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   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Tomorrow it ends.
 
   With that fortifying thought, Dominic Edward Halifax, ninth duke of Ashton raised a monocle to a bored eye, crossing his long legs before him with a languid movement, his posture drooping with a tediousness that did not in the least diminish its gracefulness. Egad, but when had the opera at Vauxhall turned so morbid? He would give anything to be seated by his own hearth right now instead of being ogled by all these painted creatures and simpering misses hopeful of a great catch before the end of the Season.  
 
   What madness had prompted him to choose this infernal place for his amusement tonight? The duke examined an imaginary speck of dust on his cream silk sleeve and exhaled a long and delicate sigh.
 
   “My dear Ashton,” a jovial and good-mannered, if somewhat coarser than his own voice said to his left, “well, isn’t this an improvement!”
 
   There was no need for his grace to turn his head in order to identify the owner of the voice. There were few people, if indeed any, who would dare address him so casually when he was in a black mood, and even fewer who would be allowed entrance inside his opera box unannounced.
 
   “Be gone, Charles,” said his grace cruelly, “I let you drag me here against my will, but I’ve no taste for your theatrics.”
 
   Encouraged by this heart-warming speech, Charles, Lord Burns, a young, fashionable viscount of the same age as the duke, sat himself down next to his grace, and offered his hand, palm up. The duke took his sweet time in handing over a blue and gold snuff-box to his friend, but at last the viscount’s patience was rewarded by a couple of powerful sniffs.
 
   “So,” that worthy gentleman began, “are you out of the dumps yet?”
 
   His grace turned to look at lord Burns, thus revealing a pleasing countenance, even though at present it appeared to be scowling in a most frightening manner and a strong grecian profile and long, dark curls that crowned his white forehead in a most intricate à la Brutus hairstyle. At present his steely blue eyes were rather dimmed by boredom and a slight indulgence in spirits, but in general they were thought to be by far his best feature, as well as a reason for ladies of all ages to swoon for a mere glance from them.
 
   He was older by some eight months than his pleasant companion, lord Burns, for as it happened they had met during their teenage years at Oxford: they were both eight and twenty. Still, to observe them together, one would think him his superior by many years and a great deal of world-weariness, at least judging from the way his lips were pressed thinly together.
 
   “You are going to make a nuisance of yourself again, aren’t you?” his grace answered lord Burns pleasantly. “I suppose it is too much to ask for an evening of relative peace.”
 
   “Killed anybody lately?” the viscount continued, leaning back.
 
   “Not since last Thursday,” Ashton answered him easily. He lifted a well-formed eyebrow to send a quizzical look of enquiry to him, before turning an indifferent eye upon the stage. 
 
   Lord Burns bent forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on his knees, a habit he hadn’t gotten over since his childhood.
 
   “My dear Dominic,” he said, placing his hand on his grace’s arm and taking his life in his own hands by so doing, for the duke passionately hated to be touched, “I wish you would simply grieve her loss. It would not make you any less… respectable or fashionable, I assure you. Not in my eyes, or in anyone else’s. This spree of duels you have begun on, that always must result in a fatality, since you are the Nonpareil…”
 
   His grace lifted a white hand to stop him.
 
   “Not always,” he amended. “Not anymore.” Not since the girl was what he meant to say, but damn him if he’d be driven to mention her to Burns. It was none of his blasted business anyway. “Why, only last week,” he continued, peering at the crowds through his monocle, “that boy from Kent… I forget his name, but I assure you I merely winded him.”
 
   Lord Burns gave out an exasperated sigh. “Ashton,” he said slowly and significantly, trying to contain his anger, “the ‘boy from Kent’ was your own cousin, thrice removed. You said you wanted to teach him a lesson. And you broke his arm!”
 
   “I suppose you will come to the point of what you mean to say to me in your own good time,” his grace said coolly.
 
   It was nobody’s business but his own why he was slowly making his way into the lower ranks of the London society, picking duels here and there, keeping up his usual style of violence and carelessness. But now there was a reason behind it. He was planning murder.
 
   Slowly but surely the circle had been closing in. And now, finally, after tedious weeks on end of careful research, he’d found the man he was looking for. As he had predicted, the ton had thought nothing of it: everyone supposed he was challenging him in one of his usual dark moods, two nights ago at a notorious gaming hell. No matter that such establishments weren’t his style; everyone expected of the duke of Ashton an outrage per week -at least. He’d let the scoundrel have his pick of rapiers, swords or pistols, whatever blasted weaponry his cowardly nature preferred; and finally, tomorrow he’d meet him at dawn in front of two witnesses.
 
   And then -what a tragic accident- he’d kill him, no one the wiser of the true reason behind this particular death. After all he was known as ‘the devil’ already.
 
   He didn’t care if he’d be exiled to Paris till kingdom come after that; the sole thing keeping him alive and sane was this task he’d set for himself, and once it was completed he cared not whether he lived or died. 
 
   “Blast it all, Dom,” Burns was saying in exasperation, “by gad I wish you would stop acting like a child.”
 
   “And I wish you wouldn’t scowl so at me, Charles. I suppose neither of us will get our wishes. Not tonight at any rate.”
 
   “Do you…” Burns swallowed before continuing, but still he would not abandon the effort. “I suppose you still have… feelings for her.”
 
   Before the duke could do more than send a smoldering look of pure murder his way, they were thankfully interrupted by the door creaking open. His grace suppressed the urge to groan aloud. Who was it this time? Hadn’t he suffered enough this night already?
 
   The first thing he saw were her slippers.
 
   They were showing a tiny bit underneath her heavy brocade skirts; little, delicate moccasins that hinted at little, delicate feet, made of satin blue with a silvery thread of embroidery showing through. His grace’s fastidious gaze traveled upward through his monocle, and was satisfied to discover that she was dressed like the night itself, in a fashionably cut, low-waisted gown of a dark blue, iridescent color, with small stars sewn into the material, so that it sparkled as she moved under the candlelight. 
 
   As though mesmerized, Lord Burns lifted his gaze to the narrow little waist and then to the small face that was, to his dismay, concealed by an intricate mask ending in a long ribbon which in its turn was clutched in an elegant, gloved hand. Not even her hair was showing, as it was obvious that the powdered confection she wore on her head was a wig, with colorful birds and butterflies balancing on the thick white curls, and framing her white cheeks in a most charming manner.
 
   His grace too saw all of this, but no one would suspect his drooping eyelids of holding as much curiosity as the wide-opened ones of his friend.
 
   The woman was scarcely tall enough to be more than a girl, and it was obvious by her attire and the way she carried herself that she wasn’t a courtesan, finding her way to his box in need for a few coins. 
 
   Though he would scarcely have admitted it to himself, his grace was waiting with a faint interest to hear the first words her surprisingly unpainted and childish-looking lips would utter. He was not to be given that pleasure, however.
 
   The woman did not utter a word.
 
   She merely thrust forward her small fist, right above his hand, as though expecting it to open and receive her offering.
 
   Ashton, for once startled out of his cool and bored exterior, turned his blue eyes on hers. The woman flinched and opened her palm, almost impulsively, dropping something on his lap. Then, lowering his eyes and uttering a sound that resembled a sob, she fled. Immediately upon recovering his wits, a few heartbeats later, Lord Burns rushed to follow her. But she was gone. No trace of her remained.
 
   After chasing her in vain down the hallway for a few minutes, he returned to the duke’s box, only to be surprised by a peculiar spectacle.
 
   Ashton, eyes ablaze with anger and lips pressed until they almost disappeared, was feeding the woman’s note to the flame of one of the cream candles that illuminated the elegant opera box. Then, without so much as a word, he turned and exited, just as on the stage the prim donna entered the throes of her theatrical death.  
 
   He rushed out, relishing the chance to stretch his legs after sitting in that confounded opera box. He walked in a hurry through the moonlit gardens and shrubs concealing squealing lovers, intending to reach his barouche and be home in less than half and hour.
 
   But, alas, it was not to be that he would find peace so soon.
 
   A vulgar man, not slightly inebriated, pushed himself abruptly in his way -a man whose name Ashton, if he ever knew it, could not at present bring to mind. A few of the man’s cronies surrounded him menacingly, but their eyes had a glazed, drunken look to match that of their friend’s, and their presence failed to inspire any emotion but tedium in Ashton.
 
   “D…dare you challenge me here and now?” the man stuttered and waved his sword unsteadily towards the duke.
 
   “With pleasure,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation, neither calling to mind nor caring to learn what reason the man had to hold a grudge against him. He extended his clenched fists.
 
   “En gua… grardre,” the man said, in an effort to appear collected, and thrust his sword towards his grace’s chest.
 
   The man’s friends began spitting obscenities, and scattered for fear of being injured. There was no need. His grace avoided masterfully the man’s first, awkward thrust, and then promptly punched him on the nose, drawing his cork.
 
   Then he stepped over his prone, moaning form and resumed walking. 
 
   In the distance he could discern the candle-lamps  burning on his barouche, and he quickened his step to reach it before the crowds began to emerge from the Opera.
 
   He was halfway to the street. He was watching the groom ahead gathering the reins in one hand, anticipating his terror when he would tell him to push the team forward as though the very devil was on their heels, when he froze. He’d heard a rustle in the leaves behind him, but at first he had paid no heed to it, expecting it to be a wandering drunkard or a bird of the night. But now he heard it again, and there was something definitively human as well as desperate about the movement that gave him pause.
 
   No, that wasn’t it.
 
   There was something familiar about it, strange as it would seem. Ashton turned on his heel. What he saw was the last thing he had expected.
 
   It was a ghost.
 
   Not just any ghost, too. It was well-known to him, almost as intimately as his own shadow.
 
   It was her ghost. 
 
   As she approached him, the duke finally lost his cool. He stepped back a few paces, almost losing his balance in the process, his legs unsteady under him. Then he crouched down and hung his head between his knees, for a sudden faintness overtook him, dark spots dancing before his eyes. 
 
   Without realizing it, he gave out a low rumble, his voice cracking like a wounded animal’s. “Why must you still torment me?” he whispered, knowing no one could hear him in the deserted gravel path.
 
   When he looked up again and stood, he saw that her ghost was still there, transparent in the dim light of the lanterns that adorned the road on either side. She was now making her way to the left, where a small gazebo stood, dark pink columns entwined with blood-red roses. She stepped lightly on the first step, moving as though she was weightless, her white wig gleaming in the moonlight. She didn’t turn to beckon him, but by this point Ashton had accepted his fate.
 
   With a sharp intake of breath, he advanced to meet her, his mind involuntarily returning many months in the past, to the first time he had ever set eyes on her.
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   Dominic
 
    
 
   This was only the fifth governess he was interviewing, and by the looks of her, she was every part as unsuitable as the rest. 
 
   The duke of Ashton brought a slender white finger to his temple. This was going to take longer that he had expected upon undertaking the task. His headache was worsening by the minute. 
 
   Why was this so blasted complicated? He’d endeavored to hoist the task of hiring a chaperone for his ward to his secretary, Mr. Frost, but the first two he’d hired had proved inadequate within as many days, fleeing his house in tears.
 
   Ashton grimaced to himself.
 
   The chit was nothing more than a spoilt, selfish babe, entirely unfit for genteel company as of yet, but that was hardly his problem. Was it too much to ask that he’d find a drab lady of forty years of age or thereabouts, to accompany her to the milliner’s and teach her to hold her tongue?
 
   All he wanted was to be left in peace to continue his mindless existence of sport, pleasure and the occasional glass of port. Even these occupations were, of course, beginning to lose their luster, still they were a way to pass one’s earthly days, especially if one found oneself neither inclined for company nor delighting in it, disillusioned of society’s manners, and with a vastness of wealth at one’s disposal.
 
   Ashton placed his hands on the heavy oak desk that smelled faintly of old paper and tobacco. Daylight was streaming through the spacious windows, and outside a bird was trilling annoyingly in the chilly sunshine. The girl in front of him watched him, silent, waiting to be spoken to. She appeared neither eager nor indifferent, and yet her steady, honest gaze gave him a feeling that something wasn’t quite right about her.
 
   His grace stole a glance at the paper bearing her credentials.
 
   “Miss Devon, is it?” he asked coolly. “Miss Beatrice Devon, of Darbyshire?”
 
   The girl -she was scarcely more than that- nodded seriously. She hardly knew enough of him to be able to understand what one of these icy looks of his meant. She would find out soon enough.
 
   Her appearance was rather pleasing to the eye; she was short and smallish looking, a bit on the slender side, but her cheeks were blooming with the pink color of health and her neck was long, slender and swanlike. Her dark curls were meticulously combed back on her head, trying to give her face a look of severity which eluded it, still in general her appearance gave off a muted air of elegance. She wasn’t dressed elegantly though or, he marked as he took note of her frayed pelisse, even respectably.
 
   “Miss Devon,” he repeated, “I would be obliged to you if you were to stop wasting my time. You are clearly ill-suited for this position.”
 
   At that, he saw a spark of fire in her warm, clear eyes. “You cannot have read my credentials,” she answered with a touch of authority in her voice that he hadn’t expected.
 
   “Oh but I did,” he retorted. “The question is, did you?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” She looked perplexed, and perhaps even charming, if a fellow was inclined to admire this sort of innocent, waif-like look in a woman. He himself wasn’t. He tapped a long finger to the papers in front of him.
 
   “Or, can you read it, I should say?” 
 
   The girl appeared unfazed by his extraordinary question. She met his eyes unwaveringly. “You appear to have doubts,” she replied calmly, “as to my reading abilities.”
 
   “Well, how else am I to explain your presence here? I placed an advertisement for a chaperone for my ward, a young… Miss of about sixteen years of age. I assume you are not much older than that yourself?”
 
   “I will be nineteen this April, your grace,” the girl answered with dignity. “And I humbly presume to tell you that I would be the best choice for a companion and chaperone for your young ward.”
 
   “Pray, enlighten me,” Ashton dripped with sarcasm.
 
   She inclined her head as though he had spoken with true civility. “I understand, your grace,” she began gently, and for the first time Ashton realized that the girl might be young -too young indeed- but she had more grace and refinement in the way she spoke and carried herself than most ladies of his acquaintance. “I understand that the young girl in your care is in somewhat difficult… circumstances.”
 
   “She is unmanageable,” he said simply. 
 
   The girl’s eyes sparkled with appreciation at his simple statement. “Would then not a chaperone closer to her own age be viewed as more of a companion, and therefore be more willingly listened to and taken into account?”
 
   The duke considered for a minute. There was some truth in her words. “And what makes you think, a mere child yourself, that you are the person she will listen to, even if I cannot inspire her respect?”
 
   The girl’s mouth trembled with a secret laughter. Ashton’s cool exterior dropped like a cloak. Was she, a mere slip of a girl, laughing at him? But the expression disappeared from her face immediately, and he persuaded himself he had imagined it.
 
   “You may take me on for a week, as a trial period,” she pronounced majestically, as though she was the one doing him a favor.
 
   His grace stifled a chuckle.
 
   He hadn’t laughed in so long, his throat was rusty with it. “Wait outside,” he waved to the girl, and she obeyed at once.
 
   That was more that the other ones had done so far, he thought. She was pleasing to look at, somewhat witty and obedient. Her age, appearance and birth, however, were so much against her that it was, of course, out of the question that he employ her in his household.
 
    
 
   Dominic Edward Halifax, or as he was known since inheriting the title from his cousin a mere few months ago, the ninth duke of Ashton, had earned his reputation as a cold-hearted rake from years of living the scandalous life of a bachelor with a complete indifference -indeed, scorn- for the rules that reigned over the ton. His fine grecian profile, crowned by thick black curls, which was infallibly styled by his long-suffering valet in the most elegant of styles, and his strong, athletic body, sculpted by long hours spent boxing at Jackson’s, succeeded in making him one of the handsomest men of marriageable age and status ever to hold such an illustrious title. Yet his steely, blue eyes, had a coldness in their depths that made them appear void of any sentiment, thus frightening many a lady who dreamed of conquering his heart.
 
   Indeed it was doubtful if his grace was in possession of such an organ at all, given the way he acquired and discarded mistresses with no thought to pre-existing husbands or amorous feelings on their part.
 
   He had suffered, some claimed, a great deal of disappointment in his younger years, and yet no one seemed to think that this fact, though striking a chord of sympathy in the bosoms of hopeful young debutantes, was any excuse for the trail of broken hearts the duke seemed to leave behind him every Season, nor for the cynical way he behaved to all but two of his closest personal friends.
 
   When, a few months ago, rumors had begun that he had been left with the daughter of his late cousin the duke, the dowagers shook their heads with doom and the young bucks looked about them with a gleam in their eye, sensing that a new and well-feathered prey would soon be dropped in their midst, ready for the plucking. In the most elegant of salons where ladies lounged after their morning coffee selecting designs for their daughters from The Ladies’ Journal, it was whispered that the duke’s late cousin had once been entangled in an erotic triangle with the duke, then a mere marquis with expectations, when they were both no more than eighteen years of age. The fact that now the daughter of his sworn enemy would reside right beneath his roof and be his own responsibility as well, gave many a flutter in scandal-monging bosoms, pushing a few thoughtless but not ill-meaning ladies to even frighten themselves with talk of intrigue, evil plots and dark corners where, horror of horrors! murder lurked.
 
   Whatever the actual case was, the fact remained that his grace’s ward, Lady Adelina Halifax, had been left motherless at infancy, and consequently had been brought up very ill by an overindulgent father, away from any sort of beneficial society. Ashton had elected to omit any mention of the scandal surrounding her father to the governess, but had kept her abreast of the basic facts of his niece’s upbringing, leaving the rest to her discretion.
 
   He had no thought whatsoever of this slip of a girl bringing about any other outcome in his ward than a few failed efforts, a flood of tears and an exit dramatic enough to test the wooden countenance of his butler.
 
    
 
   Thus it came about that a mere three days later he returned to his townhouse in High Street after a brief absence to his country seat with every hope of being amused by the little chaperone’s efforts. The last thing he expected to find was his ward transformed from a spoilt, mischievous child, to an orderly -albeit green and unruly- young lady, yet that was exactly the case. Adelina still had a long way to go if she was to be ready to make her debut in time, for the Season would be upon them in but a few weeks, but the duke knew that, whatever his objections, he would be a fool to let such a miracle-worker slip through his fingers.
 
   The most any other of the middle-aged, moth-smelling matronly women he had interviewed had done, was to scold the girl until she gave way to hysterics and they found their way to the door without him having to even dismiss them.
 
   So stay she would. In spite of this surprising decision, he let the governess wonder for many more days about her position before confirming her employment. If however he was hoping to entertain himself by watching her squirm, he was disappointed. It seemed that while awaiting on his verdict, Miss Devon was fast becoming friends with Adelina.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Lady Adelina Halifax was a tall, beautiful, spoilt girl with luscious blond curls and fresh, pink lips, accustomed to being entitled to everything the best of money could offer and refusing to accept anything than her own way. Her father, the slightly older and much more traditional-minded first cousin of the present duke, had died a few months ago, brotherless and friendless, and it had occurred to him before his death, that it would be a fortunate thing indeed if his poor, lovely daughter was to be brought to London and live with his morally depraved cousin after his own passing. Therefore, he left him his daughter in his will, like he did with his most prized possessions, stating that his ‘poor motherless daughter’ was to be entitled to the best that society and his fortune combined could offer.
 
   Now his own fortune, though considerable, had been nothing compared to that of Ashton’s -who was already being hailed by Society as ‘a veritable Croesus’- and, that being the case, it was indeed a wonder that his grace should even consider taking upon himself such a great encumbrance as a young girl completely untrained in the ways of society; but still, that is what he did. 
 
   Having done this, of course, he seemed eager to evade his responsibilities, or at least to postpone them for as long as he could: it had been a complete fortnight after Beatrice’s first interview with him, when she was once again called to his study.
 
    
 
   Miss Beatrice Devon had celebrated her eighteenth birthday a few months ago, still she had enough of experience with the ways of the world to know that her young charge had a bevy of secrets following her. Still she wasn’t without them herself -secrets, that is- that she couldn’t understand the duke’s tight-lipped ways, although that hardly meant he didn’t irritate her to no end.
 
   A near lifetime spent looking over her shoulder, fearing and preparing herself for the worst, had trained her as nothing else could in endless patience, so she didn’t mind  Adelina’s temper tantrums. Indeed, she had taught herself to be grateful for this position, taxing as it was, in the duke’s household, for it meant for her a security she could have hardly dreamt of when she’d left her home one rainy night two weeks prior to answering the duke’s advertisement for a chaperone.
 
   She was therefore reluctant to obey the duke’s second  summons, certain that it meant her trial period was over and she would have to pack her meager belongings and run God knows where, hoping for another unbelievable piece of good fortune to drop in her lap. She was almost certain that such an experience wouldn’t be repeated. She had read his grace’s advertisement in the Herald upon arriving to London, down to her last pennies, the shabby dress she had disguised  herself in torn and damp, her stomach growling with hunger. Upon reading it she had practically fallen to her knees and thanked the good Lord for saving her life.
 
   Because, not to put too fine a point upon it, that’s what this position was: salvation.
 
   And now she was about to lose it.
 
   Going back was not an option, but dying destitute in the workhouse definitely was, and yet Beatrice tried bravely to put all such dismal thoughts from her thoughts. First and foremost in her mind was the determination that no one would suspect her of duplicity. As far as the duke of Ashton and everyone in his employ was concerned, she was a well-educated country girl, simple and pure, looking for a way to support herself and her impoverished orphan siblings.
 
   She was determined to stick to this story if it was the last thing she did.
 
    
 
   It was a crisp November morning, and Adelina was dressed in her smart new riding outfit, ready for a ride at the park. 
 
   Miss Devon had spent many a painful morning there with her, at a far earlier hour than the fashionable crowds appeared, trying to teach her proper riding etiquette, and so far she felt that her efforts hadn’t seen the justice they deserved. Still, she put a smile on her face, smoothed the worn-out pleats of her nondescript grey dress, and knocked on her charge’s door.
 
   Adelina was seated at her elegant vanity and was occupied with making her lady’s maid cry.
 
   Beatrice took in the situation at a glance, and, approaching the girl, she nodded to the tortured maid to leave the room.
 
   Then, while trying to avoid Adelina’s flailing arms, she set about the task of calming her. First, she touched her hair. Her half-finished coif was a thing to behold, but soon enough, under the dexterous and capable fingers of Miss Devon, it began to take form. In only a few minutes, the girl’s hair was as beautiful as if a French maid, trained in the renown salons of Paris, had coiffed it. 
 
   “There,” Beatrice said with a note of accomplishment in her voice.
 
   Adelina regarded herself in the mirror with a dissatisfied gaze. “Now, bring me my hat,” she said, royally. Behind her, Miss Devon’s reflection stood out in stark contrast, her small, slight figure almost fading to oblivion next to Adelina’s dimpled, blonde looks, her brown hair pulled tight in a bun underneath her hat and her pale, little face smiling in self-deprecation.
 
   Beatrice stifled the urge to sigh. “You will remember to speak with a manner appropriate for a young lady of society,” she said, her tone gentle and firm all at once, “even to your maid.” 
 
   “I am tired of her incompetence,” Adelina spat.
 
   “And yet,” Beatrice answered calmly, “speaking like a spoiled child that isn’t yet out of the nursery will not get her work done any sooner or with better quality.”
 
   Adelina tossed her pretty curls with indignation. “I am ready,” she declared. “Let us go.”
 
   “Not yet, my dear,” Miss Devon said, letting the authority creep back into her voice. “Your uncle and guardian first desires an interview with me. And besides, there is the matter of apologizing to your maid.”
 
    At that, Adelina bristled. “Let her apologize to me! Whoever heard of a lady apologizing to her maid. And as for my uncle, we have not seen him inside this house for a fortnight. Now that he finally wants to talk to you, you may tell him he’s to wait. After our ride, you are welcome to talk with him to no end.”
 
   “In that case,” Beatrice replied quietly, “I wish to inform you that  you are in no way prepared to enter the park at this fashionable hour, your manner leaving much to be desired in the way of civility and refinement, and therefore our ride is cancelled.” And she took off her own bonnet, in a dramatic fashion.
 
   Adelina turned on her, eyes ablaze. “What?!” she screamed, close to hysterics.
 
   Beatrice was at the door, her escape almost complete, when Adelina rushed to her and slapped her soundly on the left cheek.
 
   “And,” she said, to add insult to injury, “I am not even sorry for that.”
 
   With this, she slammed the door in her governess’ face and went to throw herself on her bed with the commendable intention of spending the rest of the day in misery, crying her pretty eyes out. 
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   Meanwhile Beatrice, cheek smarting and eyes fighting back hot tears, rushed to her room to survey the damage. She would not admit it to anyone, but this act of violence from her charge had given life to most unwelcome and painful memories, and as a result she found she needed more than a few moments to compose herself. 
 
   Then she dared look in her mirror.
 
   The room she had been given for her temporary stay at his grace’s Townhouse was a cozy little corner overlooking the back gardens, with a simple tapestry of light green stripes covering the walls, a dresser, a small vanity and a soft, narrow bed. When she had been first shown in to it by a disgruntled maid, she had felt her eyes misting as though at a glimpse of heaven. Now her tears had quite another cause.
 
   On beholding her own visage on the mirror she cringed, and hastened to wipe her red-rimmed eyes and put a cool cloth, slightly dipped in water, over the angry red mark that Adelina’s emotion had left on her cheek. Her efforts were mostly in vain, as she had feared, and the little pocket-watch she kept fastened to her waist like an old-fashioned housekeeper, showed the time to be a quarter past eleven. 
 
   She must hurry or his grace would be in a fine black mood by the time she got downstairs. She was taking a step towards the door, when she stopped short, her breath knocked out of her as though she’d been punched in the stomach.
 
    
 
   “You won’t elude me forever, you stupid she-devil!” 
 
   The rough voice reaches Beatrice’s ears through the thick drapes. She has concealed herself on the window-seat, a thick volume of Shakespeare’s tragedies clasped to her chest. She intended to spend the afternoon here, reading, safe from intruding eyes, but he’s found her. Fear is keeping her immobile.
 
   “Please, papa,” she whispers.
 
   “Come, show me your face.” The voice turns soft, pleading, moist, and Beatrice fights the urge to vomit. Her stomach clenches at the thought of what usually follows the man’s soft, pleading voice. 
 
   She feels cold sweat run over her spine as she hears the door to the library creak open, and she scrunches her eyes closed and leans forward, fighting the urge to swoon. She won’t let it happen to herself again, she vowed after the last time. She’ll be awake the whole time, turning her fear and disgust into energy, planning her escape, planning his murder.
 
   “Beatrice, my love, don’t hide from me…”
 
   He’s getting closer.
 
   She stills entirely. Her only hope is that his voice has started getting rough again, slurring with drink and anger. Maybe he’ll only hit her this time.
 
   “Our father, who art in heaven,” she begins inwardly. “Hallowed be thy n…”
 
   She doesn’t have time for more.
 
   The curtains are snatched back abruptly and the next thing she knows she’s thrown to the ground, her head pounding in agony, the metallic taste of pain in her mouth, her nose choking with blood.
 
   She fihts against losing consciousness for a full five minutes of the beating, and when she finally feels she can’t hold on any longer, it’s with a prayer on her lips that she lets the darkness swallow her.
 
   She prays that he’ll spare her half-dead body from his evil appetites. Or, if these can’t be stopped, that today will finally be the day his slaps kill her.
 
    
 
   Blinking her eyes to dispel the memory, Miss Devon squared her shoulders, loosened a curl to drape over the mark on her cheek, and hurried down the stairs to the library.
 
   “It’s over now,” she whispered to herself, shivering slightly. “Stop it. You’re safe now.” Still, she couldn’t prevent herself from stealing a quick glance out the window as she descended the wide staircase.
 
   All was silent in the sunshine, no dark figure lurking in the shadows, no heavy step hurrying towards her, no burning breath echoing in the silence.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief and stood before the library’s door, waiting for the footman to announce her, but he merely motioned at her to get in.
 
    
 
   A huge fire was blazing in the hearth, but the silence was complete and for a moment she relaxed, thinking she was alone.
 
   “You certainly took your time,” a bored voice pronounced from the general direction of the French windows.
 
   “Your grace.” She hurried to curtsy before him. 
 
   He barely lifted his gaze to acknowledge her, so she apologized for the delay. Then she fell silent and watched him.
 
   He was seated in a large armchair, his long, slender form sprawled elegantly across the velvet tapestry. His white hands emerged from the folds of his laced sleeves to delicately hold a thick book, and the emerald ring he wore on the little finger of his right hand caught a ray of the sun and sparkled as he turned the page, seemingly oblivious to her presence. 
 
   As always, he was dressed immaculately from the top of his dark, luscious curls to the shining tip of his Hessians -he was dressed for riding, Beatrice surmised. His cravat was a masterpiece of tumbling folds, and his simply-cut dark blue coat must have required a super-human effort on the part of his valet to put on his person, so exactly was it sculpted to his slim figure.
 
   When she had first set eyes on him, she had been struck by his appearance, for there was a heart-wrenching combination of intimidation and beauty on his person that left her slightly out of breath. She knew enough of men, of course, to know that the darkest beastly nature could dwell beneath glorious looks as his, and she had quickly gotten herself in check.
 
   At the present, however, there was nothing charming about his grace’s posture, as he appeared every bit the oaf he no doubt meant to appear, ignoring her most rudely and making her cool her heels while he turned the pages of his book in a most irritating manner. 
 
   “I understand you to consider yourself a woman of no mean comprehension,” he drawled at last, without lifting his gaze to meet hers. “Am I then to suppose that you have no inkling of what this interview is concerning?”
 
   Miss Devon strove to keep the right side of her face in the shadows, which was no mean feat since the room was flooded in sunlight, in case his grace decided to look up from his book. 
 
   “I fear you mean to dismiss me, your grace,” she answered simply. 
 
   “And why would you fear that?” he asked after a long-suffering pause.
 
   How absurd, that she should address this man, a little more than a youth, so formally! Surely inheriting a dukedom at this young age -he couldn’t be a day over twenty-nine, maybe younger- hadn’t done him any favors. His brow was arrogant beneath his immaculately combed hair, and his lips appeared firm and as though they’d forgotten how to stretch in a smile. 
 
   Now why would she think of his lips? Or of the high angle of his cheekbones that made him look vulnerable when he turned to the side. Beatrice was suddenly overwhelmed by a desire to touch the tender spot under his eye, where a shadow of the boy he’d so recently been still lingered.
 
   No, she must focus. He’d asked her something. She must keep her cool at all costs. She thought for a moment, deliberating what the correct reply would be. It would not do to show him how desperate she was to keep this post. 
 
   “Your grace…” she stopped to clear her voice, because an annoying tremor seemed to have crept into it. “Your grace appears to be a man of few words. And, if I may so add, even fewer appearances in this household. I surmised, therefore, that I had been summoned for no less important a reason than the one of my original interview.”
 
   Here she abruptly stopped.
 
   At last, his grace had lifted his piercing eyes to her face and seemed to fasten them on her own in a most disconcerting manner. She could not but lower her gaze and hope that her emotion was not entirely visible to that shrewd gaze.
 
   “I see,” the duke said and stood. He paced the carpet for a second, turning his back to her, but she did not let herself relax. “Instead of pleading for your position, Miss Devon,” he went on, in mockingly surprised tones, “you appear to be making an attempt at chastising me. So,” at that he abruptly turned to face her, and she felt her knees tremble at the hostility in his eyes, “you mean perhaps to tell me that I am not enough involved in my ward’s affairs?”
 
   Oh dear, Beatrice thought miserably, this does not seem at all promising.
 
   The duke lifted a slender eyebrow, waiting for her reply. She could apologize again, but he seemed to already anticipate such a reply and to mock her in advance for it. 
 
   “That was indeed what I thought, your grace,” she said as quietly as she could, “but it was ill-mannered of me to hint at it, especially so soon after having entered your employ. And for that I apologize.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton found himself at a rather odd position while listening to the governess’ answer. Namely, he found himself fighting back laughter. That was quite out of the known sphere of his hitherto existence. “I am to hire you then, am I?” he said, more softly that he had yet spoken.
 
   “I thought you already had,” Miss Devon replied demurely.
 
   For a second time Ashton tried in vain to suppress a smile that threatened to blossom on his lips.
 
   Then he turned severe again.
 
   “I trust you will not give me reason to regret my decision, Miss Devon,” he said in such a serious tone that the girl quaked before him. 
 
   He was surprised to see that she curtsied deeply in reply, no words leaving her lips. That act alone was sufficient to spark a glimpse of respect within him. He was reluctant to trust, let alone grant his respect to anyone, and much more to tiny governesses who didn’t know when to keep their mouths shut.
 
   Yet this one seemed as though she was holding herself back for whatever reason, her eyes luminously turned to his, thanking him silently beyond words, even as her lips refused to acknowledge it. She was exercising a restraint rarely seen in a female, and for that he would give her his reluctant approval.
 
   He hoped though that she didn’t fancy herself a creature of mystery and hidden depth, for he abhorred secrecy above all things, especially in those he trusted to be in his employ.
 
   Well, we’ll see, he thought.
 
   “I should also inform you,” he added out loud, “although I must leave the details of your future to my secretary, that you are to immediately remove yourself and my ward from this household, which has already harbored you both for far too long.”
 
   She raised questioning eyes to his.
 
   “You cannot possibly remain in the house of a confirmed bachelor for the Season,” he explained. “I have made arrangements with my aunt, Lady Augusta Edgerton, an amiable widow of regrettable health. She is currently settled in one of my own houses, in Grosvenor Square, and  has gracefully offered to act as hostess to you both for the duration of the Season and beyond, supposing that your efforts in finding a husband for my ward prove unsuccessful.”
 
   A pregnant silence followed this severe pronouncement.
 
   His grace deigned to curl his lip in ironic amusement. “You press your lips so firmly, Miss Devon,” he said, “that I cannot help but ask: which part of my speech has offended you?”
 
   “Well,” Miss Devon began, “I did not speak at once, for I was not certain you would wish for my opinion, but truly I cannot help but feel that the wishes you just now expressed were deeply wrong. Indeed, every sensibility must be offended.”
 
   “My dear girl,” his grace replied, his amusement turning fast to anger, “whatever can I have said that made you think I wish for your opinion?”
 
   “You cannot in earnest want her wed, sir?” she asked bluntly, looking straight into his eyes.
 
   Ashton froze for a split second.
 
   Then, as abruptly as it had left him, his aloofness seemed to settle again upon him like a garment. “Indeed I do,” he said, once again bored. “What else am I to do with her, after all?”
 
   “She is but sixteen years of age,” Miss Devon insisted, “and very ill brought up. Indeed, from what I have so far gathered, she has had a most lonely and inappropriate childhood.”
 
   “Has she now?”
 
   Miss Devon bent her head down, seeking to conceal her expression from him. His eyebrows met as he considered what kind of gossip concerning the child’s circumstances of birth the governess had given credit to, and he rebuked himself for being disappointed by her readiness to believe the worst of him. He knew well enough that most of the ton laid Adelina’s parentage at his door, let alone that almost every living-room was ablaze with talk of how he wanted to get rid of her as soon as possible, by means either legitimate or illegitimate.
 
   Still that was no reason for the annoyance the severe expression on the governess’ face caused him. He alone knew his own motives in wanting to get the chit respectably wed before a fortune hunter flattered her out of her meager brains, or, worse yet, her mother’s light morals drove her to a similar path as her. He had an obligation to her father, his cousin, to keep her from ending up in the same way, and he meant to keep it.
 
   What other solution was available to him but marriage?
 
   Was not the very presence of the blasted governess a testimony to his good intentions?
 
   Yet Miss Devon’s eyes were clouded as though none of these considerations had passed through her small, tightly-braided head.
 
   “Oh, I see,” Ashton said. “Before you were half in jest, but now you seriously disapprove of me.”
 
   “I do not disapprove, your grace,” Miss Devon replied. “I am merely disillusioned. I had thought of you as someone… quite different. If this is what you wish for her, I suppose I must do my best to prepare her for the hardships of a married life. I trust you will want to approve of the bridegroom yourself?”
 
   She had gone too far. Steel sparkled in the duke’s gaze, and Miss Devon took an involuntary step back, looking very much as though she wished the words unspoken, but it was too late for that.
 
   In two long strides Ashton was beside her, taking her arm in quite a painful grip and fixing her face with a scowl so cold that he saw the color leave her face.
 
   “Madam,” he spat, bending over her, his nose mere inches from hers, “do not presume to know me, or to tell me how I should conduct my affairs. This is the last time I have tolerated criticism from you. Is that understood?”
 
   She could only nod imperceptibly, paralyzed by his closeness. He searched her eyes for a second, trying to get a grip on himself.
 
   He was fuming; angry beyond words at himself, for letting this mere slip of a girl wrench out of him such emotion than he had rarely allowed himself to show.
 
   She parted her rich, trembling lips and he watched them, mesmerized.
 
   “Forgive me,” she whispered and drew her brows together as though she was in pain.
 
   He remembered his grip on her and released her abruptly. She stumbled, then righted herself and rubbed her arm, wincing.
 
   He turned aside, unable to watch. “You can go now,” he said at length.
 
   She started towards the door with small, uncertain steps, as though her legs were trembling, and that was when he cracked.
 
   He’d seen the mark of a slap on her face from the moment she walked in, out of the corner of his eye, although he’d appeared to be turning the pages of his book, indifferent to her very presence. His gut had tightened at the sight. Yet he hadn’t mentioned it, seeing how careful she was not to let him see her bruised cheek, willing to concede her this small privacy. 
 
   As she prepared to leave, however, he found he couldn’t let the matter simply drop. She was at the door when he once again walked to her, calling her name to halt her. “Miss Devon,” he said. “Let me look at you.”
 
   He lifted her chin with one long finger and ran his thumb along the red mark on her cheek. His throat went dry.
 
   “Did she hit you?” he said quietly, almost in a whisper, “I wonder what you did to arouse her temper. Were you as harsh on her as you were on me? I think… I think you cannot have been.”
 
   “I cancelled our excursion,” Miss Devon merely said, raising those soulful eyes to his. Ashton dropped his hand.
 
   “Hmm…” was all he said, then he stepped away from her, moving to his abandoned book on the armchair, which he proceeded to tidy on the secretaire with very slow and deliberate movements.
 
   Finally, he turned to her.
 
   “Tell your charge,” he said with dangerous calm, “that the next time she lifts a hand on you, I will kill her.”
 
   Miss Devon stared at him. “Rather a violent threat for such a small crime, your grace,” she replied with some bewilderment.
 
   “Think you so?” was the only reply she received before he abruptly changed the subject. “You will, I trust, be satisfied with the further details of your salary, Miss Devon, but as I cannot be detained any longer, you must discuss these with Mr. Frost.” He pointed to the door, where that worthy personage had appeared, serious and forbidding within his plain dark suit.
 
   “As you wish, your grace,” Miss Devon said with dignity, drawing her small frame proudly up.
 
   Ashton regarded her with some surprise, which he was thankfully soon able to overcome. Without a second glance or other words of farewell, he left her and strode to the door.
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   “Miss Devon, I presume,” said Mr. Frost in a serious, forbidding baritone as he approached her civilly.
 
   He was a tall man of some thirty years, a confirmed bachelor devoted to the service of his grace. He had taken the measure of Lady Adelina’s chaperone at one glance and was quite reluctant to place any sort of trust in this slight, girlish person, who claimed to be a miracle worker.
 
   “Mr. Frost, ma’am, at your service,” he coughed.
 
   Beatrice curtsied politely. He was a youngish-looking man, whose severe demeanor belied his years, and she detected in his eye a hint of genius and a great deal of honesty which well satisfied her.
 
   “Mr. Frost,” she repeated. “If we are either of us to survive the changes that will no doubt descend upon his grace’s household with the beginning of the Season, you must learn to call me Miss Beatrice and not stand upon so severe a ceremony with me. I confess I fear I will need a great deal of assistance.”
 
   “Miss Beatrice,” he replied, bowing slightly, “I am honored to be your guide and assistant in everything you may require.”
 
   She smiled at him, and twin dimples appeared on her cheeks. “Thank you.”
 
   Mr. Frost, for once lost for words, stammered something intelligible. 
 
   That was the moment he lost his heart to her. From then on, he was to be her most devoted slave. 
 
    
 
   The very next morning, Miss Devon and her charge, Lady Adelina Halifax, moved to Grosvenor Square, in the elegant apartments of Lady Augusta Edgerton, a lady, Beatrice soon was to discover, much inclined for any kind of company, for she was confined to a chair.             .                 
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   Beatrice and Adelina settled in the house in Grosvenor Square quite nicely. They began to prepare heatedly for the Season, endeavoring to pass their time in the most genteel of ways imaginable by making an almost daily pilgrimage to the milliner’s, sewing flowers on new bonnets, perusing fashion journals and learning the infamous new dance, the waltz.
 
   At the same time, little by little, Miss Devon managed to draw out of her charge the stories of her unhappy childhood and started attempting to mend what she could of her loneliness for a friend and her selfishness of nature. The first was easily done, but the second required much hard work on her part, including long and tedious arguments and many insults to her person, which she all bore with good grace for she had, in a short time, learned to love her young charge. Of his grace the duke, neither the young ladies nor the dowager saw anything for weeks, until a fortnight before Christmas, when he rode up to the house and stepped inside, ignoring Lady Augusta’s gentle-mannered steward, who took his heavily-caped green overcoat and mumbled that if his grace would but wait a second, he would go in and apprise her ladyship of-
 
   “Dominic! Is that you? Are you come at last to visit your poor, invalid aunt?” that worthy lady’s accents reached him as soon as he had stepped further from the entrance, and he sighed, but not entirely in displeasure. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton proceeded in the small parlor that he knew his aunt to prefer infallibly on such a gloomy winter’s morning as this, for it was the middle of December.
 
   Perceiving her at her little invalid’s chair by the window, her eyes aglow and her pale, wrinkled cheeks rosy with pleasure, he felt a momentary pang at not having had the impulse to make his visit sooner. He approached her and, bending at one knee elegantly, kissed her hand.
 
   “Most excellent of aunts,” he said, his lips rising in that contained, half-smile of his, “how entirely miserable I have been these past few months for missing your dear face.”
 
   Upon hearing this sentimental speech, Lady Augusta burst into a much inelegant laughter and then thought it wise to slap his hand away, which was still holding her own, in a movement one uses to chastise a naughty but well-loved child. 
 
   “You know well, Dominic, as I do,” she said severely, “that coming to visit me was the last thing that crossed your mind this last half year!”
 
   His grace tried to look ashamed of himself, failed, and got up to sit in a small brocade sofa across from her. “I find you well, aunt,” he said presently, abandoning his jovial tone for a more serious one.
 
   “Better than expected,” his aunt smiled and petted his hand with her gnarled fingers that must surely be giving her a lot of pain. Then she endeavored to change the subject with an indifference that reminded him of himself, for he knew it to be feigned.
 
   In fact, nothing was much amiss with her, except for the rheumatism that forbade her to walk. She was a small, slender woman, with refined character and manners as well as a goodness of disposition that made her much more of a mother figure for Ashton as he was growing up than his own indifferent, fashionable mother had ever been. She was a cousin of his father and, by her own choice, ever present in his childhood, inasmuch as she was childless herself, having survived a harsh and uncaring husband who only wed her for the sake of her money, and then promptly abandoned her for various mistresses.
 
   “I am glad to hear it,” said his grace, speaking genuinely for once. 
 
   “Well, I can safely presume that you did not come here with the sole purpose of enquiring after my health, my dear boy,” his aunt replied affectionately.
 
   “No, indeed I did not,” he answered he without any embarrassment. “How does my charge?”
 
   On hearing this enquiry, Lady Augusta’s countenance darkened and his grace saw with concern a shadow pass over her brow.
 
   “Do not tell me she has been giving you grief, madam?” he asked, leaning forward in his chair.
 
   “Then I shall not tell you,” she replied. “However, as you have taken it upon yourself to enquire after her well-being, I will answer you as honestly as I can.” She paused to take a breath before she went on. “The best thing that you ever did for that girl was hiring Beatrice, although you being the one who employed her, I suppose you know that already. For a kinder, more intelligent and refined person you would be hard-put to find…”
 
   “Madam,” his grace interrupted impatiently, “I will beg you to forbear singing that lady’s praises. She is in no danger of losing her position, whatever I may find when I examine Adelina’s progress, on that head you might be easy.”
 
   “I am pleased to hear it,” his aunt said, casting a quizzical eye upon him. “What I meant to say was, that charge of yours is wearing her companion to the bone. Beatrice is constantly under attack for the smallest things… but she, poor dear, is the gentlest being imaginable, armed with limitless patience. Not with word or look has she ever shown any resentment towards Adelina…” Lady Augusta leaned towards her nephew to whisper close to his ear. “You see, I suspect she has begun to love the little one. Did you ever hear of such a thing? However, and this I have wanted for quite some time to say to you, dear nephew, a man’s strong guiding hand will be required at work here before the chit is ready for polite society.”
 
   His grace allowed his eyebrows to meet. “If I am not mistaken,” he said, “you mean to recommend that I take a more active hand in her upbringing.”
 
   Lady Augusta impulsively took his hand in hers. “My dear boy,” she replied, “it was Beatrice who suggested it first, and I must say that I whole-heartedly agree with her, namely that the child’s chief lack of a good character stems from a prolonged and thoughtless neglect on the part of everyone who should ever have been present in her life.”
 
   His grace stood. “So,” he said, “that is what Beatrice thinks, is it not?”
 
   “It is also your aunt’s humble opinion, Dominic,” Lady Augusta said firmly, “and you need not laugh so at your young governess’ opinions. I assure you she is one of the most well-read people I have ever encountered.”
 
   “Well, that is high praise indeed, coming from you,” he said, raising a mobile eyebrow.
 
   Whatever his aunt was going to say next was interrupted by the commotion of the door being thrust open with forced restraint. Their quiet interview was interrupted as both Ashton and Lady Augusta turned to face the entrance and beheld Adelina, entering with a bouncing step and glowing cheeks, her riding habit a stark burgundy complimenting her golden curls. She was in the process of flinging her riding whip on the couch, when she stopped short, seeing his grace. 
 
   Immediately she was transformed.
 
   She stood straight, holding her shoulders back and lifting her chin with dignity as she carefully sank in a little curtsy. Then, opening her lips, she pronounced with great care: “Your grace.” After this pretty exhibit, she proceeded to stand there, in front of him, awaiting his pleasure.
 
   Ashton lifted a monocle to his eye. He took in her elegant appearance, the style of her bonnet and the grooming of her hair.
 
   “Amazing,” he whispered under his breath. Then he strode to her and, taking both her gloved hands into his, bestowed a fatherly kiss on her cheek. “I trust I find you well, my dear?” he asked affably. “I scarcely knew you, so improved is your appearance since the last time I had the pleasure of conversing with you. Your manner too, is most gentle… I declare I am speaking to an altogether different creature.”
 
   Adelina’s eyes sparkled in delight. “You think so, your grace?” she asked childishly.
 
   “Adelina, my dear,” Lady Augusta interrupted this charming scene, “his grace your guardian has been so kind as to agree to stay for tea. Now, should I ring the bell?”
 
   “No aunt,” Adelina dimpled as she hurried to the settee in a flurry of muslins and ribbons, “pray, let me!”
 
   “Is this the unmanageable child I had described to me but a few moments ago?” Ashton bent and whispered in his aunt’s ear.
 
   “Ah,” that lady said, as the door once again opened to admit Miss Devon. “Here comes the lion-tamer herself.”
 
   His grace turned to the door, and hastily rose to his feet. “Miss Devon!” he cried, much astonished. 
 
   “Your grace,” Miss Devon curtsied, smiling. “We are fortunate indeed this day.”
 
   The unprecedented and unsettling feeling that had accosted Ashton at her sight did not owe its existence to her beauty. On the contrary, his grace found himself overwhelmed by feelings extreme distaste: Miss Devon looked entirely altered.
 
   Her cheeks, which had been rosy with health and youth, had taken on a melancholy pallor that accentuated the angles in her small face. Her figure seemed visibly smaller, as though she’d lost weight, and her riding habit -for she too was dressed for an outing- was so shabby as to make her into a positive antidote.
 
   Seething, Ashton got up and, taking her elbow, led her aside to a small corner near the window, noticing as he did so, quite unexpectedly, the charming way in which the morning sunshine played in her hair. The nerve of the girl, leading his niece out into society in such a state, and with the Season nearly upon them!
 
   Why, the little governess appeared almost a martyr. Surely she was aware that this look had gone out of fashion eons ago.
 
   “What,” he asked her as soon as she was seated, in his most severe tones, “is the meaning of this?”
 
   He now saw, which he had not noticed before, that, to add insult to injury, her dress was slightly ill-fitting on her narrow frame. Her hair was in slight disarray from its austere bun, but at least the small dark tendrils escaping on her forehead and the nape of her delicate neck rather became her slender, sharp face, softening its contours.
 
   “I presume you find much lacking in the manners of your ward, sir,” Miss Devon said in most dejected tones, and her whole figure seemed to droop with disappointment.
 
   “You presume wrong,” Ashton began to answer, when he saw to his alarm that her face looked whiter than before. “You will sit down for a minute.” He led her to a chair, frowning slightly. “Was then my aunt correct when she complained of that child wearing you to the bone?”
 
   The governess merely brushed his question aside with an eloquent gesture of her hand, not deigning to grace it with a reply. “You find her then somewhat improved?” she asked eagerly.
 
   “Improved? Madam, she is almost an altogether different creature.”
 
   “That, sir, is the greatest compliment I have been paid my entire life,” she said, leaning back in a satisfied manner.
 
   “I seriously doubt that it is,” Ashton murmured under his breath. The chit was not ugly, not by any consideration, and he could warrant she might even have been pretty at one time, dressed decently and among a company of equals: she certainly had the unmistakable air of a poor relation, the feigned humility of a person who has lived in better circumstances. Those large, sparkling eyes, that tiny nose and the red-rose lips… yes, Miss Devon could certainly have been a beauty in another life.
 
   Ashton made these observations in a completely detached manner, as he would appreciate a work of art, for he was a great connoisseur of beauty, and he was famed as a most fastidious judge of womankind amid the circles of wealthy widows seeking for diversion among the bachelors of the haut ton.
 
   He wouldn’t tolerate one single flaw in a woman, some said, not a freckle half an inch in the wrong place, an unruly curl, or a bony turn of ankle. Whether this was true or not, at present his grace could not find athing wrong with Miss Devon’s young face and deportment, except her clothes and her slenderness. These two matters so far offended him as to diminish his pleasure at the way her fingers moved gracefully around the tea table, arranging the tea things for Adelina.
 
   Then he had a sudden thought.
 
   His purpose after all in coming here today had been to invite them all to his country estate, the illustrious Hartfield Park –he still couldn’t bring himself to call his new ducal seat, Ashton Hall, home. Maybe that fact in itself would push the chaperone to turn herself into a young woman fit for noble company. Yes, that was it.
 
   He was a man used to taking control, never letting a problem, no matter how trivial, get the best of him. Ashton sat back in his chair comfortably. Satisfied that his cook along with a talented mantua-maker could take care of the little governess’ appearance soon enough, he fell to watching his ward instead, who, with the utmost solicitude, if not gracefulness, was endeavoring to pour his aunt a clean cup of tea.
 
   “Let me tell you a secret,” Miss Devon’s voice was whispering near his ear, “your grace. This is all a mere act.” She raised her eyebrows in the direction of her charge.
 
   “I do not doubt it is,” he replied easily, his lips curling in displeasure, “and yet you appear to have paid a rather high price for this ‘mere act’.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Miss Devon found herself in a most awkward position. She swallowed down a fit of nerves, and would have gotten up and gone to Adelina, away from his grace, but he detained her with a hand on her arm.
 
   “Stay if you would a minute,” he said, steely blue eyes meeting hers, oblivious to the shivers of fear that his mere touch was sending down her spine. “For I have an announcement which concerns you as well as my aunt and little Adelina.” She stopped and turned to face him, the hem of her skirt brushing his boots. 
 
   “You do?” she said. “I wondered to what we owed the happiness of your visit.” 
 
   He lifted a white hand. “There is no need for you to repeat my aunt’s chidings, Miss Devon, I assure you,” said he. “I have been made to feel thoroughly and entirely ashamed of my conduct.”
 
   The absurdity of his words, spoken in his calm, mocking tones, struck her abruptly and, abandoning all despondent thoughts, she laughed aloud, a sound that sparked throughout the whole room. His aunt and Adelina lifted their heads and smiled, as though accustomed to the sudden sunshine of that sound.
 
   It was true that, much to her surprise, Beatrice had found herself smiling and even laughing in the days she’d spent at Lady Augusta’s home. Happiness was something that she had taught herself neither to expect nor to hope for and now, in the company of these two women, she found it to be at her fingertips, and that unsettled her more than anything.
 
   “She did not mean for you to be ashamed, your grace, I am sure,” she told the duke, lowering her voice. “Merely that you would bestir yourself a bit more on behalf of your ward.”
 
   “Prompted by your superior wisdom, I find,” retorted he, taking snuff in a bored manner.
 
   “Indeed the thought, though it finds me absolutely in agreement, was entirely hers,” she told him, smiling, and moved away from him.
 
   She felt his gaze burning a hole through the back of her head as he observed her progress across the room silently for a while, and then he himself got resolutely on his feet.
 
   “My dear aunt, you will be, I am sure, delighted to hear that I plan to amend the shocking neglect of which you so cold-heartedly accused me,” here he paused for effect. Beatrice found herself stifling another laugh. How absurd was he! He was acting like a little boy, chided yet unrepentant, trying to prove himself to his aunt, yet still refusing to openly admit his short-comings. A governess to take him firmly in hand, that’s what he needed.
 
   At this last thought, a thrill of excitement ran through her whole body. What was that? His grace certainly did not inspire in her the horror other men had, but still she was far from attracted to him. Surely she did not… 
 
   “You are hereby invited,” the duke was saying grandly, “to Hartfield Park for the Christmas festivities. I intend to form a party to journey there on the seventeenth, and of that I am determined, if you all agree, that you should be a part.”
 
   Beatrice took a deep breath.
 
   So this was it.
 
   She smiled at his grace, a smile of gratitude on behalf of Adelina, who seemed for the moment to have lost the ability to speak, and then turned her face away. No one should be witness to the sadness and despair that had descended upon her at his grace’s words. No one should feel the need to question her or, even more abhorrent the thought, pity her.
 
   If she were to face Adelina or Lady Augusta, she was certain they would see it plainly written on her face, that her heart was breaking.
 
   But it could no longer be helped. In an instant, she’d taken a decision. She’d be out of this house by the next morning.
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   Dominic 
 
    
 
   He stopped talking, perceiving that the governess was looking at him with something akin to approval. His aunt, blast her kind soul, had turned upon him a most beatific countenance. As for Adelina, she appeared, to his terror, to be approaching him with the intent of embracing him, so great and unabashed was her joy and excitement upon hearing his words.
 
   He took a step back, much alarmed, but thankfully Miss Devon was there to stop his ward’s progress but a few steps before she reached him. She whispered a couple of words in her ear, looking infuriatingly amused and then, visibly practicing the utmost restraint on herself, Adelina made him a pretty curtsy and tried to express what was most proper in way of thanking him for his generosity.
 
   “Oh, the gowns I must order,” was mostly what she said.
 
   “Yes, as to that,” his grace replied dryly, “I was afraid that both you and your governess,” he paused to run his displeased eye once again over that second lady’s offending garments, “would be lacking in proper attire for an occasion such as this. I therefore propose to take you both tomorrow to such establishments as Mrs. Hill’s and Madame Fleur’s and every other shop you desire.”
 
   He sent a discreet look to his aunt, who shook her head slightly. He had been sure he’d been the epitome of civility, not mentioning the governess’ disgraceful appearance, for he hadn’t wanted to state it straight out that he couldn’t present her to his guests dressed like this. Now his aunt’s stare appeared to reproach him for his manners, as though he’d let his distain show. 
 
   The little governess was once more turning her back to him, angling her entire body as far away from him as she could without being outright uncivil. Which, by the way, was how she’d been the entire time he was there. Oh, blast it all, who cared whether the chit’s feelings were wounded?
 
   Meanwhile Adelina was delightedly clapping her hands together, and his aunt drew him aside, reassuring him with feeling that his presence in her house was more than welcome whenever he felt in a generous mood, while Miss Devon pressed her lips together as the color once again left her cheeks.
 
   She didn’t think anyone was looking, having turned to face the wall, but Ashton had seen a despondent expression descending upon her and was experiencing the pangs of annoyance that her presence usually afforded him.
 
   He sighed deeply, wondering how much longer he’d have to stay.
 
    
 
   After they had tea, Ashton got up to leave. “Miss Devon will show me out,” he said.
 
   The footman handed him his coat and then Miss Devon was standing in the opening of the door, the cold wind playing with her curls in a most satisfying manner.
 
