of what she had asked of him was purely intellectual. Yet even that small concern was scattered by the power of his kiss, and the feel of his body against her own.

“Are you sure, Ann?” he breathed against her lips.

“Yes,” she replied, taking two breaths to make the word emerge strongly enough to be heard.

Adam put her back on her feet and moved over to the compartment door and turned the key.

She shivered.

He moved to the connecting door and locked that, too, then came back to her. “Let me teach you…” he breathed, his voice thick and syrupy.

He kissed her again and this kiss continued until Ann lost all sense of passing time and her body throbbed with pure longing. When his hands smoothed over her waist and up the length of her bodice, she trembled and found herself arching, as if to give him access.

He bent and his hair brushed her chin as he pressed his lips to her breast. The tweed was a barrier, yet she could still feel the heat of his breath against her flesh and she shuddered in response. “The dress hooks…” she breathed. “They are difficult enough under normal circumstances, but now they will be impossible for me to manage.”

He made a guttural, wordless sound and reached behind her to slowly unhook the dress. Every loosened hook made her heart jump. Long before the dress sagged and revealed her corset cover and bare shoulders and arms, Ann had reached a point where she thought she might spontaneously combust and turn into a pillar of fire. She ached with…

Lust. It is lust you feel. The small voice was certain and calm. Adam, of all men, makes you feel this.

She sighed into his mouth as he kissed her again, then lifted the dress over her head and dropped it to one side.

Adam tugged at the bow at the top of her corset cover and swiftly unfastened the pearl buttons. “I would linger to tease, but I lack the finesse right now.” He had dropped back to French, when normally he used English to speak to her.

“Then we are both without subtlety for now,” she whispered.

He kissed her, with a growl of appreciation. Then he tugged her petticoat undone, so it dropped around her boots, and removed her corset cover. With a swiftness that astonished her, he unhooked her corset and dropped it upon the pile of tweed beside him. He did not stop there and Ann fought with the maidenly need to hide herself or blush.

He even removed her boots and stockings.

Until finally, she stood utterly naked before him. Her cheeks heated as he studied her, but she kept her chin up and her arms at her sides, even though she wanted to cover herself.

Then she properly noticed the look in his eyes. There was a silent approval there. Pleasure.

Ann drew in a breath. “You like…to look.”

“I like to look.” He was in shirt sleeves, but now he reached for the buttons of his waistcoat, while his gaze lingered upon her.

His appreciation of her form gave her the courage to step forward. “Let me.”

Adam said nothing, but let his hands drop back to his sides. His chest lifted and fell as she slid the first button undone. She tried to move her fingers as swiftly as his had dealt with her garments, but hers would not cooperate. They were thick and felt clumsy.

She was also aware of the heat that emanated from him, glowing against the backs of her fingers as she worked.

Finally, she had the waistcoat open. It sagged under the weight of his watch, revealing the white shirt beneath. Ann indulged herself as Adam had done with her. She spread her fingers over the shirt and stroked, feeling the ripple of his flesh beneath the linen.

Adam made a low sound, wordless, but encouraging.

Ann pushed the waistcoat aside, removed his tie and then, with a deep breath, the shirt itself and the undershirt.

Adam’s flesh was smooth and clear and as soft as her own but sprinkled with hair that ran from the center of his chest down to the band of his trousers. His groin was congested, and Ann hovered her hand over the band of the trousers, uncertain about how to proceed, or if she had the courage to do so. She had moved so far beyond known territory. The dry academic texts she had consulted did not deal with the prosaic aspects of how to unfasten a man’s trousers while he was wearing them.

“Laisse moi.” Let me. Adam’s voice was strained.

Ann decided she liked the hoarse note in his voice. It was a measure of how much something as simple as removing his clothes affected him. It was good to know she had that ability.

He dropped his hands to the trousers and removed them, the buttons popping undone with soft sounds as he pulled the fabric from them. He bent and removed the last of his clothing, including his shoes, and straightened. His gaze swung back to her face.

Ann examined him, taking her time, even though her cheeks burned once more with maidenly shyness. She tried to encompass all of him, from the wide shoulders to the narrow hips, the powerful thighs and legs. But her gaze was pulled back to the juncture of his thighs, where his shaft jutted, thick and long.

Her heart stopped beating for a moment. She had heard the gossip about a man’s member, and had read texts containing frank diagrams, but nothing came close to the very pleasing truth. Although why she found the sight so pleasing, she could not say.

Adam made no move to pull her to him, or to draw her to the bed behind him. He simply stood, letting her gaze roam where it wished.

Finally, Ann lifted her chin to meet his gaze. “Mere sight is pleasing, isn’t it?”

The corner of his mouth turned up. His eyes gleamed with heated lust. “Yes, it is.” Now he picked up her hand and drew her around the end of the bed and pressed her onto the cover.

Ann didn’t think her heart could flutter any harder than it was already, yet when he settled on the bed beside her, crowding up against her for the bed was not as wide as it might be in an ordinary bedroom, her heart squeezed and strained. Her breath came short and quick, too.

The touch of his flesh against hers made everything tingle and leap and fizzle with pleasure.

Adam rested over her on one elbow. “The look in your eyes is delicious. I had not realized the power in waking another’s pleasure for the first time.” He kissed her and she trembled as his hand rested on the bare flesh of her waist, then slid up, as it had before. Only, there was no tweed or corset for his fingers to rest against, now. His hand curved over her breast. The tug of his fingers around the tip made her gasp.

Then he shocked her completely by taking the tip in his mouth. His tongue lathed it.

Ann cried out at the intense pleasure that shot through her at his touch. She writhed, as the flesh between her thighs throbbed in response.

She was helpless to do anything but moan and accept whatever Adam did to her. His mouth moved over her flesh. His hands, too. His tongue stroked and even his teeth teased, nipping and scraping. He was a gourmand of her flesh. His big, hot body held her against the bed while he orchestrated her pleasure.

Ann was mindless with the delight. She did not want it to end. At the same time, the pleasure built inside her, just as an opera swelled and rose and climbed toward the peak notes that always made her heart pause and the hair at the back of her neck to prickle.

Now, it was her body which roused and gathered, climbing for that peak.

When he pressed his hand between her thighs, up against the sensitive folds of her inner flesh, Ann could only groan at the pleasure of it. She was drunk upon the sensations.

She was utterly beyond concern and had no capacity for shock when Adam pressed his mouth to her folds, his tongue sliding between them to nudge against her nub. She cried out her pleasure and grasped at his shoulders in weak encouragement.

When his fingers slid inside her it felt perfectly natural and right. And delicious. She groaned aloud, as he pushed deeper into her, his fingers spreading and stretching her. He was preparing her, but his mouth on her nub made her care nothing for the prosaic reasons behind what he was doing to her…and she liked the deep reach of his fingers. It appealed to the woman in her.

Then all capacity for thought disappeared as the pleasure climbed sharply. It caught at her chest, made her breath hitch, then tore through her in a sharp, hard crescendo that made her arch and strain in delight.

The pleasure ebbed very slowly, leaving her breathless and tingling. Sense was just as slow to return, but when she blinked, still breathing hard, she found Adam leaning over her once more, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“Oh…” she whispered.

His smile widened. He reached for her knee and brought it up by his hip, as he slid over her. Ann recognized this moment from the texts she had read, but there was no fear, now. How could something so delightful hold any fear?

His shaft pressed up against her and slid inside and miraculously, she could feel her flesh shift around him, accepting him into her.

“It is good?” he asked her, studying her face.

“Yes…yes! Oh, so very good…” she breathed.

He made another wordless sound of approval and pleasure, and shifted against her, so his shaft withdrew and slid back in.

Her breath caught. This was the thing she had recognized, before. This was the sensation she had sought, when it had merely been his fingers inside her. This was far, far better.

Adam’s body worked against hers as his shaft thrust in hard, deep motions. The sensations were novel, at first, but then Ann found herself caught up in them, her own body responding. She could feel the building of the same type of pleasure that had gripped her before, deep in her belly.

She sank into the pool of delight with a soft moan of her own.

Adam’s movements hastened, his thrusts becoming even deeper, as he worked his body against hers. His breath shortened, until, with a deep groan, his hips grew still against hers and his shaft pulsed and the tendons in his neck strained.

Ann recognized that the same peak of pleasure had gripped him. She half expected him to collapse against her, for she had been as weak as a kitten in the moments afterwards.

Yet, even though he relaxed, he did not fall upon her. His arms kept his upper body propped as he looked down at her. His gaze was almost sleepy. “Mmm…” It was the same deep, approving note.

“Hmm,” she said in agreement, copying his tone.

He laughed and untangled himself from her and laid next to her once more. He dropped his arm over her waist, and his fingers stroked gently against her side.

Ann settled her head upon the pillow once more and studied him.

“And she measures…” Adam murmured. There was a tiny note in his voice. Worry? Concern? Irritation, perhaps?

Ann took in a slow breath. Her body was deeply relaxed. So were her thoughts. “Oh, I haven’t had nearly enough time or opportunity to properly measure anything.”

Adam laughed again. This time it was silent. She merely felt the chuckle run through him, from where his body rested against hers. “Vraiment? Then I must provide you with more to measure.”

He bent his head and brought his mouth to hers.
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Time, which had slowed to treacle speed, now raced like a hare, while Adam taught Ann some of the complexities and joys of making love. “Whatever pleases you is the only guide you should follow,” he told her, his mouth brushing her hipbone. “And this dip here…ah! This is such a pleasing curve.”

Ann caught her breath, her hips lifting, as he slid his tongue over the indentation next to her hip. “How can I please myself, if you will not let me up from the bed to do so?”

