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Prologue

- 1780 -

Hazeldene House

 


Lady Sophia Cadnum picked at
the pearls on a finely embroidered stomacher; a pretty young woman
with delicate features, amidst the opulent silks and satins of the
drawing room she exuded an air of jaded boredom.

The footman cleared his throat.
“Your Ladyship, may I present Lady Georgiana Winthrop.”

Forgetting propriety Sophia
Cadnum jumped up and, with a yelp of pleasure, ran to embrace her
visitor.

“Georgiana, at last! I am
nearly mad for the want of company.”

“Sophia, darling, Motherhood
obviously suits you.... positively radiant,” Georgiana inspected
her friend at arm’s length and then clicked her tongue, “…in a dull
sort of way.”

“Dull! You don’t know the
meaning of the word until you’ve been confined in the country
like…like a prisoner.”

“If it’s any comfort, London
has been positively dreary without you.”

“I’m simply pining for the
ton…my spirit is quite broken,” she whined.

“Now, now dear… you
exaggerate.”

“You don’t know the half of it.
I’m positively starved of gossip. You must tell me everything, I
need to know about the season; the fashion, who’s cuckolding
whom…”

A musical laugh escaped
Georgiana’s lips. “Might I at least be permitted to sit first?”

Sophia pouted. “Sit, sit if you
must. A few more bone weary moments are of little difference to me
now.”

“My poor dear, has being with
child been so very dreary?”

“Worse than awful and I abhor
the country, it’s so….uncivilized.” She clicked her fingers at the
footman. “Tea now, if you please.”

As the door closed behind him,
Georgiana shot her friend an admiring glance.

“Unless I’m mistaken those are
real pearls on your gown. Lord Cadnum is pleased with his
heir?”

“Indeed.” Lady Sophia picked
distractedly at the jeweled stomacher.

“So clever to produce a son at
the first attempt. Speaking of which, is Lord Cadnum at home?”
Georgiana glanced about nervously as if his Lordship was hidden in
the shadows.

“Out visiting tenants.”

Georgiana rolled her eyes.
“Thank heavens. Nothing against your husband, but he’s as
interesting as those dusty relics he collects.”

With an impish giggle Sophia
replied. “Don’t be too hard on him. Women intimidate him dreadfully
the poor dear. He prefers old stones and statues to real
people.”

Georgiana leaned forward to
still Sophia’s fingers as they pulled at her skirt. “Since I heard
of his birth I’ve been so impatient to see the new young Lord.”

Sophia regarded her friend
sharply.

“Everyone is inordinately
pleased with him. The louder he cries, the happier they are… strong
lungs or so the nurse says.”

“Oh? May I see him?”

“If you wish.” Sophia’s tone
implied she could think of nothing more tedious. “I shall ring for
the nurse.”

Minutes later the wet nurse
entered; her ruddy cheeks and sturdy figure out of place amongst
the satins and silks. Swaddled in a cashmere shawl, she held the
baby tightly against her voluptuous chest.

“Ma’am?” She dipped an unsteady
curtsy with averted eyes as if fearful of her mistress.

“Oh bring the darling child
here.” Georgiana enthused, fluttering her fingers. “Let me see
him.”

As the nurse lowered the bundle
wrapped in cashmere, Georgiana exhaled softly. “Oh such a darling
cherub. Look Sophia! Such a mop of dark hair…the very image of
you…and the square Charing chin, from his father’s side.”

“Quite.” Sophia snapped,
tugging crossly at the dark ringlet escaping her powdered wig. “A
cross, wrinkled dullard.”

“Whatever can you mean?”

“Nothing, merely my little
joke.”

Georgiana fidgeted, speaking
hesitantly. “What color are his eyes?”

“All newborns have blue eyes,
and his are no different.”

“And his name? Have you agreed
upon a name yet?”

“The Earl of Cadnum, Ranulf
Charles Henry Charing…Charles after Lord Charing’s esteemed late
father, son and heir to the Marquis.”