   “I cannot myself credit what has come over me,” his grace said to her, “but here I am again asking you a question which in the past has had a very dissatisfactory answer for me.” He fixed her with his quizzical look again. “Am I in your displeasure?”
 
   “No, indeed your grace,” she replied hastily. “You have been everything amiable and generous to us all this day, and I deeply apologize if my manner has shown you otherwise.”
 
   “Are you well?” he asked her bluntly, his blue eyes penetrating hers.
 
   “To be sure.”  
 
   “Then what are these?” he pointed to the heavy shadows under her eyes, causing her to avert her gaze immediately. His skin burned where he had touched her, and his eyebrows met as he wondered what the devil had come over him. “Please, forgive me,” he amended quickly. “There is no need for you to feel embarrassed. I did not mean to imply that your beauty is in any way diminished since I last saw you.”
 
   She raised laughing eyes to his face and he had the curious sensation of his breath being short. “Beauty?” she repeated. “Oh, you are too good, your grace.”
 
   “An offence I trust I will not repeat soon,” he replied. “Now tell me, what is amiss? When I last saw you at my house you were blooming. Has that infernal child been working you so hard then?”
 
   “I am a little tired just now, your grace, that is all,” she replied after a moment’s hesitation. “I suppose I slept ill last night. However, since you are so good as to solicit your concern for my comfort, a sentiment I am not sure I deserve, I wish to discuss with you a… a hesitation as to your Christmas plans.”
 
   “I see,” he said. “You will follow me to the library then, Miss Devon, for this accursed wind has already made you tremble with cold.”
 
   They were shown into the cozy library where a small fire was burning and he insisted that they be seated close to it, before he would allow her to speak.
 
   “I do not wish to be of the party going to Hartfield Park for the festivities,” the governess stated plainly, as soon as she settled herself on the very edge of the red armchair he led her to.
 
   “Is then your aversion to me so great?” Ashton asked without preamble.
 
   “How can you say that?” she cried, getting up in her agitation. “How can you accuse me of such a feeling when I have repeatedly tried to apologize for my previous conduct? No, my reasons must be apparent to your grace, and they are of a far more delicate nature.”
 
   “They are, however, quite obscured from me,” he replied in bored voice, fixing a wary eye upon her. If the girl started affecting complaints in order to garner his sympathy or God know what else, he wouldn’t be responsible for his actions. “Please, be so kind as to explain,” he added, trying to conceal his annoyance.
 
   Miss Devon wrung her hands and then, as though remembering her position in his household, she made a visible effort to appear calm and collected, halting her agitated movement. He’d be amused if he wasn’t so damn irritated. 
 
   “Your grace, have pity on me,” she said softly. “Do you not see how I am situated here?”
 
   “You are my ward’s companion, if memory serves me well.”
 
   Miss Devon strangled a sound that was trying to burst through her lips. “You will compel me to laugh,” she said and was seated across from him again. “It would be most inappropriate. Do not take my refusal to mean any disrespect towards your grace, your ward or indeed towards the regard with which your aunt and her entire household have surrounded me since the day I arrived here. No home could be warmer, no hearth more welcoming…” she ceased to speak abruptly, and turned her head aside. 
 
   He saw, to his horror, that there were silent tears running down her cheeks. Hardly knowing what to do, for he had a terror of female hysterics, he sat there quietly, waiting for her emotion to pass. He was surprised when, but a moment later, she brushed her cheeks and smiled up at him a watery smile. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, “I have never known such kindness as this, and it moves me deeply even to consider it. And that is exactly the reason why I must refuse to accompany my ward to Hartfield Park. Neither you nor she must be embarrassed by my conduct, should I…”
 
   He stopped her with a violent movement. He’d reached the end of his tether. What did the woman want from him?
 
   “Dare you speak of embarrassing my ward,” he cried, “you whom I have personally chosen to be her companion and her instructor in how to behave in polite society? Dare you accuse her and me of not wanting to be seen with you in public? Is this then your reason? Ah, but it is to me a far greater reproach than any other you could possibly have made.”
 
   She sat still, looking shocked by the vehemence of his answer, while he stood and began pacing the room. He wasn’t a little shocked by it, himself, if truth be told.
 
   “Do you deny, your grace,” the governess said at length in a small, sad voice, “that I and my shabby outfit -that is the reason you wish to accompany us to the shops tomorrow? You know Adelina’s taste is trustworthy. It is I whom you fear, and you are quite right to do so. No, I refuse to ruin all these weeks’ preparation with her, only in order to indulge myself.”
 
   Ashton turned to look at her. “Are you in earnest?” he asked. “I believed you to be a person of superior understanding and uncommon sense. I can see that it is your taste and not Adelina’s which had dressed her to a fault today. I can see that it is only your false pride that keeps you in garments fit for… for the poorhouse,” he exclaimed with sudden disgust and she flinched, turning pale.
 
   “And now you sit there, looking for all the world like a martyr,” he went on, relentless, “a bloody wilted rosebud…”
 
   He stopped abruptly, finding that the governess’s face had turned white as chalk.   
 
   “No, your grace does not under-” she started to say, but her words were halted by a shortcoming of breath, and she appeared to be fighting against an emotion so powerful it overwhelmed her. She abandoned the effort to speak, and, with a small sigh, she leaned forward weakly, placing her forehead on her hands. The next minute her whole figure was drooping, lifeless. 
 
   Ashton acted quickly. He was on his feet and next to her in two long strides, taking her arm and trying to lift her. 
 
   “You are unwell,” he said, bending on one knee beside her and supporting her head with his hand. “Shall I call for help?”
 
   “No,” she tried to say, but her lips were trembling violently. 
 
   “Tell me how to assist you,” he whispered, shocked at the sudden pallor of her skin. 
 
   Miss Devon tried to lift her head, but she couldn’t. Ashton could see her cheeks turning deathly white, her eyes drifting closed. His heart thudding, he placed a hand on her back and lowered her head over her knees so that the blood would flow more easily. 
 
   He shook her gently but she did not stir. He felt her slipping out of his grasp, her slender hand falling lifeless to the side. 
 
   Seized by a sudden urgency, he raised his voice: “Miss Devon!” he commanded her sharply, at which she opened her eyes with difficulty and blinked rapidly into the light of the flames.
 
   “I shall be well in a minute,” she said and raised her head with visible effort.
 
   He quickly stood and went to the corner to pour her a glass of Madeira, which he then watched her drink. A little color returned to her cheeks, and she averted her gaze in shame. “Forgive me,” she began to say, but he stayed her.
 
   “There is nothing to forgive,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder, “do not apologize.”
 
   He was panting slightly, and a lock of hair had fallen on his forehead in disarray, which was almost enough to put him in a foul mood.
 
   “If I were to find any fault with you,” he said, standing over Miss Devon’s head, “it would be a denial of all your needs to the point where you are not taking care of yourself. Do you, my dear Miss Devon, fancy yourself a nun?”
 
   “I thought…” she hesitated. “I thought that by devoting myself wholly to a worthy cause I would pay for past offences that I fear will never be forgiven me.”
 
   His grace found himself once more on one knee in front of her.
 
   “Look at me,” he said as though speaking to a child and the governess obediently raised her honest gaze to his. “I cannot pretend to imagine what past offences a mere girl like you could speak of, but I assure you that making yourself ill over the whims of my stupid ward will not serve any purpose save to bring to you and to those who care about you infinite pain and distress.”
 
   “There you are wrong, your grace, for there is no one who cares about me,” she answered matter-of-factly. 
 
   “Silly child,” he admonished, “have I not this day invited you to my very home?” She kept looking at him and he had the strange sensation that she could see all the way to his heart. “And how great do you imagine my aunt’s and Adelina’s disappointment would be if they were to be informed that you wished to desert them?”
 
   She wiped her eyes once more, daintily, and murmured: “This is not how I supposed this interview to go at all.” 
 
   His grace, hiding a smile, got up to give her space to compose herself.  “The reason I wish to personally attend your shopping expedition tomorrow,” he went on, “is that I want to make sure you will choose what you care for, and not consider the price. This was as far as my motives went.”
 
   “I suppose,” she said in a calmer voice, “that after today’s display, I am once again to consider my place here precarious?”
 
   He regarded her curiously. Despite the mixed feelings of irritation and pity that she evoked in him, he was increasingly becoming certain of one thing: he’d never met another woman like her in his entire life.
 
   “What I wish to know,” he said, in a voice he once had to work hard to make sound detached, “is what evils of your childhood still haunt you, that you should think thus disparagingly of yourself. And, moreover, what kind of person has beaten all optimism and kindness out of you. Do not mistake me, you are most solicitous in the needs of others. It is yourself you are out of charity with.” Miss Devon looked up at him in surprise. “Am I safe in the supposition,” he added, getting up and striding to the door, “that we need not elaborate on the subject of Christmas any more, Miss Devon?”
 
   She merely shook her head in the negative.
 
   “Very well,” he approved and in a few moments he was once more taking his leave of her.
 
   He was on the first step already, his carriage waiting down the steps and the footman half-closing the cold outside, when he turned and spoke to her once more.
 
   “Miss Devon,” he called, for she had walked away from the door, and she turned and hurried back to him. “Do oblige me,” he spoke quietly and warmly, his face close to hers, so that the footman would not overhear, “by taking better care of yourself in the future. I would be loath to find you in a similar state again.” He took her hand in his gloved one and pressed a light kiss on her palm. “I take my leave of you,” he said and was gone.
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Miss Devon was torn between feeling absolutely mortified and succumbing to an idea of flattery which the duke’s last gesture faintly had suggested to her mind. Swiftly recovering her good sense, she decided to laugh both feelings away and admonished herself to remember that his grace was rumored to be an accomplished flirt and that not a small number of women had fallen prey to his charms. Indeed, he was said to have run off with an heiress at one time, and at present to be involved in a liaison with a married woman.
 
   It was just his way: it didn’t mean anything.
 
   There was no reason for her to further delve into his grace’s morals, which appeared by general admission to be severely lacking, but there was indeed ample reason for her to guard her heart and her behavior.
 
   Before that shocking display in front of his grace in the library, she had caught herself not once but twice noticing the way the firelight glowed off his raven locks, and the way his muscles flexed inside his breeches as he moved. This would not do at all. She must stop herself immediately.
 
   “My dear Beatrice, is that you?” Lady Augusta’s voice called her, and she hastened to go to her, for she had already tarried long with his grace.
 
   She was a few steps away from the parlor, when with a sudden pang his grace’s words came back to her, seemingly out of nowhere.
 
   ‘…a bloody wilted rosebud…’
 
   Suddenly she was short of breath again and had to lean against the wall for support. He couldn’t have known, of course, what painful cord his words had touched. 
 
   ‘I can see that it is only your false pride that keeps you in garments fit for the poorhouse.’ She shuddered again. It was true, she had abandoned herself to that fate. She knew that upon leaving Lady Augusta’s abode on the morrow, as she had planned to do before her interview with his grace, she would in no more than five days find herself precisely there: in the poorhouse -or worse.
 
   She didn’t know what she should reproach herself for more: letting herself be dissuaded from her plans by the duke or thinking of the scheme in the first place?
 
    
 
   The circumstances of her birth and upbringing were simple enough, although not in the least as lowly as the duke had divined. 
 
   Her father and mother, both God-fearing people, had instilled in her a deep respect of others, and a strong sense of following what was right in spite of how difficult or rare that path might seem to her or others. 
 
   Her father had been a member of the English peerage, but she had buried his -and her own- title away, trying not even to remember it herself, for by assuming the guise of a chaperone, she had to also take on a humble and unassuming manner which ill-suited her, but to which she was increasingly becoming accustomed.
 
   Her existence had been one of laughter and warm affection until, right after her sixth birthday, tragedy struck. Her mother had died of a sudden fever, and her father had never remarried, staying true to her memory until his own death, three months prior to her arrival in London. 
 
   It did not seem that growing up motherless would be such a great ordeal, after all: she still had her beloved father, taking her for rides, for picnics, and ensuring that his smart daughter received the best education in mathematics, Latin and philosophy, no different than if she’d been a boy. 
 
   And yet, in the years that followed, she had endured a hellish existence, with evil and abuse lurking at every corner in her father’s house, a house she’d fled a mere week after his death. 
 
    
 
   That night she lay awake for hours thinking back on the fateful day of her escape and wondering, as she often did, how long it would be before danger followed her even here. 
 
   The reason for her thinness and pallor was not as simple as the duke and his aunt had surmised. For sure, Adelina had almost driven her mad these past few weeks, but she was a dear girl and Beatrice was certain she wouldn’t have let her insults and temper tantrums wear her to the bone if it hadn’t been for her own fears.
 
   With every day that passed, she was becoming more and more uneasy. Was today the day she would be discovered? Was that a step in the dark hall, after all the servants had gone to their beds? No, she was being silly beyond reason. There was no way for him to have found her. She’d changed her last name, her appearance, everything.
 
   Yet, her hand trembled every time she opened a closed door. At night, she often woke up drenched in sweat from nightmares, and for the past two days she had eaten almost nothing, her appetite gone. 
 
   And she bolted the door to her room when the lights went out -she knew it was futile, but she couldn’t help herself.
 
   A couple of days ago, she’d finally made a decision.
 
   This was no way to live. She’d drive herself mad and put everyone close to her in severe peril. Let alone that she might become so weak that she’d give away the entire ruse -for if Adelina was a bit naïve and unworldly, Lady Augusta’s eyes were as shrewd as a cat’s, and as for his grace… well, little, if anything, ever escaped that ice-blue stare, she was certain. That would ruin all, if nothing else did. They’d make certain to send her back where she rightfully belonged. 
 
   No, she must leave before actual danger threatened. Adelina was on her way to becoming a decent member of the ton, and whoever her own successor was would have a much easier job preparing her for her come-out than hers had been.
 
   She’d made up her mind: the next time the duke came to visit, she would hand in her notice. She’d put them all in danger long enough. She couldn’t live with herself if anything happened to the girl or Lady Augusta. 
 
   The Christmas invitation was the perfect excuse. She’d seen the distaste clearly formed on the duke’s handsome features as soon as she’d walked in, and if her circumstances had been different she would have smiled to herself. Yet, for some reason, she found herself sinking further into despondency at the thought of her imminent departure. How long had it been since she’d felt the warmth and safety of family surrounding her? She hadn’t felt it since her mother was alive. No wonder she was loath to abandon it.
 
   When his grace had mentioned the poorhouse, her heart had drummed painfully within her. That’s where she’d end up for sure; she wouldn’t be lucky enough to find a position similar to this again. She’d wander around, sleeping out of doors on an empty stomach until she’d die on the streets like a stray dog, or be sent to the poorhouse with the beggars.
 
   Thankfully the duke didn’t for a moment suspect her of hiding anything; she was already in his displeasure, she couldn’t risk his wrath. How he’d persuaded her to abandon all thoughts of leaving, at least for the present, she hardly knew. Yet, he’d most definitely done it. She’d stay until New Year’s, God willing. She’d stay with Adelina, and what’s more she’d stay safe and stay alive. At least, for all his haughty manners, the duke had shown more kindness to her than any man she’d ever known, including her own father. 
 
   Beatrice stared at the ceiling of her room and concentrated on the soft, rhythmical sound of a nightly bird outside her window. The London streets did not completely quiet down even in the midst of the night during the Season, but since it had not yet started, it was only the fierce December wind that howled at her windows in tandem with the rapid beating of her heart.
 
   The wind lulled for a second and all was still. Something knocked against the door, and Beatrice bolted upright on her bed. She flung her braid behind her shoulder, and, panting in fright, she got up, flinching as her bare feet met the cold floor.
 
   Again, a scratching sound on the wood.
 
   She nearly jumped out of her skin. Calm yourself, she thought. You’re being unreasonable. She inched toward the door, picking up a candelabra in her trembling hands and holding it out like a weapon. Outside, the wind picked up again, slapping the window-frame with violence, and she could hear nothing more.
 
   Grabbing the door handle in her left hand, she swung it round, thrusting the candelabra forward. There was nothing there. The hall outside her room was pitch-black, only illuminated by a thin ray of moonlight coming from the servant’s stairs. She walked for a few steps, merely to ascertain that it was clear too.
 
   She barely made it to her room before she collapsed on her knees, shaking like a fish. Then she abruptly got up and bolted her door. She lay on her bed, freezing, and swaddled herself in her covers. It had finally happened; she had lost her mind. 
 
   She spent the remainder of the night staring at the ceiling and thinking. Tomorrow she would have to go shopping. And then to Hartfield Park.
 
   She turned on her side and hugged the bedcovers to herself, along with her secrets. At times she felt like holding her head for fear that all those things she had to keep inside would fall out, or explode in an inopportune moment. Such turmoil amid such joy and relief… Had any woman ever found herself in a similar position?
 
   In books they certainly did. But this was real life.
 
   “God help me,” she whispered. “Give me peace. And courage to chase all bitter thoughts from my soul, courage to stay alive.” A single tear traveled from her cheek and wet her pillow at the thought of how many nights she had lain awake like this, with no warm bedcovers or goose-feathered pillow to comfort her loneliness. The Almighty was surely far too good to her. Far better than she deserved.
 
   She planned to let neither the Almighty nor the duke regret saving her for one single day. At least, no more than they already did. She must be far more careful, far more guarded in the future. No look, no word, no move must betray her to the blue, astute eyes of her employer.
 
   She must try harder.
 
   With that comforting thought she finally drifted to an exhausted, anxious sleep just as the dawn painted the heavens pink outside her window.
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   The following day proved to be quite exhausting, but Beatrice was determined to show her gratitude to the duke, so she allowed him to guide both her and his niece in whatever purchases it was expected of them to make without once laughing in her sleeve.  
 
   Adelina dragged her from milliner to mantua-maker mercilessly, the duke awaiting them on his stylish phaeton, a bored smile frozen on his lips. Finally, burdened by hat-boxes and trailing behind them a million orders of crumpled silks, kid gloves and pelisses trimmed with fur, they arrived at the doorstep of Madame Fleur’s elegant establishment. 
 
   At this point his grace dismounted and, tossing the reins to his tiger, proceeded to enter the shop with Miss Devon and Adelina as though it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
   Madame Fleur, to her credit, betrayed neither by look nor by word how well she knew him from his frequent visits to her shop with his various paramours, and asked politely, if a bit haughtily, in what she might seem useful. Adelina, in the manner in which she had been instructed many a time by Miss Devon, eagerly proceeded to explain that they needed as many as possible ready-made gowns, for they were to leave on a journey in two days, so there was no time to order brand-new designs. Madame graciously replied that she would see what could be done, while calculating in her mind the additional charges she could pull off, knowing as she did how easily the duke’s well-lined pocket could afford her outrageous prices.
 
   The duke scarcely spoke a word while these proceedings took place, and waited patiently while Adelina, under the guidance of her chaperone, ordered gown after gown in excellent taste, two with a sprinkling of lace, two with a trim of warm brown fur, a few sprig muslins and a couple of house garments, and many frothy, white ball-gowns for her coming out. More dresses were added to these, the entire shop twirling along in a flurry of silks and taffeta and crinoline, as Adelina was rushed to the changing-room to model the designs for her chaperone and her uncle. At last a couple of elegant wool and fur-trimmed coats were added along with five pelisses, and Adelina announced herself almost satisfied.
 
   Rosy-cheeked and excited almost to the tether of her recently-acquired good manners, she then turned to step outside, intending to leave his grace to deal with the long bill she had amassed, but he stayed her with a hand on her arm and stepped forward.
 
   “Madame Fleur, is it?” he asked, shamelessly, and Beatrice, all too aware of the probability of his many previous visits to the shop –for Madame Fleur’s establishment  was known to carry the most exquisite and extravagant designs for young ladies to be found anywhere in Town, and indeed every lady of Quality patronized it steadily- suppressed a smile.
 
   His grace sent a frosty glance in her direction. 
 
   “At your service, your grace,” Madame said, drawing her tall and rather sturdy, but quite elegantly attired, figure up.
 
   The duke then proceeded to choose seven gowns single-handedly from her exclusive collection in less than five minutes, and presented them to her, like an artist at work.
 
   “You will add these to the bill, if you please,” he told her curtly. “No alterations will be needed to the muslin and cotton one, but the rest will need to be taken in severely, as you can see by the slim figure of my governess.”
 
   By this time, that said governess’ cheeks were aflame, and she wanted the floor to open up and swallow her.
 
   “I am not your governess!” she whispered hotly to herself.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” the duke turned to her in an infuriatingly calm  manner. “Did you speak, child?”
 
   Beatrice swallowed.
 
   “If you please, your grace,” she said, trying to curb her temper, “the first two gowns would be more than sufficient. I thank you for your generosity, and you’ll be certain, I hope, to take their price out of my next paycheck. And my figure,” she added in quieter tones, meant only for his ears, “is none of your business!”
 
   The duke regarded her seriously for a moment, before his eyes turned to ice again. “Very well,” he said to Madame Fleur. “Do as she wishes,” and he tossed his purse indifferently to Beatrice, taking Adelina’s elbow and guiding her out of the shop in the early afternoon sunshine.
 
   Miss Devon, left alone to arrange for the delivery and payment, cringed under the austere glance of the matron, who now, as a matter of course, must be considering her a cheap addition to his grace’s conquests. Indeed, she made no concealment of her disapproval and went so far as to tell Miss Devon, in no uncertain terms, that her presence in her shop would be scarcely tolerated again. Beatrice hung her head low and accepted the false charges, finding no reason to argue with the vulgar woman, and went out of the shop with a splitting headache.
 
    
 
   “Stupid whore!” a voice from the past screams in her ear. “You have no morals, you wanton, dirty girl. You only get what you deserve, don’t you know? It’s no one’s fault but your own…”
 
    
 
   The duke drove them home as the shadows began to lengthen all around, but for once the feel of the breeze against her hot cheeks did nothing to soothe her. She kept silent under the constant chatter of an over-excited Adelina.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   As soon as they reached Grosvenor Square, he alighted to help the ladies out. First he extended his gloved fingers to his ward, who bounded up the stairs to the waiting butler, eager to tell her aunt all about her outing to the shops. Then he took Miss Devon’s small, cold hand in his and held it for a moment.
 
   “You look exceptionally severe,” he said in his aloof, amused way. She pressed her lips together and leaned on him lightly to step down from the phaeton. “Now you won’t speak to me,” he observed, ignoring her insistent attempts to extricate her hand from his. “Are you not pleased with your new gowns?”
 
   “I am most pleased, your grace,” she said quickly, not looking up at him. “Please do not mistake my present discomfort as a token of ingratitude. I have seldom in my life felt so well cared-for as I have since I entered your household, and today was no exception.”
 
   He let her fingers go and said softly, “I am glad to hear that. But still you say you are in discomfort. Would it be too much to ask that after spending all day today catering to yours and my charge’s needs, I would be rewarded with a sense of your comfort?” 
 
   “I do not think,” she replied carefully, “that you would desire to hear my charge’s profuse thanks any more than you already have. But, if that is your wish, I will momentarily call her down and she will oblige.”
 
   His grace found himself in the verge of a smile at her clever dodging of the matter. She had passed today’s trial with flying colors, displaying an almost inhuman amount of tolerance to his niece’s theatrics and constant chatter. Then, at Madame Fleur’s, when from the corner of his eye he’d caught her laughing at him, he’d fought down the urge to box her ears. Confounded girl, could she not show mercy for once?
 
   Secretly, however, he applauded her shrewdness and lack of missish manners. He’d been more than disappointed when she fought him on the matter of the dresses, and ran out of the shop in a most unbecoming fashion, loath to let her see the vehemence of his feeling. But now the little governess had the nerve to appear as though she was the one whose feelings were wounded! 
 
   The cold was bitter and Miss Devon’s nose had begun to turn red in a very satisfying way, although her cheeks appeared to be pale. “You have thanked me as well just now, and still you are unhappy,” Ashton said. “Why?”
 
   “I am sure you will think me childish for saying this, your grace, but it seemed to me that Madame Fleur quite mistook the situation, or should I say the reason for your generosity towards me today,” she replied frankly, lifting her face to his. 
 
   Her eyes were bright with unshed tears and his chest constricted at the sight of her unwarranted distress. He drew himself up, shaking the feeling away, and asked: “And that is important to you?”
 
   “It is,” she said. “I don’t care about the rumors, especially since I know nobody in London save your grace, Adelina, Lady Augusta and Mr. Frost, but I care about the truth. As well as about my charge’s reputation, which would be harmed I suppose if word got around that I was your new…?”
 
   “My new?” his grace lifted an interested eyebrow.
 
   “Your new lightskirt,” Miss Devon replied seriously and he burst into laughter. His grace’s page, Andrew, turned to look upon him in surprise, not recognizing the foreign sound, for he’d never heard it before coming from his master’s lips. Then he shook his head, reckoning that surely the sky was near upon falling to the earth and engulfing it in flames, for the world was coming to an end today.
 
   Miss Devon, with a final word of thanks, turned to mount the steps of the house, but turned around in surprise as she felt his grace’s arm resting lightly on her back.
 
   “The ice is slippery,” he murmured, for it had snowed lightly during the previous night, and he accompanied her all the way to the door, never once leaving her hand. There was no need for his protection, as Miss Devon’s steps were sure, but she let him escort her, looking attractively puzzled as to the reason for this sudden show of solicitude. 
 
   If truth be known, his grace was even more puzzled by his own actions, but he determined not to think too much on them. Miss Devon looked up at him with a confused look on her face, but he kept his expression unreadable, looking straight ahead.
 
   “Give my warmest regards to my aunt,” he told her as he was leaving. “I shall see you in three days’ time.”
 
   “God willing,” she added and he gave her a half-smile.
 
   “God willing,” he repeated quietly, lifting a hand to her cold cheek. Then, thinking better of it, he dropped his hand abruptly without having touched her, and took the stairs three at a time to his horses.
 
    
 
   Ashton proceeded to his rooms on High Street, and went up to start changing for White’s. He could not think what had come over him; how he could have allowed himself to be so affected by a mere slip of a girl, a governess no less. 
 
   Well, if he’d once been the kind of man to come to a woman’s rescue, he certainly wasn’t now. He wouldn’t know how to be if he wanted to. 
 
   Ashton shook his head, trying to shake the absurd thought from his brain.
 
   Fearing very much that he might have begun to soften in his dotage, he made the swift decision that this train of thought would surely lead him to descend into madness, and with that he threw down his ruined cravat and roared for his valet, who, as was his custom, contrived to appear no more than one second thereafter, and, having schooled his features into polite detachment, dressed his master once more in the same clothes he had just discarded. 
 
   “Blast it all!” was the single phrase that left the duke’s lips, as he dashed madly down the stairs to the stables, much to the consternation of his tiger. Within minutes, he was once more driving his pair of chestnuts in a mad pace down the cobbled streets.
 
   There was nothing for it. 
 
   He would go to Madame Fleur’s and pray that he found her shop open still, as he was leaving on the morrow, in order to prepare the Park for the Christmas festivities in advance of his guests’ arrival.
 
   But this came first. He had the little governess’ reputation to defend. 
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   They arrived at a fairyland.
 
   It was three days later, a mere week before Christmas, when the three ladies accompanied by four footmen, two abigails, and an indecent amount of boxes, arrived at Hartfield Park in two of his grace’s traveling barouches, at the precise moment when the snow began its steady fall outside the carriages’ small frosted windows. 
 
   Adelina and Miss Devon buried their hands deeper into their muffle and blanket respectively, while Lady Augusta, exhausted by her exertions, snored softly against the tapestry. But both Adelina and Miss Devon were much too excited to sleep. They took in the scenery with eyes full of wonder, and communicated to each other their delight in tactful whispers every time they saw a squirrel furrow into the rapidly whitening forest.
 
   They’d stopped at The Fox and Crown for a small luncheon, and then resumed their journey, as the coachmen were extremely anxious to gain Hartfield Park before darkness descended and the muddied country roads turned to ice.
 
   And so they did.
 
   They arrived a little before seven. The elaborate, gilded gates of Hartfield Park opened to the grand gardens, which were by now covered by a thin frosting of snow, sparkling in the descending twilight. The grounds were landscaped beautifully, and Beatrice could discern a round decorative lake that shimmered in the distance, all frozen and sleek with ice, reflecting the light of a dozen Chinese lanterns. The estate covered more than two thousand acres of land, most of which was rent to tenants and farmers, but in the gathering darkness nothing much was visible beyond the hedges that adorned the road that led to the house.
 
   The horses clopped along and at the next bend of the road, the manor appeared in front of them. 
 
   Beatrice felt her eyes water at the sight of such beauty, and with surprise she realized that her young charge was, for once, speechless. 
 
   It was a building of immense breadth and width and imposing structure, its stone walls grey and forbidding, its corners covered in climbing ivy, frosted with ice, and fires were smoking up the cluster of chimneys. She could just discern the buttresses disappearing up into the nightly sky as the horses trotted to the end of the lane, coming to a halt, and the front door opened to reveal a bevy of servants, flurrying about to receive the duke’s aunt and ward.
 
   All around them the grounds were glittering festively from the top of the warmly lit windows of the manor to the sparkling, illuminated gardens. Over the main entrance was hung a huge garland of evergreen, dotted with little black fruit of myrtille, and candlelight was peeking from almost every little window, indicating that the manor’s rooms were filled to capacity with guests.
 
   The footmen alighted before the ladies, taking care to carry Lady Augusta inside, and Beatrice refused to enter the refuge of the house before she did, insisting on supervising the footmen’s maneuvers until they had her ladyship safely inside. Then and only then did she consent to be shown to her room, with excessive pleas from the housekeeper to change in time for dinner, since his grace barely tolerated any tardiness even in his most distinguished guests.
 
   “We keep country hours here, Miss,” she said in a no-nonsense tone, “and his grace finds it easier to deal with all his responsibilities if he’s as punctual with meals as can be, so as not to waste any time in-between his trips to the farms.”
 
   Beatrice nodded in agreement, her eyes warming in approval of the duke’s interest in his tenants’ lives as the good woman’s words implied. “I know your master to be a most conscientious man,” she replied, “and of a truly caring nature for all of those who, like us, depend on him for their well-being. I’m sure it does him credit that he wants everything to be punctual and precise. Do not worry, I am not in the habit of arriving late for dinner, and I’ll make sure my charge is not either.”
 
   The housekeeper, a plump, sharp woman, looked her up and down. “You’re not as half-bad as some of the other folk ‘e’s hired at times…” she mumbled and left her alone with nothing but a burning candle to chase away the shadows.
 
   High praise indeed, Beatrice thought in good humour and rushed to the fire to warm her fingers because Adelina was already calling for her from the adjoining room to come undo her buttons.
 
    
 
   Dinner passed in a flurry of new arrivals, and they learned that there were more arriving on the morrow. The duke spoke to Adelina but for a moment, merely to welcome her to his home, so busy was he kept, welcoming the rest of his guests. The hall was becoming increasingly warm and crowded, so that when the time came for the ladies to retire to the withdrawing room, no one was as glad as she was to make her escape.
 
   She slipped out of the elegantly decorated Maroon Salon and paused to admire the arrangement of bows and candles on the mantelpiece of the Grand Hall. She then made her way to the central staircase, her path illuminated by a dimly lit candelabra overhead, and opened the French windows to the small terrace. As she stepped out into the sharp bite of the cold wind she drew her shawl tightly about her, and then lifted her head to the night, taking a freezing  but satisfying breath. The air smelled of pinecones, snow and fire-smoke, and every breath she took made her lungs constrict with cold, but it was worth it to be able to breathe freely after being in the stifling air of the dining hall.
 
   She began to pace back and forth to warm herself, but she was loath to return inside just yet. In the distance another carriage arrived, raising a storm of snowflakes, its roof white with thick snow.
 
   “I trust you are well, Miss Devon?” a cold, drawling voice pronounced in bored accents.
 
   She stopped in her tracks, a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold running down her spine. Then she turned slowly to face the deeply frowning face of her host.
 
   “I am, I thank your grace,” she replied curtsying low. “Thank you most kindly for inviting me into your home.”
 
   He still looked most severely disapproving. “You could not spare a moment to come greet me?”
 
   She was stealing glances towards the window, expecting to be dismissed immediately, but at this she froze and lifted her eyes to his in question. 
 
   “You look astonished,” he said, “that I should presume to expect such a favor of you.”
 
   “I beg your pardon,” she said in a voice that was trembling with laughter, “I thought you were engaged with your guests and that I shouldn’t disturb you.”
 
   “Worse and worse,” he observed wryly. “You appear to be amused.”
 
   “I am not,” she protested, bending her head down, so that he would not see the smile in her eyes.
 
   “Tell me,” he insisted, crossing his arms over his chest as though he had all the time in the world to linger there, in the snow, talking to her. 
 
   He was dressed in a modishly-cut coat and breeches, the darkness of his hair complementing the perfect white of his cravat, a few stray curls falling roguishly over his forehead. It was a bit longer than it had been the last time she’d seen him, Beatrice thought absently, while she wondered what on earth his grace was doing here with her. His guests must be wondering what was detaining him from their company.
 
   “Forgive me, your grace,” she said. “I have no excuse for my behavior, except that your words struck me as most absurd…” Her tone turned serious. “I cannot help but think that very few masters would take the time to inquire after the health of their paid subordinates with such civility, let alone single them out for an interview, when such illustrious company is awaiting.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   As Miss Devon finished speaking, the laughter had gone from her face, but there remained an expression of such joy and gratitude, that Ashton felt inclined to lift his fingers and brush the cold from those flushed, porcelain cheeks. 
 
   Thankfully the inclination passed as soon as it seized him and he was left a bit out of breath, but contrived to think himself bored by his guests to the point of madness -which he had indeed been but a few moments ago; for what else could have prompted him to seek her out in this manner?
 
   “I wasn’t after an interview with you, my paid subordinate,” he told her in distaste. “I happened upon your arrival from an upstairs window and saw your obstinate refusal to go indoors until my aunt had been properly seen to.”
 
   Miss Devon took a steadying breath, as though expecting a rebuke. She was wearing one of the confounded dresses she’d allowed him to pick for her, a lavender creation of muslin and understated lace cuffs, that made her eyes look even larger and her hair glow. Ashton cursed himself inwardly for choosing it.
 
   “I commend you on your loyalty,” he went on. “What I find hard to commend, is you standing here in the cold and dark again: you might have contracted a chill, which you will promptly pass on to my ‘illustrious’ guests. I hope you won’t be as careless in the future.”
 
   She started to say something, but with visible effort she swallowed her indignation. Ashton concealed a triumphant smile as the little governess turned on her heel, for once oblivious to the rules of decorum, and prepared to race inside in the most unladylike manner. 
 
   As she hurried from him, he called after her: “Anger becomes you so nicely, Miss Devon, I should endeavor to try your temper more often!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The next morning Beatrice awoke to a blinding light, as the sun’s rays were reflected off the snow-covered grounds. The snow had stopped falling during the night, but the temperature continued to drop. The brittle leaves were covered in a thick sprinkling of frost, every drop of morning dew crystallized with cold, and her windowsill was dripping with ice.
 
   Beatrice breathed in the cold, sharp air, letting out a childish squeal of delight at the sight of the sparkling beauty that was spread before her, and rushed to get washed and dress herself. 
 
   The day was promising to be quiet and calm, if a bit boring, since it was already apparent that there would be no outdoor activities; shooting, riding or even walking the grounds was impossible, but Beatrice didn’t mind it one bit. She turned her grateful face to the crisp morning sunshine streaming from the heavy curtains, and, her heart singing with joy, she started towards her charge’s loud snores, which were reaching her ears from the adjoining room.
 
    
 
   The day was slow indeed, the ladies retiring to the morning rooms to knit and sew and prepare the evening entertainment, and the gentlemen who had found it in themselves to rouse from their sleep by midday, passed the time indulging in a game of cards and damning the weather with their every breath.
 
   By early afternoon the roads had been cleared enough so that a few late arrivals were admitted in the Park, and by the time dinner was served, Miss Devon, like every other guest, was acquainted with the names of the most important personages among the assorted crowd.
 
   The duke had made no secret of the fact that he considered his aunt, Lady Augusta, to be the most important of all his guests, and this, although done in his usual standoffish and indifferent manner, did not fail to escape Miss Devon’s attention, and she silently applauded him for it. Then there was a genteel family who owned the  neighboring property, as well as a half a dozen Persons of Quality, but Miss Devon quickly saw that the motive to their invitation had been an obligation to civility as dictated by the rules of Society, and not any personal inclination for their company on the part of her host.
 
   Where another person was concerned, however, the situation appeared to be different. Lady Wellesley, affectionately dubbed ‘the countess’ by the ton was by far the loveliest creature residing in the Park; maybe in the whole of Society as well, if Adelina’s scandalized reports from her new friends’ whispers were to be believed. She had that kind of blonde and blue-eyed beauty that was very à la mode at present, without the wide-eyed innocence that gentlemen of the duke’s temperament were inclined to find insipid. She was a bit over twenty years of age and her gaze sparkled with intelligence and wit, her figure trim but lush, her fashion sense impeccable and her hairstyles every other woman’s envy. For the past four years, she had been married to Earl of Wellesley, a gentleman of aristocratic  origins and indifferent temperament.
 
   For the past two months she was, quite openly, the duke’s mistress.
 
   It was rumored that her husband the Earl turned more than a blind eye to her indiscretions, that he indeed gave her his blessing to lavish her attention on her lovers and away from him. Still, as far as Beatrice could see from his behavior in the Park, the duke was most discreet in his dealings with her, treating her publicly as he would every other guest.
 
   Yet everyone whispered behind spread fans and closed doors, that she was infatuated with him to the point of leaving her husband. The news was supposed to burst upon the ton any day now, and after every meal, Beatrice soon discovered, the Park’s salons were throbbing with speculation as to whether his grace hated his ward with murderous passion, or was planning to kill his mistress’ husband in a duel.
 
   That was a point of some confusion, in truth, to most of his guests: the reason, the motive behind this festive party, since the new duke of Ashton was said to loathe only one thing worse than company, and that was his neighbors. 
 
   Miss Devon suspected that his generous invitations had something to do with his exertions to introduce his ward to the Fashionable World, but even she could not credit what his other reasons were for opening his home, for she could clearly see that he was so far watching the progression of the assemblage with a jaundiced, if slightly aloof eye, and refused to take part in the small-talk, the convivial afternoons and almost any other activity.
 
   She was disgusted by the motives ascribed to him, and longed, with a fierceness that surprised her, to somehow defend him, to protect him if she could, from such ill-meaning people who called themselves his peers.
 
    
 
   The night progressed, and as the Christmas festivities were beginning, his grace took Lady Wellesley’s elbow and escorted her to the Blue Salon, which was quickly filling with his guests.
 
   Miss Devon took a seat at the back of the room, choosing the worst-lit corner she could find, although for once she need not be ashamed of her dress. It was the cream-colored muslin with the burgundy sash that his grace had picked out for her, and she, to her consternation, could not but admit that the color and the elegant neckline complimented her complexion quite prettily.
 
   Lady Augusta was in the room as well, half-dosing in her armchair, the marquis of Ingram on her right hand, instructed to seat himself there by none other than the duke himself, being as the marquis was the closest thing his grace had to a friend. He was a tall, languishing gentleman of immense wealth, whose fair locks and emerald eyes were considered to be a standard of handsomeness amongst the young debutantes, and whose quick if a bit caustic wit, was said to cut ladies’ hearts like a razor. Right now he appeared to be charm itself and, Miss Devon thought, perhaps that was the problem. 
 
   Adelina for one was already making eyes at him -along with at least other five females of the party- and Miss Devon sighed at the mere thought of having to put her on her guard concerning his rakish ways.
 
   The third person of importance currently residing in Ashton Park was at the moment taking a middle-aged lady’s hand and leading her solicitously to the pianoforte, where she proceeded to bore the company for the next fourteen minutes and a half. He was Lord Burns, a pleasant and charming viscount of the same age as the duke, whose warm brown eyes and similarly colored hair, worn short and slightly curled, coupled with a naturally sunny disposition, appeared to be the epitome of goodhearted kindness. Beatrice found herself wishing that she could become more closely acquainted with this particular gentleman, and felt a small pang of apprehension as, after depositing the lady on the seat of the pianoforte, he sat himself among the cluster of Adelina’s fans, and fell to gazing adoringly into her indifferent eyes.
 
   Miss Devon furrowed deeper into her chair, trying to put out of her mind the long talks of suitors she could already see dawning on the horizon of her future conversations with Adelina. But even this escape was refused her, as a pair of beautifully painted, pointed ballet slippers entered her vision and a musical, although slightly annoying, voice addressed her brightly.
 
   “You are the governess, are you not? I’d be obliged if you’d play for us a piece or two on the pianoforte while we clear a small stage for a game of charades. Would you?”
 
   She lifted her eyes to the speaker’s and found herself looking up at a lovely young lady of about nineteen years of age -slightly older than herself- who seemed to be carrying herself with the air of a much older and much more experienced young lady.
 
   “I am sorry, Miss,” she said. “I fear I must decline…”
 
   “You do know that I am the daughter of the Earl of Bramhurst, do you not?” the girl persisted, gesturing elegantly to her wig-wearing parent, who was currently seated at the front row of the assembly, snoring softly on his neighbor’s shoulder. “I’m afraid I am sadly spoilt, you know,” she went on prettily, “and tend to throw terrible tantrums when I don’t get my way. You won’t refuse me, will you?”
 
   Beatrice looked at her for an astonished moment, and had just opened her lips to reply, when the young lady, sensing that another refusal was coming her way, raised her voice and appealed to the duke himself –he was seated to the other side of the room, so that every one present was obliged to cease their conversation and turn to cast a curious eye in her direction.
 
   “Dominic,” she said airily, “this person who is, if I am not mistaken, in your employ refuses to oblige us by playing the pianoforte! Do use your influence to induce her to be useful!”
 
   She then proceeded to pout in a manner which she must have been told was extremely endearing. His grace, along with pretty much every guest in the room, turned bored eyes to Beatrice’s direction, and saw the color leave her face.
 
   Miss Devon rose on trembling legs, but did not once betray her mortification as she calmly addressed her host across the room.
 
   “Your grace,” she said softly, as she curtsied, “please forgive me for declining to entertain your honored guests this evening, but I truly cannot oblige your grace since, as you know, I cannot play the pianoforte. Please do not take this as a slight to your generosity, but merely a show of my own weakness and shortcomings.”
 
   At which point the Earl’s daughter burst into a very unladylike laughter, and went to sit down next to her rudely awakened father.
 
   Beatrice, with another curtsey, left the room as quickly as her legs would carry her.
 
    
 
   “Come, rosebud, play for me, just one little piece on the pianoforte.”
 
   “I can’t play well, you… you’ll be bored.”
 
   “Now, that’s a lie and you know it.” He taps her nose playfully. Beatrice cringes. “Why else would I spend a fortune on this pianoforte for my little rosebud, eh?”
 
   “Please…” she can’t breathe. “Please don’t call me that.”
 
   “Come on.” His voice turning determined, he takes her hands in his forcefully, and places them on the instrument, holding them there beneath his own. 
 
   Beatrice wonders what he’ll do if she’s sick all over the black and ivory keys. She sways on her seat, and he finds that an excuse to press her more tightly to his chest. Not knowing what else to do, she starts playing.
 
   Even though by now -she is sixteen years of age- her daily practice on the instrument means that playing it is second nature to her, she hates every moment of it. When the piece ends she starts another one directly.  And another after that.
 
   Five hours later, he is still there.
 
   Her arms are trembling with fatigue, and she can barely see the keys in front of her for the tears that are blinding her eyes, dripping to her fingers, making everything slippery with sadness, but still she does not stop.
 
   Tired of waiting, he kneels and takes the hem of her dress in his hands, lifting it with agonizing slowness.
 
   She does not know where she finds the strength, but once more she fights him like a lioness.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says, like he always does. “Stay still, you evil girl, the devil’s own spawn! Stay still, you…”
 
   She doesn’t eat for a week after that, nor does she touch the pianoforte. Her father thinks she’ll wither away and die; she’s never seen him so scared in her life, not even when her mother was wasting away from the fever.
 
   A physician comes to see her, but he can’t find what’s wrong with her. Leaving, he gives her a book of prayers and looks her square in the eye. Beatrice squirms on her pillow, dreading that he’s guessed her secret. The next day she repeats the first prayer, one of repentance and hope for redemption until she’s learnt it by heart.
 
   By the time she reaches the middle of the book, she’s managed to keep down half a cup of light broth, and is able to get out of bed for a few hours every day. 
 
   Then one morning she simply walks to the drawing room and sits down on the satin-upholstered stool, determined to complete at least one movement of a Sonata. She makes it into half a minute, before rushing outside to be violently sick behind the yellow rose-bed. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton begged everyone to be seated, stating that he expected the next piece of entertainment of the night, graciously prepared by the ladies, to follow anon. Then, his eyes flaming with anger, he got up and left the room.
 
   “Miss Devon!” he thundered as he intercepted her at the foot of the staircase.
 
   She turned her sad eyes to him and he froze. The darkness that lurked inside her gaze cut him to the quick. He reached her, towering above her slight frame, the lamp in her hand smoking slightly and irritating his nostrils.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked. “I apologize that you should be subject to such rudeness in my own household.”
 
   “You are most kind, sir,” Miss Devon replied, sounding surprised. “I am perfectly fine.”
 
   “And perfectly pale,” he rejoined. “Not to mention a perfect little liar!”
 
   “Not that I would ever wish to be anything less than perfect in anything I should endeavor to do or be,” she said as calmly as possible under the circumstances, “but may I ask, to what is your grace referring?”
 
   “Do not jargon with me,” he said harshly, “you know well enough what I mean. When did you tell me you could not play the pianoforte?”
 
   “I didn’t, your grace,” she replied. “I merely inferred that you must know about this particular shortcoming of mine, since when you examined Adelina previous to our coming here, you found her no doubt lacking in this skill.”
 
   “I did not,” his grace said quietly but with a dangerous tinge to his voice, “examine Adelina, nor do I ever wish to do so. I never expected you to teach her to be musical all of a sudden in her sixteenth year, but, my dear madam, to say that I well knew about what you can and cannot do, is coming it much too brown!”
 
   She bent her head, ready to apologize, but he stopped her sharply.
 
   “Do not dare to ask for my forgiveness again!” he cried. “My God, if I could count the times you have apologized today alone for one thing or another, I am sure you have already won a halo to wear around your head.”
 
   A small laugh escaped her and he looked at her in surprise. 
 
   “You seem to be laughing at me quite a lot, madam,” he told her mirthlessly. “Mockery is quite the opposite of what one expects to inspire in others, but it must be refreshing for you. No, do not explain yourself. As always, I am glad to amuse you.” 
 
   He tipped his head in lieu of a bow and turned on his heel.
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The next day the ladies decided to go ice-skating on the frozen lake in the Park’s glittering grounds, and the gentlemen were, of course, obliged to accompany them.
 
   The countess strode out triumphantly on the duke’s arm, for it was apparent, judging from his long-suffering expression, that he was not usually one of the party accompanying the female expeditions, at least not ones as tame and unexciting as this. 
 
   The duke was dressed impeccably in a twenty shoulder-caped great coat of superfine dark brown, with a double row of silver buttons, over fawn colored pantaloons and a fur hat fashionably placed on top of his glistening black curls. He looked almost unfairly tall and dashing amongst the other men of the party, since the only one who could hold a candle to his looks and bearing was the marquis, who had opted for a quiet morning in bed and was currently sipping his scorching hot cocoa.
 
   Around the merry-makers his grace’s two favorite ground-hounds were running and jumping in the air. They were two huge black beasts, one with a spot of white on his left ear and the other with a midnight, almost blue, shining black fur that Beatrice ached to caress. They took part in the fun barking loudly and slipping on the ice, and his grace gave one of his rare smiles when he bent down to scratch their necks, each one rubbing themselves against his pantaloons like affectionate cats.
 
   “Off with you now, Turk, Hunter!” he ordered, and the dogs obeyed his voice, running off into the snow-coated grass to roll on their backs until they were led inside by his grace’s manservant, since the cold would be too much for their disposition. 
 
   The countess watched these proceedings with ill- concealed irritation. She was charmingly attired in a strawberry pink coat of mink fur, with a lavender muff and tippet. On her feet she wore a pair of kid half boots, which went nicely with the skates, and she dimpled up at his grace most delightfully as he led her to a bench to put them on, but to Beatrice’s trained eye it all smelled strongly of pretense. Then again his grace took care to make her the envy of every other woman present by shamelessly pressing his elegantly gloved hand over hers and by tipping up her head to admire her rosy cheeks every now and then, so maybe she was truly happy after all.
 
   As soon as the hounds were taken inside, his grace waited on Lady Wellesley as she made a show of struggling to put on her skates, and then watched her unwaveringly as she slid in a graceful dance around the frozen lake. He himself had refused to put on skates, but loudly applauded the countess’ gymnastics on the ice, making it apparent to everyone present that she by far surpassed every other woman on earth.
 
   He and almost every other gentleman had their eyes fixed on her charming figure, seeming entirely oblivious to the other ladies present, much to Adelina’s chagrin. Beatrice had her work cut out for her today, charged with keeping her away from her court of eager suitors as well as warmly dressed and covered up, since the girl, in spite of her cold nose and freezing fingers, was inclined to show as much skin as was decently possible, when gentlemen were in sight.
 
   “Do not go towards the center of the lake,” Beatrice warned her, “for the ice there is still soft and prone to break. Stay with the rest of the ladies near the outer bank.”
 
   “You will not leave me alone,” Adelina cried, her cheeks flushing as though she was at the point of tears, “surely you will not be so cruel as that! Why, who will carry my muff for me if a gentleman should wish to accompany me for a turn around the ice?”
 
   Beatrice knew arguing was pointless. She sat on the wooden bench and silently put on one of the few pairs of skates that were left, much too large for her feet. Then, taking the hand of a flailing and giggling Adelina, she fought to keep her balance and prevent both herself and her from tumbling in a heap onto the ice.
 
   Servants with warm drinks and wraps at the ready were standing a respectful distance away from the lake, woodenly observing the spectacle and freezing their noses off. 
 
   Even this part of the grounds was decorated at every turn with wreaths of ivy and paper lanterns, which, although they gave no light as yet since the morning was bright and almost cloudless, added a splash of color to the festive scene.
 
   The cold was sharp but there was no wind, so pretty soon the exercise brought the warmth of color into the ladies’ cheeks, entrancing the gentlemen as they lead them into a pretty dance on the ice. Beatrice had long been relieved of her charge by Lord Burns, but she saw in a moment that Adelina had escaped even him, and was heading, on a dare with the other young ladies of the party, into the forbidden center of the lake.
 
   She wanted to shout at her to come back this instant, but held her tongue, knowing well that the reason for Adelina’s recklessness was the goading of the other young ladies, and her desire to stand out among them in front of her suitors. Still she bit her lip as the girl glided farther and farther onto thin ice, and then felt her heart stop as she heard a sickening crack.
 
   The young ladies started to squeal and scream and the gentlemen concentrated on shepherding them to the bank and safety, without a thought to the frightened, white-lipped girl in the middle of the lake. 
 
   Miss Devon didn’t have to think about it twice. She bent her body down low, parallel to the surface of the ice and, giving a strong push with her right leg, she glided swiftly up to Adelina. 
 
   “Do not move!” she shouted and Adelina, for once, obeyed her immediately. The crack was now spreading beneath her own skates, but she hardly took notice of it, concentrating on keeping eye contact with Adelina and not letting her see what was happening below them for one second. Another ominous thud, and a small hole appeared between Adelina’s skates, the cold water seeping to the surface and making the ice even more slippery.
 
   “You are safe,” Beatrice told her, not betraying by even a look her own apprehension and doing her best to ignore the frightened screams coming from the shore. Very slowly she bent down to her knees. “Imitate me exactly.”
 
   Adelina, wide eyed but alert, tried to mirror her slow, deliberate movements. Around them all was still and quiet, except for the deafening cracking of the ice, which continued to deepen. The shouts and voices had mostly ceased in the background, all eyes on them, but Beatrice was sure that no one would dare approach them. 
 
   It felt as though they two were all alone in this deadly, white world.
 
   The cold was seeping dangerously to her extremities, penetrating her clothes and threatening to numb her body and slow her movements as she lay down flat on the ice, but she forced herself to ignore her body’s discomfort and focus on the task at hand.
 
   She, and Adelina with her, lay down on her stomach and spread her left hand straight in front of her, shouting, as another sharp piece of ice was separated by a loud crack beneath them: “Take my hand! Now!”
 
   Adelina took it.
 
   Miss Devon grabbed her wrist and flung her as far away from her as her strength would allow, pushing her own weight sharply into the broken ice, as she did so. She heard the exclamations of the crowd as Adelina was pulled to safety, sobbing and wailing, and then heard a swift, sharp cutting sound, as the ice beneath her torso gave way completely.
 
   The next minute she was plunged head-first into icy, silent darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   What confounded irony of fate had saddled him with this accursed party of painted peacocks within his own home? 
 
   He didn’t care for the company, he didn’t care for his home being turned upside down by all these stuck-up peers and their ill-mannered unmarried daughters and most importantly, he didn’t care for his time being squandered in this shocking manner, catering to their ridiculous whims. Everyone thought they had a right to his attention: from the cook, asking whether he should steam a dozen pheasants for luncheon to the countess, suddenly demanding that he accompany her to the ice lake.
 
   He lifted his eyes to the heavens, asking silently what he’d done to deserve this. In the distance, Eliza fixed him with a gaze burning with anger, her eyes promising all kinds of torture if he didn’t do as she’d asked him and cheer her on in front of her rivals.
 
   Ashton showed her a smile full of teeth, and turned desperate eyes on his valet, who watched the proceedings from a safe distance, on the grass. Lucky bastard.
 
    
 
   He was seriously contemplating heading up to the house, and devil take the consequences, when he heard the crack. 
 
   His heart in his mouth, he turned his full attention to the lake, looking for the servants out of the corner of his eye. He became vaguely of Eliza’s soft body pressing against him and her hands clutching at his arm as though she wanted to wrench it from his torso, but his eyes were focused ahead, on the ice, where Adelina stood frozen in fear.
 
   He was trying to untangle himself from the countess’ death grip, intending to rush forward as fast as his legs could carry him, when he saw her.
 
   Miss Devon, oblivious to the danger, was gliding across the frozen water to his ward. She spoke calmly and then proceeded to lay herself down on the ice, right near the edge of the increasing fracture.
 
   Ashton felt his limbs grow numb and a wet-cold trickle of sweat begin to run down his spine. This couldn’t be happening. They’d both die. And there wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do to help them.
 
   If only those silly girls would stop screaming, so that his governess would concentrate on her safety. Still, she did not appear to be in danger of succumbing to fear. Her movements were slow and sure, although he could tell from their stiffness that she was becoming numb with cold already.
 
   He grit his teeth and, snatching his arm away from Eliza, approached the edge of the lake. He had the strange sensation as he walked of his knees being about to give way, and he thought to himself wryly that he’d never fainted in his life -not even when he’d taken a bullet to the shoulder, an unfortunate result of a drunken duel he wasn’t likely to repeat.
 
   Miss Devon made Adelina lay down as well -smart girl. She was now reaching a hand across the splintered ice to his niece, and he took a step forward, ready to pull them out as soon as they managed to extricate themselves from the dangerous patch. His breath puffed whitely in front of him, his teeth chattering with fear more than with cold, and he wished the nightmare was over.
 
   His heart lurched. Damn it if that wasn’t the sound of the ice breaking once more. It was now visible underneath Miss Devon’s prone form. Ashton fought the urge to rush to her, breaking ice and all.
 
   She shouldn’t be there, risking her life for the sake of his brainless, stubborn ward. He should be the one in danger. He whom everyone even now thought stood to profit from Adelina’s death. He could already hear their malicious gossip ringing in his ears. No, he mustn’t think of that now, it wasn’t the time. Good God, what would he do if one of them went under? 
 
   Miss Devon was pulling Adelina to safety; the girl had almost reached the shore. Now she herself would follow and all would be-
 
   And then he wasn’t thinking any longer.
 
   Before he’d had time to think of it, he was running on the ice, his boots slipping on the wet surface, his hat flying to the ground as he flung himself on his knees next to the small whole of black water that had swallowed Miss Devon.
 
   Adelina was safe on the shore, but damn him if he’d return there without the little governess in his arms. The water below the ice was absolutely still. He bent over and placed his hands in it, plunging them up to the elbow in the freezing water, searching for any sign of her.
 
   In a minute, he’d dive in after her.
 
   “Miss Devon!” he cried and waited for a couple of agonizing seconds. Nothing happened. “Miss Devon,” he screamed again, panic constricting his chest. “Beatrice!”
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   She was dying. 
 
   Beatrice knew this as she tried to take a breath and icy water met her frozen lips. She knew it as she struggled in vain to untangle her skirts from the heavy water, blindly floundering, the surface nowhere in sight. She tried to remain calm and extricate herself from the lake’s deadly embrace, but to do that she had to breathe. Her lungs burning, she lifted her chin and tried to gulp in some air, only to choke on a mouthful of lake-water.
 
