
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




SWEPT AWAY

 


Marsha Canham

 


First published by Dell,
November 1999

Copyright 1999 © Marsha
Canham

Cover Copyright 2010 ©
Marsha Canham

ISBN
978-0-9866872-2-8

 


Published by Marsha Canham
at Smashwords.com

 


All right reserved. No part
of this may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without
permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical articles and reviews.

 


This book is a work of
fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either
products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead,
is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this
publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from
Marsha Canham.

 


This Ebook version is
dedicated to the memory of the real Auntie Lal.

 


 


CONTENTS

 


CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

 


 


 



PROLOGUE

 





July 13, 1815

 


The man who had nearly
succeeded in bringing the world to its knees sneezed and wiped his
hand on the front of his coat. It was cold in front of the open
window. The wind was brisk off the sea, laden with the dampness of
a week’s worth of raging storms.
Something even more ominous lurked out there in the darkness and
mist. The riding lights of the British warship Bellerophon could be
seen, if one knew where to look, hovering at the mouth of the
estuary like a predator crouched in the shadows waiting for its
prey.

Napoleon Bonaparte knew
where to look. He had been tracking the movements of the warship
since she had first been sighted taking up a position in the
blockade nearly three hours ago. There was anger in his expression
and not a little disdain as he thought of his own navy, never fully
recovered after its crushing defeat at Trafalgar some years
before.

For a man whose
reputation had already assumed legendary proportions, Bonaparte was
small in stature, his figure squat, his paunch an ignoble swell
over the tight fitting white kerseymere breeches. His hair was fine
as silk, reddish in color, his eyes gray and brooding and capable
of instilling fear in all who met him. At the moment, dread of
becoming the target of one of those piercing glances commanded
respect in the half dozen men who stood tense and silent in the
room behind him.

“Excellency, it is
beginning to rain. You should come away from the window else you
take a chill.”

“Do you know the English
news sheets refer to me as ‘that Corsican
Ogre’,” he
mused, dismissing such petty concerns as weather.
“They accuse me of treason and urge the Bourbon
puppet to demand my execution. Me,” he
said with a shake of his head. “Me, the man who saved France from
drowning in her own blood and made of her one of the most powerful
countries in the world. Now they call for my execution and would
make it a public spectacle.”

He clasped his hands
behind his back, visibly reining in his temper before he turned and
addressed the solemn gathering of officers. “Who do you suppose would dare wield the blade? Louis Capet?
He only dares to enter Paris behind the heavy guns of the allied
armies. Weak, pompous, cowardly fool. Like his father before him,
he can barely execute a bowel movement without
assistance.”

“Louis would never dare
issue such an order, Excellency,” said
the former grand marshal of the French army, Henri-Gratien
Bertrand. “He does not have the stomach
for it. A cut finger and he pukes his guts on the
floor.”

Bonaparte nodded
smugly. “Then his brother, perhaps? Now
there is a stout fellow, by any measure, with guts enough to
unleash a private army of assassins on me. He must feel he is bound
to succeed one of these days, must he not, Cipi?”

Franceschi Cipriani
pursed his thin lips in an effort to contain a smile. There had
been at least thirty failed attempts on
Bonaparte’s life over the past decade
alone, all of them made at the instigation of the persistent Comte
d’Artois. The last devil-for-hire had
tossed a bomb at the Emperor’s state
carriage as it passed by and had blown the vehicle twenty feet in
the air, horses and all. Unfortunately for the erstwhile assassin,
the blast had also taken off his legs, but he had lived long enough
to be informed that the carriage had been empty, and Napoleon fifty
miles away at the time.

Of all the dour faced men
crowded around the door, Cipriani was the only one who could afford
to smile. He was neither a soldier nor a courtier. He was dressed
in gentleman’s clothing now, but at the
blink of an eye could appear in stinking rags with several days
growth of beard concealing the lean, pointed jaw. A master spy and
deadly assassin in his own right, it was Franceschi Cipriani who
had discovered that the allies had been planning to remove Napoleon
from Elba to an even more remote location, and it had been Cipriani
who had made arrangements for his Emperor to escape the island and
make his triumphant return to France.

For one hundred days
Napoleon had marched boldly across France at the head of an army
loyal to the core, eager for revenge. Following the debacle at
Waterloo four weeks ago--a battle that could have,
should have been won--he had been forced to ride by night down
deserted streets and across windswept fields to the small port town
of Rochefort, and from there, to seek refuge on the tiny island of
Aix, in a grim stone cottage overlooking the mouth of the bay. With
the armies of four countries fast on his heels, he had no where
left to run, nothing but his anger and contempt to hide
behind.

Some of that contempt was
directed now at another member of the stone-faced group.

“You have remained
remarkably quiet, my bold seahawk. Have you nothing to
say?”

The man stood half in the
shadows, one broad shoulder leaning against the wall. He was
dressed in the elegant clothes of a gentleman, wearing a fine
woolen jacket with high molded lapels, an embroidered silk
waistcoat worth a year’s soldiering wages
and a muslin cravat so white and precisely pleated he might have
recently come from an evening at the opera. He was easily the
tallest man present, a full hand’s width
above Cipriani which made him tower a head and half a shoulder
above the stocky Bonaparte. His features were in shadow, but his
smile was as white as his stock as he responded to the
emperor’s question.

“What would you have me
say, Excellency? The Prussian army is a day behind you, the Swedes
have the roads to the north blocked, the Spanish guard the south.
They would want nothing better than to have you try to fight your
way through, thereby removing the need for any puppet king to sign
an order for execution.”

“Montholon and Las
Cases--” Napoleon paused and tipped his
briefly toward the two men standing beside Bertrand
“--are convincing in their arguments that I
should make for America. The colonials were our allies during their
own war with England and would not be hasty to comply with any
demands to surrender me.”

“I agree it would be a
wise choice, Excellency, but you still have to get there
first.” Dark eyes briefly reflected a
glitter of candlelight. They were an intense brown, almost the same
shade as the thick waves of black hair that curled over his
collar. “The Bellerophon is a
seventy-four gun ship-of-the-line, manned by the same fighting crew
who created havoc at Trafalgar. Onshore, there are guards on every
dock, soldiers in every village, patrols watching every mile of
coastline. You could try dressing yourself in rags and hiding away
in the bilge of some local fishing vessel, but I warrant even the
poorest excuse for a boat is being thoroughly searched. Would you
really want to be discovered buried under a pile of fish heads? I
shudder to think what the wags who write the news sheets would dub
you then.”

The errant curl that fell
over Napoleon’s high forehead seemed
suddenly darker against the whiteness of his skin as he blanched,
offering proof that he had already imagined the ignominy and did
not need to hear it put into words. “I
have, until recently, worn the Imperial Crown of France, gentlemen.
I have no intentions of replacing it with a
fisherman’s cap now or ever.”

“But Sire--”
one of his minor officers protested,
“you cannot simply abide here and do nothing.
The British foreign office has spies everywhere. By morning your
presence in Aix will be the best known secret in
Europe.”

“I am counting on
it,” Napoleon said quietly.
“And by morning, it will not matter. Lord Wessex
will no longer need his legions of spies to inform him of my
whereabouts, for he will know precisely where I am at all times. Be
assured,” he added, “ there are plans underway to remedy the unfortunate
situation we find ourselves in at the moment, but until they can be
put into effect, I must once again appear to be the docile,
defeated lamb quaking at the thought of slaughter. General
Montholon, you will kindly send word to the brave compatriot who
stands willing to run the blockade that his services will not be
required. Colonel Bertrand, you have dispatched the missive to the
captain of the Bellerophon advising him that I
am prepared to surrender my sword into his hands?”

“It was delivered an hour
ago.”

“It is fitting that
tomorrow should be the fourteenth of July,” Napoleon continued. “The very day
the Bastille fell to the citizens of France and thus set us on our
glorious path to honor. And it will be honor, gentleman--fine
English honor that saves us now, for I will convince this British
captain that I come to him in peace to kneel at the mercy of the
English people. Like Themistocles, the Greek general who was forced
into political exile after he defeated the Persians, I seek asylum
from my enemies and put myself under the protection of the laws
which govern England’s own Prince
Regent.”

“Do you really think they
will believe you?” The Englishman
asked.

“Why would they not? I
have been fighting battles and waging wars in one form or another
for thirty-five of my forty-six years. I doubt Wellington, with
whom I share the same year of birth, has been at it half that
length of time, yet he has already declared his desire to live
quietly and anonymously in some small village in the English
countryside. Whether he does or not, remains to be seen, but he
seems determined to put forth the illusion of docility, does he
not?”

“Is that what you are
doing? Putting forth an illusion?”

It was not Bonaparte but
Cipriani whose lips flattened in a slow, malevolent grin.
“Surely you do not expect us to tell you all of
our secrets, Captain? If we did, they would be poorly kept secrets
indeed, would they not?”

Bertrand led the other
officers in shifting back several less than subtle paces. It was no
secret whatsoever that Cipriani did not trust the English mercenary
despite having hired him and his ship to effect the
emperor’s escape from Elba. Nor was it a
surprise to anyone in the cabin that the Englishman returned the
feelings of distrust and animosity tenfold. What astonished them
was that both men were still alive. They could only surmise it was
the hand of one man who kept them from slashing each
other’s throats in the dead of
night.

“This is neither the time
nor place to see who can piss the farthest,” Bonaparte said. “In fact, all of
you may leave me now. I need time alone to compose an appropriately
contrite letter to the British captain. Cipi--did you manage to
find anything resembling a palatable wine on this godforsaken
islet?”

“Will a bottle of your
favorite Vin de
Constance do?”

Bonaparte dismissed the others
with an impatient flick of his wrist. When they were gone, he
extended his arm to take the heavy green bottle Cipriani had
produced.

“You have never failed
me, have you, my lifelong friend?” he
mused, lapsing comfortably into the Corsican dialect they often
shared when they were alone.

“And I never
will,” Cipriani promised.
“Let me kill the Englishman now. Tonight. We
have no further use for him.”

“Ah, but perhaps we do. I
am told the British admiralty has increased the reward for his
capture. They want him brought to trial almost as much as they want
me. How much of our true plans do you suspect he knows?”

“We have been careful to
speak of it only amongst ourselves. In the letter your brother
wrote, he did not mention any specific details, though I thought he
was somewhat imprudent in mentioning certain people by name. It
could--” Cipriani stopped. He was staring
at the top of the table. “The letter. Did
you move it, Excellency?”

The former Emperor of
France turned and scanned the sheaves of documents, maps,
dispatches that covered the wooden surface. “No. It must be there somewhere.”

Cipriani started sifting
through the papers, scattering some carelessly on the floor, but
his search proved futile. “It is
gone.” He stopped again and looked
up. “He was standing by the door when we
all came in, but when I called your valet to fetch your
surtout--” his eyes flicked back to the
side of the table-- “he was standing
here. He could have taken it. He must have taken it.”

“Oh, come now, Cipi. In a
room full of my most trusted officers?”

Cipriani’s cold, hard gaze
levelled on his master. “I warrant he
could pluck the eyes out of snake and leave the serpent none the
wiser.”

“Then you had best kill
him,” Bonaparte agreed, his fist
tightening around the neck of the bottle. By sheer dint of will he
refrained from smashing it down and shattering the glass into a
thousand pieces. “Kill him and get that
letter back, for there can be no room for error now, Cipi. Not this
close to our ultimate triumph!"

 


 



CHAPTER
ONE

 


July
24, 1815

 


She thought he was dead. There
was nothing to indicate any life in the half-naked body that was
being gently nudged to and fro in the shallow water of the tidal
pool. The cuts and scrapes that marred the broad slabs of muscle
across his back and shoulders were a bloodless raw pink, the skin
itself was yellowed as old tallow. He was dressed only in thin
linen underdrawers which ended at the knee and were secured about
the waist with a slackened drawstring. He might as well have been
completely naked, however, for the linen had been rendered nearly
transparent by the water and though her eyes did not linger
overlong, she could plainly see the sculpted curves of his
buttocks, the shallow dimples in the small of his back.

With a threatening
whoosh,
the surf swirled forward, clattering across the sand and shingle to
surround the still form. The blue-gray lips opened with the fresh
incursion of salt water and it was there, in the expelled rush, she
saw the silvery foam of bubbles.

Annaleah Fairchilde
gasped and jumped quickly back. Her gaze darted around the jumbled
rocks on either side of the body as if she half expected to see a
dozen more corpses scattered among the boulders, but the beach was
deserted as always. A treacherous fog had blanketed the coastline
through the night; the last of it was just burning off in the early
morning sun, but she had not heard any alarms to signify a ship
blown off course, nor any church bells tolling to call out the
villagers to help with a shipwreck.

Yet the body must have
come off a ship. Torbay had become an important seaport during the
two decades of hostilities with France and the entrance lay just to
the east beyond the jutting promontory of Berry Head. There were
always vessels in these waters--along with periodic stories of a
body washing ashore that had not been properly stitched into a
weighted shroud.

But this one was alive.

She looked down again.
Thick, wet strands of dark hair lay across his face, obscuring most
of his features from view. His eyes were closed, the long black
lashes spiked against his cheeks. His upper torso was broad and
well-defined with muscle, his thighs lean and hard as those
belonging to the men she had seen climbing nimbly up the tall masts
of sailing ships. The one hand that lay palm up in the sand was
square, the pads of the fingers white with waterlogged calluses;
the other was clenched in a fist, the arm folded under his head. It
was this meager bit of leverage that had probably saved him from
drowning.

If
it had saved him.

Annaleah glanced over her
shoulder, the panic rising in her chest again, this time because
she was alone on the beach. The cove was small and isolated, the
beach less than a half mile in length and curved around water that
was too shallow for anchorage, too turbulent beyond the breakers
for fishermen to set their nets. The inlet itself was ringed by
steep limestone cliffs, the cracks and crags populated by colonies
of screaming gulls, most of which were in the air now, circling in
white flashes above as if they too were waiting to see if this
tempting morsel of fleshy driftwood would live or die.

Widdicombe House sat at the top
of the cliffs, accessed by a steep path that had been worn into the
face of the rock by a few thousand years of high winds and blowing
sands. It was not a conceivable thought, even if Annaleah had been
a man, that she could manipulate the dead weight of a body to the
top on her own. She would have to go back for help, although she
strongly doubted, in the time it would take her to reach the house
and tell them what she had discovered, that the sailor would be
there when she returned.

The tide was inching higher up
the shingle even as she took another step back to avoid staining
her shoes with salt water. Further out, beyond the jagged breakers,
the surface of the sea was a calm, undulating sheet of liquid
pewter beneath the hazed sky, but she knew that calm could be
deceiving. Many a ship had made the mistake of sailing too close to
shore and having their hulls cracked open when the currents pulled
them into the rocks.

Knowing she had to make
some kind of a decision, Annaleah wiped her hands on the folds of
her muslin skirt and ventured close to the body again. She jumped
as the icy water of the Channel scrabbled over her shoes, but there
was nothing to be done for it. The hem of her dress was dragged
backward and, as uncharitable a thought as it might be, she felt a
momentary surge of resentment toward the unmoving body as well as
the circumstances that had brought her here this day.

“Some time away with your Great
Aunt Florence will do you good,” she muttered to herself,
misquoting her mother’s words of a week ago. “The sheer calmness
and boredom of the seaside should help sedate your own
thoughts.”

Bracing herself, she
reached down and gingerly curved her hands beneath the man’s
shoulders, testing his weight. She was not a frail wisp of a
creature by any measure, but he seemed gigantic by contrast, an
utterly limp mass of bone and muscle. It took three grunted
attempts and a near spill head-first into the encroaching waves
before she discarded the notion of dragging him out of the sand by
his arms. By then her feet were squeaking inside her soaked shoes
and a good measure of her skirt was wet and dragging.

“Damnation, hell, and bother!”
she said, citing three of her brother’s favorite oaths.

With one eye on the next wave
scrolling over the breakers, she slogged around beside the body and
tried pushing him, rolling him front over side over back until he
was a few feet higher on the shore.

She stopped, her hands
braced on her knees, to catch her breath, and noticed for the first
time the ugly, blotched egg at the back of his skull. The skin was
swollen almost to bursting, mottled blue and black, riddled with
spidery red veins. It must have taken quite a blow to cause such a
lump and Annaleah, feeling even more helpless than before, knelt
gingerly beside him. Her hands hovered over the contusion several
more seconds before she found enough nerve to lift the tangled mass
of wet black hair off his neck. Assured the skin was not broken and
his brain was not leaking out, she took an additional moment to
study his profile but was no further enlightened. She did not
recognize him, though that was hardly a surprise. In all of her
nineteen years, she had visited Widdicombe House perhaps ten times,
none of them made with the intentions of retaining any memories of
the local fishermen and farmers who gawked openly at the
well-heeled visitors from London.

It was Annaleah who gawked now,
however. She had deliberately avoided acknowledging his state of
near nudity and tried not to think of where her hands were placed
each time she grasped his hip and shoulder to roll him. But now her
gaze had wandered far below where any sense of modesty should have
allowed. He was on his side facing her, and while his whole body
had become sugared with a fine coating of sand, the linen of his
drawers clung in a shockingly sheer layer to his lower anatomy. Her
eyes, bluer than the sky above, widened and glazed appreciably at
the shapes and contours molded by the wet cloth. She had heard
whispers of such things, even seen a crude sketch drawn once in a
parlor full of giggling females, but to actually see such a thing,
to realize what an awkward burden a man carried between his
legs...well, it was no wonder they often looked
discomforted--sometimes even in pain.

A slap of cold water against
her ankles served to break the spell and, with her skin hot and her
breath dry in her throat, she pushed and rolled and heaved again
until he was lying in the soft, powdery sand well above the
scalloped tidewater mark. With a final shove, her hands skidded
forward onto his chest and she fell forward, sprawling half across
his body.

It had the same effect as
falling over a rock and the air left her lungs with a loud
whoomf.
Conversely a similar breath left his mouth with a small fount of
seawater, followed by a shallow gasp and a much larger rush as his
body began to violently reject the notion of drowning. Annaleah
grabbed his jaw and turned his head while he wretched and spewed
salt water through his mouth and nose. His eyes remained closed and
his body clenched tight around each spasm, but eventually the
heaving stopped and he collapsed limp on the sand.