As if sensing he was the
subject of discussion, the future Marquis of Cadnum stirred,
blowing a pearlescent bubble between his rosebud lips. Georgiana
was transfixed, her mouth forming an oval of wonder.

“He’s such a doll; I’ll wager
he’ll break hearts when he’s grown.”

Sophia examined her perfect
almond nails one by one and then addressed the nurse. “You may take
him away now.” Then coolly turned to her guest. “Tea?”

They sat in silence as tea was
served. Recovering a little from the sudden dismissal of the baby,
a glint entered Georgiana’s eye.

“I’ve been dying to know how
his Lordship expressed his appreciation. Do tell.”

Petulance gave way to
excitement as the young Mother’s cheeks colored.

“You’ll never guess!”

“Bet I will...that’s a
remarkably fine bracelet of diamonds!”

“No, not this old bauble. More
original.”

“Hmmm? The baby’s weight in
gold.”

“More valuable.”

“I cannot think…what then?”

“He’s only commissioned Sir
Walter Harrison to paint my portrait!”

“Just imagine.” Georgiana
looked faintly unsettled.

“Mouldering here while the
season’s in full swing…I’ll teach the ton not to forget me.”

“No one has forgotten you
dear…the opposite in fact, quite the talk of town.”

Sophia turned sharply. “What
have you heard?”

“Well, I did hear a whisper
about the Harrison portrait. Indeed the town is abuzz with
speculation.” Georgiana nervously plucked at a thread on her gown.
“Rumor has it that the painting is altogether…how to put
it…daring.”

With a triumphant smile Sophia
gleefully clapped her hands. “And they’re not wrong! This portrait
will ensure I’m talked of wherever I go.”

“You always did thrive as the
center of attention.” Georgiana stated baldly.

“I knew you’d understand.”
Sophia positively glowed. “Would you like to see the painting?”

Georgiana’s jaw dropped. “You
have it here?”

Sophia giggled. “Come with
me.”

Pulling her guest by the hand
to the far side of the room, leaning against a bookcase, covered in
a silk drape was a canvas some six feet by four.

“Close your eyes.” Sophia
danced on the spot. “And try not to be too shocked.”

Georgiana placed lily white
fingers over closed lids.

“Cadnum says I may hang it
where I like. For now, while I’m stuck at Hazeldene, it will look
well above the settle…so visitors may admire it.”

With a swoosh, the drape hissed
to the ground.

Georgiana’s eyes widened,
flushing crimson as a hand covered her mouth.

“Oh my!”

The oil showed Sophia Cadnum
stripped of her satins and silks with her natural beauty shining
like an exotic flower. In just a gossamer shift with a rope of
pearls wound round a swan like neck, she reclined in a woodland
clearing, happy as a nymph. Ringlets of rich raven hair, unpowdered
and unrestrained, tumbling over her shoulder to provide a modesty
not offered by the transparent gown. On closer inspection, the male
viewer would be enchanted to discover the ghost of a nipple peeping
between ringlets.

“Well?” Sophia asked
breathlessly.

“Sophia you are too bold! This
portrait will be the talk of every salon. Why, every rake and rogue
hang will beat a path to your door to ogle daring Lady Sophia.”

Sophia smiled happily. “Isn’t
it wonderful?”

Georgiana grew quiet, nervously
averting her eyes.

“I speak as your dear friend
and only with your interests at heart, but is it quite…” she
glanced at Sophia then steeled herself, “…appropriate?”

Black thunder darkened Sophia’s
pretty face. “And by that you mean?”

Georgiana took a deep breath.
“Well, what with you being a Mother now, something less…
provocative… might be more correct?”

Sophia scowled. “But that’s
precisely the point. Producing a son was my duty and I won’t be
made into a dowdy matron because of it. I need to feel alive and
have my heart race for joy. Heaven knows already the Marquis talks
of producing another brat for the nursery.”

Comprehension dawning,
Georgiana gulped. “Was it so very awful… giving birth?”

Sophia closed her eyes.
“Hateful, from start to finish.”

