$PARTING IS SUCH SWEET SORROW.. . .

Jack put out his hand, touched her shoulder.
“Merry, I—"

“Sssh,” she said, then stood up on tiptoe and
pressed her lips against his, the heat of her searing his
mouth, exploding his brain. She pressed against him
in uneducated passion, ripping his heart in two, hurt-
ing him with her unquestioning love.

He could give in, give up, succumb. It would be
so easy. All his questions, all his fears—he could ban-
ish them. Never ask the questions, never face the
fears. He could take her, make her his own. Forget
what his father had told him that last night, forget the
past. Destroy her options.

It would be so easy.

Instead, he stood very still, not responding. Dying
inside, but not responding.

And then he walked away.
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Act One

Assembling the Players

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players . . .

—William Shakespeare






Chapter One

ost of England had been transformed into a winter

fairyland that year, and Coltrane House, a magnificent
estate located in Lincolnshire, resembled a Christmas pack-
age wrapped up in new-fallen snow.

Deer slept safely, hidden in thickets beneath tree
branches heavy with snow. Foxes trod nimbly across the
moonlit fields, following rabbit tracks as they hunted out a
midnight snack.

In the nearby village, the cottagers had hours earlier
banked their fires and were tucked up in their beds, their
children asleep in the lofts, dreaming their childhood
dreams.

Only Coltrane House itself, in the very center of the
large estate, was still awake. Light spilled from nearly
every window on the first two floors of the house, and the
sound of people at play filtered out into the otherwise quiet
night.

A fox that had dared the deep ditch of the ha-ha and
found a way through a broken piece of the submerged fence
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at the bottom of that ditch warily approached the house. Per-
haps it had been intrigued by the light, or even drawn to the
house by the sound of laughter. But the uninvited guest didn’t
linger. The sound of a single gunshot split the night and the
fox was on its way again, its stubby legs flying across the
Snow.

The fox need not have worried. The gunshot had come
from inside the Main Saloon and the target had been a crys-
tal vase once belonging to August Coltrane’s deceased and
unlamented wife.

There followed a loud male curse, the crack of another
shot, and finally the sound of shattering glass.

August Coltrane threw back his head and laughed aloud.
“God’s teeth! Tivo shots, Grimey? Losing your touch, man,
losing your touch.”

“Devil take you, Coltrane,” Lord Geoffrey Grimes re-
sponded, picking up yet another pistol from the generous
collection of weapons on the table beside him. He waved it
about wildly even as he squinted at the partygoers littering
the Main Saloon. Two dozen men and their painted women
cursed or squealed, then quickly dropped to the floor or
scurried to duck behind any conveniently located bit of fur-
niture.

“Cowards all,” Lord Grimes scolded, then slumped in his
chair. And belched.

His companion of the moment sighed, stuffed her bo-
soms back inside her gown, and took the pistol from him.
“I’m supposin’, my lord Grimey—" she began facetiously,
sliding from his lap and slapping his hands away as he tried
to reach up under her gown. “Like I said, I’'m supposin’, my
lord Grimey, that you’re past havin’ any use for me this
evenin’. Drunken sot,” she grumbled as she flounced off,
giving a wide smile to Baron Buckley, who was still lying
supine on the floor, his trousers at his knees, his most prized
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possession exposed and—gunshots or no—still at the ready.
“Ooou, ducks, that’d be a lovely thing,” the woman said,
dropping down beside him. “You wouldn’t be mindin’ little
Lotte havin’ a bit of that, now would you?”

The baron was more than willing to be generous, but
his female companion took immediate exception. Within
moments, the two women were rolling about on the floor,
their hands ripping at each other’s hair and clothing. Sev-
eral gentlemen came out of hiding and began laying bets
on the winner.

August Coltrane retook his seat on one of the couches
after prudently picking up a pistol for himself, smiling as he
surveyed the scene unfolding in front of him. He was hav-
ing a good night, if he didn’t end by having to wing Grimey
in order to get the fellow to behave.

August Coltrane had been an extremely handsome man
in his youth, which was now behind him as forty stared him
hard in his heavy-lidded, bloodshot eyes. But if his youth
had been misspent, he had every intention of making sure
his autumn years would make his youthful exploits pale in
comparison.

He gambled high. He drank in low places. He bedded
every woman who’d have him, and some who wouldn’t. He
didn’t give a snap for his country, his king, or even his an-
cestral home. Just as long as the money kept rolling in. Just
as long as he could pretend he’d live forever.

And he told himself, over and over again, that he was a
happy man.

Let others have their boring Christmas house parties,
with caroling and hot cider and hard church pews in the
morning. He knew how to make Christmas merry, by damn.
“Twenty pounds on the redhead!” he called out loudly,
crossing his booted ankles on the table in front of him, then
lifted a bottle to his mouth and drank deeply.
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“Bah! The devil with women, Coltrane,” Lord Grimes
shouted above the raucous jumble of noise and laughter,
“and the devil with you. You promised us real entertainment
tonight. Those two Irishers, remember? They were here a
minute ago. Where in blazes did they go? The thespians,
Coltrane? Where are they? Get "em up here, Coltrane, make
’em speak. Don’t need them both neither, just the fat one.”
He picked up the pistol once more. “I’d get him in one shot,
damme if I couldn’t.”

Cluny and Clancy, of Cluny and Clancy Traveling Shake-
spearean Players fame (or infamy), heard Lord Grimes’s
boast as they cowered together behind a chair.

“Are you hearing this, Clancy?” the short, pudgy one
asked even as he tried, unsuccessfully, to suck in his prodi-
gious belly. “We came here to perform, you said. A week’s
work of Shakespeare in exchange for a warm bed, a bit of
good food, and a fat purse. Happy Christmas to all! And now
they’re shooting pistols, Clancy, and I’m to be the Christmas
goose!”

Clancy disentangled himself from Cluny’s painfully tight
embrace and, while still hiding behind the chair, attempted
to straighten his dark green velvet doublet. “Hedge-born,
unmuzzled snipes,” he grumbled, peeking around the chair,
taking a good look at the assembled guests. Lotte and the
redhead rolled by, their bodices ripped, Lotte’s teeth locked
around the redhead’s forearm. “Whoops!” he exclaimed,
pulling his head back quickly, then taking a large handker-
chief from his sleeve and wiping his damp brow. “Three and
forty, I am, Cluny, and not old enough to be seeing the likes
of that. Nothing else for it, my boy, we’ll just have to stay
on our knees and creep away. And don’t be telling me
who got us here, because I won’t be hearing it, you under-
stand?”

Cluny nodded, for he did understand. It was lowering,
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that’s what it was, to be reduced to wasting their great tal-
ents on drunks and doxies. But so was starving in a gutter.
Cluny and Clancy Shakespearean Players had been four
months without a paying engagement when August Coltrane
had approached them in London two weeks earlier. He’d
tossed them a purse, and commanded that they adjourn to
Lincolnshire. Clancy had agreed to entertain at Coltrane’s
Christmas house party because anything was preferable to
sleeping under a blanket of snow.

They didn’t belong here. They belonged on the London
stage, that’s where they belonged. But it didn’t seem des-
tined to be. Instead, and for the past quarter century, they’d
traveled England and Ireland in their wagon, the last ten
years with their dear mule, Portia, in the traces. They’d
driven from village to village, performing the Bard’s im-
mortal words for farmers and shopkeepers, sleeping in
their wagon, and dreaming of one day treading the boards
in London.

Coltrane House was a long way from London, and al-
though they had dodged enough thrown fruit in the past to
provide them with many a meal as they raced out of town,
nobody had ever before taken a shot at them. It was enough
to make a man reconsider his line of work, it was. Cluny was
going to have a talk with Clancy about that very thing—if
they made it out of the Main Saloon alive.

“It’s a big house, Cluny,” Clancy whispered to him.
“We’ll hide in one of the rooms until morning. Everything
looks better in the morning, my sainted mother used to say.
Now, follow me.”

Cluny watched as Clancy, all long limbs and skinny
shanks, got to his knees and began crawling toward the
doors leading, he believed, to the formal dining room. His
head all but butting into Clancy’s skinny backside, Cluny
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did his best to “tiptoe” on his knees, his eyes squeezed shut
as he held on to Clancy’s ankles.

And they almost made it. In fact, Clancy already had his
hand on the handle of the door to the dining room when Au-
gust Coltrane spotted them and put a bullet into the door an
inch above the handle.

“There you go, Grimey,” Coltrane said genially as
Clancy once more found himself enfolded by a shivering,
quivering Cluny. “Never say I don’t give my guests what
they want. You—Irishers—get up on the stage and start
emoting. Give us something to make our hearts sing. Unless
you think you can sing for us?”

Clancy had to all but peel Cluny from him before he stood
up, lifted his pointed chin, and glared at August Coltrane.
“We are Shakespearean players, sir. We do not sing.”

Cluny opened his eyes at last and looked across the room
at August Coltrane. Their employer was a tall man, a devil-
dark man, with black eyes that could pierce an iron pot at ten
paces. “I sing a little, Clancy,” he offered nervously.

“We do As You Like It tonight, Cluny,” Clancy said
firmly. “One small speech should do it, before they forget us
again. Now, follow me, and we’ll get this over with, then
find us a chicken leg or two and a warm bed.”

The next thing Cluny knew, he was standing on the
small, makeshift stage in front of the fireplace. Clancy was
bowing to the audience, telling them that his partner was
about to delight them with Shakespeare’s seven ages of
man.

Seven? Cluny all but swallowed his tongue. Couldn’t he
just do four, then take his bow and run away? “I—I can’t,
Clancy. I just can’t.”

“Cluny, old friend, think,” Clancy whispered in his ear.
“What would the Bard do?”

“Take to his heels like a rabbit?” Cluny suggested, then
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winced as Clancy gave him a clip on the back of the head
that sent him staggering forward to the edge of the stage.

He looked out over his audience and winced again. The
“ladies” had stopped fighting, and were now sprawled on
the floor just in front of the stage, their clothing hanging
from them in tatters as they made lewd, suggestive ges-
tures at him. The lordship called Grimey was holding a
bowl of oranges in his lap, and looking very much like he
desired nothing better than a reason to toss them at the
stage. The rest of the audience was not an audience at all,
but seemed to be putting on a show of their own—one that
had a lot to do with bare buttocks and giggling women pre-
tending the men were stallions and they were out for a
lively ride.

And August Coltrane, the man with the dead black eyes,
was sitting on the couch, a bottle in one hand, a pistol in the
other. A pistol pointed straight at Cluny’s head.

Cluny gulped, took a step back, and felt Clancy’s hand
grabbing onto his burgundy-velvet doublet. “Now, Cluny,”
his partner pleaded. “From your belly, Cluny—emote!”

“‘All...um...all the world’s a...a stage,”” Cluny
began, realizing he had somehow lost all the spit in his
mouth. Lord Grimes picked up one of the oranges, hefted it
in his hand. A bullet in the brain might kill him quickly and
cleanly, Cluny decided, but pelted oranges hurt. He found
his voice. ““ ‘All the world’s a stage!”” he repeated quickly,
“‘and all the men and women merely players; they have
their exits and their entrances—’ "

“Can you hear him, Coltrane?” Lord Grimes asked, then
launched an orange toward the stage. “I bloody can’t hear
him. Speak up, man!”