Able to draw unimpeded breaths
again, a faint hint of color began to seep back into his skin. His
lips remained blue, but the dreadful yellow cast began to fade,
revealing the true shading of his bronzed skin. The sand had caked
over much of his face and as Annaleah brushed some of it off his
eyes, the long lashes shivered and opened a slit. For the briefest
of moments she found herself staring into eyes so dark they looked
like holes burned into the center of his head. For those same few
seconds she held her breath, for there was so much anger and pain
in their depths, she almost missed hearing the harsh croak of words
that were forced through his lips.

“They have to know the
truth.”

“Wh-what? What did you
say?”

A hand, with fingers like
iron bands and a grip that threatened to snap the fine bones in her
wrist, reached up and grabbed her. “They have to know the truth. Before it is too
late.”

“I...do not know what you mean,
sir,” she stammered, shocked by the strength of his hand, shocked
by the power of his eyes boring into hers. “What truth, sir? Who
has to know?”

His lips moved again, but there
was no breath left to give substance to the words. The pressure
around her wrist eased enough that Annaleah was able to pry his
fingers loose one at a time and free herself. By then, his eyes had
shivered closed and his head had lolled to the side.

Thoroughly shaken now,
Annaleah pushed to her feet. She glanced one last time at the
rising level of the waves, then turned and began running across the
soft sand toward the base of the cliff. Yards of wet muslin tangled
around her ankles weighing her down, and her shoes squelched like
sponges with every awkward step. At the bottom of the steep path
she paused to brace herself, then climbed as quickly as she could,
heedless of the brambles that tore the flimsy folds of her
skirt.

At the top she paused again,
her chest burning, her cheeks flushed red, and wondered that she
had not noticed how truly far her great aunt’s house sat from the
edge of the cliffs.

Once regal and elegant on
its perch overlooking the sea, the same
sands and winds that worried away at the rocks on the cliffs had
eroded the crumbling brick facade of Widdicombe House. The windows
were scarred and pitted, most them opaque on the seaward side. The
steeply canted roof, with its rows of gables and forests of
chimneys, showed patches of cracked and missing slates.

None of this impacted
much on Annaleah at the moment as she hoisted her skirts and
started running through the long, wind-swept waves of sea grass.
She passed the gnarled skeleton of the tree where she had left her
bonnet hung on a branch, and wondered if she should go first to the
stables to see if old Willerkins was up and out yet tending to his
prize beauties. He was nearing eighty, as ancient and
weather-beaten as nearly everything and everyone else at Widdicombe
House, so she dismissed his usefulness and stayed on the path to
the house, hoping against hope the waterman--a comparatively young
bulwark at the age of fifty--would be in the kitchen hunched over
his morning meal.

All of the utility rooms,
she discovered as she blew through the rear door, were empty. There
was a crusted tureen of porridge on the kitchen table and a wooden
trencher littered with crumbs to suggest someone had been there
recently, but her breathless shouts drew no replies.

This came as no
debilitating shock either, since her great aunt, Florence
Widdicombe, retained only a handful of servants to tend to the
upkeep of the entire household. Apart from Willerkins there was a
housekeeper, cook, and maid of chambers; a footman, yard man, a
waterman, and a boy to run errands and do light chores around the
estate. On the less useful end of the employment scale, there was
Throckmorton, the timekeeper, whose only task so far as Annaleah
had been able to determine was to keep all the clocks in the house
wound and to ring a small brass gong three times a day. There was
also Ethel, the chicken-plucker, a woman who had so impressed her
aunt at a fair some years back--she could kill, eviscerate, and
pluck a chicken clean in under two minutes--that Florence had taken
her home and employed her ever since for the exorbitant sum of
three shillings a month.

Most of the locals in the
nearby town of Brixham were gentle when they referred to Florence
Widdicombe as being eccentric. She was well into her seventies, a
spinster with a vast personal fortune who, while she could not see
the justification of paying an army of servants to upkeep a house
that was falling apart around her ears, could also not justify
collecting more than a token rent--and that mostly in liquid
form--from the dozens of families who worked the rich vineyards and
apple orchards attached to the estate. Annaleah’s father regularly
sent envoys to his wife’s aging aunt insisting she come live with
them in London. Unfailingly those envoys returned alone, their
noses red from sampling her wines and ciders, their shins bruised
from Florence’s tendency to apply her cane when she wanted
someone’s attention.

Annaleah’s limbs felt bruised
now as she ran up the stairs to the main floor. She was out of
breath, nursing a stitch in her side, and still shedding a good
deal of water with each step she took. A hasty glance at a
well-wound clock told her it was just past nine as she hastened to
the morning room, hoping against hope her aunt would be at
breakfast.

This time, collapsing with
relief against the oak door jamb, she was not disappointed.

“Auntie Lal....Auntie
Lal...”

Florence Widdicombe looked up
from the soft boiled egg she was stabbing with a wedge of toast.
She was tiny as a wisp and looked as if a strong gust of wind would
carry her into the next parish. She wore her fine gray hair in a
nest of curls on the crown, usually covered by a delicate lace cap
with the lappets trailing over her shoulders. She rarely wore any
other color but black, and seldom any other expression than frown
that suggested she could not quite remember what she had done five
minutes ago.

“Good gracious, Anna dear, you
look quite damp. I should have thought it far too early in the day
to go wading in the ocean.”

“Auntie Lal...”

“Come, come. Have some hot
chocolate, or try the sweet cider. Yes, do try the cider. The
Wilbury brothers fetched a new barrel of it over this morning and I
must say it is one of their best efforts.”

“Please, I do not want cider or
chocolate.” She gasped and caught her breath. “I have found a
man.”

Her aunt smiled and waved her
piece of toast. “Your mother will be pleased to hear it, dear. I
gather she was beginning to fret over your lack of interest in the
opposite sex.”

“No. No, I mean...I have
found the body
of a man. Down on the beach. I thought he was
dead at first, but he coughed up a great deal of water and now he
seems to be breathing.”

The toast remained poised over
the egg, a large glob of yellow yolk oozing back into the cup. “Oh
dear. Is he one of ours? I do not know how many times I have told
young Blisterbottom not to go oystering in the dark. He is barely
larger than the bucket he carries, and in truth, I find the
creatures he catches to be unpleasantly slimy and salty,
reminiscent of....oh well, never mind. Suffice it to say, after all
these years, I have never acquired the taste. Young Billy tries so
hard to please me, however, I seem plagued to eat them by the plate
loads anyway.”

“It is not Billy
Bisterbom,” Annaleah said. “It is not anyone I recognized, in fact.
But he is badly hurt. He has cuts and scrapes and a lump on his head
the size of a turnip. He was in the water when I found him, nearly
drowned, but I pushed him up into the sand and--hopefully--he lies
there still and has not been dragged back down by the
surf.”

“And no one has come to claim
him? How ever did he get there?”

“I saw no one else on the
beach. I think he must have fallen off a ship, for he is...he is
missing most of his clothes.”

“Missing his clothing?
How very insensible indeed. There are crabs in the cove, you know,
and they are not too particular about what they pinch.” Florence
finished the mouthful of toast and picked up a little silver bell.
The tinkle it emitted sounded far too inadequate to bring forth a
mouse, let alone a houseful of half-deaf old servants, but within a
few seconds of the echo fading, the door to the breakfast room was
pushed open and Mildred the cook waddled through.

She curtsied as best she could
with four hundred pounds of excess flesh rolled around her girth,
and smiled in Annaleah’s direction. “Mornin’, Miss. Will ye be
takin’ yer breakfast now?”

“Mildred,” her aunt said. “It
seems my niece has found a naked man on the beach. Probably some
scoundrel from town who had one tot too many and fell off the
rocks. Will you fetch Broom and send him down at once to determine
if we know where the fellow belongs.”

The cook’s cheeks dimpled with
another smile. “Naked, ye say?”

“Hurt,” Annaleah reiterated with
an exasperated glance from the cook to her aunt. “He was nearly
drowned when I found him, and could well be dead by
now.”

“Yes, well, if he drank
so much as to lose his clothing as well as his senses, he hardly
deserves a kinder fate. Undoubtedly a prank has been pulled on him
and we will discover the culprit hiding nearby.
Mildred?”

“Yes m’lady. Right the way,
m’lady.”

Another ponderous curtsy took
the cook back out the door and it was all Annaleah could do not to
follow. For some reason she did not believe the man she had found
was a local drunkard, nor did she think, after having stared into
those dark, soulless eyes, that anyone would be so foolhardy as to
play a mere prank on him.

“You are leaking, dear.”

“Wh-what?”

“Your dress,” her aunt
indicated the dark stains on her skirts. “It is making a frightful
mess on the floor. If you must drip, at least step to the side and
drip on the carpet where it will not be so hazardous to a misplaced
footstep.”

Though the logic escaped her,
for the carpet was from Persia, Anna did as she was told.

“Good heavens.” Her aunt raised
a large, square quizzing glass, training a magnified eyeball on her
niece with the intensity of a detective. “You are shivering!”

“I...had to wade into the water
in order to drag him free.”

“Indeed.” The glass was
laid aside. “While I applaud your charity, your mother will froth
at the mouth if I send you home with a red nose and chilblains. Off
you go now and change out of those wet things. By the time you are
dry and presentable again, Broom will have fetched the rogue up
from the beach and we can have a good look at him before we decide
what needs to be done.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2




As Annaleah hurried up the
stairs, she worked the buttons free on her spencer and had the
short, fitted jacket removed and flung over an arm before she
arrived at her room. She had no great expectations of finding
Clarice, her personal maid, inside but she called her name
anyway, already half out of the sodden gown as
she did so.

The dress was ruined.
Torn, full of sand and seawater, it was cast aside. Her
undergarments were damp and stained as well; they joined the dress,
shoes, and stockings in a crumpled pile in the corner of her
dressing room. Naked, Anna quickly rubbed a towel across her feet
and between her toes to dry them, then sat on a low velvet chair to
don a clean chemise and stockings.

Clad in a sheer layer of silk,
she searched through the dozens of dresses she had brought away
from London. She had not known how long her banishment was to be
and had come prepared to spend weeks if need be, waiting for her
father and mother to realize that she was no longer a child, that
her mind, once sent upon a course--especially this particular
course-- was not likely to be turned about or swayed.

“No,” she had said flatly. “It
was no yesterday, and it was no last week. It will be no tomorrow
and next week and the week after that.”

“Annaleah Marissa Sophia
Widdicombe Fairchilde--” her mother had recited all five names with
her eyes closed. “Your father and I are only thinking of what is
best for you.”

Percival Fairchilde, Earl
of Witham had remained hidden behind a
freshly ironed newspaper, the rustling of a corner the only
indication he had noted his name.

“Best for me?” Annaleah
queried. “In the matter of choosing a husband with whom I am
expected to live out the rest of my days, do you not think I am at
least partially capable of deciding what is best for me?”

“Not when that decision
threatens to make us the laughingstock of London. You have had
three proposals of marriage in the past year! One from a viscount,
one from a marquis, and now for pity’s sake, an offer from a man
who needs only to hear that his invalid uncle has gasped his last
breath to be named the next Duke of Chelmsford!”

Annaleah had sighed and
closed her eyes briefly, for they’d had this conversation a dozen
times...in the last week alone. “The viscount was a drunk and a
boor, you said so yourself. The marquis was at least forty years
old and reeked of the garlic and onions he chewed constantly in
hopes of living forty more.”

“I have no doubt you could have
undermined those efforts by at least half, sister dear, with very
little trouble taken on your part.”

Anna glared at her sister,
Beatrice. She was older by three years, staunchly married with one
young child wobbling against her skirts and another well on its
way. Her husband Alfred, Lord Billington, was strutting, belching
proof that Beatrice had wed for all the right reasons, and her
high-pitched, sanctimonious whines of advice warned that she
expected no less from her younger sibling.

“I would not marry Lord
Barrimore,” Anna said evenly, “ if he was the last bachelor left in
England.”

“He may well be,” her
brother Anthony drawled from his chair by the fire. “Unless of
course you have a yearning to reward one of the sturdy young bucks
returning from the war. I should think there will be a few thousand
soldiers who have not seen a member of the fairer sex in a year or
more who would be willing and eager to forgo garlic and onions in
order to win your favor. Whether or not you could survive on an
income of ten shillings a month,” he shrugged. “Well, you never
were the one to refuse a good challenge, what?”

Anna scowled. “You are
hardly one to talk about surviving on a stipend, brother dearest.
Ten shillings a day
barely keeps you in handkerchiefs. A speck of
dust on your sleeve and the jacket must be changed. A minute lack
of starch in your cravat and all of Bond Street can hear you
howling at the incompetence of the laundry. Moreover, you should be
the last one standing to Lord Barrimore’s defence. Did you not say,
just last week, that the man was an uncivilized
barbarian?”

Anthony Fairchilde,
viscount Ormont, arched a meticulously shaped eyebrow. “Tch. I said
his bootmaker
was an uncivilized barbarian, unable to apply a
shine that lasted from the storefront to the coach.”

“Perhaps we are
approaching this the wrong way, maman,” Beatrice interjected with
a sigh. “Perhaps, instead of pointing out that Winston Perry,
marquis of Barrimore is devastatingly handsome, stands on the cusp
of inheriting a grand title and estates as old as the kingdom
itself, and has every eligible beauty and her mother scheming and
falling over themselves to catch his eye...perhaps we should be
asking Annaleah where he fails in striving to meet her exactingly
high standards?”

With mother and sister united
to present a formidable front against her, Annaleah laced her
fingers together in her lap. “He makes me uneasy.”

“Uneasy?” Her mother’s staunch
resolve gave way to a hint of shrillness. “In what way does he make
you uneasy?”

“Well...for one thing, he never
laughs. Never. I am beginning to believe him incapable of even
smiling with any genuine emotion. He is offensively rude to those
he considers to be his inferiors, which includes nearly everyone
below the level of the king and regent. He criticises the smallest
word, the paltriest gesture, yet does not see a single fault in his
own stiff-necked, self righteous demeanor. Why, just the other day
he crowded a poor flower girl off the pavement and when she went
ankle deep in mud, and spilled all her violets, he just stood there
glaring at her as if she deserved to be fed poison on top of her
humiliation.”

“And so it should be,”
Lady Witham declared. “These costermaids have been
warned not
to block the walkways when gentlemen and ladies are on
parade.”

“She was not blocking it,
Mother. She was keeping to her own side of the boards. When I
offered her five shillings by way of compensation--it was all I had
on my person at the time or I should have given her more--the
admirable Lord Barrimore looked like he wanted to put me in the mud
beside her. I have strong suspicions, were I his wife and chattel,
he would have done so without a wink of hesitation.”

“Come now, you judge Barrimore
too harshly,” her brother yawned. “I’ve known the man for half a
dozen years. He may, at worst, be judged a little dour, but in the
clubs and in general company he is regarded to be an out and
outer.”

“Why?” Anna asked dryly.
“Because he is a four bottle man? Because he can drink all day and
carouse all night and still boast enough stamina to tup his
favorite mistress before morning?”

“Annaleah!” Her mother’s hand
flew to her breast. “Wherever do you hear such things?”

“It is difficult
not to
hear them, Mother. The identity of his current mistress, how long
it took him to cuckold her husband and how quickly he is likely to
tire of her is one of the more lively topics of conversation during
afternoon tea.”

“Do you not think, if he had a
wife, it would tame his wandering eye?” Beatrice asked.

“If he had a wife--one he would
not hesitate to push in the mud--I rather doubt his habits would
change overnight. I shudder to think what a pitiable lump of suet
the gossips would make of her.”

“There is simply no
reasoning with you today, is there?” Lady Witham bemoaned. “You are
determined to spoil my mood for the entire evening. And what are we
to do about this?” She held up an engraved card and waved it
emphatically in the air. “He has generously applied to send his
landau around at eight tonight to escort us to Lady Worthingham’s
assembly. His new
landau, mind you. You know what this means, do
you not?”

Anna sighed. “I expect it means
he has recently taken delivery of a very large, ridiculously
expensive carriage that he wishes to flaunt in public.”

“It means he is making his
intentions known, chit! He is expressing his admiration and his
resolve! When you alight from his carriage tonight and he escorts
you into Lady Worthingham’s assembly on his arm, all of London will
know he has chosen you to be the future Duchess of Chelmsford!”

Annaleah dug the points of her
nails into her palms. “In that case, all of London will be sadly
lacking for news, for I have no intentions of going anywhere in
Lord Barrimore’s new landau tonight...or any other night for that
matter. Nor do I intend to be led around on his arm like a prize
heifer purchased at auction.”

“I strongly
suggest he would be considered more the prize,” Beatrice remarked
through thinned lips.

“In a game I have no interest
in playing or winning,” Anna countered. “It is all Mother’s doing
anyway. She has been the one encouraging his attentions all along,
not I.”

“Regardless of who has been
encouraging whom, you are expected at Lady Worthingham’s
assembly--”

“I am not going.”

“Not going?
Not going?” The exclamation was
piercing enough to cause her father to rustle the newspaper again
with displeasure. “How can you possibly say you are not going?
The regent himself is expected, and it would severely jeopardize
the likelihood of our receiving a warm welcome at the masquerade
ball he is holding at Carleton House a fortnight hence! You know
full well Lady Worthingham has the Prince’s ear! One whisper from
her and we shall be off the lists. One breath of scandal and--” her
hand wafted to her brow and she wilted dramatically back in her
chair, unable to even complete the thought.

Beatrice set aside her
needlepoint and glared hollow-eyed at Annaleah as if she had just
condemned them all to death. “You cannot be serious about not
attending.”

“I assure you, I am.”

“Percival,” Lady Witham gasped.
“Do something.”

Her husband’s response was to
turn the page and sigh. “What would you have me do, Wife?”

“Tell your daughter to forsake
this nonsense at once, of course. Tell her she must attend Lady
Worthington’s assembly tonight, and she must do so with every ounce
of grace and charm she possesses!”

Her father lowered the paper
enough for an eyebrow to show over the top. “Annaleah?”

“If I am forced to attend, I
shall swallow ipecac and henbane and contribute a good many ounces
of charm and grace, all over Lord Barrimore’s fine new landau.”