   It was everywhere, the water. Everywhere where air should be. 
 
   “Dear God, receive my spirit,” she thought as she felt her limbs go numb. “Forgive my sins.”
 
   And then the unthinkable happened. She hadn’t asked to be saved, yet, somehow, her body seemed to float upwards in the water, until her head broke the surface of the lake. She emerged to the biting wind coughing and choking for breath, water streaming from her mouth and nose.
 
   A warm, strong hand grabbed the lapel of her coat before she could sink again and a familiar voice was calling her name urgently. She couldn’t answer though, couldn’t breathe, and she felt the darkness closing in once more, although this time it was such a waste, because air, blessed air was surrounding her and she was still drowning in the water she had swallowed.
 
   “Miss Devon!” a voice screamed from far away and someone shook her most unkindly until more water flowed from her mouth. 
 
   She opened her eyes to find a pair of fierce, blue ones fixed desperately on hers and then the cold fingers of the water she was submerged into began to sting and cut at her so, that she whimpered like a hurt animal.
 
   “Miss Devon, Beatrice,” his grace repeated, his breath coming in rapid, panting clouds of white air. “Look at me! I won’t let you go, I’m holding you safe. Do you understand me? You have to stay awake, little one. Please.” The last word was spoken brokenly, like an entreaty. 
 
   She struggled to see past the strands of wet hair that were plastered to her forehead to the one who was speaking.
 
   She now perceived that the duke was spread out onto the cracked ice, lying chest-down on its frigid surface, holding her hand with one arm while his other was supporting her head above water. She tried weakly to pull herself out of his grasp and he moved with her, not letting her out of his hands, and their combined weight caused another small break on the surface beneath him. A large piece of the ice on which she had been leaning broke free with the sudden movement, and, without warning, she slipped under again. 
 
   She tried to kick her legs but they were stiff with cold and the icy water sent stabs of pain to her chest. She flailed about and felt the water covering her mouth and nose.
 
   In a second she was pulled out by the duke’s strong arms, and he held her while she coughed and fought for breath, he himself shouting oaths and curses colorfully. “Are you trying to kill us both?” he roared as soon as her panting had subsided. “For heaven’s sake, I won’t lose you!”
 
   Her eyelids were so heavy that she could barely open them. She gasped for breath, coughing, and wished foolishly for the simple luxury of wiping the tears from her eyes before they froze over and stung like hot iron. 
 
   “Why are you crying?” his grace’s voice asked over her head. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “Go,” she breathed with difficulty.
 
   His grace shifted his hold on her, cupping her neck so that she was slightly more lifted out of the icy water and firmly secured in his arms.
 
   In a daze she looked upon him and she saw the long strands of his black hair disheveled by his struggle to keep her afloat as he was leaning towards the hole in the ice. A few beads of sweat glistened at his forehead and his eyes looked wild and terrified, but he wouldn’t move an inch away from her.
 
   Beatrice was gradually becoming accustomed to the cold and, even though her vision was turning black at the edges, she didn’t care anymore about her precarious position in the water. All she cared about was the warmth of his grace’s long fingers on the nape of her neck and along her stiff, mitten-clad hand. He was panting heavily now, his face white as chalk and his lips trembling. 
 
   He was a slender man, according to the dictates of fashion, and although she did not doubt that he was a fine boxer and as proficient a Corinthian as he was rumored to be, she knew he did not have the built of a man who could withstand hours in a temperature such as this, with his whole body spread out on the cold, wet ice. It must surely penetrate his thin clothing and shake him to his very core.
 
   She should exert herself more to urge him to save himself. She tried to take a deep breath, but it burned her throat and constricted her tired lungs. “You’ll f-fall in t-t-too,” she gasped through frozen lips and wondered if her hair had turned white from the ordeal, or if it was just coated in water that had turned into icicles. 
 
   She knew suddenly that she wouldn’t get out of here alive and lifted her eyes to his. He seemed to understand her thought in a moment, for his eyes turned dangerous. “I will not let you die,” he whispered fiercely. “No, stop trying to move away from me. In a moment you’ll do exactly as I tell you and I’ll have you out, safe on the ground. Ready?”
 
   Beatrice could hear the words coming out of his mouth, but could discern no meaning to them. Suddenly she had the overwhelming urge to sleep. She leaned back and let her eyes drift closed. Yes, that was a great improvement. Maybe that’s what she must do. She must sleep. Why hadn’t she thought of it before?
 
   Already the sound of the lapping water seemed to recede in her consciousness, already her lungs weren’t screaming for air. Her breath stopped coming in short, agonizing gasps -in fact it was hardly coming at all by now. She felt at peace. All was finally calm, except for somebody who was shaking her violently, roaring curses next to her ear. She was too tired to beg them to stop. “Open your eyes,” his grace was shouting. “Don’t… I’m losing you. Beatrice! You’re slipping away, damn it!”
 
   For a moment she half-opened her eyes and coughed weakly, trying to keep herself from being submerged again, but it was a losing battle. Then his voice was drowned out by the water as she slipped under once more. It all happened so fast and yet so slow. She slid from his grasp, sinking abruptly, and water covered her mouth. In a moment of panic, she opened her lips to try to breathe and immediately ice-cold water rushed in, choking her. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton gasped as she slipped under once more. He leaned in carefully and pulled her out just as she was drifting from his grasp. He swallowed hard, trying to fight down his panic, and held her to him, attempting to get a steady grip on her frozen, dripping sleeve. 
 
   He cursed under his breath. She’d been in the water far too long by now, he was growing desperate. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, and he wanted nothing more than to brush the wet strands away, but beneath it her skin was turning bluish and she was struggling to cough out the water she had inhaled, being too weak for even that small feat. He could only imagine how much every breath hurt her.
 
   Her eyes suddenly opened with clarity and they settled on his, so young and afraid that his heart broke. 
 
   “Hush, don’t be frightened,” he said, his breath coming short, “you swallowed a little water, that is all.” Then, with a sharp intake of breath, he tried to pull her a bit further out, but her wet garments and limp body were too heavy and the ice cracked loudly once more. He uttered an oath and stilled completely until the frozen surface stopped moving. “Please,” his own voice broken, unrecognizable, came to his ears. “Please.”
 
   It was unclear whom he was addressing.
 
   He lifted her face to him with his left hand. “H…help me,” she whispered with a gurgling sound as she hacked out water weakly. 
 
   “I’m here,” he reassured her, his voice softened by kindness. “Try to hold on to me, I beg of you.”
 
   She tried to take a breath but all she did was gasp and choke and then there seemed to be a force dragging her to the bottom of the lake, out of his fingers, and she wasn’t strong enough to fight it any more. Her head flopped back with a small splash and the water closed over her nostrils.
 
   “Someone assist me, now!” he roared, and then, “Hell and damnation!”
 
   In one swift, desperate movement, he pulled her out on top of him and then immediately rolled away from the hole, never once letting her out of his grip. The ice beneath them receded, gaping to swallow them both, but Ashton paid it no heed as he slid as far away from the crevice, as fast as their combined weight could allow. 
 
   He made his ears deaf to the sickening sound of the ice giving way beneath his back, and refused to acknowledge the voices screaming from the shore that they’d both drown. He’d fall in after her before he let her sink out of his sight.
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The first time she woke up she was disoriented and in excruciating pain and someone was jostling her violently, which wasn’t helping at all. She tried to shout at them to stop, for the pain was driving her insane, but only a whimper managed to come out of her unmoving lips.
 
   The hands that were upholding her tightened around her, and she saw that she was being carried by someone who was running like a madman to the house. Then his grace’s voice was firing off orders like a pistol, ringing hard and cruel next to her ear, but at least it was somewhat of an improvement over the bottomless, cold water.
 
   “Stay awake, don’t close your eyes!” his grace ordered sharply, in his most rude tones.
 
   She tried to nod, but it was too much of an effort.
 
    
 
   The physician was called soon afterwards and no more than an hour later Beatrice, after waking up properly and having been clucked over by a small crowd of his grace’s servants, was warmly settled in her own bed, her toes and fingers safe from frostbite.
 
   “If his grace hadn’t acted as quickly as I understand he did,” the physician, a small, kind man by the name of Biggs, had told her, “your situation would be much different, Miss. But you are young and healthy and I suspect that you will be up and about in no less than three days, at most. Just in time for the Yule Log!” 
 
   He smiled kindly at her behind his spectacles and Beatrice, who was fighting against the excruciating pain of her skin slowly warming up, came to the realization that scarcely any time at all had passed from the moment that she sank through the ice until the moment the duke carried her into the house, even though it had seemed to her to last an eternity. It was to his quick thinking that she owed her life and she well knew that once she had been left to float to the bottom of that lake, she wouldn’t have had a single hope of survival. 
 
   He must have run like the wind, no skates on his shoes, to catch her before she completely disappeared in the inky water. With these thoughts twirling in her head, she sent a prayer of gratitude towards the heavens and drifted off to a calm, healing sleep under the fluffy covers.
 
    
 
   She was roused by hushed, urgent voices right above her head a few hours later. She was still fuzzy from sleep, but she could immediately tell that night had fallen outside her window -she’d slept the day away, apparently- for her room was steeped in darkness, except for the warm glow of the sparkling fire near her head. His grace had personally ordered two footmen to move her bed directly in front of the fireplace most solicitously and although Beatrice was deeply grateful to him for his timely assistance, she found herself almost miserable at the thought of his taking pity on her.
 
   At the moment, of course, he sounded neither pitiful not congenial -for his was one of the two voices that were conversing heatedly nearby. On the contrary, his tone was quite annoyed. 
 
   “You will persist on plaguing me about this matter, although it is already done with and finished?” his grace whispered, his voice dripping with irritation.
 
   “Oh, Dominic, how you wound me…” a throaty female voice quivered.
 
   His grace let out a sigh, and with a start Beatrice realized that the reason she was hearing this conversation so clearly was that is was actually taking place not outside her door, but within her room! In fact, she could just discern right there, against the darkened double windows, two tall silhouettes bending close to each other, the outlines of their profiles bathed in the moonlight streaming from the garden.
 
   “Come now, Eliza,” his grace’s bored tones drawled. “I’ll have none of your usual badgering tonight. Have mercy on me, I am still exhausted.”
 
   “You are exhausted!” the lady exclaimed in such shrill and indignant tones that they seemed to penetrate Beatrice’s skull like a razor blade. A small silence followed, and she imagined the duke looking forbidding, as he usually did. She must have been right, for when the countess spoke again, she had lowered her voice to a tremulous whimper. “You are exhausted! And what do you think I am? Oh, it is too much. Too, too cruel of you, the way you treat me!”
 
   His grace started to answer her in his most caustic tones, but he wasn’t allowed to speak just yet. 
 
   “Did you think of my feelings at all, when you rushed like a madman to that… that servant’s side, leaving me alone and humiliated?” The countess was now sobbing softly, most probably against his grace’s shoulder, for the sound of her tears came muffled.
 
   Miss Devon couldn’t help but remember the affectionate way she and the duke had behaved towards each other earlier, at the lake, and was more than slightly puzzled at the pronounced chill their present communication emanated.
 
   “For shame,” the duke cried, “she was in the water, Eliza!”
 
   “And I was left there all alone. Frightened beyond words,” she replied.
 
   “She was drowning,” he murmured in a strangled voice. “She… she was dying.”
 
   “So?” Lady Wellesley insisted, the tone of her voice rising once more. “She is a servant, Dominic! Why couldn’t you call a footman to her aid, if you were so concerned about her welfare, instead of making such a spectacle of yourself as well as me?”
 
   Miss Devon heard steps and after a pause, when the duke spoke again, he sounded a bit further away.
 
   “You will forgive me, madam,” he said icily, “if I fail to perceive how this or any action of mine should affect you personally?”
 
   “Oh, Dom, do stop being an utter oaf,” the countess said airily, seeming to have gotten over the emotion that had caused her to sob only a moment ago. “And to come upstairs searching for you, only to find you seated by her bedside… of all things!”
 
   “Are you suddenly concerned for the impropriety of my being unchaperoned in the same room as the little governess, Eliza?” the duke interrupted, sounding amused and cruel all at the same time.
 
   “Not to mention,” the lady went on, as though she hadn’t even heard him, “that you absolutely ruined your new coat, which Prinny envied so delightfully last week in Vienna! Lying down on the ice in that undignified manner! Why, one might presume you were a mere… farm hand, out for a lark! Completely out of your senses! What will the ton think, I shudder to contemplate.”
 
   It struck Beatrice how familiar they both were with each other’s christian names and she felt acutely uncomfortable overhearing their intimate conversation. She turned on her side noisily and started to cough, which proved to be far more painful than she had anticipated, since her throat appeared to be all scratched and hoarse after her attempts to breathe while she was in the icy water. She stopped coughing and took a large gulp of air, trying to still her racing heart.
 
   Immediately she heard hurried steps leaving the room, and but a second had passed before a maid came fluttering into the room to bend over her.
 
   “Miss, are you all right? The master said he was ‘appenin’ to be passin’ outside your room and he ‘eard you had difficulty breathin’!”
 
   “I just woke up, Mary, thank you,” Beatrice smiled up at the girl. “Do you know what time it is?” Mary told her the time -it was a quarter past nine- and then proceeded to wring her small, red fingers on her snowy white apron. “Is there something that troubles you?” Beatrice asked her as she was assisted to sit up on her pillows.
 
   “There’s one thing, Miss…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Still the little maid hesitated, twisting her hands in agitation. “It’s only that… his grace says, if you please Miss, that if I upset you he’ll wring my neck, Miss.”
 
   Beatrice laughed and then coughed painfully. “You can be sure that not only are you in no danger of agitating me, my dear,” she said when at last she was able to speak, “but your neck will also remain in its rightful position for many many more years to come.”
 
   Mary brightened visibly and said in a small, cautious voice: “It’s Lady Adelina, Miss. She’s in a terrible state, ever since they brought her in from the ice skatin’. She is not ‘armed in any way that I can tell, but she’s something terrible frightened that you might die. In her place, you know? Die in her place, I meant, if you don’t think it an impertinence, Miss. Her words they are, not mine. And she’s crying, an’ raising an uproar amongst all the other guests, an’ refusing to eat or drink, that’s how much her nerves are sufferin’, as Her ladyship says.”
 
   Beatrice immediately insisted that the girl be brought into her room, and she sat up, drawing her lawn robe securely about her.
 
    
 
   Adelina arrived a few moments later looking pale and teary-eyed, to kneel beside her governesses’ bed. She lifted red, puffy eyes to her, and whispered in a horrified voice:
 
   “Whatever would I have done if you should have died because of me, dear Miss Devon?” Then she promptly burst into tears.
 
   Miss Devon started caressing her long golden tresses, motioning for her to sit on the bed beside her, and then covered her with her own blanket, for the night was cold in spite of the roaring fire in the hearth. “Hush, my sweet,” she told her gently, over and over again, until the girl’s heartbreaking tears slowly trickled to a stop. “Won’t you call me Beatrice?” she asked. “I should like it of all things, if you don’t think it too much of a liberty?”
 
   She smiled ruefully at the last part, and Adelina turned to look at her, outraged. “Liberty?” she cried. “You sacrificed your life for me this day. Dear, sweet, self-denying Miss Devon, if I could but convey to you my gratitude, I would be satisfied…”
 
   “Beatrice,” she interrupted.
 
   “Beatrice, forgive me,” Adelina obeyed blushing shyly.
 
   “There is nothing to forgive,” Beatrice replied seriously, brushing a wet strand of hair away from her charge’s wet cheek.
 
   “Oh but there is!” that young lady cried, standing up in her agitation. “If it hadn’t been for my foolishness you wouldn’t have had to risk your life in that brave, selfless manner…”
 
   “Look at you, speaking like a refined lady,” Beatrice smiled and patted the spot Adelina had just emptied beside her. “Come back here, Adelina,” she said softly. “For if you call me selfless and sweet one more time, I don’t know what I shall be driven to!”
 
   Adelina obeyed her -for the third time in a single day, which was a wonder in itself!- and smiled faintly.
 
   “It is true,” she said. “No one… no one else would have done what you did for me. And I so selfish and obtuse… I know everyone else rushed to safety immediately; I am well aware they would all leave me there to sink and die! Just like they left you. Only I thought, since I am the duke’s ward and all, someone would care enough about me to…” Suddenly realizing what she was saying, Adelina blushed furiously and clamped a hand to her mouth, tears springing to her eyes again. “Oh, I didn’t mean that,” she sobbed. “Please forgive me. I am the most selfish being alive! Not even a generous, loving heart like yours will be able to put up with me after this! You are worth a million of me, a million of everyone in this castle, even a million of the duke himself!” she cried vehemently.
 
   Beatrice by now was having the greatest difficulty in keeping her amusement from showing. “Oh I don’t think I could be worth even half of him,” she said somberly.
 
   Adelina, of course, was too much absorbed in her fit of self-deprecation and self-pity to notice. Beatrice placed her hands on her shoulders and gently turned her to face her. “Listen to me, my dear,” she said kindly, “there is more to becoming a woman than fine gowns and a number of admirers. It takes true courage, integrity and selflessness to turn yourself into a person that the world would be the wealthier for possessing.”
 
   Adelina nodded, her round eyes taking in every word. She met the warm, brown gaze of her governess with sincerity and awe.
 
   “This is what I have been trying to teach you since the day I met you,” Beatrice went on, her voice wavering with emotion. “And that was also the day that I first started loving you; a clever, beautiful girl, who only needed a little help into becoming the wonderful human being she already was.”
 
   Adelina’s eyes filled again with tears. “You… you saw all that in me?” she asked, incredulous. “You still do, after… after what I did to you?”
 
   Beatrice laughed and drew her close for a warm embrace. “I do, my sweet friend. And you did nothing to me. Even if I had died today, which God saw to that I didn’t; yet even if that had happened, it would have been through no fault of your own. As for my part, it would have been a sacrifice well worth the gain.”
 
   At this Adelina cried even more bitterly and loudly, and Beatrice rocked her gently, trying to comfort her. She knew from personal experience how it hurt to leave the innocence of childhood behind, and much more so if that childhood had been incomplete and lacking in the most basic expression of kindness and affection. But the time had come for her young charge to grow up: it couldn’t be helped.
 
   Besides, even though coming of age might bring pain, it also brought the fruits of strength in one’s own identity and new, nobler goals for one’s life.  
 
   Finally Beatrice’s arms began to hurt from the exertion and she felt a deep fatigue wash over her, to the point where she was light-headed and feared she should faint. She grit her teeth and the wave of weakness passed, leaving her drowsy and weak for sleep. “Pray with me, will you?” she asked Adelina, who immediately nodded, even though up until that moment she had rejected any such invitation with deep scorn and indignation.
 
   Beatrice went through her prayers swiftly, feeling her strength drain with every breath, and Adelina knelt next to her bed, immobile, her slender palms meeting like a little saint’s.
 
   Then, when Beatrice was at the point of falling asleep, keeping her eyelids open with the greatest of efforts, the door to her chamber was suddenly thrown open and swift steps approached her bed. Adelina was lead away to her own room in a moment, and she herself tucked snugly in the warm covers. 
 
   As sleep claimed her, she felt a hand touch her hair, smoothing it gently away from her cheek, and a warm breath whispered to her to sleep safe. It was the best, most welcome dream she’d had in her life.
 
    
 
   She was ordered to keep to her bed, or at least to the confines of her room, for the entirety of two days and in consequence, by the evening of the first day, she was thoroughly rested and bored nearly out of her mind.
 
   She felt perfectly well, except for a little tired, but she had been asleep for the better part of the day and right now, as dusk crept over the snow-covered grounds of Ashton Park and the shadows lengthened outside her window, she could scarcely keep herself from screaming for want of exercise and distraction.
 
   Finally, she pressed her ear to the door like a child and was satisfied to hear that the house had quieted down, since every guest and servant was downstairs in the dining hall. She wrapped herself in her well-worn but quite warm woolen cloak over her nightgown, and slipped outside.
 
   She had already been feeling as though her room had been overheated by the constant stirring of the fire by overeager maids, so she welcomed the cold on her flaming cheeks as she started down the long, carpeted corridor in search of a small library. At least she could find a book to keep her company in the long sleepless hours of the night that would follow.  She hadn’t bothered to dress her hair, but had simply let it hang over her shoulder in a thick braid, for she didn’t expect to be seen.
 
   She was holding a candle carefully in her left hand and she lifted it to light the way as she walked carefully from door to door, until she came to the stairs. The darkness enveloped her like a curtain, but she didn’t mind its concealing mantle.
 
   Her fears seemed to have almost disappeared from the moment she’d set foot inside this merry, noisy castle, and she had almost forgotten how it felt to live in constant expectation of an alien foot treading the staircase in the night. Enjoying this recent freedom and with a bounce in her step, Beatrice reached the staircase and went up instead of down. She then turned sharply to the left and started tentatively trying the doors on her left and right. Of those that were unlocked, some led into cold, abandoned halls, some into nurseries of old, but she closed them all, uninterested, until she came to a heavy, wooden door, which was carved intricately with a baroque design, covered by a thin layer of dust.
 
   It wasn’t locked; it was bolted.
 
   She turned around to see whether she was being followed, but all that met her ears was utter silence. Taking a sudden decision, she set her candle-holder down, next to her feet, and lifted the bolt with both hands. It didn’t give way directly but resisted until finally, with a loud moaning sound, it came loose.
 
   She let it drop, panting and exhilarated, and even though her arms were trembling from the effort, and bent down to pick up her candle, eager to explore the room. She lifted it and swung the door slowly open.
 
   It screeched on its hinges, as though it was reluctant to admit any visitors.
 
   Beatrice froze. 
 
   She gasped aloud and the breath she let out was so sharp it blew out her candle in a huff. She was left alone in thick darkness, with only a thin film of smoke dancing in front of her eyes.
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   Dominic
 
    
 
   Was ever a man plagued with more tedious company? Ashton was seated at a card-table with a group of gentlemen, indifferently engaged in a game of piquet, while his brain was slowly going mad with ennui.
 
   His hooded, icy stare was fixed firmly at the elaborate wallpaper covering the opposite wall, and not even the countess’ sparkling eyes beckoning at him from across the Maroon Salon could succeed in rousing him from his black mood.
 
   Eventually the marquis of Ingram found his way to the card-table, and he leaned a shapely leg against the mantelpiece, lifting a sandy eyebrow in his grace’s direction. “You’re in a festive mood, Dominic,” he observed with that particular half-smile on his rich lips that was said to cause many a young girl to fall into a decline every Season.
 
   His grace didn’t even acknowledge him with a nod, so the marquis went to stand good-naturedly next to the gilded chair upon which his grace was sprawled, his long legs stretched before him, his frothy lace cravat sparkling with a tiny amethyst pin pinned in its middle expertly by his valet.
 
   “Losing at piquet, are we?” Ingram pronounced mercilessly. “Now that’s what I call true hospitality, my dear boy.”
 
   “Go to the devil,” his grace tossed over his shoulder.
 
   “I thought that I was invited to stay at his very abode for the Christmas festivities,” the marquis answered glibly, alluding to the name the disappointed mamas had affectionately and desperately given to the duke, dubbing him ‘the devil’ when they could not ensnare him for their armies of green misses -not to mention his reputation of killing people in duels.
 
   “You, of course, have your own reasons,” Ingram went on in a low voice, meant only for his grace’s ear, “for abandoning your guests to their own devices for the entire course of the night.”
 
   The marquis was a notorious stickler for decorum in polite Society, as much as he was wont to discard it in the bedroom, or so it was rumored. It was, however, the height of indiscretion to invite to your home the crème de la crème of the haut ton and then fail to provide adequate entertainment for their leisure.
 
   “Am I not just now engaged in the most insipid game of cards you ever saw in your life?” the duke whispered back, his teeth nearly snarling in anger.
 
   The marquis had the audacity to laugh softly. “You know,” he began, “there is no shame in being quite shaken up by your heroic efforts of this morning. I mean, granted, I wasn’t actually there, which is to say, I missed an excellent spectacle that would afford me amusement for possibly the rest of my earthly years, but from what one hears, why, my dear fellow, you were a veritable Lancelot! Jumping in like that, or whatever it was you did…”
 
   Ashton appeared to be intent on removing an almost invisible speck of dust from the sleeve of his velvet jacket.
 
   “And I will be the first to admit it,” the marquis went on amiably. “This is quite an improvement upon your character. I mean, only last week you were putting a bullet through that Spaniard’s heart, what was his name?”
 
   “It escapes me,” quoth his grace, studying his well-manicured fingernails.
 
   “Well, it goes to say,” the marquis continued, undeterred, as he swung a leg on a satin couch, spreading his long body across it easily. “Take a life, save a life. Look at ‘the devil’ trying to redeem himself. Although, dear boy,” he leaned close and whispered conspiratorily in Ashton’s ear, stuffing a bite of golden pear into his mouth and beginning to chew it in a most irritating manner, “I heard say it was a servant you rushed to rescue. No, that will not do at all. It must be a genteel lady of the standing of the Wellesley at the least, not to say more, if you’re to redeem yourself in the eyes of the ton. Now, saving a mere kitchen maid, or whatever she was, will get you nowhere. Except, of course, if that is the sport you prefer. But even then, you should practice a bit more discretion, my friend.” He took another bite and stabbed the air with his pear-holding hand, speaking with his mouth full. “In that you may take my example, old boy. The entire world does not need to know where you find your pleasure, do they?”
 
   “You will have your fun, I suppose,” Ashton replied in a icy tone.
 
   “It is my turn, by Jove!” Ingram exclaimed, his eyes dancing with mirth. 
 
   The duke lifted a white hand to the small table next to him and grasped a crystal glass of port, lifting it to his lips. He then got up from his chair, in his usual languish manner, and proceeded to fix the marquis with a stare that was rumored, in its darker moments, to be able to turn green leaves to ash. “It wasn’t for mere sport that I did what I did, I assure you,” he told him with dangerous calm. “Nor did I enjoy making a spectacle of myself to my guests. Indeed, anyone who does not understand that I acted swiftly and from sincere motives, with the sole purpose of preventing a great catastrophe from which Hartfield Park would hardly ever recover, is a fool and welcome to leave the hospitality of this estate.”
 
   By now the marquis’ warm green eyes had turned serious, and so had every other gentleman’s in the room. Every one ceased what they were doing in order to hear his grace’s unexpected soliloquy. Ingram, wearing a pained expression on his handsome face, tried to speak, but his grace halted him with a quelling look.
 
   “Do you not think that I’m aware what you have all been whispering behind my back ever since my ward entered my care?” Ashton went on, in a voice that was as calm as it was indignant. “Accusing me of holding a grudge against her because of my cousin’s indiscretions, romanticizing the tragedy that almost ruined the lives of at least three people, and which is now as buried in the past as your own morals, if you ever had any… There are few among you, if any, who would hesitate to lay the guilt of today’s accident, had it been fatal, at my door. My dear Ingram,” he addressed himself to the marquis, “I am loath to attribute any of these baser instincts to a man I esteem as much as I do you, and yet you have refrained from defending me at the face of such accusations, when they have been uttered in your presence.”
 
   The marquis, for once, had nothing to say for himself.
 
   “Do not presume to lecture me, on what I should or should not do amongst my guests. In fact, I don’t see any reason,” Ashton continued, with a sudden spark of inspiration, “why I cannot retire this very minute and enjoy my glass of port by my fireside, in my robe. I trust all you gentlemen will allow that, far from being rude, I am in truth acting in a manner entirely justified by yesterday’s happenings.” He nodded in the direction of Lord Burns’ innocent stare, knowing that him at least he must exclude from the heated accusations he’d just flung on his guests’ heads, and added a bit more gently, “As Charles would put it, I’ve earned it mightily.”
 
   A slow, polite murmur of mirth spread through the room, and before anyone could gainsay him, the duke was wishing them a good night and striding out the door.
 
    
 
   He was in a furious, black mood by the time he gained the staircase, and he flung his fist on the cold, hard wall in frustration. At least he was glad that was out of the way, since he was absolutely certain the whisperings about him and his niece’s father would cease after today’s outburst. Yet he’d handled it badly.  
 
   Never before had he felt so suffocated by the life he himself had built around him. Never before had he felt as though the countess’ mere touch was akin to strangling him. Never before had he felt buried beneath his own past and his future. This was his lifestyle; he knew that, he had meticulously built it around him as a shield. 
 
   And now he was drowning in it. Nothing could be done.
 
   He had chosen his path long ago. Or it had been chosen for him, but it mattered little. And pulling the little governess out of the icy water could not be enough to throw a thin ray of light into his stone-black soul.
 
   When he’d entered her room, heart racing in fear of what he’d find -although the physician had assured him she was out of danger-, he once again marveled at her actions. He’d heard of such heroic deeds on the battleground, wondered how a man could be pushed to risk his own life for the sake of his neighbor, but there was nothing that could compare to the horror of what he’d witnessed a few hours ago.
 
   What manner of person was she? he’d asked himself as he ran his fingertips lightly across her pale cheek, which was gently rising and falling with each calm breath. Her hair was spread out on the pillow, drying out in soft brown curls, which took on a reddish tint in the glow of the firelight. 
 
   When he was discovered by the countess, he’d felt such impatience rising up within him at the mere sight of her, he hardly knew how he’d restrained himself from ordering her from the room that very instant. Instead he’d stood there and endured a ridiculous conversation that left a bitter taste in his mouth.
 
   Then the little one had started coughing and, his heart in his mouth, he’d ran for the maid, hardly knowing what he said to her.
 
   He’d returned after half and hour and found that infernal child talking Miss Devon into exhaustion. The governess’ eyelids were drooping with sleep by the time he silently approached his niece and led her out of the room, returning briefly afterwards to make sure Miss Devon was covered up and warm for the night.
 
   Now he took a left turn and started climbing the stairs leisurely, savoring the quietness that descended upon him as the revelers’ voices faded into the distance behind him with every step. The memories assaulted him undisturbed for once. He was too tired to fight them today. They may as well have at him.
 
    
 
   He’d not always been the devil.
 
   Once, many years ago, he’d been a green youth with expectations, a mere earl, not bothering himself with much except having a lark with his cousin the heir, and chasing after the skirts of his pretty neighbor, Miss Diana White, a squire’s daughter. They were both in love with her, he and his cousin the marquis, a romantic, exquisite love which rarely survives past the gaining of majority.
 
   She had rosy cheeks and an abundance of golden curls that were forever escaping the chignons her governesses tried to tame them in, and she’d practically grown up with the two boys. But when Dominic came home from his first term at Oxford, things had changed between them.
 
   She’d let him steal kisses behind the bushes of the garden hedge, and he’d hold her hand wondering whether it was possible for two human beings to have a greater bond between them. He couldn’t offer for her yet, but they’d made every kind of promise to each other until such a time as he could kneel before her father and ask for her hand formally.
 
   He didn’t dare mar her lovely, innocent skin by so much as a touch, satisfying himself merely with cutting off one of her glorious tresses and setting it in a ring he wore always on his middle finger. And he had determined to keep himself pure for her as well, despite the constant temptations university offered, refusing to visit ‘Madame’s’ establishment with the rest of his classmates even once to quench his curiosity with a bit of muslin.
 
   On the next summer vacation he’d arrived at his father’s home, scarcely able to wait until dawn and meet her in their own, secret place behind the acacias. He’d found her in tears. A protective instinct had arisen fiercely within him, blind fool that he was, and he’d taken her in his arms and coaxed her troubles out of her, gritting his teeth with impatience until he knew who it was he’d have to kill for causing her such pain.
 
   Ashton smiled to himself, a wolfish, unpleasant smile, thinking that this was perhaps the origin of his inclination towards duels, a fact about which his friends inexplicably insisted on complaining. What had happened all those years ago was that he’d finally gleaned from a hiccupping Diana, after much coaxing and relentless persuasion, that in his absence she’d been driven to give herself up to the powers of… oh, it was too much for her to utter it!
 
   He’d asked her once more, his patience wearing thin.
 
   It was his own cousin, she murmured finally. The friend with whom he’d grown up as one would with a beloved brother. He’d roared in rage and a pain so unbearable he felt he’d go mad with it.
 
   His beloved, his pure, innocent girl, despoiled.
 
   And all his future destroyed along with her.
 
   He’d been of course naively mistaken on both accounts, but to his young, foolish heart, it had felt like the worst pain imaginable, green idiot that he’d been!
 
   After fortifying himself with a glass or two of sherry, Ashton had rushed to challenge his cousin, Adelina’s father, to a duel. He’d laughed and accepted, his eyes filling with pity. “You don’t know the whole of it, Dom,” he told him, but Dominic didn’t hear a word, lost in the red haze of his desperation.
 
   He’d nearly killed him, too.
 
   He himself had ended up with only a wound to the shoulder, his cousin being much less of a shot than he, but his pistol had shot true, right next to his opponent’s heart. He’d then turned to run into the house to propose marriage to his sweet, ruined Diana, wishing with all his heart that he could right the wrong that had been done to her, only to be refused. Hurt and disappointed, he’d been ordered by his uncle -his own father long since dead- to flee to Italy, where he stayed for two years, by which time it became apparent that there was no danger of his cousin succumbing to the all but fatal wound he’d inflicted.
 
   He had returned to find Diana happily married to his cousin, with a little girl of one and a half years bouncing in her lap, her little face the spit image of her mother, his first love.
 
   “Forgive me, my own dear brother,” his cousin said to him as soon as they found themselves alone, ignoring the way Dominic’s lips turned down in distaste, “I loved her.” Dominic had laughed harshly and prepared to mount his horse, but was stayed by an arm on his elbow. He looked down to see his cousin’s fingers trembling. Surprised, he lifted his eyes to the familiar, hated face. “I don’t know what she told you,” his cousin said, his eyes burning with sincerity, “but you must believe me, Dominic, indeed you must. I don’t know how I’ll manage without you here.”
 
   His father, the duke, had passed away a mere month ago, and Dominic had the honor of facing the present duke of Ashton. It had struck him suddenly how worn-out and unhappy his cousin looked, but damn him if he’d pity the man for making his own bed.
 
   “Do to the devil, Robert,” he said.
 
   “I know she told you something to the effect that I… I pursued her, forced her in a fashion…”
 
   In the darkness of the corridor leading to his rooms in Hartfield Park, Ashton frowned as he halted mid-step, wondering what had kept him from knocking his cousin to the ground at that precise point. 
 
   “You ruined her, yes,” he’d stated dryly instead, watching in satisfaction his cousin shudder at his words.
 
   “It was…” the duke swallowed. “It was quite the other way round, I assure you. I’d never hurt you deliberately, I swear. You must believe me, indeed you must! But what is a man to do when a woman fresh and beautiful is throwing herself to…”
 
   Ashton chuckled.
 
   He’d flung his cousin from his arm and galloped away at a speed calculated to break his neck, if he’d be so lucky. More than two years would pass before he found out the truth of his cousin’s statement.
 
   And what a sordid truth it was. The girl he’d thought pure and untouched, throwing herself to the heir in hopes of becoming a duchess, contriving to carry his child before he even proposed marriage… It made him shudder with disgust to even think of how he’d been duped. He’d learned the facts from his aunt, Lady Augusta, who had made it her mission to find out the truth, devoid of any fabrication -and for that he was eternally grateful to her. And thus finally, after so much heartache and disillusionment, he knew it. The truth of his own folly more than anything else.
 
   Fortunately by then he’d been transformed into an altogether different creature, and it hardly stung him to be acquainted with it.
 
    
 
   He was at the first landing and headed towards his own chambers, lost in thoughts black and murky like the waters of the lake that had almost swallowed him hours before, when a quiet, eerie music reached his ears. He stopped in his tracks, listening, and tried to shake himself out of the feeling that he was imagining it.
 
   He strained his ears once more as the music swelled in an emotional crescendo and then trailed away into silence. He must be more tired than he thought, so much so in fact that his mind was of an extremely suggestive disposition, for immediately as the music stopped, he thought he missed its haunting melody so much that he quite absurdly wished that it had lingered on.
 
   Then another tune started.
 
   His grace turned sharply on his heel and started swiftly up the stairs, taking the steps three at a time.
 
   The sound was coming from the old sealed music room, but that was impossible, since it hadn’t been used since his childhood. He placed his hand on the door and opened it slowly, noting that the heavy bolt had been lifted clumsily. The hinges creaked loudly as he entered the room with slow but sure steps, fully expecting to behold a ghost.
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   He had expected to find himself in thick darkness, but the abandoned music room was bathed in a soft, warm light and a fire was miraculously sparkling in the hearth. Gossamer cobwebs chased away along with the shadows, the room looked welcoming instead of forbidding and occupied instead of deserted for the better part of two decades.
 
   Lush but faded armchairs faced the fireplace and old-fashioned tapestries covered every surface of the walls, giving the room a particular, cozy look that lacked in any other room of the Park. A single, almost floor-length window was hidden behind a heavy velvet curtain and a few paintings were leaning against the walls on the floor, as though someone had thought of hanging them up, but had for some reason abandoned the plan.
 
   On the right-hand corner, which was farthest from the fire and consequently in almost complete darkness, he could just discern the dim silhouette of an exquisite pianoforte. And seated at the stool with her back to the door, dark hair glowing in the faint light as they fell in a thick braid over her left shoulder, her fingers producing an unearthly music on the keys, was Miss Beatrice Devon.
 
   As soon as the door opened and the duke’s candle flooded the room with light, the music came to a sharp, discordant halt. Miss Devon flew out of her seat, nearly upsetting the stool in her haste, and turned startled eyes to his grace.
 
   “Miss Devon,” said he, quite unnecessarily. 
 
   His voice was calm in spite of his shock, which encouraged Miss Devon to clear her throat and pronounce, in a most incoherent manner:
 
   “Your grace… I’m afraid I…”
 
   “Don’t stand up,” he interrupted her almost before she’d begun. He kept his voice low, and was absolutely still, as though he was afraid any sudden movement or sound would wake up ghosts forgotten from the past. “I did not mean to interrupt.”
 
   He made an impatient movement for her to take her seat again, and she did so.
 
   He stood still at the doorstep, as she regarded the keys thoughtfully, but did not move her fingertips over them. “Can I stay?” he asked at length, with a faint air of amusement. He hadn’t lost his senses so far that he’d forgotten this was his home they were standing in, his bolted music-room she’d entered without permission. Yet he somehow felt he had to apologize for having interrupted so intimate a scene. He felt like an intruder, a positive Moses before the burning bush.
 
   The little governess looked up at him in surprise. The question had been uttered in a tentative, almost humble way, and even though the voice of the speaker had had an unmistakable ironic tilt to it, it was after all his grace who was asking for permission, and that in itself was a small miracle.
 
   For a moment, Miss Devon appeared to be at a loss for words. Then, since apparently that was not a situation she was in the habit of finding herself in, she rallied. “Would you… please blow out the candle?” she whispered. He obliged, not asking for an explanation, and they were once again submerged in almost utter darkness.
 
   Miss Devon started to play and Ashton went to stand in front of a mirror which, he knew from memory, was hung on the wall to her left. If there was any light of substance in the room, he would see his visage reflected blurrily but starkly back to him, something which was not possible when he’d been a child. As it was, however, he was spared any such alarming occurrence and felt his eyes drift shut as the first notes of an Italian aria caressed his ears.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   From the first minute her hands had found the mahogany cover of the instrument in the darkness, it was as though a spell had come over her. She’d opened it and her fingers had placed themselves on the ivory keys, rubbery with dust. She’d closed her eyes and began to play from memory, and hadn’t opened them again until the door swung open on its rusty hinges with a screech.
 
   Yet not even his grace’s entrance had awoken her from her trance.
 
   Gone were the cruel hands that threatened to choke her in her nightmares, gone the memory of that last time, years ago, when she’d sat at the pianoforte and played until she was weak in order to escape him.
 
   All that remained was the music, safe and familiar. So she played more.
 
    
 
   She played steadily for the next hour and a half, at the end of which her eyes found his grace perched on one of the deep armchairs, his eyes closed, his hair one with the darkness.
 
   Beatrice had all but forgotten about his presence in the room, truth be told, and as for worrying whether she’d be heard by any of the other guests, they had entirely flown from her mind. She had been completely absorbed by the music and to come down from that high plane of existence required some time to get her bearings.
 
   She sat there, her chest rising and falling as though she’d run a great distance, her brain trying to comprehend the marvel of what had just happened: she’d been playing for hours, without even a cloud of dark thoughts threatening to drag her under. She’d played in peace, she’d played with joy, and for the last two hours, she’d played in front of an audience. 
 
   Which audience appeared, for the moment, to have fallen into a quiet slumber. Beatrice smiled to herself.
 
   Silence reigned for a full minute. His grace made not a sound, remaining quiet, just as he had during the entire time, betraying his presence by neither sound nor motion. Finally, she stood up to leave, her dress rustling stiffly behind her. She was spent for the effort, both emotional and physical, had taken its toll on her, and now she swayed slightly and reached out a hand to hold on to the wall.
 
   “Stay!” an unrecognizable voice startled her.
 
   The fire was dying out but it was still giving out a warm glow, although a distinctive chill was beginning to penetrate her bones. She turned towards the voice and her eyes, having adjusted to the darkness, saw his grace’s gaze fixed on her, glowing like embers. 
 
   So he hadn’t been asleep after all.
 
   She went quietly to stand next to him and he stayed immobile as a statue. Once by his side, she didn’t know what to do, so she waited for a couple of minutes. She was getting ready to leave, when she saw something gleaming on his grace’s sharp cheekbone. Was it a tear? She lifted her hand to touch it, not realizing what she was doing. 
 
   His hand flew out and grabbed hers in a grip so powerful it hinted at desperation -that is, it would have, if she knew him to be capable of showing any emotion, which she well knew he wasn’t. She, however, was to be surprised once more.
 
   “Witch,” he pronounced through gritted teeth. “What have you done to me? I am thoroughly enchanted.”
 
   “Your grace,” Beatrice replied for want of anything to say. “I regret that anything I did has distressed you.” 
 
   “Distressed me?” he asked and he sounded a bit more like himself, his voice cold and mocking. “You have shaken the very core of me, as you can well see. This room…” he paused as though contemplating whether it would be wise to get the words out, “this room used to hold a mix of good and bad memories for me. You’ve changed all that. Nothing I remember of it will ever compare to the enchantment your fingers managed to weave around it this night.”
 
   “I was bored silly sitting in that bed all day,” she said by way of an explanation. “Then I’m afraid I started off in a bit of exploring, and when I came up here, my candle was blown out. So I was left in utter darkness, and by touch I found the fireplace and lit a fire in it.”
 
   “You, madam,” the duke said, “are ever resourceful.” He frowned abruptly. “Pity you didn’t seem so shrewd in the skills of self-preservation last morning…” He stopped himself abruptly, and maybe he had meant the words to sound light and ironic, but with the swell of emotion about them and the darkness coating the entire room in an air of sadness and mystery, it sounded more like a rebuke.
 
   “Ah, but you hired me to do a job, your grace,” Beatrice answered simply, not beating about the bush. “And what… what happened, although I regret your part in it, was still the most important and indeed the first lesson that I have managed to get through to Adelina.”
 
   At this his grace finally lifted his blue eyes to meet Miss Devon’s earnest stare. “What was the lesson? Premature death?” he asked cuttingly. He got up and began pacing about the room in an agitated manner.
 
   “No,” Miss Devon said patiently, as though explaining things to a child. “The lesson is that when faced with the dilemma of sacrificing anybody else over self, the choice should always be self.”
 
   “I see,” his grace said in a cold voice. “There is no room in your philosophy, then, for what it might do to others to…”
 
   “Yes, your grace?”
 
   “To watch you die,” he said in a calm voice, but his eyes were watching her.
 
   Beatrice found herself trembling most violently at the sound of his last words. “In this occasion,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady, “and this only, I believe it to be right to put one’s self first. That is, the decision of sacrifice is of a most personal and solitary nature, is it not?”
 
   “The only merit of selfishness,” he mused with a sardonic smile. “If that. This is quite a martyr’s philosophy, wouldn’t you agree? You won’t find me much impressed by such self-denying thoughts, if that was your ambition. On the contrary, I find them tedious and alarming. It makes me worry, you see, Miss Devon, what it might lead you to do.” He came to stand next to her, and bent down low to speak close to her ear. “You have caused a great deal of upheaval in my household, in the short time that you have been with us, as you are well aware. What more are we to expect?”
 
   She couldn’t trust her voice, so she refrained from answering.
 
   “And now I see that you are trembling,” he observed in an indifferent voice, moving away from her. “Please oblige me, child, by not exerting yourself any more than necessary, at least for tonight.”
 
   Without a word she started to move towards the door with small, careful steps so that she wouldn’t stumble in the dark. Immediately he was next to her, towering above her as he stood in her way, halting her progress. He wasn’t touching her, but the mere sound of his low, rumbling voice sent shivers up and down her spine. His proximity, his familiar, masculine scent… she felt a heady sensation burning through her limbs, as though her very skin was on fire.
 
   His eyes bore into hers, stealing her breath, and he spoke with an intensity that frightened her. “You will leave me then?” he cried. “After I’ve seen your soul laid open, after all that we shared in this room… After cutting me through and dispelling the darkness that was opening up to devour me? How can you bare to leave me?” He was whispering in her ear by now, his lips brushing her skin and it was all she could do to stay upright. She wanted to tell him it was he, this room, this house that had dispelled her own darkness, but her throat was dry and she couldn’t utter a sound. His grace took her elbow to steady her as she swayed, drawing in a sharp breath. 
 
   “The way you acted,” he said, his lips brushing her ear, “what you did yesterday… I’ve not seen anyone do. It shook me deeply. Though I knew from the first moment I met you, dressed like a little street urchin, that you were different from any woman of my acquaintance, I scarcely imagined that I would come to owe you a debt so profound.”
 
   “Your grace… is far too kind,” she murmured. “You are the one who saved my life at great danger to yours, and I cannot think of a way to convey my gratitude to you.”
 
   “Gratitude?” he repeated absently, as though the word sounded foreign to his ears. “Still you try to escape.” 
 
   “I am chilled,” she said. “And tired.”
 
   “Of course,” he murmured at once, contritely. “Of course.” Yet he would not let her go. “You are devout, are you not Miss Devon?” he said into her hair after a moment of complete quiet. “I was wont to thank your God too, for saving you.”
 
   “He saved me,” she replied with a watery smile, for she was feeling touched beyond words at his admission, “but you were his instrument.”
 
   “Little as the thought of being anyone’s instrument appeals to me,” his grace replied, “I find it oddly exhilarating at the moment.” She merely looked at him with her sad, serious eyes silent. “You are no doubt wondering what business a cad like me has, talking to your God,” he went on, looking away from her. “And you would be right; a soul black as mine has no right to redemption.”
 
   “There is redemption for any sin.”
 
   “You do believe that to be true of everyone, do you not?” he asked her quizzically. “No matter the depth of their deprived character.”
 
   “I am not as naïve as you seem to presume, your grace,” Beatrice said quietly. “I do realize that there are deeds and acts so… evil that may seem unpardonable, if only for the great weight of guilt they build upon the trespassers. I am a firm believer, however, in the words of the Holy Book, that love can cover a multitude of sins.” She shuddered, thinking of the hands that had touched her and pressed themselves into her tender, childish skin, reliving the darkness of the nights his shadow had pressed her against the wall of…
 
   “Let me look at your serious little face,” the duke’s gentle voice brought her out of the murky memories. He led her closer to the fireplace with a hand on her back, the warmth of his touch penetrating the icy blackness that surrounded her. “I have had the strangest sensation just now, my dear Miss Devon, that you were not speaking of me and my multitude of sins, but of someone else entirely.” His shining eyes were searching hers intently and she had to avert her gaze.
 
   “I have known evil worse than even you can imagine,” she murmured to herself, through chattering teeth.
 
   “What curtain of darkness comes over you at times, I wonder,” he mused, lifting a finger to the stray hairs that had escaped her braid and placing them behind her ear. “A braver and kinder woman I’ve rarely met, and yet it seemed to me, from the first time I met you, that you have the air of someone looking over her shoulder; expecting some kind of monster to jump at you from the shadows.”
 
   Beatrice bent her head low and would have walked away from him, but he restrained her with a hand on her wrist.
 
   “You may trust me,” he said. “God knows why you should, but I’ve a feeling that sooner or later you will be forced to. I wish there was a better man present to offer you his wisdom and protection, but for want of morals and integrity, availability will have to do.”
 
   “Please,” she said, “do not speak thus.”
 
   How could he tell? He didn’t know, did he? she wondered, panic clenching her stomach. No, it was preposterous. “Your grace…” she whispered. It was hard to think, to breathe even, as the movement of his fingers was sending a thrill of pleasure down her spine. He didn’t cease -he seemed to be doing it without noticing.
 
   She tried to continue, but he spoke her again in a changed voice. “I spent many a happy hour in this music room, did you know? Or at least I considered myself happy. The children in whose company I was raised… they grew up to be the stuff of nightmares.” He let go of her, turning about the room, speaking to himself. “How I dreamed the foolish dreams of youth… I didn’t care one whit about the title, it was she that consumed my thoughts. Her voice, her sweet angelic voice that became poison to me eventually. This was my aunt’s favorite room at the Park, you know,” he went on after a small pause. “She was a good woman, or at least good to me, the only one who cared for an obscure orphan boy, such as I was back then. Before I brought any sort of girl here, I’d spent many happy hours of my childhood in this room, with her, in the presence of music and laughter. She died when I was thirteen, at childbirth. She died in my arms, her own son and scoundrel of a husband absent, her baby dying shortly after.”
 
   “I am so sorry,” she said with a catch in her voice, and he scoffed.
 
   “And now I’ve become just like my uncle, the duke -in name and in deed. Worse, maybe. What on earth has come over me? I haven’t been inside this room, nor contemplated on the state of my morals since my Oxford days.” He looked at her curiously, a harsh, ugly smile marring his handsome face. “What have you done to me, witch?”
 
   Beatrice’s teeth were chattering by now, and she felt her legs giving way under the strain of fatigue and emotion. She hardly followed what he said; she could only feel a deep sorrow weighing her heart down at the pain his words emanated. “I must retire,” she breathed into the darkness. “I am so cold… Please.”
 
   “Forgive me,” he said quickly, rousing from his musings. “I shall but light a candle and you will be on your way.”
 
   She waited while he knelt to the dying embers and lit his discarded candle, then placed it gingerly on her trembling fingers. She was at the door when he spoke again, in a quiet, strangled voice:
 
   “So you are determined to abandon me!”
 
   “I do not wish to abandon you, your grace,” she said calmly, “merely to go to my room, as you just now said I should…”
 
   In two long strides he was at her side, his lips curling around a curse, and he was cupping her neck with his warm hand and tilting her head upwards.
 
   “Stop saying this infernal ‘your grace’ to me,” he gasped and the next minute his lips were on hers, claiming her mouth.
 
    
 
   No, she thinks in a panic.
 
   His lips on hers, choking her, suffocating her, sucking out her life… She feels herself tumbling into the darkness, all the time kicking and gasping for air, and there is no way to know what unspeakable evil he’ll do to her unconscious body once she’s closed her eyes.
 
    
 
   Her lips parted in surprise and her eyes drifted shut as she felt the duke’s lips teasing hers gently open.
 
   No rough hands moved to grip her throat against her will, instead his grace’s fingers brushed away a few strands of hair that had stolen their way to her cheek, and he sighed in pleasure against her lips. 
 
   A slow tingle traveled from his touch at her throat to her limbs and she felt her bones melting to honey, her knees too weak to support her. Still, the darkness was palpably receding in her mind, leaving it clear and hungry for more of this, more of him. She tried moving her tongue a little and the result was immediate. He moaned, bringing his hand to her back slowly and opening his mouth. He tasted of alcohol and tobacco, of Christmas and of home. She explored his lips with hers, getting bolder, and she felt his thirst for her setting her skin on fire.
 
   This was an entirely different experience.
 
   If this was to be called a kiss, then it was something else entirely she had been tormented with all of her youth and childhood. She leaned against his grace lightly and he, as though he’d been waiting for her reaction, took her in his arms, lacing his hands around her waist.
 
   She abandoned herself to the kiss and he deepened the movement, leaning down and turning her head gently, so that they fit together like a breath. She kissed him until she forgot to breathe, until she was entirely overwhelmed, sliding to the floor boneless, hardly existing anymore.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic 
 
    
 
   Ashton, feeling her wilt against him, brought his right hand to her waist and lifted her to him, supporting her head with his other hand. She moaned softly against his lips and it was all he could do not to devour her there and then.
 
   When he’d given in to his urge to touch her, he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop there. He’d known he would have to taste her and feel her skin burning against the palm of his hand, as it did now, beneath the ethereal fabric of her nightgown.
 
   He gasped as his fingers came in contact with her throat, nothing between his palm and the bare skin of her arm but the insubstantial cotton of her shift. He pinned her to the couch from his hips to his shoulders, feeling her body quiver beneath him, as she met him kiss for kiss.
 
   He hadn’t imagined how warm her reaction would be.
 
   She’d become a lithe, warm creature in his arms, writhing under his touch and inviting him to explore her sweet mouth in the most maddeningly innocent way.
 
   Her hands moved to the tips of the hair at the back of his neck, playing with the strands on his collar, and he pressed her to him more closely, feeling the warmth of her body, almost lifting her off her feet in his attempt to savor her taste. He slid her sleeve down over her right shoulder, swinging her braid out of the way, and ran his palm along her smooth skin, following the slender bone structure up to her collarbone. 
 
   His thumb ran along the line of her jaw and he felt the wetness of a tear running down her cheek. His heart lurched.
 
   With a will of iron, he parted from her. “Beatrice,” he gasped. 
 
   She was hardly drawing any air by the time he let her go, but he too for once had lost his cool and had to lean his forehead against hers, panting, until the dizziness passed. He felt her soft, slim body trembling violently against his and heard her struggle to breathe.
 
   “Have I hurt you, little one?” he asked, bending his head low over hers to examine her expression. “Let me see your eyes, I entreat you.” She met his gaze steadily, her own, brown one brilliant with unshed tears. Ashton took a step back from her, stumbling a little. Her large, trusting eyes were lifted to him with an intense emotion shining in their depths, and it was only then that he began to realize what he had done. “Was this your first kiss, love?” he croaked in an unsteady voice. 
 
   She lifted a shaky hand to wipe her swollen lips, and he turned away, feeling a sharp pain in his chest. Never had the mere sight of a woman moved him more deeply.
 
   She answered neither yes or no, and he felt a shudder run through him. The cold was biting now that he had parted from her embrace. Did she feel the same? “I regret,” he said gruffly in a moment, “that it was stolen from a cad,” 
 
   “I wasn’t stolen,” her voice rejoined, trembling but sweeter than ever, “it was given to a cad.”
 
   He suddenly laughed out loud and the tension broke between them. He quietly moved to open the door for her, but as she started to walk towards it she stumbled and would have fallen to her knees, her legs still weak from his kisses, if he hadn’t been there to catch her.
 
   He rushed to her, catching her by the waist, and she rested her head on his chest as though it was too heavy for her to hold up on her own. “Did you hurt yourself?” he whispered in a rough voice. “Your strength is spent, lean on me.”
 
   He tightened his grip on her and, feeling the rapid rise and fall of her chest, her breath coming in struggling little gasps, he exhaled sharply and slid one arm beneath her knees. Without a word he cradled her close to him all the way down the stairs, his own heart beating furiously, bursting from his chest. They had no light but he knew the way with eyes closed, so within a few minutes he had her safe in her fire-lit room.
 
   He deposited her on the bed with infinite gentleness and took her hand lightly in his fingers. “I cannot bring myself to leave you,” he murmured after a long silence.
 
   It had been a long time since he’d spoken these words in sincerity, although he had perfected an affected way of saying them to his mistresses -they seemed to delight every woman. But the little governess was looking at him somberly, her serious eyes taking his measure shrewdly. It almost struck him with disgust that he should mean them now. Good gad, what sort of milksop had she turned him into? Why, he was one step away from making a complete cake of himself, starting to woo the chit in earnest.
 
   “It was not just yesterday that you saved my life, your grace. You have been my savior since that first day you interviewed me for a position in your household,” she told him, her cheeks aflame.
 
   “You have set me on fire,” he replied, and then damn him if he didn’t feel her christian name springing again to his lips. “Beatrice.” His voice was shaking, and so were his fingers as he lifted her hand and, shutting his eyes, pressed a kiss on her palm.
 
   He knew what this pain was. Pure, carnal lust; and he most definitely would not deny himself its relief if he had in front of him any other woman than the one who’d nearly drowned, mere hours before, saving his ward from her own folly.
 
   His fingers trailed the length of her torso, and he parted the flimsy folds of her night-gown to meet the translucent skin of her thigh. She shuddered beneath his touch, staying absolutely still, and didn’t move a muscle to stop him. He caressed her knee, his touch lingering on the delicate spot behind the bone, and buried his face in her shoulder, moaning softly.
 