“Oh God and all Your saints preserve me, and I’ll never
do anything bad again,” Cluny whimpered, as Clancy
stepped forward and deftly snagged the orange out of the air,
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took a bow. It was then that Cluny remembered who he was.
He was Cluny, of Cluny and Clancy Shakespearean Players,
by God, and he and Clancy had a show to put on!

He breathed in deeply, drew himself up to his full, unim-
posing height. He spread his pudgy, mended hose-clad legs
wide, clapped his hands to his pear-shaped belly, and began
again, his voice loud, clear, and carrying to the very ceiling.
“‘And one man in his time plays many parts, his acts being
seven ages. At first the infant, mewling and puking in the
nurse’s arms . . .0 ”

August Coltrane put down his pistol in order to take hold
of the redhead, who had decided to help him out of his
breeches. Lotte, not to be outdone, sidled up to Lord Grimes
once more, her hands on her hips, loudly asking him if he’d
rather be watching a play or playing himself.

“Right!” Lord Grimes said, pulling her down on his lap.
“Here, grab some of these,” he said, holding out the bowl of
oranges. “You take the fat one, and I'll get the skinny-
shanks one with the parrot nose.”

“Take your bow now, Cluny,” Clancy whispered as an or-
ange whizzed past, to smash against the fireplace behind them.
“Take your bow and exit, stage left. I'm close behind you.”

Cluny needed no additional prompting. He scuttled fast
as he could toward the doorway leading to the formal dining
room, Clancy close on his heels.

He stopped just at the open door, screwed up his courage
one last time, and struck a pose. “ ‘Sweep on, you fat and
greedy citizens!” ” he proclaimed loudly before hastily and
prudently backing through the doorway.

“Now where, Clancy?” he asked breathlessly, pressing
his back against the quickly closed door. “I don’t think I can
outrun them, if they mean to be nasty.”

Clancy shook his head. “They’re too drunk to chase us,
and much too interested in their women to remember us be-
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yond our leave-taking. Come on, Cluny. It’s as I said we’d
do. We’ll raid the kitchens for a late supper, then find some-
place safe to eat. We can finish our performance another
time, if ever they remember we’re still in residence.”

Cluny sighed, then followed after his partner, complain-
ing all the way. “We should leave right now,” he pronounced
as they rummaged, unimpeded, through the larders. The
skeleton staff of servants had all gone to ground, hiding
themselves from the mayhem breaking loose all over the
house. “Leave, exit, run away, whatever you want to call it.”

“We can’t leave yet,” Clancy informed him as they
climbed the servant stairs. “They haven’t paid us the ma-
jority of what we’re owed yet, remember? On our own, we
don’t even have enough blunt to feed poor Portia beyond
another day. She’s a dear enough thing, but she won’t agree
to pull the wagon an inch without her daily measure of
oats.”

“We’ll apply to that young Sherlock fellow in the morn-
ing,” Cluny suggested, then sighed as Clancy headed up an-
other narrow flight of stairs, to the topmost floor. “He’s
Coltrane’s solicitor or man of business or whatever, right?”
he questioned, huffing and puffing as he followed along.
“He can pay us, and then we can move on. South, I’d say.
Back to London. We can always find a friend and a bed in
London.”

“It’s the week we promised, and the week we have to
play,” Clancy declared, as they came to the hallway at the
top of the stairs. “I have my scruples, I do, even if our audi-
ence is none but a bunch of roynish, motley-minded snipes.
Besides, there must be a foot of snow out there, if you
haven’t looked. Now come on, it’s quiet enough up here.
Let’s find us a dark room and have our feast.”

Clancy stepped off down the hallway and Cluny fol-
lowed. It was his lot in life, to follow Clancy. Mostly, he
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didn’t mind, as Clancy was ever so smart. Except that it had
been Clancy who’d accepted the invitation to perform at
Coltrane House. That hadn’t been so smart, now had it?

“We’ll go in here,” Clancy announced a moment later, al-
ready pushing open a door to their right and stepping inside
before Cluny could point out the faint light spilling from be-
neath the door. Someone else might already be inside.
Someone who might not appreciate visitors.



Chapter Two

ack had been fighting sleep all evening long, with only

his bone-deep hunger to keep him awake. He’d checked
on Merry an hour earlier, then locked the door behind him
as he made one last attempt to creep down to the kitchens for
something to eat.

He’d gotten as far as the second-floor landing of the ser-
vant stairs before the sound of gunshots sent him stumbling
back up, abandoning all thoughts of some cheese and bread
in his panic to get back to Merry. He’d dropped the key
three times, his fingers cold and fumbling, before he’d been
able to open the door and get back inside the safety of the
nursery.

And then he’d cried. He was horribly ashamed of him-
self, but he did cry. Not that it mattered; there was no one to
hear him. No one to scold him, or to care.

Now he was sitting cross-legged on the cold wooden
floor—a pale-faced, knobby-kneed, skinny boy of seven
with a mop of badly combed black hair, his clothing frayed
and patched and too thin to keep out the winter’s chill. He
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hadn’t drawn a blanket around his shoulders to warm him-
self, believing that his discomfort would keep him awake,
keep Merry safe.

He kept both hands locked around the hilt of the rusty
old sword he’d discovered in the attics, swearing to himself
he’d cut down the first person who dared to come into the
room.

And yet, for all his determination, pure physical exhaus-
tion had taken a toll on his mind and body. He was a tall boy
for his age, but even a tall seven is small when compared to
a grown man. Coltrane House was filled to the rafters with
grown men this week—loud, drunken men and their loud,
drunken women.

Jack had long ago learned to stay in the nursery when the
slovenly, underpaid servants ran off, leaving him alone.
He’d learned to hide himself away whenever his father came
home as he had yesterday, dragging his collection of dan-
gerous friends along with him.

Yesterday when the few servants who remained at Coltrane
House had seen the carriages begin to arrive, they’d all de-
serted the house, deserted Jack. Those first carriages had been
filled with servants from his father’s house in London, and
everyone knew what that meant. The man always had to bring
staff with him from the city when he planned one of his wild
parties. And that London staff was there to serve August
Coltrane, not his young son.

Before Jack could do more than raid the kitchens, quickly
filling a basket with some small bits of food to hide in the
nursery, August Coltrane himself had driven up to the front
door.

He hadn’t come up to the nursery. He hadn’t sent anyone
to bring his son to him. He probably didn’t remember that he
had a son. He probably didn’t remember Merry either.

Jack wanted to be grateful for that. He was grateful.
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Really. But how could a man forget his own son? What had
his son done that was so terrible that his own father could
forget him, pretend he didn’t exist?

Jack angrily wiped a tear from his cheek as he thought
about how alone he was, how little anyone cared if he lived
or died. The servants didn’t care. His father certainly didn’t
care.

The last time his father had come home Jack had actually
dared to enter his bedchamber, hoping his father would talk
to him, and possibly take him back to London with him. But
August had been in bed with a naked woman on either side
of him, and all he’d done was to ask if Jack wanted to join
them.

The women’s high-pitched giggles had followed Jack all
the way back up the stairs to the nursery.

He hadn’t spoken to his father since, and had been
avoiding him for the two days and single night August had
already been in residence this time. With luck, he wouldn’t
have to see the man at all, and his father would ride away,
not to return until the summer. Mr. Sherlock had promised
him, promised him that August wouldn’t return before the
summer, after something called “the Season” was over in
London. Then Mr. Sherlock had told Jack something he al-
ready knew: stay in the nursery, boy, and don’t let anyone
see you.

All Jack had was Merry. He could kill himself, if it
weren’t for Merry. Kill himself, or run away, run very far
away. That’s what he would tell himself as he cried himself
to sleep every night when his father was in residence, and
even on some nights when he wasn’t.

But he couldn’t run, and he’d known that even before
Merry had come to Coltrane House just three months ago.
He had nowhere to go. And he would never kill himself, not
really, even if there had been times he’d wanted to die.



16 Kasey Michaels

He would kill his father instead. Jack had made up his
mind the last time his father drove away from Coltrane
House, and he’d crept downstairs and seen the destruction
his father and his friends had left behind. Even Mr. Sherlock
had said August Coltrane should be punished for what he
was doing to the estate, so that Jack decided that it was all
right that he wished his father dead. Dead, or at least very,
Very sorry.

But it wasn’t all so terrible, not anymore. Merry was here
now. And somehow that made it all right. Jack knew he
could stand anything now, now that there was Merry. Now
that he had someone to love, someone to love him. His
father might be in residence, and all of the misery of the
world was going on in the Main Saloon, but this time, for the
first time, Jack wasn’t completely alone.

He flexed his numb fingers, gripped the sword once
more, felt his chest swell as he redoubled his resolve. He’d
kill for Merry. He’d die for her. He hoped he didn’t have to
do either, but he would. He loved her that much, needed her
that much.

Jack’s stomach rumbled and he rubbed at it, wishing
away his hunger. Only six more days. Six more days of
sneaking food up the stairs, of searching out coal for the fire,
of being very, very quiet and very, very careful. In six days,
his father would leave. In six days, the servants would feel
it safe to come back, feed them, light a better fire than he
could build on his own. In six days he could relax. He could
sleep. Oh, how he longed to sleep.

Jack didn’t know how long he sat there, sat on the cold
floor praying for blessed quiet, praying for the long night to
be over. It could have been minutes, hours. When dawn
came he would sleep for a little while, until Merry needed
him. That’s when his father slept, he and his friends sleep-
ing the entire day away, playing the whole night long. Why
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were the days so short, the nights so long? Jack’s eyelids
drooped as he stared at the latch, his muscles aching in
protest at being still for so long.

Suddenly, he heard a sound. Several sounds. The sound
of feet walking on the bare boards. The sound of voices.
Outside, in the hallway. No one had ever climbed all the way
up here before—no one. He’d told himself he was ready,
that he could defend Merry. Now he hesitated, remembering
that he was only a stupid boy with a stupid old sword, and
he couldn’t protect anybody.

Maybe it was his father? Jack’s heart leapt hopefully, his
hopes plummeting just as quickly. He knew that he’d been
wise to give up that expectation a long time ago. In fact, if
his father had come to the nursery with one of his drunken
friends, Jack and Merry were probably in trouble.

He dragged himself to his feet, the heavy sword nearly as
tall as he was, and almost impossible to lift. But it would be
all right. It had to be all right. The door was locked. Nobody
was going to come in. Nobody was going to hurt Merry.

And then he watched, dumbfounded, as the latch de-
pressed and the door opened.

Jack bit back a sob. How could he have been so stupid?
He’d been sitting on the cold floor, tired and hungry and
near to tears ever since he’d heard the gunshots and run back
up the stairs . . . and he’d been guarding an unlocked door.

The door swung completely open and Jack’s jaw
dropped. There were men, two men, walking into the room.
Two very strange-looking men. One was very tall and thin,
with his skinny legs wrapped in dark green hose. The other
was short and quite fat, and he looked as if the top half of
his body had been stuffed inside an enormous velvet pillow.

They didn’t see him, as they were much too busy arguing
with each other.

“I can’t help it, Clancy. I must speak. And when I speak
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I still must say that we eat, we sleep, and then we run away,”
the fat one complained, his arms waving like a windmill as
he followed after the skinny one.