Lady Witham wailed and threw
her hands up in a gesture of dismay. “There! You see what I am
forced to deal with? She is stubborn and headstrong, callous and
unfeeling--”

“Mother, I am only
trying--”

“Callous and
unfeeling! I declare you are trying to
send me to an early grave! Any girl in possession of half her
sensibilities would see what a splendid opportunity this is. The
Duchess of Chelmsford for pity’s sake! ‘Tis rumored he is worth
twenty thousand a year before he even inherits the
title, and God knows how much after! I will not have it, do you
hear me! I will not have it! I will not go to my bed every night with
my stomach bubbling like water spigots and my heart suffering such
palpitations it is a wonder I can even close my eyes against the
envisioned horrors of what might greet me upon arising the next
morning! You have been allowed far too many liberties, Annaleah,
and there brews the trouble. We have been far too lax with you!
Percival!”

“Yes, my dear?”

“Call out the coach at
once. She refuses to attend the assembly tonight? Fine. Then she
will simply not be here to attend it. Beatrice, fetch Mrs. Bishop.
Tell her she is to pack Annaleah’s trunks at once. She is leaving
immediately for an indeterminate stay at the seaside.”

Anna’s bravado momentarily
deserted her. “The seaside?”

“Your Great Aunt Florence is as
old and mouldy as the house she lives in. Perhaps a few weeks in
her company, where the most exciting thing you can hope to see is
mortar crumbling from the bricks, will convince you that your life
here in London is not as dreadful as you would make it out to
be.”

Anna leaned forward in her
chair. “I never said it was dreadful!”

Lady Witham bent forward
an identical amount to glare across the room at her recalcitrant
daughter. “Will you attend the assembly tonight?”

Annaleah tensed her jaw.
“No.”

“Then you will attend upon your
Great Aunt Florence until such time as you come to your
senses.”

In desperation, Anna appealed
to the raised newspaper. “Father?”

“Percival...” Her
mother’s voice sounded like nails on a slate. “You know very well
how hard I have worked to bring this engagement about, what a
brilliant coup it would be, and if you say one word in her defence,
I shall instruct Mrs. Bishop to pack your trunks as well. Or mine,
no matter. Simply be assured that one of us will not be under this
roof tonight.”

The Gazette came slowly
down onto his lap. The familial blue eyes studied the firm jut to
his wife’s chin for a moment before casting an annoyed glance in
Annaleah’s direction.

“You say he makes you uneasy
because he does not laugh? My dear girl, I have had very little to
laugh about in nearly thirty years of marriage and it has not been
such a taxing hardship. One simply goes about one’s own business
and gets along. Now do as your mother says. Stop this nonsense and
accept the fact that you are either going to marry Lord
Baltimore--”

“Barrimore,” Anthony
provided.

“Whatever. You are either
going to marry him, live in considerable luxury on any one of his
thirteen estates, and generally do whatever you want to do for the
rest of your days without any more interference from any of
us.....or you are going to spend the remainder of the afternoon
packing your trunks to go to Brixham, where you will quickly find
yourself wishing you were right back here helping your mother and
sister plan your wedding day. Anthony--?” He waited until his son’s
head swivelled in his direction. “Have you read this morning’s
paper? Can you believe the House is still locked in debates over what
should be done with that bounder Bonaparte? They granted leniency
once by exiling him to a gentleman’s prison on Elba and look what
came of it. A hundred days of war and tens of thousands of good
English lives squandered at Waterloo, and for what? An honorable
surrender with no penalty? I’ll wager my braces it is that idiot
Casterleagh, our vaunted foreign minister, simpering loudest for
clemency, for on the same page Wellington says, and I quote: ‘he is
an outlaw beyond the pale of civil and social relations, the enemy
of humankind.’ Damned fine words too! Hang the bastard, I say, and
good riddance.”

Without waiting or,
indeed, expecting an answer, he snapped the paper upright again and
carried on reading the latest speculations on the where the English
ship, Bellerophon, was going to land
with the surrendered Corsican general.

Annaleah had barely paid
attention to the diatribe. She was thinking furiously of what could
be done to avoid her own exile to the wind-driven coast of
Devonshire. But apart from surrendering her pride and her
convictions to her mother’s demands, there was nothing to be done
but stiffen her back and prepare to maintain her resolve. How long
could they keep her in Brixham anyway? A week? A fortnight? Any
longer than that would give rise to giddy rounds of whispers
pertaining to much more damaging and ruinous reasons for whisking a
daughter away in the middle of the night.

Remembering this,
Annaleah's thoughts returned to the present as she finished drying
her feet and glanced sidelong at the tall cheval mirror beside the
bed. The thick, wind-blown waves of her hair surrounded her face in
curls of deep mahogany brown. Her cheeks were flushed from her
exertions and she knew if she had been at home in London, her
mother would have ordered a compress of milk and cucumber water to
blanch out the effects of sun and wind. She would have been equally
horrified to learn of her daughter’s early morning walks along the
beach without so much as a wide brimmed bonnet to guard against
freckles. And the mere thought that a young lady of genteel
breeding had seen, let alone touched a half naked sailor, would
have required purges and leeches, at the very least, to drain away
the shock.

Yet this was the same mother
who insisted the dressmaker cut Annaleah’s necklines alarmingly
low, that the gowns be made of silks and muslins so sheer the shape
of her legs showed through. It was she who, after decrying the lack
of shame in the beauties who rouged their nipples to betray a
shadow beneath their bodices, insisted that her own daughter carry
only the skimpiest of shawls to ward off the evening chills in
order that every male eye might be drawn to the charming effect
arctic air had on her breasts.

A shiver reminded Anna that she
was all but naked now. Hastily, she pulled on a clean dress, one
made of a more substantial weight of cotton that did not betray the
slightest hint of skin-tightening beneath. Cut high in the waist it
was a style that flattered her long, slender body, and of a
color--soft mignonette green--that brought out the rich auburn
highlights in her hair. A few strokes of the brush served to tame
the dark tangle as much as her patience would allow, and, after
slipping her feet into dry shoes, she hurried down the hall toward
the stairs that would take her back to the second floor day
rooms.

Her aunt was still in the
breakfast room, her bony fingers diligently stalking the last
smudges of bacon grease with a biscuit. She saw Annaleah and dabbed
her mouth with a napkin, then reached for the gnarled stem of her
walking cane.

“I have just been informed your
naked man is in the kitchen,” she said. “He is still breathing and,
according to Mildred, quite the forthright specimen. Shall we go
and have a look?”

Anna offered a steadying
hand as her aunt rose. Florence was wearing a high necked black
bombazine gown that was at least twenty years out of style, with
rows of black jet beads sewn around the cuffs and collar. She
carried a black lace shawl draped over the crooks of her elbows,
and wore heavy jeweled rings on nearly every finger, some so loose
they were rarely turned the right way around and often became
flying missiles during an animated conversation.

Annaleah recalled how terrified
she had been of her great aunt Florence when she was a child. Now
her movements were slow and measured, and her hands looked barely
strong enough to hold her cane. The skin was paper thin and so pale
the blue webbing of veins glowed through.

Florence had also
stubbornly refused to marry the man her father had chosen for her
and it made Anna wonder if that was not another of her mother’s
less than subtle motives in sending her to Brixham: to see what
could become of someone too proud and wilful for her own
good.

“We’ll take the shorter way,
shall we?” Florence said, waving her cane toward the serving
doors.

The returning warmth of curiosity made Anna's steps
impatient but apart from lifting her aunt and carrying her, she was
forced to make a slow, cautious decent in her wake. On one of the
landing turns, Florence paused and thumped the wall with the end of
her cane, saying casually over her shoulder, “This was where I
caught your mother eating an entire cherry pie when she was
younger.” She gave a soft cackle of laughter and whacked the wall
again for emphasis. “Fat as a bullfrog, she was. Always sneaking
food from the pantry and blaming it on the servants.”

Startled, Anna stared at the
wall, then at her aunt, who merely offered a wrinkly smile back.
“She quite dislikes me, your mother does. You must have done
something excruciatingly dreadful to have wound up here. She sent a
letter, of course, but I find her sentences tiresome. For every one
worthwhile word there are twenty nonsensical ones crouched about
it, and I get genuinely fatigued attempting to decipher it all. In
this particular instance, I could barely read past the opening
salutation, for there appeared to be even more tripe than
usual.”

It was the first time in the
week Annaleah had been there, that her aunt had broached the
subject of her banishment, and although it seemed odd to want to
hold such a discussion in the intimacy of a stairwell, Anna found
herself answering with a sigh.

“She wants me to marry.”

“All mothers want their
daughters to marry. And all daughters usually want to marry.”

“You didn’t.”

The words were blurted out
before Anna could stop them, but her aunt only sighed. “No, I did
not. A very bold piece of impertinence at the time too, I can
assure you, for it was generally presumed that all women were
incapable of retaining any thought in their heads more important
than which color of thread to apply to their embroidery.”

“Those presumptions have not
changed much over the years,” Anna murmured.

“Nor, I suppose, has the maxim
that the parents know far better than the child who they should and
should not marry?”

“Mother has decided, yes.”

“And you do not agree with her
decision? Well, no, of course you must not or you would not be here
having to endure my silly questions.”

Her aunt’s wry chuckle
echoed slightly as she turned and continued down the stairs. At the
bottom, she pushed through the door to the kitchen and announced
her arrival with a sharp thwack of the cane.

“Well, where is he? What manner
of fish has my niece caught for us? Still alive you say? Good
gracious heavens, and still spewing water on my floors? If there is
rum in that mix, and I find out he has lost his clothes in a
waterfront brothel, why--”

The door swung shut, cutting
off the last half of the threat, and in the few seconds it took
Anna to catch up her aunt was standing at the foot of a long pine
chopping table studying the unmoving body of the man lying face
down on the boards. The waterman, Harold Broom, who had obviously
been attempting to pump the remaining water out of the man’s lungs,
was at the head of the table, his thick arms hanging like tree
trunks by his sides. Behind him, craning his head up on an already
stretched and scrawny throat was the houseman, Willerkins.

“Go ahead,” Florence ordered,
rapping her cane on the floor. “Turn him over.”

Broom nodded and rolled the
unconscious man onto his side first, then his back. There was still
a considerable amount of sand clinging to various parts of his
body, and enough moisture remained in the skimpy shield of linen to
cause Florence’s eyebrows to fold upward into her wrinkles. She
said nothing for a moment, then a somewhat reluctant wave of her
cane brought forth a towel to drape across his waist and upper
thighs.

His modesty thus restored, she
frowned and took a step closer to the table. “All that hair,” she
said, giving her cane another impatient wave.

Broom nodded again and used the
edge of one ham-like hand to scrape the wet black waves off the
man’s face.

Florence stared, and it took
another full minute for the smile to fade off her lips. “Good and
gracious God,” she whispered.

“Do you know him?” Annaleah
asked.

A spotted hand, all knuckles
and glittering rings, rose to clutch her throat as Florence bent
over the body. “I pray God I am wrong, but...I believe it is the
vicar’s brother: Emory Althorpe.”

“A gentleman?”

Florence straightened. “Oh,
hardly that, my dear. He is a scoundrel, a rogue, an adventurer.
And if I am not mistaken, the last I heard, he was wanted by the
crown for treason.”

“Treason!”

“Indeed. By all accounts, his
last great adventure was to help Napoleon Bonaparte escape from
Elba.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 3




A note was dispatched in short
order to the vicarage, summoning the Reverend Mr. Stanley Althorpe
to Widdicombe House at his earliest convenience. There was some
discussion about sending for a doctor as well, but because
Willerkins had learned a considerable amount about physicking in
the army and had even operated on a horse the previous summer,
Florence decided it might be more prudent to let him treat Emory
Althorpe until his brother arrived and assumed responsibility. In
the meantime, the patient was transferred to an upper bedchamber,
where charity dictated that he be washed free of sand and salt
water, and the more serious abrasions be treated with liniment and
bandaged.

It was during this washing
stage that Willerkins made a somewhat disturbing discovery. The
marks on his back and limbs that Annaleah had assumed had come from
being scraped to and fro in the surf, were in fact older wounds
that had been inflicted by a knife or some other man-made
instrument. They were precise enough in length and depth for
Willerkins to further surmised that Althorpe had been subjected to
a particularly insidious form of torture as recently as two,
perhaps three weeks earlier to judge by the state of healing that
had occurred.

Unsettled by this new
information, Anna and her aunt retreated to the day parlor to await
the arrival of the vicar. Undeniably more exciting than watching
mortar crumble out of the bricks, Annaleah kept one ear tuned to
the hallway while her imagination formulated all manner of possible
intrigues. A man wanted for treason and sedition had been
tortured--by whom, and for what reason? How had he ended up in the
cove unconscious and unclothed? She had never been this close to a
genuine criminal before and had no idea how one might react upon
wakening. Her aunt had ordered Broom to remain in the room as a
precaution, but--to put it kindly--Broom was only slightly less
fearsome than an angry puppy. A loud shout would send him cowering
into the corner. Upon discovering this, Althorpe could easily
overpower him. Then, if he was desperate and cold blooded enough,
proceed to kill them all to avoid being handed over to the
authorities.

“Are you overly warm,
dear?”

Anna started and glanced across
at her aunt. “What?”

“You seem a little flushed.
Perhaps you are sitting too near the fire?”

“I am... a bit warm,” she
agreed in a broken whisper. “How long does it take to get to the
vicarage and back?”

“The way Throckmorton drives?
Half the afternoon, I expect.”

Anna stood and paced to the
open door. “Are you not worried? Having him in the house, I mean?
Is it not...dangerous? Might he not resent waking and finding Broom
standing guard on his door?”

“I expect he will resent it a
good deal less than finding himself in a gaol cell. And if you are
asking if I am afraid Emory Althorpe is going to perpetrate some
act of violence upon us, my answer is gracious me, no. Despite all
the wicked stories that have arisen about him over the past few
years, I was always rather fond of him. As a boy, he used to ride
out here from his family estates at Windsea Hall and help
Willerkins exercise the horses--we used to have a quite a fine
stable until the army interfered. After most of our stock was
commandeered, young Rory continued to visit, although I always
suspected it was as much to remove himself from his father’s
company as to seek mine, and with good reason I dare say. The Earl
of Hatherleigh was such a dreadful man. Cruel and brutish.” Her
voice hardened a moment with the memories. “He believed in using
harsh measures to discipline his four sons, even when they were
just babes in arms. In fact, I suspect it was because Edgar
Althorpe continuously smacked Poor Arthur on his head that the boy
was never quite right in later years.

"Suffice it to say Emory
escaped Windsea at any opportunity or excuse. He would bring me
books and read them aloud and we would have jolly long discussions
about the author’s intentions, or the story’s purpose. And he was
such a handsome boy. Handsome as the devil. Some might say he was a
little too wild for their liking, but I have always envied a little
wildness in a man. Nothing worse, you ask me, than a primping,
preening fop who capers about in a froth of lace, moaning that his
cravat is lacking starch or his newspapers are not ironed perfectly
flat.”

Anna hid a faint smile as she
recognized traits her father and brother shared along with half the
men in England.

“On the other hand,”
Florence gave the leg of the nearby table a little rap with her
cane, “every now and then a storm blows in off the sea and the only
man left standing on the cliffs is the one who defies the elements,
who chooses to live by his own rules and scoffs at anyone or
anything that would dare set boundaries. Emory was like that,
deliberately resisting all attempts to fit him into a mold. Even
when he knew there was a savage beating waiting for him when he
went home, he would sooner sit on the docks and listen to the old
salts tell of their adventures in foreign ports than learn how to
write the alphabet in Greek. It came as no surprise, to me anyway,
when he ran away to sea one day. He told me he wanted to see what
lay beyond the other side of the horizon; he wanted to visit the
bazaars in Madagascar, and search for gold in Hispaniola. He wanted
to hunt elephant in Africa and he promised to carve me a new
walking stick out of ivory. He wanted....” Florence’s gaze, having
drifted out of focus, snapped clear as she looked at her niece.
“Well, he wanted a lot of things, most of all adventure. Apparently
he found it.”

“You said he is accused of
helping Napoleon Bonaparte escape Elba?”

Florence nodded. “Not a
fortnight ago some wretched man came to Brixham--Ramsey, I believe
his name was, claiming to have proof Emory Althorpe was paid a
great deal of money to sail to Elba and whisk the little beast out
from under the noses of his English guards.”

“You do not believe it?”

“Oh, I absolutely believe he
would be quite capable of doing such a thing. But it would be for
the adventure, you know, not for money--which he always held in
such admirable disdain. Nor would it be out of any misguided regard
for the Corsican. In fact, he held a commission in the British navy
several years back. He fought as a young lieutenant in Admiral
Nelson’s fleet. But that was, oh, ten years ago. Since then there
have been rumours of him throwing in with pirates, of him fetching
up his own ship and running the blockades around France and Spain.
I do know for a fact the vicar has been trying in vain for the last
year or more to contact him and bring him home.”

“Surely not to stand
trial?”

Florence shook her head.
“Family business, I believe. Emory was the third son, you see, and
having no prospects of inheriting more than an annual pension some
day he never really concerned himself with the daily affairs of the
estate. All of that was conferred upon the oldest boy, William, who
was groomed as a matter of course to become the Earl of Hatherleigh
when their father passed away. Next in line after William was Poor
Arthur--and we always called him Poor Arthur, even when he was a
boy--but as I said, he turned out to be...mmm...not perfectly right
in the head,” she whispered, tapping her forefinger on her temple.
“He insisted from an early age that his arms were wings and his
fingers were feathers. He actually ruffles them when he talks, and
makes these rather peculiar clucking sounds in his throat when he
is agitated. On the whole, however, he is quite harmless and spends
several weeks in a sanatorium each year which, if nothing else,
curbs his urges to fly.

“None of that would have
mattered had nature followed its course. Cousins do insist upon
marrying cousins, so there are always a few madman locked away in
the attics of the finest houses. Unfortunately, William was earl
less than two years before he caught some childhood disease-- a
swelling in his stones, I believe--and died. His wife succumbed of
grief a few months later and because they were childless, that left
Poor Arthur next in line to inherit, which was both impractical and
imprudent, to say the least. Stanley was urged to apply to the
courts for guardianship, but was unable to file any further
petitions regarding the estate without consulting Emory first, and
Emory, of course, has been banging about in the Mediterranean, well
out of touch. I have lost count of how many times Poor Arthur,
claiming he would fly across the Channel to fetch him back, has
fallen off the roof of the stable and broken his wings.” She sighed
and clucked her tongue as if to suggest only that he try launching
himself from a lower height.