   She took a sharp little breath, as though she was struggling to breathe -and that was all that was needed to wake him up.
 
   He withdrew his hand, and covered her bare legs gently.
 
   Without meeting her gaze again, he got up and went to the door. He took a steadying breath. This infernal party could not end soon enough to suit his taste. 
 
   At the door, he turned once more to her.
 
   “If you should feel at all unwell during the night,” he said in a calm, matter-of-fact voice, “remember that I have given one of the guests’ rooms to a maidservant by the name of Mary. She is sleeping in the room right across from yours and I’ve given orders that she’s to check on you every three hours or so. My own ears will be trained on your door as well, listening for any sign of distress, small or otherwise. Understood?”
 
   She nodded that she did.
 
   The next minute he was gone.
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The next morning Beatrice took her breakfast in Lady Augusta’s room.
 
    “My dear girl, I was infinitely alarmed,” that good lady exclaimed as soon as Beatrice stepped inside the door, and opened her arms wide to embrace her.
 
   Beatrice felt her eyes water at her kindness. “I am unharmed,” she said, smiling into Lady Augusta’s kind eyes.
 
   “So they told me,” the dowager replied, but her brow was furrowed. 
 
   Beatrice send the maid away, and proceeded to help Lady Augusta to wash herself, get dressed and into her wheelchair.
 
   “That was unnecessary, my dear Beatrice,” Lady Augusta said. “You are not yet fully recovered I see, and you may have set your progress back a good deal by insisting that you assist me.”
 
   “It is a small token of my gratitude and appreciation for all that you’ve done for me, my lady,” Beatrice said in a soft voice filled with emotion, “and being granted the privilege of assisting you has not ceased to amaze me since the first day I came into your home.”
 
   “What nonsense,” Lady Augusta said, looking much like her nephew with the roguish tilt of her chin. “Infernal child, how many times do I have to remind you not to stand upon ceremony with me or call me ‘your lady’ in that odious manner? Not to mention, of course, that Dominic hired you to be Adelina’s chaperone, not my nursemaid!”
 
   “His grace as well has been more than kind to me…” Miss Devon started to say, but was swiftly interrupted by her ladyship.
 
   “I know all about his heroic exertions, never you fear,” she said. “Why I am near sick of hearing his praises exalted to the heavens by every maid and serf in this accursed place! It is you however, that I understand to be the one responsible for the greater selflessness.”
 
   “I wish you were right, my dear lady, in your painting of my character,” Beatrice replied, hanging her head in shame. “But I am afraid that I much differ from what you consider me to be.”
 
   Her ladyship laughed.
 
   “Let’s hear it,” she said.
 
   Beatrice swallowed hard. Then she started to relate last night’s escapade, leaving out the kiss. She’d stayed awake for the better part of the night afterwards, reprehending herself for her lack of restraint. She had cried a little, thinking back on the beauty of his lips as her mouth had explored them and the novelty of the thrill his grace’s embrace had sparked within her, before falling into an exhausted slumber.
 
   Lady Augusta listened to her carefully, and then raised her eyebrows up to the roots of her elegantly braided grey hair.
 
   “Beatrice,” she said after she had finished, her eyes crinkling with kindness. “Beatrice, my dear, you have shown such maturity and superior wisdom in your dealings with my nephew’s ward, that I sometimes forget you are little more than a child yourself. My dear girl, have you had a mother to instruct you in the ways of men?”
 
   Beatrice’s face drained of blood. “What… what do you mean?” she asked through white lips.
 
   “No, do not alarm yourself, child,” Lady Augusta reached out a hand to clasp her cold, trembling one warmly. “I merely meant to say that his grace is, after all a man. And, that being the case, you should be cautious of him at all times. Not, mind you, that he hasn’t got the greatest respect for you, because he does, and believe me, I do not say this lightly. There are few people that have earned his respect and trust on this earth, and none of them women, at least insofar as I know. I think he as genuinely likes you as he is capable of. With that said, you should be on your guard.”
 
   “On my guard,” Beatrice repeated.
 
   “If I am to be honest,” Lady Augusta continued, nodding, “I will have to add that I have often thought of this subject and didn’t quite know how to breach it with you. From the very start I have wanted to put you on your guard, concerning my nephew, and seeing as he hasn’t been indifferent to your beauty or your gentle manners.”
 
   “My lady, you will make me laugh,” Beatrice exclaimed. “Beauty indeed! As for my so-called gentle manners, I will have you know that his grace has been subject to my runaway tongue on more than one occasion!”
 
   “I expected nothing less from you, my dear,” her ladyship replied with a sparkle in her eyes. “Please, promise me that you’ll be careful,” she added in a minute, turning serious again, “and that you’ll keep a firm guard on your heart.”
 
   “I promise,” Beatrice replied in the same tone, her gaze locked with Lady Augusta’s, “not that there is any danger to it. You… you asked me a minute ago whether I ever had a mother to care for me and instruct me in matters such as these.” She pressed her ladyship’s wrinkled fingers with her own. “I do now,” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Christmas Eve and Beatrice resolved to go downstairs for the planned celebrations, for Adelina herself had come into her room, sometime after luncheon and vowed, with tears in her eyes, that she would not dream of attending if her dear Miss Devon was absent.
 
   Beatrice, with a secret smile, thought that she should encourage this small show of altruism, and replied that she’d attend.
 
   She had just laid out her lavender gown, when Adelina waltzed into her room with an armful of dresses, her abigail following closely behind with a veritable trunkload more, and fell to holding each of them up to Miss Devon to see which one best suited her complexion. Amused, her governess let her engage in this little pastime, until a sparkling high-waist gown of shimmering blue was picked.
 
   It was the dress of a fairy princess; simple yet beautiful, flowing in soft folds to the floor, its neckline modest but fashionable, and its little puffed short sleeves decorated with tiny ruffles of shimmering gauze. The entire creation sparkled as it moved under the candlelight, and a round-eyed Adelina pronounced that it fit Miss Devon to perfection.
 
   “My dear girl, I couldn’t possibly wear this,” Beatrice protested. “Why, that is the dress of a debutante.”
 
   Adelina pouted. “My dear Beatrice,” she said charmingly, “for did you not give me permission to use your christian name like a friend? Will you refuse me the first thing I ask of you in this new capacity? Would you not oblige me in this? I will never beg of you a favor ever again! Please, Beatrice!”
 
   “So I did, you spoilt child,” Beatrice laughed. “Very well, I’ll do as you wish. Just know that you’ve exhausted your free favors for the next twelvemonth.”
 
   “Everyone knows that once the new year dawns, our plates will be scraped clean of favors, flaws and mistakes,” Adelina said dismissively.
 
   “Everyone knows that?” Beatrice lifted an eyebrow. “I certainly don’t.”
 
   But Adelina was already bouncing to her room to get dressed herself.
 
    
 
   They came down a half-hour later to find the grand hall a candle-lit marvel. Evergreen wreaths had been hung up on the walls, and candles were everywhere, bathing the rooms in orange light. 
 
   Elegant ladies strode forward on the arms of dashing gentlemen as they all congregated in the dining room. His grace was resplendent in evening dress, his collar high and solidly starched, his cravat tied to perfection and his midnight blue silk coat sculpted on his slender form, bringing out the color in his eyes. His midnight hair was combed in a style resembling the ‘windswept’, but a bit more understated, and his expression was more disdainful than ever.
 
   Beatrice herself felt completely transformed. The shimmering blue gown was hugging her slender figure most flatteringly, and no sooner had she stepped inside the dining hall than she received appreciative glances from gentlemen of all ages, gentlemen to whom until now she had been invisible, and she immediately started to feel acutely uncomfortable. Her hair was done up in a simple yet beautifully braided style that drew attention to the sharp angles of her cheekbones and brought off highlights in her ordinary, brown hair color to excellent advantage. She wore no jewelry.
 
   His grace hardly spared a glance in the direction of his ward, but Beatrice knew that his eyes were taking everything in and she imagined she saw a hint of approval in their icy depths as Adelina took her seat in a ladylike manner, chatting prettily with a grey-haired gentleman to her right. That was enough to keep her in high spirits for the rest of the night.
 
   She had decided after her conversation with Lady Augusta -who was also present- that she would put last night’s events completely out of her mind and try to behave as though no impropriety had ever occurred. This was, of course, easier said than done, but she had long ago schooled herself in the art of keeping her features calm and pleasant when her heart was breaking in a million pieces.
 
   She supposed his grace would do the same; that is, he would ignore last night’s events entirely, unless her wanton behavior had given him a thorough distaste to her, and he planned to dismiss her, which however she highly doubted. She did mean to apologize to him for the use of the music room, as was right, although he had been generous enough not to berate her for it, at the first opportunity that presented itself -which opportunity, judging by the number of people clamoring for his attention right now, might be well into the next year, back in Town.
 
   All evening long his grace was especially attentive to Lady Wellesley, his mouth almost constantly pressed close to her ear and his lips smiling in his suave, amused way as a steady stream of conversation flowed easily between them. She kept laying her bejeweled hand on his arm possessively, and he hardly looked away from her during the entirety of the meal.
 
   Beatrice well knew that she had no right to jealousy, and indeed she felt none, but Lady Augusta’s words were slowly taking a new and more profound meaning in her mind, as she was witnessing with her own eyes the catastrophic potential of losing her heart to his haughty charm.
 
   Across the long table from her, his grace turned to his left, where a girl Adelina’s age was making eyes to him and, whispering something to her ear, flicked one of her curls with a careless finger. The girl blushed furiously and proceeded to hang herself on his arm for the rest of the night, receiving murderous glances from the countess who was monopolizing his other arm.
 
   Beatrice stifled a laugh.
 
   And this was the man she’d thought her heart to be in danger from? Kind though he’d been to her, he was a positive flirt. How like her to try to attribute good motives to his roguish ways. He was a good man, of that she was sure, contrary to general opinion, but not one in the power of whom she would ever wish to entrust her heart. It wouldn’t do to give herself up to such carelessness again.
 
   She vowed then and there not to make the same mistake she had last night again, and got angry at herself for showing such weakness. If anything, kissing the duke in a dark attic was definitely not the way to keep herself safe and her secrets out of reach. She must be more careful. How many times must she take herself to task before she’d behave as she ought? 
 
    
 
   “Wanton hussy, you’re little more than a whore at your thirteen years. What will you grow up to be, do you reckon?”
 
    
 
   Beatrice hung her head low as the voice rang in her ears, silently agreeing with it. She might have run away from him, but his words would follow her all her life. She wiped a tear discreetly on her sleeve, and brought a spoonful of soup to her lips. It tasted almost like the dark water of the lake she’d nearly died in. Of course there was nothing wrong with his grace’s cook. She was the problem.
 
   Some truths were harder to escape than others.
 
    
 
   Afterwards, the party retired to the blue salon amongst lively chatter and Beatrice followed, but kept a discreet, respectable distance from all the patrons. Adelina had locked elbows with a lovely, although somewhat shallow in complexion girl of her age, and no one else seemed of a mood to converse with Beatrice. She had indeed been the recipient of a few hostile stares from some of the most fashionable ladies present and was sure, after witnessing an exchange of triumphant smiles between the countess and her entourage, that the general opinion had been turned against her.
 
   She couldn’t care less.
 
   She planned on finding a chair to sit in a darkened corner and, much like she had done her first night at the Park, to slip away at some point during the games. She hadn’t reached the salon, however, when an arm on her shoulder stopped her. She turned and found herself gazing at his grace’s brocade waistcoat.
 
   “Alive still?” his mocking voice whispered in her ear.
 
   “As you see, your grace,” she curtsied briefly, in no mood for small talk.
 
   “What is this?” he asked her abruptly, his jovial mood darkening within seconds. He turned her sharply by the shoulders until her body was facing his, still she did not meet his eyes. “What’s the matter? Why won’t you look at me?” he bent his head to the level of her eyes, his own turning dark.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic 
 
    
 
   He tipped a long, white finger under Miss Devon’s chin and lifted her face to his, examining her features with concern. She met his stare with defiant, steady eyes and he, seeing her lips pressed firmly together, became desperate.
 
   He had noticed her from the moment she’d walked into the dining hall, wearing that ridiculous blue dress that was entirely inappropriate for a woman in her position. It showed off her creamy shoulders and brought out the color of her hair until he wanted to throttle every man present for ogling her. He’d had the devil of a time himself keeping his eyes off her all evening. 
 
   He’d talked more to Eliza than he had done the entire time she was under his protection, trying to distract himself, and then, when that wasn’t seeming to work, he’d lowered himself into engaging an insipid little Miss in a mild flirtation. He hadn’t done that in years.
 
   Still she hadn’t so much as looked in his direction.
 
   Devil take her.
 
   He’d found himself walking to her, his feet following her of their own volition, until he was standing right behind her, searching for the right words like a bloody schoolboy. And then he’d seen the clouds in her eyes and he’d felt his throat close up. So he’d been right when he thought he saw her wipe a tear from her cheek.
 
   Confounded girl, what did she have to cry about when he was the one losing his mind?
 
   “Beatrice,” he pronounced her name, relishing the feel of it on his tongue. Finally he was able to snatch a few moments alone with her, and she was cold and forbidding. Thoughts whirled frantically in his mind, searching to see who could have offended her and stolen the sparkle from her eyes.
 
   Well, that confirmed it. He was officially ready for Bedlam. 
 
   “Are you feeling well?” he asked her, taking a step back, trying to compose himself. “Maybe tonight has been too much for you. You know you are not required to sit through all of these mindless gatherings…” he swept a depreciative hand around the hall, as though all of the haut ton currently residing under his roof meant nothing to him. “Shall I take you to your room to rest? Take my arm.”
 
    “I do not require anything from you, sir,” she said through gritted teeth, evading his gaze.
 
   Ashton paled as understanding swept through him. “It’s me,” he said quietly. “You are displeased with me.  Did I hurt you in any way? Answer me.”
 
   She kept stubbornly silent.
 
   Had he mistaken her willingness last night? Had he tasted his own need on her lips, had he imagined the sweetness of her response and the warmth of her embrace as she leaned against him for support? It wasn’t possible that this distant, forbidding creature was the same girl who’d shared passionate kisses with him a few hours ago. He remembered the way she’d gasped against his lips; the way he’d slid the gossamer sleeve down her shoulder and felt her skin shiver beneath his touch. 
 
   And then, when he’d carried her to her bed… She’d never know how much willpower he’d had to exert to simply leave her there, but he’d done it. He’d trailed his fingers on the velvet skin on her thigh, and resolutely brought down her nightgown. What had stopped him? That was a mystery to him.
 
   And yet, to look at her now, it would seem that much more than a moment of indiscretion had passed between them. Why, she regarded him as though he was a positive libertine. And there was a darkness in her eyes, a fathomless despair descending upon her expression that puzzled him entirely. The thought that he might be the cause of it distressed him, he hardly knew why, but he had a feeling there was more behind it than the few kisses he’d stolen from her –willingly, one might add- last night.
 
   Miss Devon stole an uncertain glance up at him. He’d spoken in earnestness, yet she seemed to doubt whether his words were sincere. This wounded him more than her martyred looks. 
 
   He brought his sleeve before his mouth. “Don’t go!” He reached out an arm to her retreating back, as the phrase came out of his lips in a low rumble, but she ignored it. Without answering him she strode resolutely into the salon, leaving him behind.
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   As though she was being chased, Beatrice hurried from the duke’s presence. She didn’t walk into the salon, however. She kept walking until she reached the farthest end of the hall, trying to still the trembling of her limbs and the racing of her heart.
 
   She stood for a few moments in the portrait gallery, trying to get her emotions under control. Why was she running away in this ridiculous manner? His grace didn’t mean anything by his harmless flirtation, she had decided on that; so why did she act in a way that attributed a depth in his actions that didn’t exist? He might have looked at her with concern in his blue eyes, a fierce question in their depths, but it was her own imagination that made her see emotions that couldn’t possibly have been there.
 
   She looked at the paintings with unseeing eyes, as her head was nearly bursting with thoughts and emotions. She pressed a hand to her forehead, feeling tears threaten. This was ridiculous. She should go upstairs and try to compose herself for slumber.
 
   In a minute she heard hurried footsteps and before she could move, she was intercepted by his grace. He entered the gallery with a brisk step and stopped just a breath behind her.
 
   “Miss Devon,” was all he said.
 
   She turned to face him and her eyes shone with tears. His gaze was not mocking for once, not was it bored. It was burning holes into her, so great was its intensity as he stood in front of her, towering a good ten inches above her.
 
   “Your grace,” she replied.
 
   Slowly, deliberately, he went on one knee before her. As he lifted his face to her she saw that his lips were curled around his usual half-mocking, half-serious smile. But his eyes were burning.
 
   “I die if you should not forgive me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   The duke of Ashton was not a man given to the flair of the dramatic. It was therefore as much of a surprise to himself as it would have been to any of his cronies, had they been present, that he found himself on one knee before the little governess. Yet here he was.
 
   It had taken him a minute to recover from the surprise of being abandoned in such an off-handed manner. Then he’d rushed to the salon, his eyes searching for her, but she wasn’t there. He’d scoured the hall, looking in every empty room, searching for her, becoming increasingly incensed. 
 
   Who was the chit, turning her back on him, refusing to answer him in this rude manner? He’d run after her furious, seething in indignation. For once in his life he’d attempted to right a wrong he’d done, to ask for her pardon, and this is how he was treated? It was quite beyond the pale!
 
   He’d discovered her finally in the gallery. He’d walked towards her, intending to confront her, to put an end to this ridiculous infatuation once and for all.
 
   She’d turned to face him and he saw she was crying.
 
   His legs had bent before he’d realized what was happening to him, and he found himself on one knee before her. The strangest thing was that he meant the action, as well as the words that followed it, with all his heart -if indeed he was in possession of such a thing.
 
    “I die,” he said, fixing his gaze on hers, “if you should not forgive me.”
 
   Miss Devon appeared lost in the depth of his stare. She tried to speak, but no words were forthcoming to her lips. He could see her expression changing as she took in the full meaning of this gesture and the sincerity in his eyes. She gave a small sigh and immediately Ashton was on his feet, placing a hand on her arm.
 
   “You are shaking,” he whispered. “What is it? Was then my offense to you so great -do you wish me to go?”
 
   “No,” she murmured. “It is just… whenever you speak to me thus, I am all undone.”
 
   His grace laughed quietly. “You are entirely unaware of the effect you have on me,” he said wryly, “or you wouldn’t say such things to me. No other woman has affected me so, Beatrice. I had no thought of hurting you, you must believe me. I am… I have not been accustomed to the company of decent women, you know.” He winced. “You won’t laugh at me again, will you? No, do not deny it. I’ve seen you laugh at me on more than one occasion -not that you don’t have good reason to, knowing what you do of my character.”
 
   “What I know,” Miss Devon said firmly, “is that you are a good man, a man who has been to me what is most noble, kind and brave, and for that I can hardly grant you forgiveness. I find myself asking for your pardon instead, if by look, thought or deed I have seemed to you reproachful. I don’t know who you are to all those people in there, but to me you have been all that is good and kind.”
 
   He’d never heard a description of his character similar to this. He hardly knew whether to laugh or be annoyed at her preposterous words. “You,” he replied in a voice thick with sentiment, “are my bright angel.”
 
   “I am no such thing,” Miss Devon cried, “as your grace well knows. I am a weak human being, and you have no need of an angel. You have within you the guide to integrity, as you proved when you came to my rescue with no thought to your own safety.”
 
   “How…” his grace said in a strangled voice, “how many times will you bring me to my knees, little governess?”
 
   He bent his forehead low so that it almost touched hers and his dark locks caressed her skin in a most tantalizing manner. He lifted a finger to brush away a stray curl from her temple and discovered that her skin was burning beneath his touch.
 
   “You know, you must have seen it, with your astute powers of observation,” he went on in his usual sardonic style, recovering in a minute, “that I have no taste for grand gatherings such as this, and that I loathe above all things to be deprived of the quiet and comfort of my own home.”
 
   “You do?” she asked, puzzled. “Then why did you invite them here?”
 
   He laughed loudly. “How refreshingly frank you are, madam. Why, to prove to you that I am not entirely indifferent to having a hand in my ward’s coming-out, of course. To drive that blasted disapproving look out of yours and my aunt’s eyes! Have I succeeded, do you think?”
 
    “You have succeeded and more,” she replied energetically. “And once again, I must beg you to forget, if you possibly can, that I once judged you to be less than I now know you are. I also wanted to-”
 
   “No!” he cried, laughing again, “I assure you, your first reading of my nature was the correct one, and even that was too kind. The truth, you will soon find, may disappoint even a good-hearted nature as yours. But I interrupted you just now. What were you going to say?”
 
   “I wanted, your grace,” she started humbly, moving slightly away from him, and hugging her waist with her arms as though she was suddenly cold, “to try to give you an explanation as to my inexcusable behavior the other night, in the music room.”
 
   He waved an indifferent hand. “There is no need, Miss Devon,” he said airily. “The music you produced was lovely, as are you, and if there ever was a reason to apologize for beauty, I never heard of it.”
 
   She blushed, but went on, intent on getting the words out. “I am also referring to the fact that I lied to you before, when I said I could not play the pianoforte.”
 
   “You must think me more of a simpleton than I am, child,” he replied, “if you think that it is not obvious to me why you thought you had to resort to lying in order to get out of the clutches of that feather-brained chit and her retinue. And, forgive me for saying so, but I hardly think you could play with your heart revealed, like you did last night, in front of that painted crowd of marauders. Am I not right?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Meeting his blue gaze, Beatrice lowered her eyes, her cheeks a flaming red. “You are,” she replied, swallowing with difficulty. “At least, not about the painted marauders… As a matter of fact, I have not touched a pianoforte since… since my sixteenth year. The memories were… too painful for me. Until now.”
 
   She heard a sharp intake of breath at her last words, and his grace was beside her once more, reaching a slender hand to her throat and tracing the line of the delicate hollow between her collarbones with his thumb. She breathed sharply and he moved his fingers to the nape of her neck. 
 
   “And thus we touch again at the dark corners of your past,” he said lightly, but the serious undertone in his words could not be mistaken, “merely dancing around the subject, of course; anything else would be presumptuous. Still you do not feel yourself at ease to trust me, and quite wisely so.” 
 
   Beatrice shivered as his fingers found the lace of her neckline and brushed against it, as though preparing to explore her skin further. 
 
   “You wore that dress to torment me, didn’t you?” his grace asked in a whisper, his lips close to her ear, and immediately she stiffened against him.
 
    
 
   She is hiding in the garden this time, under a bench. Her back is wet with dew, her arms aching from holding her book upright, but so far she’s enjoyed three blissful hours of solitude and she isn’t about to abandon her safe hiding place for comfort.
 
   “Where are you hiding, you little bitch?” his voice startles her. He is shouting, and his coarse, hated voice sounds really loud, as though he is almost at hand.
 
   She’s wearing a plain, brown frock, and she prays that within it, she’ll become one with the earth and hide from his beady, evil eyes.
 
   Her hearbeat kicks into a frenzy, stealing her breath.
 
   “You wore that dress to escape me, but I see you. Little rosebud, even dressed in a sackcloth you’ll be more wantonly than a whore,” the voice continues.
 
   She can’t draw air in her lungs.
 
   And then his breath is in her ear, the smell of alcohol seeped into his very clothes, his whiskers tickling her cheek as he presses his face to hers, jamming her against the stone bench, pressing his chest to her breasts.
 
   “No,” she tries to say, but her words are swallowed by his lips that have found hers hungrily, brutally.
 
   “Yes,” he roars, as he lifts her skirts right there, on the wet grass.
 
   She turned eleven last month.
 
    
 
   “Come back to me,” his grace was saying, looking down at her with palpable concern, his hands around her waist, holding her tight. “Your little face has gone all white… What on earth is the matter?”
 
   Beatrice shook herself out of the trance and took a deep breath as though she was surfacing from underwater. It was the dress that had done it, she mused. He’d mentioned her dress; that was all.
 
   “Please…” she tried to say, pushing his hands away, and he released her immediately. Her voice broke and she had to start again. “I do not desire to be made into an inferior version of your countess,” she said finally, looking away from him.
 
   She expected his indignation at her final, desperate words, but all she got was his silence. He turned away from her with a choked curse. 
 
   “Naturally you do not,” he said, his tone cold and haughty once more. “You should go, Miss Devon. It grows late, and you are still not entirely recovered. We wouldn’t want to risk a relapse,” he added in a moment, sounding even more distant.
 
   She nodded and strode away from him with small hurried steps, eager to get away from him, but at the last minute she stopped and turned sideways, almost facing him, but not quite.
 
   “I regret having evoked your grace’s wrath,” she said in a voice sad and subdued, her shoulders drooping defeated. “I once again thank you for s…saving my life,” she faltered a little but went on, “even if it was the life of a servant, a ruined life and worth little more than the piece of ice that broke beneath Adelina’s skates.” 
 
   Silence met her words, and for a moment she thought that he meant to ignore her entirely.
 
   “You are well aware,” he replied finally in a hard, tired voice, “of the kind of man that I am. It is to be hoped then that you know better than to expect any form of kindness from me. In the future, I expect you to be more alert in keeping yourself as well as my ward away from the path of trouble. I can hardly be counted on to jump in and save you every time.” His voice had taken on a harsh, ugly tilt to it by the end, and well it might, for she had made it obvious what she thought of him.
 
   So be it.
 
   It was the only way to keep herself safe -and him.
 
   His grace bowed to her briefly. “I bid you goodnight.” And with an impatient movement of his hand, she was dismissed.
 
   She felt his eyes following her as she walked towards the grand staircase. She halted at the first step, placing her hand on the banister, and took a steadying breath, preparing herself for mounting some twenty steps to her room. Her strength was spent, but she’d not show one more jot of weakness in front of him.
 
   His grace turned abruptly on his heel, leaving her alone in the thin stream of yellow candlelight. A few moments later she heard the hurried steps of a footman and he bowed to her, offering his services.
 
   “His grace said that you were in need of assistance, madam,” he said respectfully, and Beatrice thanked him as she accepted his arm.
 
   Drat the man, she wouldn’t feel grateful to him for his consideration. She wouldn’t feel as though she’d hurt his feelings. And she most definitely wouldn’t allow her opinion towards his character to soften.
 
    
 
   She didn’t speak again to Ashton, nor saw much of him for the remainder of her stay in the Park. 
 
   She sat in the Maroon Salon she hardly knew for how many hours, lost in her own thoughts and sleepy with fatigue, while before her paraded plumed mamas pushing their daughters to play carols on the pianoforte; another night then there was a lottery which took place among much twittering and giggling from the ladies, until the winning names were finally drawn and elegant gifts passed around. After that a small Christmas play unfolded, and everyone tried to look politely interested in an admittedly poor but well-meant re-imagining of the tale of ‘Beauty and the Beast’. Beatrice kept stifling a yawn and wondering if it was time for her to retire, her mind traveling to the little enchanted music room. She felt its pull no matter where she was, all day long, and her fingers itched to test the keys after all these years that music had been denied her.
 
   She did not dare to venture up there again, not after what had passed between her and his grace -he remained frigidly forbidding, so there was no doubt whatsoever in her mind of how low his opinion of her was.
 
   Yet to her great surprise, the morning after Boxing Day as she was taking a late breakfast with Adelina and two of her new friends, she perceived a liveried footman discreetly making his way towards her, until, upon reaching her, he extended a silver tray with a small white envelope on it. Beatrice lifted surprised eyes to his face, but was only met by his wooden expression, so she reached out a tentative hand and took the envelope. The footman, satisfied, bowed to her slightly and left to blend in with the wallpaper once more.
 
   It was a note written in his grace’s secretary’s neat, straight hand, and it stated simply that his grace the duke had put the old music room at her disposal for the entirety of the morning. In a postscript, as though the writer of the note had divined her reluctance to accept this invitation, it was added that his grace’s orders were that a fire should be lit in that room at all times of the day, and that it was to be meticulously cleaned. He had also, Mr. Frost wrote, given express orders for its door to be bolted to all other visitors excepting herself, and that she was not to be disturbed by anyone while there.
 
   Beatrice, deeply touched, folded the note in her pocket. 
 
   Should she resist the temptation or would her refusal be considered a slight to her employer’s generous intentions? In a few minutes, Adelina got up from the breakfast table, along with her friends, and they started walking leisurely towards the Hall, their steady chatter of ball-gowns and ‘beaux’ uceasing. That was all she needed to decide.
 
   She went to the music room later that very morning and spent a few quiet hours in the forgotten luxury of music, making sure that the east wing was deserted and that no one would hear her. His grace, true to his word, did not show, nor did anyone else, and she was left to enjoy herself in complete solitude, in the warm and newly tidied-up room, a fire crackling merrily in the hearth and the drapes flung back to reveal the sunshine. 
 
   She visited it the next day as well, although she had promised herself that she wouldn’t, and then every morning afterwards until their departure for London, basking in the familiar comfort of Tchaikovsky and Bach and Mendelssohn, even discovering a small rosewood chest full of dust-covered music sheets as well as a few medieval love ballads, which she proceeded to practice until she could produce them from memory.
 
   She waited patiently until the last day in case she should find a private moment with his grace, in order to thank him for this most kind gesture, but he seemed occupied by his guests and the countess at every turn.  
 
   Finally, she decided to write him a small note, for she did not wish to leave without having at all expressed her gratitude. It was worded simply and to the point.
 
    
 
   Your Grace, 
 
   I wish to thank you most heartily for the unexpected and  extravagant gift of music that your grace has so generously bestowed on me. I am humbly aware of its being greatly undeserved and remain therefore my master’s ever grateful, humble servant, 
 
                                                       Beatrice Devon
 
    
 
   Scarcely five minutes had passed since she dispatched it with a maid, when she came back with a reply. Beatrice opened it with slightly trembling fingers and read its contents, noting with surprise that it was written in his grace’s own hand and not Mr. Frost’s.
 
    
 
   You, my peculiar child, must have had little experience of gifts, if you consider the use of an abandoned, sealed-up attic room an extravagant one. I would, if it were in my power, right this evil of your childhood. Alas, it falls to me to simply chide you instead on using such flowery and inaccurate a turn of phrase as ‘greatly undeserved’. What rot!
 
   ‘Humble servant’ indeed! You have not once in your life bowed down to the dictates of another, and what’s more your thanks are irrelevant. May I remind you, madam, that you are the reason my ward is not at this moment lying on the bottom of a frozen lake? It is my thanks that you should accept, along with my deep gratitude and respect for your courage.
 
   There! Now let us have no more of this exchange of inane platitudes, if you please. It bores me to no end. I remain, my dear, your ever faithful keeper.
 
                                                  -Dominic
 
    
 
   As soon as she had finished reading, Miss Devon, for no apparent reason, burst into tears. 
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   Adelina’s coming-out ball was held on the third of January, at his grace’s London residence.
 
   That in itself was an occurrence novel enough, that if for no other reason, the ton was bound to congregate for a glimpse of his exquisite rooms, closed to visitors at all times, and of the even rarer spectacle of the duke endeavoring to be pleasing to society.
 
   Adelina, under Miss Devon’s patronage, had chosen for the occasion a frothy white gown with small embroidered pink roses at the hem and all around the fashionably puffed sleeves. It was worn on top of a shimmering pale pink satin underskirt, which gave the entire garment a look of ethereal girlishness. A French lady’s maid, hired solely for the purpose, had arranged her golden curls most elaborately around her head and woven small pearls into the intricate braids expertly, giving her the look of a fairy princess. Delighted, Adelina turned this way and that, smiling prettily to her reflection in the mirror, until an exasperated but sympathetic Beatrice came to hurry her downstairs, for the silver ballroom was fast filling with guests.
 
   Miss Devon was once more dressed in the blue gown on Adelina’s insistence, although she herself had taken a distaste to it during her stay at Hartfield Park. Much to her consternation, she was made to accompany her young charge, their elbows linked as though they were the best of friends -and indeed they were, having bonded over serious bedtime conversations in the past week, Adelina rarely refraining from expressing her gratitude to her chaperone. To all intents and purposes it appeared that Adelina could not be persuaded to understand the difference between her own station and that of her chaperone. “I shall walk down on your arm, or not at all,” she had stated in her petulant manner.
 
   They now stood at the top of the grand staircase, Miss Devon wishing for the earth to open up and swallow her whole and Adelina dimpling with mischievous girlish charm. The crowd gasped and exclaimed at the sight of her beauty, and hardly a moment later the ball was well under way.
 
   The duke’s presence, in itself a reason for the affair to be a roaring success, was in the height of fashion and elegance, his tall form clad in formal dress: a silk blue coat that fitted him so closely that the muscles of his broad shoulders could be seen flexing with his every move; a waistcoat with the palest of light blue stripes; and silk stockings and hose to match his coat.  
 
   An invitation to this particular ball, the first major event of the new year, had been coveted by the most illustrious of personages for days, and it was considered to be the most prodigious start to a promising new Season.
 
   Adelina’s card was full within minutes, and Beatrice sat at one of the dowagers’ chairs, refusing to stand up, as was proper for a chaperon no matter her age. She sat like that, quiet and unobserved, watching her charge’s charming progress about the room, until she observed the marquis of Ingram approach her with a flirtatious gleam in his eye, and succeed in extricating her from the arms of the sandy-haired gentleman with whom she was in the process of dancing a quadrille.
 
   With much delighted laughter, Adelina soon  relinquished herself to the marquis’ arms, and proceeded to dance the next two dances in his embrace. 
 
   At the end of which Miss Devon left her seat and pulled Adelina gently aside, persuading her to leave the dancing floor on the pretext that her hem was coming loose.
 
   “Your behavior has been quite inappropriate, Adelina, where Lord Ingram is concerned,” she said to her calmly, once in the quietness of his grace’s library.
 
   “I can’t help it if he admires me,” the girl replied with a spark of her old spirit. “He said…”
 
   “Do not repeat to me words which you well know have no true meaning behind them,” Beatrice interrupted, hoping to nip her charge’s romantic notions in the bud. “The marquis, much as I respect him, can have no use for a green girl just out of the schoolroom, no matter how elegantly she carries herself, except to indulge in a little flirtation with her.”
 
   “And what is the fault in that?” Adelina asked, her cheeks flaming with indignation.
 
   “The fault is that you are not an experienced woman of Society, my dear,” Beatrice explained patiently, “and you cannot vouch for your feelings not getting involved, and, ultimately hurt.”
 
   At these last words Adelina took exception. She had fortified herself with a glass or two of punch, away from the vigilant gaze of her governess and encouraged by the marquis, and was now feeling as though she were at the very top of the world, all power, all possibilities hers for the asking.
 
   “You have,” she told to her chaperone now, her eyes sparkling with anger, “opposed me on every step since that day in Hartfield Park. How much longer must I pay the consequences of your kindness to me when I was in danger? You will no longer hold me captive of my guilt! Oh I wish I had been left alone that day! I wish anyone else on earth had arrived to my rescue but you!”
 
   Beatrice went completely white at these words, uttered with seemingly long pent-up vehemence. She felt as though she was suffocating, her stays digging into her skin until she could hardly breathe.  She had sensed, from the start, that her situation as Adelina’s chaperone was delicate, especially since they were almost of the same age, and had taken great pains to remain in the background so as not to arouse any feelings of a competitive nature between them. 
 
   It was true that Adelina herself had insisted, twice now, on being accompanied by her in polite company, and it was she who had graciously bestowed her old dress upon her; still she could perceive an underlying feeling of vexation towards her that only one woman can detect in another.
 
   She could hardly breach the subject right now, or ever for that matter, due to its sensitive nature, but Adelina’s outburst was far too violent to have been spurred on by a mere envious tinge, real or imagined. 
 
    
 
   “Wild-mannered beast! Have you no shame? Creature made up of pure evil! You’ll never amount to anything, you hear me? Your own father despises you, he’s ashamed to even touch you! Don’t you think he knows what you’ve been up to behind his back? Don’t you think he can see the shame, the sin written across your forehead, like the whores of Babylon?”
 
   He keeps yelling at her, his eyes bulging in his red face, his fingers clenching over her arms, bruising her on top of old bruises, holding her prisoner.
 
   Her father was just here, they finished dinner a mere minutes ago. It was the three of them, seated in the round table, the candlelight bouncing merrily off her mother’s wedding china. Her father laughed and talked and joked with him, while she fought down nausea, pushing around her food to give it the resemblance of having been tasted. Then they got up to withdraw to the fireplace, and her father  sent her to fetch his pipe. He hasn’t touched her, it’s true, but he isn’t a man greatly given to affectionate gestures, although she can see his sad eyes crinkling with kindness at the edges when he looks at her, and she knows that he loves her more than life itself.
 
   She hadn’t thought that there was any reason for his lack of warmth before.
 
   But as she left the dining Hall, she heard hurried steps behind her and suddenly he was there. He’d left her father on some innocent pretext, and ran after her. She tried to escape him, but he was too quick and grabbed her from behind.
 
   How he can act like a gentleman with her father and then turn around and do these… evil things to her without once losing his cool is beyond her. Maybe he thinks there’s nothing reprehensible in what he’s doing.
 
   Or worse.
 
   Maybe the fault is hers.
 
   “Keep your mouth shut, rosebud, or I’ll have to deal with your father.” His ring presses against her cheek, hurting her, and she knows it will leave an angry red imprint there. She stills immediately.
 
   Now she knows. 
 
   He’ll kill her father, his own friend, if he discovers their evil secret. So she stays silent until he’s finished. He takes his time today.
 
   “You don’t want to kill him now, do you? Not on top of every other sin you’ve committed with me, my rosebud.” 
 
    No, she’ll never do that. The knowledge will kill him and his friend’s ring will kill him. She’ll never tell, she’s decided that a long time ago.
 
   The man gasps as moves her to the wall, playing with her hair like a lover. 
 
   Sometimes she almost wishes he’ll put his hand up her skirt and be over with it, for his vile words hurt her even more. Then she is ashamed for even thinking such a vile thought, and she realizes his words are true.
 
   She is a beast, a shameful whore. He, a man of more than thirty years of age and she a mere child of fourteen, engaged in such behavior… It could not possibly be his fault. He is right, she has unwittingly seduced him, made him into the monster he is…
 
   Nothing can make her clean; no one will ever look at her as her mother had done, with affection and regard.
 
   She shall have to become used to being looked at with disdain, with contempt, with pure hatred from now on. And know that she deserves it.
 
    
 
   Beatrice turned her face aside, willing the onslaught of evil thoughts to subside. “What… what has given rise to these accusations?” she asked through dry lips. “My dear Adelina, please come to your senses…”
 
   But she was once more interrupted.
 
   “I have just come into them, madam,” Adelina spat out furiously. “You have stolen the duke’s and his guests’ attention from me for the last time, with your ridiculous antics! And wearing my dress, to boot! Have you no shame? You will no longer interfere with my life. Tonight, your position at this household is at an end.”
 
    
 
   “Have you no shame? Creature made up of pure evil.”
 
    
 
   Miss Devon swallowed, calculating her words carefully. She knew that most probably Adelina would regret tonight’s harsh words bitterly, but could do nothing to prevent them from tumbling foolishly from her lips in a torrent.
 
   “That is something only his grace can do,” she said, “since it was he who hired me.”
 
   With an indignant gasp, Adelina swung her right arm abruptly and slapped her soundly on the left cheek. Miss Devon, stunned, stumbled to the side and, before she could right herself, Adelina had walked out of the door in an angry flurry of petticoats and perfume.
 
   The rest of the ball passed in a daze for a miserable Beatrice, who kept to a corner for the remainder of the night and silently blessed the minute the last guest showed his back.
 
    
 
   Once they had the house to themselves, the ladies decided it would be safer for them to pass the night there for, though a bachelor’s establishment, the house was furnished with more than enough rooms for everyone and the hour was far too late for Lady Augusta to be moved back to Grosvenor Square. 
 
   More than an hour later, Lady Augusta and Adelina safe in their beds, Beatrice was headed downstairs for a quick word with the servants concerning an additional hot water bottle for her ladyship, when she was met by a harried butler who informed her that his grace had not yet retired for the night, and was requiring an urgent interview with the governess. 
 
   She went into the parlor and found him turned towards the dark window, his back to her. He was still dressed immaculately, not one hair or crease out of place, but his entire body was stiff with irritation, and Beatrice swallowed down a gasp of fear. The night was clear and studded with stars outside the window, soon to give way to the pale light of a new day, and she felt weary to the bone of the company of people, wishing that she could be somewhere out in the open, under the velvet heavens, inhaling the scent of the nightly dew on the crisp grass.
 
   “Finally you grace me with your presence,” the duke pronounced as he turned and perceived her standing at the entrance of the room. He took a few steps towards her, examining her with his monocle. “You look disheveled,” he said presently in a sharp, unpleasant voice. “What’s happened?” 
 
   “Your grace overwhelms me with compliments, as usual,” Beatrice replied with a wry smile. “All is well,” she went on, “the ball was a famous success by all accounts, and Adelina is pleased beyond reason.” She understood her voice to be trembling as she spoke and bit her lips firmly so that she would not show her weakness.
 
   “Very well,” his grace replied, turning to the fire. “Please be seated for a moment, Miss Devon, for I haven’t spoken one word with you this week, it would seem.” He showed her to the seat opposite his own. “I know the day has taken its toll on you, yet what I have to say cannot wait.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Miss Devon sat down obediently and arranged her skirts around her in the most infuriatingly calm manner, not betraying by even a wince how her scarlet cheek must pain her. 
 
   Ashton pinched the space between his eyebrows, feeling a headache coming on. He’d been getting them regularly, usually coinciding with his interviews with the governess. 
 
   She’d tested his temper severely this entire evening, hiding herself in a corner like some sort of antidote, disappearing into the library and wearing a pained expression on her little face until he could barely contain himself from marching up to her and chastising her in front of all the patrons.
 
   And to think he’d been so taken in as to actually feel sorry for the child. He’d reserved a dance for her as well as his niece, hoping to give her a small glimpse of joy, since she appeared to be in need of it. No such dance took place however, as she made it clear by her behavior and the chilly posture of her body that she wouldn’t welcome an invitation to stand up with anyone. More the fool he who, having experienced the gratification of granting her a small favor regarding the music room at the Park, had amused himself with the thought that he could become her benefactor.
 
   Thankfully the urge to enter her good graces had left him almost as soon as it had seized him. What had he been thinking? Her own behavior was what had woken him up to the truth, of course. Such a girl as she, polite to a fault and innocent as a lamb, was bound to consider a mere kiss a dishonor -no matter how proficient her lips had been in the giving of that kiss. She was entirely the opposite of the type of woman who attracted him, and to consider himself eager to please her had been pure insanity. Why, he’d made passionate, wicked love to his mistress the very same night that he’d asked Miss Devon to forgive him for kissing her. He’d parted Eliza’s legs with ardor, right next door to her husband, and run his tongue all over the silken skin of her calves, wanting to prove to the unseeing eyes of the little governess how much of a scoundrel he was.
 
   Or was it he himself the one who needed persuasion? He’d accomplished it, to be sure; still he had felt vile afterwards.
 
   At any rate, whatever charitable madness had taken hold of him was mercifully at en end by now.  
 
   “You,” his grace began, lounging back on his armchair, and fixing the governess with his fierce blue stare, “are the most exasperating creature of my acquaintance.”
 
   He had expected her to come up with a witty response, but she merely lifted her eyes to his and took a steadying breath, as though steeling herself for what was to come next.
 
   Ashton stifled a long-suffering sigh, noting her smarting cheek. What sort of idiotic notions were swirling through that dark head, he wondered, and to what sharp turn of her tongue did she owe Adelina’s new violence?
 
   “What do you mean by this behavior?” he asked her, playing absently with the ribbon of his monocle. “You acted like a poor relation for the duration of the evening. Poor as well as elderly, I might add. Sitting back, not joining the dancers… Secluding yourself in a dark corner, much as you were wont to do at Hartfield Park, burying yourself in obscurity, lest someone notice you and want to converse with you. And, to add insult to injury, for the second half of the night you wore such a sullen look on your face that would have discouraged the bravest of gentlemen.”
 
   “I was not there in order to make myself pleasant to any gentleman there, your grace,” she answered him when he paused, expecting her to speak. “I regret that my behavior did not meet with your approval,” she went on, “indeed I am most saddened by the fact. But the way I see it is this: the sole reason of my being in that ballroom, indeed in this household, is to…” she faltered, and Ashton lifted surprised eyes to her suddenly ashen face. “To chaperone and take care of my charge,” she finished in a faint voice.
 
   “The way you see it is wrong!” he cried, before he could stop himself. “I warned you of this self-same sin not three weeks ago! Besides, I cannot say that I found any fault with your chaperonage. In fact, I applaud you for it, and especially for the way you assisted my foolish ward to avoid a most regrettable faux pas with that damned rascal, Ingram!”
 
   Miss Devon bowed her head in thanks, but he managed to just catch a glimpse of a small smile at the description of his friend the marquis. He himself was not amused in the least. He’d seen the way she’d expertly handled his foolish niece and preposterous friend, not offending anyone, but still succeeding in keeping them apart; he’d thought at the time that there wasn’t a woman in England who would have handled such a matter with more grace and discretion. Yet his spleen had not been vented to his satisfaction.
 
   “But as to the rest,” he continued slowly, attempting to keep his temper in check, “can you explain to me this pig-headed insistence of yours to behave like a nun? Or is it snobbery that keeps you from enjoying the company of your fellow-creatures? If you persist in this behavior, you will drive me to ban you from further accompanying your charge in any Society events, an occurrence that neither you nor she I am sure, desire.”
 
   Miss Devon wasn’t smiling any more. On the contrary, she appeared to be at the verge of tears. At his last words the dam seemed to burst at last within her bruised heart. She got up, no doubt intending to flee his presence like a frightened rabbit, but she swayed on unsteady legs and grabbed the back of a chair for support. Tears were already streaming down her cheeks, but not a sound escaped her. She stumbled away from him, but she was trembling so much that she could hardly walk.
 
   Her knees buckled under her, and she fought to stand upright as her vision blurred from tears.
 
   “For heaven’s sake,” Ashton was beside her in two long strides, taking her arm and guiding her back to her seat. Looking ashamed of her tears, Miss Devon turned her neck aside, and Ashton’s jaw ticked. “What is it?” he asked, placing a warm hand on her shoulder and gently turning her to him. “What has distressed you so, my good girl?”
 
   His attempt at kindness seemed to be met with the opposite result of what he’d intended; fresh tears flowed from her eyes. “Forgive me, I am overtired,” she said around a shuddering breath.
 
   “So you are,” he replied.
 
   He bent down next to her and offered her his handkerchief, but her hand was shaking so roughly that she couldn’t dry her tears. With a small laugh, he pried it from her fingers and completed the task himself. 
 
   This done, he ran his thumb along the forming bruise on her cheek and drew a sharp breath. “Again?” he asked in a low voice, incredulous. “She hit you again? Why didn’t you tell me? No, don’t cry, the sound of your distress pains me infinitely. Look at me.” He guided her face to gaze up at his. “I promised once that I’d kill her if she hurt you again,” he said softly. “Shall I do so now?”
 
   A watery laugh escaped from her lips and he smiled down at her. “Better,” he said. “There, smile for me.” She smiled shyly and bent her head down to hide her flaming cheeks. 
 
   “That’s my girl,” he murmured and released her, standing up. “I did not intend to wound you, Miss Devon,” he said, his tone turning serious, his brows meeting. “I see that I have stumbled upon a grievance which will take some untangling, and I shudder to think what would have happened had I not chanced upon it. Is it too much to ask of you to keep me informed of the goings-on, no matter how extraordinary, of this household?”
 
   “My place is to serve,” she replied simply. “Not to complain.”
 
   “Your place,” cried he, torn between an urge to mock  her pious tone and simultaneously be outraged with it, “is to live! You said I saved your life the day I took you into my household, well, let me tell you madam in no uncertain terms, that I did not, in any case, intend for you to be buried alive beneath my aunt’s ill health and my ward’s spoilt whims!”
 
   He was shouting, furious now, and she recoiled from him. He saw that he was frightening her and tried to curb his temper, but it had finally got the best of him.
 
   “You have every right, and indeed every obligation to enjoy yourself as much as any other girl of your age, regardless of your fortune and position. I will have no less!”
 
   “Your grace…” she started to say weakly, but he interrupted her.
 
   “No,” he said firmly. “Now you will listen, and heed my wishes if you wish to please me even slightly.”
 
   “I wish to please you most earnestly,” she said at once and he laughed.
 
   Damn him if he’d laughed during these past weeks  since the little governess had entered his life more than he’d laughed in his entire existence. He took his seat, his temper calming down with surprising speed, and faced her lovely profile.
 
   “Forgive me for distressing you, it was quite the opposite of my intention,” he said quietly. 
 
   “It was I that angered you, your grace, as I have often done in the past,” she replied.
 
   He approached her and covered her fingers lightly with his own. “You have never angered me, my dear,” he said easily. “Not in the Park, not now. I was simply trying to convey to you the futility of trying to reform me.”
 
   “I would never try to reform you,” Miss Devon said, sniffling the last of her tears away. “You are well enough as you are. Besides, I am aware, as no doubt your grace is, that it takes heavenly intervention to reform a man and to rid him of his baser nature. It is hardly the work of humans, no matter how well-meaning.”
 
   “I am not in the habit of seducing innocent young females, you know,” he said suddenly with a frown.
 
   She stood up, gathering her shawl about her, preparing to leave. “And I am not an innocent young female,” she rejoined, seeking to make a jest of his words, but all he did in reply was frown at her darkly.
 
   “Are you well enough to climb upstairs on your own?” he asked. “Beneath your calm exterior I can sense that you have been sorely tested tonight.”
 
   “Calm exterior indeed!” she laughed, passing a hand over her wet, swollen eyes. “I am well sir, I thank you for your solicitude. You always seem to be at hand when I am in need of assistance, whether I deserve it or not.”
 
   “You always bring out a good side in me, Miss Devon,” his grace said, “one that I had no inkling I possessed.” He lifted a hand to cup her cheek. “You have no idea how irritating it is.”
 
   He leaned towards her, his breath brushing her temple, his lips opening above hers. His thumb kept caressing the velvet skin of her cheekbone, and her eyelids were getting heavy, drifting closed in a most distracting manner. Ashton was aware of his own breath coming short, his heart beating furiously, his throat aching, dry. He’d not been aroused so by a woman since his salad days. Why on earth was it happening to him now?
 
    “I…” the little governess hesitated, trembling under his touch. “I do not wish you to accompany me to my room, your grace.”
 
   “Neither do I,” he replied in the same tone. “Goodnight then. Go and have your well-deserved rest, for it will soon be light.”
 
   “Goodnight.”
 
   Still he did not let her go. He ran his fingers down her arm and took her hand in his, bringing it to his lips. He shut his eyes as he kissed her hand, and then lowered it slowly.
 
   “Remind me once again why I should let you go,” he murmured.
 
   “Because you are a gentleman, even though I’m not a lady,” she replied in a voice as choked as his own.
 
   Heavens, but the mere sound of her voice set him aflame. He took in her glowing eyes hungrily, the welt on her blushing cheek, the slope of her lovely neck, the velvet skin under the cap-sleeve of her nightgown… He stopped himself resolutely. She’d drive him demented. “Oh but I am no gentleman, Miss Devon, as everyone knows,” he murmured, hardly knowing what he said.
 
   “You have been nothing but a gentleman to me,” the little governess said. 
 
   He let her go abruptly.
 
   “Go then, witch,” he murmured in a hushed voice, “before you have me entirely under your spell.” He intended to walk away, but his legs were glued to the spot, his eyes mesmerized, watching her every move as she turned and mounted the stairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   She couldn’t explain it herself, but as he released her hand, she had the sudden terrible feeling, as though this would be the last time she saw him: the last night she slept under his roof, the last time she heard his deep, mocking voice. She could almost hear the sound of her heart breaking within her.
 
   “I wish to thank you once more, your grace,” she said impulsively, turning back after she’d mounted the first step, and found him still there, immobile, watching her. “I thank you for providing me with the only home, true home, I have ever known.”
 
   “Why,” did his grace murmur, placing a foot on the bottom step, and looking up at her with concern, “do I have the feeling that you are saying goodbye to me?” 
 
   She couldn’t answer him. 
 
   “Miss Devon?”
 
   She turned and flew up the steps, resisting the urge to look back down at him, and closed the door of her room softly behind her.
 
   She walked to her bed, her heart racing. It was bare, the covers folded neatly since this morning. With a sigh, she dropped on it and turned to the window.
 
   That was when she saw it. There was a face reflected on the glass, as though someone was standing right behind her. A pair of dark eyes bore into hers, piercing against the blackness of the night.
 
   She jumped up and gasped, crying out in fear.
 
   She turned around. No one was there. The next time she looked at the window only her own reflection met her gaze. 
 
   Panting for breath, Beatrice fell to her knees, her body shaking, her mind numb. Had she imagined it? What on earth was happening to her? Was she losing her mind?
 
   Resolutely she stood and ran to the window. With trembling fingers she unhooked the latch and peeped out into the biting night wind. No sound met her ears. She looked down to inspect the street -no one was there either. 
 
   She managed two wobbly steps to her bed, and sat heavily down upon it, feeling a cold trail of sweat soaking her spine. No, she had to remain calm; she should consider this as rationally as possible. What had she just seen?
 
   Two explanations presented themselves to her mind. 
 
   The reflection of the eerie, burning eyes was the creation of a terrified imagination; that was one. But she’d never in her life been of an imaginative, suggestive nature. She’d read a lot as a child, escaping to far away lands with abandon, but never once had she fancied herself ill or in danger like other children did.
 
   Logical though it seemed to examine the possibility, it was highly unlikely that she’d seen something that hadn’t been there. She got up again, ignoring her racing heart, and drew the heavy curtains tightly closed. Then, turning away from the window, she began to undress with slow, stiff movements, trying to postpone the inevitable. She knew that soon enough she would have no choice but to consider the second explanation, and face the truth.
 
   Someone had indeed been there, watching her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15
 
    
 
    
 
   The ladies rose lazily from their beds quite late the next morning. In fact, it was past noon when Adelina made her first effort at a weak yawn and ordered her maid grimly to shut the drapes if she valued her life. Beatrice could not find it in her conscience to languish in bed, so she got up at nine, hardly rested and with a painful headache. She read a bit in front of the fire, trying to collect her thoughts, and soon enough it was time to wake up Lady Augusta.
 
   “My dear child,” she heard her ladyship’s voice, kind and warm, before she even had crossed the threshold to her room, “I have a feeling all is not well between you and Adelina. Will you not confide in me?”
 
   Beatrice ran into her open arms, a small sob escaping her. She then proceeded to tell her everything that had transpired between herself and Adelina at the ball.
 
   “I think that it was time dear Dominic took a hand in that girl’s upbringing,” Lady Augusta said, pressing her lips together in disapproval. “Let me look at your cheek, Beatrice. Good gracious, that looks painful as hell. I have a mind to take a whip to that silly child’s hide myself!” 
 
    
 
   She did not have to as it turned out, for ‘dear Dominic’ arrived a few minutes after twelve and roared for his ward to be brought to him.
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   “I will see her in her underclothes, if she is not yet dressed,” Ashton said to the maid who bowed, quaking before him, and flurried to wake her.
 
   He’d left after his interview with the governess, spending the night in Charles’ rooms, but he’d come back after visiting White’s, for he’d decided last night that this matter should be dealt with swiftly, and by him. 
 
   Three minutes later, a sullen and haphazardly-clothed Adelina was meeting his forbidding stare.
 
   “Take a seat,” he told her, extending an immaculately manicured white hand to the small love seat his aunt favored in the morning parlor.
 
   He was dressed in a bottle-green jacket tailored by Weston, which fit him to perfection, yellow breeches, and Hessian boots gleaming like twin mirrors. He stood while she was seated, and went to pick up a discarded ribbon from the floor and turn it around absently in his hands.
 
   “I understand that you hit Miss Devon last night,” he said, coming directly to the point. “It would, I fear, be expected of me to retaliate on her behalf.”
 
   Adelina turned white.
 
   “To… to what?” she said in a small, wavering voice. “I don’t know what she told you, sir, but it’s lies, all lies!”
 
   “My good child,” his grace pronounced with infinite precision, fixing her with his blue stare, “are you insinuating that the lady I personally picked for you, to instruct and guide you in the art of proper comportement amongst my peers; are you suggesting that that very individual is, in fact, a liar?”
 
   By the end of this intricate speech his grace’s voice had turned ominous, and Adelina wisely refrained from answering.
 
   “Is it possible that you are the one who is infinitely misguided in your actions?” he asked her in a harsh voice, at which point Adelina judged that it was time to burst into tears.
 
   His grace watched her for a minute and then proceeded to provide her with a linen handkerchief. “You have thanked her, I trust,” he went on in the same forbidding tone, “for saving your life?”
 
   “Of course I have,” Adelina cried, now close to hysterics. “And gave her my best gown to wear!”
 