“And I say, faint-heart, that ‘thus far into the bowels of
the land have we march’d on without impediment.” We’re
safe here, Cluny, at least for the night. Look around you—
do you see any dragons?”

The fat one, so directed, looked around the room. The
man’s eyes looked high at first, sweeping the ceiling, and
then they looked low. Low enough to see a seven-year-old
boy. The man’s eyes widened, showing white all the way
around them. Jack growled, bared his teeth, tried desperately
to brandish his sword.

“Um . .. we’re not alone, Clancy,” the fat one said, point-
ing to Jack. “Look, my friend, and see for yourself, for it’s a
fine sight, a fine soldier. And yet, ‘he wears the rose of youth
upon him.””

The skinny one, Clancy, who had been shutting the door
behind them, turned and looked at Jack. He tilted his head to
one side, rubbed a finger down his huge, beaky nose and
said, “I see him, Cluny. ‘A Corinthian, a lad of mettle, a
good boy.””

Jack looked from one man to the other. Who were these
men? Certainly they weren’t his father’s usual sort of guest.
Their words confused him, their grand gestures and exag-
gerated poses appeared both threatening and somehow silly,
and their strange clothing reminded him of old portraits
hung in the West Wing gallery.

“Yes, Clancy, a lad of mettle,” Cluny responded quietly,
even as he smiled, waggled his fingers at Jack in greeting. “A
very frightened lad. A heartbreakingly brave lad. A lad with
a scowl as dark as any pirate’s. In short, Clancy, a lad with a
man’s sword, and a look in his eye that does not bode well
for the likes of us.”
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Jack growled in reaction, then lifted the sword a little
higher, although the effort took nearly all the rest of his
small store of strength. “One word more, sirs, and I’1l kill
you. Leave now. Go away!”

Clancy took one step more into the room. Then two. “I
think I'll risk it, son. ‘A man can die but once; we owe God
a death,”” he said pleasantly, holding out a chicken leg,
waving it lazily as he raised his eyebrows, shrugged. “Or the
brave soldier can put down his sword and we can all eat a
good supper and live another day?”

Cluny sidled up to his friend, spoke out of the corner of
his mouth. “ “Tempt not a desperate man,” ” he warned, then
confounded Jack all the more by grinning at him once more
as he produced an apple from somewhere in his clothing and
offered it to him.

“Go away!” Jack ordered again, even as the aroma of
chicken assaulted his nose, actually threatened to turn his
stomach. “You’ve been warned, sirs—leave! Leave now, or
I’ll skewer you just for talking so strange!”

“Skewer us for our strange talk?” Cluny exclaimed,
pressing his hands to his chest. “Did you hear that, Clancy?
The boy’s a critic. I say, son,” he went on, smiling at Jack
yet again, “we’re not such bad actors, are we? We know our
lines, we use our props, and we’ve a great affection for the
Bard. That would be Shakespeare, my boy, Will Shake-
speare. And we’re Cluny and Clancy, of Cluny and Clancy
Traveling Shakespearean Players. We should have told you
that straight off, shouldn’t we? Clancy—why didn’t you tell
the boy that?”

“I had thought to, Cluny,” the second man said, drag-
ging off his silly velvet hat and exposing a fairly bald head
with very long strands of graying blond hair hanging from
it—like a broom that had lost most of its bristles. “But
then I thought we could show the boy what else we can
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do. We’re known for our fine orations, certainly, but we’re
just as handy with a bit of juggling and the like. Right,
Cluny?”

“True enough, Clancy.” Cluny pulled a second apple
from inside his velvet cushion of a jacket, then a third. He
threw them up in the air, one after the other, and then caught
them as they came back down. Caught them, threw them
again, caught them again. Round and round and round. As
Jack watched, growing dizzy as he tried to understand how
the man could keep three apples in the air when he had only
two hands, the one called Clancy began to sing, putting his
hands on his hips as he did a little dance to accompany his
words.

Whether it was Cluny’s and Clancy’s outlandish costumes,
their strange speech, their general silliness, or the chicken
leg, Jack would never know. But he relaxed at last, lowered
the heavy sword. He then sighed wearily and sat down on
the floor, too tired to fight, too defeated to flee. ““You’re not
with him, are you?” he asked quietly, rubbing a hand across
his eyes. “No, you couldn’t be, even if you do sound as
drunk as the rest of them.”

He looked up at the two actors. Sadly. Searchingly. His
bottom lip began to tremble, and he lowered the heavy
sword. “Six more days and nights of this. How am I to do it?
I'm so tired.”

“Good boy,” Clancy said as he dropped to his haunches
in front of Jack, removed the sword from the boy’s nerve-
less fingers, gently patted his head. Jack flinched then,
even though he wasn’t all that much afraid anymore. It
was just that nobody ever touched him unless it was to
give him a cuff on the ear or a kick to the backside. Some-
one patting his head was . . . well, it was not something he
understood.

“Cluny,” he heard Clancy continue, “I believe we’ve
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stumbled into the nursery. Is that it, son? I don’t want to be-
lieve this, but I do have to ask. Do you, God forbid, belong
to the Awful August?”

Awful August. That brought a small smile to Jack’s lips,
and he relaxed even more. He nodded a single time, then
slowly got to his feet. “I’m Jack, sirs. Jack Coltrane. Au-
gust Coltrane is my papa. I hate him, you understand. Very,
very much. That is chicken, isn’t it? I—I haven’t been able
to sneak downstairs today, and the servants have all run
away. It has been hard to feed us, but I’ve managed. Still,
sir, if you were to ask me if I should like a piece of
chicken . ..”

“Us? There’s more of you, then? How many more?”
Clancy asked, holding out the chicken leg once more. “How
many times has the Awful August pupped?”

Jack couldn’t help himself. He grabbed at the offer of
food, began gnawing on the chicken leg as if he hadn’t eaten
in days, speaking as he chewed. “There’s only me here. I'm
the only Coltrane except for Papa.” He looked at Cluny, at
the cherry-cheeked little man who could make apples dance.
He looked at Clancy, who had given him the chicken leg.
Swallowing down hard, he decided to trust these two men.
Did he really have any other choice? “And then there’s
Merry, of course,” he added quietly.

“Merry, is it? Your nursemaid?” Cluny looked beyond the
boy, to another door that stood open at the end of the room.
“She’d be in there?”

“Not my nursemaid,” Jack corrected, walking toward
the doorway. “I don’t need one, you know, and neither
does Merry. We’re fine enough by ourselves, with the ser-
vants and Mr. Sherlock helping out when they can. When
they remember us,” he trailed off, shrugging. He picked
up a candle and motioned for the two men to follow after
him.
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“This is Merry,” Jack told them a moment later, as he
stood protectively in front of the cot in the center of the
sparsely furnished room. “She’s my father’s ward. That’s
what Mr. Sherlock says, but I pretend she’s really my sister.
It’s all right if I call her my sister, isn’t it? She’s doing just
fine, because I'm still able to sneak to the dairy to get her
milk, and she’s ever so good and quiet, never crying and
bringing the house down on us. I don’t much like keeping
her clean, but I do it.” He looked at Cluny and Clancy with
narrowed eyelids. “I warn you, sirs, I’ve sworn to kill any-
one who tries to hurt her.”

“Ah, Clancy, and would you be looking at this,” Cluny
said, dropping to his knees beside the small cot. Merry was
awake, although she hadn’t cried, but just lay there on her
back, gurgling and cooing. Fuzz the color of a fiery dawn
covered her head. Eyes huge and round and brilliantly blue
looked up at her three visitors. “I’ve lost my heart, Clancy,
that’s as true as we’re here, in the presence of an angel. ‘I
must dance barefoot on her wedding day . . .” ” he whispered
in awe, touching the back of his index finger to one soft,
pink cheek. Merry giggled.

Clancy clucked his tongue a time or two, then put a hand
on Jack’s thin shoulder. “You haven’t slept a wink in days,
have you, my brave warrior? No. How could you, what with
the racket and bawdy doings going on all around you. For
shame, that a man should bring riffraff under his own roof,
into a house holding innocent babies. Cluny—we have us a
mission now, you know. We are going to protect these two
babes, these infants in arms, these—"

“I'm not a baby!” Jack protested hotly, pulling away
from Clancy’s comforting grasp.

“And never were allowed to be one, I’'ll wager,” Clancy
agreed solemnly. “Now, come, sit. Eat. We’ll talk, and
Cluny will watch the little one.”



Chapter Three

friendship had been born that night—had it only been a

mere two days ago?—so that Cluny and Clancy had re-
mained at Coltrane House. They hid with Jack and Merry
during the day, reluctantly dragging themselves downstairs
at night to once more perform for their supper. Not that they
were needed, or even missed. They merely peeked into the
Main Saloon each night, saw what was going on, and then
crept back up to the nursery without so much as speaking
one line of Shakespeare.

Tonight would be their first performance in days, not that
either man had his heart in the prospect of declaiming to
drunken sots and their rude females. Even now, at August
Coltrane’s express demand, as Cluny took up where he’d
left off the other evening, his mind was filled with thoughts
of the two children and their terrible predicament.

Coltrane House was a mass of contradictions. A great,
beautiful creation ruled by an ugly master. A mean, cold,
lout of a man. With a son so brave, so loyal, and a ward so
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beautiful, so sweet. Two perfect children, both so horribly
neglected.

Fortunately neglected. Cluny could think of nothing
worse than August parading his young son and ward down-
stairs for the edification of his drunken guests. Jack should
never be exposed to such raw adventure. Merry, only six
months old according to Jack, would be even more at risk
with the drunken women who might think it a grand idea to
play mother to the infant.

How could a man behave so reprehensibly? To bring his
drunken cronies and his shameless doxies into his home, to
parade them in front of infants? To allow his guests the run
of the house, the ruin of the house?

It was all so sad. Cluny’s gentle heart had broken as he’d
thought of Jack stubbornly standing guard in front of the
nursery door for long, frightening hours. The child had
robbed himself of sleep in order that Merry might rest, de-
prived himself of food for fear of leaving the child alone a
moment longer than necessary. Clancy, Cluny’s friend for
most of his life, had actually cried as he watched over Jack
that first night, after they’d finally convinced the boy to
sleep by promising to stand guard for him. In all the years
they’d been together, Cluny couldn’t remember ever seeing
Clancy cry.

For all Cluny had wished to escape Coltrane House, he
had leapt at Clancy’s declaration that they had been brought
there by some divine plan. His friend truly believed they had
been placed in just that spot, at just that time, in order to pro-
tect and defend those two sweet innocents.

And protect them they would, for as long as it was possi-
ble. Cluny sang to Merry, feeding her the milk he’d fetched
from the dairy himself. Clancy performed Macbeth for
young Jack, who twice fell asleep where he sat, a small
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smile on his face as he held tight to Merry’s chubby little
hand.

In another few days Awful August and his menagerie
would decamp for other climes, or so Jack had told them.
His papa never stayed at Coltrane House much above a sen-
night, and never more than twice a year. The child reported
this knowledge calmly, even coldly. Almost as coldly as he
had pronounced that someday, when he was grown, he
would kill his papa for what he was doing to Coltrane
House.