“Stanley has been coping, of
course, but it is an awkward arrangement to say the least. Nor is
his burden lightened any by his wife--a thoroughly witless chit, in
fact, who would undoubtedly enjoy nothing better than seeing Arthur
declared insane and Emory executed for treason. With both
impediments out of the way, Stanley would then inherit Windsea and
she would become the Countess of Hatherleigh.”

“How very cold blooded.”

“Yes, well, the vicar is a
sensible and practical man in all other areas, but is as addled as
a newt when it comes to pleasing sweet Lucille.”

“You mean he would turn his own
brother over to the authorities? A wounded and helpless man? But
that is terrible.”

Florence’s eyebrow twitched
upward. “A moment ago you were worried that same wounded and
helpless man would waken and shoot us over our porridge.”

Anna’s cheeks warmed.
“That was before you spoke of him so fondly. You obviously do not
believe him capable of violence.”

“I never said that, my dear,”
Florence corrected her softly. “He is his father’s son, after all,
and there have been several episodes when his temper has--” she
stopped suddenly and tilted her head toward the door. “Ahh. Voices.
Perhaps that is the vicar now.”

Annaleah was about to
dismiss her aunt’s aged hearing when she caught the faint clip of
boot heels echoed in the corridor outside the withdrawing room. A
moment later, a somber-faced gentleman in a long black frockcoat
appeared in the doorway and, after thanking Willerkins for the
escort, bowed formally in Florence’s direction.

“Dame Widdicombe. I came as
soon as I received your message.”

The face above the white
starched collar was that of a young man, no more than four and
twenty, with soft brown eyes and a direct, square chin. He was not
much taller than Annaleah, nor was he typical of most vicars of her
acquaintance who were portly and overbearing from so many hours
spent lecturing their flocks against sin and seduction. Reverend
Althorpe looked more like a bank clerk--in this instance, a harried
bank clerk, for he came straight to the point.

“I understand you have seen my
brother?”

“Seen rather more of him than
gentility allows, actually,” Florence agreed.

“You found him on the
beach?”

“My great niece found him,
actually. Lady Annaleah Fairchilde...the Reverend Mr. Stanley
Althorpe.” She waved her cane by way of completing the
introduction, then thumped the end soundly back on the carpet.
“Annaleah is visiting from London and takes long walks in the
morning to avoid having to endure the company of a black busked
crone at the breakfast table.”

“Auntie! That is not the reason
at all!”

The reverend turned anxious
eyes to Florence again. “Am I also to believe my brother is
wounded?”

“Cuts and scrapes mostly, and a
horrid big gull’s egg on the back of his head. He was senseless
when Annaleah found him and has not recovered his wits yet or I
should have been told.”

“May I see him?”

“Of course you may. Anna will
take you straight away. I’m afraid these old bones do not move as
swiftly as they once did, but I shall be as close upon your heels
as Willerkin’s arm will allow.”

The reverend bowed again
then followed Annaleah out of the room and along the corridor to
the main staircase. Arriving at the top, he fell anxiously into
step beside her, obviously too agitated to make any attempts at
conversation.

The door to the room where they
had moved Emory Althorpe stood open. The curtains were drawn and
the inside of the chamber was notably darker than the hallway. It
was furnished similarly to Anna’s, with a large canopied bed
occupying most of the space, a nightstand to one side, a mirror,
washstand and two wing chairs flanking either side of the
fireplace. Harold Broom looked formidable enough standing guard by
the door with his arms folded across his chest, but when he saw the
vicar, and especially Anna, he grinned and nearly squirmed with
shyness.

The air was sharp with the
conflicting scents of soap and liniment. Two beeswax candles glowed
inside glass hurricanes on the bedside table, another pair sent
feathers of black smoke drifting over the sconces that hung above
the fireplace.

It was the first time Annaleah
had seen Althorpe since he had been removed from the kitchen. Not
nearly as frightening or imposing as he had appeared on the beach,
he lay perfectly still in the middle of the wide mattress, his hair
a splash of black across the pillow, his arms on top of the
blankets, resting flat by his sides.

The vicar slowed when he
approached the side of the bed. His expression altered slightly for
an unguarded moment--crumpled in actual fact--then cleared with a
determined breath. Calmly, he leaned over and touched a hand to his
brother’s forehead, his cheek, then pressed his fingers against the
side of his throat to feel the strength of the pulse.

“He has not wakened? He has not
moved?” The questions were directed at Broom, who shook his head in
the negative.

The long, gentle fingers
continued to probe the back of his brother’s neck. When he located
the huge lump at the base of the skull, his mouth twisted into a
grimace.

Annaleah, standing at the foot
of the bed, had followed the movements of the vicar’s hand on his
brother’s forehead and cheek, but remained to linger on Emory
Althorpe’s face when the probing fingers moved on. Cleaned of sand,
with the long, dark hair brushed back off his brow, Anna found
herself thinking that her aunt had done him no disservice when she
said he was handsome. Exotically lush, dark lashes lay in black
crescents on his cheeks, complimented by the bold slash of eyebrows
above. A nose that was straight and prominent lured the eye to a
mouth that was wide and generous in shape, a square jaw, a neck
that was more of a column rising above the powerful bands of muscle
that shaped the upper breadth of his shoulders.

“I used to say in jest that he
had a hard head,” the vicar murmured. “With such a blow as this
must have been, I wonder that the crack has not gone straight
through. I am no doctor, but should he not have moved by now, or at
least showed some signs of stirring?”

“He did open his eyes on the
beach,” Annaleah offered. “Very briefly, to be sure, but he did
open them. And...while I cannot be absolutely certain...I think he
may have even been trying to tell me something.”

“He spoke to you?”

“His voice was very low and
difficult to hear above the surf, but I believe he said: ‘They have
to know the truth.’ He said it twice, in fact, and the second time
he was most adamant, adding the words: ‘Before it is too
late.’”

“Too late? Too late for
what?”

“That was the exact question I
asked, but he did not answer.”

Before the vicar could question
her further, Florence Widdicombe arrived in the room, slightly out
of breath and leaning heavily on Willerkin’s arm for support.

“Well, now that you have seen
him,” she said from the doorway. “What do you propose to do with
him?”

“D-do?” He straightened and
looked genuinely taken aback. “I...I am not sure. Naturally, I have
no wish to abuse your hospitality any longer than necessary--”

“Pish.” Florence cut him off
with a wave of the cane. “Just tell me if it is true. Has there
been a warrant issued for his arrest?”

The vicar’s expression crumpled
again. “Yes. Yes, it is true. The envoy from London showed it to me
himself.”

“Rupert Ramsey? That
black-beaked toady?”

“He comes straight from the
foreign office, from Lord Wessex himself.”

“He could come straight
from Lucifer and I would still question his intentions. I would
question anyone who would dare enter a church in the middle of
service and glare about the congregation as if he suspected them
all of wanting to take
coins from the alms basket, not add
them.”

“Yes, well, there have been
soldiers at the vicarage half a dozen times in the last week alone,
and each time they insist upon searching the premises. My wife is
nearly beside herself with fright.”

“I can well imagine,” Florence
said wryly. “But surely you do not believe any of this rubbish
about Rory being a Bonapartist, do you?”

The vicar seemed to know
better than to be startled by Florence’s candor. “Whether I believe
it or not is of no consequence. A witness has reported seeing him
in Rochefort the night before Napoleon surrendered to the captain
of the Bellerophon. There was also a
report that his ship, the Intrepid, slipped through the
blockade a few evenings later and was bound for
England.”

“Why the devil would he be so
foolish as to come here if half the country is looking for
him?”

“This Ramsey fellow is
convinced there will be another attempt made to rescue Bonaparte.
He is further convinced that Emory will be involved.”

The vicar paused and looked
down at the still form. “This is my first glimpse of him in nearly
three years,” he said softly. “I have not even known where he was
or how to reach him so there was no need to lie to the authorities
when they questioned me.”

Florence’s eyebrow crept a
little higher and seeing it, the vicar flushed.

“I have always stood in staunch
defence of both my brothers, even when it seemed the pair of them
were determined to take flights of fancy. But if what this Ramsey
chap says is true, if Emory has been working for the Bonapartists,
then this was no minor act of familial rebellion. The charges are
real, the warrant is real and I am a minister of God as well as a
loyal citizen of the crown. It would be my bounden duty, in both
capacities,” he added hoarsely, “to send for the constables and
turn him into their care. If he is innocent, the courts will clear
him.”

“And when they find him
guilty?”

“If he is guilty, I....”

“I did not say
if he is
found guilty,” Florence pointed out, thumping her cane on the floor
for emphasis. “I said when he is found guilty, which he
surely will be when all of those licentious fat fools who sit in
Parliament decide they need someone to hang in Bonaparte’s
place.”

Annaleah stared at her great
aunt in surprise. Old and withered and eccentric though she might
be, there was a hard light in her eyes that betrayed a keener
intelligence than she obviously cared to show the world.

“Because of their
misguided sense of noblesse oblige,” Florence continued, “
the vaunted House of Lords will undoubtedly decide they cannot
justify taking the axe to Bonaparte’s throat. All the same, they
will be desperate to spill someone else’s blood in his stead, and
the man accused of unleashing the plague upon the world a second
time will suit their needs perfectly. Regardless of Emory’s guilt
or innocence, therefore, he will be condemned, executed in a public
place, and his remains left there to rot for months afterward so
the people can spit and jeer and throw spoiled fruit at the rotting
corpse. It will not be a fair trial. It will not be a trial at all,
but a monkey court with that carrion-eater Ramsey leading the
parade.”

The vicar blanched and a
visible tremor brought his hands together in a tight clench.
“Wh-what else can I do? If I take him back to the vicarage, they
will find him the next time they come to search. If I take him to
Windsea Hall and they find him there, Arthur will suffer for
it.”

“We could keep him here, could
we not?” Anna heard herself say. “Widdicombe House is probably the
last place the soldiers would search for dangerous criminals.”

The vicar and her aunt
both turned and stared at her in surprise.

“At least until he is able to
defend himself,” she added in a self-conscious murmur.

Florence pursed her lips and
agreed with another thump of her cane. “My niece is absolutely
right. This is the safest place to keep him for the time being. Few
of the villagers have reason to come here, and none of my people
have ever been accused of having loose tongues. Mister Broom will
see he behaves and Willerkins will shoot him if he does not.”

The vicar shook his head. “I
cannot ask you to put yourselves at such risk.”

“You are not asking, dear
boy. I am insisting. I am all for justice and loyalty, and I would
kiss the king’s feet if they let him out of Bedlam long enough. At
the same time, I will not condemn a good man on rumor and
speculation. I would be curious to know what this proof is that
they claim to have against him; I should think you would be
too.”

The vicar drew a large white
square of linen out of his pocket and dabbed it across his brow. “I
suppose it would only seem natural for me to make inquiries. I
shall have to do so with the utmost discretion, however, for I
would not want Lucille to become more alarmed than she already is
by all this fuss. She has been pleading with me to let her go to
London; perhaps this would be a good time.”

“I trust she was not at the
vicarage when Throckmorton fetched you away?”

“No. No, she was taking lunch
with the ladies of the Foundlings Society. She has become quite
involved with charitable works of late. I believe the time she has
spent with Poor Arthur has opened her eyes to the need for
compassion and kindness in the world today.”

“I am sure it has,”
Florence murmured dryly. “Which is why you are probably right,
Vicar. It might be best to send her on a little holiday until this
matter is resolved. ‘T would be a pity to involve the poor child in
a moral dilemma of such magnitude.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 4




Exactly
sixty-two hours passed without so much as
a twitch or flicker from the still form on the bed and Annaleah
began to wonder if she had just imagined seeing his eyes open on
the beach. She had tried not to show too much interest in the
patient’s progress; after all, it was hardly proper to linger in a
bedroom with a naked man, regardless if he was awake or not. But
her aunt, who had taken the precaution of removing Emory Althorpe
to an attic chamber under the eaves, was not able to maneuver the
steep and narrow stairs. Anna was dispatched in her stead and after
the first dozen or so trips, when his condition remained unchanged,
she began to grow resentful as well as impatient.

By the end of the second day,
her travels up and down the stairs had become so tiresome, Annaleah
offered to relieve Harold Broom while he caught up on some of his
household chores. It was midway through the third day, while he was
away refilling all the large water kettles in the kitchen and
fetching his noon meal, that she looked over at the bed and found
Emory Althorpe looking calmly back at her.

She was sitting on the window
seat, her legs curled beneath her, idly tracing a pattern in the
grime on the glass pane. The shutters were opened wide and where
the sunlight poured around her shoulders in a thick haze, it turned
the flown wisps of her dark hair into a fiery coppery halo. Her
gown was white muslin and the combined effect of the bright
sunlight and the streamer of sparkling dust motes caused her to
body and skin to glow with an almost unearthly, blurred
luminance.

Annaleah was blithely unaware
of this. She was only conscious, suddenly, of eyes as deep and dark
as the blackest of sins staring at her.

For a very, very long moment,
that was all they did: stare at one another.

Anna could actually feel the
blood draining out of her face, and the strength melting out of her
shoulders, her arms, her legs. She turned instantly cold, was
completely paralysed to the point where she forgot she had to
breathe.

“Am I dead, then?” he asked in
a rough whisper. “Is this the end of it?”

Anna’s lungs emptied on a
gust and she tore her gaze away from the bed long enough to glance
at the door. Broom had been gone over an hour and should have been
back by now but he was not, and she was entirely alone with a
dangerous criminal, three long flights of stairs away from a
smattering of old servants who were too deaf to hear her scream and
too old to wobble to her rescue anyway.

“No.” Her voice sounded equally
cracked and ragged and she had to swallow to make her throat work
properly. “No, you are not dead, sir.”

The long black lashes closed
and opened slowly again. He blinked a second time, then a third as
if he still did not believe the soft, glowing vision before him was
real. In the next instant, when he tried to turn his head to
identify the rest of his surroundings, any lingering doubts were
removed as his lips parted around a grunt of pain so pure and
involuntary it brought Anna jumping to her feet.

“You should not try to move,
sir. Not until you are fully apprised of your injuries.”

“Injuries?” His left hand moved
with the ease of a hundred pound weight, inching up off the bed to
grope clumsily at the lump on back of his neck. The swelling had
gone down considerably over the past two days, but it was obvious
by the look on his face that the pain was excruciating.

“Wh-what happened?”

“You were found half-drowned on
the beach. My great-aunt, Dame Florence Widdicombe, had you carried
up here to the house, where you have lain for the past two...nearly
three days without moving. We were beginning to wonder if you were
ever going to waken. Your brother has stopped by at least twice
each day and is quite beside himself with worry.”

“My brother?”

“The vicar. Reverend Althorpe.
S-Stanley,” she stammered finally, not knowing exactly how much
familiarity was permitted under the circumstances.

He frowned again.
“How long did you say--?”

“We found you early Monday
morning, and today is Wednesday, not quite noon. Of course, we have
no idea how long you lay on the beach, or floated in the water,
or...” she started to ramble desperately as the bottomless black
eyes searched her face again “...or if you fell off a ship in the
Channel, or if you took a tumble off the docks, or the
cliffs...”

Her voice trailed off as,
thankfully, he looked away. This time he seemed to brace himself
for the pain, meeting it with a clenched jaw. He scanned the bare
walls, the high peaked roof, the lamp that hung from a long chain
off a wooden beam. His inspection halted briefly at the open door
then went on to locate the rail-backed chair, the washstand and
painted china pitcher, the cluster of towels hanging on a wall peg.
There was more, including a bottle of tincture and one of laudanum
that drew forth another frown, but his gaze skimmed them quickly
before flickering back to Annaleah.

“When you said I was
brought here, may I ask...where, exactly, is
‘here’?”

“Widdicombe House.” It was
Anna’s turn to frown. “My aunt tells me she knows you very well;
you used to visit here a great deal when you were younger. She has
been almost as anxious as the vicar to speak with you. In fact--”
She took a nervous step toward the door. “She wanted to be told the
minute you came to your senses.”

“Wait...please!”

The genuine note of panic in
his voice stopped her.

“Please,
Miss...Widdicombe?”

“Fairchilde,” she corrected him
in a whisper. “Annaleah Fairchilde.”

“Please, Miss Fairchilde--”

“My father is the Earl of
Witham, my mother is a Compton, by way of the Somerset Comptons,
and niece to Lady Widdicombe.” It was an awkward and pretentious
introduction at best, but for some reason she felt compelled to
establish her position and stature quite clearly. At the very
least, she had no intentions of being mistaken for a poor relation
relegated to the position of companion to an old woman. At best,
she would not be ordered about by a treasonous rogue, regardless if
his head was broken or not.

“Miss Fairchilde,” he
said, licking dry lips, “if you would be so kind as to bear with my
ignorance a moment longer? Since you appear to be well enough
informed, I would be grateful if you could tell me who the
blazes I am.”

Anna started, shocked
again. “Who you
are? You do not know?”

“My head is...” he stopped and
appeared to look inside himself with no happy result, “utterly and
completely blank. A void. Entirely empty except for the bastard who
is pounding the inside of my skull with an iron pike.”

A shudder rippled the length of
his body as he fought to cope with both the pain and the sudden
anxiety. “Please,” he said through clenched teeth, “if you can tell
me something...anything that might help jar a thought or memory
loose? I don’t mean to frighten you, and can only hope it is just a
temporary impediment, but--”

“You remember nothing at all?
Not how you came here, or how you ended up on the beach?”

“Nothing. I remember nothing.
Water, perhaps. A great deal of water and hot sun, but other than
that...I have no recollections at all.” His arms, his legs, his
entire body began to tremble beneath the blankets and the look in
his eyes was frantic enough for Anna to abandon her caution and
hasten to the side of the bed. There, she had to place her hands on
his bare shoulders to restrain him from struggling to sit up.

“Mr. Althorpe, please. You must
not overtax yourself. I am certain you are right. I am certain it
must be a temporary thing, a result of the blow you took to the
head, but you will do yourself no good trying to force something
that is not quite there yet.”

He slumped back, all but
exhausted by such a feeble effort. “Althorpe?”

Anna pressed her hand over his
forehead, but it was cool. “Emory Althorpe. That is your name, is
it not?”

“I don’t know.
Is it?”

His teeth were beginning to
chatter and his eyes, when she looked into them, had the terrified,
uncertain look of a trapped animal.