   “It was last season’s”, his grace said, unimpressed, and no one, observing him at that precise moment, would dare accuse him of having almost lost his mind over this ‘last season’s’ dress a mere few days ago -not to mention his sleep.
 
   “Well, I gave it to her, and she a mere servant!” Adelina insisted. “And what do you think were her thanks for this? She pulled me aside while I was enjoying the most invigorating quadrille with the marquis of Ingram, to chide me as though I was a child! How can she be excused such behavior? I told her in no uncertain terms that she will leave this household today!”
 
   Ashton bent low over her and took her shoulders in his hands, his expression terrifyingly calm. “What are you saying, foolish child?” he said. “Miss Devon has my eternal thanks for trying to rescue you out of a deeply embarrassing situation in which you had stupidly managed to embroil yourself. You had already stood up twice in a row with the marquis, not to mention the thoughtless way you were flirting with him! Do you want to be marked as a fast female, or worse? Do you think that the patronesses at Almack’s would consider giving you vouchers for a moment after that unforgivable show of immaturity and foolishness?”
 
   Adelina had the grace to hang her head, her golden curls bouncing about her ears.
 
   “Are you,” Ashton persisted, for once speaking in earnest, and without any underlying cynicism, “my hare-brained ward, are you even aware that on the day before Christmas Eve, that cursed day on the lake, when your governess almost met a painful end; do you know that from where I was standing, I could see everyone turn from you in your danger? Everyone ran to the shore, frightened for their own lives, while she…” here he paused for breath briefly, “she immediately and with no thought to herself, rushed to your side, determined to pull you to safety even if she had to drown in the process.”
 
   “I am aware,” Adelina said wearily, as though the matter bored her.
 
   “No, you are not!” his grace cried. “No one else would come to your aid, Adelina, none of the servants, none of your female friends, and certainly none of your admirers. Do you know why? Most of them hardly care about what will happen to you. And as to the rest, why, you haven’t troubled yourself to endear yourself to anyone. All they see is this selfish, spoilt child with expectations, and that is the reason they flock to your side.”
 
   “It is not true,” Adelina said in a small voice, close to tears once more.
 
   Ashton left her side to pace about the room. “Oh but it is,” he said in a hard voice, “as you will find out when you have been about society a bit more. And Miss Devon’s job, one she is doing admirably I might add, is to protect you from such perils, if only you would listen to her and respect her.”
 
   “She does not want to protect me,” Adelina whined, “she wants to steal my beaux! She wants to take my place! Plain-looking though she is, she thinks she can compare to me.”
 
   His grace laughed mirthlessly. It was neither the time nor the place to discuss Miss Devon’s looks, upon which his opinion was one he himself didn’t care to examine. Her little face that had felt so fragile and yet so precious under his thumb last night; her luscious hair, rich with water, tumbling free of its chignon as he carried her from the frozen lake; her lithe figure warm and responding as he pressed her to him in the music room…
 
   Ashton shook himself out of these thoughts, for were rapidly taking him to dangerous waters.
 
   “You must take responsibility for your foolish actions,” he told his ward somberly, “actions which put yourself as well as numerous other people at great peril. You cannot hope to ever become a woman worth any true lady’s or gentleman’s respect until you learn to shoulder the guilt of your own mistakes, and to apologize for them with grace and humility.”
 
   This was a merit his grace had still to master himself, and he cringed inwardly at the irony. He thought wryly that his ward would no doubt be married and settled into a household of her own by the time she came to the realization that her guardian was the sort of man she was currently being warned against.
 
   “You will apologize,” he continued, fixing her with his gaze. “You will be grateful and courteous, or I will remove Miss Devon from this household, and that will be the end of the Season for you, since you will have no chaperone. She is the one person who truly loves you, my poor niece, and it would take immense stupidity on your part to fail to see that.”
 
   Adelina cried some more, then dried her cheeks. “I really like her,” she said. “I do. I can’t think what comes over me at times…”
 
   His grace placed a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “It’s called your baser instinct, child,” he replied, amused. “Fighting it and prevailing over it will take you a lifetime. But that is what good people call having a character. Believe me, it is only by paying close attention to everything Miss Devon says to you that you have a single chance of attaining such a desirable state.”
 
   If one were to talk of irony… Talking to the child of mastering her baser instinct, he the near murderer of her father, as well as the spurned lover of her mother.
 
   “I will try,” Adelina told him, nodding her head vigorously. “I will try.”
 
   “Good girl,” his grace said, patting her curls affectionately. “Now go and say your apologies, for you have enough to do to prepare for tonight’s soiree at Lady Milton’s.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The week passed amid a twirl of balls, routs, concerts and theatre plays. Nearly every morning Adelina woke up to a pile of invitations neatly stacked on the breakfast table, and not once did she fail to shriek with joy and excitement. Her governess managed to keep herself sane by applying good humor and inexhaustible high spirits to every errand her vociferous pupil charged her with, thinking cheerfully that it would be a good thing for her body to be exhausted by the time she went to bed at night. 
 
   Beatrice had been under the impression, when she had first been hired, that once the Season started there would be no more lessons with Adelina; yet she was pleasantly surprised to find her willing, if not eager, to participate in dance and etiquette lessons between fittings with the mantua maker and visits from the milliner. She suspected that his grace’s mysterious talk with his ward had played a part in this miraculous metamorphosis, even as he himself was entirely absent from Lady Augusta’s household. He didn’t fail to be present to the first three events Adelina attended, and then gave himself a leave of absence until the dreaded visit at Almack’s.
 
   That exciting part of a young lady’s introduction to the ton was fast approaching upon them, and the duke had the good grace to show his face at the elegant house in Grosvenor Square two days in a row before the big event, dining on both occasions with the three ladies in a surprisingly pleasing mood.
 
    
 
   The second night after this happy circumstance, Beatrice was woken at an ungodly hour of the night, long after midnight, by a decided if somewhat muted knock on her door. Alert as she slept every night, her mind constantly attuned to her charge’s real or imagined needs, she sprang out of her bed immediately and, wrapping a robe hastily around her night-shift, she passed a hand over her tousled curls, and opened the door.
 
   When the subtle sound had woken her, she’d jerked awake doused in cold sweat. She’d turned panicked eyes to the door, her mind confused from sleep, and had immediately sprung to the fireplace to pick up the poker.  Then, as the knocking proceeded, she’d managed to gather her wits and realize that if the person outside her door was an intruder, bent upon evil, he wouldn’t go to the lengths of knocking politely on her door. 
 
   “Is his grace ill?” was the first thing she asked, as she came face to face with his grace’s valet’s grim expression.
 
   “Pardon me for waking you, Miss,” he said mournfully. “I realize the hour is quite inappropriate, but I rode through the night on a mission that cannot be delayed for a second… As to his grace’s being ill, I wish he was with all my heart!”
 
   Beatrice, alarmed by this extraordinary show of vehemence, closed the door behind her quietly and entreated Mr. Gibbs -that was his name- to light the way to the schoolroom, so that they could speak privately without waking the servants. Mr. Gibbs complied, and soon enough he was wiping a tear that had fallen from his weathered cheek, seated in Adelina’s favorite chair, in front of the cold fireplace, the moonlight sending a soft, white glow on his neatly-combed grey hair.
 
   “He’s done it, Miss,” he said. “He’s done it again. I don’t know how much longer I can endure it, it’s impossible!” He went on to ask her pardon  a million times for having come into her ladyship’s abode in such an underhand fashion, and waking her; and to vow her to secrecy as to the contents of their conversation. 
 
   “I am to understand then,” Beatrice told him, in a not particularly gentle tone, “that his grace is unaware of your nightly visit.”
 
   Mr. Gibbs had the sense to look ashamed of himself, and then started a complicated speech of apology and anguish. A quickly becoming exasperated Beatrice started to question him, and after a considerable amout of time spent coaxing and entreating him to tell her his troubles, the whole sordid truth painstakingly came to light.
 
   “He’ll fight the boy at dawn,” Mr. Gibbs concluded. His story had involved an evening at White’s, a long and complicated game of cards, and a young gent, the Honourable Mr. Hawksworth, who, for reasons unknown to everyone except himself, had accused the duke of cheating at cards, goaded him into challenging him to a duel, and proceeded to make a wager with almost everyone present that he would be the victor.
 
   “I suppose he wanted to boast to his friends,” Miss Devon commented pleasantly, “or otherwise he’s foolish enough to think he can best his grace in a duel, thus earning a name for himself among the ton. I expect he’ll pay for his misguided arrogance with a good thrashing by the duke, if not with his life.”
 
   “Exactly!” cried Gibbs, and stretched out his hands to take hers, but stopped himself at the last moment. “You understand now, madam, why I deemed in Necessary to wake you at such an Ungodly Hour?”
 
   Miss Devon did not.
 
   “Why, he’ll kill the boy!” Gibbs said in a strangled voice.
 
   “I hardly think so,” Miss Devon laughed. “When I said he would pay with his life, I didn’t mean it literally. I expect he’ll be grazed, winded at best, and return home with his tail between his legs, nothing more wounded than his pride. He might even be taught a valuable lesson, although I doubt it.”
 
   “No, no, no! You don’t understand,” his grace’s valet cried in anguish.
 
   “My good sir, what don’t I understand?”
 
   Mr. Gibbs lifted a surprised gaze to hers, wondering at the deference of her tone. Then his eyes crinkled at the corners, and he smiled one of his rare smiles. “I did well coming to you, Miss,” he said. “You’re a right ‘un!  Mr. Frost said the same when we were informed of the fact. Mr. Frost, you see, was called upon by his grace’s lawyers, to fix up his will.”
 
   “His will?” Beatrice repeated, turning slightly white around the mouth.
 
   “Do not be alarmed, Miss,” Gibbs said quickly, “You see, it is not for my master’s life I fear.” 
 
   “It is not?” she asked, bewildered.
 
   “No. His skill with the pistol is superior to almost every other peer’s, and as for swords… he’s the master. There is no way in hell, begging your pardon Miss, that he would be bested by a conceited puppy like this Hawksmay.”
 
   “Hawksworth,” Beatrice corrected him gently.
 
   “Well, that’s neither here nor there,” Mr. Gibbs said, unperturbed. “The thing is…” he leaned slightly forward, beckoning at Miss Devon to do the same. “The thing is,” he repeated in a whisper, “his grace is known to kill men.”
 
   “In duels?” she asked, feeling slightly light-headed.
 
   Mr. Gibbs shrugged, which alarmed her further.
 
   “You said he’s known for it?” she persisted. 
 
   “Well…”
 
   “And yet you appear, if I am not mistaken, to still harbor hopes that his grace will experience a change of heart.”
 
   Mr. Gibbs found it necessary to study his shoes. “That’s where you come in, Miss,” he said, his head bent low. “We were hoping to Solicit your Assistance.”
 
   “We?” Miss Devon raised a slender eyebrow.
 
   “Mr. Frost and I,” Gibbs said, drawing his shoulders up in the way of a man determined to meet his fate head-on. “He’s waiting downstairs in the study.”
 
   Miss Devon fought an almost irrepressible urge to laugh. She managed to control herself however, and got up in a brisk, business-like manner.
 
   “Where are you going, Miss?” Mr. Gibbs asked abruptly, with something akin to panic in his voice.
 
   “Didn’t you say Mr. Frost was downstairs?” she asked. “Let us waste no time.”
 
   They found Mr. Frost in the library, looking pale and weary-eyed.
 
   “I appeal to your Christian mercy, madam,” he said, taking her hands. “I understand that his grace, though it pains me to say it, has no relatives or friends who would care to stop his descent into moral depravity.”
 
   “And what makes you think he will listen to me?” Beatrice asked.
 
   “Firstly,” Mr. Frost replied seriously, his eyes shining with intensity behind their slender spectacles, “you, madam, are the only person in this household that I can depend upon to care about the condition of his grace’s soul. Is this not so?” Miss Devon nodded, mutely. “And then,” his grace’s secretary continued in a gentler tone, “there is the matter of his –ahem- you will excuse me, the circumstances are extenuating…”
 
   “Please go on.”
 
   “He admires you, it is widely known,” Mr. Frost finished, flushing slightly. “If you please to get dressed and follow us to High Street, there is not a moment to be lost, for the sun will rise in but a few hours, and his grace is wont to get a good start on his opponent, as per usual.”
 
   This time Beatrice couldn’t contain her laughter. “You mean to ask me to visit his rooms, alone, at such an hour? Surely you jest…” she began, but she turned serious as soon as she saw Mr. Frost’s sad, desperate gaze fixed on her. “All right,” she said, swallowing past the sudden lump in her throat. “After all, how much more painful can this be than falling into the icy lake?” she mused.
 
   Mr. Frost exchanged a meaningful look with Mr. Gibbs. They both turned to her, bowing their heads in deference.
 
   “Quite a bit,” they pronounced in unison.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   And thus it was that his grace the duke of Ashton perceived Miss Beatrice Devon running down the path that led to his stables in a most graceful, if eccentric manner, her skirts lifted in her fists, her feet lightly pounding the ground, at a quarter to five that same morn.
 
   The shadows were still long and Ashton had to narrow his eyes, wondering if the sleepless nights he’d spent thinking of the confounded woman had finally succeeded in driving him from his mind.
 
   “Your grace!” the little governess shouted in an unladylike manner, that even Adelina herself would have shuddered to witness. Her voice shattered the quiet and made the dewy leaves shudder in their sleep. “Your grace, Ashton!”
 
   At the sound of his name, the duke turned his horse sharply around and then pulled at the reins just as Miss Devon, panting, reached him, getting herself almost trampled by his beast’s hooves in the process.
 
   So he hadn’t conjured up the peculiar sight after all. Shaking himself to reality, Ashton at once took in the urgency of her hurried progress and his heart lurched within him. Hardly knowing what he did, he brought his horse to a halt, and prepared to alight.
 
   “Miss Devon!” he cried in alarm. “What is amiss?” She took an eternal moment to catch her breath, her flushed cheeks glowing in the lightening darkness, her loose chignon leaving a few hairs to flutter at the slight wind  tantalizingly. “For heaven sake, are you in need of assistance?” he said, gathering the reins in one hand and reaching for the saddle. 
 
   “I wanted to catch you before you departed,” she replied, lifting her earnest gaze to his, and pressing one hand to her side, panting.
 
   “God’s teeth, ma’am, have you run all the way from Grosvenor Square?” Miss Devon regarded him as though he was the one behaving like a lunatic.
 
   “I took a hackney,” she gasped. 
 
   “May I ask the reason?” his grace asked in a faintly interested manner. “The hour is, after all, hardly suitable for an interview. Could I perhaps trouble you, supposing of course that my aunt’s house is not on fire, to wait until the sun comes up? I am for business that cannot wait.” His tone was becoming increasingly more sarcastic as he spoke, but Miss Devon appeared to take no exception to it.
 
   “It is in regard to this business, your grace,” she replied calmly, “that I wish to speak with you.”
 
   “Pray tell,” he retorted dangerously, settling with distaste on his impatient horse.
 
   She hesitated for a breath, looking most charmingly confused. Ashton scoffed, preparing to gallop away. In a moment, however, she met his gaze bravely, without wavering.
 
   “Don’t go,” she said.
 
   For a mere second a gentleness came over his expression. “Are you afraid for my life, little one?” he asked, bending his head low to look into her eyes. Then the hardness crept back into his voice as he went on: “You should know better, for a soul as black as mine is indestructible.”
 
   “I am afraid for your soul which is not black but heavy with guilt,” Miss Devon replied, “and for your eternal life and where you will spend it.”
 
   “Oh, hell, I expect,” he said pleasantly. He drew himself up with as much haughteur as he could muster, which was a formidable amount, and started to move his horse forward. 
 
   “Please, your grace,” the governess persisted, getting in the way of his horse, who whinnied, frustrated. “I could not bear for you to…” she faltered.
 
   “Yes, child?” came the sarcastic rejoinder. “What could you not bear?” He was mildly surprised to see tears glistening at her cheeks. Then he was annoyed.
 
   “I am informed you are to fight a duel, my lord,” she answered him. “To the death.”
 
   “I cannot pretend to imagine, madam,” he said frostily, “by what underhand means you came upon this information, but it happens to be accurate. What of it?”
 
   “Please,” she repeated. “My good master, do not go.”
 
   Ashton had the foreign feeling of his neck flushing in anger. The warmth was spreading upwards to his face, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. “You should take a better look at your dictionary, madam,” he pronounced icily. “For I have never presumed to be ‘good’, not for one day of my life. What’s more, my personal affairs do not concern you in the least, and neither does my intention -or not- to annihilate an insolent young puppy that has no business being alive in the first place. In the future, I’ll thank you not to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   Fuming by now, he spurred his horse and rode off in a fury. The carriage must already be waiting for him, and he’d be damned to hell and back before that coxcomb Hawksworth would be allowed to think he’d cried off.
 
   Ashton well knew that he was notorious among the ton for his set-downs, having reduced to a pile of hysterical mass both patronesses at Almack’s and grand boxers at Jackson’s. This time, however, as he was leaving the small, quivering frame of the governess behind him, he felt as though he had been at the end of a cutting stare and not the other way round.
 
   With the corner of his eye, as he was galloping away at a furious pace, he could see Beatrice, her shoulders drooping with defeat, drawing her shawl closer about her and making her way gingerly to the gate, hoping no doubt to call a hackney to take her home. If he wasn’t so infuriated with her, Ashton would be concerned about the impropriety of her actions on top of her insolence, but as it was, he decided to confound the whole affair to the devil, and get on with the business at hand.
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   Ashton returned to his own home no more than two hours later in a foul, black mood, and began to toss icy orders to his valet, who rushed to execute them with a fond smile. 
 
   As soon as he found a moment, however, he scribbled a note to Mr. Frost, who was currently out in his office, awaiting eagerly the results of the morning’s ‘sport’. In his turn, Mr. Frost let Miss Devon know that she had been successful in her endeavors and that young Hawksworth was safe and untouched by a bullet.
 
   His grace, the note said, had been regrettably grazed at the left upper arm, but that was the best outcome one could hope of in such a desperate situation. Mr. Frost, in closing, offered his sincere gratitude once more, and especially so since he was almost certain that his grace would now -should no more mishap befall him- not be obliged to flee the country.
 
    
 
   It was therefore not to be avoided that early the next morning Ashton, clad in a resplendent silk brocade robe, entered his breakfast parlor to find his flustered butler ushering in his ward and her chaperone.
 
   He regarded them with a jaundiced eye. “Hell and damnation,” quoth he in a welcoming manner. “What the devil are you two doing here?”
 
   “We have come to inquire after your health, your grace,” Adelina said prettily, as she had been previously instructed, and Ashton bestowed one of his wolfish smiles upon her.
 
   “I am, regrettably, in excellent possession of it,” he replied, looking her squarely in the eye.
 
   Adelina and Miss Devon did not overstay the ten minutes that his patience lasted, and Ashton managed to spend the entire time engaged in pleasant if inane chit-chatter with his niece, entirely ignoring the little governess. 
 
   He had meant this behavior to convey to her the message of his being most seriously displeased with her, but the impossible woman had the audacity to look positively glowing. He had the disturbing idea that Miss Devon knew not whether to laugh at his expense or make a complete spectacle of herself by crying with relief at her success.
 
   He saw her gaze travel over his bandaged arm, and a shadow of pain creased her thin eyebrows, causing his heart to miss a skip. Silly chit, to worry over him, and sillier he still for noting it with any sort of gratification. And what did she mean by dragging Adelina from her bed in order to pay him a morning call! Most inappropriate, on top of being entirely ridiculous.
 
   And so he’d tell her, roundly, as soon as he decided to speak to her again. For now, she should bask in his displeasure. Miss Devon, ridiculous girl, seemed hardly to notice this circumstance, and Ashton had no idea why the fact infuriated him further. 
 
   Mercifully, the two females took their leave soon afterwards, and he was left to nurse his sore arm in blessed solitude.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Three days later it was the night of lady Summerset’s grand Ball. As per usual, her ladyship’s annual ball, taking place in the first two weeks of the Season, was one of the grand affairs of the haut ton. Exclusive invitations were passed around only among the most illustrious of personages. It was widely known that at least two of the patronesses of Almack’s graced the Summerset ball with their presence, and Adelina was eager to make a good impression, almost bursting with impatience that she hadn’t yet received her vouchers.
 
   Adelina spent the evening, after having been dressed by her abigail, watching eagerly from the frosted window for his grace’s barouche, which would carry herself, the duke and Beatrice to the Summerset sprawling mansion. Lady Augusta had had enough of balls and gatherings to last her a lifetime, she said, and so it was left to the severely displeased -not to mention still recuperating- duke to accompany his ward and her chaperone in the most elegant style possible.
 
   A small issue had arisen the day before, when the countess had called at Grosvenor Square and offered her services as a chaperone for Adelina, since, as she declared with a frosty look towards Beatrice, the young lady was too old to be accompanied by governesses. At once after her departure, and expressly ignoring Lady Augusta’s reassurances that ‘she wouldn’t have that odious woman within ten feet of Adelina’, Beatrice sat down and wrote a note to his grace, informing him of the occurrence, and straight-forwardly asking for further instructions.
 
   A reply arrived almost instantly, in Mr. Frost’s curt hand, stating dryly that Miss Devon was kindly asked to oblige his grace by doing the job she had been hired to do, and that since she was already aware that was as far as her instructions went, would she oblige him by heeding them in future. Beatrice refused to let her anger flare upon reading this missive, and persuaded herself most painstakingly that it was only her ego that was bruised by his grace: not her heart.
 
    
 
   That night, Adelina and Beatrice alighted from his grace’s carriage amid a light flurry of snowflakes and were hurriedly ushered into the grand ballroom. The crush was terrible, but the house had a large garden at the back and spacious, moonlight-bathed verandas that lead to it, offering the guests a chance at a chilly breath of fresh air in case the crowd became too much for them.
 
   The duke led the two ladies he was escorting to be seated, and then promptly abandoned them to their own devices. 
 
   Adelina and Beatrice spent the first few minutes of the affair most pleasantly occupied by observing the other ladies’ dresses and comparing them to what they had seen at the most recent copy of La Belle Assemblée, before they were snatched up by dance-partners.
 
    
 
   A mere half hour later Beatrice was in the throes of a headache most painful. She had hardly eaten all day, rushing about to see to Adelina’s needs, and that did not help matters at all. She considered her duty done, having stood up for not one but two dances, and was planning to return to the dance-floor later, as his grace had commanded. 
 
   Of course neither of these things was the sole reason for her headache: her suffering had quite a different cause. 
 
   She chided herself for being overly imaginative, but she certainly hadn’t imagined what had happened. It had been so real, so vivid; she could still see it before her eyes at every turn. It had happened late last night, when she’d finally wandered off to bed. 
 
   She remembered how she’d walked up the dark stairway, cringing as her steps echoed loudly in the stillness; how she’d shuddered at a sudden inexplicable feeling of terror lurking behind the drapes, and hurried along to her room as though some invisible threat was at her heels. She’d opened the door to her room and stopped in her tracks, frozen in shock and horror.
 
   A small dress was laid on her bed, spread out as though she was a grand lady, and a maid had prepared what she was to wear to breakfast the next morning.
 
   She had brought her hand to her suddenly dry throat, rushing to shut and bolt the door behind her, after casting a frantic glance around the dark, empty corridor. She’d set her candle down, hardly knowing what she did, and approached the bed with faltering steps. It was still there.
 
   In a dream-like gesture, she had bent down and touched her fingers to the faded, pink cotton sleeve, half-wondering whether her hands would meet just air. They didn’t. The dress was as real as she.
 
   A slow tremor began from the top of her head, until she was shaking to the very soles of her feet. She felt the walls of the small, dark room, closing in on her, a weight pressing on her chest. The small pink dress with the lilac ruffles was staring at her from the bed, its sleeves yawning open, lifeless -and yet her eyes could just discern the translucent skin of the little girl who had worn it, for it was a little girl’s dress. 
 
   A dead little girl’s dress.
 
   Not that there actually was a child’s ghost inside the discarded garment -nor had the child that had worn it actually died; she’d only wished to. But it made no difference. Beatrice could hear the child’s screams as the left shoulder was torn, exposing her white, childish skin; she could see its eyes huge with terror, pleading, unmoving; and she could hear its gasps as it realized that there was no help coming, no help from anyone.
 
   Her throat scraped raw from screams she did not dare utter, Beatrice sank to her knees before the torn dress. 
 
   Could she have packed it with the few belongings she’d taken with her, that fatal night of her flight, without realizing it? And maybe one of the maids had found it as they were sweeping her room and laid it out for a lark…
 
   She had tried to find a logical explanation for the presence of her old dress, trying to still her racing heart, but deep down inside she knew none of the ideas that presented themselves to her were true. If she’d found the dress he had torn off her when she was a child, the dress his hands had touched, the dress that had betrayed her innocence… if she’d come across it as she was packing for her escape, she would have fed it to the fire. The truth was that she’d never seen it since she’d discarded it after that awful day in her seventh year when he’d touched her for the first time.
 
   And yet here it was inexplicably, taunting her safe refuge, laughing at her in the silent darkness.
 
   In a fit of despair she’d grabbed it and threw it in the corner. 
 
   Then she had curled herself on her bed, fully dressed, covered her head with the blanket, and cried herself to sleep just as she had done eleven years ago.
 
    
 
   She was thinking now that maybe she had overreacted. Her eyes still felt puffy from crying, but underneath the sparkling chandeliers, surrounded by voices and music, she could scarcely imagine herself to be in any danger. How her old, ruined dress had ended up on her bed she neither knew nor cared, she decided. She’d put too much importance on a mere garment that, evil memories though it conjured, could not in and of itself harm her. 
 
   Suddenly the large ballroom looked dim and depressing, the laughter of the dancers echoing eerily in her ears, the polished floor tilting, swirling in a mad dash around her. Eyes were watching her from every corner, fingers were reaching out to clasp her neck. She let out a raspy breath and tried to breathe. She needed some air.
 
   She got up unsteadily from her chair and was moving towards the back of the room, when she felt a warm hand on her elbow. She turned to meet Lord Burns’ kind eyes regarding her with concern.
 
   “Please allow me to escort you, my dear Miss Devon,” he told her as he steadied her with his hand. “Are you feeling faint?”
 
   “You are very kind, my lord,” Beatrice replied, to which he blushed boyishly. “I have the most horrible headache; that is all.”
 
   Lord Burns smiled down at her. “Then I know just the thing,” he said, leading her to a seat in a quiet corner, away from the dancers. “I beg you to stay here, while I fetch you a glass of Madeira; it will cure your headache within minutes.”
 
   “Please do not trouble yourself,” Beatrice pleaded, but he waved her refusal away with his hand.
 
   “It is no trouble,” he assured her. “Promise me that I will find you here when I return.”
 
   She did, and he left her with a bow.
 
   A moment later a server appeared in front of her, a glass of glowing burgundy liquid on a small silver platter offered in his gloved hand. 
 
   “With Lord Burns’ compliments, madam,” he bowed deeply, and Beatrice thanked him and drained it in a few large gulps. The wine tasted a bit too sweet, and it burned her throat as she swallowed it, but she hoped it would somewhat soften the sting of her headache, which was becoming unbearable. She lifted her yes to search the crowd for Lord Burns’ kind eyes, for it seemed to her most peculiar that he hadn’t brought it to her himself.
 
   And then it happened.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing to me? I am not myself, you’ve turned me into a madman! I’m hungry for you the moment you’re out of my sight, and as soon as I see you I… I cannot help myself.”
 
   “Please, stop, you’re… you’re hurting me.”
 
   His hand is pressing against her breasts, his fingers clutching at her throat so that she can hardly breathe. Dark spots are dancing before her eyes and she thinks of screaming for a servant, but she knows from experience that nothing will come of such an attempt.
 
   Her father lies dying upstairs and even that isn’t enough to stop the man from attacking her. Her eyes fill with stubborn tears, born of pain and desperation. What hope is there for her?
 
   He presses his fingers on her throat until her airway is entirely closed. She feels the blood pounding in her temples, and realizes she can’t draw breath. 
 
   The only sentiment she is experiencing is gratefulness. She’ll finally be free.
 
   “I’ll kill you, do you hear me?” he’s whispering in her ear. “If you ever leave me, I’ll find you, no matter how long it takes me, I’ll find you and I’ll kill you.”
 
   Everything is receding, turning dark, and she knows with her final breath that he’s guessed her plan. He knows she is waiting for her father to die, and then she’s planning to run away. Will he kill her now? Or wait to see if she’ll flee from him first?
 
   “If you leave me, Beatrice,” he says, “if you dare to leave me, little rosebud, know this: the next time you see me, I’ll be the last thing you ever see.”
 
   With that he releases her abruptly and she falls to the ground, her skull cracking as it meets the hard marble, her lungs screaming for air. It takes forever to breathe again.
 
    
 
   No one was near her, still she felt his fingers closing on her throat as they had then, her breath dying on her lips, the liquid turning to sand in her mouth.
 
   Her eyes locked with the black, empty ones that filled her nightmares, and she was on her feet in a second.
 
   It was him, in the flesh; he was real. It took a moment to register in her mind that he’d found her. He hadn’t simply discovered her. He had been in the house last night -in her very room, for it was he who left the dress on her bed. And it had been his face in the window a week ago. He might have been watching her from a dark corner; mayhap he had, all this time, playing a game of cat-and-mouse, waiting for the precise moment to strike. 
 
   And that moment was now. Beatrice stood absolutely still, her mind numb, thinking back on the eyes that had stared at her from the glass a few days ago. Those same eyes, that very chilling gaze met hers now steadily, freely, no concealment of night necessary this time, for in a crowd so large he was invisible. He was standing across the room from her, chatting animatedly with two ladies on his left, his collar impossibly stiff and reaching almost to his ears, his reddish hair combed furiously atop his head.
 
   In a movement calculated to appear random, so that no one would suspect he had been watching a girl seated on the very opposite side of the ballroom, he turned his head in her general direction, his eyes indifferent, vacant. Then he lifted a be-ringed hand to his forehead and signaled a salute, his lips curling around a snarl. Beatrice felt the room sway around her.
 
   No, it couldn’t be him; not here, not now. It was entirely impossible.
 
   How had he even found her? Perhaps she was dreaming. Drinking on an empty stomach -she had been warned about that. Now perhaps she was hallucinating. Yes, that must be it, for he couldn’t be there, it couldn’t be him, just as the dress had been a creation of her overtired imagination.
 
   Then the man lifted a glass identical to hers in the air, and touched it with the thick ring he wore on his left thumb. His lips mouthed a few words without sound, but Beatrice understood them perfectly. It was these words that persuaded her that the horrifying vision was, in fact, real.
 
   “The last thing you ever see,” he said.
 
   His ring, the one that gleamed in the candlelight as he raised his glass to her… she knew of it. She’d tasted its metallic clang as he’d clamped his fingers over her mouth, stifling her screams for help. He’d boasted to her once that it contained poison, and she’d believed him with no hesitation. He had the mettle of a killer, that she knew.
 
   And now, she realized, her gaze traveling from his terrible, familiar face to her own glass-holding hand with new, horrible meaning, he’d fulfilled his threat. 
 
   He’d killed her. Beatrice felt the breath leaving her body. The glass slipped from her fingers, unheeded, shattering on the polished floor.
 
   In a daze, she started for the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton had kept a bored eye on both the young ladies under his care, noting with satisfaction that Miss Devon accepted an invitation to dance. Although she wore that accursed plain cream gown he’d bought her, a garment which could in no way draw the eye amongst such colorful plumage as the rest of the ladies were decorated in, he had to admit she looked exceedingly beautiful and carried herself with more grace than almost any other woman in the room.
 
   She stood up twice to dance and then took a seat with the matrons. He kept stealing glances at her as she sat out dance after dance, until she finally disappeared at the back of crowd.
 
   Ashton neither knew nor cared why he was so affected by her actions, why her mere presence had him so alert, either in annoyance or joy. He had meant to make his way directly into one of the card-rooms in the back, and thus endeavor to wile the tedious night away, but the fact of it was that he wouldn’t have a moment’s peace as long as he had the annoying little governess on his mind.
 
   With an exasperated sigh, he abandoned an inane conversation with the Earl of Wintworth he had long since ceased to follow anyway, and shouldered his way to reach her.
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   Miss Devon appeared to be running away from the ballroom in a determined step. Ashton hardly knew why he cared about the actions of his plaguing governess, still, irritated with himself, he pursued. She crossed the veranda, her slippers slapping the stones, and then stepped out into the flurries of snow, beginning to descend the grand marble steps to the small garden. He was almost upon her in a few long strides, when, hearing his footsteps, she turned back to face him sharply.
 
   He regarded her with annoyance from the top of the staircase, snowflakes resting briefly on his black curls before melting. Her face appeared to be frozen in a mask of blankness, and he was puzzled briefly as to the lack of recognition in her eyes.
 
   Then, she seemed to collect herself with visible effort. “Your grace,” she curtsied slightly. “Is anything the matter?”
 
   “You, my dear,” Ashton replied, descending the steps in a gingerly fashion, “are beginning to bore me.”
 
   “Your grace?”
 
   “You will explain, no doubt, in your own good time,” he began in a cutting tone, “the reason for your behavior tonight when I expressly made my wishes-” but here he stopped abruptly, for the little governess had turned sharply away from him. 
 
   Then she was running away.
 
   Her reaction in itself was so new to him, that he ceased to speak from mere surprise. He abandoned himself to follow her once more, his blood beginning to boil in anger.  
 
   She didn’t go far. 
 
   She had hardly taken a couple of steps when her legs seemed to give out and she fell with a clatter on the wet paved stones. His heart lurching within him, Ashton ran to her and dropped to his knees beside her. Her head was bent low, obscured by dark curls, and he placed a hand on her shoulder gently.
 
   “Are you unwell?” he asked her in a voice barely audible, “What is it?”
 
   She turned her head away and he heard a choking, gurgling sound as though she was struggling to breathe.
 
   “Beatrice, look at me,” Ashton cried, suddenly alarmed. “Come, my good girl,” he placed a hand on her chin, trying to support her head, but she turned violently from him, gasping in pain.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   She was suffocating, the world going black in waves before her, her eyes filling with tears that blinded her. A sudden nausea overwhelmed her, and she leaned to the side, being sick on the wet grass.
 
   She must have fainted briefly afterwards, for the next thing she knew, she was lying on her side, her head supported in his grace’s hands, and he was shaking her roughly. She opened her lips and gasped in air, feeling her stomach contort in agonizing pain.
 
   “Little one,” his grace murmured in quite a changed tone, “you are scaring me beyond all reason. You’re sick, why have you not told me? Am I then such an ogre?”
 
   Beatrice leaned her head back and met his eyes, now softened by kindness, shutting her own against the pain. She wished she could be left to die right there, on the snowy grass, a veil of snowflakes woven around her tumbling hair.  She wished she didn’t have to tell him, to explain to him, to warn him of the danger. “Your…” she started to address him, but a spasm of pain grabbed her, and she felt the blood rush from her face. 
 
   The poison was already working its way into her blood, racing through her limbs to her heart. She already felt the numbness spreading, the sharp pain coiling in her stomach. Who knew how much longer she had?
 
   She thought now that she’d maybe tasted a hint of laudanum in her drink, but she couldn’t be sure. What did it matter anyway?
 
   The dose was lethal, she was sure of it. “Master,” she said weakly and felt his chest shudder as he held her. 
 
   “What is it? Talk to me!” his voice, urgent and warm, brought her back.
 
   Poison, she thought. I’m dying. But she couldn’t speak, she couldn’t even form words. The only sound that came from her lips was a whimper, before she rolled over again and retched miserably.
 
   “You are what?” a high-pitched voice gasped next to her ear, and she opened her eyes directly into Lord Burns’ concerned, brown stare.
 
   His grace’s hands were holding her hair back, his fingers warm on her chilled skin, and he turned to Burns with an impatient gesture of his handsome head. His curls were flopping forward, as his head was bent over her, and Beatrice thought that this was the first time she’d seen him look anything less than impeccable. His very image seemed to be going in and out of focus in front of her dim eyes, and there was a strange, buzzing sound in her ears.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Charles?” his grace asked Lord Burns acidly.
 
   “Did… didn’t you hear her, man,” Lord Burns said, taking her arm frantically. “She just said she was dying…”
 
   “I heard,” the duke said in a hard voice.
 
   So she hadn’t merely thought the words, she’d said them aloud. Oh, well. Soon enough it wouldn’t matter whether she’d made a fool of herself in front of his grace and Lord Burns or not.
 
   “She was feeling faint and I promised to bring her refreshment, but when I finally made my way to her, I couldn’t find her anywhere,” Lord Burns was babbling in a panic. “Ashton, do you think…?”
 
   His grace ignored him. “Come, sit up,” he told her, supporting her back with his hand. “Tell me what you feel.”
 
   All Beatrice wanted was to curl up until the cramps in her stomach subsided or killed her. Anything would do; anything other than this piercing pain that was driving her to distraction.
 
   “I can’t see you,” she murmured, as she felt hands brushing curls away from her hot cheeks and wiping the cold sweat from her brow. “I can’t feel my hands… why does it hurt so much? Is- is because of the poison? I hope it’s quick work, because I cannot stand one more…”
 
   Then a spasm shook her violently and she must have fainted once more.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton set his lips as he watched the little governess fade in and out of consciousness. For the first time in his life, he found himself in the incredulous position of feeling utterly helpless. He couldn’t believe his own eyes and what was happening before him.
 
   Poison, she’d said. ‘Is it because of the poison?’
 
   He brought his fist to his mouth, and tried to take a steadying breath.
 
   “Look at her, Dom,” Charles whispered incessantly in his ear. “She’s failing right before our eyes. The symptoms are all there: dizziness, nausea, cramps. Is… is this possible?” He bent his golden head close to Miss Devon’s white face and pried her eyelids gently open. “Laudanum? No, hemlock would be my guess,” he murmured. “Mad as it sounds. She’s almost to the point…”
 
   “Enough!” Ashton shouted, almost driven from his mind.
 
   Impossible. They were at Lady Summerset’s London residence, for pity’s sake! Nothing could be more respectable. And there they were, on her deserted front lawn, Beatrice fighting for breath on the grass, Charles kneeling, holding her head in his arms, weeping as though he was at her bloody deathbed. A more unrealistic scene he had yet to experience.
 
   Charles was damned right, too. At a mere glance, he’d known it was true. “No,” he whispered against his fist. “No.”
 
   Pushing him quickly aside, he lifted her in a seated position. Then he took her head in both of his hands roughly and unceremoniously plunged two fingers down her throat. With a palm pressed to her clammy forehead, he supported her while the greatest part of the contents of her stomach was spilled on the grass, and then, not wasting a single minute, he picked her up in his arms, ignoring his wound that screamed in protest, and ran to the side of the house, towards the kitchens.
 
   “Ashton!” Burns called after him, frantically.
 
   “Go back to the ball, Charles,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Alarm no one, I beg of you. Take care of Adelina, will you? And call for my carriage without delay!”
 
   Not waiting for a response, he entered through a small, iron-wrought gate and descended the stairs two at a time, until the heady aroma of the manor’s kitchens assaulted his nostrils. Entering unobserved by the harried maids and serfs, he set her on a chair, not letting her out of the support of his arm, and asked her whether she had eaten anything all day. 
 
   She shook her head, and he roared for bread and wine to be brought to him.
 
   He fed her and gave her small gulps of water until he was informed that his carriage had arrived just outside. He took her in his arms once more, cringing at the feel of her slender, supple body cold and immobile against his frenzied heartbeat and, covering her with his long-coat, he shouted at his driver to ride to Grosvenor Square like hell’s hounds were on their heels.
 
   “Aye, your grace,” that long-suffering individual answered and slapped the horses with gusto.
 
    
 
   Beatrice looked numb. She longed to sleep, but he didn’t dare allow it. Ashton sat himself next to her and started rubbing her cold hands to warm them, his head bent over them intently.
 
   It may have been hemlock, he thought as he supported her to lay her head back, the snowflakes twirling outside the window glass against the black midnight sky. He had seen that particular poison at work before, and if her numb legs were a sign of its progress, soon enough the paralysis would reach her lungs and then her heart.
 
   She had trouble breathing already and by the looks of her, everything must hurt her, even her bones. Miss Devon lifted a hand and covered his, and her skin was marble cold, so much so that he wondered if she could even feel the warmth of his fingers beneath hers.
 
   “Ashton,” she whispered.
 
   She lifted her eyes, sparkling like gems in the yellow light of the carriage-lamps.
 
   “I adore the sound of my name on your lips,” he replied, watching her mesmerized. Their hands were still locked; he caressed her knuckles with his thumb.
 
   “I am dying, am I not?” she said quietly.
 
   “You are not!” he erupted, flinging himself from the seat, and almost overturning the carriage in his violent movement. “Most of the poison will be out of your body by now, and the rest absorbed by the solid food you ate. Are…” he sat himself again beside her as the carriage swayed, “are you suffering acutely?”
 
   She lifted a shaking hand to her hair. “My pins…” she said and immediately his fingers were in her tresses, setting her free of the confines of her coiffure. “I am going mad with the pain.”
 
   He winced and passed a pale hand over her long, thick hair, which was now tumbling to her waist. He lifted an auburn strand to his lips, wiping her cheeks with his other hand, and she raised her eyes in question. “Don’t cry,” he muttered savagely, “come, drink a bit more, if there’s any more poison in you, this will get rid of it.”
 
   He pressed a concoction he had prepared himself as they waited in the kitchen to her lips and forced her to drink until she winced.
 
   “Stop the carriage,” she gasped miserably. “I feel unwell.”
 
   “I’ll hold you,” he replied, “we won’t stop, for I need to get you inside and warm as soon as possible, but you should be sick if you can.” The little governess turned her face away from him as a spasm shook her, but he caught her in his arms before she could fall, and pressed her face to his chest. “You may ruin my waistcoat with my blessing,” he told her fiercely, “if that’s your hesitation.”
 
   Thus encouraged, Miss Devon was sick once more, and then fell weakly backwards. Ashton held her secure, urging her to keep awake and conscious despite the pain and the weakness that threatened to overwhelm her, and in a moment she murmured that she was feeling much more the thing now.
 
   “That’s a blatant lie, and you know it,” Ashton replied. “But if you were to defeat the poison on guts alone, I vow you’d do it. Come, sit up a bit.”
 
   He lifted her in his arms and supported her head on his shoulder, her curls cascading over his coat. He caressed her cheek, mesmerized by her drooping eyes, and in a second she bent her head down and retched miserably. Ashton supported her silently, holding her hair back, and feeling her slender body wrecked by spasms against him.
 
   The questions whirled madly inside his head and, much as he tried to push them aside in favor of focusing on the matter at hand -that is, keeping Miss Devon alive- he couldn’t help but wonder: who could have wished to harm a person as invisible and insignificant as his governess? Had there perhaps been an error, a blunder in someone’s murderous plans -had the poison been intended for someone else? He much doubted that a person who wished to perform so discreet and calculated a crime as poison suggested would easily make such a mistake. 
 
   What then?
 
   Had she taken it herself with intent? Was such a thing even possible? Miss Devon was a woman of reason and God-fearing compassion. Yet she seemed to give herself up to her fate most passively, while uncannily informed of the poison that was killing her, and entirely abandoned to its fatal effects, almost without the will to fight against it. No, it couldn’t be.
 
   A sudden chill ran through his entire body at the thought that she might have been driven to such a desperate act. 
 
   How was it that this girl had altered him so deeply? To be sure, she was exceptionally kindhearted and refreshingly honest, yet that was hardly reason enough to tempt him to care about a woman he hardly found fashionable or titled enough to fit his fastidious tastes. Perhaps this darkness he’d glimpsed into her eyes at times, this undefined sadness that seemed to come over her… perhaps that was it. It intrigued him; it made him apprehensive of some unknown danger he wanted fiercely to fight for her sake.
 
   Next to him, Miss Devon coughed and pressed her hands against her stomach, doubling in two from the pain.
 
   “Easy now,” he said, brushing her temple with his lips, as he perceived her leaning back in an almost swoon. “That will have got rid of the last remains of the poison in your stomach, I’ll warrant. Let us hope that the amount already in your blood is not fatal.”
 
   “Pray,” she whispered in a broken voice.
 
   Ashton closed his eyes for a moment. “Let us pray it’s not fatal,” he amended, nodding slowly.
 
   “No,” she murmured, “not that. I meant, please pray for me. Please…”
 
   He turned to look at her in astonishment, for such a request had never in his life been made of him. Her eyes had drifted closed, an alarming pallor making her face glow white in the dark, and her eyebrows were drawn together tightly as though she was in infinite pain.
 
   Ashton, without much thinking about it, obeyed.
 
   “Our Father, which art in heaven,” he began, and immediately he felt her tense body relax against him. “Hallowed…” he continued, swallowing past the lump in his throat.
 
   If any of his cronies could see him now, there would be hell to pay at Jackson’s tomorrow. 
 
   His grace of Ashton was mildly surprised to discover that he didn’t care. His entire attention was drawn to the fact that he didn’t feel himself righteous enough so as to be in a position to plead for her life before the Almighty.
 
   And, for the first time ever, that knowledge plagued him intensely.
 
   “Hallowed be Thy name,” he continued, struggling with the familiar words. He had uttered that prayer a thousand times as a boy, but never before now had there been a grain of meaning in its words, nor had he found a reason to contemplate them. “What am I saying?” he muttered to himself in disgust, then turned to her, defeated. “Little one, I can’t…”
 
   Beatrice moaned softly and lurched forward in a sudden move of the carriage, unable to hold herself up, and he had just time to grab her from behind, before she was crushed against the carriage walls. She whimpered at the sudden movement, gasping in pain, and he cradled her carefully, afraid he might break her bones, so fragile did she feel in his arms.
 
   He placed a cushion beneath her back and watched helplessly as her breathing became more shallow, her eyes blinking, fighting to stay awake. 
 
   “No,” he cried, his voice tight, “don’t close your eyes, stay awake! Our Father,” he began again in earnest, but for a second time he abandoned the Lord’s Prayer. “Save her,” he said instead, turning his gaze to the clouded heavens outside. He had never believed there was anyone there to hear prayers in a man’s time of need, but it felt as though, at the moment, it was the only thing he could do.
 
   And deuced if he wouldn’t do it.
 
   He wrapped his arms around Beatrice, who was now shaking with cold, and after what seemed like an eternity, but was in fact but a few more minutes, they were home.
 
    “I’ll call for a sawbones if you wish,” he told her as soon as he had her warm in her bed, a crackling log slowly being devoured by flames in the grate.
 
   “I only wish for sleep,” she replied drowsily and furrowed deeper under the covers.
 
   “How do you fare?” he asked softly. “Has the feeling returned to your extremities?”
 
   “I hardly know,” she said. “I’m so tired.”
 
   He let her sleep but kept waking her every half hour or so. The countess and Lord Burns escorted Adelina home ten minutes past three in the morning, and he excused Miss Devon’s sudden indisposition in a brisk way, shepherding his ward to her room, and untangling himself from Eliza’s affections as soon as he could.
 
   He woke Miss Devon once more after that, and forced her to take a walk around the room on his arm, which she obeyed among much complaining and yawning and after that he let her sleep till morning. 
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   For the next two days, Beatrice woke and slept, hardly aware of her surroundings, a high fever ravaging her body. She hated the fuss being made over her, the maids hurrying about with wet cloths to cool her burning forehead and his grace spending the nights at Grosvenor Square instead of his own rooms in High Street. Still, it could not be helped.
 
   In the worst moments of the fever, she thought she could see him taunting her in nightmares, grimacing in hatred over her weak body, as she lay there bathed in sweat and convulsing in pain, wishing for her death. In her few interludes of lucidity she was glad to have survived. Then she would begin to worry about the danger that was dangling above all of their heads, and cry herself to sleep. 
 
   She awoke properly around noon of the third day, shaking her limbs to ascertain that she still had full use of them. Then, taking a look around her empty room, she rang the bell for a maid and ascertained with a few discreet questions whether his grace was still at home. She was thereupon informed that the duke was breaking his fast in the library downstairs, and she dressed hurriedly, fixing her hair, determined not to spend one more minute in bed.
 
   Her legs felt heavy, as though they were made of lead. Her stomach still hurt and she felt lightheaded, but there was no denying the fact that she was very much alive and well, and must now deal with the consequences of everything that had and was about to happen.
 
   She knocked on the door timidly and received no answer, so she pushed it slowly.
 
   It opened to reveal his grace standing with his back to her, still in his rumpled evening attire, his red-rimmed, sleepless eyes regarding the sunshine out of the window bleakly. He must have gone out with Adelina to some riot or ball last night, but it seemed curious to her that he hadn’t changed his clothes since.
 
   He turned to her absently, as though his mind was elsewhere, and she had the almost irrepressible urge to smooth a stray curl away from his furrowed brow.
 
   “Good God!” he exclaimed, arousing himself with visible effort from his thoughts. “You shouldn’t be up. Come, sit by the fire.” He waited for her to do so in severe silence, and then said, a tad more kindly, “How do you fare, child?”
 
   “I am perfectly well, your grace, all thanks to you,” Miss Devon replied gratefully, to which he rejoined with vehemence:
 
   “Poppycock!”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Beatrice asked. “Have you…” she said suddenly, taking a better look at his rumpled appearance, “have you not slept?”
 
   “Madam,” Ashton said, fixing her with his intimidating stare, “I am not in the habit of taking my rest when a member of my household lies at death’s door!” Beatrice lowered her head in embarrassment, but he went on, swallowing before he spoke, choosing his words carefully. “Is it at all probable that I will be made aware of the circumstances that all but led to your… death, Miss Devon? You mentioned that you had been poisoned: how did that come about? And by whom? The questions are endless.”
 
   The last sentence was uttered through gritted teeth, his grace’s usual haughteur nowhere in sight. Beatrice was surprised to detect barely concealed anger mingled with desperation in his demeanor: his cheeks were ashen, almost translucent, and his jaw clenched tightly, a muscle jumping in annoyance. 
 
   “Please do not press me to tell you, your grace,” she said miserably, avoiding his gaze. 
 
   Ashton brought down his fist on the little secretaire with force, no sound escaping his lips at the harsh impact. Beatrice inhaled sharply as though it was her own hand that felt the pain, and wilted further within her seat. He ran his fingers through his hair. “You’ll be the end of me,” he muttered. He came to a halt beside her, his elegant shoes entering her line of vision, and stood there, towering above her silently for a minute. “I am near demented… What on earth happened two nights ago? You must tell me, indeed you must. Please.”
 
   Miss Devon cursed him inwardly. How could she not tell him whatever he wanted from her after this plea? “Your grace,” she began, licking her suddenly dry lips, “I do not wish to withhold any information from you that would prove important or even essential to your well-being. Please believe me when I say that any hesitation on my part is only due to my desire not to burden you with things quite beneath your notice, and to not waste any more of your time. My recent…” she paused, looking for the right word, and found herself the object of the duke’s unwavering attention, which threw her off a bit, but she soon rallied. “My recent experience,” she went on, “though unfortunate, should in no way be cause for distress or further examination. It is simply not worth your time and effort.”
 
   His grace appeared, to put it mildly, in an outrage.
 
   “Not worth my time?” he repeated, almost spitting the words out savagely. “Unfortunate? Are you bamming me, Miss Devon? Are you in jest? Or is your own life worth so little to you?”
 
   She could feel the tears stinging her eyelids by now, but still she pushed her lips resolutely together. “I cannot bring myself to trouble your grace with such trivial a matter,” she said stubbornly, like a petulant child.
 
   She had the strange suspicion, watching him beneath her tear-stained eyelashes, that if his grace hadn’t been beside himself with anger and exasperation, he might have found this an occasion for laughter. 
 
   “Let me inform you, madam,” he pronounced with barely contained wrath, “that I have run men through with my sword for offences much inferior than what was done to you! You cannot ask of me to be indifferent to your almost… murder, indeed you cannot!” He ended up shouting at her, trying by mere force to penetrate the distance she had put between them.
 
   She couldn’t speak, but hung her head lower, and then the tears started flowing. Ashton let out an exasperated sigh and went to stand once more by the window. 
 
   “Miss Devon,” he said quietly, as though for his own ears alone, “Beatrice. The thought of you in danger… I find it repulsive. Do I need to entreat you to allow me to help you?”
 
    
 
   “No one can hear you. No one can help you, little rosebud. You’re mine, mine alone.”
 
   “I am created by the Almighty God and He alone can claim ownership to my person!”
 
   “The Almighty…? Do not make me laugh, girl. Why, at sixteen years of age, have you not yet outgrown the fairy stories of the nursery? Call on Him now, if you wish, since he’s your creator and all… See if he will deliver you.”
 
   “I know not when or where, but He will. Love will conquer hate. I do not know why He does not strike you with fire where you stand, but He exists as surely as I do, and I have proof before my eyes.”
 
   “Still you make me laugh. Strike me with fire? Your supple, moist skin is testament to your vile desires, rosebud, and if I were to be smote you’d be too, and much sooner than me. You are the sinner, you the temptress, and so you’ve been since you were a little mite! As to any form of deity proving its existence to you, why it’s as absurd as your hope to be free of me.”
 
   “If the devil exists, and he surely does, for he is right now here in front of me, in you, then God must also. No, please don’t, no…”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton turned to see her sobbing soundlessly, fat tears rolling down her cheeks unheeded and soaking the dress of her skirt, her hands hanging uselessly at her sides. In two breaths he was next to her, bending close to her and fighting the sudden mist in his own eyes.
 
   “My sweet girl,” he said in a voice hoarse, unrecognizable. “You may trust me.”
 
   Miss Devon took a deep breath. “I am ruined,” she murmured, oblivious to his questions. “I am beyond help.”
 
   ‘A ruined life,’ he suddenly remembered her saying to him once before, when he’d ran from her in anger in the gallery of Hartfield Park, ‘worth less than the ice that broke beneath Adelina’s skates’.
 
   “Tell me,” he urged her, making his voice as gentle as he could. She lifted her puffy eyes to his face, and she must see the shock and pain drawn starkly in features, for she winced. Involuntarily his hand found hers.
 
   “What happened last night,” she started, squirming in her seat, looking acutely uncomfortable. “What…”
 
   He patted her hand, trying to hide his impatience. “Do not distress yourself, my dear,” he told her. “You’ll tell me in your own time, no doubt.” He turned aside to hide his disappointment and stood, going once more to the window. “Whoever it was, I’ll kill him,” he murmured. He heard a stifled sound and turned to behold Miss Devon smiling a watery smile. “Pray do tell, what has amused you?” he asked, allowing himself a faint show of interest.
 
   “Mr. Gibbs was right,” she replied with a twinkle. “You do have a penchant for murdering people.” 
 
   “Ah, so that solves the mystery of your interference that infernal day of the duel,” he observed severely, and she blushed. “I trust,” he went on, turning to face her, that anxious, most shockingly humbling feeling creeping into him again, “that in time you may forgive me for the pain my unfair accusations caused you that day?”
 
   “There is nothing to forgive,” she said at length, for he looked at her intently until she would answer him, “your grace. My intrusion on a matter so personal to you was entirely uncalled for and out of character. It is I who was in the wrong.”
 
   His grace regarded her wryly. “You do realize,” he said, “that it was because of you that that insolent puppy left the field alive that morning? You know of the immense debt I owe you? I couldn’t care less, you know, about the misguided boy who thought it would do his reputation a service to insult me,” he went on. “It seemed important to you that he remains unharmed, however, for some unfathomable reason. I was, as always, happy to oblige.”
 
   “Were you terribly humiliated?” Miss Devon asked, her eyes gleaming with appreciation. 
 
   “Ah, the wagers at White’s reached your delicate ears, did they? I was, you witch,” he replied. “But if you think that I will let you die in retaliation, you are deeply mistaken. For once I can’t bring myself to think lightly of the loss of a human life -an embarrassing thought, if any. But there it is. I first became aware of it when you fell into that infernal lake at the Park.”
 
   She tried to speak, but her lips were trembling violently. His grace took one step towards her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers, his eyebrows lifted in a silent challenge.
 
   “Do not ask me,” he said in a gruff whisper that sent goose bumps down her spine, “to sit idly by and watch you in such extreme pain as you were the other night. Do not ask me to keep myself from seeking to protect and aid you. It is beyond my abilities.”
 
   Fresh tears were wetting Beatrice’s cheeks.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “I beg of you, sir, I…”
 
   “What?” Ashton asked, suddenly alarmed, for it seemed she had difficulty breathing and the color had all but left her face, “what is it that you need of me?”
 
   “I need some air,” she whispered with difficulty.
 
   Ashton marched to the French windows and threw them open, returning to her side swiftly. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Better?” he asked. She nodded. “I shall not leave this house today,” he went on, “for this matter requires further investigation, but you are right now in need of rest. Shall I tell my aunt to request another setting at the dinner table?”
 
   He raised a half-mocking eyebrow in her direction, and she pronounced herself obliged to remind him that this was his house, and he could dine in it as often or as rarely as he liked.
 