Perhaps that was why Cluny felt at least a little pleased
with Awful August’s command to continue with the seven
ages of man as cataloged by the Bard. For Jack was a child,
a man-child, and he would grow. He would climb the ladder
of these seven ages. He would climb them over the broken
back of the foolish, selfish, unthinking father who did not
know that his greatest treasure hid from him in the nursery,
plotting his demise.

An apple whipped past Cluny’s nose, as if to remind him
he had been speaking, and he looked out over his drunken
audience, despising each and every one of them. If it weren’t
for Jack, for little Merry, he and Clancy would be gone from
this horrid place at first light.

First? Oh, yes. First. Cluny drew another deep breath and
forged on with his recitation. ““ ‘At first the infant, mewling
and puking in the nurse’s arms;’” he continued above the
din, forming his arms into a cradle for emphasis. *“ “Then the
whining school-boy, with his satchel, and shining morning
face, creeping like snail unwillingly to school.”” He went up
on his toes and took three small creeping steps. “‘And
then,”” he continued, hands dramatically pressed to his
heart, “ ‘the lover, sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad
made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier—’”

“I say, August,” a drunken bully declared from the row of
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chairs that had been drawn up in front of the fireplace, “how
many is that? Three? Five? He said seven, didn’t he? No, no.
Can’t abide that, can we? Here now, fellow,” the man with
the red nose and the bare-breasted doxy on his lap shouted,
“we stop at three, no more. Stop at the lover, eh, what? Lov-
ing’s something we all know, don’t we, darlin’?”” he asked of
the giggling whore.

While Clancy picked up their meager props, sure that
their presence was no longer required, Cluny—who really
should have known better, but never did—stepped forward.
Unfortunately, he was still holding the spear he’d been ready
to employ as he spoke about the age of soldiering. “How
dare you!” he bellowed, hot with Shakespeare’s words, for-
getting that he was an actor and not a soldier; that he was, at
heart, a very timid man who bruised easily. “Scoundrels!
Scoundrels, all! And with a child in the house. And a babe!
Fie! Fie and fie again on you all!”

Clancy sighed and stepped in front of him, trying to
shield his friend from the slings and arrows of outraged for-
tune that were sure to come. And they did indeed arrive, in
the form of assorted fruit and a small statue of some name-
less Greek god. But instead of pulling Cluny away, Clancy
showed himself equally enraged and joined in his partner’s
tirade, calling on the Bard for inspiration. “ ‘The devil damn
thee black, thou cream-fac’d loon; where gott’st thou that
goose 1ook?’ ” he exclaimed in some heat, as Clancy had a
real feel for Macbeth.

“Oh, that was good, Clancy. Very good,” Cluny compli-
mented, then gulped as he watched the man in the front row
rise and dump his doxy onto the floor. The man rose like a
great woolly bear, eyes red with rage, to advance toward the
makeshift stage, his fellow rowdies close behind him.

“However,” Cluny continued quickly, his voice little
more than a strangled squeak, “perhaps a prudent silence is
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in order? Or a hasty exit back to the nursery? Yes, that’s it.
‘A horse! a horse! my kingdom for a horse!””

But the woolly bear-man’s anger didn’t stop Clancy.
Cluny’s fears didn’t stop Clancy. Nothing much did, when
the fellow was in a rage, most especially any sort of com-
mon sense. He yanked the spear from Cluny’s nerveless fin-
gers and swung it at the drunken wave that had nearly
overcome the stage. ““ ‘Away, you scullion! you rampallion!
you fustilarian! I’ll tickle your catastrophe!”” he shouted in
his most eloquent, and most dangerous tones.

Now August Coltrane himself stomped onto the stage,
grabbed the spear from Clancy, and broke the useless prop
over his hip before tossing the pieces aside and heading
straight at Cluny.

Cluny closed his eyes. It wasn’t always a good idea to
keep them open, he’d learned. Especially once one was
lying on the floor, with one’s knees drawn up to protect
one’s most important parts.

A few days later, their wounds bound and their bruises
turning quite wonderful colors, Cluny and Clancy stood
with Jack and watched as the last carriage drove away from
Coltrane House through the rapidly melting snow. Cluny
was cheered enough by this exodus to even give a little wave
and call out, “Ta-ta, good sirs, and a good journey to you.
May your horses go lame and your wheels find a multitude
of deep ditches.”

Clancy laughed at his friend’s silliness, and Cluny
smiled, well pleased with himself. In fact, both Clancy and
Cluny were feeling quite pleased today.

A deal had been struck just that morning between the ac-
tors and Mr. Henry Sherlock, August Coltrane’s estate man-
ager, solicitor, and general man of business.

The actors had taken an immediate liking to Henry Sher-
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lock, a rather handsome lad of little more than twenty, quite
young to carry such vast responsibility on his shoulders. But
he was a sober young man, and he had quickly agreed that
Cluny and Clancy were just what Jack and Merry needed.
That alone endeared him to them.

The deal itself was fairly straightforward. In exchange
for their services as entertainers, which they had not been
able to provide, Cluny and Clancy were now engaged to
earn their promised purse by taking charge of the children in
the nursery until such time as they had earned their pay.

At least, that’s what Henry Sherlock had told a drunken
and generally uncaring August Coltrane. The man had told
Cluny and Clancy quite a different story. He was actually
hiring the two men as permanent caretakers to Jack and
Merry, as they had done such an exemplary job during Au-
gust’s visit to Coltrane House. In exchange for a roof over
their heads and food in their bellies, they were to be allowed
to remain at Coltrane House, as had been their expressed
wish, for as long as they both did live.

“Because you’re right, you know,” Sherlock had gone on.
“I can’t call myself a good Christian if I let this sorry mess
with the children continue so much as another day. It was
bad enough when it was just the boy, but now, with young
Meredith here as well these past months? No, it can’t con-
tinue,” Sherlock had told the two actors when they’d limped
into his presence to swear they’d go straight to the King
himself, to tell that good man of the sorry plight of Jack and
Merry.

Henry Sherlock had seemed to understand their upset,
and agreed with their opinion of August Coltrane. “He hates
Jack, you know. He hated his wife, Jack’s mother, a coal
merchant’s daughter he only married for her fortune. I re-
member one night—Mr. Coltrane had been quite in his
cups—when he told me the best thing Jack had ever done for
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him, the only good thing, was the happy accident of killing
his mother in childbed. Other than that, I truly believe he
hates his son, who he sees as waiting gleefully in the wings,
waiting for his father to die. Mr. Coltrane, I do believe, has
quite a fear of dying, and plays hard so as to forget that fear.
Jack’s presence reminds him that he is mortal, that there is
already someone here, ready to step into his boots. Mr.
Coltrane says he’s going to make sure the little brat has
nothing left to inherit, and my greatest task is to make sure
he isn’t proved right, not that it’s an easy job. As a matter of
fact, if it hadn’t been for Merry’s father naming Mr. Coltrane
as her guardian, and guardian of her inheritance, the bailiffs
would have been here this Christmas, to share Mr.
Coltrane’s pudding with him.”

Sherlock then shook his head sadly, said yet again how
happy he was that Cluny and Clancy had agreed to stay on,
take care of the children. “You have relieved my mind
greatly. Not that there’s money enough to pay you more than
a pittance, I’'m sorry to say. Coltrane House is a flourishing
estate, but Mr. Coltrane has . . . well, to be as kind as possi-
ble knowing what we know, he has expenses. As it is, I'll
have to let two servants go in order to allow you to stay, not
that losing any one of them is a great loss. It’s the best I can
do.”

The best Henry Sherlock could do had been more than
enough to satisfy Cluny and Clancy.

And now Awful August was gone, not to return until the
summer, and Cluny and Clancy had to get to work. The boy
couldn’t read, for one thing. Not a word. To Clancy, this was
Awful August’s greatest sin against his unwanted son, for a
child who could not read could never know the world.

So Clancy would take charge of Jack, which was fine
with Cluny, who had truly lost his heart to little Merry, the
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darling cherub with the halo of red hair and the laughing
blue eyes.

They had already pulled their wagons behind the stables
and turned Portia out to pasture for all time. Once their bod-
ies didn’t ache so much from their beating, they would bring
all the rest of their possessions into the house and perma-
nently set themselves up in a room near the nursery. No
more would they travel the roadways. No more would they
sleep under haystacks or be pelted with fruit as they shared
their beloved Shakespeare with the simple folk. That in it-
self was a blessing. Simple folk had such exemplary aim,
and they often threw rocks, not oranges.

“Come on, Jack, my lad,” Clancy said now as they all
turned away from the windows in the Main Saloon and sur-
veyed the wreckage Awful August and his guests had left be-
hind. “First we find us some brooms and begin to clean up
this unholy mess. That should take no more than a week,
less if the servants come straggling back. And then, my lad,
while Cluny here talks nonsense to the babe, you and I shall
begin your education.”

Cluny followed after them, carefully stepping around bits
of broken glass and righting a small stool as he passed by it.
“I’d rather see you in the kitchens, Clancy,” he said consid-
eringly. “You’re a good man there if the meal is simple, and
you look well enough in an apron. I don’t see you teaching
the boy his sums, not when you can’t add three numbers in
a row if it takes you more than your ten fingers. What we
ought to do,” he continued, braving Clancy’s heated stare,
“is to send a note to Aloysius. That’s what we ought to do,
don’t you know.”

“Aloysius?” Clancy repeated. “Aloysius Bromley? The
Aloysius Bromley we met in Cambridge? The one who left
the stage to play tutor to rich young boys with more hair
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than wit? Do you think he’d come? We can’t pay him,
Cluny. We can’t pay ourselves.”

“Oh, I think we can, Clancy,” Cluny told him as they
headed for the empty kitchens. “I think our Mr. Sherlock
would be willing to find a way for us to pay Aloysius. And
any servants we might want to hire on as well—servants that
wouldn’t run off when Awful August rides up the drive. The
man’s conscience is paining him dearly, don’t you know.
He’s little more than a lad himself, but he knows these dear
children need good and loving care. It was one thing when
it was just Jack, but to have a babe in the house, alone and
unprotected? The lad was sickened, I tell you. He’s grateful
to us for our help. Why else do you suppose he’s letting us
stay on?”

“I won’t have a nurse,” Jack protested, hitching himself
up and onto the greasy wooden table in the center of the
kitchens, his bare legs swinging free. “I'm too old for a
nurse, don’t you know.”

“Don’t you know? Did you hear that, Clancy? He said
‘don’t you know.” Marvelous young mimic, but he’s picking
up our Irish ways, much as we’ve tried to beat them down
these long years. We need Aloysius, and we need him to-
morrow.” He spread his arms wide, as if to encompass the
entire kitchen, all of Coltrane House. “And we need a few
good servants yesterday.”

“We can’t hire servants, Cluny,” Clancy protested. “We
wouldn’t know how, for one thing. And I don’t know that
Sherlock would approve.”

“I can think of some he would approve, Clancy. There’s
the Maxwells for two,” Cluny said, beginning to feel quite
pleased with himself. It wasn’t often that he could outthink
Clancy, and even less often when he didn’t earn himself a
clap on the ear for his efforts. “They’re tired of the stage,
and want a better future for their young daughter. Honey, I
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think her name is. Told me so themselves, while we were in
London. Why, I can think of a half dozen good actors and
actresses who would like nothing more than to retire to a
country estate for a Season or two, if not longer. A warm
bed, a dry roof, a few chores in exchange for a full belly?
Oh, yes, I can think of dozens who’d jump at the chance.
Why, we’d barely have to pay them a penny. We’d be beat-
ing away replacements with a stick, once word gets out of
what we’re doing.”