“Because I am pleasing me,” he breathed, and rolled onto his back, bringing her with him.

Ann had not suspected there was such range and variety surrounding the marital act. Adam seemed inexhaustible, and her own appetite for pleasure increased, the more she experienced it.

It was fully dark, the compartment lit only by moonlight, which swung and shifted as the tracks the train followed curved across the land, when Ann fell into a languid motionlessness, her head against Adam’s heavy chest. Her fingers moved over the flesh of his belly in lazy circles, until even her hand grew heavy and her motions ceased.

Did Adam sleep? His breathing was slow and deep, as a sleeper’s would be.

The train slowed and gave the low, long note of warning as it approached a station.

Ann tensed.

“Belgrade,” Adam murmured. “Sofia by morning, then Constantinople by afternoon teatime.” His hand rested against her shoulder. His lips touched her forehead. “You should sleep.”

“Perhaps…” She hesitated. “I wonder, would it be possible to send a wire from Belgrade?”

His body did not shift, not by an inch, yet she was certain he had grown abruptly wary. “To whom?” His voice was even. Unconcerned.

“To Papa, I was thinking. They will be worried, especially with all the reports in the papers.”

Adam did not move or speak.

When the train came to a stop, she raised her head to look at him, even though she could see very little of him in the dark. The platform at Belgrade was too short to reach this far along the train. No lights shone through the windows.

“Adam?” she prompted.

Still he did not speak immediately. Then he gave a great sigh. “You are still trying to save the family. You still think of them.”

She shook her head vehemently. “No, you misunderstand me. I have no intention of contacting Filip. I will not marry him. Not now…how could I?”

“Then marry me.”

Ann sat up, wishing suddenly for a lantern by which to see his face and the expression in his eyes. His eyes always said far more than he did, if one watched closely.

Adam did not sit, but she could see from the angle of his chin that he watched her.

“I will not marry you,” she said gently. “At least…not until I am free of this business with Filip.”

Adam did sit up then. “Why?” he demanded. “Why wait? After this?” His hand spread, taking in the bed and their nakedness.

Ann brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Her hair spread around her elbows. The pins had long ago come loose and now lay scattered upon the floor on either side of the bed. “I must wait,” she said patiently. “If I marry you now, then it will be for all the wrong reasons.”

“I do not care,” he ground out. “Marry me as a shield, a tool…I care not.”

“Yes, you do,” Ann replied as calmly as she could, even though his vehemence had made her heart race. “You do care, and you will care much more as time goes on. I want to marry you when it has become something I wish to do, not something I must do. Do you see?”

Adam’s chest rose and fell as he studied her, his eyes blank shadows in the dim light.

Ann added softly, “You should only consider marrying me when you want to, Adam—and not because it is the way you will help the family.”

He jumped, as if she had slapped him. “That is not—” he began, his voice low and hard.

“Yes, it is,” Ann replied. “At least in part.”

For a long moment he simply stared at her. Then he pushed a hand through his hair. “I cannot deny it,” he said. “How strange. I thought the family to be a useless anchor—far too English and staid, and yet all this time I have been…” He blew out his breath. “Je ne sais pas quoi.”

“I think you have been looking for a way to be accepted by everyone. You have been trying to earn your place in the family, one you’ve never fully felt is yours.”

Much farther along the train, she heard voices speaking softly in a language she didn’t know. The train shuddered as doors were opened and closed. Ann watched through the window for the movement of people. In her current state of undress, the last thing she wanted was for anyone to stand outside the window and peer in, even though it was very dark in here.

“They’re bringing on fresh coal,” Adam murmured. “They will stop only long enough for that.”

Ann turned back to him as he gripped her arm and drew her up the bed to where he sat. “You have infected me,” he murmured. “Now, nothing will be the same, no matter what happens.”

“You are not angry about it,” she pointed out. “I have done nothing but upset your life that you liked.”

“It is what it is. I don’t give a damn, not while you are here, and I can do this…” His mouth came against hers, and his arms tightened around her.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Constantinople, Capital of the Ottoman Empire.

They stayed in Adam’s compartment until only an hour or two before the train was due to arrive in Constantinople. Houses and small towns which dotted the land about the ancient city whizzed past the window.

The corridor outside the door buzzed with conversations and steps and the sound of trunks and valises and other luggage being carried and arranged, ready for the passengers to depart, for in Constantinople, everyone alighted, as the city was the final destination.

“Tomorrow, the train will set out for Paris once more,” Adam explained as they bathed from the same bowl. The efficiency had been Adam’s suggestion, and it was a novel sensation to stand beside a man with no clothes and wash herself. Although Adam appeared to approve of the process, for he stopped several times to draw her soapy body against his and kiss her, his hands sliding over her wet flesh. The sensations he produced were completely different from the trace of his fingers when she was quite dry.

Yet the building suburbs and dense clusters of houses and buildings passing the window forced them both to concentrate on the moment ahead.

“What if Filip has his men waiting for us?” Ann asked Adam. She turned her back to him. “Would you mind? It is very awkward, hooking them closed by myself.”

Adam hooked her dress closed as he spoke. “It is very likely he will have men waiting for us, for that is what I would do.” He tugged her gown into place. “When we arrive, I will scout the station first. We will find a way to escape their attention.” He turned her to face him. His expression was grave. His gaze steady. “Or you could confront Dahl right now, while I am with you, and end the matter here and now.”

“If Filip is willing to chase me across Europe and into the Orient, then I suspect that Dahl will not merely shrug and go back to Denmark simply because I say so. He will insist I go back with him, even if it is to stand before Filip and speak to him myself.”

Adam lifted her chin so that she was forced to meet his gaze. “You have made up your mind, now, not to marry the man. Perhaps allowing yourself to be taken back to Denmark to speak to him is what you should do, to end it properly.”

Fright tore through her. Ann gripped the lapels of his jacket, as if that might keep him right there. “No. No, Adam. Filip has been so determined about this…I have embarrassed him across the breadth of two continents. He will not simply accept my refusal to marry him, either.”

“He cannot force you to the altar,” Adam pointed out.

“I haven’t the courage to face him, just yet,” Ann admitted. “Especially if you are not there with me.” She squeezed her fists, clinging to him. “Just a few more days,” she said, her voice straining. “Everything is changing so swiftly…I need to draw breath.” She did not voice the other reason; that she wanted more time in Adam’s company. In her heart, she suspected that when she did finally confront Filip, in whatever manner that confrontation took place, it would mark the end of this time with Adam, too. 

She would be forced to return to England, to deal with the even greater scandal she had created by running away from the cathedral in Silkeborg.

She cringed at the thought of facing the approbation and condemnation that would greet her in England. She lacked the courage, yet. Lingering in these exotic and far off lands was far preferable.

Even though she said nothing of that aloud, Adam seemed to understand, anyway. He touched his lips to hers. “For now, then, we will avoid the Duke and his men. When we arrive in Constantinople, I will go ahead. You must wait for me here.”

They finished their ablutions, which included retrieving all the pins and clips from the floor so that Ann could comb and pin her hair properly.

By the time she had her hair arranged to her satisfaction, the train began to slow as it drew closer to the station. The long, low whistle announcing the imminent arrival sounded.

Ann swallowed.

Adam rested his hand on her shoulder, in silent comfort. He did not tell her everything would be fine, or that it would all work itself out.

Ann squeezed his fingers, her heart hurrying.
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Adam had warned her that the chaos and foreignness of the station at Munich was but a shade compared to Constantinople, and even from the window of the compartment, Ann could see for herself that he had not misspoken.

There were people everywhere, swirling around the train, and it seemed to her that most of them were shouting in a dozen different languages, none of which she understood.

She was the foreigner, here.

The range and style of clothing worn here was odd. Exotic. The men wore layers—not formal layers like an Englishman, but long, colorful tunics over baggy pants, with bright, even more colorful cummerbunds, and yet more layers over the top. The top layers were open at the front like a man’s jacket and coat would be, but neither layer was fastened. The cloth was lighter, unlined, and often brightly colored.

Many of the men wore the flat red fez on their heads. Just as many wore turbans, and some even wore both—the turban wrapped around the fez.

There were also many bareheaded men. A hat was not needed for warmth here. The heat of the city seeped through the window, warming the air in the train and imparting the aromas of Constantinople: dust, spices, exotic oils.

Unlike Munich, there were very few women in view. The few Ann spotted wore gauze veils that covered their faces or wrapped around their faces and left only their eyes uncovered. Their clothing was just as layered as the men, but without the voluminous petticoats that western woman wore. Ann noticed that beneath the long tunics and overlayers, the women wore baggy pants that were gathered at the ankle, and flat slippers.

Only the western women who stepped off the train showed their faces here, she realized.

Beggars and merchants surrounded every passenger as soon as they climbed onto the platform, waving their wares, or tugging at sleeves and holding out their hands for coins. Porters shoved people aside in order to load luggage upon trolleys. Station staff, wearing the tunics of the Orient Express and fezzes, too, were also shouting and pushing as they fought to clear a path for the passengers.

It was noisy and chaotic. Above the swirl of humanity upon the platform, the air was thick with dust motes which danced in the bright, late afternoon sunlight piercing the narrow horizontal windowpanes far up at the edge of the enormously high domed roof of the station.

Ann realized she was leaning away from the window, shrinking from the madness and disarray. She was glad she did not have to emerge into the middle of it just yet.

She was even more glad that Adam was here. She would have been completely helpless, on her own. Now she understood better what Adam meant about Constantinople and the East being dangerous for a lone western woman. A bareheaded woman in English clothing stood out among these people like a lighthouse, drawing attention.