Silence stilled the air.
Georgiana cleared her throat.

“Has the Marquis seen the
painting?”

“In truth I don’t think he
cares enough to have an opinion. As long as I serve my purpose as
Mother to his heirs, he won’t object.” She stroked her tightly
laced stomacher, resting a hand on the barely perceptible dome of
her belly. The light went from her eyes as she whispered. “Please
God grant me respite from duty.”


 


-30 years later-

London

 


With his hawkish features set
in a scowl, Lord Ranulf Charing settled deeper into the embrace of
the leather armchair. In no mood for company he’d retreated to his
London club secure in the knowledge that there at least he was safe
from female pursuit. He stretched out his long legs, his attention
fixed on a glass of fine brandy. With a square jaw, shadowed
cheekbones and unreadable dark eyes, Charing exuded the air of a
man not wishing to be disturbed.

A valet peered nervously into
the Reading Room then withdrew, electing instead to throw the
unsuspecting messenger into the lion’s den. With the innocence of
youth the lad entered, gawping at the yellowing, tobacco stained
oil paintings on oak panelled walls and with trepidation approached
the reclining figure. For his part, Lord Charing was well aware of
the antics of the footman and was secretly pleased by his efforts
to discourage interruption. As the gawky youth cleared his throat,
a muscle twitched on Ranulf’s cheek as he fought the urge to
grin.

“A message for Lord Charing,
Sir.”

Lazily Ranulf extended a hand.
“I am he.”

The boy passed over the sealed
letter as if it were a hot coal. In return Ranulf pressed a silver
coin into his palm and winked. Startled, the lad’s eyes grew even
rounder.

“T’ank you very much Sir. T’ank
you indeed.”

But the moment had passed and
Lord Charing’s face was once again hard plains and sharp
angles.

“Be gone.” With a flick of the
wrist the boy was dismissed.

Recognizing the Cadnum crest,
Charing took a slug of brandy and broke the seal. His eyes skipped
over the text; the writing hurried and uneven, the parchment
bordered with black.

“Make all haste…gravest
concern…deteriorating health…”

As Charing lowered the missive,
the lamplight caught a moment of fleeting vulnerability, but then
his wide sensuous lips set into a hard line as habitual coldness
reasserted itself.

“Bolton,” he barked. In an
instant the valet’s head appeared round the door. “Bolton, with all
haste send word to saddle my horse.”

“Very good Lordship.” Bolton
bowed obsequiously. “Will there be anything else Sir?”

“Pen and paper…I must get word
to my valet that I leave London immediately.”

“Consider it done, Sir.” Bolton
backed hastily from the room, avoiding his Lordship’s eye.

* * * *

Twenty minutes later an Arab
stallion danced in circles round the stable lad. Granite clouds
towered in a brooding sky. A yard door slammed and the wild eyed
stallion reared, dragging the lad off his feet. Then a down draught
tugged the horse’s flowing silver-white mane and tail, as with
flared nostrils he backed across the yard, hooves like flints,
striking sparks from the cobbles. The boy clung to the reins, more
fearful of letting such a valuable horse bolt than of being
trampled. The grey plunged heavenwards, a silvery ghost against a
charcoal sky, and then struck the ground, the massive muscles of
his rump bunching to rear again just as a dark figure rounded the
corner and entered the yard.

“Sir have a care, your horse….”
The shouted warning was stolen by the wind.

Lord Ranulf Charing grunted,
reaching out a hand to gentle the plunging beast. As if he’d cast a
spell, the horse calmed and with a snicker rubbed his velveteen
nose against his master’s coat to exhibit an understanding between
man and horse that eluded Ranulf amongst his own kind.

At the age of thirty, tall and
of muscular build Lord Ranulf Charing was a man not given to
suffering fools; his expression a habitual frown, with wide
unreadable lips and brown eyes so dark as to be almost black. The
impression of the young Lord being part devil and part shadow was
heightened by his dress which was entirely black; from neckerchief
and lawn shirt, to riding breeches and kerysmere outer coat. In
short, Lord Ranulf Charing was in mourning and it suited him.