“Yes, it could work.” Clancy picked up a dirty pot, winc-
ing as he looked inside it. “In fact, what a truly splendid
idea. You amaze me at times, my friend. I'll go speak with
young Mr. Sherlock.” He dropped the pot back onto the
table and, his bony shoulders squared for yet another battle,
walked out of the room.

“We’ll come with you. Come on, lad, we’re off to do bat-
tle,” Cluny said, motioning for Jack to hop down from the
table and follow him. The pudgy little man raised his arm in
front of him as if carrying a flag and began to march, Jack
hard on his heels as they headed for Sherlock’s small office.
“‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends,”” Cluny cried
enthusiastically, “ ‘once more!””

Jack giggled, carefree and happy as any child, then began
to skip, trying to keep up with his new and very dear friends.



Chapter Four

loysius Bromley cleared his throat, then delivered a

level look at Merry, who had been fidgeting in her chair
for the past ten minutes, bored beyond politeness with his
droning recitation of the royal succession.

Dear Meredith. Little Meredith Fairfax. A good girl at
eight years old. A sweet girl. And a rare handful.

Aloysius had allowed her to join fifteen-year-old Master
John in his lessons for two reasons. One, the girl was bright
enough that he enjoyed tutoring her. Two, he hadn’t been
able to figure a way to keep the determined child out of the
schoolroom.

She should have a nanny, and then, later, a governess. As
it was, with August Coltrane being so indifferent to the child
who had been left in his care, Aloysius believed the girl for-
tunate to have clothes on her back.

And then there was John. John Coltrane. Dearest, most
dangerously headstrong Jack. Aloysius had been aghast to
learn, thanks to village gossip, that the boy’s father had al-
lowed the midwife to name the child after his mother had
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died in childbed. The midwife, being a simple woman, had
believed Johnnie to be a good, solid name. August had ap-
parently considered this to be a rare joke, and allowed it.
Mostly, he had been happy to have his unwanted wife un-
derground, and really didn’t care much for the idea of fa-
therhood. So he ignored it. And ignored John as well, as
much as he could. Cluny and Clancy had told Aloysius how
neglected John had been. They’d told him that, and so very
much more, the day he’d been engaged to tutor and other-
wise civilize young Jack.

August ignored Merry as well, and had done from the
moment the child, then a squalling infant, had been thrust
upon him in some legal way no one had ever quite explained
to Aloysius. He only knew August had charge of the child’s
eventual inheritance, and Aloysius knew that was good
enough for the man who was probably spending as much of
Merry’s money as he could steal. The child would be lucky
to have a half dozen pounds to her name when she finally
reached her majority.

Not that Merry knew any of this. Not that an eight-year-
old would even care about such things as an inheritance. Es-
pecially not a child like Merry. She was just happy to be
alive, happy to be with her beloved Jack.

Aloysius didn’t know why he stayed at Coltrane House.
He was rarely ever paid, and often contributed some of his
small personal income to the purchase of books and paper
and ink. Not that he ever thought about going back on the
stage; not now, as he entered the autumn of his life. But he
certainly was more than qualified to teach in any of the uni-
versities rather than spending his declining years bear-
leading two wild young people who would otherwise grow
up as complete savages.

Except that Aloysius had a soft heart. Or a soft head, as
he had told himself more than once over the years. And so
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he stayed. Just as the Maxwells stayed, and so many others.
Actors who were not out of work. Oh no, to hear them tell
it, they were just “resting,” and would soon go back on the
road.

That none of them had left in eight years just showed
how badly they’d needed the “rest.” Mostly, Aloysius be-
lieved, he and his actor friends had all stayed because of
John and Meredith. They were a family, that’s what they
were, joined together for the sake of these two children; car-
ing for them, teaching them, watching over them—protect-
ing them from August Coltrane.

Aloysius enjoyed watching Meredith and John together.
They were like puppies, rolling and playing and sometimes
nipping at each other, but always the best of good friends.
John was the protective and sometimes teasing older
brother, Meredith the adoring younger sister.

Which had been all well and good, with John being
eleven to Meredith’s four; and even now, with him a rough-
and-ready fifteen to the girl’s eight tender years. But what
would happen when John was twenty-one, and Meredith
fourteen? If John were still at Coltrane House—and the lad
had sworn never to leave his beloved and beleaguered home
to August’s mercies—what then?

John, the tutor was sure, only saw Meredith as his
father’s ward, as his very good friend and companion. He
teased with her, dragged her along on his exploits, treated
her as a beloved and laughingly tolerated younger sister—
sometimes as a person of no gender at all.

But Aloysius looked at Meredith and knew there was a
beauty in the child that would someday mature, come to life
with a vengeance. That red hair, those long, straight limbs.
That wide, infectious smile. Those eyes, the color of a morn-
ing sky. She might be awkward and coltish now, probably
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would be for some time to come, but her mature beauty was
not only a possibility, it was a certainty.

And unless Meredith changed her mind, which the stub-
born child had never been wont to do, she planned to marry
her beloved Jack once she was grown. Aloysius knew that
because Meredith, in her childish honesty, had confided as
much to him.

Yes, someday Meredith would grow, burst into the sweet
flower of her young womanhood. What would John
Coltrane do then? Would he still see her as his sister? Would
Meredith allow him to dismiss her as nothing more than his
sister?

Aloysius knew what Cluny dreamed of, what Clancy
hoped for, what they both wanted with all their hearts. And
it would be so simple, and rather wonderful, if John and
Meredith were to one day look at each other and realize that
there could be nothing more perfect than to marry and spend
the rest of their lives together here at Coltrane House.

They both loved the estate, were united in their determi-
nation that August Coltrane should not be allowed to destroy
it. They were both passionate about that, with John nearly
obsessed with preserving the house, the land.

Yes, having John and Meredith discover each other as
more than brother and sister would be quite a neat answer to
a thorny problem. August was surely stealing all of Merry’s
money, so that she would be penniless, eventually depen-
dent on John for the roof over her head. Meredith would
never be offered a Season of her own, at least as long as Au-
gust was alive, and would probably never leave the estate.
Aloysius wanted more for Meredith than that. He also
wanted John to put his passionate hatred for his father be-
hind him and look forward to the life that stretched ahead of
him.

It was what they all wanted. The Maxwells. Cluny and
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Clancy. Honey. Gilda, and all the rest of the varied inhabi-
tants of Coltrane House. Everyone wanted the best for both
John and Meredith.

Cluny and Clancy, of course, were the most concerned of
all. Like hens with just a single chick each, they protected,
cosseted, amused, and generally had taken on the role of
parents to Jack and Merry. Clancy had taken over Jack, and
Cluny couldn’t be pried loose from his adoration of Merry,
even when she had put a frog in his bed.

Aloysius sighed, consigning his worries to the back of his
brain. They had years to go before any of the problems he
worried over could jump up and destroy the special affection
these two children held for each other.

He closed the book he’d been holding, and placed it on
the table in front of him. “All right, Miss Fairfax,” he said,
looking at the still-squirming child, “it’s your turn, I sup-
pose. I believe you’ve written a piece to recite?”

Merry grinned. It was a broad grin, in a small, narrow
face. The child had a rare mouthful of brand-new, straight,
white teeth—even if they were a bit large for her face at the
moment—and when she grinned it was impossible not to
grin along with her.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Bromley,” she said now, hopping to her
feet, a few sheets of bent and none-too-clean paper clutched
in her hands. “I’ve found the grandest story.” She turned to
young John Coltrane. “You’re going to love this story, Jack,
I promise.”

“Here we go,” Jack said, rolling his eyes even as he
leaned back in his hard chair, crossing one long leg over the
other. “Are we up to it, do you suppose, Mr. Bromley? An-
other of Merry’s stories?”

Merry shot him a look that warned him into silence.
“Now,” she said, standing beside her chair and shuffling im-
portantly through the papers covered in her large, childish
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scrawl of misspelled and even made-up words, “if the child
is done complaining, perhaps I shall be allowed to read?”

Aloysius covered his mouth with one fist, coughed. Old
beyond her years, and much, much too intelligent. That was
Meredith Fairfax. And John as well. No wonder he stayed
on at Coltrane House with no thought of ever leaving. These
were his children, his beloved children.

“Thank you,” Merry said as, with a wave of his hand, Jack
seemed to offer her the floor, if not his full attention. “Once
upon a time,” she began, hesitating only as Jack gave out
with a theatrical groan, “there lived, quite near here, in Not-
tinghamshire to be exact, a most wonderful, courageous, in-
telligent, adventuresome—"

“That would be a paragon, Mr. Bromley, correct?” Jack
interrupted, grinning. “It would also be boring.”

“Robin Hood is not boring, Jack Coltrane,” Merry ex-
claimed, giving him a hit on the shoulder with her rolled-up
papers. “He was wonderful, and brave, and Maid Marian
loved him and the people loved him, and he and his Merry
Men took from the nasty rich and gave to the deserving
poor, and . . . and, well it was wonderful! I can’t think of
anything more wonderful, and I only wish Robin Hood were
here today, so I could ride with him and be one of his Merry
Men.”

“Merry, the Merry Man.” Jack lifted his crossed hands
over his head, to ward off her blows. “And you’d live in the
forest and shoot the King’s deer, and probably wear men’s
clothing along with it. Oh, what nonsense goes on inside
your head, Merry. It’s frightening, that’s what it is.”

Aloysius sighed, slowly got to his feet and clapped his
hands so that they both came to attention, for at the heart of
it they were good, obedient little savages. “Children, chil-
dren. Enough. You’re both dismissed for the day. Feel free
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to beat each other into flinders somewhere outside my
schoolroom.”

“Yes, Mr. Bromley,” Merry said, dropping the tutor a
curtsy. He’d tried to teach her how to be ladylike and femi-
nine, but she was still all knees and elbows. He’d have to ask
one of the others to take that part of her education in hand
someday soon. Perhaps Lucy, the laundress? She’d once
played Juliet, if he remembered correctly, although that had
to have been a century ago.

“Come on, Merry,” Jack prompted, yanking her uncere-
moniously to her feet and pulling her toward the door.
“We’re supposed to meet Kipp in the village at three.”

“He’s home, then?” Merry asked, skipping along beside
Jack, not at all angry that he had made fun of her story. “I
thought the term didn’t end until next month. Was he sent
down? Did he do something unforgivable? He told me at
Christmas that he longed to be able to do something terrible
enough to have himself sent down for a term. All the most
ripping lads are sent down for at least one term, he said.”

Jack shook his head. “His father’s ill, Merry. His mother
wrote that he must come home.”

Merry stopped on the servant’s stairs, sadly looking
down at Jack, who had bounded ahead of her. “Oh, I didn’t
know. Is he very sick?”

Jack turned, looked up at her. “If you promise me you
won’t go running to Kipp and throwing yourself into his
arms and—well, acting like a girl—I’1l tell you.”