When Adam returned nearly an hour later, the morass of people on the platformed had not diminished in the slightest, even though most of the passengers had made their way through them to the station entrance, and into the city beyond.

Adam carried a hessian bag, which he hoisted onto the bed and shut the door. “Quickly. I saw at least one man in a European suit lingering by the entrance, scanning everyone who passes.” He opened the bag and emptied the contents upon the bed.

“I have been watching through the window. I didn’t see anyone like that,” Ann said, her heart thudding.

Adam moved over to the window and pulled the blind closed with a sharp tug. “Take off your clothes.”

“I just put them on…” she pointed out.

“You look like an Englishwoman,” he said. “We must change that.” He sorted out the piles of folded cloth upon the bed as he spoke.

“You look nothing like the men out there, either,” Ann pointed out, as she reached behind her for the hooks on her dress.

Adam turned her and unhooked the dress with swift movements. “The men in the tweed suits are Sorensen’s men, for sure. They linger by the entrance, which is sensible. It is the one bottleneck through which all passengers must pass.”

With a speed that had nothing to do with lust, Adam removed her dress and tugged the petticoats free. He even released her corset and dropped it on the bed. “Take off your shoes and stockings, too,” he told her and turned to the small piles of cloth on the bed and began to shake the items out.

As soon as Ann had removed the items, Adam began to dress her once more with the garments on the bed, over the top of her camisole and pantalets. First was a pair of the baggy pants, in a fine gauze that was nevertheless quite opaque, for rich embroidery and beading covered the bottom six inches of the legs. A drawstring pulled them in around her ankles.

The slippers, on the other hand, were utterly plain brown leather. They were a tight fit, but at least they would not fall off.

Next, a glorious dark green tunic which fell almost to the floor. Gold embroidery embellished almost every inch of it. A cummerbund in an even darker green wound around her waist, holding the tunic in. It also had the effect of raising the heavily beaded hem, to reveal an inch or two of her trousers. The sleeves of the tunic came down over the back of her hands, so that only her fingers were displayed.

A sleeveless waistcoat, nearly as long as the tunic, went over the top of it. It was a light, simple garment, with no embroidery or embellishments, for it was made of a dark purple silk.

Ann fingered the delicious fabric, as Adam titled his head, studying her. “Loosen your hair, too,” he said, and reached for a small pouch sitting on the bed beside even more folded garments.

Ann pulled out the pins, this time dropping them into a neat pile on the writing desk and shook out her hair.

Adam lifted locks of it aside, dropping them over her shoulders, and hooked long, elaborate gold earrings to her ears. The earrings swung down by her shoulder and tangled with her hair. She could hear beads knocking together with dull metallic sounds.

“And finally, the entire point of all of this…” Adam murmured. He fitted a red fez-styled hat upon her head, only it was larger that those the men she had seen on the platform wearing. The edge sat on her forehead, and just above her ears.

She raised her hand to the cap and felt more of the heavy gold embellishments and beads upon the front of it. From the center of the crown of the hat, a long white veil spread around Ann’s back and waist. There were masses of the fine material. Along the edge of the fabric, even more of the golden beads and embroidering wound and sprang in sprays and patterns.

Adam lifted the top layer of the veil up and over her head. Before he dropped it to cover her face, he bent and kissed her. “No one but me will know it is you,” he assured her.

He let the veil fall over her face.

Then he swiftly removed his own outer layers and shrugged into a long tunic that was too tight across his shoulders—were there any Ottoman men as large as Adam? To judge by the fit, there was not.

The cummerbund pulled the tunic in tight around his waist. He did not add a sleeveless jerkin, but instead slid his arms into a coat with a hood, that hung open at the front and fell all the way to the floor.

He lifted the hood up over his head. It was large and deep and one would have to stand directly in front of Adam to see his face.

He held out his hand. “Time to go.”

Ann got to her feet, accustoming herself to the freedom of pants, and the voluminous layers of veil, which caught at her elbows if she moved them too swiftly. “Our luggage…?”

“I have asked Bellerose to collect it and have it sent to the warehouse on the docks. We cannot walk through the station carrying a valise. It will be instantly spotted.” He opened the compartment door. “Stay behind me, especially if someone talks to me,” he told her. “Women here never speak to strange men.”

She nodded, her heart racing and her belly cramping.

They moved out of the compartment and down the corridor, heading toward the lounge car at the far end of the train, the last passenger carriage before the service coaches with their supplies and baggage.

“We’re leaving the same way we arrived,” Adam added as he turned the heavy key in the lock on the door that separated the two sections, then opened the other door.

The noise of the station leapt in volume as the door opened, for the big sliding doors on the car were open.

They moved through the narrow corridor made by piles of crates and baggage and stepped out onto the platform. Adam paused and dropped her hand, so that she could stand behind him.

No one took any notice of them. Most of the people milling upon the platform focused their attention upon the doors of the passenger sections.

Adam moved forward and Ann followed him as closely as she could. Because he was such an imposing figure, and the hooded coat made him even more so, most people naturally gave him room. Those who did not notice him, Adam pushed out of the way, just as everyone else was doing to other people to make their way through the crowd. Ann’s progress was smooth as long as she remained as close as possible behind him.

The noise was an assault upon Ann’s ears, and she realized she was wincing—but no one could see her do that beneath the modest veil.

Adam did not sneak toward the entrance, for an innocent local would not. He instead strode through the crowd as directly as possible to the main entrance, keeping his head down so the hood hid much of his face. He also hunched his shoulders, and she suspected he had bent his back beneath the coat, too, for he suddenly seemed shorter and smaller than before. He was now merely a larger Ottoman, rather than a very large European.

Ann nearly cried out her dismay when she saw the men in western styled suits standing at the entranceway. They looked odd and out of place in their tweed and worsted wool.

They actively scanned every face which passed.

Ann reached out and gripped a fold of Adam’s coat, her heart hammering.

He didn’t stop, but he did not disengage her hand, either, as they approached the wide archway.

Ann could safely stare at people from behind the veil, so she watched the nearest European man without turning her head. His gaze drifted over Adam and her and moved on. He had not noticed either of them.

Adam did not stop once they had moved onto the very wide street beyond the station. The street was cobbled, and tall buildings lined it in both directions. The traffic thicker, louder and far more confused than it ever was on Park Lane or Pall Mall.

Adam turned and moved down the pavement, putting the sun at their backs. They were heading east.

“Hey! Hey you! Davies!” The shout came from behind them.

Adam didn’t look around. He reached back, plucked her hand from his coat and gripped it, then hastened his pace until Ann had to jog to stay with him. Jogging in the flat slippers and trousers was far easier than it would have been in a corset and petticoats.

“Hey! Davies! Stop that man!” The shout was closer.

“Can you run?” Adam asked her.

“Yes.”

He squeezed her hand and began to run. A street opened to the left and he dived into it.

A little farther on, he turned into another, narrower street.

Ann quickly lost track of where they were or even what direction they were moving in. She knew nothing of the city, and every sight was strange and sometimes alarming. There were people everywhere, many of them sitting or lying upon the pavement, or the cobbles themselves if there was no pavement. Some sat against the buildings, their eyes closed.

They moved through narrow lanes were only a single man could walk, and wider streets where the cobblestones had been ground down into twin tracks by generations of carriage wheels passing over them.

Buildings sprang up right from the edge of the streets themselves, with few footpaths for pedestrians. Through open doors and shutters, Ann caught glimpses of domesticity, Constantinople style—rugs and pillows, gauzy curtains and elaborate screen dividers.

Soon, her breath labored as she fought to keep up with Adam and the sharp, unexpected changes of direction.

The buildings around them changed. The street widened. Aromas were thick in the air—hot, savory meat and strange spices.

An arched, open doorway appeared, and Adam dodged into it, bringing her with him.

Inside the building was a wonderland of exotic sights and sounds. Everywhere, there were stalls selling a bewildering array of goods. Fruit and vegetables, spices, carpets, clothing, jewelry of the same dull gold as the earrings she wore and even more goods which Ann could not name nor guess their purpose.

There was no time to study them. Adam dropped to a fast walk, which let her catch her breath, but he did not stop. They wound through the stalls and Ann found herself stepping over and around baskets for sale, more baskets holding goods for sale, and rich oriental rugs upon which stall owners had spread even more wares.

“What is this place?” Ann breathed.

“Use French,” Adam replied in French, just loud enough for her to hear him. “It draws less attention than English, here.”

She nodded.

“This is the bazaar,” Adam told her. “The central city marketplace. There has been a marketplace here since before the city became known as Byzantium. I buy carpets here to ship back to France, where I can sell them for ten times what I pay for them.” He glanced over his shoulder, one blue eye the only thing visible beyond the edges of the hood. “Damn,” he muttered and quickened his pace and turned into another narrow passage through stalls.

A half-dozen changes of direction later, Adam turned to her, dropping his hood about his shoulders. “Take off the veil,” he said. “They are looking for it, now and the white draws the eye.” He helped her removed the hat and veil, and handed it to the nearest stall owner, who sat cross-legged on his carpet, watching them curiously.

Adam said a few words. The man nodded, smiling, and tucked the veil away.

When Adam moved through the narrow alley once more, Ann caught at his arm. “I cannot go much further.” She could not breathe deeply enough. Her chest ached with the effort. Her limbs shook.

He instantly turned back to her. “We have only to cross the bazaar, only a little farther.” He pointed behind him. “Then, across a few streets. The family business office is by the wharf and the warehouses. I need funds, Ann. I can acquire money from our agent here, and…” He gave her a small smile. “I can arrange a wire to be sent to your father. So…just a little farther, yes?”