“Your name is Emory
Althorpe, sir. You have two brothers; one of them is the Reverend
Mr. Stanley Althorpe who is, I believe, five years your junior. You
also have an older brother--” she paused and reached for the
stoppered bottle of laudanum on the bedside table, pouring what she
hoped was a safe measure of the pale blue liquid into a glass
before mixing it with equal parts of water. “His name is Arthur,
and I think my aunt said he was thirty-one...or perhaps it was
thirty-two, I am not sure. There was a third brother, William, but
he has passed, as have your father and mother. Your father was
Edgar Althorpe, and he was the Earl of Hatherleigh,” she added,
trying to remember what her aunt had told her about the family.
“Your mother’s name was Eugenia. You have no sisters, but you do
have a sister-in-law, Lucille--the vicar’s wife. Your family home
is called Windsea Hall and is located some five miles north and
east of here, above Torquay.”

His eyes were squeezed tightly
shut. “I do not recognize any of those names or places. I do not
even recognize the name you tell me is my own.”

“Here,” she said, leaning over
the bed. “Take a sip of water, you must be thirsty. I’ve put some
laudanum in it which may help ease the pain.”

He reached eagerly for
the glass but hand was still too shaky to hold it steady against
his lips. Anna slid her arm under his shoulder to support him while
he took several deep swallows, and when he finished, he fell back
against the pillows, trapping her arm beneath. The motion brought
her forward and she found herself practically sprawled across his
chest, her nose a mere inch or two from his face.

His eyes were closed again and
she watched as a trickle of water ran down his chin, leaving a
shiny path of liquid between the taut cords of his neck. The hand
he had placed over hers while she held the glass to his lips had
slipped down until it was around her wrist, and although it was
warm and dry, Anna felt a cool, prickling sensation skitter up her
arm and down her spine. It was not nearly as fierce a grip as the
one he had held her with on the beach, but even so, the size of his
hand, the strength in his fingers made her wrist feel as fragile as
a matchstick.

“I really should fetch my
aunt,” she whispered. “She will know much better than I what to
do.”

“Just one more question.”

“Truly, sir, my aunt knows far
more about this than I. I have only been here a week myself, on a
visit from London.”

“Please,” he said, the softness
of the word sending another shiver through her body. “You said I
was on the beach? Who found me?”

“As it happened...I did. I was
the one who found you.”

He had not yet opened his
eyes, for which Anna was partially thankful. She was wriggling her
arm to free it, but it was a slow process, not helped any by the
fact there was not an inch of her own flesh not burning with
mortification. It was bad enough that she already had a more
intimate knowledge of his body than any books on social etiquette
allowed. Now, to feel all that hard, smooth muscle sliding against
her hand...well, it was almost more than she could hope to survive
without turning as red as a beetroot.

Making matters infinitely
worse, she was close enough to count the individual stubbles of his
beard if she were so inclined. The lashes she had admired earlier
were so long and thick they would have been the envy of any woman.
The eyebrows above were black and smooth, the left one marred by a
tiny white scar that cut through the arch. The waves of hair that
framed his face were blacker still, far too long and undisciplined
to comply with strict London fashion, but then she doubted if a
rogue and adventured cared much for the dictates of Beau Brummell.
His mouth was blatantly, shockingly sensuous as well, and if he
ever smiled the effect would be, she imagined, quite
heart-stopping.

“You have no idea how I came to
be on the beach?”

“What?” She was still staring
at his mouth when she realized his eyes were open again. She
quickly pulled her arm the rest of the way free and straightened.
“Oh. No, none at all. We were hoping you could tell us, for you
were in a rather....unusual state of undress.”

“Unusual? How so?”

The color that had been
riding high on her cheeks flamed even darker. Undergarments of any
kind were most definitely never to be mentioned in polite
conversation, especially not when the memories of the ill concealed
shapes and shadows they were intended to protect were still
shamefully clear in the mind. “You were not...completely without
coverings, sir, but...what there was...suffice it to say, could not
have been worn in any public place.”

He said, “I see,” though she
doubted he did, then added, “I am truly sorry to be the cause of so
much trouble.”

“You have been asleep most of
the time and therefore no real trouble. My aunt, as I said before,
is quite fond of you, despite--” her breath caught and held for as
long as it took her to bite back the words she had been about to
say-- “despite the fact that you leaked a great deal of salt water
onto her carpets.”

He said nothing. If he realized
she had been about to say one thing and substituted it at the last
moment for another, there was no indication of it in his eyes. He
was just studying her face, feature by feature, in the same fashion
she had been studying his a few moments ago.

“When I first saw you sitting
by the window...I thought you were an angel,” he murmured. “I
thought I was dead and you were waiting to take me away.”

Annaleah reacted with an
involuntary smile. “I expect my family would be vastly amused by
your misimpression, sir. For that matter, I always imagined angels
must be dressed in long flowing robes, with wings, and halos, and a
shining cascade of long golden hair spilling down to their
knees.”

His own smile was
crooked, a little wistful. “Whereas I will forever more imagine
them as dark-haired beauties with eyes the color of a stormy
sea.”

Anna raised a hand
self-consciously to touch a glossy chestnut spiral that had tumbled
over her shoulder. It was by no means the first compliment she had
ever received in her life, and yet...delivered through those lips,
judged by those eyes, it was almost a physical caress.

“I really must fetch my aunt,”
she whispered.

“Please--” he held his hand out
palm up in a hesitant plea. “Will you not sit with me just a few
minutes longer?”

There was a shadow of
desperation in his eyes, as well as helplessness. It occurred to
Anna that she could imagine feather-winged angels with perfect
ease, but she could not for a single instant imagine what it must
be like to waken in pain, in a strange place, with no memories, not
even a name.

She looked at his hand,
trembling visibly with the fear of rejection, and she reached out,
slipping her cool, slender fingers into his. The thrill that
travelled up her arm this time shot straight down into her knees
and, having already broken more rules of decorum than she could
count, she shattered a few score more by sitting down on the edge
of the bed.

“You said this was your aunt’s
house?”

“My great aunt,
actually." She nodded. "Florence
Widdicombe.”

“And...you have been here a
week visiting?”

He seemed so pleased with
himself to have remembered such a trivial thing, she smiled. “Yes.
I came out from London eight days ago.”

“Alone?”

“Yes,” she said slowly.
“Alone.”

“Your family is not with
you?”

It was on the tip of her
tongue to retort that if she was alone, then by definition her
family was not with her, but then she realized he was no longer
even looking at her. He had turned to stare at the beam of sunlight
streaming through the arched window. It occurred to her that he had
not really cared about the answer, that he might just want to hear
her voice so that he would not be left too long with his own
thoughts.

It was a feeling she
could well understand, for the silence was forcing her to look at
the way the cords of his neck stood out when he turned his head,
and the way his hair lay like a wave of silk over his cheek. The
blanket had slipped down below the first hard bands of muscle that
formed his chest. The hair there was smooth and black as well,
covering the skin like a dark breastplate. It was much finer on his
arms, allowing a clear view of the veins that flowed down to his
hands, to the fingers that were wrapped with easy possession around
hers.

As far as making casual
conversation, what could she say? You, sir, are a fugitive charged
with treason. There are soldiers patrolling the roads, searching
inns and taverns on the waterfront, watching the vicar’s house, the
church, even questioning Poor Arthur’s nurses to see if he had had
a visit from his notorious brother.

“My family lives in London
during the season,” she said, clearing her throat softly, “and
spend their summers in Exeter. I have a sister, Beatrice, and a
brother Anthony, both older. Bea is married, Anthony is not. I
am...I am engaged,” she added awkwardly, wondering why she had felt
the need to throw up such a petty defence. Especially when the
addition caused him to turn and stare at her through a frown.

“Do you happen to
know...if I
am married?”

“No,” she whispered. “I am
afraid I do not. According to my aunt, you have been out of the
country for several years and no one really knows what you have
been doing.”

She saw the next question
forming in his eyes, but before he could ask it, the sound of loud,
scraping footsteps on the stairs put her hastily on her feet and
prompted her to take several precautionary steps away from the side
of the bed.

“That will be Broom,” she
explained. “He has been watching over you while you slept.”

“Watching over me?”

“Yes. In...in case you
woke up. Now I really must go and find my aunt. She
will want to send for the vicar at once, and between them, perhaps
they will be better able to answer some of your
questions.”

“Will you come back later?”

“Later?”

“Later,” he said with quiet
intensity, “when you can tell me what it is you are too frightened
to tell me now.”

Again there was no time
to answer--if indeed she could have thought of something to
say--for Broom was at the door, snatching the crumpled felt hat off
his head and bowing as much to clear the lintel of the doorway as
to extend the formal courtesy to Annaleah.

“Mr. Althorpe is awake,” she
explained needlessly. “I was just going to find my aunt.”

“Aye, Miss. She be in day
parlor, Miss, wi’ visitors.”

“Visitors?”

“Aye. An ‘ole flock o’ them.
Two fancy toffs come first in a big black rig wi’ four ‘orses!” To
a man who measured wealth in livestock, it was an impressive
testimony of importance. “They was ‘ardly ‘ere long enough for ‘er
Ladyship to settle ‘em in the parlor afore anither coach pulled up
wi’ Colonel Ramsey an’ a brace o’ redcoats.”

 


 


 


 


 CHAPTER 5

 


Annaleah did not even want to
entertain the notion that Reverend Stanley Althorpe had faltered in
his resolve and alerted the authorities to his brother’s
whereabouts. As she descended from the attic to the third floor,
then hurried along the corridor to the main staircase, she could
not think of any other plausible reason why soldiers would be in
the house. Her own brother, Anthony, irritated her almost beyond
endurance at times, yet she could not fathom a crime so heinous as
to make her willingly betray him. Beatrice often made her clamp her
hands to her sides to keep from reaching up and tearing out locks
of her hair, but there too, at the slightest hint of trouble, Anna
would defend her unto the death.

By the time she arrived outside
the day parlor, her cheeks were warm with indignation, her temples
steamy and her jaw set for battle.

The two
scarlet-clad soldiers stood with
Willerkins just inside the doorway, rigid in their official
capacity, and were the first persons Anna saw when she entered the
room.

The next visitor she
recognized from a brief introduction at Sunday mass was Colonel
Rupert Ramsey, retired from active service by a shattered elbow,
and more recently attached to the garrison at Berry Head to oversee
the demobilization of the army. He was short and wiry in an
ill-fitting uniform, with a pointed face and thick curly hair more
suited to a sheep than a man.

She sought her aunt
immediately, hoping to take some clue from Florence’s expression as
to why Ramsey was here, but her gaze had barely touched upon the
diminutive gray haired figure in black bombazine when it was jolted
abruptly over to the second pair of ‘toffs’ seated by the
fireplace.

Both balanced delicate cups and
saucers on their laps, which they set aside at once and rose in
deference to her arrival.

“Anthony!” Annaleah
gasped, seeing her brother. Her gaze shifted again. “Lord
Barrimore?”

Their formal bows executed, it
was her brother who spoke first. “Anna. Good show. You have saved
old Willerkins the need to hunt you down.”

Anna was too stunned for
cleverness or subtlety. “What on earth are you doing here?”

Her brother coughed into his
hand. “A rather blunt greeting, I must say. To which the equally
blunt answer would be the obvious: We have come to fetch you
home.”

He was impeccably
dressed, as usual, in a charcoal jacket, green striped waistcoat,
and pearl gray trousers. Winston Perry, Marquis of Barrimore made
for a rather sombre contrast in black superfine from head to toe,
with the only break in severity being the stiff white collar and
cravat. He was taller than Anthony by an inch or more, with
precisely clipped and curled brown hair surrounding a handsome face
that might have been considered irresistible were it not for the
fact his expression was usually as tight as his collar. At the
moment, only the two brittle green points of his eyes showed any
animation, scarcely a flattering departure as they assessed her
loosely combed hair and simple muslin dress.

“Do come in, Anna dear,” her
aunt invited, “and take some tea with us. You remember Colonel
Ramsey? He has no time for tea himself,” she added, “but has come
to warn us to be on guard against any strangers lurking about.”

“Strangers?” Anna’s voice came
out suitably hesitant.

“Yes. You have not seen any,
have you dear? ”

Instead of answering directly,
she looked at Colonel Ramsey. “Has there been trouble in the
village, sir?”

Ramsey stopped undressing her
with his eyes and looked up into her face. “We have reason to
believe there may be some trouble brewing, what with Bonaparte due
to arrive in port any day now.”

“Bonaparte is coming here? To
Torbay?”

“Why yes,” Anthony said,
parting the swallow tails of his coat to resume his seat. “The most
recent sightings put the Bellerophon less than a week out
of port. Plymouth will not have him and London wants no part of the
circus he is expected to draw. It was decided, quite rightly so,
that he should be kept as isolated from the general population as
is possible. They do not even intend to land him, merely let him
sit on board the ship at anchor.”

“What does that have to do with
us?” Anna asked.

“Nothing directly, of course,”
the colonel said carefully.

“It would seem, Niece,”
Florence interjected, “they are also looking for a dangerous
criminal. A gentleman by the name of Althorpe.”

“I would hesitate to call
Emory Althorpe a gentleman, dear lady," Ramsey said with a scowl,
"since he is wanted for a host of crimes, none of which carry less
than a penalty of hanging.”

“Yes, well, I only vaguely
recall the boy,” Florence said, waving her cane absently, “and
thought him dead long ago of a shrunken head in Borneo. At any
rate, you say there is a reward being offered for his capture and
arrest?”

“Five hundred pounds,” Ramsey
nodded. “Authorized by Lord Wessex himself, as Lord Barrimore will
no doubt confirm.”

Anna glanced at the
marquis with renewed astonishment. “You know this man, the one they
are looking for?”

“I have never met him
personally, but I have run across his name a time or two through my
dealings with the foreign office. As a privateer--which is a
roundabout way of saying he was a mercenary--he was apparently
recruited some years ago to provide information about the movements
of the French navy. In light of the charges that have been brought
against him in recent months, one can only presume the French
offered him more money to turn his coat and work for them
instead.”

“For the five hundred pounds
being offered for his capture, I would turn my coat,” Florence
stated flatly, drawing focus back to the reward. “It is an
astounding sum of money in and of itself. One that will be bound to
draw the worms out of the woodwork.”

“We have had several false
sightings already,” Ramsey admitted. “One from a fisherman who
claims he saw someone who resembled Althorpe floating toward shore
on a piece of driftwood.”

“In that case, please do tell
my niece what the scoundrel looks like that she might be on her
guard next time she is walking by the beach.”

“This was several days ago and
well south of here, but we are taking no chances and have printed
up a likeness we are in the process of posting in all public
areas.”

Ramsey reached out awkwardly
with his stiff arm and snapped his fingers at one of the redcoats
who in turn produced several sheets of paper out of a leather
dispatch case. He handed one to Florence first, then to Anthony.
Barrimore barely glanced at it before waving it away with a small
frown, at which time it was passed to Anna. She took the sheet and
braced herself before looking down, and considering it was only a
rough sketch in smeared black ink, it bore a startling likeness to
the man lying upstairs. The hair was wilder, embellished by the
kind of braids depicted in stories about pirates. The eyes were
close-set and mean, and more licence had been taken etching the
scar in his eyebrow; far from being the slim nick it was in
reality, the artist suggested it dragged across his brow and
distorted the entire temple.

But it was him. It was Emory
Althorpe, and the huge blocked letters beneath his picture declared
he was wanted for Treason! Sedition! Piracy! Murder!

Anna glanced at Florence, who
was studying the sketch as if was of no more importance than the
evening menu.

“Have you seen anyone like that
in the vicinity, Miss?” Ramsey asked. “Privates Dilberry and Ward
may be able to help with additional information, as they were
familiar with the rogue in his youth.”

One of the soldiers touched a
forelock. “Aye. I know’d ‘im, Miss. Big man, ‘ee is. Stands near
seven feet tall, wi’ a scrint eye, all scarred-like, an’ shoulders
this wide.” His comrade nudged him on the arm and he amended the
distance between his hands, increasing it beyond Broom’s impressive
bulk. “Aye, more like this wide.”

“In absolute honesty, sir,” she
said, addressing Ramsey, “I have not seen anyone who would match
that description.”

“Nor is she likely to,” Lord
Barrimore said dryly, “since there is some doubt as to whether he
is even still alive. A report received in the foreign office stated
there was some trouble in the harbor at Rochefort shortly after
Bonaparte’s surrender and he was killed by one of the general’s own
men.”

Colonel Ramsey shook his head,
obviously not convinced. “He has been reported dead before only to
appear like a bad dream some months later. I have heard nothing
that would convince me this time is any different and until I see
an actual body, I will not believe it.”

“You sound as if you have been
looking for him longer than a few short weeks,” Florence said.

“I have had a personal interest
in following his career these past three years or more,” Ramsey
admitted. “The man is as elusive as smoke and twice as hard to
catch.”

“Then I bid you the best of
luck in your hunt, Colonel. Wild geese have never appealed to me,
personally.”

“Too gamey by far, Auntie,”
Anthony agreed, dropping the warrant sheet on the table beside him.
“Especially if they have been dead for over a month. Was there
anything else, sir? Any other bogie men we should be on the lookout
for?”

“I’ll not take up any more of
your time,” Ramsey said, bristling slightly at the sarcasm. “Be
advised, however, that there will be increased patrols along the
coast roads and at every toll booth on the turnpikes leading in and
out of Torbay. If you are planning to return to London any time
soon, you might want to spare yourself any unnecessary aggravation
by allowing for the additional delays.”

With that, he nodded curtly at
Florence and Anna, and, after snapping his fingers again at his two
men, stalked out of the room, following Willerkins down the
hallway.

“Such an unpleasant man,”
Florence said after a moment. “But can it be true? Is that dreadful
little French general coming here to Torbay?”

“It has been in all the
newspapers, Auntie,” Anthony said. “But of course, you would have
no reason to read one. Not to worry, however. Barrimore, tells me
there is more than enough room in his berline coach to carry you
home to London with us. We shall consider it an adventure, shall
we?” He leaned forward to rest his hand patronizingly on her knee.
“A grand adventure to London town.”