Merry bit her bottom lip. “He’s dying, then. Isn’t he?
Poor Kipp.”

Jack ran a hand through his long, black hair, only idly
wondering where the thin black ribbon that had held it in
place had gotten to this time. “Yes, Merry. Kipp will be the
new Viscount Willoughby within the month. Maybe less.”
His expression darkened. “There’s Kipp, with a father he
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adores, and he’s about to lose him. Me? I'm burdened with
the worst father in the world, and the damned man will prob-
ably live forever.”

She descended the steps until she was close enough to
take Jack’s hand, hold it to her cheek. “You can’t wish your
own father underground, Jack. That’s a sin; Mr. Bromley
says so. Wishing harm to somebody is as bad as doing harm
to somebody. At least,” she ended, smiling just a little,
“that’s what he said when I confided that I wished your
father would break a leg and have to stay in London this
summer. So I didn’t wish it, and your father is here, even
two months earlier than we’d expected. I hope you don’t
think his arrival was my fault.”

Jack ruffled her already fairly tangled curls. “You’re so
simple, aren’t you, Merry? Believing in fairy tales, not wish-
ing bad to anyone, even my wretched father. If only I could
be more like you.”

She grabbed on to his arm, tripped along with him down
the remainder of the stairs and out through the kitchens, to
dance in front of him once they were outside. “But you can
be, Jack,” she exclaimed. “You don’t have to be such a sour-
puss. It isn’t necessary, truly it isn’t.”

“Isn’t it?” Jack asked, walking so quickly that Merry had
to hike up her skirts and trot along, or else be left behind.
There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for Jack, and she cer-
tainly wouldn’t be left behind simply because he was so
caught up in one of his black moods that he didn’t notice
that he was running away from her. “He’s destroying
Coltrane House more and more each time he comes here.
And now he comes in the spring, as well as in the summer.
And always, always at Christmas. God, Merry, how I hate
Christmas!”

Aloysius Bromley stood in front of an open window high
above them, listening to Jack’s anger exploding below him.



WAITING FOR YOU 41

He watched as Merry ran alongside Jack through the long
spring grass, trying to tease him out of his black humor. The
tutor took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Sadly. He
wished there was something he could do. Something anyone
could do.

But, in the end, all he and the others could do was to
watch, and wait, until John Coltrane grew into his full man-
hood.

Because that’s when the real trouble would start.



Chapter Five

It was autumn, one of the last warm days before the world
gently slipped into winter. Already the leaves were turn-
ing, some of them falling into the stream, swirling along,
caught in the mild current. The fourteen-year-old Merry’s
world was pretty, as only Coltrane House could be, but it
would soon be very empty.

Jack would be leaving for his last year at school in a few
days. As happy as Merry was that Henry Sherlock had
somehow convinced Awful August that his son needed to be
sent away for his last bit of education, she already missed
him terribly. Not that Jack paid much attention to her when
he was home. Not that he had paid much attention to her at
all these past few years. At nearly twenty-one, he seemed to
have much more important things on his mind than spend-
ing time with her.

She bent, picked up a stone, skipped it once, twice, across
the top of the water, then watched it sink below the surface
several feet shy of the other shore. “Damn!”

“Mustn’t swear, Merry. Your hair turns redder with every
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naughty word.” Jack reached out his hand, rubbing at her
mop of tousled carroty curls, then he gave her head a play-
ful push forward. “I figure it will all turn to fire any day
now, and singe straight down to the roots. Better you should
quote Shakespeare, as Cluny and Clancy have taught us.
Let’s see, what could you say about your prowess with a
skipping stone? Oh, I know. A snippet of Romeo and Juliet
seems right—‘past hope, past cure, past help!””

Merry turned to glare at Jack, a blistering retort on her
lips, then smiled, her quick spurt of temper melting in the
deep green pools of her beloved friend’s eyes. He’d come to
the stream, followed her, sought her out. How could she be
angry with him? “Then show me how to do it, Jack,” she
pleaded, using her best wheedling voice and knowing that
Jack never denied her anything, would never deny her any-
thing.

“Again? I show you at least twice a year.” He moved
slightly behind her as she picked up another smooth, flat
stone and held it in her right hand. “Oh, all right, Merry,” he
then agreed in mock fatigue, folding his hand over hers as
their bodies came together, his taller, harder figure pressing
against her slim back. “Position the stone just so—there,
that’s it. Now bend your wrist toward your belly, and thrust
it out quickly, releasing the stone flatly—like this.”

Merry watched as the stone hit the surface of the stream,
dancing across it, once, twice, like a fashionable lady tip-
toeing across a puddle-filled street and trying to keep her
hem dry. She held her breath as the stone hit the third time,
then released it in a rush as the stone skipped once more be-
fore landing safely on the other bank.

“We did it! We did it!” she exclaimed. She turned to all
but leap into Jack’s arms, her own thin ones clinging around
his neck as she lifted her feet from the ground and allowed
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him to wheel her about in a full circle. “Ah, Jack, we can do
anything.”

His answering smile lit her world. Merry threw back her
head and laughed, allowing him to swing her once more,
and then again, until she was dizzy with the spinning, with
the pleasure of being with her beloved Jack.

She slipped out of his arms and began picking up more
stones, judging them for their worthiness as skipping stones.
She began talking as fast as she could, keeping Jack by her
side with her nonsense, trying to make him smile again.
They talked of Cluny and Clancy, of the play their two good
friends and the rest of the “company”—as the servants were
called—would put on this very evening in honor of Jack’s
return to school. Merry kept talking and talking, lighting on
any subject she could think of, anything at all she could say,
anything that would keep him there with her.

And then she said too much.

She watched Jack’s features grow hard as he sank down
onto the bank, his elbows on his knees as he also seemed to
be sinking into one of his black moods.

Merry sat down beside him, pressed her cheek against his
shoulder, looked up into his face as she watched the dark-
ness take him away from her. One moment they had been
laughing, happy—purposely happy, doing their best to for-
get that Awful August was at Coltrane House. And the next
Merry had done something young, and silly, and Jack’s
mood had plummeted. “I’m sorry, Jack,” she said, wishing
the slashing dimple back in his left cheek, knowing he’d
have to smile for her to see it. “I shouldn’t have said any-
thing, even in jest.”

He sliced her a look that showed that his eyes had turned
to chips of cold green ice. “One of my father’s guests
pinched your . .. your—well, bloody hell! And you call
telling me about it a jest?”



WAITING FOR YOU 45

“If you’d let me finish my tale, yes,” she said, sitting up
and grabbing at his two hands, holding his so much larger
ones between her own fairly dirty palms. “It was only that
weasel-faced man, Jack. You know, the one who dresses all
in black and spends his days snoring in the conservatory, too
drunk to climb the stairs to his bedchamber? He pinched me,
that’s true enough—right on my bottom—as I was climbing
up the stairs ahead of him this morning. He must have fi-
nally decided that his bed was more comfortable than the
stone bench in the conservatory, I guess. And I didn’t think,
Jack. I didn’t consider what Awful August might say. I sim-
ply kicked back my foot, and my heel landed firm on the fel-
low’s nose. Poor Gilda is probably still scrubbing the
weasel’s blood from the stairs. Now, isn’t that funny?”

Jack pulled his hands away from hers and clasped them
tightly together in front of him, his knuckles turning white
as he squeezed, probably imagining his father’s guest’s neck
between his fingers. “I want to kill him. Kill my father. Kill
them all.” He turned to look at Merry and her heart skipped
a beat, recognizing a new level of anger behind his eyes,
tightening the skin across his cheekbones. “Why, Merry?
Why do I spend my days hiding here at the stream, dream-
ing up revenges I’m not man enough to muster?”’

Merry’s bottom lip began to tremble, and she bit down on
it for a moment, willing it still once more. “Because there is
only one of you, Jack, and there are dozens of them. Awful
August, his guests. What would you do, Jack, try to muster
them all out of Coltrane House at the point of a single pistol
or the lifting of a single fist? They’ll be gone soon. They al-
ways are. You’ll go off to school, and I’ll sit and listen to
Aloysius as he tells me about ancient Rome, and then Cluny
will sneak me sugarplums as Clancy pushes vegetables at
me, and the whole world will be as it was before your
father’s visit. We’ll survive, Jack. We always have.”
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“It isn’t enough!” Jack exploded to his feet, leaving
Merry to scramble after him as he went walking straight into
the stream, obviously in an attempt to cool his hot head.
“You’re his ward, Merry, and he doesn’t even remember
your existence, let alone think to protect you from those
painted lechers he brings here with him. You’re so young, so
damnably innocent. You don’t even know what could hap-
pen, do you? Well, I do. If one of them were to catch you
alone, in one of the hallways—oh, bloody hell!”

He was knee-deep in the stream before his last explosive
curse. He flung himself forward into the water, fully clothed,
and fully hot, so hot Merry half expected to see steam rising
from the water as his body made contact with it.

“I"d leave him here to drown,” Merry told the birds and
the trees as she kicked off her shoes and followed her friend
into the water, “except that the water’s no more than three
feet deep, and even Jack Coltrane can’t will himself to
drown in a glass of water. Ah, well, if it’s a cooling he wants,
I suppose I can help him.”

So saying, she threw her own slim body forward, closing
her eyes as her body submerged. She stood up again quickly,
gasping and gulping for air, the water being much colder
than she’d first realized.

Pushing her long, wet hair from her eyes, she saw that
Jack was now sitting on one of the rocks in the center of the
stream, his own shoulder-length black hair gleaming ebony
in the sunlight that filtered through the trees. He was laugh-
ing at her. “Look at you, Merry,” he teased, shaking his head
like a spaniel in an attempt to rid himself of water. “You
look like a drowned fox. Not a rat, not with that hair. What-
ever possessed you to jump in the water like that?”

She began walking toward him, hip-deep in the water
that brushed past her in a slow, lazy current, feeling the drag
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of her too-short skirts against her calves. “I don’t know,
Jack. What possessed you to jump in the water?”

“Im an idiot,” he answered, grinning, so that she
watched, enthralled, as the dimple showed in his left cheek.
“I'm a bad-tempered, ill-favored, fast-acting, slow-thinking
idiot.”

She cocked her head to one side, shivering as a slight
breeze kicked up and the air cooled her skin. “Fair enough.
If you’re an idiot, then I’'m an idiot, too. As long as we can
be idiots together. We always will be, won’t we, Jack?”

“Be idiots?” he quipped, raising one dark eyebrow as he
quite deliberately misunderstood her.

“Be together,” she countered, leaning down to scoop up
water with both hands, splashing at him so that he aban-
doned the rock and slipped into the water again, the better to
splash back at her. “We must always be together, Jack,” she
said, her head turned to avoid the water flying at her head as
he began advancing toward her. She kept up her own splash-
ing, in self-defense. “I can’t imagine life without you. ..
yousilly . .. wet . .. grumpypuss.”

“Grumpypuss, is it?” Jack repeated, the strength and power
of his splashes now reducing her to the point of covering her
face in order not to drown while standing up. The years peeled
back, to when they had been children together, and Merry be-
lieved she would never again be this happy.

And then, suddenly, Jack was right in front of her. He
stopped splashing. Cursed low in his throat. She lowered
her hands to her sides, looked at him curiously. He really
was a grumpypuss. “Now what is the matter?” she asked,
beginning to feel her own temper rise.