   “It is, I take it from your answer,” he mused, “entirely a matter of indifference to you whether I dine in this house or not.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   By now, Beatrice was reaching her breaking point. Her skin was on fire, blood pounding in her ears and her emotions all in a tumble. His mere proximity was arousing feelings foreign within her, and her heart was beating so wildly she was afraid it would leap clean out of her chest.
 
   “Your grace takes pleasure in tormenting me,” she said in a low voice, and the next minute she was taken roughly into Ashton’s arms.
 
   “How can you say that, witch,” his voice rumbled next to her ear, “when it is you who are torturing me, night and day, your image in front of my eyes, your voice in my head, constantly? No matter how I fight your thought, I can find no peace. Even now, you sit there, looking at me in this innocent, trusting manner, as though you were ignorant of my true nature… One would think I were a saint to be revered, judging from the way you regard me! It is most irritating.”
 
   This was too much.
 
   She had come into the room with every expectation of being questioned or chastised; what she’d found instead was his grace in a surprisingly gentle disposition, making her squirm and shiver and stammer in embarrassment, hardly knowing how to answer him. And now he was telling her to her face that he found her irritating.
 
   Well, at least she knew how to respond to his incivility; she was used to that. “What is irritating,” she began to answer him hotly, “is that-” and then his lips came hard on hers.
 
   She was so surprised that she opened her own, welcoming him. She trembled as he fit his tall body to hers and he moaned, feeling her melt into him, opening her lips to receive his, tangling her hands behind his neck. He circled her waist gently, and, without parting his lips from hers, started to walk towards the couch. He sat her down, and kneeled with his legs on either side of hers, trapping her with his hips, until she leaned her head back, welcoming his weight on her body.
 
   He gasped and leaned to the side as though he was afraid to crush her. He lifted his head from hers and she panted, looking up at him in surprise, but she didn’t expect the look of infinite tenderness she saw in his face. He regarded her seriously, his gaze lingering on her every feature, and then he slowly brought out a hand to brush the hair from her forehead. He trailed his fingers down to her swollen lips, and the next minute his hands were on her neckline, pushing her dress down, cupping the soft swelling of her breasts, while his other hand was stealing under her skirt, playing with the soft material of her stocking.
 
   Beatrice bit her lip to stop herself from sighing in pleasure, and felt her body relax, surrender itself to his expert touch, her legs straightening, her arms moving to press his back lower, so that his body would meet hers without any unnecessary empty space between them.
 
   She closed her eyes, savoring his touch -and that was when everything changed. Suddenly it was he; his touch beneath her dress, his fingers on her breasts. And she was… enjoying it?
 
    
 
   “I know you like it, rosebud, no matter you play-act that you’re running from me. Your lithe little body is asking for it; look at your little hairs standing on edge, your chest writhing… Only twelve years old and you know what most stupid, frigid genteel ladies have no inkling about. No, don’t wiggle, no you she-devil, stay put, liste-”
 
    
 
   She couldn’t breathe. No, wasn’t possibly happening. It wasn’t true, it wasn’t her those words described; he’d been a liar, he’d never spoken a true word since she was a child, that first time he’d touched her and afterwards accused her of being a whor-
 
    “I vowed I wouldn’t touch you again,” his grace rasped in a rueful voice, “yet here I am… What’s this? Your face is deathly white: you look as though you are about to faint. No, Beatrice, open your eyes. Come…”
 
   She was suffocating. 
 
   Then his weight was being quickly lifted off her chest, and she was free, but still she couldn’t draw breath. She opened her eyes to see his handsome features as he bent close to her face, his brows meeting in concern, and the darkness immediately fell away. A feeling of safety washed over her, and she could breathe again.
 
   With a small sigh, she let her head drop on his shoulder, and he moved quickly to cup the nape of her neck with his hand as he knelt beside her.
 
   “You are still exhausted from battling against the poison,” the duke was saying, supporting her back with his arm and brushing her flushed cheek with a long finger. She trembled, and he must think she was afraid of the sudden weakness that had overcome her, for her hurried to add: “I thought you’d faint for a moment, you seemed to be hardly breathing; but I have you in my arms now, don’t be alarmed. It’s nothing a bit of rest won’t heal.”
 
   She pushed his hands resolutely off, needing a moment to think and he, misunderstanding the gesture, stepped away from her immediately, his eyes wild and hooded, searching hers. He was still holding her upright. “That’s not the reason,” she told him, in a voice coming hoarse from a dry throat. “I’m feeling perfectly well.”
 
   “Then what is it?” his grace asked in a tight voice.
 
   “It is…” she hesitated, trying to lift herself from his embrace, but she was boneless, feeling utterly lost, in that brilliant stare. “It’s you,” she said finally.
 
   Ashton’s eyes darkened with understanding and passion, and he bent close once more. “Oh,” he uttered in a whisper, “oh,” and the next moment his mouth was on hers again.
 
   She was still seated, and he knelt before her, but still he managed to support her weight and lift her to him, taking her lips savagely, hungrily, like a man drowning. His fingers moved from her neck to her collarbone, and his other hand stole under her knees, until he stood with her in his arms, and then set her on her feet, so that they were both standing. He was still holding her pressed close to him when, an eternity later, their lips parted. 
 
   They both gasped for air and she swayed, close to swooning.
 
   “Your grace… Ashton,” she pronounced, looking up at him in wonder. He shuddered against her. “I am not afraid of you.”
 
   His fingers were stealing past the lace of her sleeve, warm against the skin of her shoulder. She sighed with pleasure, marveling that a man’s touch could bring such a rush of happiness to her heart. Happiness and not a trace of terror.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” she repeated the words to herself. What miracle was this? 
 
   There might be truth in those terrible, evil accusations of old, but whether she was a wanton she-devil as he had accused her of being, or not, the fact remained. Not a trace of darkness accompanied his grace’s touch, no terror, no repulse -that was all her feverish brain could discern at the moment. There was only pleasure. Guilty, wrong pleasure, that should be curbed, snipped at the bud. 
 
   But still pleasure.
 
    “Well, I’m terrified of you,” his grace rejoined. “What have you done to me? I am shaking from head to foot. No woman has affected me as you do, Beatrice.”
 
   He swallowed and repeated her name a few times, shutting his eyes tight and pressing his lips to her forehead. Her chest constricted with happiness to the point where she had trouble seeing straight.
 
   “Breathe, my angel,” a gentle voice commanded in a chuckle above her head. “Breathe slowly or you’ll faint on me again. Yes, that’s it. Good girl.”
 
   His heart was beating in a frenzy right next to her ear, as he was holding her against his chest, and she felt her own heart rate mounting in symphony to his. How could she ever leave him? This was heaven. This was home.
 
   But he was already turning hard and cold beside her; she could feel him withdrawing, turning away from her. His eyes had a sudden forlorn look in them, as though he himself couldn’t credit his own actions.
 
   He stood apart from her, putting distance between them in a quick stride.
 
   “Good God!” he ejaculated on a sharp intake of breath, looking at her in terror. “What on earth am I doing? This will not do at all, little one. Repaying your kindness to my niece with vice…”
 
   He turned from her, going to stand by the mantelpiece.
 
   “If,” Beatrice said with an eloquent gesture, “if what transpired between us just now was a vice, then I am the greater sinner, for I do not regret a single breath of it.”
 
   His grace regarded her for a moment with glistening eyes. Then, quite unexpectedly, he started to laugh. “I have never,” he told her, as soon as he stopped, “ever in my life experienced a happiness like the one I’ve shared in those precious moments with you.” He turned serious again, but his eyes were still smiling, although his lips were not. 
 
   He escorted her back to her room, entrusting her to the care of a maid at the top of the stairs. “You know you’ll be perfectly safe here, don’t you?” he frowned slightly, before letting her go. “You have an army of servants at the first sign of danger. I expect you to take full advantage of my aunt’s -and my own- staff.” He took his leave of her, not waiting for an answer, announcing that he had remembered urgent business that would, after all, prevent him from joining the ladies for dinner.
 
   Beatrice wanted to shout at him to at least tell her the truth, that it was what they had shared that had frightened him away, but with her maid present, she could do nothing more than curtsy politely, as her heart was shattering to a million pieces.
 
   And yet for once, the demon was silent inside her head.
 
    
 
   She spent the rest of the day in bed, suffering from abdominal cramps and a headache so severe that Lady Augusta, greatly alarmed, called a physician. Miss Devon took heed of his remedies, although she didn’t tell him about the poison which was still working its way painfully out of her system, and resolutely refused to let Lady Augusta write an urgent missive to her nephew.
 
   The day after that she felt much improved, so much so that when his grace sent to inquire whether he would be received for dinner, she was most eager to attend. Her cheeks flushed at the mere thought of seeing him again, but she commanded herself roundly not to be a fool.
 
   She was no green miss, far from it, and she knew that his grace’s attentions were no reason for flattery and sentimentalism -after all, he was known to be a flirt. She knew this could go no further than a few sweet, stolen kisses, and even that was deeply wrong, her conscience screaming at her even as her heart rejoiced in the marvel of her newfound feelings. And yet she couldn’t stop herself. His touch, his lips, his very scent; he was the most intoxicating being she had even met. She’d soon have to leave it all behind anyway, her heart whispered. What harm would it do to take the memory of his caresses with her to the gutter?  
 
   She tried to fight the feeling, her head at war with her foolish heart, but it was no use. Her heart was fluttering in the most disconcerting manner when she heard the commotion of his arrival downstairs, and she bowed to him a few minutes later with cheeks so pale as to make him exclaim: “Miss Devon, I trust I find you well?” with a most satisfying frown of concern.
 
   At dinner she was seated to his right, and almost as soon as the meal started, elegant silverware clinking against the plates, he seized the opportunity of a lull in the conversation to address her privately.
 
   “This is not to be born,” he said through gritted teeth, his lips smiling glibly as though he was merely making small-talk. 
 
   He had been occupied with entertaining Adelina with tales of his trips to the Peninsula, making her eyes large with wonder at the terrors he related in the most indifferent manner. Beatrice could hardly contain her laughter as his grace continued piling story upon story of monsters and ghostly night visitors to his tent, but now his tone was deadly serious, and she dare not make light of his words.
 
   “Something disconcerts you, your grace?” Beatrice asked him in a low voice, trying in vain to cut her veal into small, chewable portions. “It is a pity that tonight of all nights Cook should have one of his most lamentable bouts of ill luck, for the meat…”
 
   “Hang the meat!” Ashton whispered savagely. “It is you I’m concerned with. You’ve lost weight in the four days since… since the Summerset ball. Are you still unwell?”
 
   “I am improving daily, your grace, I thank you for your interest in my health,” she replied.
 
   “You haven’t looked as pale as this since that day in my study when you informed me I was to un-hire you.” His eyes twinkled at the memory. “And you’ve hardly touched your food. Granted, it is unsuitable for human consumption, but still my aunt and little Adelina seem to have to problem doing it justice.”
 
   “I assure you, sir, I’m not…” Beatrice started to say in a small voice, feeling her pulse start fluttering again at the mere thought of him discovering her innermost secret.
 
   “You look most unwell, Miss Devon,” his grace interrupted her in a loud, alarmed voice, that could be heard over the table, as he made a show of bending over her chair and taking her hand in his.
 
   She shot him an astonished look, but when Lady Augusta and Adelina abandoned their conversation to turn towards her, all solicitude, she saw the gleam in his eye and the mocking smile on his lips, and turned upon him a frown so dark it would have scared the most devoted of suitors away.
 
   His grace, however, being neither her suitor nor inclined to be terrified by the stare of a lady no matter how icy, chuckled under his breath and bent down to whisper in her ear: “It’s for you own good, child. You’ll thank me later. Take my arm,” he added more loudly and made as if to pick her up in his arms.
 
   This, however, was the limit of Beatrice’s endurance. She pushed him resolutely away, and, getting up, she said prettily, hiding her vexation behind smiling lips: “Will you excuse me, my lady? I fear his grace is right and I am not feeling quite myself yet. I think I shall retire to my room.”
 
   “Go, my dear, by all means,” the good lady replied, all concern. “I long to see the color return to your cheeks, and perhaps sleep is all you need. Yes, I will have a tray sent to your room. Dominic, you’ll escort her upstairs if you please, for she looks quite done in and I fear she might swoon on the way.”
 
   Bowing obediently, Ashton tucked her arm in his elbow, and strode from the room like a victor.
 
   “You’ll pay for this,” Beatrice hissed at him as soon as they were out of hearing distance, and he laughed aloud.
 
   “Try to believe me, my dear, when I say that I truly believe you to be in need of rest, despite your suspicions of me. For some reason you seem to draw out a protective side to my character which even I didn’t know existed. Come now, do you deny that you feel a bit under the weather?”
 
   He halted and turned to fix her with a questioning stare.
 
   “I… I was looking forward to your visit,” she said, looking at his shoes.
 
   It was her impression that she heard a small intake of breath from his grace, as though his chest had suddenly become too tight, but she might have been mistaken. Then a long finger on her chin was lifting her gaze to his and he smiled down at her with genuine kindness in his handsome face.
 
   “I was looking forward to it too, little one,” he said gently, “but I find it gives me no pleasure to sit at the table and witness your suffering. I thought I had trained myself to be indifferent to such things, but my… usual air of carelessness seems nowhere to be found where you are present.”
 
   She regarded him with dark, serious eyes, wondering if she was to believe him. He chuckled softly and started walking towards the staircase again. 
 
   “There will be many more opportunities to enjoy being seated at your side at the dinner table, never you fear,” he said lightly, and, kissing her fingers, let her go to her room.
 
   She was almost to the top, when his voice halted her once more.
 
   “Don’t think I have forgotten, Miss Devon.” He spoke in a changed tone, icy and challenging. She stood there as he stared up at her, and then turned his back to her and walked with deliberate steps back to the dining-room. A slow shiver ran down her spine.
 
   She’d have to come up with a few answers to give him, and soon. Either that or flee. 
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   Dominic 
 
    
 
   As he picked his way through the dimly lit hallway of his rooms on High Street -for the sun hadn’t quite risen yet- to the foyer, Ashton couldn’t help but muse at the sudden turn his life was taking. This past November all he’d wanted was to be unburdened of his cousin’s spoilt daughter; he’d meant to keep her out of the way of his careless lifestyle, and to be left to continue on the path to destruction in peace.
 
   Yet here he was, a mere tow months later, attempting to redeem himself.
 
   Well, one shouldn’t be overly dramatic.
 
   Especially when one was toeing the edge of the abyss, as he was doing right now. He wasn’t attempting to redeem himself; such a thing had not crossed his mind these last fifteen years and more -nor was it possible aymore. He was attempting to right one of the many wrongs he was precipitating, or rather, since righting it was no longer possible, he was seeking to put an end to it. 
 
   That insignificant girl, who had been lying nearly dead in his arms but a few days ago… How had she managed to upset his well-ordered life so profoundly and in such a short time?
 
   He fingered his cream silk cravat absently. He’d exasperated his valet again this morning, venting his frustration upon him as he was tending to his morning toilette -the man was a bloody saint to put up with such a volatile master. He’d ask his pardon when he came back; he couldn’t be bothered to think about it now. Late last night, after leaving Grosvenor Square, he’d made up his mind about something and he knew he wouldn’t find a moment’s rest until he acted on it.
 
   The steadfastness of his decision was sorely tested as he mounted his phaeton and snapped the reins briskly. He had somewhat persuaded himself that the little governess wasn’t the direct reason behind his actions, but he knew that soon enough the truth would catch up with him.
 
   She was the culprit; she was the sole reason he was making a cake of himself right now, nodding carelessly to the morning promenaders that stopped to greet him, as though he was still his old self.
 
   Which he wasn’t. 
 
   He hadn’t been ever since he’d inherited that infernal child in a codicil of his cousin’s will. She’d brought forth memories of injustices long past, and then the little governess he’d hired her to get the chit out of his sight, had finished the job. Between them, they had entirely undone him. 
 
   His little niece hadn’t been meant to make him into a father figure, far from it. Yet still he had somehow found himself taking more and more of an interest in her well-being, and what was worse, he’d been led to the contemptible position of examining his own heart for past motives and grudges against Diana and his cousin. Contemptible indeed, for the man he had become when he’d left his first sweetheart behind, in the arms of the man who had ruined her, had no time for such considerations. 
 
   And then there was Beatrice. It was nothing that she’d said, of course. On the contrary, it was the things that she didn’t say; the things that she hadn’t done as she lay dying, that had shaken him to his very core. She’d not begged for mercy or been tortured by remorse. She’d been in incredible pain, but, apart from that, she had appeared to him serene, as though she was ready to step from this life into the next without so much as a murmur of protest.
 
   Yet she’d fought for her life like a lioness. And two days later she had melted in his arms…
 
   Seldom had he felt more powerless, more in utter loss of control.
 
   He’d felt even more powerless last night, after he’d dined at his aunt’s house, when he had taken a most disturbing resolution. And so it was that he found himself early this morning driving his high perch phaeton to the countess’ elegant apartment in Piccadilly.
 
   Once there, he was ushered into the rich, fashionable oriental Salon that was the envy of the Prince himself, and awaited her pleasure, cooling his heels for more than half an hour. If Eliza had sought to make her displeasure known to him, however, she was wasting both his and her own time. He was quite aware of the fact that he was out of favor with her. He’d known of her jealous, possessive nature beforehand, and it had seemed like a challenge to conquer it back then.
 
   Of late it had felt very much like a manacle snapped round his neck. 
 
   “Dominic,” she breathed in a throaty voice as she finally entered the room, extending a pair of milky white arms to him in welcome. “What an unexpected surprise!”
 
   She kissed his cheek, her heavy perfume enveloping him seductively, and her scantily clad figure pressing against him in a manner that had proved extremely seductive in the past. He motioned for her to sit, keeping his face devoid of sentiment.
 
   “I wish to talk to you for a moment, if you please,” he said, seating himself, and Eliza gave a crystal laugh that, she had been told, was most admired.
 
   “Dear Dom, I would like nothing more than to sit with you, indeed I would, only I have promised dear, dear Lady Malbury that we would go shopping in an hour, and as you well know, I can’t get out of it. We have, however, just enough time…”
 
   “Not today, Eliza,” his grace said in a bored voice. “You will oblige me by sitting down and hearing what I have to say. After that you and Lady Malbury may shop London clean of hats and parasols, for all I care.”
 
   The countess pouted, but then, remembering that Ashton excessively disliked sullen looks on a woman, she sat down opposite him in the love seat and tried to swallow the resentment that had been building up since Christmas. Managing to make a thick tear slide tragically down her cheek, she lifted shining blue eyes to his. “Am I then to expect more of the rough treatment I received at the opera the other night?” she asked, her luscious red lips trembling passionately. She let the tear fall unheeded, and continued: “I hardly know whether you realized that you left me all alone, leaving like that without an explanation. Not to mention that I heard you didn’t return to your own chambers at all afterwards.” She swallowed. “I suppose it is too much to ask that you should beg my forgiveness.”
 
   Ashton got up from his seat abruptly.
 
   He had been prepared to break the news to her gently, and indeed he had expected a few tears, but he found his patience running thin already.
 
   “It is too much, madam,” he spat, trying to keep his disgust in rein. Her open, seductive manner had never seemed to him in such bad taste as it did right now. What the devil was the matter with him? When had her golden curls, brushing the bare skin of her shoulder, suggested to him an air of lewdness instead of lovemaking? 
 
   “My dear Eliza, you cannot have failed to notice how your selfishness and your melodramatics have long spoiled the charm your wiles once held for me. As for what happened at the opera two the other night, you were in the company of your own husband, madam; is it too much to ask of you that you conduct yourself with a small amount of propriety in his presence? Not that I have respected the fact of his existence in the past, an offence that has began to weigh heavily on my conscience…” He rubbed his left temple and sighed. “If truth be told, Eliza, of late, I find myself reluctant to prolong a liaison which has no doubt become as tedious to you as it has to me. You cannot, after all, fail to admit that you have been exceptionally displeased with me this past month.”
 
   She met the fierce challenge of his eyes with fresh tears, real ones this time.
 
   “Oh, Dominic, I hardly know what to say to you when you speak to me thus...” she breathed. “My love for you is…”
 
   “Your love for me is nonexistent,” he interrupted her. “When have you ever cared for anyone other than yourself? Why, only a few weeks ago, my ward’s governess lay recovering from near-drowning and you were complaining above her head for my lack of attention to you!”
 
   At this, all pretence of sorrow left the countess’ face abruptly, and she got up to face his grace with eyes flaming in indignation and anger. “So now we come to the truth,” she cried. “You are leaving me for a servant, a mere trumpet who will lift her skirts for you in the…” She stopped suddenly, for she found her throat clasped within his grace’s long fingers. His nose bent close to hers, their foreheads almost touching, and his eyes were almost white, so brilliant was their glow.
 
   “You’d be already dead,” he told her, “for speaking thus of her, if you were a man.”
 
   “It’s her you’re leaving me for, do you deny it?” she choked, trying to hide her terror, her eyes bulging in fear. 
 
   His grace released her and towered above her, sneering. “Quite the contrary,” he replied coolly. “You have no one but yourself to blame. I got tired of your pressuring me to give you something that, had it been in my power to give, I still wouldn’t choose to bestow it upon you.”
 
   “And what was that?” she asked in a whisper.
 
   “My attention,” his grace replied easily. “But, more than that, the problem lies deeper,” he continued, his voice softening. “You are a beautiful woman and not without a brain, but… I find I excessively dislike the person I am becoming when I am with you.”
 
   “Now that I didn’t expect to hear from you, Dominic,” the countess said, regaining her composure. “Look at you, developing a conscience in your dotage. How quaint. Not to mention excessively insipid!”
 
   “It might be so,” his grace conceded, bowing his head. “And yet it might also be that I have finally found something worth aspiring to. Isn’t that what we all strive towards?”
 
   “And what is that, pray tell?” the countess sneered.
 
   Ashton inspected her through his monocle. He had seldom engaged with her in serious conversation before, and he found himself acutely uncomfortable in what he was in the process of telling her now. Not that she didn’t understand it perfectly; yet, if he knew her at all, she’d try to make him squirm for as long as she could, hoping to change his mind.
 
    
 
   Two tiresome hours of tears and pleading later, Ashton was finally climbing down the front steps of the earl’s residence to his phaeton. He still couldn’t put into words his answer to the countess’ question. He had a terrible suspicion that his choice had been made days ago; maybe even his foul temper had been owing to that secret realization that gnawed at him until he would face up to it. 
 
   A mere half hour later he was riding to Dover with a fierce scowl on his brow, his valet following him at a more respectable speed, having packed his clothes meticulously in two valises.
 
   It was slowly dawning on him that he wasn’t the same man he had been this past December.
 
   He could run away from the knowledge, as he was doing now; he could bury himself in the brilliant salons of Europe and not return home until after the Season was over. But one thing, he had the unsettling suspicion, he couldn’t escape. 
 
   What he had become was a man aspiring to be someone of whom the likes of Miss Beatrice Devon would approve. Not only approve of, but also respect.
 
   Hell and damnation. When the deuce had it come to this?
 
   Or, as Miss Devon herself would put it…
 
   Heaven help him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   20
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   “You will sign the register…” he croaks in a weak voice, unable to even finish his sentence. He coughs out blood and leans back against the pillows, and Beatrice leans over, her body wracked by sobs, to wipe the sweat from his brow.
 
   “No, papa, no…” she whispers.
 
   He lifts his pale, trembling hand to grasp hers lightly. “You must,” he tells her. “Do this last thing for me, I beg you.”
 
   “Don’t beg me,” she tries to say but she’s all broken inside and can’t form the words. She feels the memory of the man’s beefy hands choking her throat, she feels the pain in the pit of her stomach as his fingers traveled up her legs again and again last night -next door to her dying father. “Don’t…” she manages to say, but her father, struggling in a fit of coughing, doesn’t hear.
 
   He nearly dies in her arms that night.
 
   When he gets a little better, she signs the register, and his friend does too.
 
   She’s married him. She’s married the monster.
 
   The next morning her father is gone, and she hides his miniature in a pocket of her dress. Her bridegroom isn’t stupid enough to let her out of his sight, but sooner or later he will be obliged to -even if it is for a mere second; it will be enough.
 
   “I’ll find you and kill you, if you ever run away from me,” he tells her as he carries her over the threshold of her new home. “Remember that. You won’t ever leave me, little rosebud. You’ll never escape.”
 
   The ‘sooner or later’ comes a week later.
 
   She simply walks out of her room and doesn’t stop until she’s reached London, four days later. He thought he’d ruined her spirit as well as her body; he thought she wouldn’t have the energy to fight.
 
   But she is not the girl he grabbed in the shrubbery when she was seven years old, and tore her dress in his haste to defile her. She is not the girl who tried to drown herself in the lake that night, nor is she the little girl who cried herself to sleep for eleven years, fearing to confide in her broken, helpless father.
 
   Yes, she’s ruined forever, but she is not broken, she is not helpless. She is not like her father. Not anymore.
 
    
 
   “Beatrice, my dear, where are you?” Lady Augusta’s voice was calling from the morning parlor.
 
   Miss Devon hurried along with the maid to take her ladyship’s breakfast to her, trying to abandon these dark thoughts where they belonged: in the past. 
 
   Her health was all but restored and she had even managed to put on a little weight, which brought out ‘pink roses on those girlish cheeks’ as Lady Augusta put it.
 
   His grace had been away, his yacht sailing the shores of Paris, Vienna, Constantinople and who knows what other exotic place these past few months, attempting what appeared to be a second Tour in this his latter youth, and the household, lost in a mad twirl of riots and gatherings and balls had hardly the time to feel his absence. 
 
   Beatrice had cried off accompanying Adelina to most Society events on the pretext that she was still not entirely recovered, intending to stay out of sight for the remainder of the Season, so that he would think he’d succeeded in ending her life. There was a possibility he wouldn’t be fooled, but for the present her simple plan seemed to be working, for all was calm.
 
   Adelina was safe in the company of Lord Burns and his gentle-mannered sister, Kitty, who was near Adelina’s age, and Beatrice made it a point to learn almost everything that transpired in every event or outing the girl attended. Thus, and with his grace absent, she tried to delude herself into thinking that the danger might have passed. She gladly gave herself up to the familiarity and safety of the townhouse in Grosvenor Square, praying fervently every night to the God who had so far spared her life and sanity, to deliver her from all evil. 
 
   As was expected, the vouchers to Almack’s were procured and Adelina’s first ball there passed without a hitch, if a bit tediously. Adelina was all smiles, gratified with her success, and Beatrice, waiting anxiously at home, heaved a sigh of relief when Lord Burns’ kind face appeared at the door, reassuring her with a glance that all had gone smoothly. It had fallen to him to escort Adelina, what with his grace absent and Beatrice indisposed, and he had done so with pleasure and excellent style. Miss Devon expressed her gratitude to him, which he waved away glibly, and Lady Augusta told him as well that she considered her great-niece by far safer in Society with him than with her nephew as an escort, to which he laughed loudly before he kissed Adelina’s hand and bid them goodnight.
 
    
 
   Winter slowly gave way to a bleak, watery spring, and Adelina’s admirers became even more crowded in the absence of her guardian; yet, Beatrice was satisfied that she didn’t lavish her attention upon a sole suitor, which would have been cause for alarm, but relished in general the sensation of being admired. She let her young charge have this triumph, secure in the company of Lord Burns’ sisters and her own, while discovering in herself a fierce desire to protect her innocence as her own had never been.
 
   It seemed as though for the first time in her life she was at peace. Adelina’s demands on her time and energy had never been greater, to be sure, but this was a different kind of calmness; an internal tranquility which came with the knowledge that she wasn’t alone anymore.
 
   She hardly knew how it had come about, but it had. And this was what had happened.
 
    
 
   A few days after the Summerset ball, Beatrice was making a fast recovery physically, if not mentally. She was trying to get into the motions of surviving every day without crumbling under the weight of fear and remorse. The truth was that she was living a nightmare: locking her door at night and jumping at every little noise; lighting as many candles as she could when she was left to tidy up in the parlor after Adelina and Lady Augusta had retired, and going down to the kitchens so that she wouldn’t be alone with her thoughts for even one hour. She was tired to the bone. 
 
   She attempted to keep her anguish secret while gathering the courage to run away, but she must not have been doing a very good job of it, because not two days after his grace’s sudden departure for Paris, Lady Augusta told her to pour the tea in the morning parlor, as she invariably did every day at ten o’ clock, and sit down for a little chat.
 
   Adelina was out in the company of a Mrs. Heyter and her conveniently much less attractive daughters, well chaperoned, and both her ladyship’s and Beatrice’s minds were at ease for once, concerning her conduct, as they’d merely gone out to the shops.
 
   “My dear, you are looking a tad pale,” Lady Augusta told her, settling in her chair in front of the window, so that the sunshine would warm her arthritic legs.
 
   Beatrice bent down to arrange a warm quilt over her knees, and then gave her a cup of scorching black tea. She poured one for herself as well, and wrapped her fingers around it, relishing in the warmth seeping through her skin. She blew on its surface, and the comforting aroma wafted to her nostrils.
 
   “I feel perfectly fine, my lady,” she smiled.
 
   “Good,” her ladyship said and sipped her tea, humming in pleasure. For a moment there was silence, the great grandfather clock ticking in the corner, the wind stirring the grass outside the window. “It seems to me,” she said at length, “that an overwhelming amount of calamities have been befalling you of late. Do you care to elaborate on these strange happenings?”
 
   “Calamities? Why, whatever do you mean?” Beatrice tried to fend off her ladyship’s concern with a shrug of her shoulders, but one look from those steely grey eyes stopped her short. “I do not, my lady,” she said calmly, meeting Lady Augusta’s gaze with her own steadily, as she drew her shawl more tightly around her shoulders.
 
   She got up to stir the fire, and Lady Augusta waited for her to be seated again. She extended a hand, and took Beatrice’s cold fingers in her own. Her own, blue-veined hands were delicately covered in light lace half-gloves, spun delicately by her own fingers when she was a young girl, unparalleled in skill and artistic temperament.
 
   “I phrased my request as a question, my dear Beatrice,” she said, “but it was not meant to be one. You will explain to me, if you please, or I will take it that your claim of the other day, that you felt me to be your family, was entirely false.”
 
   “It was not false, my dear madam,” Beatrice cried in a shaking voice. “I beg of you not to consider…”
 
   “Hush,” Lady Augusta said gently, laying her hand on Beatrice’s knee. “You have to trust me, my dear. You will realize, as you grow older, that it is not possible to go through life entirely alone. Circumstances arise, unpleasant circumstances, and we are forced to face them, but we don’t have to deal with them without support, or friendship. Now, I have seen that look of fear and sadness come into your eyes once too many times, and I know there is a burden on your young shoulders which is becoming increasingly too great for you to handle alone. I dearly hope you would find it in your heart to confide in me.”
 
   “My dear lady,” Beatrice began in a voice full of tears, but was unable to continue.
 
   “Let us start at the very beginning,” Lady Augusta said kindly. “You are not a governess, are you?”
 
   At this, Beatrice lifted surprised eyes to her ladyship’s. “My father was a viscount,” she replied, willing her lips to stop trembling, “and I was born and raised to become a lady of polite society. How did you…? Does his grace know of this?”
 
   Her ladyship laughed.
 
   “Bless you, child, what a fuss you are making over nothing. No, Dominic doesn’t suspect a thing, and neither did I at first, but after observing you closely, and since we have been living in the same house for months now, a few minor things came to my attention, and I thought I might be right. You are not forthcoming with information about yourself, my dear, but I have been most anxious to figure you out. I wondered when you would find me worthy of taking me into your confidence.” She brought a hand slowly to her lace cap, and adjusted it over her powder-dusted curls. “You’ve been acting quite the part of a poor, unwanted relative. I commend you for your talent,” she chuckled.
 
   Poor and unwanted was not play-acting, Beatrice thought.
 
   “It is not a matter of finding you unworthy, my lady,” she said aloud, most fervently, “it is merely a matter of protecting myself and… those whom I love.”
 
   “Strong words,” Lady Augusta observed. “Still, you won’t elaborate. In that case, let me continue in my line of questioning. What happened, my dear, the night of the Summerset ball? I woke up the next morning to the intelligence that you were indisposed, but when I next saw you, you had the look of one who had been wrestling with death himself.”
 
   Miss Devon looked into the clear, honest eyes of her ladyship, so similar to that of her nephew, and took a deep breath. “I will tell you all, my lady,” she said, “for I find that my secrecy has begun to harm and endanger more than it can protect. Then I will throw myself on your mercy, for it will be up to you to decide my fate afterwards.”
 
   “Your fate? My child, if you seek to frighten me away with such dramatic statements, you should know that they amuse me greatly.”
 
   She wasn’t amused, as it turned out, by the tale Beatrice spun for her.
 
   By the end her eyes were full of tears which were slipping freely down her cheeks, her hands clasping one of Beatrice’s fiercely.
 
    
 
   “Will you send me back to him?” Beatrice asked finally in a small voice.
 
   “Goodness no!” Lady Augusta said it in such a matter-of-fact tone that Beatrice found herself smiling through her tears. “If anything I’ve a mind to set Dominic loose on him; he’d run him with his sword within a fortnight.” She then turned and lifted Miss Devon’s chin so that they were face to face. “Tell me, my dear, were you forced to marry him by your father at the end?” she asked, bringing a handkerchief to her red-rimmed eyes.
 
   “I did marry him,” Beatrice said softly. It sounded so strange coming out of her lips. But it shouldn’t. It was after all the truth. She lifted her eyes bravely. “I am married to him. He didn’t… bed me, I ran away before he had any chance to do that. I stayed one week before I escaped him. Sometimes…”
 
   “Yes, child?”
 
   “You’ll laugh at me, my lady, and you’d be right to. After all I have had no true experience with men, nor have I had the chance to mingle with the opposite sex in polite company… But it began to dawn on me after the first two nights after our… ‘wedding’…” She had to stop and fight down a wave of pain and nausea at the mere utterance of the word. 
 
   “He wasn’t capable,” lady Augusta supplied helpfully.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Beatrice thought her ears were possibly deceiving her.
 
   “He was incapable of performing his… husbandly duties, so to call them,” her ladyship repeated dryly, watching Miss Devon’s expression closely.
 
   Beatrice nodded, with sudden realization. “I think he was -is,” she said, feeling the blood drain from her face. “That didn’t stop him from t-touching me since I was a little child, from…”
 
   A sob broke out of her and another followed. Tears started running down her cheeks, and she couldn’t stop them. All the frustration and desperation of the past eighteen years of her life came pouring out of her until she thought she’d perish and all that would be left of her would be a breathless, lifeless shell.
 
   Warm, gnarled arms came slowly about her, and in a minute she was resting her head on Lady Augusta’s shoulder, the soft black silk of the kind lady’s dress, seeped in the faint smell of old lavender, caressing her cheek like a mother’s touch.
 
    
 
   The morning had progressed and it was nearly time for Adelina to be back, but Lady Augusta and Miss Devon still sat there, no thought to calling a servant to clear away the tea-things, and stared into the fire.
 
   “Dominic would have liked to be here at such a time as this,” Lady Augusta said finally, in a voice hoarse by tears.
 
   “No!” Beatrice sprung up from her chair, trembling, and upset her teacup in her agitation. “You promised me this information would remain in your confidence! You swore…” she was crying by the end.
 
   “Calm yourself, child, so I did, and I will keep my word. Come, sit by me once again and tell me frankly: Is my nephew in any way aware of the danger you are in?”
 
   “He is aware, my lady,” Beatrice answered carefully, sitting down. “I told him I had been poisoned, you see; there was no way around it, when he could see it himself.”    
 
   “Yes, but…” her ladyship started to object, but was interrupted by Beatrice.
 
   “I’ll leave,” she told her, “I’ll disappear the next day, if he learns of this. Not that that would have been such a misfortune for anyone involved, since you must be aware that it was me his grace was running away from when he so abruptly left without notice.”
 
   “Beatrice,” Lady Augusta said after a few seconds of deliberation, “I think you need help, my child. All the help you can get.”
 
   “So do I, my lady,” Beatrice replied sadly. “I do believe, however, that with the Almighty by my side, constantly coming to my aid as He has, I am far safer than I would be with any human being, no matter how powerful their connexions or good their intentions.”
 
   Her ladyship looked upon her with surprise.
 
   “How can you still believe this, after all you have been through?” she asked. “I would think that if there was a person ever to dispute God’s all-powerful and benevolent nature, it would be one who has experienced such trials and hardships as are beyond the scope of human imagining. And I have never, in all my years, heard of a tale of such evil and pain as yours, my dear.”
 
   “I see that you share the skepticism of your nephew, my lady,” Beatrice answered her with a smile. She felt strangely relieved that she had finally shared her dark past with someone, and now that the truth was out, there was nothing she could do to shield Lady Augusta from its brutality. “My faith, you see, weak though it is, does not depend upon my own circumstances, but upon the God in whose sovereignty I trust. And no matter how much I may waver and do wrong, the merits of His forgiveness and mercy are what have kept me from going entirely astray since my childhood.”
 
   “I cannot for the life of me understand why that… father of yours didn’t put a stop to this evil,” Lady Augusta said after a moment’s pause.
 
   “I never told him,” Beatrice said. “I was too afraid until my tenth year and after that I was too… ashamed.”
 
   “Too frightened.”
 
   “Too ruined,” Beatrice added, shuddering. “You must understand, my lady; my father was heartbroken after losing my mother. He was utterly lost, sank in a pit of despair so deep no one, not even I, could seem to rouse him. He left me alone for hours, going off to hunt and journey around Europe’s pleasure haunts, not deriving any pleasure from them, I’m sure, but simply trying to… survive. For my sake, if for nothing else.”
 
   “Don’t excuse his neglect.”
 
   There was a gleam of anger in her ladyship’s eyes that warmed Beatrice’s heart irrationally. “I have to,” she replied. “The alternative is too… painful. He had asked a close friend of his, Sir Richard Brook, who was a baronet, to look in on me from time to time; to make sure everything was running smoothly at his household and that I was happy. Little did he know…”
 
   “And that is the same reason he insisted you marry that Brook weasel right before he died.”
 
   “It is. He… I’d lost the strenght to fight him by then, I’d tried to free myself so many times… it had entirely destroyed me.” 
 
   “Not entirely,” her ladyship said, “as you proved in the end. You shall stay here, my dear, brave girl, and we’ll do everything in our power to keep you safe. As far as he knows, he’s meted out his last threat to you, hasn’t he?”
 
   Beatrice merely nodded, unable to do more than that. Lady Augusta patted her hand in a motherly fashion. “Quite so,” she said. “Now I won’t have any more talk of you taking off on your own. You wouldn’t want to break an old lady’s heart, would you?”
 
   “Most certainly not,” Beatrice said firmly, smiling through her tears.
 
   “Very well. That’ settled then.” Her ladyship’s eyes had turned fierce again. “Now lift your eyes, if you please. I wish you to tell me that inside your tortured, golden little heart, there is no trace left of that poor, defenseless little girl who blamed herself for the unspeakable things that were done to her.”
 
   Beatrice hid her eyes. “She is alive,” she whispered. “She is me.”
 
   “She is not you!” Lady Augusta raised her voice. “Look at me, my dear. Look at me.” 
 
   She did. 
 
   “It was not your fault, do you understand me?”
 
   “But I let him…” Beatrice stumbled over the words. “I tried to fight, to run, but he was always there, and I didn’t want to leave my father… Still I should have, I should…”
 
   “It was not your fault,” Lady Augusta repeated calmly. She repeated it many times, until Beatrice stopped trying to speak and listened. Then she said it once more.
 
   “I wanted to die,” she said finally. “It was the only way I could see, the only escape.”
 
   “It surprises me that you survived,” Lady Augusta said in a trembling voice. “My dear child, don’t you see? This is why he is the monster, he alone is to blame and not you. You… you have become this angel of patience and kindness and self-sacrifice, when you could very easily have come to consider the world to be a bitter, wicked place. Yet there is nothing in your heart but goodness. You could not otherwise have become what you are, not if you were of the same ilk of he. It takes a great deal of fortitude as well as goodness of heart to stay pure in the face of such corruption. So, I beg of you, do not dare to compare yourself to that kind of evil.”
 
   Beatrice sniffled in response, which her ladyship took to mean that she was in agreement.
 
   “There now,” she said, sitting back, as Beatrice buried her head in her hands, exhausted from crying. “You’ll stay inside, safe, for a few more weeks at least, and then we’ll see how to go about and free you from this creature.”
 
   “How on earth could that be done?” Beatrice asked in surprise.
 
   “If all else fails, we’ll have Dominic kill him,” Lady Augusta said easily. “Now put him from your mind entirely. As far as you are concerned he doesn’t exist.”
 
   “But he does,” Miss Devon murmured, “and he’s destroyed me.”
 
   “Don’t be dramatic child, he has not. I do not say such things lightly, but I’ll say it now: it is to your credit that all that you have been through has not made you into a hard, cold person. I wish some of your gentleness of spirit might rub off on that nephew of mine, but the longer I know him, the more I despair.”
 
   “You have not just now despaired of me, I think,” Miss Devon replied thoughtfully, “even though my circumstances are much more desperate than his grace’s ever will be. I have faith that a man can change when he finds himself at the bottom of the abyss with no way to go but upwards.”
 
    
 
   It was that selfsame bottom of the abyss that worried Lady Augusta, when, a month later, there had still been no intelligence from his grace.                                                 . 
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   It came as a great surprise to everyone when, on a misty afternoon in the first week of April, the duke’s barouche pulled up in front of the Grosvenor Square townhouse, and, a few minutes later, he himself sauntered in the little blue parlor, his hair shining with droplets, a mixture of boredom and disdain in his cold blue eyes.
 
   He was still dressed in his traveling coat and tall Hessians, but he didn’t look a tiny bit rumpled, his neck-cloth snowy white, his collar razor-blade sharp, a small black pearl nestled in the exact middle of his cream waistcoat. He bowed in front of his aunt, kissing her hand, and begged her forgiveness most handsomely for his sudden departure.
 
   “You have used us shamelessly, my boy,” said she, laughing, but her eyes held a question.
 
   Ashton was all that was amiable, drawing Adelina into a long and complicated conversation of the latest balls she had attended and the conquests she had collected, as he sat himself between her and his aunt until the tea arrived, for it was nearly tea-time.
 
   Beatrice tried to keep out of his way, but it was no use for, little though he addressed her, his luminous eyes seemed to follow her every move.
 
   She had gotten up to pour the tea, since Adelina was busy showing his grace her newest bonnet, an exquisite if a bit extravagant creation of the most famed milliner in Town, when her ears caught an exchange between the duke and lady Augusta.
 
   “And did you complete your business in Paris, Dominic?” asked her ladyship, accepting with a grateful smile a cup of tea from Beatrice’s fingers.
 
   “Hardly,” his grace replied in a bored voice. “How is a man supposed to concentrate on business, or anything for that matter, when he is constantly expecting to be called home urgently, fearing a great catastrophe might have occurred?”   
 
   He spat the words out almost in vehemence, his voice cold and piercing, his gaze fixed on Beatrice. The teapot tottered in her hand, and the porcelain cup all but tumbled to the carpet.
 
   In an instant, he was next to her, prying the handle from her numb fingers. “Let me,” he told her in a calm voice. 
 
   As though it was the simplest thing in the world, his grace went on to pour tea for himself and the two ladies in the room, before taking his seat in his usual haughty manner. Beatrice could hardly keep still, so agitated was she, but she managed to appear calm until everyone else was absorbed in conversation, and then she got up, excusing herself with a murmur, and left the room in a hurry.
 
   She had barely had time to lean against the wall just outside, cupping her flaming cheeks, when she heard the door open once more, and Ashton stood before her.
 
   “Forgive me,” were his first words to her. “That was uncalled for.”
 
   She nodded, not trusting her voice.
 
   “You look well,” he went on, mimicking her stance, and leaning his back against the wall next to her. She turned sideways to face him.
 
   “You don’t,” she said impulsively and immediately regretted it, but he turned to face her, pinning her with his piercing gaze, his nose mere inches from hers, and all thoughts fled from her mind.
 
   “Of course not,” he replied, a harsh laugh escaping his lips. “I have been mad with worry these past two months.” He was silent for a moment, an unspoken question hanging in the air between them. “I still am,” he added quietly.
 
   “I cannot bear to see your grace in distress,” Beatrice said in a trembling voice. “Especially knowing that I am the cause of it.”
 
   “I was hoping,” his grace commented, “to take you for a ride.”
 
   “Me?” she asked. “Now?”
 
   “Quite,” his grace replied.
 
    
 
   The evening was wet and windy, but the rain had stopped and the muddied roads guaranteed that traffic would be almost nonexistent.
 
   Miss Devon had put on her good bonnet and Adelina had graciously loaned her her very own fur hand-muff, but even within it her gloved hands were freezing by the time his grace pulled up the reins just outside of Hyde Park, slowing the horses to a prance.
 
   He hadn’t uttered a single word during the short drive, and now he sat there beside her in silence, wearing a forbidding frown on his face, his expression inscrutable.
 
   “You are cold,” he said finally. “This wasn’t an intelligent idea.”
 
   “It will be warmer if we should walk,” Beatrice ventured timidly, trying not to seem too eager, but the thought of some exercise after being cooped-up inside was heavenly.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   “Won’t you mind the dampness?” he asked the little governess in surprise, for he had yet to meet a female who, taken out in rainy weather, hadn’t talked his ear off complaining about her shoes and worrying about her petticoat getting muddied.
 
   “Your grace, I grew up in the country,” she replied, laughing. “It is the dryness of the house that I mind sometimes, not… this.” She spread her arm, throwing her head back to gaze at the darkening clouds, and inhaled the sharp air with relish.
 
   Watching her, Ashton frowned even more deeply, and admonished her to hold on to her hat, calling for the tiger to walk the horses. Then they alighted and headed towards the Walk.
 
   “I mean to know,” he said, a note of impatience creeping into his voice, after a few blissful minutes of silence, “what is going on through your mind. Please tell me,” he added in a moment.
 
   “Right now,” she replied, “I was thinking about how calming the sound of little birds twittering up in the trees is to the heart.”
 
   He came to a halt. “You really are enjoying yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
   Had she looked this enchanting when he left? And if she did, why the hell had he deprived himself of her sight for two miserable months? He’d left because of her, he’d come back for her. Some kind of dementia had taken hold of him -that much was certain; not even sailing the Mediterranean had been enough to clear his head of it. 
 
   Now if he could only solve the conundrum of the little governess,  he’d be on his way. There were so many things he could kill his time with, if he could rid his mind of her thought: he’d bury himself in the arms of that pretty little courtesan who’d practically thrown herself at him at the opera last week in Venice and he’d stupidly rejected her advances; he’d be able to actually hit his mark at the next duel instead of hitting air, as Miss Devon had convinced him to do with all her talk of his eternal soul; he’d travel to Greece; he’d go to the devil, as he’d always planned, with no thought as to whom he was leaving behind.
 
   And now the blasted girl had the audacity to look happy.
 
   “Does your grace mean this remark as a reproach?” Beatrice asked him. “I thought generally as a rule, the point of going for a ride was to enjoy oneself…”
 
   “Do not quibble with me, madam,” he said. “Little experience as I think you have had with rides for pleasure with my ward in tow, I believe you know this isn’t supposed to be one of them.”
 
   He took her elbow and started walking again in a determined manner much different from his usual languid strides.
 
   Miss Devon laughed again. “I wish to talk about whatever is on your mind, sir,” she said. “Please do not mind my levity, it is merely that I am so overjoyed to be free of the confines of four walls, so to speak, that I can barely contain my excitement.”
 
   “Well, try,” his grace uttered dryly, and she laughed even more. “You broke my heart the other day, I hope you know,” he added in a moment, quietly. He watched the smile fade from her face with satisfaction. “You… broke me.”
 
   “I… I didn’t think that was possible,” she faltered, taken aback.
 
   “It wasn’t,” he rejoined. “Until you, witch.”
 
   “Your grace,” Beatrice stopped and turned to face him, her expression turning serious and sad, so much so that he cursed himself inwardly for interrupting her enjoyment. “I assure you that whatever… motives resulted in an action most desperate and reproachable, which you rescued me from, they were not of my own making and entirely unavoidable. And in no way, I hope you will believe me, did I ever intend for you or anyone else to be hurt.”
 
   “Miss Devon,” he replied in a cold, tired voice, “you speak in riddles. My mind is exhausted with thinking of it, and still I can find no peace. I beseech you… put me out of my misery.”
 
   He stood in front of her like a man tormented, his impeccable clothing in complete contrast with his tired eyes and the clenched fists to his sides.
 
   “It has to do with a long and tangled story that belongs entirely in the  past,” she said carefully, examining his face.
 
   His grace, in response, ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   The night watchmen were beginning to light the street-lamps, but her face was quickly becoming enveloped in shadows. If she was trying to read him, he was making twice the effort to discover what lay behind her words; and coming up with scarcely more than nothing.
 
   “Let us walk again,” he told her at length, “you are trembling.”
 
   They proceeded a bit further, but it was he who was trembling and not she. He would laugh at himself, were it possible. They walked on in the cold, deserted park, a few stray raindrops hanging from the leaves and showering them every now and again with tears, the small governess on his arm, and he shaking like a school girl attending the riots for the first time.
 
   “I know why you won’t tell me; I know it to be my own fault,” he said as soon as his voice was under his command again. “Kissing you behind corners, forcing myself on you when no one was looking, and in general behaving like a complete scoundrel… And with the governess, no less! How positively plebian.”
 
   “You did nothing but I did the same with you,” she replied quietly and he heard a hint of tears in her voice. He’d meant to hurt her with his words, but now that he found he’d succeeded, he regretted them. “I am equally responsible, equally guilty. That is not, however, the reason…”
 
   She was interrupted by a harsh laugh, and what sounded suspiciously like a muffled curse around it. “My sweet girl,” he whispered brokenly, abandoning all pretense of coldness. “You are innocence itself;” he saw her flinch at this, the old darkness dulling the glow of her eyes, and he grit his teeth. “How could you be responsible for where I decided to take my pleasure? It is only right that you should consider my behavior an insult… No, do not turn away from me, I cannot endure it. Listen to me, I have something to tell you.” He ended in a tone of such urgency that she turned to meet his gaze fully. “Please.”
 
   He saw the unshed tears shining on her eyelashes, and had to curb another curse from flying out of his lips.
 
   “I will listen to whatever your grace wishes to say to me,” she said.
 
   “Good,” he replied and took her shoulders between his hands. “I would have asked you to marry me, Beatrice,” he said, “the day after I pulled you out of that infernal lake. And that night in the old music-room… I came down the next morning determined to do just that. Do you believe me?”
 
   She stared at him, aghast, and he chuckled without mirth.
 
   “You don’t believe a word I’m saying, do you, little one?” he murmured absently. “Anyway, that next evening, as soon as I saw you, a mere look, much like the one you are wearing now on your beautiful, slender little face, and I was cowering inside my boots like a lackey. Can you credit it? Of course you can’t. I mean I myself can hardly… But I knew it beyond all certainty, since the first moment I saw you, dressed like a little gypsy as you were, that you were beyond my touch. You are the only woman I know who would never consider binding herself to a man like me. Am I wrong?”
 
   He cocked one eyebrow, and she bent her head to conceal a furious blush.
 
   “I thought so,” he said. The irony of it, he thought fleetingly. To find himself unsure and pleading in front of this girl who didn’t have a farthing to her name, let alone anything else to give him… It was humbling, to say the least. “I am not so lost to all thought of decency, after all, that I don’t understand how you must feel; you think I’ve ruined you, don’t you? Is that not the reason you stand before me still as a statue, white as a ghost?”
 
   She appeared to be overcome by a sudden emotion, and right there before his eyes, it was as though her legs turned to water. She sank noiselessly to her knees on the grass by his feet.
 
   He lifted a fist to his pressed lips, and took a shuddering breath.
 
   “You are so wrong,” she murmured so softly that he barely heard her, “so completely and utterly mistaken.” With a sigh he bent down and placed his hand around her waist, lifting her to her feet. “You’re wrong,” she repeated more clearly, as he held her for a moment to his chest, panting as though he had run a marathon. “Nothing of the kind ever crossed my thoughts.”
 
   “You are telling me,” he whispered against her hair, “that for once in my life I felt true, genuine, and may I add, long-deserved remorse, and that I was in the wrong about it?”
 
   “Entirely,” she replied. “I never expected, I never wanted anything of the sort from you. I do not intend to marry, you see.”
 
   “Surely you cannot be serious.” He stopped and regarded her somberly.
 
   “I am,” she said quietly. “I assure you.”
 
   He lifted his eyes to the heavens, which were turning a most inscrutable black. “You continue to astonish me, Miss Devon,” he said with a hint of his usual carelessness. “I thought you to be a person of faith and reverence. Is not what you are doing -blatantly lying to me; is it not considered by people of religion to be the very doorway to send you into eternal damnation? And you thought to keep me from hell when I was about to duel with poor Mr. Bearhunt, or whatever his name was?”
 
   He observed with interest her arms breaking out in goose bumps as she bent her head down in shame. “I agree, your grace,” she said. “There is no excuse, no reason for my deplorable behavior.”
 
   “Come now,” he said, taking her arm and leading her on. “You know there is no human being less worthy than I to scold you on the moral of your actions. I was merely stating that… God, I have no idea what I was saying. The night of the Summerset ball, as I held you in my arms, you were in so much pain… but what struck me as peculiar was the despondency of your expression. It was as though you were expecting death, even perhaps welcoming it. I cannot wrap my mind around what must drive you to such sadness, such desperation…”
 
   Miss Devon was pressing her lips firmly together, hopefully deciding that it was time for some sort of explanation. “I had…” she began, cutting him off, and then her courage failed her and she stopped. 
 
   “Yes?” he prompted. 
 
   “A long time ago, I had an enemy,” she started saying tentatively, looking away from him, and he wondered if she was choosing what to tell him and what to leave out. He hoped she wasn’t making up a lie that would satisfy his curiosity; no, she wasn’t that kind of a woman. “He used to be my father’s close friend, but… circumstances arose which made him vindictive, after his death.”
 
   “Circumstances?” he asked sharply. “And from that to poison, to wish to kill you? It must have been a hell of a rotten pickle you found yourself in.”
 
   “It was,” she replied simply.
 
   “And I’m to suppose you have been running from this… personage of a vindictive nature for some time?”
 
   She took in a small breath. “Ever since I came into your employ, your grace. When I said you saved my life the day you-” she was interrupted.
 
   “Great God!” he ejaculated. “All this time you were running, fighting for your life… and where was I? Sauntering up and down at White’s, no doubt, or worse, while you…”
 
   “No,” she said quietly, finally lifting her eyes to his. “You were right there beside me, chasing the poison from my body, saving my life.”
 
   Her words coupled with the tender tone of her voice nearly undid him.  He lifted a hand to caress a curl that had escaped her bonnet. He must contain himself. This was no time for a lapse in self-restraint. She’d said she wanted nothing from him. He must bide his time, he must think.
 
    “I fear, my lady,” he said lightly, tucking her gloved hand in the crook of his elbow, “that today’s conversation has provided me with much food for thought. I wish to examine your situation further, but you will excuse me, I trust, if I claim fatigue from my travels and retire early tonight?”
 
   She nodded, and he fought down the urge to shake her until the answers he sought dropped at his feet. “Of course I will, your grace,” she said, looking puzzled. “Although I am not a lady, as you called me, nor do you need to explain yourself to me in any way.”
 
   He took her hand in his and kissed it. He felt a shiver run down his spine as his lips traveled on her wrist, right at the tantalizing fur lining of the glove that covered her skin. Then, recklessly, he turned her hand over and pressed his lips again at the tender blue vein that pulsed beneath the tip of his finger.
 
   “I will call you what you are,” he said fiercely. “Don’t you know, you have me entirely under your spell, witch?”
 
   She blushed again and he laughed. Then his eyes turned on her, in all seriousness. “I mean to uncover each and every one of your mysteries, Miss Devon,” said he, touching a gloved hand to her rosy cheek. “No matter how long it takes me.”
 
   She swallowed hard and he, watching her with amusement, led her to his phaeton and helped her up like a perfect gentleman.
 
   Then he slapped the reins into motion.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The next evening Beatrice was obliged to accompany Adelina to Lady Worthington’s soiree, a tedious affair of dancing and card-games, where her charge’s admirers gave her a headache as they kept vying for her attentions, hoping to gain entrance to her charge’s good graces by asking her to dance. 
 
   Beatrice was all charm and smiles, but she did not oblige as to the invitations to dance. She left the soiree with her charge shortly after midnight, Lord Burns in tow, with a splitting headache, not much improved by Adelina’s insistence on talking her ear off as soon as the door of their barouche had been shut.
 
   “I was the envy of every other girl, did you not notice?” she asked, her body bouncing with excitement.
 
   “Please sit still,” Beatrice told her, placing a hand to her throbbing temple. “It is unladylike to twitch.”
 