Ann gave a trembling sigh. “It is just…now I have stopped, I’m not certain I can start again.” Her eyes ached and she realized she was close to hysterical tears, which would be mortifying. “Perhaps I should just wait for Dahl to find me and take me back to him.”

Adam pulled her against him. Hard. “Is that truly what you want, Ann?” He spoke softly, as if it was just the two of them alone, and they were not surrounded by dozens of customers browsing stalls, and shop owners who watched them avidly.

Ann could not pull her gaze away from his. It was as if he held her attention physically.

She swallowed. “I can barely think…” she breathed.

“Then let me remind you.” His voice was gentle. “You wanted time to adjust to your decision before you faced the man once more. And you wanted…” He paused and for the first time, he glanced around him, as if he had only now become aware of everyone who watched them. Then he shook his head. A tiny movement that negated their witnesses. “You want a reason to marry me that is not pressed upon you—to marry me because you want to.” He gave her a little shake. “So do I, Ann. With all my heart and soul, I want that.” His voice was low and deep, rich with honest emotion.

Ann’s breath halted. So did her heart.

“But to win that prize, we must go on,” Adam added. “Only a little farther, then you can stop, yes?”

His eyes! How had she thought Adam to be a cold, friendless and silent man? He had spoken words that even an eloquent man would shy from speaking and she could read everything in his eyes which he had not said.

Ann nodded. “A little farther…yes, I can do that.” As long as he was with her.

Adam brushed the hair from her face and kissed her, right there in the depths of the bazaar, while the locals laughed and offered what Ann could only assume were encouragements and suggestions spoken in their strange language.

Adam let her go only after her heart had begun to thunder and her body to throb. Humor showed in his eyes. “Fortified, now, yes?”

Ann took his hand. “Oh, yes!”
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The offices of Davies & Davies, Exporters of Fine Goods, was actually on the Karakōy dock, which the largest and busiest of the many docks and wharves that edged the great city. The cobbled apron of the wharf was a hundred paces deep, with office buildings lining one side and the ancient stone edge of the dock with its equally ancient stone boles built along it on the other.

The Galata pier laid directly opposite the building where the offices were located, with dozens of tall masted ships tied up beside it. Carts heavily loaded with crates and barrels stood beside all of them, either unloading the cargo from the ships, or loading it.

The sea spread to the horizon, a deep blue in the late afternoon sun, which bounced upon wavelets, sparkling and making Ann’s eyes water to look at it. There were even more ships anchored out in the bay, with steamboats plying between them and the land, while the ships waited for their turn to dock.

The noise and activity was as frantic here as it had been at the station, but with no roof containing the volume, it was less harsh upon the ears. Too, the gulls squawked and screamed overhead as they fished for their supper or looked for morsels to scrounge.

Ann’s feet ached with tiredness and the pressure of the rounded cobbles digging into her soles through the thin slippers, as they moved toward the green-painted offices she could see over Adam’s shoulder.

She rammed into Adam when he halted without warning and clutched at his arm. It wasn’t possible for her heart to work any harder.

One of the loaded wagons rumbled past them. There was no official road here. The carts and wagons eased through the pedestrians as best they could. Those on foot moved smartly out of the way of the faster-moving wagons, which could not stop quickly with so much weight loaded upon them.

When the wagon had passed, Ann saw what had made Adam halt. The man standing before the office door was tall, blond, and wearing an afternoon suit that would not be out of place in an English drawing room.

She didn’t know the man’s face, but she didn’t need to know it.

“They’re waiting for us,” she breathed, looking at Adam.

He nodded. “I was afraid of this,” he said softly. “But I must have more money,” he added. “It was a risk that had to be taken.”

The man at the door straightened, his gaze falling upon the two of them.

Ann turned away, hiding her face. “Is there a back door?” she whispered.

“Through an alley, yes.” Adam turned with her, and they moved through the throng along the dock.

More men in conservative suits were coming toward them.

“Back the other way,” Adam said. He spoke evenly, but she could hear the strain in his voice.

They turned in the opposite direction and made their way back, but they had only gone a dozen steps when they saw three more men, all tow-headed and grim of jaw, heading in their direction.

Ann gave a shuddering moan. They were hemmed in on all three sides. On the fourth was the edge of the dock and the deep sea beyond.

“Ann!” The call was not loud, but the voice was familiar. “Do not run from me! Ann!”

Ann glanced over her shoulder to confirm the identity of the man calling her name. “Filip!” she breathed when she saw his head above the crowd. Dismayed, she spun away from where he came toward them, pushing aside people in his eagerness to reach her.

Her wild spin severed her grip upon Adam’s hand.

At the same time, a heavily-loaded wagon rolled toward her. The horse snorted and the driver screamed at her, words she couldn’t understand, but their content was easy enough to grasp.

Ann threw herself out of the way of the wagon wheels, her arms working hard as her slippers skidded on the greasy cobbles. She staggered, trying to stay on her feet, and thrust her foot out to keep herself upright.

Her foot met nothing but air, for she had spun and staggered to the very edge of the high dock and now she leaned out over the edge…and fell, down to the dark water below.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Whitechapel, London. At the same time.

When Laura’s reply to his simple, one-sentence letter arrived, Vaughn spent the morning tidying the room, although there was little he could do to hide the squalor.

Then he paced nervously until her knock sounded.

His heart pounded as he opened the door and looked upon her, dressed in a light green sprigged muslin dress that made her look young and fresh and so very lovely… “You came,” Vaughn said, his voice hoarse. “I wondered if you would.”

“My courage has failed me six times since breakfast,” Laura admitted, gripping the shaft of her parasol so that her knuckles whitened. “But there is no longer any point in putting this off.” She glanced into the room.

“Come in, if you think you can stand it,” Vaughn said, standing back. “Or we can walk outside—”

“No, not in public,” Laura said quickly, then bit her lip, her gaze scanning his face as if she sought for signs of anger at her response.

“I understand,” Vaughn assured her, keeping his voice gentle. “Well, you’d best not linger upon the landing, either.”

She glanced over her shoulder, then stepped into the room. Vaughn shut the door behind her, then carefully circled around her, avoiding brushing up against her or otherwise startling her. It was still a small miracle in his mind that she was here. He would do nothing to frighten her away, now.

The room was not large, so standing as far away from her as possible meant there was only a few feet between them.

Laura gripped her parasol in both hands like a barrier between her and him. Her throat worked as she stared at him, her black eyes very large.

“You should know right now,” he said, keeping his voice as calm as he could manage, “that I will not try to claim the boy as my own.”

Her eyes glittered with sudden tears, but they did not fall. “I didn’t know what to do when I realized I was with child,” she whispered. “I was frantic…and Kempston was so kind….”

“There is no need to explain. Since I saw the boy the other day, I have put together almost all of it. I went to…I was suddenly not there. You learned you carried my son. So you married as swiftly as possible, to pass the child off as legitimate. And possibly, to disassociate your name and your family with mine, too.”

Laura drew in a breath that shook. “That is only what I told everyone else, to justify the speed of the wedding.” Her hands wrung the parasol a little harder. “I wept, the night before the wedding. I was so sick with dread, that Mama warned me I might lose the child. The possibility pleased her, but terrified me—it was your child, all I had left of you…” She began to cry in silent sobs, her chest hitching. “Oh, Vaughn, life is so unfair!”

Vaughn wasn’t certain who reached for whom, only that she was in his arms. The parasol clattered to the floor.

“I’ll dirty your dress,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.

“I don’t care,” she breathed and kissed him.

It was heavenly. His heart ached with the familiarity of having Laura in his arms once more. For the few minutes that kiss lasted, the intervening dark years disappeared. He was the man he had once been, a privileged lord, with a life of ease and plenty ahead of him and Laura by his side.

He wiped her damp cheeks. “Let me say it one last time,” he breathed. “Let me tell you how much I love you…how I will always love you, no matter what comes between us.”

Laura’s tears spilled again. “When I saw you in the park, I barely recognized you. You have changed so much, Vaughn.”

He pressed his finger to her lips. “There is no need to explain. You have a life now, one that you must lead without my stained history dogging you.”

She shook her head, dislodging his finger. “No, you misunderstand. I saw how you had changed. How…how dreadfully prison had changed you…” She drew in another shuddering breath, her tears spilling once more. “Such great change—all it does is tell me how much I still love you. The man inside, the good man, who has done everything he can to let me keep this shallow life I have managed to put together without him….” Her voice shook wildly.

Vaughn pressed her head to his shoulder and let her weep against him. It was all he could do for her now. Every sob she gave tore at his heart and hardened his resolve.

When her tears had dried, Laura looked up at him. “You said you knew nearly everything now. What is it you do not know?”

“His name.” Vaughn’s voice was hoarse once more. “I do not know his name.”

Laura smiled. “Elis Raymond Richard.”

Vaughn shuddered. Elis was his middle name. Raymond was his father and Richard was his brother. She had all but declared the boy his, after all.

Laura stirred. “I cannot stay for long.” Regret tinged her voice. Sadness, too. “It was difficult enough to find a way to escape Georgina’s company for a few hours.”

“Your companion,” Vaughn surmised.

“Kempston’s aunt,” Laura said, with a grimace. “She is kind enough, but Kempston has not yet learned to trust me completely.”

“He knows the boy is not his?”

“I have never told him the truth, but sometimes I find him looking at me…yes, I think he suspects. It will take a great deal to overcome that, but for my children’s sake, I will work to give them a good life with a respectable father figure.”