“Cover yourself,” he said shortly, then walked past her,
the current pulling against his legs. “Just for God’s sake,
cover yourself.”

Merry didn’t understand for a moment, then looked down
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at herself, and saw what Jack had seen. Her stupid breasts,
her stupid, stupid breasts which had begun to swell a year
earlier, were plainly visible beneath her sopping-wet white
dress. She hated what her body was doing to her, how it was
changing her. Ever since she was twelve, when she’d begun
to bleed and Mrs. Maxwell had explained that she was a
woman now, Merry had noticed that Jack had begun avoid-
ing her. And it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her fault her body was
doing this. Besides, what did Jack care about that? Surely
these two stupid lumps on her chest couldn’t change the way
he felt about her?

“Jack?” she said, making her way back to the sloping
bank, her arms crossed over her breasts. “Jack, please don’t
be mad.”

He had his back to her, refused to turn around. “I’m not
mad, Merry,” he said, his voice kind, almost indulgent. “But
there’s something I have to do. You just stay here until
your . . . until your dress dries, so that Mrs. Maxwell doesn’t
start clucking over you, all right?”

“But—"

“Merry, please,” Jack said, cutting her off. “Just this
once, do what I say.”

“But you’re not mad?” Merry was crying by then, stupid
tears, but she had to ask the question.

“No, Merry, I'm not mad. I’ll see you later, all right? And
then, after you’ve bathed and changed, perhaps Kipp and I
will show you how to shoot with a bow and arrow. Would
you like to learn how to shoot, just like one of Robin Hood’s
Merry Men? I still remember how you admired that silly
legend.”

She nodded, unable to speak, then watched as he walked
away, his fists clenched at his sides. Once he had disap-
peared into the trees, she sat down, put her head in her hands
and cried.
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She’d been wrong to tease him, wrong to tell him about
the odious weasel, wrong to think she and Jack could be
now as they once had been. She sniffled, wiping at her nose
with the back of her hand. What was that quote Cluny had
taught her just last week? Oh yes. It was a desperate cry
from the Bard’s Richard II: “O! call back yesterday, bid time
return.”

But Merry knew now that such a feat was impossible. No
matter how you tried, the world moved forward. A boy grew
into a man, and he left his childhood behind him. You could
never call back yesterday.

“Well, that was interesting enough,” Clancy said as he
and Cluny tiptoed out of the trees, to watch as Jack all but
ran across the lawns to the back of Coltrane House. “ ‘A
Corinthian, a lad of mettle, a good boy.” That’s my Jack, as
I thought when first I saw him and will always say as we
watch him grow into his manhood. But still a headstrong
child in some ways, poor thing. He’s off to think more black
thoughts, I can feel it in my bones. It’s because Awful Au-
gust is in residence again, his boozy friends and painted
women in tow. Jack’s always at his darkest at times like
these.”

Cluny nodded enthusiastically. “It’s Awful August’s fault
all right. Everything is his fault.”

“Lewd, hasty-witted pignut,” Clancy grumbled feelingly,
enjoying the way the Bard’s inspired curses combined in his
mind. “Wenching, muddy-mettled moldwarp. Whoreson,
sheep-biting clotpole. Ah, Cluny, didn’t old Willie have a
way with a good round of curses? Soothes a man no end, it
does, to dance them off the tongue. Talk to me about the
father some more, and I'll string a few more together. Liven
up my day, you know.”

“Later, Clancy,” Cluny said, walking slowly, leaning
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heavily on the cane he’d been forced to take up a year ago
after a bad fall on the stairs. Clancy still had his health, if the
rest of his hair had left him, but they were both feeling their
years. Indeed, Clancy had even given up cooking the odd
meal, handing that responsibility entirely over to Mrs.
Maxwell. Which hadn’t bothered Cluny, as the woman cer-
tainly did have a way with a joint of beef.

Now they spent their days resting, watching Jack and
Merry grow, and worrying about the future. There were so
many worries about the future.

The two of them had been sitting on the ground,
unashamedly hiding, unashamedly eavesdropping. They’d
followed Jack to the stream, hoping he would see Merry,
hoping the two would talk, would learn to be easy with
each other again. “It’s always the same though, isn’t it,”
Cluny said, sighing. “Jack will sulk and Merry will tease
and, finally, Awful August and his band of drunkards will
become bored with breaking the furniture and hie them-
selves back to London, leaving us all in peace again for a
while.”

Clancy bit his bottom lip, still watching Jack’s long
strides eating up the ground between the stream and the
kitchen door. There was something about the angle of Jack’s
shoulders that set off warning bells in his brain. He began
walking faster, wishing Cluny could move more quickly.
“Do you really think so, Cluny? I don’t know.”

“We can only hope,” Cluny said, then sighed again. “Did
you see them, Clancy? A lovely sight, don’t you think? The
two of them, laughing and frolicking, just as they did years
ago. As always for us, Clancy, dear Will said it best: ‘It was
a lover and his lass, with a hey, and a ho, and a hey non-
ino.””

“Hey and ho yourself, Cluny,” Clancy replied, then ab-
sently cuffed his longtime friend’s ear. “She’s little more
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than a babe, and I saw him ogling the barmaid at the Hoop
and Grapes just yesterday, his mind full of questions he’s
probably already had answered. Merry looks on him as a
god, and he looks on her as she is. A child. We’ve years
yet to wait for more than that, I fear. I only hope we live
to see it.”

Cluny sighed. “You heard what he said to her, how he re-
acted back there. No, Clancy, your Jack doesn’t see Merry
as a child. Not anymore, and not for some time. I think that’s
why he avoids her, don’t you?”

Clancy rubbed at the end of his long, parrotlike beak of a
nose. Then he shook his head. “No, you’re wrong there,
Cluny. He’s not looking at her like that. She’s only a child.
Only fourteen, and much too young for him to think of her
in that way.”

“Exactly,” Cluny said. “And the thought’s as upsetting to
your Jack as it is to you, I'll wager. Lord knows it’s upset-
ting to me. I’ve asked Gilda to take her in hand, you know.
Convince her to wash her face, cover her legs. Gilda knows
a thing or two about walking, and talking, and dressing like
a lady. Played Lady Macbeth three times, in Bath, even if
that was twenty years ago. Yes, Clancy, it’s time. Time my
little angel grew up. Unless that scares your Jack even far-
ther away, the poor confused boy.”

Clancy opened his mouth, undoubtedly to defend Jack
from Cluny’s suggestion that he was little more than a boy,
then promptly forgot what he was going to say as a loud
crash echoed from the direction of Coltrane House. Clancy
looked up at the house just in time to see two bodies land on
the patio outside the Main Saloon as a hail of broken glass
from the splintered and shattered French doors showered
down on top of them.

“Jack! Damme, but I should have known it!” Clancy
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cried, already breaking into a creaking run. “Come on,
Cluny—Jack’s in trouble!”

Trouble might have been too mild a word, as both men
saw when they stepped onto the patio to see Jack straddling
one of Awful August’s guests. He was holding the man by
the front of his shirt as he slammed his fist into his face, over
and over again.

“It’s the weasel,” Clancy said, holding his side as he
struggled to catch his breath, and looking down at the man
who was dressed all in black, just as Merry had described
him. “Jack, stop!”

But Jack wasn’t listening. “Never . . . touch her,” he was
saying to the man, gritting the words out from between
clenched teeth, punctuating his words with the rise and fall
of his fist. “Never . . . never . . . never.”

“Lor’ *ave mercy, 'e’s killin’ ’im!” one of the females
crowded around the edge of the patio screamed. “Save my
Bertie, somebody, save 'im!”

Clancy didn’t know where he got the strength to pull Jack
off the man he was beating so mercilessly. Between the two
of them, he and Cluny dragged Jack away and led him to the
stables.

“He touched her, Clancy,” Jack told him, clearly as mis-
erable and frustrated as he was angry. “God! How could I
have let this happen? She’s not safe, Clancy. Not anymore.
Christ—you should have let me kill him!”

Cluny saddled a horse while Clancy spit on his handker-
chief, then wiped at Jack’s bloody lip. “And then what,
Jack? Watch you hang? What happened to Merry wasn’t
your fault, but what will happen to you if you stay here
would break this old man’s heart, and Merry’s as well. Lis-
ten to me. We can give you a purse, Jack. Enough to get you
back to school. Mrs. Maxwell will send your bags after you.
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But you have to go. You have to go now, before your father
hears what you did.”

“I can’t, Clancy,” Jack told him, his chest rising and
falling rapidly as he tried to regain his breath. His clothes
were still wet from the stream, and there were bits of broken
glass stuck to him. Not that he seemed to notice. He looked
back toward the house. “It’s Merry. [—I can’t leave her. Not
like this. August will—"

“He’ll do nothing, Jack,” Cluny said, handing Jack a slim
purse holding just enough coins to get him a meal or two on
his way back to school. He’d have to sleep under the
hedgerows, but if that was the only price he had to pay for his
hotheaded behavior, the boy should count himself lucky.
“Your father will yell and curse and drink himself blind, and
then forget this ever happened. I promise you. Here, take this.
I’'m going to head off Merry before she comes back to the
house, take her to Lady Willoughby for safekeeping until your
father goes back to London. Your friend Kipp’s mother will
help us. I'm sure of it.”

“No, I'm not going,” Jack said, as Clancy brought up the
horse Cluny had saddled, motioning for Jack to mount.
“Don’t you understand? He touched her, Clancy. That
greasy son of a dog touched her. Nobody touches Merry! 1
had every right to hit him.”

“Aye, boy, that you did, that you did,” Clancy said sooth-
ingly, pushing a thick lock of wet hair back from Jack’s
sweat-slick brow. “And you did a fine job of it, too. But now
cooler heads must rule, and it’s time for you to go. Come
back when you can, but not for Christmas, not when your
papa’s here. We’ll be fine, Jack. We always are. And you’ll
write to us, and we’ll write to you.”

Clancy saw the tears in Jack’s eyes, tears the boy would
not allow to fall. Tears of anger, of frustration, wrung from
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the deepest regions of his heart. “Why, Clancy? Why is it al-
ways like this? Will it always be like this?”

“No, son,” Clancy told him, pulling him into his em-
brace. Jack was nearly a half head taller than he now, but he
was still his boy, his brave lad. “One day Coltrane House
will be yours, and you can set it all to rights. You’ll see. Now
go. For the love I bear you, Jack, go now.”



Chapter Six

ack stood just outside the Coltrane House stables and re-

membered the day he’d beaten his father’s guest into a
jelly. That was before he had been persuaded to run away, to
hide himself at school until his father forgot the incident.

He shouldn’t have gone. He should have stayed. He
should have finished with the man who’d dared to touch
Merry, then gone hunting for his father while the fire of hate
still raged in his belly. Finished it. Finished it all.

Instead, he had run. Run to school. Run to London with
Kipp. Run away from Coltrane House.

Run away from Merry.

Instead, Henry Sherlock had written to him at school, laid
out August’s new rules for his son, and Jack had obeyed
them. Henry had made sure that August had paid off
Bertram Hager, the man Jack had beaten, and the incident
was to be forgotten. Kipp’s mother had agreed to shelter
Merry at Willoughby Hall for as long as Henry thought ad-
visable.