Florence looked like she wanted
to give his shin a sharp whack with her cane, but she smiled
sweetly instead. “How thoughtful of you to worry about me, Nephew,
but I do not often venture out of the house these days. My poor
bones are so brittle, I fear even a brief journey in any manner of
moving vehicle would likely crack my spine in two. No, no. It is
kind of you to worry after my safety, but sadly, I must decline
your offer.”

“But you heard what Ramsey
said. Disregarding for the moment the rabble that will be swarming
to the coast to catch a glimpse of Bonaparte, one should not be so
cavalier in dismissing the possibility of a dangerous criminal
being on the loose.”

“Pish. I knew Emory Althorpe
when he was a boy, and if he has retained half the common sense he
had back then, I should think Brixham would be the last place he
would come. Not when there would be a very good chance he would be
recognized, and certainly not with a reward on his head worth
twenty times what most of the fishermen hereabout will earn in
their lifetimes!”

“Nevertheless,” Anthony argued,
“I cannot say I am comfortable with the notion of you being so far
out of town. It could take hours for one of these creaking old
servants to fetch help if it was required.”

“I am fine. We are all of us
fine. There is a young boy--Blisterbottom--in the house who runs
like the wind and we have Willerkins. He was a member of the King’s
Royal Guard back in the ‘45 and is still a crack shot. Indeed, the
locals--not to mention the field mice--are quite terrified of his
prowess with a blunderbuss.”

Anthony looked dubious. “Mother
will not be pleased when we return home without you.”

“Your mother will survive the
disappointment, I am sure.”

“Both disappointments,”
Annaleah said, “for I am not leaving either.”

“What?” Anthony had started to
lift his tea cup but stopped. “What did you say?”

“I said...I am not leaving
either. I am staying here with Aunt Florence.”

She might well have said she
was taking up a gun and turning highwayman for the look he gave her
in return. And were it not such a serious breech of parental
authority she was proposing, she might have laughed out loud.

But this was no laughing
matter. Whether he was guilty or not, she could not leave Florence
alone in the house with a notorious criminal. Moreover, she had not
changed her opinion of Winston Perry, Lord Barrimore and she knew
if she left Widdicombe House and drove back to London with him, her
fate would be sealed. Her engagement would be announced, the
marriage date settled, the banns read.

“Not leaving?” Anthony said
again. “What nonsense is this?”

“I...I cannot leave,” she
insisted. “Not while Auntie Lal still needs me. And if she is
refusing...or unable to leave here...then it is my duty to
remain.”

Anna hastened to her
aunt’s side and settled beside her in a soft swirl of white muslin.
Taking up one of the gnarled hands, she gave it an imploring
squeeze. “I know you are determined to put forth a brave show for
my brother and Lord Barrimore, but I could not live with myself if
I left you alone, knowing that you are in such terrible
pain.”

“Pain?” Anthony frowned at his
aunt. “You are in pain Aunt Florence?”

“I am?” Florence looked from
Anna to her brother. “I am. Well, not so much that you would
notice.”

“There, you see,” Anna
declared. “She would never tell you so, but dear Auntie can barely
walk from one chair to the next without assistance. Her legs are so
weak why...why she nearly took a dreadful tumble just this morning,
and would have fallen head over heels down the stairs had I not
been there to catch her.”

“My dear child, you
exaggerate.” The canny blue eyes narrowed into their wrinkles. “I
will have you know, it has been nearly a whole week since the last
time my feet went up in the air. And the pain is not so very
dreadful; my ankle can almost bear the weight.”

“The doctor said you were not
to overtax yourself.”

“He did? Oh, of course he
did. And you have been such a help to me, dear child, hovering
about like a lovely little butterfly, at my elbow day and night to
attend to the smallest request. But I should not impose further
upon your sweet nature. Not if your dear mother wishes you to
return home.”

“It was my dear mother
who sent me here to help you and I shall remain here to help you
for as long as you need me.”

“Anna,” her brother protested.
“Mother’s concerns are genuine--”

“Her concerns were equally
genuine when she hastened me out of London on a moment’s notice.”
Anna said, conscious of Barrimore’s eyes boring into the back of
her neck. She had wondered exactly what he had been told with
regards to her abrupt departure from the city but because she
doubted it was anything near the truth, she gambled it was more
than likely her elderly aunt’s health that had been used for an
excuse. “Can you not see I am still needed here? How cruel and cold
a person do you think me that I would simply walk away and leave
our aunt alone and helpless in her pain?”

“I have Willerkins to help me,”
Florence said in a brave, quavering voice. “And Ethel, of course,
though it is sometimes difficult to tolerate the smell of chicken
that always clings to her.”

“You do not have to rely on
either Willerkins or Ethel, Auntie. I am here, and here is where I
shall remain.”

“I do not want to be a
burden on anyone, even for the short time I have left.” Florence
took up a crumpled lace handkerchief and touched it to the corner
of her eye as she offered up a watery confession in Anthony’s
direction. “The doctors, you see, have already said it will be a
true miracle if I live to see another Michaelmas Day, not two full
months hence. They apply leeches and open my veins every time I
have a spell, but...the relief is only temporary.”

“You have spells?” Anthony
asked, clearly concerned.

“Spells,” Florence nodded
solemnly. “And then there is the chaos in my bowels. It erupts at
the most inopportune moments.”

“I see. Well, ah, I suppose I
could send Mother a post, explaining the situation.” He glanced
around the room, at the aged furniture, the dark walls, the musty
shadows and shuddered visibly. “Naturally,” he added with no
attempt to conceal his reluctance, “I shall remain as well to offer
what assistance and comfort I may.”

Florence dabbed her eyes again
and smiled. “You are more than welcome of course. There are at
least a dozen empty bedrooms that have not been used in, oh,
several years. But I am certain a few hours with soapy water and
carpet brooms should make one or two of them presentable. And as
long as it does not rain at night, you gentlemen should be quite
comfortable. The bats, as your sister has discovered, are not so
very great a problem if you remember to keep the curtains drawn and
rags stuffed in the window sills. And you, sir--forgive me, but I
have quite forgotten your name--?”

“Barrimore,” said the
marquis by rote, looking even more appalled than Anthony, if that
was possible, at the prospect of rags and bats.

“I knew a Barrimore once. He
used to steal the oranges out of the children’s Christmas boxes. He
was the butler, I believe, or perhaps the dustman...it was so long
ago, the faces all crowd together...but of course he would have
been your grandfather’s age, and I dare say your grandfather was
not a dustman, was he?”

“No, madam. He was not.
Nor would I would dream of imposing upon your hospitality at such a
trying time as this. Fairchilde,” he snapped. “A word, if I
may?”

Anthony sprang to his
feet at once. “Of course. Ladies, you will excuse us a
moment?”

He offered a brief bow and
retreated with Barrimore to stand before the window.

Anna bowed her head and her
lips barely moved. “I am so sorry, Auntie, but I did not know what
else to do.”

“There is no need to explain
anything to me,” Florence murmured. “Would I be mistaken in
presuming to guess Lord Barrimore is the paragon your mother has
chosen for your future husband?”

Anna tilted her head up, her
huge blue eyes shining with confused emotions. “She insists he is a
fine catch.”

“Mm. No doubt he is rich,
titled, handsome and she has told you that you should be grateful
he has even deigned to consider you a marriageable
prospect?”

“A thousand times,” she agreed
dully.

“And you have said no a
thousand times and so she has sent you here to me as your
punishment?” Florence’s hand tightened over hers. “Only say the
word and I shall send Willerkins to fetch his fowling piece.”

“I...just need some time to
think,” Anna said.

“Then you shall have it.
And a wise choice, all things considered,” Florence winked,
obviously enjoying the conspiracy, “for in truth, the blind old
fool damned near shot his foot off the other day endeavoring to
clean a pistol for Broom.”

As anxious as she was about her
own situation, Anna had not entirely forgotten their other ‘guest’.
“Mr. Althorpe is awake, Auntie. We spoke for a few moments and--”
she cast a cautious glance over her shoulder to ensure the men were
far enough away not to overheard-- “and he claims he does not
remember anything.”

“He does not know how he came
to be on our beach?”

“He does not know
anything,”
she reiterated. “Not where he is, or who he is; nor can he remember
anything about his...his activities before he washed up on
shore.”

“How extraordinary. I have
never heard of such a thing. Well, no, that is not exactly true,
for I have heard of it--a sailor once claimed to have lost all
memory after suffering a high fever at sea, but I suspect it was
more because his wife in Plymouth discovered he had a wife in
Portsmouth. You say he remembers nothing?”

“He did not even know his
name.”

“How extraordinary,” Florence
murmured again, leaning back in the chair just as the men rejoined
them.

“Barrimore has suggested
a brilliant compromise,” Anthony began, “if it meets with your
approval, that is. He says he has often stayed in Torquay while
tending to his business affairs and knows of a perfectly
respectable villa overlooking the bay. We would be but five miles
away, close enough to respond to any emergency should one arise yet
far enough not to inconvenience you with our presence. In the
meantime, I shall dispatch a post to Mother at once, explaining the
situation, begging her leave to remain in attendance a few days
more.”

Florence responded with a dotty
smile. “You do not have to rush off right away, do you? You will
stay to lunch, will you not? With my teeth falling out at such an
alarming rate, I usually have little more than a bowl of mashed
turnips and soup, but I have no doubt Mildred could catch a grouse
to boil for you.”

“Ah...” Anthony caught a glare
from Barrimore’s eye, “no. No, thank you, Auntie. As it happens, we
partook of a rather large breakfast this morning. And we really
should see to the post for Mother. The sooner sent, the sooner
received.”

Florence raised her hand to
accept Anthony’s buss. Over his head, she smiled at Lord Barrimore.
“It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord. I trust we
will have occasion to meet again.”

He took her hand and
bowed over it, but did not trouble himself to feign the smallest
smile. “I shall not draw a happy breath until we do,
madam.”

“Anna,” Anthony extended his
hand in her direction. “Can you be spared long enough to walk us to
the door?”

She accepted his assistance and
rose to her feet. The two men made a last, formal bow at the door
and, with Annaleah walking by her brother’s side, descended the
wide staircase to the main floor.

“You do realize this will put
Mother in a fine mood,” Anthony groused. “And I shall somehow be
made to shoulder the blame.”

“Lucky then, that you have such
fine, broad shoulders.”

“And what do you know of this
business the colonel was telling us about?”

“I know what you know. They are
looking for a villain seven feet tall with a scar over his
eye.”

“Treason is no laughing matter,
Miss Fairchilde,” Barrimore said stonily. “Neither is the nature of
Emory Althorpe’s crimes.”

“I promise you I am not
the smallest part amused, my lord,” she countered and turned to
look at him. Up close, his eyes were a cold, clear green, their
gaze steady and unblinking. She’d had occasion before to wonder if
he ever laughed, but now she began to question if he even knew how
to smile. She could not for an instant imagine Barrimore’s hand
shaking when it touched hers, or his mouth relaxing into a crooked,
wistful smile when he told her he would for evermore envision
angels as being dark-haired beauties with eyes the color of stormy
seas.

She so startled herself by
thinking of Emory Althorpe that she had to ask her brother to
repeat the question he had just asked.

“I said I am a trifle
uneasy leaving you here. Are you certain you will be all
right?”

“I have been perfectly fine for
the past week, but if you are concerned, you can always stay.
Auntie said you were more than welcome.”

“With the mould and the
bats? No thank you. I am driven to wonder how you have held up this
long.”

“My room is quite pleasant. I
have everything I need for my personal comfort.”

“Yes, well.” Anthony sighed and
gave his head a little shake. “I fear I would be so intrigued by my
surroundings, I would not be able to properly digest my mashed
turnips.”

Anna smiled for the first
time. “You have not even met Ethel, the chicken-plucker, or Mildred
the cook who claims there is a ghost in the kitchen who tastes her
food and tells her if it needs salting or sweetening. And there is
Broom, who is as large as a mountain and keeps a pet mouse in his
pocket. And Throckmorton, the gong man, who--”

“Say no more,” Anthony
pleaded, holding up a hand, “lest I am persuaded, out of sheer
fascination, to change my mind.”

He glanced over at Willerkins
who had glided up on silent feet behind them with hat and gloves in
hand.

“I will be fine,” she
assured him with a light kiss on the cheek. “We will all be fine.
And you know as well as I do, that as much as Father protests, he
would be here himself if he could to have a first hand accounting
of Napoleon Bonaparte’s arrival in port. Imagine what the ladies
will make of you back in London the instant they learn you were
standing on the dock when the Bellerophon dropped
anchor.”

His expression brightened
somewhat, in direct contrast to Barrimore’s, which drew even more
bleak as he gave the large gold signet ring he wore a twist around
his finger.

“You are not curious to see the
famous prisoner?” Anna asked him.

“Considering my time would be
better spent back in London helping to bring an end to the debates
in Parliament I am not curious in the least.”

“I am sorry to be the cause of
any inconvenience,” she murmured, feeling the warmth rise in her
cheeks.

“With an eye toward
catching the afternoon post,” he said to Anthony, “we should make
haste for Torquay. Perhaps it would be possible, Miss Fairchilde,
to have a word with you in private at a later time? If not today,
perhaps tomorrow? It concerns a personal matter that your father
and I have already discussed and I would like to have it settled
before I return to London.”

If there was a warmer, more
romantic way to suggest he wanted her alone in order that he might
propose, she could not think of it. The fact he had already
discussed the arrangements with her father sent the fine hairs
across the back of her neck rising.

She looked up, aware of
Barrimore’s cool stare as he waited for an answer.

“Yes. Yes, of course you may
call,” Anthony said. “Let us away now before all the rooms in
Torquay are taken by French pilgrims.”

“I will send my card,”
Barrimore said, bowing again.

Anna stood under the
portico and watched the gleaming black berline roll down the drive.
The sound of the wheels on the crushed limestone remained long
after the coach itself disappeared around a tree-lined bend in the
road, and, having nothing better to look at, Anna gazed out to
where the sea was a shining expanse of silvery-blue across the
horizon. It was so open, so vast, so endless....why did she feel,
suddenly, as though she could not breathe?

“Miss Annaleah?”

She turned and found Willerkins
standing beside her.

“Milady said to tell you she
would be going upstairs to visit with our other guest.”

“Thank you Willerkins. I will
assist her directly.”

“No need to hurry, Miss. She
can be as spry as a hare when it suits her.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 6




His body was
drenched in sweat. The scent filled his nostrils with a sour-sweet
odor that nearly overpowered the stink of the harbor air. It was
dark. Too dark to see more than the glint of the blade as it teased
the air in front of him. The steel was long and needle thin, seated
in a carved ebony hilt. It reminded him of an icicle and each time
it touched his flesh, the first sensation was always cold, followed
by an incredible stinging heat. He did not have to see his back to
imagine what it looked like. The man wielding the knife was practised and efficient, cutting
only deep enough to inflict pain and to make it last a very long
time...

Emory Althorpe lunged upright
in an effort to break the ropes that were binding his arms and his
hand smashed hard against the edge of the bed. His eyes popped open
and his legs kicked out, thrashing the blankets into a tangle of
wool. He made a sound in his throat, low and guttural, for he had
vowed not to scream, no matter how deep the knife carved into his
flesh...and it emerged in the form of a curse that clearly shocked
the women who stood by the side of the bed.

One was old, swathed neck to
toe in black bombazine with skin like wrinkled parchment and a knot
of white curls supporting a lace caplet. The other was younger.
Much younger. And as he blinked the sweat and panic out of his
eyes, he realized she looked familiar, with her dark chestnut hair
and deep blue eyes.

It was the angel he had seen
before. He remembered she had cool hands and a soothing voice, and
she had sat with him and smiled and he had wanted to drown in her
eyes.

“Well.” The old lady visibly
relaxed the defensive grip she had taken on her cane. “I must
remember not to touch you again while you are sleeping. I meant no
harm, I assure you. I only wished to see if you had developed a
fever.”

Emory’s heartbeat began
to slow, his rate of breathing began to return to normal, and the
images of his nightmare--or whatever the hell it had been--began to
fade into the background, taking the rush of incredibly blinding
pain with it.

“I...must have been dreaming,”
he managed to rasp.

“It must have been quite the
dream,” the old woman remarked, looking down at the twist of
covers.

He followed her bemused gaze
and saw that he had kicked the blankets with enough force to pull
them well below his waist.

“Forgive me,” he muttered and
reached for the edge of wool, drawing it high up beneath his
chin.

“For what?” The old woman
chuckled. “You have grown into a fine specimen of a man, Emory
Althorpe. The last time I saw you, why you were no wider than a
sapling and still ignorant of the use of a razor.”

“You must be--” he glanced
briefly at his angel, but she had not yet composed herself enough
to look at the bed-- “Florence?”

“You used to call me
Auntie Lal, but I suppose ‘Florence’ will have to do for now.
Unless, of course, Rory dear, you are feeling better? My niece
informed me yesterday that you were having difficulty remembering
what happened.”

“Yesterday?” Emory frowned.
“Was it not just this morning--”

“It seems she was a trifle
enthusiastic administering the laudanum,” Florence said dryly. “We
sat about all afternoon waiting for you to waken again, but alas,
apart from a few stirrings and mumblings, you remained asleep
through the night. A grave disappointment to your brother, I might
add, who was exceedingly hopeful last evening of finding you fully
awake and recovered.”

“My brother--” Emory glanced
briefly at his dark haired angel of mercy, who had not once looked
up since averting her eyes from his naked body-- “Stanley?”

“Yes,” Florence beamed. “Do you
recollect him now?”

“No. Nothing more than the
name.”

“Oh dear. I was so hoping with
an extra night’s rest and all, you would have gained back some of
your faculties. I was so hopeful, in fact, that I did not tell your
brother there were some, ah, complications in your recovery.”

“It is as if someone has
taken a cloth and wiped all the writing off the slate,” he said
honestly. “I see blurry images, an occasional picture of something.
I get impressions of things flashing through my mind, but I do not
know what they mean.”

“Do you get an impression
of hunger?” Florence inquired solicitously. “You have been here
more than three full days without eating a morsel of food and only
drinking what little sustenance Annaleah could pour through your
lips.”

Annaleah, he thought. Had
she told him her name yesterday? No. No, she had been prim and
formal...and frightened of something. Of him.

“I think I am a little hungry,”
he admitted, attempting a faint smile.

Florence waved her cane to
indicate the small banquet that had been laid out on a table behind
them. “Do you feel strong enough to get out of bed, or shall we
bring a tray to you?”