In one stride his Lordship
swung up into the saddle, the stallion reassured by his master’s
weight on his back. Charing tossed a coin toward the young
groom.

“Safe journey, y’
Lordship.”

Lord Charing grimaced at the
gathering storm clouds and with a nudge of his thigh, wheeled the
great stallion on his hocks and out into St. James Street.

As he reached the Tyburn
turnpike, cold hard rain hurtled out of an angry sky, quickly
turning the road into muddy slurry. Needles of ice stung Lord
Charing’s cheeks, plastering his hair against his skull, stinging
his eyes and half blinding him. Like a madman Charing threw back
his head and laughed, the sound ripped from his mouth by the raging
wind, exhilaration quieting the demons that plagued his waking
hours.

Once clear of London the rain
eased and a watery sun shivered behind a blanket of cloud. Silvered
mists rose from the damp earth of the countryside and trees stood
wrath-like in nothingness; bare branches bent like old men in the
driving wind. It was a day when even the hardiest of farm dogs lay
indoors, for only the foolhardy were abroad on such a day.

Charing rode hunched over the
stallion’s arched neck; his outer coat flapping like demonic wings
as he urged his mount on; a flash of quicksilver against a leaden
sky. Gritting his teeth, Lord Charing pushed his heels against the
heaving grey flanks. Once or twice the stallion stumbled over the
rutted ground, but by force of will Ranulf held him up and pushed
him on.

They traveled all day without
stopping. Only when Fable began to blow did Charing accede to the
needs of his mount and stop at a tavern. But as soon as the horse
was watered, he was off again, passing through villages and hamlets
dotted by the roadside, travelling without rest until they out rode
the weather and the cloud faded into a scarlet daubed sky.

It was early evening before
Lord Charing neared his goal and the setting sun fell warmly on a
high stone wall, marking the boundary of the Cadnum estate.
Following the wall, rounding a bend, at last the gatehouse hove
into view. Distractedly, Charing leaned back in the saddle and
jabbed harshly on the bit. In a flurry of indignation the stallion
stopped on a sixpence, eyes blazing as steam rose from his sweaty
lathered coat. Ranulf narrowed his eyes and glanced upwards, taking
in the double wrought iron gates and the Cadnum family crest
engraved into the keystone. Gone was the exhilaration of the ride,
replaced by a sullen resignation.

“Well at least you can rest
boy. Can you smell the sweet hay in your stable yet?” He leaned
forward and patted the horse’s neck. Suddenly weary for a deep bed
of straw, Fable answered with a snicker.

Easing back on the reins and
nudging Fable into an ambling walk, a familiar tension pressed
Charing’s lips into a hard line. Even as they passed beneath the
gatehouse arch, for a moment Ranulf considered turning around and
returning to London. But through gritted teeth, they walked on
following the wide gravel driveway meandering the two miles to
Hazeldene House. To any other visitor it would have been a pleasant
enough ride, passing through a hazel copse to emerge into rolling
parkland dotted with deer. On the horizon the setting sun warmed
the limestone of Hazeldene House a peachy glow, illuminating the
manor in pearlescent splendor.

The house was Ranulf Charing’s,
grandfather’s proudest legacy, apart from his bloodline, a
statement of his wealth and taste. A Palladian mansion, pedimented
and pillastered, it was built to impress and succeeded to excess.
Approached by a final sweep of the gravel drive, passengers
alighted at a porticoed entrance, the coaches turning about a
fountain supported on angels’ wings spewing water two stories
high.

Close enough now to hear the
stable yard clock chime, Ranulf let Fable extend his neck and carry
him down the track that led to the stables. Kicking his feet out of
the stirrups, his long muscular legs hung free as he shook the
stiffness from his ankles. As he entered the yard belatedly two
grooms spilt from the tack room, jogging toward him whilst pulling
on their jackets.