“One without me in it,” Vaughn said flatly.

“That was not my meaning,” Laura said quickly.

“It is mine,” Vaughn assured her. “You cannot have me associated with you in any way, Laura. We both know that. You must go back to the life you have made for yourself.”

Laura’s chin quivered. But she nodded. “And what will you do?” Her voice was strained.

“I intend to find Urien Darnell.” His voice hardened.

“Urien!” She paused. “I don’t believe I have seen Urien since…since…” She frowned. “Why, for years.”

“He disappeared at the same time I was arrested,” Vaughn told her. “So did four million pounds.”

Laura’s mouth opened. “Darnell took the money? But…but can you not tell them that? Tell everyone! Then they will know you are not a thief after all.”

Vaughn shook his head. “It is too late to redeem myself in the eyes of the world,” he told her. “The judge has made his decision. The partners at the bank were legally responsible. As long as Darnell cannot be found and questioned, or the money recovered, there is no point in claiming myself innocent. Only Darnell admitting his guilt will do that. So, I will find the man, no matter how deep and dark the hole he is hiding in. Then my family may be able to hold their heads up in public once more.”

Laura calmed as she considered his words. “How can I help?” she concluded. “What can I do?”

Vaughn bent and kissed her once more. A light, last touch. “You can go back to your marriage and your children and live as happily as you can.”

He walked her to the door.

Laura sighed as he opened it. “I am glad I came here, now,” she murmured. “I am glad you know the truth, although for years, I have dreaded what you would do if you ever found out.”

Vaughn shook his head. “If I had still been the man you were engaged to, I might have challenged your husband to win the boy back, but I am no longer that man. Elis will live a better life with Kempston than with me.”

Laura reached up and rested her hand against his cheek. He smelled rosewater and lavender. His heart ached.

“Goodbye,” she whispered.

“Farewell, my love.”

She pressed her lips together for a moment, her eyes sparkling once more. Then she nodded and turned and left.

Vaughn managed to shut the door, but that was all he managed for the rest of the day.
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Adam dodged around the lumbering wagon, cursing it in his mind as it moved far too slowly and hid Ann from his view. She had been frightened into bolting by the cloddish duke shouting at her.

He rounded the end of the wagon, just in time to see Ann teeter upon the brink of the dock. Adam gave a hoarse shout. He was too far away to save her. His gut dropped in a sickening fall that matched hers.

He sprinted for the edge of the dock, tearing the coat from him, for it would hamper him in the water. As he paused upon the edge and looked down at the swirling water to find the best place to dive, a hand gripped his elbow, holding him there.

“Wait until you see where she is.” The tone was urgent, the accent odd.

Adam whirled to face the idiot duke. “She is in the damned water, you fool. She cannot swim.”

Sorensen pointed with his other hand. “The current, man. Look! It will take her with it.”

Adam only now recalled the local stories about people falling into the swift currents swirling about the Golden Horn and being swept out into the Sea of Marmara and lost.

His heart thudding, he scanned the lapping water. The last of the sunlight bouncing upon the waves did nothing to help him spot her. Then he saw her—just her head and her small white face, before she sank beneath the surface again. She was far from the dock already.

“There,” he growled, pointing. Then he gathered himself for a long flat dive.

“I will get a boat out there,” Sorensen said and slapped his shoulder.

Adam dived, pushing off the dock with his toes, his heart hammering.
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Ann’s impact with the water felt as though she had landed upon hard earth. It drove the air from her lungs. The water was shockingly cold and bitter and as it closed over her head, it grew dark and murky.

Her thoughts grew hazy, too.

She held what little breath she had left and tried to think. She could not swim, although she had seen men swimming at exhibitions, and she could copy their motions. She had to reach the surface once more, so she could breathe.

Ann waved her arms experimentally. It was the wrong way, for she drove herself deeper into the water.

She tried to still the fright that speared her, so she could think. Then she drove her hands downward, as if she was pressing upon the water to push herself up…and it worked.

The tunic dragged at her. She kicked off the slippers, but she could do nothing about the clothes. Instead, she pushed down with her hands again and raised her head to peer at the surface where the sun played. She could see the bottom of a boat nearby, but it was moving away from her.

No, she was moving away from the boat, for the boat was held in place by an anchor chain that stretched down to the bottom, which was in the murk beneath.

Ann drove her arms downward once more and this time, her head and face broke the surface. She gasped in the air, which tasted deliciously warm and sweet. Panting, she drew in air as quickly as she could. The high buzzing note in her mind receded. The black dots in her vision dissipated.

She relaxed…which was her undoing. Abruptly, she sank beneath the water again.

Ann realized then that in order to stay on the surface and breathe, she must continuously work to keep herself there. Only wood floated naturally, it seemed, and even then, water still washed over the surface.

She waved her hands in the water once more, driving them down so she would rise upward.

At the surface once more, she gulped air, while pushing down with her hands. The motion did not work as well when part of her was already above the surface. She found herself tumbling in the water, turning over in slow jumble of embroidered tunic and heavy earrings. She would have discarded the earrings except she needed both hands.

As she tumbled, the water pushed up into her nose. Ann panicked, flailing, as the water seemed to burn inside her throat and face. She choked, drawing in more of the stuff.

Now she was not certain in which direction lay the surface.

Hands gripped her and pulled. She was being towed. Hoisted upward.

Ann flailed for the surface, The need to breathe and rid herself of the burning water in her nose and throat was all she could think of.

Her face emerged and she drew in a gasping breath, but all the water she had swallowed came with it. She choked and coughed, the water burbling in her throat.

“Breathe out first,” Adam said. “I have you. Just breathe it out first. Then you can take in air. I won’t let you sink again.”

It took every inch of willpower Ann had to not breath in, but to expel everything in her lungs and mouth and throat, first. Only the knowledge that Adam was there and that she would not sink anymore allowed her to focus and follow his instructions. She expelled the disgusting water, in three exhalations, then finally, finally, she could draw breath.

Her breathing was a fast, hurtful panting, in between violent coughing that expelled even more water and tore at her already painful throat.

She felt Adam’s arm around her middle and the movement of his body against her shoulders. He was kicking with his feet, keeping them both afloat. She drifted on her back, her head upon his shoulder.

“Don’t struggle,” Adam told her. “The current is too strong even for me, but a boat is coming for us. All you need to do is relax. I will keep you afloat.”

“Let me see you,” she begged. Talking hurt. She had abused her throat by attempting to inhale water.

“In a moment. I can see the steamboat coming already.”

“Adam, it was Filip!”

“I know.”

“He came here. He came here himself to find me.”

Silence.

Then Adam said, “Shh… Save your energy.”

They floated for a while and Ann grew aware that the sounds of the noisy city were far away. The chug and hiss of the approaching steamboat was clear, carried upon the water.

Then the boat came up beside them, on the far side of the current, which carried them up against the sharp sides. A rope was tossed and Adam grasped it.

“Here, give her to me.”

Ann looked up, startled, for that was Filip’s voice. The Duke leaned over the side of the boat, his arms out.

Adam turned Ann so that she was held vertically in the water, up against him. “Reach up and take his arms,” he told her. “He will pull you out.”

Ann shivered as she looked into Adam’s eyes, doubt spearing her.

He gave her a tiny, hard smile. “It is all right. Go on. Take his hands.”

Ann reached up and felt Adam lift her higher. She gripped Filip’s hands and was shocked by the weakness of her grip.

Filip hauled, giving a deep grunt of effort. She was raised over the side of the little boat, then slithered like a wet fish onto the deck and lay shivering. She pushed on her hands and managed to turn her head.

Then she pushed against the deck once more until she was sitting and watched the astonishing sight of Filip helping Adam climb into the boat. The Duke was getting his fine broadcloth dress coat damp and dirty, although he didn’t seem to notice.

Adam sprawled on the deck just as Ann had done, streaming water from every inch.

Filip lowered himself to the deck with a weary motion and sat with his back against the gunwale.

A little man with deep olive skin stood at the wheel of the steamboat. He wore baggy pants, no shirt and a sleeveless jerkin. He jabbered something at Filip.

Filip rolled his head to Adam. “What did he say?”

Adam shook his head, sending water flying. “He is asking if you want to go back to the dock now.”

“Yes, please,” Filip said.

The man had a fine gold watch in his jerkin pocket, one that Anne recognized. It was Filip’s Swiss-made timepiece. The man leaned through a hatch in the wheelhouse and called out something. The low beat of the engine changed notes and the boat turned across the choppy water and chugged back toward the city.

Adam shifted across the deck toward her

“Is your breathing clear?” he asked her, his gaze roaming over her face.

“Yes,” she said quietly, self-conscious. She bent around Adam to peer at Filip.

Filip watched both of them, his eyes narrowed. When he saw her look at him, he said, “What are you wearing, by the way? It is rather fetching…especially now it is wet.”

Ann looked down at the cloth, which clung to her in damp layers. Her cheeks burned.

“This deck is filthy.” Filip sounded surprised, as if he had just noticed it. He pushed himself to his feet and gripped the roof of the wheelhouse and brushed off the dirt.

“What are you doing here in Constantinople?” Ann asked him, for the question was uppermost in her mind.

“Why else would I be here?” Filip asked. “I came to find you.”

Adam drew in a breath and let it out but remained silent.

Filip paid Adam no attention at all. His gaze was upon Ann. “You should know that I have dismissed Harry Dahl. He is no longer in service to me or my household.”

Ann caught her breath.

But Filip was still speaking. “The man behaved outrageously. I was nauseated when I learned what he had done in Munich.” For the first time, his gaze took in Adam. “To both of you.”