“I feel strong enough to try,”
he said. “If I had some clothes...?”

She rapped the end of the cane
on a nearby chair. “Shirt, breeches, stockings. You came with your
own drawers so we did not have to scrounge about for them, but the
rest came from whoever could spare it. My niece and I shall remove
ourselves to the hallway while you dress, and then, if it is
agreeable to you, we shall return and take tea while you replenish
your strength.”

The cane gave off a muted
thump with every footstep as Florence took Annaleah’s arm and
retreated toward the door. Emory caught a quick glance from the
celestial blue eyes, but he had no time to respond to it before the
door closed behind them. She had not said a word, had barely raised
her gaze above the level of the bed skirt, and it made him adjust
the covers again, wondering just how long he had kicked and
thrashed before he had wakened himself.

Long enough to set the
devils hammering in his skull again, that much was a certainty, and
he raised his hand, probing gingerly at the lump at the back of his
head. The pain was still bad, but it was something he could
control. The images and flashes of things, people, places that came
and went through his mind had no rhyme or reason, nor could he hold
one long enough to identify it. The nightmare had been all the more
alarming for not knowing if it was a real event from his past that
he was reliving, or something his mind had conjured to torment him.
If it was real, what did it mean? His wrists had been tied to a
beam in the ceiling and someone had been deliberately cutting
him...but why? He had wakened the day before with nothing more than
an impression of water, vast expanses of water. Now there were
distinct memories of pain, but no reason behind it. Unless of
course, it hadn’t really happened.

Emory ran his fingers over the
tops of his shoulders and at first, felt nothing. But when he
reached further back, they were there: thin raised lines in his
flesh where stripes had been cut in the skin.

Searching farther afield, he
peeled the covers aside and stared down at his naked body. All of
his parts appeared to be there, in ample enough quantities to
explain why a modest young lady would blush herself almost crimson.
There were, however, other scars on his arms, legs, his hip, his
belly and ribs, some more obvious than others, and most able to be
attributed to other kinds of violence. There was a deep, puckered
welt he surmised to be an old saber wound on his thigh, another on
his arm. A mark on the back of his left buttock drew a frown when
he fit the pad of his forefinger into the center of the ragged pock
and realized it was a healed bullet wound. At some point in his
life, he had been shot in the arse--surely a painful and
embarrassing situation--yet he could not remember it. He had been
shot, slashed by swords and God knew what else, but he could
remember none of it! His skin was weathered and tanned from the
waist up, suggesting he was no stranger to sunlight and ocean
breezes. His arms and legs were like oak, tempered with strong
bands of sinew and muscle. There was strength in his hands as well;
enough for him to know he was not a man who squandered his days in
idle dicing and dancing.

Feeling the pressure
beginning to build behind his eyes again, he forced the panic aside
and, after swinging his legs over the side of the mattress, used
the wooden bedpost to lever himself gingerly to his feet. The room
spun sickeningly for a few moments but he persevered until he was
upright, swaying like a drunkard, but standing on his own with only
the fingertips of his left hand resting against the post for
support.

His success sent another flush
of heat surging through his body and he savored the sensation of
knowing that not only were all his parts intact, they were
functioning normally. He searched around the floor of the bed for a
moment and found what he sought, and after relieving himself in the
chamberpot, he inspected the assortment of clothes that had been
left neatly folded on the chair.

With modesty his first
priority, he dragged a long white shirt made of rough homespun over
his arms and shoulders. It was several sizes too big and fell well
below his hips--he guessed it was a donation from his giant
watchdog, Harold Broom--in contrast to the knee length breeches
which were a stretchable, but exceedingly tight fit. There were
stockings but no garters, and leather shoes with thin wooden soles.
On the washstand, he found a brush and used it to tame the unkempt
black waves of his hair. Noticing one glaring omission in the
toiletries, he rubbed a hand over his jaw and discovered it was
smooth. Someone had already shaved him, either not trusting him to
do it without cutting himself, or simply not trusting him with a
razor.

He shrugged the question aside
and bound his hair with a length of black ribbon. He had been
staring at another object on the table for a few moments, and when
his hair was tamed and his hands ran out of things to do, he
lowered them and ran his fingertips over the raised pattern of
silver swans that graced the back of the oval mirror.

He must have stared at it for
two full minutes before he finally persuaded himself to simply pick
it up and turn it over. It was a strange sensation, slowly angling
the polished surface upward, not knowing what to expect, not
knowing what he would see or feel when he saw the face that was
reflected back at him.

He did not recognize it. Not
the wide brow or the smooth, dark eyebrows. Not the bold jut of the
chin or the straight ridge of his nose; not the brown eyes that
were nearly as dark as the lashes that surrounded them. He had
ears, a mouth, most of his teeth, but he could have been looking at
a stranger on the street for all the comfort and familiarity he
felt. The pressure, the panic, the sense of sheer frustration made
him tighten his fist around the metal handle, and with a cry that
welled up from deep in his soul, he turned and hurled the mirror
across the room, shattering the offending image into a hundred
bright shards of glass.

 


 


Out on the tiny landing,
Annaleah was in the midst of trying to eradicate an image of her
own--that of Emory Althorpe’s body with the blanket twisted down
around his waist. An inch or two more and he would have revealed
everything she had been trying so diligently to forget since
finding him on the beach. Unfortunately, her mind was fertile
enough to put the two images together with the result that she had
been afraid to meet his eye, certain he would sense her discomfort
and know that she was not particularly thinking of her own
shattered modesty. Rather, he would know she was thinking he was
the simply the most spectacularly beautiful man she had ever seen
in her young life. Beautiful, dangerous, and as her sister Beatrice
would have said with succinct and justifiable emphasis: the kind of
man who represented Instant Ruination to any woman with the modicum
of sensibility to see it.

The cry of anguish, followed by
the sound of the mirror crashing on the wall beside her, made Anna
literally leap to one side and mash her shoulder sharply against
the opposite wall. Her aunt, who was used to gongs being struck
with little or no advance warning, merely turned from the tiny
garret window and arched an eyebrow.

“Dear me. Do you suppose he
does not like the breakfast we have prepared?”

“Auntie wait--” Annaleah
held out her hand to stop her aunt from reaching for the doorknob.
“Perhaps we should call Broom.”

“Whatever for, child? A broken
platter?”

Anna bit her lip and watched as
her aunt opened the door. She could not very well let Florence go
back inside unattended, and so she followed, but each step was
cautiously placed, with every sense on prickling alert. She saw the
mirror lying in a spray of broken glass beside the door, and a few
feet away, Emory Althorpe was standing in front of the washstand,
his broad back to the door, his hands braced against the wall, his
head bent forward between his shoulders.

“I gather you have met another
stranger?” Florence asked gently.

“Was it a test of some
sort?”

“A test?”

“Yes. To see if I was telling
the truth, or if, for some reason unknown to me, you believed I was
faking this loss of everything I am, everything I was.”

When he straightened and turned
around, both Anna and Florence had cause to hold their breaths, for
the composition of his face had altered completely. Not the
physical look of it, but rather the impression as a whole, changing
from a countenance full of confusion and uncertainty to one of
blackness, mistrust, and anger.

“It was not a test, Rory,”
Florence said carefully. “It was merely an old woman’s thoughtless
attempt to help you jar your memory.”

The accusation remained
cold and brittle in his eyes for a long, silent moment, then
gradually began to melt, like candle wax collapsing toward a flame.
His shoulders sagged and his arms fell limp by his sides, the
muscles no longer straining with tension.

“I...I’m...sorry,” he said
haltingly. “I just don’t... I can’t...”

“Come,” Florence said,
interrupting his attempt to explain something neither she nor
Annaleah could have understood anyway. “You must be exceptionally
frustrated, as would anyone who could not recognize their own nose
in their own face. Sit and have something to eat. I always find it
difficult to concentrate when my belly is rumbling and my tongue is
dry. Eat and we can pick our way through the maze
together.”

He spread his hands in a
helpless gesture of apology. “I suspect I have a temper,” he said
lamely.

“You did not tolerate fools or
foolishness lightly,” Florence agreed. “Not even as a boy. Now
come. Sit.”

The command was emphasised with
two forceful raps of her cane. There were only two chairs, which
Althorpe held for Anna and her aunt, but the table had been set up
in front of the window, providing for a third on the recessed ledge
of the casement. He sat with his back to the sun, the light turning
his hair into gleaming ebony and silhouetting the shape of his
torso beneath the loose folds of the shirt.

Anna nearly shook her
head as she imagined all the Fates conspiring against her for she
sat opposite him, her hands folded primly in her lap, her back
straight, her gaze deliberately averted. She was determined not to
look directly at him. At the same time she could scarcely fail to
be aware each time he looked at her--which he seemed to do so with
alarming frequency. Her cheeks remained continuously warm and her
mouth stayed dry regardless how many times she moistened her lips.
There were subtle reactions elsewhere in her body as well. A slow,
rhythmic tightening chilled the skin across her breasts, while a
strange shimmering sensation low in her belly made her wary of
moving, even breathing too deeply at times.

Florence whacked her cane
against the leg of the table.

“I said, shall we have tea or
cider? Cider, I think. Much more restorative to the blood, do you
not agree?”

Annaleah fumbled for the
jug and poured out three glasses of the sweet apple cider for which
Widdicombe House was modestly famous. While she did so, Florence
encouraged Althorpe to help himself to the heaped mounds of cold
sliced ham, mutton, cheese, and bread. At first he protested there
being only one plate and one set of cutlery, but at Florence’s
repeated insistence, and after the first mouthful of tender ham, he
literally attacked the platters and assaulted the hillocks of food
until there was not one single crumb left for an ant to carry
away.

While he ate Florence casually
expanded upon what Anna had told him about his family members, the
estate at Windsea, the years he had spent growing up in Torbay.
Anna listened intently as well, finding it increasingly difficult
to resist glancing across the table. Each time he shifted or moved,
the sunlight winked through a lock of his hair, drawing her
attention to the slope of his neck or the noble outline of his
profile. She tried to compromise by watching his hands, but there
too, the movement of those long, strong fingers sent tiny shivers
down her spine and made her remember how warmly his fingers had
curled around hers the previous day.

Another wink of light made her
look up and this time her heart all but stopped in her throat. He
was grinning at something Florence had said, and the effect on his
face was even more devastating than she had imagined it could be.
His mouth evoked sinful thoughts at the best of times, but when he
smiled it caused a squirming flutter of pleasure where she should
have been ashamed to feel such a thing. She found herself avoiding
his glances less and less, meeting and holding his eyes for longer
and longer periods of time. She was still not completely at ease
doing so, but when she was caught the first time and did not burn
up in flames, the second was easier. The third time she even
returned his smile with a shy imitation of her own.

“The vicar,” Florence was
saying, “is naturally anxious to speak with you.”

“So anxious,” Althorpe said
carefully, “that he has left me here, in your care, instead of
taking me home?”

“When we first found you on the
beach, we had no way of knowing if anything had been broken, most
particularly your head. We all agreed it would best not to move you
too soon.”

“And that is the only
reason?”

Florence’s face remained
admirably blank. “Whatever do you mean?”

Emory drained his fourth glass
of cider and set the empty goblet carefully aside. “I mean...I may
have lost my memory, but I have not lost my sight or my wits. You
both look as if you are sitting on broken glass, wary of my asking
a wrong question or venturing onto a subject you would prefer not
to broach. And this room. It is under the eaves, is it not? Rather
a peculiar choice of accommodations if I am, as you say, an old
family friend. Furthermore, since I have been here, there has been
a guard on the door.”

“Broom? Why, Broom is
hardly--”

“I can only assume he was put
there for one of two reasons: either to keep me in, or to keep
everyone else out. And since he is a fairly large brute, and wears
a proportionately large pistol tucked in his belt, I am inclined to
believe it is the former.”

“We are not holding you
prisoner in this room, Emory. You are free to come and go as you
please.”

He searched Florence’s face for
the truth, then the dark eyes flicked in Anna’s direction.
Obviously not as skilled at concealing her reactions as her aunt,
she could feel the heat flooding up her neck again but it was too
late to look away. He had laid his trap well, for she could not
have broken his hold if she had wanted to. Moreover she was left
with the distinct sensation that he had climbed right inside her
thoughts and had a thorough look around before he finally relented
and turned back to her aunt.

“Fair enough,” he
murmured. “If I am free to come and go as I please, you have no
objections if I borrow a horse and ride over to Windsea? Perhaps if
I see my old home it will jog some memories clear. For that matter,
a ride into Brixham, or Paignton, or Torquay might accomplish the
same thing. If, as you say, I spent a great deal of time on the
docks and in the harbor, someone there might know what happened to
me three days ago. I could post a notice, or offer a reward for
information.”

The side of Florence’s mouth
curled down the same measure of distance that her eyebrow inched
upward. “All things considered,” she said on a sigh, “I doubt that
would be your wisest course, Rory dear. I should not think you
could offer as high a reward as the King’s Bench has posted for
information concerning your whereabouts.”

He studied her without moving
for several long moments, then slowly folded his arms over his
chest and leaned back against the window casement. “Have I
committed some crime?”

“You have been accused of
committing one,” Florence conceded. “There has been no proof
offered, however, and quite frankly, without absolute proof I
cannot bring myself to believe any of the charges laid against
you.”

“Any
of the charges?” he asked softly. “Implying
there is more than one?”

Florence waved a hand with some
impatience, sending one of her gold rings flying off her finger.
“All unfounded, so far as your brother has been able to determine.
On sheer rumor and speculation alone they are claiming you
conspired to help the enemy, committed treason, even that it was
your ship that assisted Napoleon Bonaparte in escaping his prison
on Elba.”

Emory had started to lean over
to retrieve the ring, but at the mention of Bonaparte’s name, he
froze. His hands rose to his temples and his fingers squeezed until
the veins in his arms stood out like thin blue ropes.

He lowered
the spluttering length of fuse to the touch hole and watched the
small puff of powder explode against the charge. A split second
later the huge cannon reared back in its carriage, the breeching
tackle straining against the force of the shot as it was expelled
in a huge cloud of white, acrid smoke. He had covered his ears, as
had every other man in the gun crew, but the concussion rocked the deck under his feet and
shook every bone in his body, and after more than a dozen such
horrendous impacts, he could feel blood beginning to trickle down
the sides of his neck. Already the men were loosening the tackle
lines, reeling the heavy gun back on board. At his shout of
encouragement, one man was there waiting to swab the smoking
barrel, another to load fresh powder and packing, a third to ram
the charge in place while a fourth lifted a thirty-two pound ball
of lead into the muzzle. It was a dance they had done many times
before, practising and drilling with precision until they could
fire two deadly rounds per minute.

“What is it Emory?” Florence’s
anxious voice cut through the smoke and haze. “What is wrong?”

He opened his eyes. He was on
his knees and Annaleah was beside him, her arm stretched out across
the front of his shoulders preventing him from pitching forward
onto the floor. Her face was only inches from his and without
thinking, he reached out and took it in his hands, staring at it,
focussing on her eyes, the soft bow of her mouth.

“Emory?”

He heard Florence’s voice, but
he dared not take his eyes off Anna’s face, dared not lose his only
link with reality.

“Guns,” he rasped. “I saw
heavy guns. Cannon. We were on board a ship, we were firing full
broadsides over and over. My hands--” he briefly eased his grip on
Anna in order to verify the thick calluses on his palms-- “they
were scalded. Burned from the heat of the barrel. There were men
screaming and shouting all around me, but I couldn’t see through
the smoke, it was too thick. Something was on fire...something
behind me. We had been struck. A shot had hit some powder
cartridges and exploded.”

He stopped and swallowed
hard, choking back the words that would have described the bloody
horror of the man crushed to death on the deck beside him. That was
why he had been manning the gun: because one of his crew had
fallen. One of his
crew. On his ship. He had stepped in, as
he done before, to take the place of a man wounded or killed. And
Seamus had been right beside him...

“Seamus?”

Startled, Emory looked into
Anna’s clear blue eyes. “What?”

“You said the
name...Seamus.”

The burning scent of
gunpowder grew less pungent, the acrid white clouds of smoke blew
away, and the screams faded until they were only a distant echo.
Emory turned his head to try to catch the image before it dissolved
completely, but he was too late. The brilliant light was gone,
leaving only a strident throb behind his eyes.

“What the devil is
happening to me?” he whispered.

“I suspect it was something I
said,” Florence offered. “It must have triggered a memory.”

“You said...I helped Bonaparte
escape?” He braced himself, expecting another violent rush of
images, but nothing happened.

“You recognize his name?”

“Bonaparte
is...was the emperor of France,” he muttered. “The Duke of
Wellington fought him at Waterloo. And won.”

“How positively extraordinary,”
Florence mused. “You can remember that, yet you do not remember
your own name.”

Emory seemed to become aware
that he was still holding fast to Anna, still cradling her face
between his hands. He eased his grip, not really wanting to let go,
but he could see that he had frightened her. Hell, he had
frightened himself.

“I am sorry, I...” He faltered
in his effort at an apology, and once again it was her eyes that
saved him. They drew him in, held him, calmed him like a cool hand
on a fevered brow, and for one wildly irrational moment, he wanted
just to drag her forward, wrap his arms around her, and hold her
until neither one of them had to fear anything again.

“Let me help you up,” she
murmured.

Feeling as weak and foolish as
a child, he was grateful for her support as she assisted him. Only
when she was certain he could stand on his own, did she ease her
arms away and put a few discreet steps between them.

For Annaleah, a few hundred
steps would not have been enough. The heat of Emory Althorpe’s
body, the scent of his skin, even the faint tang of cider that
clung to his breath had affected her senses, had tightened the skin
everywhere on her body and made her feel, for a few seconds at
least, she had been as helpless on her knees as he had been. Even
worse, he had not been the one able to read thoughts this time. She
had read his enough to know he was floundering. He was lost,
confused. He was like a drowning man reaching for a lifeline...

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 7




It was foolish. Completely and
unconscionable foolish to be standing there flushing like a
schoolgirl over a man she did not know, and should probably not
want to risk knowing. But the awful truth was that Anna could still
feel the imprint of his hands where they had cradled her face and
she had not wanted him to let go. Her skin was glowing, her knees
were wobbling enough to make the folds of her dress tremble and she
was grateful for her aunt’s presence; she was not certain what
might have happened had Florence not been there to carry on the
conversation.