   “Oh, my dear Beatrice,” Adelina beamed. “Even your admonitions will not deprive me of my high spirits tonight! Why, there must have been above five gentlemen courting me in lady Worthington’s drawing room, and this not even one of the big events of the Season!”
 
   “Courting his grace’s fortune as well, no doubt,” Beatrice murmured under her breath.
 
   “What did you say, Beatrice, dear?” Adelina asked.
 
   Miss Devon had repeatedly tried to warn her charge of not letting her early success go to her head, explaining to her painstakingly once again her position as his grace’s ward -one of the wealthiest unattached men in London. 
 
   She, however, all starry-eyed and giddy with her success among the opposite sex, could not seem to bring her advice to mind.
 
   They arrived back home accompanied by lord Burns, who left them with the promise of escorting them to the theatre on the morrow, hopefully with the duke as well, only to be surprised by the sight of his grace’s phaeton waiting outside.
 
   “What can Ashton mean by calling on his aunt at this time of night?” Lord Burns asked with a frown. “I hope nothing’s happened.”
 
   “Lady Augusta will have been in bed these past two hours, I fear,” Beatrice remarked, running past him up the stairs.
 
   She was quickly reassured by the steward that his grace, upon arriving a half hour earlier, had clearly stated that nothing was amiss and that his aunt should be woken but not alarmed, for he had an urgent matter of business to discuss with her that could not wait.
 
   “That’s what he said, Miss,” he explained. “His exact words.”
 
   “Thank you, Heston,” lord Burns, having reached them, replied. “Miss Devon, Lady Adelina, your servant, always.” He touched his hat and smiled down at them. “Until tomorrow.”
 
   Beatrice took Adelina upstairs and helped her get ready for bed, her head aching almost to the point of madness. Thankfully Adelina required of her only four trips downstairs, and after three quarters of an hour, she was finally in her bed.
 
   Beatrice went into her own bedroom, locking the door behind her, and took a deep breath. Everything in her room was exactly as she’d left it this morning, and the fire crackled merrily in the hearth, chasing away the ominous shadows. The sounds of the house were slowly dying away as the servants settled for the night, but the silence wasn’t complete as yet.
 
   All was well, and yet her heart beat like a drum.
 
   It wasn’t with fear either.
 
   Beatrice tried telling herself that the fact that his grace was in the house did not affect her emotions in the least, and failed spectacularly. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Ashton, meanwhile, was pacing up and down in his aunt’s antechamber. He had barged in, pale and tight-lipped, having waited for three quarters of an hour for the servants to wake her and help her to her invalid’s chair in order to receive him.
 
   He had started off with profuse apologies for having disturbed her rest, lapsing into a speech so jumbled and wordy that his aunt finally begged him in her most imperial tones to not be a ninny and tell her without any more preamble what on earth was so urgent that he had dragged her from her bed at this plagued hour of the night.
 
   “It concerns the little governess,” he said abruptly.
 
   “I thought we would hit upon the subject soon enough,” her ladyship replied dryly. “Now, what of her? Has she stolen your heart, do you fancy?”
 
   “She has destroyed it, madam, if you must know,” Ashton replied, staring straight ahead, his eyes dripping ice.
 
   “If you say so,” Lady Augusta observed, drawing her woolen shawl tighter about her shoulders.
 
   “I mean to ask her to be my wife,” he went on in a moment. “I actually already did, not that she even realized she was being proposed to. What a blow to my ego, wouldn’t you say?” he laughed deprecatingly. “At any cost, I wished for your blessing,” he finished, turning to her.
 
   “Are you foxed, my dear boy?” his aunt asked, looking up at him in an examining fashion. “Are you entirely out of your senses?”
 
   He regarded her with faint surprise for a second, and then, picking up the lapels of his overcoat, he sat himself beside her. “I imagined you to be her true friend,” he said in a hard voice.
 
   “Oh, I am, Dominic,” she rejoined. “What I fail to see is the purpose of this urgent, nightly rendezvous to talk of your nuptials. Not to mention, my dear boy, that this is the first I’ve heard in all your eight and twenty years, of you wanting a wife.”
 
   “I have never wanted one, and well you know it,” Ashton replied. “But I find, of late, that events have arisen which have led me to desire most fervently to care for and protect her.”
 
   “I see,” his aunt said, although she did not sound as though she saw at all. “And is that the only reason why you desire this… union?”
 
   “I, of course, admire and respect her…” his grace fumbled.
 
   “Have you compromised her virtue, Dominic?” Lady Augusta asked quietly, taking his hand in her wrinkled one. She was not given to such gestures of affection, but she could see how his fingers were fidgeting and trembling. They were cold to the touch, and she squeezed them slightly, surprised when he didn’t withdraw.
 
   “Not entirely,” he replied in the same tone, meeting her eyes squarely, but still she regarded him with an examining expression. “I didn’t do more than steal a few kisses, if you must know. There, that was all. You always were a nosy old biddy,” he mumbled, exasperated.
 
   “I can see that you like her, nephew, I could from the first day,” she said. “She is different from every female of your acquaintance, I am sure, and it was inevitable, I suppose, that, for this reason if nothing else, she should strike your fancy for a while. But I cannot imagine what it is that makes you act so unlike yourself, waking me in the middle of the night, talking of proposals… It can’t be over a mere girl in your employ!”
 
   His grace did not reply immediately. Instead he fell to regarding the fire with a solemn expression on his handsome face, a deep scowl marring his forehead. “I hardly know myself,” he murmured finally. “I only know that if I don’t speak of it to someone soon I shall go mad…”
 
   “As highly as I think of your choice in that ‘someone’ being myself, my dear boy,” Lady Augusta said, “I fear I must quench your enthusiasm once and for all; the party you are, I begin to think, in earnest contemplating to bestow your much sought-after hand upon, is entirely unsuitable.”
 
   “What?” his grace shot upwards like an arrow.
 
   “She has shared a few confidences with me, you see,” his aunt started, but was brutally interrupted.
 
   “I beg of you to make your meaning clear, madam,” Ashton said, bending over her dangerously. She hesitated for a second, taken aback by his violent reaction, and he almost shouted at her in his impatience. “Now, if you please!” 
 
   “She will not do, Dominic,” she said calmly. “She has no thought of marriage.”
 
   He made a bored gesture with his hand, and went to stand in the opposite corner of the room, staring blindly out the small window.
 
   “Please do not be so agitated,” her ladyship went on, “I fail to see the reason for it. This… infatuation of yours seems to have had a very short existence; you yourself were scarcely aware of your own decision until but a few hours ago. Besides,” she added more gently, “I have reasons for my response to your… proposal that I cannot share with another breathing soul, be it my nephew or otherwise. Beatrice shared them with me in utter confidence.”
 
   “Madam, I implore you,” his grace uttered in a strangled  voice, “I entreat you to tell me what you know.”
 
   “I could not,” she insisted, and he turned towards her, bending on one knee next to her bed.
 
   “Is she ill?” he enquired, his eyes brilliant and earnest. “Is she attached to another?” he shuddered at the mention of the last word, and his aunt could see his lips trembling as he uttered it.
 
   “Worse,” she whispered finally, after a moment of tight silence. “She… she…”
 
   “Deuce take it!” he exclaimed under his breath, his patience at an end, and passed a hand in front of his eyes.
 
   “Oh, my dear child,” his aunt said, smoothing his locks away from his forehead, just like she was wont to do when he was but a boy, “she told me she is ruined!” She put a handkerchief to her lips, for sudden tears threatened to fall.
 
   “No,” Ashton pronounced firmly. “No.”
 
   “I assure you, she said those very words in this house, not two days ago,” Lady Augusta said miserably, hating the wild look in his eyes.
 
   Ashton was on his feet now, the room exploding with his anger. “You lie!” he told his aunt fiercely. “You resent her for being a ‘mere governess’, or otherwise you don’t think her fit for a duchess! For I tell you, no woman can kiss so innocently in play-acting; I know liars, madam, and she isn’t one. She told me I gave her her first kiss… Tell me ‘tis not the same as Diana, say it’s not true,” he pleaded on a sigh, covering his mouth with his hand.
 
   “I wish it were so,” Lady Augusta started to say, but he was gone from the room in an instant, the door banging with the force of his temper, the corridor ringing with his steps. “Dominic, really!”
 
   He was already downstairs, in the red salon, pouring himself a glass of port sloppily, which he brought to his lips with a shaking hand. 
 
   He threw himself on a setee blindly, his legs giving way beneath the weight of her betrayal. Not again, it wasn’t possible.
 
   Against all odds, against every indication otherwise, he’d dared to open himself, his heart, his home to another human being -a human being he’d thought worthy of his trust for the first time in many years… and this was the consequence. How could he have been so insipidly foolish? He’d known this would happen all along. It always did.
 
   Curse the day he’d ever set eyes upon the lying, deceitful girl.
 
   She’d tasted of sweetness and innocence and she’d looked up at him with pure adoration, while all the time… Diana’s words rang in his ears with incredible clarity, as though it had been yesterday. 
 
   ‘He ruined me, Dom, I swear it wasn’t my fault…’
 
   But it had been her fault. It had been her doing alone. She’d betrayed him with his own cousin -and sought to deceive him about it. That was what all women were. 
 
   A sudden desperation seized him, and he picked up the wineglass and flung it along with its contents to the door, cursing in desperation.
 
   A faint exclamation met the sound of shattering glass against the marble floor, and the next minute he was on his feet, running to the doors.
 
   “Who is there?” he enquired sharply.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Miss Devon had heard the commotion upstairs as she was exiting Adelina’s room for the fourth time, but had thought little of it until, moments later, she heard his grace’s hurried footsteps clambering down the stairs. After a minute’s deliberation, she took off after the retreating steps, not knowing to whom they belonged, but fearing a member of the household might be in need of help.
 
   She had reached the door of the salon just as the heavy, crystal wineglass landed near her feet, showering her in shards and golden liquid.
 
   Ashton rushed to her in a minute, looking disheveled and white, placing a hand on the door, not so much to open it, it seemed, as to lean against it for support. Indeed, judging from the paleness of his cheeks and the dark circles under his eyes, he looked ready to drop.
 
   “I’ve injured you!” he exclaimed in a voice entirely unlike his own.
 
   “I am not hurt,” she replied. “Are you?”
 
   He shook his head, leaning against the door heavily.
 
   “Yet you are unwell, your grace,” she took a step towards him, but stopped short.
 
   “Do not move!” 
 
   She froze, feeling her thin slippers tear on the crunching glass. The next thing she knew his grace had slipped an arm around her waist and was lifting her quite off her feet, pressing her against him. He brought her inside the room safely, clear of the splintered glass. 
 
   Once he had deposited her on safe ground he went to the other wall and rang the bell once. He didn’t approach her again, but she inhaled sharply as his tormented eyes looked at her in concern.
 
   “What are you doing down here at this hour?” he asked, his voice coming with difficulty, as though his throat was dry. 
 
   “I came to see what all the noise was about,” she replied, regarding him anxiously. “It… it seemed as though someone was in distress.”
 
   “Now you can put your mind at ease,” came the harsh rejoinder, “and I trust that you will take yourself upstairs again, like a good girl.”
 
   She got up and went to him. “Quite the contrary. You appear to be under an unbearable strain, your grace. Is there anything I could do to ease it?”
 
   He tried to laugh, but the sound came out hoarse, strained and bitter.
 
   “Go and get your rest,” he told her. “I am in need of some quiet and solitude. Be so kind as to leave me; that’s what you can do for me.”
 
   “Very well,” Beatrice said uncertainly and started for the door. As she reached it, wondering how to negotiate the shards of glass that were blinking in the candlelight, she heard a soft thud behind her, and turned, much alarmed.
 
   She beheld his grace on his knees, his head bent as though he had collapsed of a sudden, his entire frame shaking. She rushed to him with an involuntary exclamation and kneeled next to him, reaching a tentative hand to his shoulder.
 
   “Your grace…?” she said in a small, scared voice. He groaned. “Are you in pain? My good master, take my hand, please, you must exert yourself…”
 
   “I beg of you to leave me,” he muttered. “Will you not oblige me in this?”
 
   “I will not leave you until I am certain that you are fit to stand up.”
 
   “For heaven’s sake…” He got to his feet with difficulty, his movements heavy and slow, and rose to his full height, until he was towering a full head above her. “Satisfied?” he asked her, his face contorting into a mocking smirk. 
 
   “Almost, your grace,” she replied.
 
   “My name is Dominic,” he retorted sharply. “Or Ashton, if you wish. I give you leave to address me by it. Now, the time is late. Go to bed.” He smiled down at her with effort, and extended his left arm towards the door.
 
   “You are in need of assistance,” Beatrice insisted as she walked to the door. He lifted her again and put her down beyond the broken glass. “Let me call someone else if you will not accept it of me, pray.”
 
   He studied her face in silence for a few moments.
 
   The clock on the mantelpiece kept ticking the moments away, the candles flickering softly, and they remained still, locked in each other’s scrutiny.
 
   “I would be obliged to you, my dear,” Ashton told her finally, “if you would reassure my aunt. I am afraid… I left her rather abruptly.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   She left him at length, reluctantly. Without a word she turned around to run up the stairs to her ladyship’s bedchamber and, as soon as she’d disappeared from sight, he dropped his head in his hands and wondered if he had, at last, lost his mind. 
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   Adelina was in love.
 
   She whispered it to Beatrice every time she came into her room to bring her her morning cocoa in bed; she protested it to be true when Lady Augusta calmly tried to point out that she had known the gentleman only once and spoken to him for less than twenty minutes, ten of which were consumed by dancing a quadrille; and she tired her maid with the intelligence until she was fit to scream.
 
   The gentleman hadn’t been named yet, at his insistence, as Adelina said; for he wanted to remain cloaked in secrecy until such a time as he would be in a position to ask her guardian for her hand. He sounded like a pompous, self-important prick if truth be told, and Beatrice had many a long night’s talk with Lady Augusta, wondering whether to laugh or worry about the foolish girl who imagined herself attached to this phantom-gentleman, half created out of her own childish dreams.
 
   It was in the midst of this crisis that  Lord Burns, in blissful ignorance of the fact, had the happy thought to invite a large party to his country home in Hertfordshire for the weekend. He wanted to introduce Adelina, her aunt and her companion to his esteemed parents, as well as his younger brother who was at home from school for a few days, hoping soon to bestow on them the happy news of his attachment to her.
 
    
 
   It was a grand manor house, surrounded by trees and water, lush and colorful in the spring’s fresh light, a few hours’ ride from Town.
 
   Lady Augusta and Adelina were by no means Lord Burns’ sole guests, although it soon became apparent to all that they were the most important. Miss Devon was reaching a point of desperation, wracking her brains for a solution to a most painful dilemma, hating the spark that came into the viscount’s eyes every time he caught so much as a glimpse of Adelina, but reluctant to breach a subject as delicate as it was sensitive.
 
   It was Lady Augusta that said it finally, not at all delicately but straight to the point as was her custom, on the morning after their arrival. She spoke in a low voice so as not to be overheard by the other guests who were lazily breaking their fast, but still her voice was rather wont to carry; this did not seem to worry her in the least. His grace was seated on her right, and opposite him sat Adelina, trying to obscure her scarlet cheeks from him by ducking behind the branches of the azalea blossoms that decorated the round table.
 
   Lord Burns was seated to his grace’s left, adding a great deal of good humor with his sunny disposition to the company since, if it had been left to Ashton, breakfast would be a gloomy affair indeed.
 
   “I am worried about your ward, nephew,” Lady August addressed him, refusing to be intimidated by his dark countenance. A crease was forming between her slender eyebrows and her lips were pressed thinly. Beatrice knew that she felt no embarrassment in speaking thus in front of Lord Burns, whom she did not consider a stranger, but almost a nephew as well, and the rest of the guests were seated so far away as to be easily overlooked. 
 
   “Found a beau for herself, has she?” his grace commented, taking a sip of his coffee. He did not appear surprised when his aunt nodded gravely, but his eyebrows lifted faintly when she proceeded to elaborate in a low voice. “She seems like a changed creature, Dominic. And neither I nor dear Beatrice can get through to her, it seems. She will not listen to reason. Why, only yesterday there were harsh words exchanged between the three of us; talk of elopements, if you ever heard the like, and secret engagements.”
 
   The duke sat back in his chair, wiping his lips with a white linen napkin. He turned and studied Beatrice’s gaze for a moment before speaking. “Is this true, Miss Devon?” he addressed her. “Has the infernal child been giving you trouble?”
 
   “She hasn’t been giving me trouble, your grace,” Beatrice replied, casting a quelling look at the ‘infernal child’ who, at this moment, was slouching in an unladylike fashion  in her chair, listening sullenly to their conversation. “Except inasmuch as I fear for her well-being when she claims to have formed a lasting attachment to a gentleman unknown to any of us; a man she met but a couple of weeks ago.”
 
   “I love him!” Adelina cried, unable to contain herself any longer. “Beatrice, you shouldn’t speak of things you don’t…”
 
   She was interrupted by a white hand lifted languidly in her general direction. The duke did not bestow a single glance at her, but addressed her governess in his flat, disinterested tone, as though she hadn’t been interrupted.
 
   “My ward well knows,” he said, “that she won’t inherit a farthing of her father’s or my own fortune before her twenty-first year at least, and most probably will not come into money at all, until well after her twenty-fifth year. Therefore, it would be beyond stupid and futile of her to entertain any thoughts of accepting the advances of any dowry-hunters, seeing as there are no prospects of their ravenous appetites being satisfied any time in the near future.”
 
   Adelina let out an exaggerated huff, and Lord Burns attempted to lighten the atmosphere by smiling bravely. “I am sure, Ashton,” he said good-naturedly, “that given Lady Adelina’s young age and her sweetness of disposition, it is to be expected that she will gather hordes of admirers around her.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put it as ‘hordes’ myself,” his grace scoffed unpleasantly, remembering his ward’s scowls at the last dance they attended together, where she was greatly ignored in favor of a new debutante with expectations of a ten thousand pound fortune trailing after her.
 
   “I won’t be a miserable old maid, forever on the shelf, bitter and harsh and mocking of every good and descent thing that may come my way like you, your grace,” Adelina spat at him, tears shining in her eyes.
 
   The duke stiffened. “Adelina!” Miss Devon cried, mortified, at the same time that Lord Burns said, in amusement: “Oh, I wouldn’t call Ashton an old maid just yet.”
 
   The duke sent him a murderous glance, while his hand curled lazily around the handle of his cup. “The chit may be in the right,” he drawled. “After all, I did abandon my… a particularly bad habit of mine just as the ton was getting used to the idea of my general depravity.”
 
   Lord Burns jerked in his seat. “You did?” he ejaculated, much astonished, before he could stop himself, but his grace simply nodded.
 
   “I fear nothing will be sufficient to redeem me now,” he pronounced.
 
   “Why ever would you do a thing like that?” Adelina asked curiously, for a second forgetting Miss Devon’s strict admonishes that she wasn’t supposed to speak of his grace’s liaison with a married woman in public; she was in short to behave as though such things didn’t exist. Beatrice, watching Lord Burns and the duke squirm under her careless words, felt a bubble of laughter building up inside of her.
 
   Recovering quickly, Ashton turned to her. “She was beginning to bore me, child,” he told her. “A thing I could never stomach in a wife. Not that I consider myself a worthy candidate for any woman in that respect. I haven’t got much to recommend me besides my fortune, and I trust all present will agree that a lady who considers that sufficient grounds for marriage is not a lady worthy of the name.”
 
   “Come, come Ashton,” Lord Burns said as he got up to escort the ladies to the withdrawing room, “you cannot be as straight-laced in your morals as all that. I am persuaded you are mocking me and Miss Devon for still believing in the sanctity of the marriage vows, which many among the ton, yourself included, regard simply as a jest. Indeed many ladies and gentlemen would pick a partner judging on fortune alone, but not all. One cannot compromise a deep moral compass with an indifferent outlook towards the values of so important a matter.”
 
   “Wise words indeed,” the duke replied, frowning slightly. He stood while the ladies were being seated in a puff of silk and taffeta, and leaned slightly against the mantelpiece, taking a piece of snuff. “That being so,” he continued after a moment, “I can’t credit any sensible or respectable lady with wanting to espouse a man of my character. Think you not so, aunt?”
 
   Lady Augusta regarded him gravely. “I’ve always maintained, my dear boy,” she said slowly in her calm, deep voice, extending her hands to the fire in the grate, for the crisp morning had brought with it a bite of cold wind, “that if you strove a bit to care for anybody else besides yourself, you would be the best man any woman could hope to win -and hold- the heart of.”
 
   “Here, here!” Lord Burns rejoined earnestly.
 
   “Well, that’s my aunt for you, Charles,” Ashton scoffed, and besat himself on a silk chair in a sprawling manner. “Do you agree with her, Miss Devon, you who believe in the ‘sanctity of marriage’ as my friend here is convinced you do? Do you find me highly marriageable?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   Miss Devon, at that precise moment, looked as though the very last thing she wished to do was to answer him, but still she drew herself up and, with as much courage as she could muster, endeavored to reply. His disinterested gaze was fixed unwaveringly on her, and that fact alone seemed to disconcert her to no end, but she wouldn’t let him see how much he affected her.
 
   Ashton, fool that he was, couldn’t derive the least bit of amusement out of her discomfort. Instead, he found himself holding his breath. 
 
   “I do not presume to have an answer that you would be interested in hearing, your grace,” she said in her usual, matter-of-fact tone, “but since you ask it of me, here is what I think: I agree with your aunt in that, were you to so choose, you would indeed be one of the finest specimens the human race has to offer. And, if I may continue without offending your grace, the fact that you do not choose to be the best that you can be in all respects, may be no fault of your own, but…” here her voice seemed to desert her, and she came to an abrupt halt.
 
   “We are all at the edge of our seats,” Ashton said, lifting one eyebrow. “Pray, continue.”
 
   “But,” she continued, lifting her eyes to his in defiance, “because others, weaker than yourself in your powerful presence, allow you to act in a manner which is beneath you.”
 
   Utter silence followed her words. Ashton hardly knew whether to laugh or fling his monocle to the wall in frustration. “So, my presence is powerful,” he finally observed. “I couldn’t agree more, Miss Devon.” He looked straight at her, his lips smiling, but his eyes were hard and dangerous as they locked with hers.
 
   “I spoke too bluntly, your grace,” Beatrice said, “when you asked me out of mere politeness. I should have said, for I believe it to be true, that you are one of the bravest men of my acquaintance. Any woman would be fortunate indeed to have your protection.”
 
   He smiled ruefully. “You should have said nothing of the sort, my dear. I take no offense at your speech, I assure you. I’m not so lost to reality that I do not have a good idea of the blackness of my soul.”
 
   At this, Adelina stood abruptly with a sigh.
 
   “All this talk of morals is making me crazy with ennui,” she said. “Let’s have some entertainment. Let us go for a ride, or a picnic! Isn’t that a capital idea?”
 
   Lord Burns enthusiastically agreed, seeming not in the least put out by the fact that mere moments before she had confessed to a deep attachment to another party. In a few moments they were joined by the rest of the company and it was soon decided, among much clapping of hands and squealing, that the ladies were to go dress themselves for an outing.
 
   They parted, arranging to meet at a half hour past ten.
 
   “I won’t wait a moment longer,” Ashton said, pointedly looking at his ward, who lifted her shoulders in indifference. 
 
   “I will,” Lord Burns whispered to her with a wink. “I’ll wait forever if need be.”
 
   Adelina dimpled charmingly and he offered her his arm to escort her upstairs.
 
   “Miss Devon, a word,” Ashton said curtly, as soon as everyone but the little governess and him were gone from the room. She was almost at the door, but she hurried to him immediately.
 
   “Your grace, I thought you had gone.”
 
   “Is that what you really think?” he asked her without preamble. “Do you believe you are to blame for my inexcusable behavior towards you?”
 
   His eyes burned holes into her, waiting for an answer.
 
   “I’m afraid I do believe it to have been mainly my fault, yes,” she replied honestly.
 
   “Why on earth would you believe that?” he asked, unable to stop himself. He could hear the bitterness mingling with the mockery in his voice, but he’d never cared for the feelings of others and he wasn’t about to start now. “Are you perhaps used to allowing men to ‘act in a way that is beneath them’ when they find themselves with you?”
 
   Her eyes snapped to his, and her face became ashen. For a moment she looked as though she would faint or be sick, but he stood his ground, refusing to feel pity for her. This was the closest he would ever come to allowing her to plead her case, and damned if he’d let her ignore him.
 
   Miss Devon walked towards the fireplace with faltering steps and sat in the chair she had vacated a few minutes before, looking into the dying flames with a stony countenance.
 
   “You won’t speak,” he said at length. “You won’t defend yourself, neither will you reveal your secrets to me. You must consider me a greater dunce than I am, Miss Devon.”
 
   He stood next to her, looming over her chair, but still she did not look at him. “You are indeed,” she murmured.
 
   It took him a second to realize what she’d just said. He put a finger under her chin and made her meet his gaze with dangerous calm. “What,” he pronounced, losing his cool entirely, “did you say to me?” 
 
   She pressed her lips together, her cheeks becoming even whiter. Her eyes were beginning to take that far-away, unfocused look he’d seen in them sometimes, when he thought an infinite sadness was coming over her, and brought out a fierce protectiveness in him, a desire to carry her away from whatever darkness threatened her. He turned away, mocking himself for being duped by her womanly act. Was that not how Diana had deceived him as well? Hadn’t she appealed to his better self, hadn’t she pretended she needed his protection? And all the while she had been making eyes at his cousin, for he was the bigger catch.
 
   Well, he wasn’t a green youth any longer. Nor was he in possession of a better self to which Miss Devon could ever hope to appeal to. 
 
   “You are getting ahead of yourself, child,” he said lightly. “Do not endeavor to gleam an apology from me; you’ll be disappointed. Besides, it tires me excessively.”
 
   To his surprise, Miss Devon started speaking before he’d concluded his own speech, as though she wasn’t paying attention to him.  She got up from her seat stiffly, and faced him.
 
   “I admit,” she began, “to having a… an inexplicable weakness for you, your grace, but no matter how one tries to look at it, your taking advantage of it can be considered nothing but ungentlemanly.”
 
    “Ungentlemanly?” he repeated in a shaking voice, not believing his ears. “Have I then hurt you so deeply? Or are you flinging these accusations at me in an effort to conceal your own guilt?” He raked a hand through his hair, upsetting his valet’s careful work with one desperate movement.
 
   She winced. “I do not deny my own g-guilt,” she faltered a bit over the word and Ashton drew his eyebrows together, “indeed that is the precise reason I must put an end to this… temptation now. I confess to being weak, your grace, as must you.”
 
   He scoffed.
 
   “Or not,” she conceded. “I will speak for myself alone, therefore, when I say I wish to protect myself and you from doing further damage to ourselves and to those we care about. What if… what if Adelina were to find out about what has passed between us? Why, even your countess would be greatly hurt, for, from what I’ve seen, she is greatly counting on your loyalty. Granted, it might be crowded in her boudoir at times…”
 
   Ashton lifted an eyebrow. “Are you mocking me, little governess?”
 
   “I am not in a position to judge the morals by which you choose to live your life,” she answered, her little face serious and intent, “God knows I am not. Yet, I wouldn’t wish to hurt another human being with my actions, and this is what I am doing to you and to her.”
 
   Ashton found himself at the end of his endurance. He’d separated himself from the countess because of the infernal child, back when he thought her to be innocent and pure; it certainly seemed now as though it had been an entirely futile exercise in morality. Still, for some inexplicable reason, he wanted her to know.
 
   “Have you not heard a word I’ve said?” he murmured, lifting a hand to her pale cheek. 
 
   “The fault, I insist,” she continued as though he had not spoken at all, “is mine, for allowing a thing to continue that was distasteful to me to begin with. With all due respect, your grace, I do not like you, nor do I approve of your choice of friends -with the exception of Lord Burns- or the company you keep. Do you deny that if you hadn’t been at your… gentleman’s club that day, you wouldn’t have been led to a duel which nearly ended in murder? Or, do you mean to tell me that without the influence of spirits you would still have found yourself taking liberties with a servant?”
 
   His hand stilled. “Liberties?” he spat out. “May I remind you, madam, that you were bestowing those liberties on me most willingly? And what do you mean, I demand, by calling yourself a servant to my face?”
 
   “Your grace,” she replied, “I beg your forgiveness once more for wounding you. However, I stand by my words. I must, once I found the willpower to utter them.”
 
   “You beg my pardon!” he scoffed. “You beg for nothing! You act as though you were a scared little mouse, only now just found your willpower, disapproving, displeased by my immorality, and yet I’ve known you to be fearless and resolute in the face of danger that threatened your very life! When you are the one who keeps secrets from me, who has been false… Beatrice,” his voice suddenly fell to a whisper barely audible, curling around her name like a caress, “this is me you’re talking to. I’m not your enemy.”
 
   She took a step away from him, her limbs shaking but her lips set and her eyes determined. “Indeed you are the enemy, your grace,” she told him squarely, “if you persist in forcing that which to me is undesirable.”
 
   He drew himself up, once again cold as ice.
 
   “Far be it from me, Miss Devon,” he said, his voice distant and frosty, “to put any pressure on you to behave in a manner which you find so repugnant.”
 
   He pushed the doors open, not bothering with the footman, and walked out, listening with satisfaction to their loud clang as they screeched on their hinges, flung back with the force of his exit.
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   She didn’t expect his grace to show up for the ride, nor, having done so, to meekly accept her presence in the riding party. That was exactly what he did, however, coming downstairs in a half hour resplendent in a twenty-caped long coat and shining Hessians, Lord Burns close at his heels, in somewhat less extravagant but still very fashionable attire.
 
   Lord Burns took her hand in his and kissed it warmly, proceeding to rest it on his bent arm, while the duke strode on past her silently, as though she were invisible.
 
   Beatrice wore a riding habit Adelina had owned previously, but discarded soon after ordering two new designs she had found in La Belle Assemblée. She had altered them herself, making no fuss about the sleeves being a bit too large for her narrow frame and the hem much too long for her height, thankful beyond words that she wouldn’t have to embarrass the duke and his friends when seen to be of his party.
 
   She mounted the horse she was given, a lovely chestnut, but she took no pleasure in the exercise. His grace’s words rang in her mind, painful and true, piercing her heart like a razor.
 
   ‘…are you flinging these accusations at me in an effort to conceal your own guilt?’
 
    
 
   “Run along to your papa, rosebud. What do you think he’ll say? Do you think he’ll ever look at you the same way again? I can see the disgust, the fear and loathing in his face if he were to find out what you’ve been up to with his own, dear friend.”
 
   “No,” seven-year-old Beatrice sobs. “He’ll kill you if I tell him.”
 
   “Well, tell him then.”
 
   The man takes her face in his hands and presses it to his lips. Then he grabs her waist and lifts her skirt until it reaches right below her neck. He starts caressing the tender skin behind her knee. She struggles, but she’s too small, too weak, too ashamed.
 
   “Tell him and see him wish you dead like his dear, beloved wife. Better dead than guilty of such… sin.” 
 
   The word rolls off his tongue in such a way that makes her gag. She isn’t sick, though. She was once before, and the punishment the man meted out… it was worse than anything. He beat her before touching her, and he beat her while. Then he nearly choked her to death. She doesn’t want to repeat it. 
 
   She’ll never show weakness to him again. Or to anyone.
 
   “I’m not the one sinnin’, you are,” she gasps between sobs.
 
   “Is it so? Then why are you staying here, and not running away?”
 
   Stupidly, she makes a last struggle to run. He laughs and slaps her hard on the left temple, so hard that she topples to the ground. That’s the last thing she knows. 
 
    
 
   ‘Indeed you are the enemy’, she’d said to his grace, moments ago. God forgive me, she thought. I am the enemy. I am the danger.
 
    They galloped into the crisp, sunny morning, the duke soon gaining the front of their little procession, accompanied by Adelina, while Lord Burns, ever the gentleman, drew out Beatrice in conversation about the weather.
 
   “I understand, by a few words dropped here and there by Lady Adelina, that you as well had a rather hard time of it during your childhood,” he said presently, when they had exhausted the topic of rain and sunshine for the next five days.
 
   Miss Devon felt as though someone had slammed a platter into her stomach. “As well?” she replied, trying to keep her voice from betraying her.
 
   “Why, I spent the entirety of my childhood in a school for boys, didn’t you know? Quite unpleasant, as experiences go,” he replied, smiling, no trace of sorrow or bitterness in his voice. “I thought I might find a kindred spirit in you, someone to sympathize with the hardships of growing up in a hostile environment.”
 
   Beatrice laughed softly, relaxing a bit by his easy manners. “Oh, you are right in that account, my lord,” she replied. “For I believe I do know everything that there is to know about that kind of growing up.”
 
   “You see, I was correct,” he said, his cheeks flushing boyishly. “I am proven right in that the people who have had to bear the greatest burdens are those who end up being the sweetest, kindest and bravest ones.”
 
   “I do hope you do not count me among them,” she laughed, “for I fear I fall short of all those merits you just numbered.”
 
   “Indeed I do count you among them,” he cried, “and if I were to be honest, I would have to add among your merits a lightness of disposition, and the happiness you seem to radiate no matter what circumstances you find yourself in.”
 
   “You make me blush, sir,” she replied, smiling, “which is not fair of you. However, I will endeavor to take all these outrageous compliments of yours as a show of goodwill from your lordship towards me, and I will gladly return the sentiment, since you are a man I have grown to respect and, may I say, like.”
 
   He turned to look at her, smiling kindly. “I like you too, Miss Devon,” he said with candor. “If only there were those who shared your opinion…” he regarded the elegant back of Beatrice’s charge with a sigh, and she smiled secretly in private, seeing that she had been correct in a supposition she had previously made.
 
   “Patience, Lord Burns,” she told him gently. “Good things come to those who wait. Besides, she is not yet ready for you.”
 
   “I can see that,” he replied, “and I am grateful to you for all your efforts to instruct her. She is too young, you know, and innocent.”
 
   “And has been spoiled prodigiously,” she added dryly.
 
   “That too,” he consented. “I find, however, if I may confide in you for a moment, my dear Miss Devon, her childishness most refreshing, after the things I have had to endure in my life, and I don’t particularly mind her unruly temper. I believe it can be curbed by true affection as well as by the guidance of a gentle but firm character. I trust that it is mostly the result of a heart starved for kindness.”
 
   “I believe you are right,” Beatrice said, regarding him with new admiration, for she had thought him to be of a boyish, straight-forward disposition, and this depth of thought astonished her pleasantly.
 
   “Have I told you the story of how I nearly died once at school?” he asked her abruptly. “I haven’t, but I hope you will hear it one day. I had caught a bad fever, and there was no way for me to be moved home; I would have perished there, in that foul-smelling boarding house. It is experiences as this, I think you know, that make us appreciate what is truly important in life, a knowledge obscured from men who have been accustomed to have the world grant them anything they might imagine themselves wanting.”
 
   He paused for a moment, in serious contemplation, and Miss Devon couldn’t help but turn her thoughts to the duke.
 
   “That, and a profound trust in a Higher Power that I to this day believe to have full control over my life, is why I survived,” Lord Burns mused. “I have a feeling your experience is similar to mine -if in a different setting. Am I wrong?”
 
   She turned to find his eyes fixed solemnly on hers. In his gaze she saw a wisdom and kindness she had rarely met in her life. “I, too,” she said slowly, not wanting to repay his confidence by lying, “have been greatly sustained by my belief that our lives are ordained by the Almighty, however I cannot in all honesty claim that my path has always been pleasing to His ordaining.”
 
   “My dear Miss Devon, who indeed can ever claim that in all honesty?” he replied, and pressed her gloved hand with his.
 
   In a moment they stopped, for they had reached a small party of which only now Beatrice could see with surprise that the countess was one, as well as several other gentlemen of the duke’s acquaintance. Before they stopped to exchange pleasantries with them, Lord Burns leaned close, over his horse’s head, and whispered in her ear: “I’m afraid I made quite a blunder inviting her and the earl; I didn’t know, you see, that her presence would be quite unwelcome by Ashton.”
 
   “Unwelcome?” Beatrice repeated. Was it possible that what his grace had been hinting at was the fact that he’d parted ways with his mistress? And if so, why on earth would he wish to communicate the intelligence to his aunt, his niece and her? And at the breakfast table, no less? Now that was bad form if ever there was one.
 
   “Most undesirable, yes,” Lord Burns was smiling. “Well, here she is; we must make the best of it. If only Lady Adelina didn’t consider her to be her close personal friend, I should be content. Apparently they became quite close these past few weeks, meeting at every dance and riot; there was no stopping her ladyship from pursuing your charge.”
 
   Right in front of their eyes, the countess took Adelina aside and they began to whisper to each other very much as though they were bosom companions. Beatrice well knew that this must have been machinated by the countess herself who, naturally, wouldn’t have taken his grace’s decision to part ways well. She wondered what she had in mind, for befriending green misses only now coming into Society didn’t seem at all her style.
 
   Next to her, Lord Burns put on a brave smile, but she could see in the crease of his eyes that his heart was breaking inside him. She urged her horse closer to her charge’s and prayed for the strength to assist the girl away from another tangle.
 
   Soon they were all drawn into an inane circle of conversation of hunt, dogs and weaponry, where the gentlemen were concerned at least; while the ladies chatted on about fashion, balls and bonnets. Miss Devon smiled politely and kept silent, for no one spoke to her, although Lord Burns made several gallant attempts to draw her in the conversation, but with his grace nearby, his blue eyes fixed on her, dripping with disapproval, almost everyone was discouraged from approaching her. 
 
   Miss Devon turned to the female company, which was even frostier towards her, what with Adelina and the countess whispering in each other’s ear and Adelina purposely evading her governess’ eye, knowing what it would confer in the way of disapproval towards her conduct.
 
   Her attention was diverted for a second, and when she turned around no sign could be seen of the countess or Adelina. A sudden fear gripping her heart, Beatrice grasped the reins and slapped them, urging her horse to a trot. In a few yards the path took a sudden turn, leading to a small folly next to a large decorative lake that spread out underneath the sparkling sun, three ducks splashing along on its sleek surface peacefully. In the distance, there was a cluster of riders. A fist clenched her heart. 
 
   She saw the retreating back of her charge, gaily chattering atop her horse, the countess on her grey gelding beside her. They quietly disappeared on the curve of another swift corner, their laughter echoing behind them. And then there was nothing but deafening silence. The path was drenched in sunshine and all around Beatrice the morning quiet was only disturbed by horse’s hooves, gently prancing, or by the genteel voice of a lady of the party and the baritone of her escort, but all she could hear was the echo of that retreating laughter.
 
   Below her, around the horse’s hooves, a sudden gust of wind twirled a few dead leaves, left over from winter. A chill traveled down her spine.
 
    
 
   Without waiting for a footman, she turned her horse and took off in a gallop after them. 
 
   She couldn’t explain her sudden misgiving, or the cold panic that gripped her heart, but she knew she must follow, for she was not often given to sinister imaginings, and considering past events, she was wary of anything that hinted at danger.
 
   Soon enough, she found them.
 
   It was a small party, chatting merrily from atop their horses, top hats and veils fluttering in the breeze. The countess was holding Adelina’s hand affectionately and, apparently, reassuring her of something, and another lady whom Beatrice remembered from Christmas was also bending towards her, smiling in an overly auspicious manner. And then there were the gentlemen.
 
   Beatrice’s gaze traveled from one to another searchingly, trying to discern from a distance any faintly familiar features of any of Lord Burn’s or the duke’s friends when she saw him. Him. He was amongst them.
 
   Her breath stopped.
 
   The next moment the darkness was closing in on her, and she started darting glances about for a hiding place. She was shaking all over, her mind a blank of fear and denial. She gripped the reins, preparing to run away, no other thought in her head save escape.  
 
   She started to turn around, but she forced herself to stop.
 
   She took a deep breath.
 
    
 
   “You… you have become this angel of patience and kindness and self-sacrifice, when you could very easily consider the world to be a bitter, wicked place. Yet there is nothing in your heart but goodness. You could not otherwise have been as you are, not if you were of the same ilk as he...”
 
    
 
   “I am not a lady…”
 
   “I will call you what you are.”
 
    
 
   “You… you saw all that in me? You still do, after… after what I did to you?”
 
    
 
   “You are my bright angel.”
 
    
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to willfully fill her mind with good thoughts and kind words. Everything that had been said to her of late was as far from the evil and depravity of her past, as the east was from the west. There was only safety in remembering these past months; she had only been treated with kindness in his grace’s household. And yes, she could see it now: perhaps, finally, this was enough.
 
   Enough to replace the evil, enough to overshadow it. For once light filled her heart, light that chased away the darkness. 
 
   She wasn’t alone anymore.
 
   Her position as Adelina’s governess might have been a lie and a fraud, but this was true if nothing else had ever been in her life: she now had someone to protect, someone to care for. It was time. It was time. Time to stop running; time to fight back.
 
   She picked up the reins with strong, unwavering fingers, and spurred her horse on. Just in time, it seemed, for the small company ahead was all but departing again. 
 
   “Adelina,” she cried in a voice as steady and authoritative as she could make it. “Where have you gotten yourself to, my dear? Your party is expecting you presently.”
 
   Six pairs of eyes turned to her, examining her curiously.
 
   “Oh la, Beatrice,” Adelina laughed in a tone much resembling that of the countess. “These are only my friends, as well as uncle’s. Surely you will not be such a prude as to object. I will be back shortly, won’t I, dear Elizabeth? His grace won’t mind, I’m sure.”
 
   The countess clasped her hand in hers more fiercely.
 
   “Indeed not,” she said and then raised contrite eyes to Beatrice. “I beg of you, Miss Devon, forgive the impropriety of my actions, taking Adelina away from you, but you see I was so eager for the companionship of your charge…” she lifted a gloved hand to her cheek to wipe an imaginary tear. “I find that I need all the female companionship I can get, for fear of becoming too despondent.”
 
   Beatrice swallowed. She felt those black eyes of her childhood nightmares burning holes in her forehead, felt her legs turn to mud. 
 
   Worse of all, he now knew her to be alive.
 
   Worse even than that, he was somehow in league with the countess, and coming after those whom she loved. Adelina. Who would be next? Lady Augusta? His grace himself?
 
   “I think, my lady,” she said, “that it would be wiser to consult his grace on the matter, given my charge’s circumstances and my position in his household.”
 
   “Too, too cruel creature!” the countess cried in despair. He had not had to so much as utter a word yet. There was no need for him to; the countess was pleading for his case, apparently. For with a glance between her charge’s flushed face and his bottomless eyes, Beatrice was beginning to realize the horrible truth. Was it possible he was the man Adelina considered herself in love with? No, no it couldn’t be. “You wouldn’t keep this poor child from her only interview with the man she’s given her heart to?” the countess whispered.
 
   Adelina blushed even deeper. “Elizabeth, please!” she squealed.
 
   Beatrice’s heart sank. She resolutely placed her horse’s head between that of Adelina’s and the countess’. The horses, sensing the tension, began to whinny and tap their hooves. 
 
   “I’m sorry, my lady,” she said, praying that she would win. She met Adelina’s eyes, trying to convey to her the urgency of her plea wordlessly. “Adelina, my dear, surely you do not care to go directly against his grace’s wishes. But come with me now, and we will ask him together for permission.”
 
   She placed her hand gently on Adelina’s horse’s harness, and then all hell broke loose.
 
   Adelina began to shriek in a sudden tantrum, and the countess, with a swift, almost invisible look she exchanged with him, took hold of her reins, and started to turn her horse around.
 
   Then, suddenly, a firm voice penetrated the confusion.
 
   “Let her go, my lady,” the voice said, and, inexplicably, she did.
 
   The cold, hard gaze of Lord Burns met that of the countess, and she cowered before him, for never had he looked so stern, so authoritative. He no longer looked like a boy, his auburn curls slapping his cheeks fiercely in the sudden wind, his chest rising and falling with the urgency of his sudden gallop.
 
   “Come, my lady,” he said. “We must go back.”
 
   He extended one arm and Adelina, pouting, obeyed. She turned her horse slowly towards his, and then waited, his eyes sending sparks, for Miss Devon to join them.
 
   “Ladies.” He lifted a hand to his hat, and they were off.
 
   Beatrice turned to look back at the company they had just escaped, but only empty space and a small could of dust met her gaze. The danger had passed. They’d meet again inside the house, among safe company; or better yet, by the looks of him, it was entirely possible that Lord Burns would throw them out.  
 
    
 
   Beatrice felt such a surge of relief -however brief- that she was momentarily light-headed and she swayed in her saddle. A hand steadied her with a firm grip on her elbow, and she turned to see the duke’s eyes looking down severely on her.
 
   “What’s happened?” he asked her abruptly, studying her. 
 
   “Adelina, almost… due to my carelessness, she was almost led to an indiscretion,” she replied, trying to clear her vision of the blackness that frayed around the edges.
 
   “I’m sure there was no such thing as carelessness on your part, but the rest I can easily believe,” he said. “Can you hold on to your saddle? Allow me.”
 
   He took the ribbons from her trembling fingers briskly and led her horse slowly alongside his, casting glances to her white face every now and then.
 
   “I can hold them, your grace,” she protested.
 
   “Most probably you can,” he replied, unfazed, “but you look as though you’re about to topple from your seat, and I would rather not chance that. Charles! We’re going back, Miss…” he looked down at her, and laughed as he saw how embarrassed she looked at the mere thought of her weakness becoming known. “I am feeling unwell,” he finished, his voice shaking with silent laughter. “Bring the child with you, and try to keep her from making a further fool of herself.”
 
   “Let me look at you,” his grace said a few minutes later as he dismounted and stood beside her saddle. “Are you in danger?” he added, more softly. “Tell me, I wish to know.”
 
   She slid from the saddle, landing on unsteady legs, and he immediately wrapped an arm around her waist to support her, or she would have slid straight to the muddied road. 
 
   “You are shaking, what is it?” he demanded sharply. “Has something frightened you?” She shook her head and pushed him away, trying to stand on her own. “I swear, you’ll drive me to madness!” he burst out in a low, rumbling voice, driving his fingers through his hair. “I torture myself day and night, worrying about you, whether you are safe, thinking of… and you are repulsed by me, aren’t you?”
 
   He looked so vulnerable for a second, his façade of sarcasm entirely discarded, that she almost reached out to him. The next minute his haughtiness descended upon him like a cloak, and he was entering the house in a hurry, roaring for the servants. She was left behind, her heart racing by her recent discovery, her knees trembling in fear. 
 
   Only now the realization was finally seeping in.
 
   He’d found her again. He’d been worming his way into Adelina’s heart all this time, while she thought she’d escaped him. He had taken the foolish, unwitting countess on his side, manipulating her in order to get close to the duke and Lord Burns. And now he was here, staying at the same house as she. 
 
   This was it. The end.
 
   “This came for you Miss,” the butler told her grandly as she nodded to him, entering the house. He deposited a small note in her palm, and added, “a stable-boy brought it in, Miss; he said he had orders I was to deliver it to your hands expressly.”
 
   “Wh- what orders?” she asked, her mind frozen in fear.
 
   “He gave no name, Miss,” he replied, looking at her in concern. “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “That remains to be seen,” Miss Devon breathed cryptically, as she opened the note with badly shaking fingers, making her way towards the stairs. 
 
   “As you wish, Miss,” the butler bowed imperceptibly, still visibly shaken, for he was not a personage given to rescuing swooning damsels in the hall.
 
    
 
   Beatrice hardly knew how she found herself in her room, closing the door firmly behind her, and opening the note, not daring to breathe for fear of what she would find within in its contents.
 
   She tried to tell herself that it would be only words, and words alone cannot harm, kill or maim. But her fear was greater than logic and she could not prevail upon it. 
 
   The note, it turned out, contained five simple words.
 
    
 
   You know what to do.
 
    
 
                       -R.B.
 
    
 
   Beatrice gasped and the note fluttered from her fingers to the floor. She slid to the ground, her back against the wall, no sound escaping her lips, and clasped her hands in silent, desperate prayer.
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   Dominic
 
    
 
   He could scarcely credit his eyes. How was she alive? How was she here? He’d lost all hope months ago; he’d searched and wondered and raged about for weeks after she’d disappeared. Yet as he took the first steps towards the gazebo, her form still as a statue behind the Grecian columns, waiting for him, he knew it was no illusion. She was real, she was alive; she was here. 
 
   He took his time crossing the little alley that gleamed silver in the moonlight, composing himself. The world seemed to have tilted around him, and he hardly knew where he stood on it anymore.
 
   How furious her little note had made him!
 
   It was her hand, he’d recognized it at once. Yet he hadn’t recognized her.  He was inclined to be angry with himself. How could he have not seen it? How could he not have recognized her figure, her timid, graceful movements, her little gloved hands?
 
   But all he could think of was who had had the audacity to play this cruel trick on him… It turned out to be much crueler than he’d thought. But no trick at all.
 
   He placed his foot on the last step of the folly. “Beatrice.” She turned to face him, that ridiculous powdered wig towering above her little pale face, her eyes lowered and looking away from him.  
 
    
 
   Your grace,
 
   My good master,
 
   Once before I begged you not to go through with a plan that, though you were determined upon, would prove fatal to another man’s life and to your soul. My dear sir, I beg you now, once more, to save your own life, and spare both yourself and me. 
 
                                                                   -B.
 
    
 
    ‘Spare both himself and her,’ that’s what she had the audacity to write, after months of silence, after running away like a coward, like a traitor.
 
   “You’ve come to plead for your husband’s life,” he said aloud.
 
   “I have not,” she replied immediately, still not facing him. “I’ve come to plead for yours.”
 
   He scoffed. “Have you then so little faith in my fencing abilities, little ghost?”
 
   She turned to look at him, at last, and he saw that her eyes were full of tears. “Forgive me,” she said simply. “I know I hurt everyone who cared about me, your grace included, when I ran away that night, but I believe by now you know that he… my husband would have done everything in his power to get me back. After all, this is my rightful place.”
 
   He hadn’t expected the jolt of pain that assaulted him as  the word ‘husband’ fell from her lips. He swallowed down a sudden burst of despair, his Adam’s apple bobbing painfully, and regarded her with distaste. “Your rightful place?” he scoffed. “Are you bamming me, Miss Devon?”
 
   “I am being most serious,” she replied.
 
   “Well, it would be infinitely easier for me to take you ‘most seriously’ were not that infernal piece of coiffure in my way.”
 
   “Wh-?”
 
   Before she had time to form a question, he’d whisked the ridiculous concoction from her head, revealing the tight little net full of dark brown curls underneath. “That must hurt like hell,” he murmured, burying his fingers in her hair and shaking it loose of its confines. The net fell to the floor along with a myriad of pins, and he watched as her curls tumbled as a waterfall around her sad face. He gathered it all in the palm of his hand and held it away from her face.
 
   Then, abruptly, before she had time to protest, or he to think better of it, he bent down and covered her lips with his. She gasped in surprise against him, but in a minute she was responding, kissing him back, her hands coming round his neck as though she needed to hold on to him.
 
   She moaned softly and he lifted her against his chest, closing his eyes tightly and savoring her taste. 
 
   God, how he’d missed her scent, her warmth as she pressed her skin to his. 
 
   She was trying to say something, but he’d be damned if he let her lips go. Anything she had to say could wait. His hands slipped around her waist, and he felt her trembling beneath his touch, her body soft and supple -if a bit thinner.
 
   “No!” she whispered against his lips, and the next minute he was pushed forcefully aside, the little governess sinking to her knees breathless in a heap of stiff taffeta and blue silk.
 
   “Was I unsatisfactory?” he asked, gasping for breath, covering his swollen lips with a trembling hand. She didn’t answer; she was crying in big, tremendous sobs that shook her shoulders violently. “I guess I was. Well, maybe all I need is a little practice…” still she didn’t move. He knelt next to her, but she pushed him away immediately, with an impatient gesture. “What is the matter?” he asked, suddenly worried. “Child, let me see your face. Did I force myself on you?”
 
   “You- you know what the matter is,” came the muffled answer. He reached out to sweep a long strand of hair that concealed her face from him, careful not to touch her, and the sight of her wet, flushed cheek broke what was left of his heart. “It was not you who forced yourself on me, it was…”
 
   “Don’t speak another word!” he grabbed her by the shoulders, bringing her face close to his. “You will not speak, you will not think of that again, not in my presence, nor when you’re alone. Do you understand me?” He was yelling at this point, but he didn’t care. “What he… did,” he sputtered, “will no longer be remembered, will no longer be true. If you…”
 
   He stopped to breathe.
 
   “If you can take a small piece of advice from a man twice as ruined as you once said yourself to be, then heed this: you can be mended; you can be restored. You can be built back together, if once you were ruined.”
 
   Her eyes, large and luminous, were looking into his until he felt his heart would explode. She was panting, as was he, but he could see that she was listening to him, listening intently.
 
   “I was,” he finished, his voice light as a caress.
 
   He waited for her answer forever. He gave her time to think, rubbing her palm with his thumb absently, reveling in her nearness.
 
   This fragile, warm girl, who had come to his home, so fresh and unassuming, and inadvertently changed his life… changed him most of all. He’d long ago realized how ill-conceived his assumptions were, how eager his own heart to find fault with the first human being that had taken down his defenses. He’d begged the heavens for forgiveness but until today he’d thought that even a small glimpse of mercy would be denied him.
 
   Beatrice was solemnly considering his words, and her large, sad eyes made his chest ache with the need to console her, to somehow put her broken little heart to rights. She looked as though she’d forgotten even to speak. And to think that after all she had been going through, living in God knows what conditions, she’d dressed herself up in this ridiculous masquerade to come save him once more. 
 
   Silence reigned. An exotic bird croaked overhead, and nearby a small stream lapped peacefully, defying the turmoil that was raging within him.
 
   He had given up hope that she would speak to him, when he heard her say faintly, “It is impossible, your grace. I am beyond redemption, beyond repair.”
 
   His fists clenched at his sides.
 
   “I can name you a number of people who could tell you the same of me,” he told her, trying to keep the desperation from his voice. “Yet for the past few weeks, all I’ve been doing is searching for this Brook scum, picking my way through the lowest hells in London, seeking for a way to free you. I, who until last Christmas had no thought of doing anything… good for another human being. Hell, it’s been forever since I had any thought of doing something worthwhile in general. And then you waltz along and in a second you have me at your feet, opening my home for balls, jumping into frozen lakes, murdering false husbands.” 
 
   She shuddered at his last words, and he brought his hand to the nape of her neck, supporting her waist with the other as they were sitting there, on the marble floor of the folly.
 
   “Will you have me, Beatrice?” he asked, bringing his lips close to her ear. “Will you let me help you? My aunt and little Adelina, not to mention Lord Burns and that scoundrel the marquis… everyone who has ever met you, little one, is waiting for you to come back to them. I haven’t slept in two months, you know.”
 
   “You haven’t slept… Why?”
 
   He chuckled softly, placing a lock of hair behind her ear. “For missing you; for wanting you,” he told her. “I nearly drowned myself in Charles’ infernal lake, looking for you.”
 
   “No,” she whispered in horror.
 
   “Yes,” he rejoined. Even how, months later, he shuddered to remember the water’s chill on his skin as he’d dived in that morning, frantic to find her before it was too late.
 
    
 
   They’d been seated at the breakfast table, on the day after that catastrophic riding expedition. He and Charles were breaking their fast earlier than everyone else, for they had a day of shooting planned ahead of them. As they were leaving the rest of the guests had began trickling in, exchanging pleasantries, but the little governess was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Remembering her ashen face the day before, Ashton had asked a maid to check on her. The girl had gone up, come down and reported her missing. When they discovered her suicide note, a few moments later, all hell broke loose. Ashton had given strict orders that the details of the note wouldn’t be made public, but of course within minutes everyone knew what had transpired.
 
   He’d had set his dogs on her trail, hoping against hope to find her alive. The dogs smelled a dress of hers and then ran along the grass, Ashton hot on their heels. They stopped at the lake. 
 
   Without thinking, he had slipped his boots off and dived in before anyone had realized what he was about to do. He hardly knew how long he stayed in the water.
 
   He’d dive, tread water, then come up for air after his lungs started screaming for it and, gasping, he’d dive again. It was dark and murky in the waters of the lake, still cold from the winter rains, and pretty soon he felt his skin go numb. Yet he still kept at it.
 
   He kept diving in until he knew that even if he found her, she’d be drowned. He kept swimming until he thought he’d go mad and forget to come up for air -until the darkness and the iciness of the water seemed like a warm embrace, lulling him to sleep. Someone was yelling his name, far away, but he was already falling asleep, falling downwards to a place dark and cold, where he could forget what he’d lost.
 
   Suddenly a hand grabbed his arm, and he was hoisted to the surface. It took him a minute to remember to gulp in air, and then he started coughing out water.
 