“Well here we are then, home
again.” Ranulf remarked to no one in particular, “May God grant me
strength.”

 


 


The interior of Hazeldene House
rivaled the exterior in magnificence; rococo curlicues and gilt
plasterwork, high ceilings and marble floors, Greek figurines and
ancestral portraits bewildered the eye with a feast of gaudy
opulence. In the entrance hall a coffered glass skylight harvested
the dying rays of setting sun. Wall niches displayed Lord Cadnum’s
collection of antiquities. Noticing none of it, Ranulf made for the
cantilevered staircase and the piano Nobile.

A fresh faced footman, selected
by Lady Sophia Charing for his elegant, full calves, detached
himself from the wall to hurry after the young Lord almost losing
his periwig in his haste. In a flurry of gold braid and olive
worsted livery the footman inserted himself between Ranulf and the
drawing room doors, inhaling sharply to announce the august
visitor.

“Your Ladyship…Lord Ranu…”

With an intemperate ‘huff’
Ranulf brushed past him into a room of understated feminine
elegance.

Lady Cadnum’s private sitting
room was large and airy. Two tall bay windows swathed in mint silk,
Sheraton sofas upholstered in peppermint and cream, and gilt framed
mirrors reflected beeswax candles, while vases of hyacinths scented
the room with their heady perfume. With mud clinging to his
breeches, smelling of rain and sweat, Ranulf was as out of place as
a horse in a bedchamber.

“Mother?”

He approached a figure swathed
in bombazine, stretched languorously on a chaise on the far side of
the room. Even in the depths of mourning, Lady Sophia Cadnum still
remembered to arrange the folds of her gown to best show a pair of
dainty black silk slippers.

“Thank you for coming, my dear
son.”

There was no denying Lady
Sophia possessed presence. Even without the advantage of youth, her
legendary cheek bones still merited attention as she held out her
hand. With a few long strides Ranulf crossed the room and pressed
her cool fingers to his lips. Much to his relief his Mother showed
no sign of crying. Sharp words he could endure, tears he could
not.

“Mother, you sent for me.” The
muscles of his jaw hardened, dark eyes unreadable as it occurred to
him that his mother’s health was not in danger as he had been led
to believe. “I came with all haste. You are unwell?”

Conscious of his suppressed
anger Lady Cadnum dabbed a handkerchief to her pale cheek and
sniffed. “Oh Ranulf, something awful has happened…and with your
father abroad, I feel so helpless.” A tear glistened in her
eye.

Shifting his weight from one
foot to the other, Ranulf’s stomach churned. He gazed stubbornly
into the distance, suddenly fascinated by the detailing on the
architrave and paralyzed by her weakness. He couldn’t think.
Obviously she expected him to comfort her, but his mind remained
stubbornly blank. Lady Sophia dabbed her eyes and regarded him
expectantly. In vain he trawled his memory for platitudes, but the
appropriate response eluded him. A knot of indignation grew bitter
in his stomach. He was here. Was that not reassurance enough?

Silence ached between them.
Disappointment flashed across his Mother’s face; an expression he
was well used to and had come to expect. Ranulf grimaced. Edmund
would have known what to say. Her beloved Edmund, he thought
bitterly. His little brother always was Mother’s favorite. If he
hadn’t got himself killed then she wouldn’t be grieving now and he
would still be in London relaxing at his club.

“Ranulf?” If there had been a
moment of mutual understanding then it had passed. Lady Sophia took
a weary breath. “Honestly Ranulf…” Recovering something of her
formidable spirit, Lady Sophia wrinkled her aquiline nose.
“Honestly Ranulf you smell like a stable yard…and those boots! That
rug is an oriental antique. Lady Jacinta would kill for it…now just
look at the mud. Did you not think to change?”

Ranulf frowned, inverted
crescents framing his wide lips.

“I received your note at my
Club. It implied my presence was required as a matter of urgency.
Fearing the worst I half killed Fable to get here. Changing my
boots seemed…unimportant.”