“Do you think you are strong
enough to venture down the stairs to the parlor?” she was
asking.

“If I had boots and a horse,”
Althorpe answered quietly, “I would ride away from Widdicombe House
and spare you any further trouble.”

“In your present condition, I
doubt you would get more than a mile. As for sparing us trouble, we
will hear no more of it. This is the safest place to keep you for
the time being. Now then, Anna dear, if your feet have not grown
roots into the floor, you may offer me your arm and escort me as
far as my bedchamber. I should like to lie down for an hour or
so.”

“Are you not feeling well?”

“My dear child, I am
seventy-seven years old. I no longer
enjoy the luxury of a full night’s uninterrupted sleep. I must
snatch it in what increments I may, lest I fall into my cabbage at
suppertime. While I am resting, however, perhaps you can use the
time to reacquaint Rory with the house and grounds.”

Anna curled her lower lip
between her teeth and avoided glancing at Althorpe. “If you think
it would help, of course I should be happy to do so.”

“We do not know what will help,
do we? But staying in this wretched little room all day can only
hurt. I will speak to Willerkins about moving you again. Somewhere
you might feel less confined. I believe there is a larger room
across from Annaleah that might be more to your liking. No bats, I
promise you. Well, not recently anyway.”

Florence’s bedchamber was
located directly at the top of the main staircase, and, after
descending the narrow passage from the attic rooms, they followed
the wide central hallway until they arrived at her door. There,
where Anna would have accompanied her inside to see her settled,
she shooed the pair of them away with a sleepy yawn.

Emory had said nothing along
the way, and he said nothing now as they descended the wide central
staircase to the second floor. Enormous life size portraits of
ancestors were hung in gilt frames on the walls, and Anna imagined
their shocked eyes following her, their glowering silence attesting
to the impropriety of her keeping company with a known brigand.

“I presume you have no burning
need to see the kitchens or the pantry or the great dining hall, do
you?”

“Not if you feel I can survive
in ignorance.”

She faltered a bit at his
gentle mockery, but saw no point in challenging it or in taking him
to the lower floor, where most of the rooms, with the exception of
the utility areas, had been boarded up for the past half century or
more.

“You might remember the
library,” she said, putting on her best touring voice as she led
the way toward a large set of double oak doors. “Auntie said you
used to spend a great deal of time here.”

She swung the doors open
and stood to one side to let Althorpe pass through. The windows
were hung with heavy velvet draperies, closed against the air and
sunlight. The twenty-foot high walls were lined floor to ceiling
with shelves, the shelves filled with row upon row of leather bound
volumes that added their own peculiar musk to the gloomy room.
There were chairs and settees placed in ghostly groupings, and
against one wall, an enormous fireplace with its grate stacked with
wood that had gone unlit for so long there were cobwebs linking the
iron arms. Set in front of one windowed alcove was a desk and
chair, before the other a scrolled brass music stand.

Althorpe walked to the middle
of the room and made one complete, slow turn before meeting Anna’s
eyes. She did not have to ask. He recognized nothing.

He was about to rejoin her by
the doorway when he apparently glimpsed something that caught his
attention. He veered over to Anna’s left and, when she edged
further inside to see what he was looking at, she could once again
feel her heart slowing to a dull thud in her chest.

It was a gun case.
Glass-fronted and crisscrossed with a
diamond pattern of leaded panes, it contained several long-snouted
muskets and a shelf displaying half a dozen assorted pistols
nestled in pockets of green baize. The cabinet boasted a stout lock
cut in the design of two rearing griffons, but the purpose was
rendered moot by the presence of the key jutting from one of the
beast’s mouths.

Annaleah said nothing as Emory
turned the key and opened one of the doors. She stared, not knowing
quite what do think when he reached inside and picked up one of the
flintlock pistols, testing its weight and balance in his palm,
checking the condition of the firing mechanism. He did not miss a
step breaking open the large S shaped cock to see if there was
flint inside, or in sliding open the frizzen to see if there was
powder in the pan. An agile thumb pulled the hammer into half cock,
then full cock position while the finger he curled around the
trigger squeezed to release the mainspring.

Anna jumped when she
heard the distinct click of the striker hitting the pan. Her father
and brother were avid hunters and she was familiar enough with
weaponry of many kinds to know how to load and prime a full charge.
She was definitely not
comfortable with Emory Althorpe’s obvious
expertise, nor with the glance he cast over her shoulder when he
heard her gasp.

“They are not loaded,” he
assured her. “In excellent working order, however and exceptionally
well-kept compared to the rest of the contents of these shelves.”
He raised the gun to his nose and took a delicate sniff. “Cleaned
regularly, I would guess.”

“Willerkins,” she said,
clearing her throat to remove her heart. “He is a fine shot. An
expert huntsman.”

Though she could not be
absolutely certain, she thought she saw a wry twinkle in his dark
eyes as he carefully returned the gun to its compartment. He closed
the door again and turned the key in the lock, removing it after a
moment’s hesitation and presenting it to Annaleah when he joined
her at the doorway.

“Careless habit, leaving keys
in locks.”

He bowed casually to indicate
she was free to continue the tour, and when he straightened, his
eyes held hers for a long, dragging moment.

“You have remembered something
else, have you not?”

“Not really,” he said
with a dismissive shrug. “It is more like small flickers of
lightning that cut through the darkness for a split
second... 'and doth cease to
be ere one can say it lightens.’”

Her eyebrow quirked upward.
“You can quote Shakespeare?”

“Can I?”

“Romeo and Juliet. I have read
it a hundred times.”

“A hundred times?” he smiled.
“You enjoy reading about doomed lovers?”

“They were victims of cruel
circumstance,” she whispered, conscious of her belly starting to
make the slow downward slide into the region of her feet. He was
standing close--too close, really. Almost touching her. If there
had been a wall behind her, she would have gladly leaned on it to
prevent the rest of her body melting into a hapless puddle at his
feet.

If he was aware of her
discomfort, he did nothing to alleviate it. His gaze, in fact,
drifted down to her mouth, which she was in the process of
moistening. Seeing where his attention was focussed, her tongue
froze halfway across her bottom lip, then curled slowly inward
leaving a moist shine behind.

He looked up into her eyes
again and tipped his head slightly to one side as if he was
contemplating exactly what her reaction would be if he drew her
into his arms there and then and kissed her.

“Sh-shall we try another room?”
she stammered.

He bowed again, obligingly, and
moved slightly to allow her room to pass through the doorway. She
felt like running, but she managed a regal enough walk to the next
set of double oak doors which opened into a huge drawing room.

The interior was
similarly steeped in gloom and neglect. It had never, in all of
Anna’s memory been opened to guests or used for entertaining. The
furniture, though dusted and polished on an irregular basis, was in
the same general condition and appearance as she imagined it had
been in her great-grandfather’s time. There were no guns, no books,
no lazy streamers of sunlight stirring the dust motes to offer
distractions and Althorpe dismissed the ghostly elegance with
another nonchalant shrug.

The only remaining room
of any consequence on this floor was the conservatory, another
sadly mouldering chamber that, as a child, Anna had thought to be
the most beautiful, awe-inspiring place in all the world. One
entire wall was a glittering array of stained glass. Row upon row
of tall colored windows reached up to a gilded ceiling painted with
cupids and fairies and beautiful women with long flowing hair. The
floor was marble, and with the noon light pouring through the
squares of red, blue, green, and yellow glass, it created a
kaleidoscope pattern on the stone, on the sheer white muslin of
Anna’s dress, and on the front of Emory’s shirt.

Tall french doors led out onto
a wide terrace that overlooked the slope leading down to the
cliffs. Althorpe opened them and walked outside, but Annaleah did
not immediately follow; she stood in the doorway and just watched
his reactions.

As always, the pounding of the
surf was a low rumble of thunder in the background. The breeze,
blowing in off the ocean, carried the faint tang of salt and wet
sand and brought the sound of gulls crying in the distance. An
ornate stone balustrade fronted the terrace, with open stairs at
either end leading down to paths and little gardens, but here too,
everything was choked with ivy and weeds that had gone wild.

Althorpe went to edge of the
terrace and braced his hands on the stone rail. “It is a shame this
place has gone to ruin. It must have been quite magnificent at one
time.”

Seeing he was not in any
haste to return to the musty smell of the interior rooms, Anna
stepped outside. “If it is any consolation to you, sir, I do not
remember Widdicombe House looking any other way. It was always big
and empty and unused, and as a child, I was convinced there were
ghosts lurking around every corner. My brother, in fact, used to
hide in my bedroom and wait until I was almost asleep, then he
would rustle the curtains and make dreadful, low moaning
sounds.”

“He sounds like an amiable
fellow.”

“I did think of giving him
poison a time or two over the years,” she confessed.

Althorpe turned his head
slightly and offered a half smile.

Even that much charity was
unsettling, and Anna felt the goose bumps rise along her arms. His
profile reminded her of a statue of a Roman centurion, powerful and
clean. Wisps of his hair were slowly working their way free of the
ribbon. Strands of it curled against his nape, the ends black as
paint strokes over the collar of his shirt, and she had a sudden,
preposterous urge to free the rest of it and run her fingers
through the inky waves.

Giving herself a little inward
shake, she turned to gaze out across the sea. The sun was nearly
straight overhead, a colorless ball in a bleached sky, the distant
horizon distorted by a gray haze.

“There’s a storm coming our
way,” he predicted. “We will have heavy rain before the day is
through.”

Anna scanned the horizon
as far as she could see, but there was not a single cloud anywhere.
She turned to say as much but the words died in her throat. He was
looking at her. Not just looking, but looking, as if he had not
had the chance to do so before. His eyes travelled slowly along her
hairline, touching on her cheek, her mouth, her chin, eventually
following the spiral of a dark curl where it trailed over her
shoulder and lay against the gentle swell of her breast. The end of
the curl held his attention for the length of two stilted breaths,
then he was looking into her eyes again, with an intimacy more
shocking than any pressing of flesh against flesh could have
been.

“How badly do I frighten you,
Miss Fairchilde?”

“You do not frighten me
at all,” she said on a whisper. “Well, perhaps a little. Should I
not be frightened of you?”

“That would depend,” he said
widening his smile, “on how loudly you can scream, and how safe you
would feel walking with me to the cliffs.”

“The cliffs?”

“Yes. I would like to see
exactly where you found me, if it would not be too great of an
imposition.”

Annaleah glanced hesitantly
over her shoulder at the open doors to the conservatory. His
allusion to how loudly she could scream was another mockery, for
she doubted a volley of gunshots would carry up from the beach.
Once again he was putting her in the awkward position of having to
bend the accepted rules of conduct, for it was simply not done that
an unmarried woman should walk anywhere with a man
unchaperoned.

On the other hand, it was
ludicrous to keep applying accepted rules of behavior to the
situation with Emory Althorpe. He was a man without a memory. A man
struggling to regain his identity and she should be doing what she
could to help him instead of worrying what a few singularly
peculiar servants might think if they saw her out walking along the
cliffs without a maid and a parasol.

“We can go this way,” she said,
pointing to one of the wide staircases.

Emory fell easily into step
beside her, adjusting his long strides to her smaller, more compact
ones. They walked in sunlight and silence across the lawns and
along the worn path Anna had taken on her early morning excursions
to the shore. She had not ventured down to the cove since the
morning she had found Althorpe lying in the sand, nor was she
particularly eager, when they reached the end of the path and stood
looking out over the escarpment, to do so now.

“There,” she said, indicating
the cluster of rocks near the midpoint of the shingled crescent.
“That was where I found you. The other side of those large
boulders.”

He nodded. “Wait here. I will
only be a few minutes.”

“There was nothing else washed
ashore with you,” she assured him. “Broom went back and made a very
thorough search of the entire cove.”

“It is not so much a case
of what I want to see,” he tried to explain. “More
what I hope to feel.”

Anna watched him start down the
steep path. After a moment she lifted her hands away from her
thighs in a gesture of frustration and followed, wondering if there
were varying heights of foolishness to which one could aspire, and
if so, she must surely be nearing the zenith.

When Althorpe reached the
bottom, he set off immediately toward the rocks noting as he
passed, the scallops of dried seaweed that marked the high tide.
Anna trudged across the gritty sand behind him, resenting his
stubbornness almost as much as the midday heat. She had not worn a
bonnet, of course. No gloves, no shawl, nothing to protect her skin
from the harsh effects of the sun save for a skimpy lace fichu worn
around the shoulders and tucked into the front of her bodice. There
were scant patches of shade along the base of the cliffs where
overlapping seams of limestone jutted out, and, after five minutes
of watching Althorpe search for goodness only knew what along the
edge of the water, she retreated there to wait him out.

He walked back and forth at
least half a dozen times. He went down on his knee at one point and
turned over several smaller rocks and pebbles; he poked the toe of
his shoe into the thicker grains of shingled stone, but found
nothing. Three days and nights of active tides would undoubtedly
have removed anything Broom might have missed, yet it did not stop
Althorpe from climbing onto the top of the largest boulder and
balancing precariously on the slime and seaweed. With both hands
raised to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun, he searched
the shallow depths. Anna was on the verge of losing her patience
and was about to start the long climb back without him when she saw
him drop his hands suddenly and in two nimble leaps, splash into
the water and wade knee deep into the foaming surf.

The waves were stronger than
they had been the day she had found him and he had to wait until a
swell passed before he was able to bend over and pluck something
off the bottom. He stood, letting the water swirl around his legs
while he turned something over and over in the palm of his
hand.

Curiosity brought Anna out of
the shade to stand at the water’s edge again. “Have you found
something?”

He did not answer right away.
He turned and started walking back to shore, but halfway there, a
spasm brought him doubling over and caused his eyes to screw
tightly shut against a searing hot flash of pain.

 


 


The street was narrow and dark,
the gutters overflowed from a recent rain that had done little more
than bring a million worms rising out of the cracks in the cobbles.
The air smelled slimy with them. Each footstep crushed the
elongated bodies to mush.

He
crouched in the shadows, his
torn and bleeding back pressed against the damp bricks. He waited
there a moment, listening for the scrape of a heel on stone, the
snap of a hammer being cocked, ready to fire. He could not hear
anything, but that did not mean he was in the clear. The fact he
had escaped at all was a miracle; that he had made it this far was
a triumph of strength and sheer willpower. But his vision was
beginning to blur and the world was starting to skew on a sickening
angle that would make it feel as though these last hundred yards
were all uphill.

He could not afford to wait any
longer. Seamus was either there, or he was not. He had either
waited or he had decided Emory was dead and it was better to take
the ship out of port and save the rest of the crew.

He drew a deep breath into his
lungs, wondering if it would be his last. He doubted he could
outrun a bullet and he was vaguely curious to know how it would
feel tearing into his back, ripping through is heart, bursting out
his chest. At least there would be an end to the pain. It would be
over.

With a final,
desperate heave, Emory pushed himself away from the rough stone
wall and ran. He ran like a thousand year old man, bent in half,
his feet dragging as if they hauled iron balls behind them. He saw
the expected flash of powder in the shadows to his left and a
fraction of a second later, heard the sharp report of a pistol. The
shot whistled past his ear and likely would have gone
in his ear
had he not stumbled and gone down hard on the cobblestones. The air
burst out of his lungs on a sob and he saw a shadow detach itself
from the side of a building and start to walk toward him. He passed
briefly under the gaslight and Emory saw his face, long and pointed
like that of a bloodhound. It was Le Couteau and he was grinning.
It was a sick, evil grin and Emory was determined it would not be
the last thing imprinted on his mind before he died.

With a groan
of pure agony, he rolled to the side of the wharf. An instant
before he fell over the side and splashed into the greater agony of
the salt water, he caught a glimpse of something bright and shiny
that had been clutched in his hand. Now it would die with him, the
key to everything, to all the secrets, the truths, the
lies....

 


 


“Mr. Althorpe! Mr.
Althorpe! Emory... please--!”

Emory forced his eyes to open.
Someone was calling his name...

“Emory!”

He looked up and saw Annaleah.
Her eyes were impossibly wide, impossibly blue, and her hands were
clasped into small white fists, pressed over a mouth that was
crumpled with concern.

“Emory?” she cried softly,
lowering her hands. “Are you all right?”

He blinked and swallowed hard
several times in an attempt to fight back the wave of nausea rising
his throat. The pain in his head, the cramps in his belly began to
subside and he was able to slowly straighten. “Yes,” he gasped.
“Yes...I think so.”

His voice sounded like a dry
croak and he waited until he was fairly confident his legs would
not give out beneath him before he splashed forward the remaining
few steps to shore. Anna reached out and took hold of his arm,
guiding him over to a seat on a nearby rock.

Finding nothing else to use in
its stead, she untucked her fichu and dipped it into the surf. She
twisted most of the water free then used it to bathe away the sweat
that glistened across Emory’s brow and temples. Before she could
finish, his hand had closed gratefully around hers and he was
pressing the coolness of her fingers and the cloth over the burning
lids of his eyes.

“There was no warning,” he said
haltingly. “It just...happened.”

“Another one of your lightning
flashes?”

“More than a flash. It was a
bloody great bolt.” He leaned forward without thinking, without
conscious intent and pressed his forehead into the soft juncture
between her breasts. Anna stood breathlessly still for a moment,
her hands hovering just above his head, the dampened ball of lace
dropping forgotten into the sand.

Slowly, so very slowly she
could scarcely believe she was doing it, she rested one hand in his
hair, then the other, cradling him against her breast while she
stroked the gleaming black waves with her fingertips.

“W-were you on the ship
again?”

“No. No, I...I was near a
wharf. It was dark but I could hear the water, and there were ships
nearby riding at anchor.”

“Was it here, in Torbay do you
think?”

“No.” He was very firm in this
as he tipped his head up. “It was a French port. I could tell by
the smell.”

Anna’s hands were still in his
hair, though they had stopped moving. Emory’s hands had somehow
found their way around her waist and although he was barely
touching her, she could feel the heat through the scant layers of
muslin and silk she wore. As much as her fingers had moved of their
own accord, his did the same now, molding gently to the curves,
daring even to inch upward so that his thumbs rested just below the
ribbon separating the bodice from the empire skirt.

“H-how can you be so sure
it was a F-French port?”

“I don’t know. The same way I
knew Napoleon was emperor. It was just...familiar somehow.” He
frowned and focussed on her mouth. “Like I had been there many
times before. And I was trying to get back there again.”
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