“Is that an apology?” Adam asked dryly.

“The beginnings of one,” Filip replied. “I will have to extend myself a great deal more to even begin to make up for what the man did to you. If the word itself will help, then I do apologize. Profusely. Dahl overextended himself. He…misinterpreted my motives.”

Adam shook his head. He pushed to his feet and moved to the back of the boat and spread his legs, easily holding his balance upon the rolling deck.

Filip’s gaze had returned to Ann. She drew her legs up against her hip on one side. She didn’t think she could stand upon the rolling deck as Adam was, and she didn’t want to risk falling back into the water.

“I must speak frankly, Ann,” Filip said, jerking her attention back to him.

She hid her sigh. “Perhaps, when we return to dry land…”

Filip shook his head. “Forgive me, but no. I will not risk you running away from me again, not before I have had a chance to try to make amends—”

“Amends?” Ann repeated, startled.

Even Adam gave a soft, surprised sound.

“Yes, I have much to make up for,” Filip continued, “and Harry Dahl is the least of it.”

“I have done nothing but embarrass you, all across Europe,” Ann said. “How can you possibly feel you are the one in the wrong?”

Filip gave a small nod. “I have done a great deal of thinking in the last few days.” He grimaced. “In between reading newspapers very carefully,” he added. “I believe I have finally come to understand why you could not face me in the cathedral.”

Ann’s heart thudded heavily. Her abused throat closed down. “About that—”

Filip raised his hand. “No, please. Let me finish. We will dock soon enough, and I must make my case before we do.”

Ann pressed her lips together and nodded.

Filip cleared his throat. His gaze shifted to Adam. “I am afraid I must speak frankly.”

Adam’s gaze measured Filip. “Ann prefers direct speech.”

“Yes, indeed,” Filip said. “I wish we were anywhere but here, but my wishing for perfect circumstances is the reason we stand here now.” His gaze shifted to Ann. “I kept waiting for the perfect opportunity to tell you…to explain…” He cleared his throat once more, his gaze flickering toward Adam and back. “I have loved you almost from the moment we met. Certainly, by the end of that night, I knew my heart had been snagged in a way I’ve never felt before. Your directness, your freshness, your beauty…”

Ann let out a shaking breath, wonder mixing with her dismay. He loved her?

Filip continued. “All the time we were preparing for the wedding, I kept waiting for a moment to reveal how much you had swept my feet out from under me, but the perfect moment never arrived. The wedding arrangements were…”

“Endless,” Ann murmured.

“Yes,” Filip said, his tone heartfelt. “I should have spoken. I should have told you how I felt, right from the start, but I lacked the courage. I felt foolish for having fallen so quickly and so thoroughly, and that was my undoing.” His gaze cut away from her. “If you had known how I felt, then this…this adventure would not have happened.”

Ann stared at Filip’s strained expression, the genuine pain in his eyes.

He loved her.

“I have been following you across Europe,” Filip added. “Only hours behind you at times, but I never could catch up with you. Then Munich and Dahl’s mishandling…” He paused. “I hired a special and paid for best speed, by the shortest route, with an extra payment if the train got me to Constantinople before you arrived. The engineer earned his bonus by only two hours.” Filip’s gaze was steady, his pale eyes warm. “Come back to Silkeborg with me, Ann. Let us start again and this time, dispense with the formalities and the excess ceremony. Let us be married for the best of reasons, instead of the political ones.”

Ann dropped her gaze to the salt-encrusted deck. She could not look at Adam, even though she longed to.

Filip was offering her exactly what she had sought to find with Adam. A marriage in the truest sense of the word. A mutually happy relationship.

She closed her eyes, as trembling set in. What was she to do? How could she tell Filip no?

The engine beats slowed, and the boat wallowed. The sides scraped against the dock, as the driver fended the boat off with a boat hook, then drew them slowly up against the old stone wharf. He threw a thick rope over a bole and nodded at Filip and patted the watch in his pocket, with a grin.

Adam moved to Ann and held out his hand to help her to her feet. “If I give my word that Ann will not abscond this time, Your Grace, will you give me a moment alone with her?”

Filip considered Adam. The two of them were a similar height and they looked each other in the eye.

Ann stared at them, horror building in her.

“Take your moment. For watching over her and fending off rabid journalists, you have earned it…and my thanks,” Filip said.

Adam nodded. He did not smile, and his jaw was hard. He bent and caught Ann’s hand in his, for she had failed to take his hand when he offered it. His gaze met hers. “Will you speak with me alone?”

“Of course I will!” she cried. “I don’t understand…” she added as Adam helped her to her feet.

“I know, but…un moment.”

She held inside her all the bewildering questions, while Adam drew her up the old stone steps to the top of the dock. Her borrowed finery was a dripping, soggy mass of cloth, clinging to every inch of her in a most alarming way. She tried to pluck the layers away from her skin, to preserve her modesty. At least the fabric was not completely transparent the way muslin could become when it was wet.

Adam’s business office and the place where she had fallen from the dock was much farther along the extended, curved wharf from here. There were smaller boats everywhere, most of them with gulls circling overhead.

Fishing boats, she realized.

The dock itself was not nearly as busy, either. Adam drew her through the men moving in all directions over the dock, heading for boats or for the warehouses and buildings at the back of the dock.

He cast about, examining the buildings, then shook his head. “There is nowhere better than right here,” he said, turning to her. Men moving about their business slipped past them on either side, in all directions.

Ann wanted to reach for him, to reassure herself. She raised her hand, but Adam shook his head. “The Duke watches us,” he said, his tone grim.

She aborted the movement, unhappiness swirling through her. She did not like the cool expression in Adam’s eyes. She glanced toward the dock, and saw that Filip stood at the top of the stairs, watching them, just as Adam had warned her. “How am I to tell him no? Oh, Adam, this is awful…”

Adam simply studied her, until Ann shivered in fear.

“Say it,” she said quickly. “Please.”

“You must go back with him.”

It was as bad as she had begun to fear. “No.” She shook her head. “I cannot.”

“Yes. You must,” he said firmly. “You were wrong about him. I misjudged him badly, too. He is not the inhuman man you thought him to be, Ann.”

“I cannot marry him!” she cried softly. “Not now.”

Adam’s hand, the hand farthest from the dock, curled into a hard fist. “Yes, you can,” he insisted. “All the reasons, all your noble, good intentions which drove you to accept him in the first place…they are still there, Ann. The family is still reeling under the impact of the bank collapse and Vaughn’s imprisonment. A good match will help. And if you go back with him now and marry him, then the public will forgive you for everything, and the family, too. It will remove whatever stain you might have added by running from the man in Silkeborg. Do you see?”

Ann wrapped her arms around her middle, cold despite the sun on her face. “But…” she began, her voice bodiless.

But…what protest could she make? Adam was being reasonable and logical. “I was to marry you…” she whispered. It was the only thought that was clear in her mind.

“To save the family,” Adam finished. “But now you do not need that escape.”

Escape.

Ann stared at him, her eyes aching. “We were working to end this…this affair, so we could marry because we wanted to.”

“The Duke has a greater claim on you,” Adam replied. “And he wants you, still,” he added and paused, his jaw working. There was a furrow between his brows, that was growing deeper as he spoke. “He is willing to take you back despite everything that has happened. The only honorable thing you can do now is to return to Silkeborg with him and make the marriage work.”

Ann rubbed her forehead. Her hand trembled. “I don’t know how to do that.”

“But you know I am right.” Adam’s voice was flat, devoid of any emotion.

She did know. The knowledge burned in her heart. Ann drew in a shuddering, shaky breath. Her vision blurred and she blinked to clear the tell-tale tears away. “I am to simply turn and walk away from you?” She could barely make herself speak the words. Her throat hurt.

“Just go to him,” Adam said. “Go on.”

Ann blinked hard once more. She would not be able to kiss him farewell, not here in this very public place. She could not touch him, either. She shifted on her feet, as Adam watched her, his jaw working.

“I cannot!” she cried softly, her words distorted with unshed tears. “Adam…I…”

“God, Ann, please, just go.” He shook his head. “Do you think I want to send you back to him?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know what to think… It wasn’t supposed to end like this!”

The furrow between his brows deepened. His throat worked. “Just turn. Do that much. Just turn to look at him. Go on.”

She drew in a breath that hitched. She cared less whether she made the society sin of weeping in public or not. She simply could not move her feet. “Adam…” she whispered, her heart tearing in two.

He shut his eyes and hung his head. Then he took a deep breath, opened them and reached for her shoulders. Gently—oh, so gently!—he turned her until she was facing toward the dock, where Filip waited.

“Go,” he breathed. “Don’t look back.”

She could not bring her foot up.

“Just one step,” Adam said. “Then another. This is what you wanted, Ann. To save the family, to restore honor. This is how you will do it, by taking that step. You have the courage of lions. I’ve seen it for myself. Show me that courage one last time.”

She drew in a shuddering breath and took the step. Her bare foot moved over the ancient cobbles. Then another step.

It was easier, after that, to keep moving. She kept her gaze on Filip and saw his shoulders rise and fall as if he had taken a large breath.

When she reached him, Ann drew in a deep breath herself. “I…do not know how to do this,” she told him. “But, if you mean what you say, then I will marry you.”

Filip’s smile was small. “I mean what I say,” he replied. “You have made me very happy, Ann.”

She realized that she was supposed to agree with him but couldn’t. From somewhere within, different words came to her. “I suspect a large portion of Europe’s journalists and judgmental matrons will be very happy about it, too.”