If he was truthful, the message
had been a convenient excuse to leave London. Things that once
satisfied him left him empty and adrift, restless to his core. Even
Lydia, sweet Lydia with her comforting curves and soft lips had
become suffocating. Poor besotted ninny, perhaps he had been
unnecessarily blunt but there was a limit to how many adoring looks
a man could stomach before it grew wearisome. His Mother’s summons
had been just the ticket for a swift exit.

Lady Sophia regarded Ranulf
strangely. “And I am indeed most grateful you came.”

Ranulf stared out across the
lawns. “Mother, I came because I feared for your health. So what
else, pray tell, demands such an urgent summons?”

“Oh Ranulf.” Lady Cadnum
fluttered the handkerchief. “Need you be so bullish?” She regarded
him coquettishly from behind lowered lashes. “You are quite
handsome when you smile.”

Ranulf threw her a withering
look.

Indeed perhaps his features
were a little hawkish, his cheekbones sharp, his nose too long to
be truly handsome, and yet there was something in his wide lips and
square jaw that set women aquiver. Spurning the fashion for
cropped, forward swept hair a la Titus, instead he preferred to
wear his thick black locks long, fastened rakishly at the nape with
a velvet ribbon. His hair the color of coal against an ivory skin,
Irish coloring his father joked, from his Mother’s side of the
family. As far as Ranulf was aware this was the only gift his
Mother had deigned to give him.

“Well you’re here now. Do sit.
You make the parlor look untidy.”

“No thank you Ma’am. I’d hate
to soil the upholstery.”

Lady Cadnum ignored the
sarcasm. “Very well. Stand if you prefer.”

With a grunt he turned back to
the bay window, his powerful frame silhouetted against the setting
sun. Once again he had allowed his Mother to get under his skin.
Perhaps it was time to stop trying to please her and start being
himself. If Edmund had lived it wouldn’t have been so hard.
Continuing the Charing name, providing an heir, wouldn’t rest
solely on Ranulf’s shoulders as it did now.

“It seems we rode through the
worst of the weather.” His hands clenched into fists. With effort
he kept his voice steady, resisting the urge to snap. He must
remember the depth of his Mother’s loss. “The sunset is
stunning.”

“Indeed it is.”

Lady Cadnum sighed, knowing
this was the closest to a peace offering she was likely to get. A
wall stood between them; a barrier too wide to go around, built so
high over the years.

“You gave your word to come…if
I needed you… while Lord Cadnum is away…”

Ranulf assembled the semblance
of a smile and turned.

“Yes Mother, and here I
am.”

His gaze traveled above her
head to the Harrison portrait hanging above the daybed. That the
lascivious nymph was his Mother elicited a frisson of prudery. How
much harder for her then, now that youth, beauty and her favorite
son were lost? The portrait’s subject reclined beneath the gaudy
frame as if hoping her former glory would brighten her now faded
looks.

“There, on the desk. Papers
addressed to poor Edmund. I can’t bring myself to open them.” Her
lip trembled. “Who would not know of his death?”

Ranulf grew grim, his brow
furrowed, for a moment he looked the older of the two. In three
strides he crossed the room and scooped up the bundle of letters as
Lady Cadnum buried her face in her hands.

“You promised Lord Cadnum to
stand in his place while he travels. You promised to take care of
Edmund’s affairs.”

“Of course, Ma’am. Leave this
to me.” The letters disappeared into the pocket of his outer
coat.

Lady Cadnum blinked red rimmed
lids, her lips quivered. Ranulf forced himself to stand firm, to
form some small words of comfort.

Her hand trembled as she dabbed
away the tears. “I miss poor Edmund so keenly.”

Ranulf nodded stiffly. “As do
we all.”

She glanced at him. “I had
hoped the pain of his passing would ease over the months, but
instead it grows more intense.”

“I too miss my brother.” Ranulf
whispered.

Taking his agreement for
encouragement she continued. “He was matchless. There was none as
didn’t get on with him, so full of life and compassion. No one
understood me like he did. We were kindred spirits.”
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