   “Enough!” Burns was hissing at his ear, dragging him to the shore. He felt so weak, as though he couldn’t even lift his arm to paddle along. “Enough, man. Drowning yourself won’t bring her back.” They half-climbed, half-dragged themselves on the ground. Burns was panting, his eyes terrified, and he slapped him between the shoulder blades until he expelled even more water. Exhausted, he leaned back, laying flat on his back, trying to breathe.
 
   The sky overhead was heavy with night, the first star beginning to glisten on the horizon. The day had gone. Ashton had tried to laugh at himself for spending the entire day in the stupid pond, looking for a ghost, but the sound that had come out of his lips had sounded more like a wounded animal’s growl. 
 
   To say he’d nearly drowned was an understatement. Yet, as he looked at her beside him now, alive and breathing, he knew he’d have done it all over again just for a glimpse of her little face.
 
    
 
   “Forgive me,” Beatrice whispered and he merely shook his head, dismissing her words even as he heard them. How absurd that he would forgive her! He made as though to stand up, taking her hand in his, but she didn’t move. “I wondered if you knew why I left… I suppose Lady Augusta had to tell you everything, after.”
 
   He crouched back down, beside her. “Oh, she told me. I threatened to throttle her, but she didn’t budge, of course, the old biddy.” At this Beatrice’s lips curled around a half-smile and he felt a catch in his throat, as though he was on the verge of tears. “Then I threatened to do the same to Adelina, and she threw such a tantrum, that my aunt finally conceded to tell me. She had nothing more than a name and a few… a few…” He sat back abruptly, his throat closing up, choking him.
 
   “A few details,” Beatrice supplied. “Of my childhood.”
 
   He looked at her. She was so calm outwardly, her eyes dry, her little mouth still, that one couldn’t fathom the amount of pain that she had gone through merely by looking at her. He tried to speak, to tell her of how he’d looked high and low for that wastrel Richard Brook; of how he’d first scoured the grounds for her and when he’d despaired of finding her had laid his careful plans to avenge her death.
 
   He wanted to lay all the facts of his own miserable, selfish existence before her, and explain to her how he foolishly used to think himself wronged by a silly, empty-headed girl of his youth, who he now knew hadn’t deserved a second thought from him; to beg her forgiveness for having compared her to that girl and for having thought her unworthy of his utter devotion.
 
   He wanted to tell her that a small part of him had known he’d never recover from meeting her, from wanting her as his own, even back then at the Christmas party, when he’d stupidly paraded that vulgar creature, the countess, in front of her, hoping for a little sign of jealousy. He needed her to know that he wished he’d never laid a hand on the countess, on any other woman, so that he could offer himself to her pure; pure as she was.
 
   She had to know all these things, he’d gone through them in his mind a million times since he’d lost her; he had to tell her.
 
   But he couldn’t.
 
   He could hardly breathe. The vines that trailed around the Grecian columns were slithering across his chest, the night sky closing in above him, and he felt his throat tighten until his breath was choked.
 
   Everything started to darken at the edges.
 
   Had the gazebo fallen on its side? Everything seemed wrong, out of focus. And yet, all he could see before him was that vile creature, Brook, tearing off his little governess’ clothes, reaching up to…
 
   “Your grace, Ashton!” a voice pierced his fevered brain. “Dominic,” her voice pronounced shyly, and then her cool, gentle hands were pushing the hair out of his brow. “It’s all right, I’m not hurting any more,” she said.
 
   The next minute he had grabbed her like a drowning man, crushing her to his chest, pressing his lips to the top of her hair with painful force. A sob escaped him, and somewhere from the folds of his waistcoat her voice was making little soothing sounds, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
   “I am not worth your tears,” she told him, reaching up to wipe the corner of his eye. He caught her hand there, suspending it on his cheek, and kissed the inside of her wrist, muffling his weeping against her skin.
 
   That was when the realization hit him: it had been him all along. 
 
   He was the scoundrel, he was the destroyer. Not Brook. Brook was a sick scoundrel; he was mad probably, but Brook was Brook. But he himself… he’d chosen his own hell; he’d built it around him and refused to live in any other way. He’d hurt so many and took pleasure in it! What did it matter if his way was socially acceptable, what if the ton didn’t speak openly of his duels, his gaming or his liaisons, but only whispered about them in half-condemning, half-admiring wonder? He was the one who’d pushed his own cousin away, all those years ago, and now, when he finally had a chance of making things right by little Adelina, he’d considered himself too detached to deal with her.
 
   If the little governess hadn’t come along, he would have been one of the bystanders, watching as his ward drowned under the ice. He would have defiled her governess, like so many of his rank, for the mere lark of it, in his mother’s music room. And he’d have discarded her too -he nearly did- when he heard that she was ‘ruined’.
 
   He was the monster she had to be freed from, it had been him all along. And yet here she was, pressing her face to his chest, circling his waist with her slender arms, running her hands down his back, as though he was the one in need of comfort and not she.
 
   “Forgive me,” he gasped. “God forgive me.” 
 
    
 
   In a few seconds he was calm enough to look at her again. He found her face transformed. She was watching him, waiting for him to lift his eyes to hers.
 
   And, wonder of wonders, she was smiling.
 
   A brilliant, transcending, full smile that made his heart miss a bit. His tears dried instantly.
 
   “You love me,” Beatrice said.  
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   She had gone back to her husband on her own. That much was true.
 
   But she’d gone back to him a changed creature. 
 
    
 
   ‘You know what to do.’ Just five words on a note -Brook’s note. 
 
   She had crumbled to the floor when she read them, understanding the meaning between the lines: it was a thinly veiled -if it was veiled at all- threat. A threat to Adelina, who considered herself in love with Richard Brook and to his grace, whose erstwhile mistress had formed an alliance with him. Beatrice most certainly had known what to do. She must return to him, and he’d leave them be.
 
   She had waited for night to fall and then she’d climbed out of her window. She had found him waiting for her directly underneath her room, a sly smile playing about his lips. He knew she’d obey.
 
   Her legs trembled and her heart quaked within her, but she’d refused to show it.
 
   “Here is what you’ll do,” she told him, as soon as she landed and he reached out a hand to grab her. “You are never going to touch me again.”
 
   He froze.
 
   He hadn’t expected that; he’d expected the scared, broken little girl who had married him at her father’s deathbed. But that girl didn’t exist anymore. 
 
   He himself wasn’t any different than he had been then: he looked like a real gentleman, as he always had, dressed fashionably in a coat and breeches, his tall, elegant form towering above her, his riding boots sinking in the soft grass.
 
   “What, no kiss for your husband?” he asked her in that voice that sent chills of terror down her spine. She could see a new wariness in his eyes, however, that had never been there before and took courage from that.
 
   “You’ll create a trail to the lake,” she said, starting to walk away from the house, not looking whether he was following. “Make it look as though I drowned myself; I’ve put a goodbye note on my pillow. They’ll think it was suicide, or maybe an accident brought on by you. Most probably the latter.”
 
   “Told them about me, have you?” he smirked, grabbing her waist from behind and pressing her to him. 
 
   She fought down the memories. They belonged to another girl; it was not she. In a flash, she buried her hand in the pocket of her plain grey gown and brought out a small knife. Before he’d had any inkling of what she was about, she’d lifted her hand and was pressing the knife to his throat.
 
   His eyes were glistening with fear, looking down at her as though they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. “If you touch me, I’ll kill you,” she told him.
 
   “You… you’ll never do it, little rosebud,” he faltered, scoffing. “You’re too pious by half for that.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve changed. And, even if I haven’t, you’re too much of a coward to risk it, as we both know.”
 
   “You’ll pay for this,” he’d said, and she had smiled, knowing she had won.
 
    
 
   He hadn’t touched her after that -she hadn’t let him- but still he didn’t take her back to her home. They stayed in London, he mingling with the ton at every opportunity, taunting her with stories of how he’d brushed shoulders with his grace at the opera and danced with Adelina at a ball. Still she knew that most of it were lies, meant to crush her spirit, or if they were true he would not dare take it further than that.
 
   The months that had passed were increasing in bleakness and despair for her. She knew he kept showing up to a few Society events so that he could keep the threat over her head; she didn’t dare leave him for fear of what he’d do. It was too late now to send a warning to Lady Augusta, and even if she did, the damage had been done. At her lowest point, she had even thought that maybe she ought to have thrown herself in the lake as she had pretended to do, instead of meeting him.
 
   But she knew she had to endure it. 
 
   This was the path chosen for her life, and she must trust divine providence to get her through it. She had taken with her the memory of a kiss, after all, a kiss that was worth all the pain in the world. It was to this memory that she fell asleep every night now. That, and Lady Augusta’s kind, motherly words and warm embrace. This was the greatest redemption of all.
 
    
 
   Last night he’d come home deep in his cups, his pockets two hundred pounds lighter, and announced, laughing that ugly laugh of his, that he’d kill Ashton in two days’ time. Then, before she had time to react, he’d grabbed her, torn her dress clean across the middle, and started fondling her back. His hands were reaching down to her thighs by the time she managed to pull her knife on him.
 
   He merely laughed and pulled another knife from his own pocket. He nicked her right above the collarbone, and she felt the sharp sting of the blade on her skin.
 
   “Do you really think I’d mind if you killed me?” she said.
 
   He laughed more as he tore the strings of her corset. She was turning around, praying to God to receive her spirit, when abruptly she froze.
 
   He’d been challenged to a duel by Ashton, he’d said -that was the reason for this lewd celebration. The duke must know who he was at this point, she reasoned; he’ll kill him. 
 
   They’d fight to the death, and Ashton would easily best Brook. 
 
   No.
 
   He wouldn’t be made a murderer because of her. She owed him that, at least. He’d rescued her off the streets, opened his home to her, and this was how she would repay him? 
 
   He may have killed a million men in the past, for all she cared. This one would not die at his hand. Not because of her; not if she could stop it.
 
   “Lie down for me, little rosebud, I know you’ve missed me.”
 
   She let him do to her whatever he wanted. She wouldn’t die tonight.
 
   How strange, was her last thought, as he pressed his fingers like before, his left hand pinning down her throat, choking her until everything went black. How strange that Lady Augusta should have been absolutely right –and how like her. He can’t, he really can’t function properly.
 
    
 
   As soon as morning came, she’d picked herself off the floor, her body aching everywhere, and gotten dressed in haste. She ran to his lodgings, disguising herself as a page, then to Grosvenor Square, trying to find him; Lady Augusta’s butler finally told her he’d be of a party going to Vauxhall. She’d ran back home, sagging in relief. That was perfect. She just had to give him a note -she wouldn’t even need to speak to him.
 
   She should have known, of course, that he wouldn’t let her get away so easily. And when he ran after her, she couldn’t resist one glimpse of his handsome face for one last time.
 
   What she’d seen when he walked up the steps to the gazebo shocked her beyond words.
 
   He looked like a man tormented.
 
   He’d kissed her like a man in love. 
 
   And what he said…
 
    
 
   “You love me,” she said with sudden realization now.
 
   She could see it before her very eyes.
 
   He moved in her arms, grasping her chin in his palm, settling her on his lap instead of the cold marble. He chuckled, bringing a hand to his crumpled cravat.
 
   “Now she realizes,” he said in that mocking tone of his. “Of course I love you, silly child. I’ve been mad with love for you since the year started. And to think I proposed marriage to you, and you didn’t even dignify it with an answer!”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” she drew back. “Are you in jest? When on earth did you do such a thing? And how is it possible that I’m not aware of it?”
 
   He laughed softly, preparing to answer, but suddenly a realization hit her, knocking the breath out of her. She got to her feet in a second, running down the narrow stairs, dizzy with the sudden movement, a fist the size of a boulder clenching her heart. She heard hurried steps behind her, and ran even faster.
 
   Her large skirt got tangled in the grass, causing her to stumble; she stopped to lift it and steady herself. That was all the time Ashton needed to gain on her. The next minute he was there, blocking her way, his eyes silver in the moonlight as he looked down on her frantically.
 
   “What?” he panted. “What is it? What have I done?”
 
   She couldn’t answer him. Why was he looking at her like that, as though she’d destroyed his whole world with one blow? Didn’t he understand? She turned away, trying to walk around him.
 
   “No,” he cried. “For heaven’s sake don’t leave me! At least tell me why you’re running away from me, what did I do?”
 
   She sighed. “You didn’t do anything, your grace.”
 
   “Dominic,” he corrected in a strangled voice.
 
   “Your grace,” she repeated pointedly and saw his face become ashen. “You couldn’t have proposed to me, as you say, or if you… did, I’m sure I couldn’t have even heard it. I shouldn’t.” Must I say it? she asked him silently, gazing into his stormy eyes, willing him to understand her. She let out a tired breath. “I am already married.”
 
   He swallowed, clenching his fists. “Not after tomorrow you won’t be,” he said simply. She didn’t answer, just stared at him, and after a second he seemed to understand. “Don’t ask this of me, little one. Don’t…”
 
   “Don’t kill him,” Beatrice interrupted him. “Spare him, for my sake.”
 
   He turned his back on her. “You… wish him to live?” His voice had become hard.
 
   “I wish you to,” she answered him firmly. “It occurs to me that we’ve had this conversation once before, your grace. And I know how easily you get bored.”
 
   “Dominic,” he corrected her absently. “So you’re sparing him for my sake, not his own. Is that it? You’re asking me to let you stay wed to this madman so that I’ll enter heaven on the day of my much-desired demise.”
 
   “Your grace…” she began but stopped. He still wouldn’t face her. “Dominic.” He turned around slowly. “I do not wish to stay wed to him, nor is your demise desired at all. What I wish is to keep you from… to help you stay the kind and generous man you always were, the man you have become.”
 
   “Kind and generous…” he scoffed, “are we speaking of the same person, Beatrice?”
 
   She smiled, but didn’t know what to say in response. She turned and started walking, and he fell in step beside her, his hands at his sides, not touching her. They walked on in silence until they reached the bridge, where her carriage awaited, the coachman hunched over in sleep, the horses whinnying in impatience. No tiger was in sight.
 
   “You came alone?” he asked her. “Not even a footman. Well, the honor is mine, my lady.” He stooped to let the steps down and he took her hand to help her in. Before she mounted, he pulled her to him, resting briefly his chin atop her head. “You ask of me a thing that is beyond my powers,” he murmured. 
 
   “I ask of you to save me.”
 
   He drew back. “That was what I thought I was doing, little one, although I wished, but did not believe you were alive and therefore in a position to be saved still.” Tears were glistening in his eyelashes again.
 
   “How can you stand it?” he murmured in a tormented voice.
 
   “It’s not the same as before,” she told him calmly, “for you’ve given me the strength to fight. I’m not powerless any more. But his nearness… his very presence is so…” she shuddered. “Only your thought saves me.”
 
   “I can’t bear it!” he uttered with a curse. He took in a sharp breath. “Don’t mention him to me! That monster is not to be mentioned casually, in the same breath as you. He’s not to live and go on torturing what I love…” he stopped, seeing her lips go white. “My thought is not the pure and heroic idea you wish it to be, ma petite,” he said in a gentler voice.
 
   “It’s better,” she said. “It’s real.”
 
   He didn’t kiss her again. He just stood until she was settled inside, and yelled at the driver to wake up. He didn’t stay to watch her leave. 
 
   She stared at his retreating back from the rear window as he walked away from her, his shoulders stooped, his languid steps slower than usual.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   “Why, what’s the matter man? You look as tough you’ve encountered a ghost!” 
 
   Ashton had imagined the worst of his luck would have been to meet with Charles on his way to collect his coat and cane. But this was even crueler.
 
   “I have become a ghost, Ingram, thank you for your concern.”
 
   The marquis of Ingram laughed, and the two Cyprians he had on each arm echoed the sound. Ashton shut his eyes in irritation. 
 
   “Have you seen Burns?” he asked Ingram. The opera was empty by now, and everyone had moved to the resplendent pavilion to gouge themselves on roast beef and wine. 
 
   “Not this past half hour,” the marquis replied, his brow furrowing with concern. Abandoning the two women momentarily, he stood. “Ashton, my good fellow, are you feeling quite the thing?”
 
   Ashton was suddenly short of breath. He reached out his hand blindly and grabbed the back of a chair for support. He turned to look at Ingram, but his eyes were seeing nothing.
 
   “No,” he whispered.
 
   “What is it, old chap? Here, I say!”
 
   He’d tried to take a step, but his legs had refused to support him. Ingram’s firm grip kept him from tumbling to the ground, and now he was next to him, looking panicked. Ashton took a steadying breath, feeling his lips go dry.
 
   “Help me,” he whispered to the marquis.
 
   The next minute they were running as fast as their legs could carry them through the elaborate paths and canopies of the Gardens, past the lunch boxes and the Cascade. 
 
   “Where to, Dom?” Ingram yelled from behind, right at his heels.
 
   “The bridge,” Ashton shouted back.
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   How could he have been so stupid? Ashton’s steps slapped the stones hard, Ingram hardly breaking a sweat behind him.
 
   The alcohol, he’d smelled it. He hadn’t paid much attention to the pungent odor, drowning in the anguish of losing her again. But as he took the slow and painful walk back to the garden, he couldn’t help but recall how it had come about that he’d challenged the man -her husband- to a duel.
 
    
 
   It had been two days since Ashton had finally discovered the man. The cur had led him a merry dance from brothel to gaming hell, but at last he’d traced him to one of the most infamous establishments of the underbelly of London. Ashton had dressed down, much to the indignation of Gibbs, and entered right behind him, gathering a few incredulous looks from the patrons who recognized him, but he didn’t care. He’d vowed not to let the man from his sight until he destroyed him.
 
   He had taken Brook’s measure already, cursing himself for a fool when he’d discovered that the man had been under his nose the whole time, flirting with little Adelina and the countess. Why, he’d been residing at Charles’ home, free to do what harm he wished to anyone he chose to, including Beatrice. Bile rose in his throat at the mere thought of what his governess must have had to endure these past months, with no one to help her. Then the familiar, dull ache of her absence started to gnaw at his chest again, and he pushed her thought aside, concentrating on Brook.
 
   The cad was currently engaged in a scandalously fixed game of faro, and Ashton was not participating but watching him, sprawled in a chair by the corner, as a hawk watches its pray. Two tedious hours in the game, Brook flung down his cards in an outrage, claiming the man seated opposite from him was cheating.
 
   Ashton chuckled to himself. Upon chancing to see his face, two hours ago, Brook’s features had turned into a mask of rancor. It wasn’t surprising that the man was openly hostile to him -he had had the advantage of knowing exactly who he was, up until now. But no more.
 
   “I believe the shoe is on the other foot,” his grace observed quietly, as though talking to himself, but fully intending his voice to carry.
 
   As he had expected, there was an uproar. 
 
   “I demand satisfaction,” Beatrice’s sorry excuse of a groom had sputtered. 
 
   “Indeed, my good sir, I can see that you have gotten none for quite some time,” Ashton retorted, and everyone  burst out laughing.
 
   “I know what you’re up to,” Brook said, and Ashton lifted an eyebrow at this unexpected show of intelligence. “It won’t stand.”
 
   “Do you, my poor fellow? What, pray tell, won’t stand, except of course for your… weapon of choice?”
 
   More laughter.
 
   “She’s dead, you know,” Brook spat, “no matter what you do, you’ll never see her alive again.”
 
   It had taken every ounce of his being to pretend he hadn’t heard, didn’t care, couldn’t take the man’s meaning. But he’d done it. He’d done it for her -when he thought her to be dead. But she wasn’t. She hadn’t been, and the man of course knew it. He’d played him for a fool. 
 
    
 
   “Faster, Ingram!” he shouted to the marquis, and in a minute they gained the bridge. 
 
   The carriage was nowhere to be seen, of course, long gone, but Ashton ran to the place where it had stood, and went down on one knee. 
 
   “I didn’t know you had it in you to run like a damned hellhound, Dominic. You’re fit for Bedlam, do you know that?” the marquis panted behind him.
 
   “Come smell this,” Ashton said, laying his palm flat on the ground. It was still damp.
 
   “I will, dear boy,” Ingram said, “but after that we’re going for a mug of strong coffee. Black should do it. And some cheese. Won’t do to imbibe on an empty stomach, you know.”
 
   He knelt next to his grace, carefully, for he was in no mood to soil his breeches, no matter what devil had gotten into Dominic, and sniffled. He shot to his feet, feeling lightheaded. “Spirits,” he whispered. “Spilled alcohol, and a lot of it too. This is no drink, just pure spirit. What devilry is this, Dom?”
 
   Ashton was already running towards the other carriages, unceremoniously lifting the harness off the first horse he found and jumping on its back. The marquis did the same, tossing a coin to the indignant coachman, and followed him at full gallop.
 
   “No devilry,” Ashton flung over his shoulder, his eyes turning fierce. “Just murder. By fire, would be my guess. Hup!” he slapped the reins of his horse, turning it towards the river.
 
   That had been no coachman asleep on top of her carriage.
 
   All this time it had been him. Brook. He’d drenched the entire thing in alcohol, then climbed on top, waiting for Beatrice to get in.
 
   Then he’d pick the right moment to light it afire.
 
   “Good God, Dominic,” Ingram said.
 
   “Quite,” his grace replied.
 
    
 
   They didn’t have to go too far. No more than two hundred yards ahead, as the riverbank came into sight, they caught the first whiff of smoke. There was no orange light visible on the horizon yet, and Ashton tried to tell himself this was a sign that they still had time.
 
   He urged his horse forward, and as he rounded the next bend of the road, he saw it.
 
   A curse flew out of his lips. The carriage was there, a few yards off the road, standing still beside the water, the horses nowhere to be seen. One side of the carriage was engulfed by flames. The other side, the one that was next to the water, was still untouched by them and Ashton guessed in a moment that this was where Brook had made his escape from.
 
   He dismounted and started running.
 
   “Dom, look out!” Ingram’s voice stopped him just in time, for in his haste he had focused on the carriage alone, and had failed to see that a large area of dry grass had caught on fire around it. The flames, hungry for fodder, had traveled all the way to a nearby tree, snaking up its brittle leaves.
 
   A thin, long branch, blazing on fire, fell with a deafening sound just in front of Ashton’s boots, showering him in sparks; if the marquis hadn’t stopped him, it would have landed on his head.  Undeterred, he started forward once more, but again his friend detained her with a firm hand on his elbow.
 
   “What are you doing, man? Are you going to walk through the fire?” he shouted, coughing out smoke. “We’ll have to go by the water.”
 
   “It’s too damn late,” Ashton replied, hacking as well, and untied his cravat to cover his nose and mouth. Next to him, Ingram had already done the same. 
 
   “It’s not too late,” he said calmly. “The fire has not yet spread, she’s safe.”
 
   “Why isn’t she coming out then?” Ashton muttered. “You stay here,” he added to the marquis, only to be answered, “Not on your life.”
 
   They started walking around the fiery grass, small embers landing on their shoes and silk breeches, but they didn’t take heed. The fire was crackling on the carriage ahead, its door turning slowly to char, and then the roof was on fire. Ashton had had enough.
 
   He took a deep breath that almost choked him with smoke and jumped as far as he could, over the flames. He fell on his back on the other side, and rolled on the ground immediately, intending to put out any small flame that had landed on his clothing and caught on fire. Then he to his feet and sprinted to the burning carriage. On the other side of the fiery fence the marquis was yelling oaths at him, but he could hardly hear him over the crackling of the flames.
 
   He reached the carriage, the heat scorching his skin, and tried to approach it. It was impossible. He could go as far as a few paces, but after that, even if he could reach it, he could see there was no way to get inside, for the door and window were on fire.
 
   But the other side, which was still not aflame -although he could fail to see how anyone in there could still be alive- was right by the water. 
 
   “Damn it,” he whispered and, evening dress and all, he jumped into the black water of the Thames.
 
   He trod water for two yards, and then, grabbing onto the bank, he hoisted himself up. The door of the carriage was right there, in front of him, and he grabbed at it, wiping the filthy water from his eyes. It was hanging open, screeching in the wind.
 
   “Beatrice!” he yelled, grasping it, “are you in there?” Frantically, he peered inside.
 
   And stopped dead on his tracks. Two pairs of eyes met his.
 
   He was in there with her. In a flash, Ashton understood. That was why Brook had left the side of the river clean, so that he could make his escape by the water at the last minute, no matter how tall the flames got, and swim to safety, leaving her behind to burn.
 
   He’d watch her die before he left, he realized, feeling lightheaded with horror. That was his plan.
 
   “Beatrice,” he breathed again, and she started to answer him, her little white face leaning forward as though she doubted her own eyes, but a fit of coughing came over her, and she gagged and coughed through the smoke, struggling to breathe. 
 
   Brook was pressing her in the corner closest to the river and farthest form the fire, so that the flames that were beginning to lick the inside of the other door hadn’t reached her yet, but Ashton didn’t even see them. A sudden movement had caught his eye, and in a second, he realized what it was. Brook’s hand was nowhere in sight. He’d slipped it beneath Beatrice’s dress.
 
   Ashton saw red. Hardly knowing what he did, he flung himself inside the little cabin, rocking the carriage with his violent jump, but he was past caring. “Give me your hand,” he said to Beatrice.
 
   Her eyes were looking unfocused again, as though she’d retreated somewhere inside her head, forced past the point of her endurance. Still, she obeyed him, placing her burning-hot hand in his. He knew he probably wouldn’t make it out of there alive, but he’d be damned if he didn’t save her first. He took in her lovely face, her cheeks streaked with dried tears, her forehead black with soot, her hair white with ashes.
 
   “My love,” he murmured. Then, “Ingram! You here yet?” he shouted, hoping with all his might that the marquis had made his way around the burning ground by now. He could see that the fire was beginning to surround the grass all around the carriage, but it didn’t matter; the water was right at hand. A sudden jerk of the flaming vehicle, and he felt the dull blade of a knife pressed to his side, just where his heart was beating, but he didn’t give a damn about that either.
 
   “Right here, Dom,” came Ingram’s voice just outside the door.
 
   The roof made a loud, splintering sound, as though it was about to come tumbling down.
 
   Without another word, Ashton pulled Beatrice free of the monster, and then he flung her away from him with as much strength as he could muster, until he felt the weight of her body leaving the carriage. Almost immediately he could hear the splash as she landed in the river.
 
   He shut his eyes tightly.
 
   “I have her, Dom,” Ingram’s voice came in a second.
 
   Ashton turned to face the murderer with a smile. “Now would be your chance to kill me,” he told him. “In a moment, you won’t have any more time left.”
 
   A piece of the ceiling fell to his right, and his sleeve caught on fire. He slapped at it until the flame died. He was well and truly trapped now.
 
   “If you wouldn’t mind moving your knife just a bit,” he said to Brook, “it’s beginning to pierce my lung. After all, if we’re to die in companionship, we might as well have all our pieces intact, don’t you think?”
 
   He stood absolutely still, watching Brook come at him. And then, at the last moment, he gripped his wrist with one hand, his throat with the other, and slammed him to the wall. His exit was clear now.
 
   Brook’s blade was still against his heart, but nothing stood in the way of flying from the flaming carriage. Before he had time to do anything more than gasp in a breath of ashes and smoke, there was another crash, and the roof caved in between them. Brooke’s hair caught on fire.
 
   “Dom!” Ingram was yelling from outside. “We’re going to roll this thing into the river.”
 
   We? Ashton thought fleetingly, and then there was a cacophony of breaking wood and the carriage began to move. Brook fell on the floor, and Ashton himself had just about time to grab on to the latch before he was flung into the fire as well. The flames were traveling to the cushions now, surrounding Brook on all sides.
 
   Ashton was getting ready to leap into the water, when he saw the desperate eyes of the burning man boring into his. He looked frantic, utterly lost, his face a frozen mask of pain and terror. The murderous, evil madman had vanished, leaving in his stead this shell of a cowardly, miserable excuse for a human existence. 
 
   Inside Ashton something changed.
 
   The next second it wasn’t Brook dying before his eyes, but Adelina, the ice cracking beneath her skates, and Miss Devon nearly dying in her place. It was Beatrice begging him not to take another man’s life, no matter how much he deserved to die. And it was himself, moments ago, kneeling in the gazebo with tears in his eyes, asking to be forgiven.
 
   He blinked, and he was in the inferno again. In an instant, he made his decision.
 
   He grabbed the man’s sleeve and began pulling. To his surprise, Brook, with what little strength he had, was resisting.
 
   “Come, man,” Ashton told him. “You don’t need to die.”
 
   “Dominic!” Ingram screamed from outside. The fire was coming down on the other side. Soon he wouldn’t be able to get to the water.
 
   With one last, desperate effort, he flung himself from the carriage, taking Brook with him. At the last minute he felt the charred skeleton of the cabin lurch as it was freed from their weight and heard a heart-stopping scream. 
 
   Then the fire, the smoke, the screaming, everything was swallowed by the black water of the Thames, as it closed over his head with blissful coolness.
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice
 
    
 
   An eternity passed and he was still screaming. Beatrice fell on her knees beside the marquis, her dress dripping freezing river-water, and held his head in her hands, but she couldn’t do a thing to stop the screaming. Behind her, the carriage where she’d almost died was exploding in a dying fury of flames.
 
   Two heads broke the surface of the water, and she could hear coughing in the distance, but the minutes dragged by with agonizing slowness and nothing happened. Still the screaming rang through the night air, even though the fallen man was beginning to tire, his voice cracking, his lungs filling with smoke.
 
   Then Ashton was there, his hand firm on her shoulder, his hair sprinkling cold droplets of water on her skin.
 
   “His leg!” she cried and he cursed loudly.
 
   Αs the carriage toppled from the sudden movement of Ashton’s exit, one of the large wheels, still on fire, had detached itself along with two burning beams, and landed on the marquis’ leg. He lay trapped there, screaming as the fire ate at his skin, and Beatrice had tried with all her strength to pull it away, but it wasn’t enough. Ashton bent down and grabbed the wheel from its safe end, roaring with the effort it took to move it just one inch.
 
   He then stood aside, gasping for breath, as Beatrice tore her skirt to tie up the damaged limb.
 
   “Are you hurt?” she asked him, while tending briskly to Ingram’s wound. 
 
   “I’ll live,” he gasped. “You… you are freezing.”
 
   “I’m not burned alive, which is a miracle,” she replied matter-of-factly. “The rest can be taken care of.”
 
   “Not if you catch pneumonia,” he muttered, rubbing her arms to warm them. “As soon as you finish this, I’m taking you home, and then I’ll ride back.”
 
   She shook her head. “We need help.” She stood shakily as soon as she’d stopped the bleeding and studied Ashton’s tired face. It was a mess of dried soot and river water -there were even a few scratches at his left cheekbone, but he’d never looked handsomer. 
 
   Ashton nodded. The marquis had slipped into unconsciousness, and both he and Beatrice needed to be warmed up and have their injuries tended to. Then his gaze traveled to the bank, where a prone form was laid on the charred grass.
 
   Beatrice felt her heart stop.
 
   “Is he alive?” she asked in a choked voice. 
 
   “He is,” his grace replied simply, not once taking his eyes from hers.
 
   Then, “I’ll stay with… them,” she said. “You should go-”
 
   “No,” he interrupted her.
 
   “-ride for help. I’ll be fi-” a spasm of coughing interrupted her, and Ashton was next to her in a second, getting out of his sodden jacket and placing it across her shoulders. “Why thank you,” she told him, feeling its cold weight chill her to her very bones. “That’s a great improvement.”
 
   He let out a sound that was half-laughter half-sob, and crushed her to him with all his strength. She felt his muscles tense beneath his wet, clinging shirt, his heart beating like a drum against her ear. He was clenching his fists as he held her, still fighting the battle that had nearly cost them their lives.
 
   “I won’t be gone above two minutes at the most,” he gasped against her wet hair.
 
   “Don’t be silly, you’ll be longer than that,” she told him, still coughing.
 
   “Tell me you’re safe.”
 
   “I am entirely in your debt,” she replied and he shook his head, bringing her chin up with a hand covered in soot, so that their lips met briefly.
 
   “No debt,” he said. “I’m yours.”
 
   The marquis moaned, waking up. Beatrice ran to his side, taking his hand and pressing it in hers. When next she looked up, Ashton was gone.                           .         
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   Beatrice
 
    
 
   The weather was warm, but not unpleasantly hot; just perfect for an evening stroll. It had drizzled a bit in the morning, but now the Hertfordshire sky was clear, the trees’ branches barely moving in the breeze. Beatrice looked longingly out of the window.
 
   “Dear Miss Devon, would you play for us? We have been looking forward to it most prodigiously!” she turned around to meet a pleading, honest gaze that was turned upon her innocently.
 
   “Cecy, don’t plague Miss Devon,” Henry Burns said from the corner, and Beatrice laughed.
 
   “She’s not plaguing me, I assure you,” she told him and took the girl’s hand in her. Henry shrugged, and tilted his head back in boredom. He was ‘languishing at home’ as his mother put it, before the beginning of the term at Eaton, and Beatrice was looking forward to getting to know him better, for she could see that although his features resembled those of his older brother closely, his character seemed to differ greatly: at present, of course, he was in the throes of a teenaged fit of the sullens, from which nothing seemed to rouse him.
 
   Lord Burns was watching the scene from the fireplace. “We’d love to hear you,” he said, sending his brother a meaningful look, for his tone with his sister had been rather abrupt.
 
   “It would be my great pleasure to play, I assure you,” Beatrice replied. “It seems music is the best medicine, after all.” She winked at his lordship’s younger sister, and he gave her his arm to lead her to the pianoforte, his eyes crinkling with compassion.
 
   “Come sit between us, Cecily,” Adelina said from the sofa, dimpling prettily, as she bent to whisper a confidence to her best friend, Kitty, Lord Burns’ other sister. “You haven’t heard Beatrice play before, have you? You’re in for a treat. Here, sit like this; that’s how a lady sits. You’d be clever to let me instruct you such matters, for I’m no longer a debutante; my first Season is behind me, and I was a raving success. Have I told you about it?”
 
   “Tell me again, please,” Cecily said with all the dignity of her eight years. “I have to start getting ready for mine.”
 
   “Cecy!” her older sister pronounced, scandalized. “What a thing to say!”
 
   Miss Devon and Lord Burns passed Lady Augusta’s invalid chair on their way to the instrument, but they should have known better, for they were most rudely interrupted in their progress and prevented from taking a step further by her long ebony cane.
 
   “It’s bad enough you won’t let the poor soul go upstairs to her bed, Charles,” she addressed that blushing gentleman, “when she’s arrived from God knows how many miles away only this morning, but to put her to work providing our entertainment is coming it much too brown, let me tell you.”
 
   “I’ll have you know, ma’am,” Beatrice replied, before ‘Charles’ had time to utter a syllable, “that I am no frail flower. I feel quite invigorated by my trip, and desire nothing more than to share the company of your dear self and the rest of my friends, which has been denied me for so long. It couldn’t be helped, of course, but that doesn’t mean I’m not prodigiously happy, to put it like Cecily, to be once again among you.”
 
   Her eyes were beginning to sting with tears by the end, but for once they were tears of joy and relief, so she wasn’t embarrassed by them. Lord Burns pressed her hand, and Lady Augusta scoffed.
 
   “I hope you don’t mean me by your sly reference to frailty, missy,” she said in her most severe tones. “And I’ll have you know that it was only your health I was thinking of. I heard you were ill for quite some time, is it true?”
 
   “It was,” Beatrice replied softly and walked on, not caring to elaborate. She opened the pianoforte to sort through the music sheets, yet Lord Burns still lingered beside her.
 
   She wondered briefly if he wanted to talk to her about Adelina, but there wasn’t much to talk about. She’d learned it all from her ladyship’s -and Adelina’s own- letters while she was away: how Adelina had been greatly let down to find out that the object of her affections had been a married man and a scoundrel no less; how she’d been helped along the path to recovery by Lord Burns and his sister; and how their warm friendship and patience had restored her liveliness. Her disappointment had added a touch of caution to her childish nature, which Miss Devon could already detect, and she was quite happy to see her former charge becoming a compassionate and contained little lady.
 
   Adelina hadn’t been told the extent of her ‘sweetheart’s’ moral depravity of course. No one knew the truth aside from Lady Augusta, his grace and the marquis. 
 
   Beatrice was burning to ask of news about the latter, but as her ladyship had said, she’d only arrived a couple of hours ago. A few months ago she thought she’d lost them all forever, yet here she was at Lord Burns’ home in Hertfordshire, the horrible events that had taken place here reduced to unpleasant memories, already fading in the past. He’d written an elegant letter to invite her for a whole fortnight, adding that Lady Adelina would be in attendance and greatly eager to be reunited with her, to which her ladyship had added a heart-warming postscript, making it very hard to refuse -not that she wanted to. 
 
   Miracles did happen, as her very existence was proof. She merely had to be patient.
 
   Next to her, Lord Burns cleared his throat.
 
   “You wish to tell me something, my lord?” she asked him, amused. He had this little-boy look about him again.
 
   “I do indeed,” he replied, smiling down at her, “yet I don’t think you’d want to hear it.”
 
   “What is it?” She was beginning to feel apprehensive.
 
   “I am, as you know, quite prone to blunders,” he began. “I can’t help but think that all our lives might have taken a different turn if I hadn’t had the fine idea of inviting the countess and her entourage here this summer, for instance.” Beatrice felt a shudder wash over her, but she didn’t interrupt him. He smiled ruefully. “Anyway, as Cecily would say, I’ve gone and done it again.”
 
   “You’ve invited the countess?” Beatrice asked, exasperated, and he laughed in appreciation.
 
   “You are kind to try to make light of the situation…” He swallowed, turning serious.
 
   He didn’t have the time to elaborate, however; he was interrupted by the butler, who walked in the room and announced in a joyful manner: “His grace the duke of Ashton is here, ma’am.”
 
   Lord Burns’ mother, a most fashionable lady of tiny proportions, jumped up to go and greet his grace at the foyer. 
 
   Beatrice took a steadying breath.
 
   “Oh,” she said. 
 
    
 
   In the end, Beatrice was grateful that she hadn’t waited for his grace to walk into the parlor, but sat herself at the pianoforte and began to play. For one thing, the music absorbed her entirely, hardly leaving for room to worry and think about what she’d say to him.
 
   And for another, he took almost an hour to come downstairs. When he did, the reason was obvious. He looked magnificent, not a speck of dust on his newly ironed waistcoat, his breeches entirely void of any crease, his hair brushed to within an inch of its life across his handsome brow.
 
   He stood silent by the wall, watching Miss Devon’s performance with an inscrutable expression on his face.
 
   She knew the exact moment he’d walked in; she’d felt the change in the atmosphere, even without turning to look at him, the silence that suddenly enveloped her as though everyone was holding their breath. Her heart started beating like a hammer, but her fingers continued to play flawlessly, of their own accord, until the end of the piece.
 
   She got up and bowed slightly as everyone applauded her.
 
   Lord Burns was next to her in a minute. “You are a  wonder, Miss Devon,” he told her, and then addressed the company: “Will everyone proceed to the dining hall? Dinner is served.”
 
   “Please don’t leave my side,” Beatrice told him, threading her arm through his.
 
   “Not as long as I breathe,” he answered loyally, at the same time that a cold, haughty voice said right behind her: “Charles.”
 
   Lord Burns immediately stepped aside, murmuring his apologies, and Beatrice was left to stare at his traitorous back and send murderous glances at it. The duke was already speaking to her, but she had no intention of answering him.
 
   “Are you dead?” His voice held the same, hard tone it had when he’d addressed Lord Burns, but she could hardly stay silent after such a question.
 
   “No,” she replied, refusing to face him.
 
   “Are you married?”
 
   Blast the man. She turned around.
 
   “No,” she said sullenly. Was he blind? She was dressed in mourning black, for heaven’s sake.
 
   An infuriating smile spread its way across Ashton’s face. “Good,” he said warmly and then frowned, studying her face with concentration, as though it was a problem to be solved. “Are you recovered? I heard you were sick for quite some time -I’ve been torturing myself with the idea that you took a chill after your dunk in the Thames that accursed night.”
 
   “I am perfectly well, thank you.”
 
   “Are you tired?”
 
   “Why, what a compliment!” She tried to provoke him, but he stayed silent, watching her. “As you know, I have been nursing my husband these past three months,” she said softly. “In fact, this is where I was until little more than a week ago.”
 
   He frowned, staying nothing. 
 
   “He became quite a changed man at the very end,” she went on. “At least, I cannot vouch for the extent of this change, since he was in a pretty bad way; but I do know that he had the chance to beg the Almighty for forgiveness. As well as myself, you’ll be happy to know.”
 
   “Will I? Why didn’t you write to me?”
 
   She looked away. What could she answer to that? That it had been inappropriate? Dangerous for her sanity? She stayed silent.
 
   “I should have thought at least, the minute he was gone…” he said, reading her thoughts, but stopped abruptly, bringing a hand to his mouth. “Did you think of me at all, little governess?” the words sounded like a caress.
 
   Beatrice took a deep breath.
 
   “Are you not going to ask whether I’m still ruined?” Her voice was faint and she wondered if he’d heard her, but his smile faded immediately and she knew he had.
 
   “I know the answer to that,” he replied after a moment’s deliberation. “Don’t you?”
 
   Around them the sitting room had emptied, except for a single footman who was lingering by the door, and Ashton walked toward him and pointedly closed the white double doors in his face. He turned to her again. “Don’t you?” he repeated, a sense of urgency in his voice.
 
   She couldn’t raise her eyes to his.
 
   She watched his boots as he made his way gingerly towards her. They stopped right in front of her, brushing the hem of her hideous dress, so close that she could feel his breath on her cheek.
 
   “I’ll see that I’ll have to marry you,” he said finally.
 
   She looked up in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   For once he didn’t laugh at her confusion. He met her gaze squarely, and, not taking his eyes off hers, he sank slowly to one knee. “I’m yours,” he said simply.
 
   Miss Devon regarded him with eyes rounded by shock. 
 
   Then she picked up her skirts and ran from the room as fast as her legs would carry her.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic
 
    
 
   It took him a moment to recover from the surprise of Miss Devon’s sudden retreat. Then he was on his feet, tearing out the door and down the stairs, yelling at the footman to tell him where she’d gone. Out, the man replied. Ashton reached the garden, running after her, and caught her arm just as she was rounding the gardenia patch.
 
   “It’s a rather novel experience for me, running after a lady instead of being chased by one,” he panted, holding her firmly, for she was struggling to escape him. “I can’t say I care for it.”
 
   Still Miss Devon wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m sorry,” she said, studying the grey stones. “I shouldn’t have run from you like that…”
 
   “It’s all right,” he said. He had started to become frightened. Why wouldn’t she face him? “Look at me, child, I need to see your face when I pose to you my question.”
 
   “Is your q-question a proposal?”
 
   Hot tears were dropping on her sleeve, but not a sound of weeping came from her lips. He sighed in exasperation.
 
   “You are shaking, little one; come, sit by me before you fall over.” He led her to a small bench that was surrounded by roses. The entire garden was quickly becoming enveloped in the descending darkness, which was blending with the awful black of her dress, leaving only her white face to stand out. 
 
   He’d missed her to the point of madness.
 
   It seemed that his life had slid back into meaninglessness once she’d left it, three months ago. And yet he’d grit his teeth and dug in his nails, and determined to hang on to the person she’d made him, waiting for her husband to free her. And now, finally, it had happened, only he’d learned of it from Charles and his aunt. Beatrice hadn’t even written him; she had sent no message, nothing. He’d begged Charles to invite both her and him to his home, becoming desperate with every day that passed. It wasn’t very flattering to his ego, but he was starting to doubt his success.
 
   “Yes, it most certainly will be a proposal,” he told her. 
 
   The tears had stopped. He should feel relieved, but the silence and this grim expression on her face set him even more on edge.
 
   “Do you… care for me?” she asked.
 
   He wanted to scream in frustration. Was this some kind of test? “I do not care for you,” he said emphatically. “I love you. I am yours.”
 
   “And I yours.”
 
   He got up and crouched in front of her, trying to catch a glimpse of her face. Her knuckles were white as though they were cold, and he impulsively took her hand in his and pressed his lips on it.
 
   “Are you worried about how I will ever deserve you?” he asked her lightly. “Because I’m not. I’ve simply accepted the truth: I never will.” She didn’t smile, but she finally looked at him, biting her lip. His gaze slid to her lips, watching them mesmerized. “What is it, my sweet girl? Am I not your friend? You can trust me, scoundrel that I am.”
 
   “Do not,” she said with a touch of her usual spark, “do not speak of yourself in that way, I won’t have it. My reservations lie elsewhere. I fear that I can’t…” she took a deep breath. “I’m scared.”
 
   He froze. “Of me?”
 
   “No!” she tugged at his hand, for he was starting to let go. “Of course not. Of me. Of… of my past. Your… Ashton,” she blushed prettily as she struggled to pronounce his name, but he took no pleasure in it, for his heart was clenched with an iron fist. “You already know about the things that were done to me, and I am loath to repeat them. Yet you must realize that they are the reason why I don’t know if I can…”
 
   He lifted a hand to stop her, feeling a lump in his throat. “Please, stop.” His voice was hoarse, his entire body shaking. “I cannot stomach even hearing you mention the past.” He brought a fist to his lips. The night seemed to swell around him and her little hand was the only thing anchoring him to goodness. “There is a… darkness that threatens to overcome me every time I think of what you went through.” He stood and paced about, trying to curb his temper.  “Good God,” he ejaculated, “you were a mere child, a bloody infant when he… forgive me.”
 
   “Ashton… Dominic.” 
 
   He felt raw joy hearing his name on her lips; he couldn’t contain it. A tranquility settled over him, and he sat down next to her, taking her hand in his. “Yes, little one?”
 
   “I regret that my words -my actions should cause you such pain. I wish to heaven I would undo the past, but I cannot see a way around this. What if… what if I’m too ruined to be a true wife to you?” 
 
   Her large eyes were looking with anguish into his, and it was all he could do not to take her in his arms and prove to her right there and then how much of a wife she could be to him. He fought the urge and swallowed, knowing he must choose his words with care. 
 
   What could he say that could mend all the cuts and the still-fresh wounds in her little tortured heart? His own chest ached for her, yet he felt powerless to help her. He would devote his entire life to caring for her and making her smile, if he was given the chance, that much he knew without doubt. But how to convince her; how to make her see that she was the best earthly being he could ever hope to discover?
 
   “Beatrice, my sweet girl,” he said, picking his words carefully, and yet his voice came in a deep, earnest rumble, trying to persuade her for all he was worth, “you are anything but ruined. You are the bravest, kindest, most pure-hearted human being I have ever met. I told you once that you were my bright angel, and truer words I’ve never uttered in my life. You single-handedly transformed me -no, you saved me. I only you knew how you…” He stopped, overcome with a sudden emotion that shook him to his very core. Some things were impossible to put into words. He brought up a hand to gently cup her chin, and felt her respond to his touch immediately with a small shiver and an inaudible sigh.
 
   He was humbled and victorious both at once. 
 
   Suddenly he laughed. This wonder, right here between them, this was the truth; everything else was a lie. “See, that’s what you don’t realize,” he began, feeling a smile spread across his face uncontained, and relishing in the novel sensation of joy, “what you don’t realize, little one, is that you already are a true wife to me. You are the best, the truest companion I could ever hope to find; you are what my heart desires and what my soul needs. You have shown yourself to be my most devoted friend, even at times when I couldn’t appreciate you, blind fool that I was. All of these things you are, and you’ve been, even before this past June. Do you agree, Beatrice?”
 
   She nodded, unable to speak, and he tightened his hold on her hands. 
 
   “Now, when I do this,” he reached up and brought his lips a mere breath from hers. “When I do this,” he repeated against her mouth, tantalizingly close to her lips, but not touching them, “it seems to me -I might be wrong- but it seems to me that it takes all your willpower not to meet my lips with y-”
 
   The rest of what he was saying was lost in a kiss, as she pressed her lips to his, just as he’d described it. Laughing against her mouth, he slid his hand to the small of her back and brought his body close to hers, until his knee was brushing her thigh. His fingers stole across her stomach, and he felt her shudder in his arms. He put his hands on her waist and lifted her on his lap, and she, far from protesting, turned her head so that he could place a small trail of kisses on her throat. She grabbed a fistful of his shirt, softly gasping. Then her mouth covered his once more.
 
   “I hate to interrupt,” he said in a minute, “little one, but this seems a suitable time to point out that you are doing extremely well; in fact, in another moment I shall be lost to all reason and I very much worry that I’ll be hardly able to articulate another proposal, if…”
 
   Miss Devon pulled herself away from him and regarded him with something akin to wonder in her eyes.
 
   Then, “Stop talking,” she said, and leaned in again.
 
   Ashton’s laughter, muffled though it was, rang all around them, following the night to the star-studded heavens.
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   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   He is lifting her night-shift, his movements slow and deliberate, as though he’s savoring every moment. She’s disoriented, just waking from a deep sleep; a deep terror seizes her, freezes her in its cold clutches. He doesn’t stop and she feels the old fear creeping up her spine. Any minute now he’ll grasp her throat, she can already feel it closing up. She pushes him away, but she’s not expecting him to obey her.
 
   Strangely enough, his hands immediately still.
 
   “It’s, me, sweetheart, it’s Dominic. You’re safe.”
 
   She can’t speak, the fear is choking her. She begins to shake all over, losing the feeling in her limbs. She hates it when she becomes this quivering mass of terror, yet there’s nothing that can stop it. She thought she’d finished with it forever, but apparently she was wrong.
 
   “Come here, come to your husband; let me hold you.” He sweeps the hair from her sweaty forehead and holds her still, covering her with a sheet. His touch is gentle like a caress.  
 
   “I’m so sorry, my sweet girl, I’m sorry. I’ll wait. I have you, that’s all I ever wanted.” There are tears in his voice now. She swallows resolutely, trying to lift herself on her elbows, shaking her head clear of  evil, useless thoughts. 
 
   “No, I want to try. I’m not afraid of you,” she says to him as she did once before.
 
   “Well,” he answers as he did then. “I’m terrified of you.”
 
    
 
   He married her this morning. It was a quiet affair, just they two, with Lord Burns and Lady Augusta as witnesses. Ashton had picked her up in his own carriage-and-four from Grosvenor Square, and they rode to the church together; he said she didn’t need anyone else to walk her down the aisle. No one else but him. 
 
   “So you’ve taken pity on me, your grace,” she’d replied coyly, laughing up at him -but deep down she’d wondered in truth whether he felt sorry for her.
 
   “Take pity on you!” he’d cried. “Nothing of the sort, I assure you. Who will take pity on me, I ask, when I’m your husband?” He trailed a hand along her arm, sending sparks all over her body. “Witch.”
 
   His eyes had sparkled with joy and affection, and she’d felt foolish for worrying. “Thank you,” she’d replied and buried her face in his chest, her eyes filling with tears, until he said that she was ruining his favorite waistcoat and would she please look at him.
 
   Then he’d kissed her until she couldn’t breathe, much less cry.
 
    
 
   This morning he alighted outside the house and, much to Lady Augusta’s consternation, marched up to the bride’s boudoir to behold her wedding garments with a critical eye, lifting his brows in displeasure. She resisted the urge to laugh like a little girl and asked him, as seriously as she could, what was wrong with the simple-cut light blue silk dress with elegant, chiffon sleeve-caps she’d ordered especially for the occasion.
 
   “Is it not good enough for your duchess?” she asked him in mocking tones, much resembling his own.
 
   She knew, quite well, that the dress was in excellent taste, understated yet impeccably fashionable, modern yet grand enough for a duke’s bride. It was made to fit her perfectly an inch above the waist and then it flared in a few narrow flounces from her hips to the ground, elongating her figure. The bust was decorated with an intricate design in a translucent, dark blue thread which had arrived just a week ago from Paris, finishing in a very narrow strip of dyed lace that accentuated the whiteness of her skin, making it look like alabaster.
 
   He didn’t laugh. “Nothing will ever be,” he said seriously, never taking his eyes from her face. “Especially not this bridegroom. But you might find these amusing: I had them re-set three days ago.”
 
   He brought out a dark green velvet box, and offered it to her. With trembling fingers she opened it to behold the renowned -and much coveted by ladies of all ages- Ashton diamonds, set in an elegant, sparkling necklace with light gold accents that matched the highlights of her hair to a fault.
 
   “I… I don’t…” she stammered, suddenly lightheaded.
 
   It was one thing to call herself ‘his duchess’ half in jest, but this… This made it all seem too real, too soon. She’d be a duchess. She’d be seen as his equal, mistress of Ashton Hall, presented at court and…
 
   “Allow me,” he said, interrupting her thoughts, as he  stepped slowly behind her. He took the jewels lightly from her fingers and clasped them at her throat, his touch lingering on a stray curl that had been allowed to escape her chignon in artful carelessness. “You are shivering,” he murmured. “What’s wrong? Do you not care for the trinket?”
 
   “No, it’s beautiful,” she replied. “And if it will please you, I’ll wear it.”
 
   He turned her to face him.
 
   He looked mouth-wateringly handsome in his dark coat and silk breeches, a burgundy waistcoat accentuating the whiteness of his frothy cravat. His blue eyes were matching the color of her dress, but they were no longer shining in happiness as they had been when he’d first walked in.
 
   They were clouded over with concern. 
 
   “It will please me to see you smile, child,” he said. “Tell me what has chased the light out of your little face.”
 
   “I was just thinking…”
 
   “Ah,” he interrupted, smiling in his most infuriating, knowing way. “There we have it.” He lifted her hand and brought it to his lips. “Don’t think today, my love. This is a day entirely devoted to you and our happiness and I won’t have evil thoughts stealing the color from your cheeks. There, look up at me.”
 
   She did and he inhaled sharply. “Good God,” he said, bringing the back of his hand to her cheek. “How will I ever deserve you?”
 
   He then left, waiting discreetly outside while her maid helped her into her gloves and bonnet. They drove to church in silence, and walked the aisle together, as he’d promised, but he didn’t once look at her until they were at the altar and he turned to face his bride.
 
    
 
   She thinks now of how impossibly tall he looked standing there opposite her, looking somberly into her eyes, his lips unsmiling, and repeated his vows in an unwavering voice.
 
   He hasn’t let her hand go since the priest gave it to him. When he carried her into his townhouse -which is now hers, he keeps reminding her- he frowned and ordered a light luncheon, after which he ordered her to bed.
 
   She must have been more tired than she thought, for it is night outside the window, the Town busily settling down for a few hours of rest.
 
   “Are you sure, little one?” he asks her and his voice is rough with infinite tenderness. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   His cheek is clean-shaven, but it tickles as he moves his lips across her bare shoulder.
 
   “I’m sure,” she replies, burying her hands in his curls. He moans softly, his breath coming short, and she smiles, the darkness swiftly receding as the warmth of his nearness, his humanness, envelops her. “Will you help me?”
 
   Instead of an answer, he grasps her hips and pulls her down until she’s flat on her back, her  hair spread in a halo of soft, brown curls all around her. His brilliant eyes meet hers, and there’s so much light and happiness glowing in their depths that her breath catches in her throat. He leans down for a kiss. “Will I,” he says. 
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   Robin Hood, hidden deep in the Sherwood Forest, is fighting to restore England to its rightful king, surrounded by faithful men, green leaves and clear skies. And yet for the first time he isn’t satisfied with his lot in life. The reason, a red-headed maiden who saved him, more than a year ago, from certain death. Robin has exhausted himself looking for her with no hope of finding her alive, when he meets a slender youth who surprises him, little knowing that both their lives will be irrevocably changed.                     
Rosa Fitzwalter, the Sheriff’s daughter and kinswoman to the King, lives in the grand castle in Nottinghamshire, trying to obey her father’s wishes and to make him happy. What the mighty Sheriff doesn’t know, however, is her closely-kept secret: she is leading a double life, sneaking out to the forest dressed as a boy, to inform the outlaws of his plans to destroy them.                 
Then Robin finds the boy who came to warn him in his forest. Two worlds collide, resulting in unimaginable danger and intense romance. Maybe, just maybe, they can be each other’s salvation. But what if fate has other plans? What if their fearsome enemies finally succeed in tearing them apart forever?                  

Filled with adventure, intrigue and wild romance, this is a Robin Hood story unlike any you have ever read before!
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   The creation of this book would not have been possible without the help of the amazing tumblr community. I went to you guys for support and encouragement, and found inspiration. When you said that I wasn’t ruined I believed you -that says it all. I love you and I need you. 
 
    
 
   Not only this book, but also its author wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for someone –my someone. You are my constant source of strength and happiness. You know who you are to me and why everything I ever write will be dedicated to you. 
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   M.C. FRANK  has been living in a world of stories ever since she can remember herself. She started writing them down when she could no longer stand the characters in her head screaming at her to give them life.
 
   Recently she got her university degree in physics and is now free to pursue her love of reading and writing, as well as her free-lance job of editor-in-chief. She currently lives with her husband in a home filled with candles, laptops and notebooks, where she rearranges her overflowing bookshelves every time she feels stressed  -which is often, since she is currently editing her next novel, her NaNoWriMo (winning!) project of 2014.
 
    
 
   Please visit her at her blog: bookshelfstories.blogspot.com
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