Filip’s eyes widened. Then he laughed softly. “There. There is the woman I fell in love with.” He held out his elbow. “Let’s find you some shoes…and some clothes that will keep the judgmental wives happy.”

He led her across the wharf toward the road that led deeper into the city. Ann could not help but look back.

Adam was gone.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Silkeborg. Late August, 1889. Seven weeks later.

Filip was determined that this time, they do everything very differently. “No cathedral, no national flower bouquets and blue carpet,” he told Aunt Bronwen, who had become by default the one to arrange the wedding, as Dahl was no longer Filip’s secretary.

“Then perhaps I might have a date to work with?” the Duchess had asked, with a raised brow.

“Not yet,” Filip said firmly, his gaze upon Ann. “When Ann is ready, she will propose a date.”

Nor had Filip spoken of returning to Norway. He seemed content to remain indefinitely in Silkeborg. He sent the dozen daughters of Norwegian nobility and Danish royalty back to their families, too. “Ask whoever you want to attend you,” he told Ann and kissed her hand. “I know how much it distressed you to not ask those closest to you, before.”

Filip kissed her hand and her cheek often. Sometimes, he kissed her lips, too. And he smiled a great deal, especially at her.

It was as if Filip had peered into her mind and itemized everything that had dismayed her, previously, and was determined to reverse that. He cancelled her Norwegian lessons, telling her she could learn the language when she was settled in Hamar, and perhaps even acquire it naturally, the way children did.

He sent everyone who had travelled from Hamar to assist with the wedding back to Norway, too.

Ann realized belatedly that Filip was only now showing his true nature. He was a complicated and private man, but for her, he lowered the shield. The man behind the shield was an admirable one.

The newspapers had already proclaimed him the most dashing Duke in Europe. His impetuous pursuit of Ann across Europe and his return to Silkeborg with her on his arm had sent the more sensational newspapers into raptures over the romantic ending to the affair.

The more Ann grew to like Filip, though, the more unhappy she became. Filip was in no hurry to formalize their wedding and was truly waiting for her to be ready, but the more days that slipped by, the less ready she felt. A great restlessness gnawed at her.

She walked a great deal through the woods which covered most of the palace grounds and in the town itself. Her adventure and her return had earned her a happy acceptance amongst the townsfolk, who greeted her in stilted English wherever she went.

Walking did not remove the emptiness in her middle, though.

The leaves of the enormous chestnut trees around Silkeborg were showing the very first hint that they were about to turn, the day she returned from her afternoon walk, weary in body and soul.

She made her way to the small private suite which Aunt Bronwen had given her for the duration of her stay in Silkeborg. Mary was in the front sitting room, at Ann’s desk and turned as Ann entered and smiled at her.

“This arrived this afternoon,” she said. “I was just leaving it for you.”

Mary was another of Filip’s thoughtful gestures. Instead of Bronwen’s Danish ladies-in-waiting as companions, he had found Mary, a well-educated Englishwoman recently widowed, to take care of Ann’s correspondence and other needs.

Mary moved out of the way of the desk. “I will send the maid up to help you dress for dinner,” she murmured, heading for the door.

Ann didn’t hear the door close. She was momentarily bereft of hearing and incapable of speech.

A small leather valise sat upon the desk, looking considerably more dusty than when she had last seen it, in Constantinople.

Ann moved toward the desk and the valise, drawn there as if a line reeled her toward it.

The door opened once more. “Ann, my darling,” Filip said. “How would you feel about by-passing all the drawing room fuss tonight and having dinner with me in my sitting room…why, what is that?”

Ann made herself look up at him. She moved her mouth into a smile as she rested her hand on the top of the valise. “Spanish leather, Bruges lace and Kirkaldy tweed,” she told him.

Filip tilted his head to examine the valise. “By the look of those stamps, the thing has been rattling around most of Europe for weeks.”

“It is the valise I used when I…went away,” she finished inadequately and unbuckled the straps. “I am utterly astonished it made its way back here.”

“So am I,” Filip admitted, coming over to the desk. His expression was curious.

“I think…I believe I owe a great debt to a certain M. Bellerose, a conductor upon the Orient Express,” Ann told him. “For that is where this valise and I parted.”

“I will ensure his employers know of his dedication,” Filip said. “Are you going to open it? There surely cannot be much in it. You left Silkeborg wearing satin and tulle…” He rolled his eyes. “Kirkaldy tweed and Bruges lace. Now I understand. May I see this Kirkaldy tweed I hear so much about from the ladies?”

“Of course.” She gave him the best smile she could manage, even though her heart was aching in a way that made her feel a little ill. She raised the lid and let it drop open.

It was not Kirkaldy tweed lying uppermost in the case, but charcoal worsted wool. Adam’s jacket was folded neatly on top of tweed and satin and cotton petticoats.

“Oh…” Ann said almost soundlessly. Her throat ached as she studied the perfectly cut lapels. She had rested her hand there, more than once.

“Oh, indeed,” Filip said softly.

She looked up at him. “I had forgotten. At the very end, to escape Dahl’s men at the station, we dressed as the locals do. Adam took off his jacket and put on the black cloak…” She swallowed, for Filip’s eyes were narrowed.

Filip hitched aside his long jacket and rested one hip on her writing desk. He had become increasingly more casual in such ways, when they were alone. He picked up one of the valise buckles, which lay close by his knee, and toyed with it. “I didn’t ask you what happened while you were with him,” he said softly. “I deliberately did not ask, and I will not ask now. But…is there anything you wish to tell me about your journey to Constantinople, Ann?”

Ann waited until he looked at her, as she knew he would. Then she shook her head. “Everything that happened on the way to Constantinople served only to show me how I must return to Silkeborg with you.”

Filip considered her for a long moment. Then he gave her a small smile. “For which I am thankful every day,” he said quietly. “But if ever you feel…if you are compelled to explain…” He shook his head, irritated at his own stumbling phrases. “Know that I will listen, Ann,” he said instead. “And know that I will try to understand, no matter what you say. Do you understand?”

Ann met his gaze. “I do understand,” she whispered.

Filip nodded. Then he glanced at the valise once more. “Is that the tweed?” he asked, his tone light.

She picked up Adam’s jacket, to move it out of the way of the tweed. “Yes! Let me show you—”

The small book with the green cover slid out from the inside pocket of the jacket and dropped to the floor with a small thud, silencing her. The journal had fallen open, and like all books treated thus, the pages separated at the place where they were most often opened.

Adam’s strong, plain handwriting filled the pages on both sides, but that was not what cut off Ann’s words.

It was the pressed blue rose bud lying on top of them.

Her eyes ached. Her heart felt as though thorns had shredded it open.

Filip stared at the open book on the floor. His throat worked. “Blue roses…” he murmured.

Ann didn’t move. She didn’t know what to say. And she dared not pick up the book.

Instead, Filip bent and scooped up the book, so that it lay open on his hand. He picked up the flat, dried rosebud and studied the script beneath. “Greek,” he said to himself. “The language of philosophers.” He held up the rose and turned it in his fingers. “I remember you telling me about the blue roses at Innesford, which is the only place they grow.”

Ann couldn’t speak. She could barely breathe. Her heart screamed at her.

Filip put the rose back in the book and shut it softly. He put the book on the table, got to his feet and came around to the end, where Ann stood, frozen. He was not smiling.

He stopped directly in front of her.

Ann desperately sought for words, for some way to reverse this awful moment.

“Where did he get the rose from, Ann?” Filip asked softly.

She had put the bud to one side, on the hay bale. Adam must have found it…and kept it.

Ann’s temples throbbed. “I did not give it to him,” she said truthfully.

“But you had the rose, before he came by it, didn’t you?” Filip’s voice was very soft.

Her tears fell before she could stop them. They unraveled her courage. Miserably, she nodded.

Filip laid his hand against her cheek, cupping her jaw. He leaned back and tilted his head so that he could peer into her eyes and her downturned face. “Have you considered, Ann, that there were two of us on the Galata pier that day…but it was Adam who dived in after you?”

Ann’s breath shook as she drew it in. “It doesn’t matter…” she whispered. “He told me the only honorable thing I could do was go back to you.” She lifted her chin. “And he was right.”

Filip’s throat worked, as if he fought to speak. When he did, his voice was strained. “Which makes this even more difficult,” he whispered. His thumb stroked her cheek. “I have tried to dismiss it, but I cannot. Not now. You ran from marrying me…and you ran straight to him.”

“Adam just happened to be there.”

“Along with all of Silkeborg, both inside and outside the cathedral,” Filip said.

“But—”

He rested his fingertip against her lips, silencing her. A furrow etched his brow, as if he was in pain. “You were so afraid of me, you ran the moment you saw me. You ran off the pier in your haste to escape me.”

Ann’s tears came harder. “I didn’t know that you…I didn’t understand that you cared for me. It changed everything, Filip.”

He drew in a great breath and dropped his hands from her face. “And now everything must change again.” He reached over the desk and picked up the green book. Then he took her hand and laid the book upon it. “I think it is time you returned this to its owner.”
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After eight weeks travelling to every warehouse and office the family business ran, from Mashhad to Reykjavik, Adam could no longer avoid returning to Paris. He had run out of excuses and Papa Iefan’s wires and demands for reports and sales figures had escalated in both number and urgency.

The day after his return, he escaped the inevitable questions and demands of the family, and most especially Mama Mairin, by spending his time in the stables repairing harnesses and caring for the horses and the pig who lived in the corner by the dun mare, who would not move if the pig was not with her.

The undemanding company of animals was not the surcease it once had been. The scent of fresh, damp hay made his chest ache.

He returned to the house, his mood fouler than it had been when he left.

The house was mysteriously empty, except for Mama Mairin, who looked at him over her spectacles. “Your mail is upon the table,” she said, and returned to her book. Even though she had arranged for everyone to leave the house so he would not be bothered by them, it seemed she still could not resist a parting shot. “After so many weeks away, there is a small mountain of it.”

Adam didn’t reply. Instead, he went to the table and found that there was a great pile of letters and parcels. Samples from prospective suppliers, bills…it would all be business matters, for he rarely corresponded with anyone. The people he might care to write to were all in this house.

Bar one.

He forced his thoughts away from that blistering pain and turned his attention to the opening of the letters and processing the demands and questions and always-absorbing matters they dealt with.

Work—more and more of it—would have to fill his days, now.

Some time later, a cup of coffee was slid in front of his arm, the scent strong. He looked up.

Papa Iefan gave him a small nod. “The problem with attending to concerns in far flung places is that it always generates a great deal more work.”

“Good,” Adam said shortly.

Iefan grimaced. “Hmm…” He went away.

Adam got back to work. One of the letters was from the driver of the coach and horse he had sold in Hamburg. The man was pathetically grateful for the newer cab and younger horse which Adam had arranged for him.

At least some profited from the venture, he reflected, and opened the next parcel.

His commonplace journal fell out of the ripped brown paper and dropped onto the table with a soft thud.

He stared at it, his heart working hard enough to make his chest ache. He pressed his knuckles there, to ease the pain.

With his other hand, he lifted the book up, so it balanced on its spine, then let it fall open as it wished.

The rose was where he had left it, but it was not alone.

Adam’s breath came harder.

The rose had been turned upside down, so the narrow point of the bud arrowed toward the center of the page.

A second pressed blue rosebud laid over the top of it, also upside down, and also pointing toward the center of the page from the other direction.

“Why…they are Innesford roses, aren’t they?” Mama Mairin asked.

“Yes.” Adam’s voice was hoarse. He picked up the edge of the dry buds and turned them as he would a page in the book. They settled on the other page, leaving the outline of their shape imprinted upon the righthand page.

A heart.

Adam slapped the book shut and got to his feet.

“Where are you going?” Mama Mairin demanded.

“Innesford.”

Her face lit from within. She smiled and whirled, heading for the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Adam returned.

“To pack our trunks!” she cried, her hand on the newel post. “We’re coming with you!”

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Innesford, September 1890

Ann found it easier to stay in the lounging chair by the side of the croquette court. No one could accuse her of not joining in, while she sat there. She pretended to watch the croquette games, while she left an unread book open upon her lap and let her thoughts drift.

It felt as though it had been a very long time since she had been able to simply pause. Although in her heart, she was not paused at all. She waited.

That was why she was at Innesford, although it did not explain why everyone else was here. There was an extraordinary number of people in the house at the moment, including Ben and Sharla, Dane and Stephen and their six children…who were nearly all adults, now. She had heard Uncle Ben say something about being invited to play football with a local champion but had paid no notice.

Great Aunt Annalies was here—she had travelled from London with Jennifer Jane and Alice, Ben’s daughters, who were living in the old white house with Great Aunt Annalies.

And Ann had been shocked to find her mother and father here, too.

“It was Cian’s idea,” her mother told her, as she shaded her eyes and examined the great garden.

“He told you I was here,” Ann guessed.

“He said you looked glum,” Lilly replied, and squeezed Ann’s shoulders. “As you did not come home, we thought we would come to you, instead.”

“But…Northallerton…”

“Is doing very nicely under Seth’s guidance, for a while,” her father replied.

As the oldest in the family, Ann’s brother would one day inherit Northallerton, and he took his future responsibilities seriously. Too seriously, Ann thought.

“It will do him good to manage on his own for a while,” Jasper added, with a mischievous twinkle in his dark eyes.

That had been three days ago. Ann had learned this morning at breakfast that Elise and Danyal and the new baby would be travelling down from Blackawton later today, to join everyone for dinner.

Ann had waited for the usual, horrible and uncharitable resentment to form in her chest as everyone discussed the latest edition to the family…but it did not arrive.

She had made her way to the third lounge chair from the corner of the croquette court not long after breakfast, to soak up the strong sunshine and pretend to read. After lunch, she had returned to the same chair, for she had neither the energy nor the inclination to play any of the games which had spontaneously broken out upon the long stretch of rolled lawn.

Some time after lunch, she was roused from a sleepy reverie by many voices rising over the top of one another, inside the house. The day was warm enough that Thatcher had thrown open nearly all the doors along the back of the big house, which allowed sounds from inside to reach everyone upon the lawn.

Ann turned her head to peer through the doors, but the strong sunshine dazzled her, as it bounced off the panes in the doors.

Thatcher emerged from inside the house and stood upon the top, broad brick step to look around. His gaze fell upon Ann.

Adam stepped out and stood beside him, and Thatcher waved toward her.

Ann drew in a sharp hard breath. All traces of sleepiness, of the lethargy which had held her for days, instantly evaporated. She sat up, her heart fluttering, her thoughts a jumble, and let her gaze roam over Adam, hungrily reacquainting herself with the breadth of his shoulders, his powerful neck, the strong jaw. And the blue of his eyes, for his gaze was steady upon her.

He moved down the broad steps and across the croquet court, heading directly toward her chair. Behind him, Ann saw nearly a dozen people step through the doors to stand upon the top step, watching them. Among them was Aunt Mairin and Uncle Iefan, and her mother and father, and then she had no time to tally faces, for Adam was right in front of her.

“You didn’t marry him,” he said.

Ann drew in a breath to speak, but couldn’t, despite having rehearsed this moment a thousand times in her mind. She forgot all the words she had devised. They scattered, irretrievable. “I didn’t love him,” she said, instead.

Adam lowered himself down so that his head was level with hers…and then he settled on his knees.

Her heart shot toward the heavens. Ann’s breath shook.

“Marry me, then,” Adam breathed. “Not to save the family—you’ve already done that.”

“I have?” She was genuinely startled.

“You haven’t read the newspapers lately, have you?”

“You have,” she guessed.

He nodded. “I was waiting to hear when your wedding was announced…and every day that passed without the news arriving was…it was agony and it was blessed relief.” He reached for her hand. “Marry me because you want to.”

She shook her head. “No.”

He drew in a sharp, short breath, as if she had punched him.

Ann squeezed his fingers and said quickly, “I will marry you because I love you.”

Adam’s fingers tightened. “I know.” His voice was low. “The rose…”

“I know…Oh, Adam!”

He pulled her to him, then, and kissed her as she wept and wrapped her arms around his neck. She realized that they were both on their knees, on the lawn before the chairs, and that everyone in the house was gathered on the steps or had paused on the lawn to watch them.

And no one looked anything other than delighted.
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“Why Adam, the stables! How romantic of you!” Ann breathed as Adam opened the door for her.

“It is one of the few places where we can be alone for a few moments,” Adam told her. He rolled his eyes. “There are so many people here!” he added. “Where did they all come from?”

Ann laughed and rested her hand on his chest. It was something she was free to do now, and the simple gesture thrilled her.

Adam glanced at her hand and then at her. His expression shifted. He was as pleased by the intimate little touch as she was. He covered her fingers with his own.

“You have managed to put up with all those people rather well,” Ann told him. “You have not once bolted for the stables at the first opportunity.”

“I have every reason to stay right there in the room, now.” His voice dropped in timbre, the way it did, she realized, when he was speaking of that which laid closest to his heart…which he did only for her.

Ann’s heart swelled.

Adam kissed her, taking his time with it and rousing her to a thoroughly heated state. “The stalls…” she breathed, pulling at his lapels. “The hay…!”

He laughed and released her, then disentangled her hands. “I brought you here not to seduce you, but to speak to you.”

“Oh…” She fought to hide her disappointment.

“But we might yet get to that,” he added, his voice acquiring the liquid, languid note that it did when he was thinking carnal thoughts.

Ann shivered. “Speak quickly then.” She paused. “Although why you needed to speak to me here alone, when you bared your soul in front of the entire family this afternoon…”

Adam nodded. “Not all of my soul. It was right that they see that much—”

“As you are adopting them now,” Ann added.

It was his time to pause. He lifted a brow, pleased. “Yes, something like that,” he murmured. “I knew you would understand.” Then his eyes narrowed. “But they saw only the smallest fraction of what is really in here…” He touched his chest. “I do not think there are words that encompass what I really feel.” He glanced around the stable, at the hay bales and the straw on the floor. “That day, here…it felt as though…” He shook his head. “You infected me,” he said, his voice flat. “I took the rose but thought nothing of it that day. It was only later, in the days that followed, when I kept thinking about you, that I realized you had lodged yourself in my heart.”

Ann rested both hands upon his chest, her own heart heavy with love and happiness. “I ran to you,” she breathed. “I thought I had run away from Filip, but it was you I wanted.”

“I stayed outside with the horses, because I couldn’t bear to watch you marry him.” Adam caught her hands in his. “I love you, reine de mon coeur,” he whispered. “One day, I will find the words that properly explain how deep that love runs, for at this moment they do not exist in any language I know.”

She sighed. “I think you just found the words.”

Adam considered. “Perhaps,” he prevaricated. “I’m sure I can do better.”

“Ah, the philosopher ponders!” She gave him a little shake. “In the meantime…” She tugged on his lapels, to bring his lips down so she could kiss him properly.

“I may never find the words at this rate,” he breathed, his lips brushing hers.

“You’ll just have to work at it,” she murmured.

“Mmm….”

___________________________________
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