In return, Jack was to be banished from Coltrane House,
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from Lincolnshire itself, for a full year, and kept to an al-
lowance that barely fed and clothed him. If it hadn’t been for
Kipp’s generosity, housing him in London between school
terms, Jack would have been reduced to begging on the
streets.

But he’d lasted out the year, somehow. It had been the
longest year of his life. And yet, that year had taught him pa-
tience, which was not a bad lesson for the hotheaded young
man to learn. He’d bided his time, done his penance, and
he’d come home. He’d finished with school, if only because
he’d promised Clancy and Mr. Bromley that he would. He
was wiser to the ways of the world and more than ready to
devote himself to his beloved Coltrane House. He was not
quite twenty-two years old.

He’d walked in the front door, a year to the day since
he’d left, to be personally greeted by his father. August had
greeted Jack warmly, clapped an arm around his shoulders,
then led him into the Main Saloon with the offer of a glass
of wine. Jack hadn’t been able to believe it, couldn’t assim-
ilate this change in his father. Had the man mellowed? Had
he finally seen that he had a son, a son who still wanted to
be a son, a son who had missed a father’s love for all of his
nearly two and twenty years?

And was it too late? Jack had wanted to hate his father,
had hated his father. And yet, with this simple offer of
friendship, of welcome, he had felt all his defenses crum-
bling. Difficult as it was to believe, he seemed now to be the
Prodigal Son, and he was being welcomed home.

How pathetically stupid he had been, Jack thought now,
remembering what had happened next.

August’s welcome had lasted only until the doors to the
Main Saloon shut behind him. He turned to his father ques-
tioningly as he heard the key being turned in the lock. A mo-
ment later, two hulking men Jack hadn’t seen were holding
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tight to his arms, and his father’s beefy fist had slammed
into his stomach. His breath left him in a whoosh, and his
knees buckled. He was powerless to defend himself.

“Bastard! Whoreson!” his father had screamed, hitting
him again and again. “I’ve waited a year for this. Ungrate-
ful whelp! Welcome you home, he said. I'll welcome you
home! I should have strangled you at birth!”

They took turns hitting him, the three men, and when
they’d tired of hitting him, they’d kicked him. Jack’s nose had
broken. He’d heard the crack of two ribs when he couldn’t
guard himself quickly enough from his father’s boot, and he’d
finally lost consciousness.

Jack had been confined to his bed for more than a month,
locked away at August’s orders, with only Clancy allowed to
attend him. The old man had wept over him, tended his
wounds, then finally explained what had happened, and
why.

Merry, Clancy had reported—as Jack’s first question had
been about her—had once more been taken from Coltrane
House. Cluny had dragged her, fighting and crying uncon-
trollably, all the way to Lady Willoughby’s, where she
would remain, under lock and key if necessary, until August
left for London. And the blasted man was stubbornly re-
maining in residence, hosting a succession of wild parties
that threatened to be the final fall of Coltrane House.

August Coltrane, Clancy had also reluctantly confided,
had been soundly threatened the same day Jack had ridden
away from Coltrane House, threatened by none other than
Jack’s rackety friend Kipp. It seemed bizarre, but Kipp was
Viscount Willoughby, after all, for all his youth and appar-
ent silliness. As viscount, he had ridden to Coltrane House
the moment Cluny arrived at Willoughby Hall a year ago
with a frightened Merry in tow. Kipp had warned August
that he would destroy him in London society if he did not
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forgive his son, allow him to finish his schooling, then wel-
come him home.

August’s reputation in London was not all that wonderful
in the first place. It wouldn’t have taken more than the vis-
count’s condemnation of his Lincolnshire neighbor, a few
stories about how he abused his son and neglected his ward,
to have August Coltrane dropped from nearly every invita-
tion list during the Season. Especially, Clancy had pointed
out, since the Coltrane heir had been so openly welcomed
into the viscount’s London mansion.

Kipp had sworn Cluny and Clancy to secrecy, and never
said a word to Jack himself, had never dropped so much as
a hint about the steps he’d taken to help his friend. But even
Kipp couldn’t have foreseen what August had been planning
by way of that “welcome” when Jack was finally allowed
home once more.

Jack had recovered from the beating, at least physically,
but vowed never to forget it. His reflection would always re-
mind him, as his once straight nose now had a slight bend to
it. But that had been a small price to pay for learning, for
once and for all time, that his father would never accept him,
never love him. He’d once believed that when he grew
older, grew up, his father would have time for him. That
hadn’t been the case. Not when he was ten, not when he was
fifteen, not when he’d turned twenty-one.

Now, at twenty-four, looking back at the years before and
since his beating, Jack found it hard to believe he’d ever
been so young or naive as to long for his father’s approval.
He could only be thankful that the man had seemed to for-
get him again entirely these past years.

Clancy had told him that was because August, never a
fastidious man when it came to the women he chose to bed,
had suffered once too often from the pox. The man’s mind
was going. What little remained of that mind was more often
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than not clouded with strong drink. In fact, the raucous
house parties at Coltrane House had grown tamer, populated
less by lowborn women and more by dedicated drinkers and
gamblers. The candles in the Main Saloon burnt down to
nubs each night Awful August was in residence, as the cards
were dealt around the tables.

Jack and Henry Sherlock now ran Coltrane House be-
tween them. More and more, Henry took charge of the
books, the finances, and Jack oversaw the estate by himself.
He rode the fields every day, with Merry more often than not
tagging along. At seventeen, she was still making a nuisance
of herself, still refusing to see that it was time for her to
grow up, begin wearing dresses and not his old breeches. It
was time for her to pin up her hair, learn to be a lady, and to
for God’s sake leave him alone.

Lady Willoughby, good woman that she was, had thrown
up her hands in defeat two years ago, declaring Merry a
sweet girl, but a total loss when it came to gentle, feminine
pursuits. All she wanted to do was to be with Jack, and Jack
was always working on the estate. It was a large problem to
Jack, and one he did not know how to solve.

“I don’t see why Merry couldn’t come along,” Kipp said
now, bringing Jack back to the moment. The moment, the
stableyard, and the mission.

Jack gave his gelding’s cinch a final check, then turned to
his friend. “Oh, yes. I can see your point, Kipp. We’re going
out to do robbery, quite possibly stick our heads in a noose,
and you think Merry might enjoy being one of our party. Of
course. Tell you what. You stay here with the horses, and I'll
go ask her. She always wanted to ride with Robin Hood, as
I recall.”

Kipp flushed as he ran a hand through his stylishly
brushed blond locks. “You’re right, Jack,” he admitted, tak-
ing his horse’s bridle and leading the bay mare out of the sta-
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bles. “It’s just that she’s so convincing when she says she’ll
be a help and not a bother.”

“Merry’s seventeen, Kipp. The only thing she knows is
how to be a bother. In fact, she’s quite good at it.”

“Only because she loves you, Jack,” Kipp told him, grin-
ning. “Not that you can see her worth spit, not when we’ve
just come back from London and the fair Miss Wilkins is
still very much on your mind. Does Merry know?”

Jack shook his head. “No, Kipp, she doesn’t know. Not
unless you’ve been running that tongue of yours on wheels
again.”

Kipp’s laughter rang rich and deep. “You’d be referring,
I suppose, to my quite innocent slip of the tongue last year.
The one concerning you and the night you fell headfirst into
that decanter of brandy?”

“Among others, yes. She all but broke down my door that
night, Kipp. She even offered to hold my head as I leaned
over the slop bucket, my stomach turning inside out.”

“Because she loves you, you lucky dog. Or have you lost
your ability to see real beauty when it’s waved right in front
of your nose? That hair, that face—those long, long legs.
And so innocent with it all. A young bud, just bursting into
bloom. I doubt she even knows how desirable she is.”

Jack felt his temper rising, tried to tamp it down. “She’s
my sister, Kipp.”

His friend looked at him levelly, all traces of humor gone
from his handsome face. “No, Jack, she’s not. And she
knows it, even if you stubbornly refuse to admit that truth to
yourself. Among other truths.” Seeing by Jack’s face that he
was getting nowhere, Kipp tried another tack. “So, are you
going to offer for Miss Wilkins?”’

“Offer her what, Kipp?” Jack asked, the old bitterness al-
ways close to the surface. “I work on this land like any la-
borer. I travel to London once a year with you, shamefully
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sponging on your charity. I can’t help Merry, I can’t save
Coltrane House, and I play stupid, dangerous games to keep
from going mad. Is that what you want me to offer Elizabeth
Wilkins, Kipp? Somehow I doubt she’d be flattered.”

Jack swung gracefully into the saddle, not bothering to
mention one more thing to his friend—that he didn’t really
even like Elizabeth Wilkins all that much. None of the
women he’d met, none of the women he’d bedded, ever had
been of that much interest to him. “Now, come on. I want us
to be in position before it grows any darker.”

“Oh, that wasn’t kind, calling my Merry a bother,” Cluny
said, as he and Clancy stepped out from their hiding place
between two stalls. He clutched both hands to his chest at
the insult. “ ‘“These words are razors to my wounded heart.” ”

Clancy eyed his companion owlishly. “Jack only talks
that way about Merry because he doesn’t want Kipp to know
how much he loves her. He does, you know. But she can be
a bit of a pest. Admit it now, Cluny. She can.”

Cluny hung his head. “She didn’t set out to catch Jack
kissing that flashy Molly Burns behind the stables. That’s
the last time we hire on a Covent Garden dancer for a sea-
son, and that’s no lie.”

“No, I suppose Merry didn’t mean to see that. He didn’t
speak to her for a week, as I recall. Now, come on, Cluny.
They’ve already got a good start on us, and we don’t want
to miss the fun. Or are you going to stay behind and watch
over Merry’s every move, like you usually do when Jack’s
father is here? As if she needs guarding, the little imp. Did
you see her pull that pistol on Awful August’s fat friend yes-
terday when he tried to kiss her? Ah, Jack wouldn’t be
happy if he could know that.”

“She long ago learned not to carry those tales to his ears.
Not after what happened the last time,” Cluny reminded his
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friend as they retrieved two already-saddled horses from be-
hind the stables. “Why, Awful August and those two louts
might have killed the boy if we hadn’t broken down the door
and rescued him.”

Clancy nodded, sighed. “I thought it was over then,
Cluny. I thought Jack would leave for good, once he could
walk again. But not my Jack, Cluny, not my Jack! Even then
he didn’t run. ‘Fight till the last gasp.” That’s my Jack, just
like one of Old Will’s best heroes. Now let’s get to it, take
ourselves off to our usual hiding place.”

Cluny hobbled over to the mounting block and hauled
himself into the saddle. His hip pained him when he walked,
but hurt less when he was on horseback. Clancy, however,
had never quite mastered riding, although he would have
ridden to the edge of hell and beyond to watch over Jack.
“I’'m right behind you, Clancy,” Cluny said, grinning as he
watched Clancy’s skinny rump begin to bump up and down,
totally out of rhythm with that of his similarly saggy mount.
“‘Over hill, over dale, thorough bush, thorough brier, over
park, over pale, thorough—’"”

Clancy turned his head, grimaced. “Oh, for God’s sake
man, just ride the bloody horse.”



Chapter Seven

Jack sat with his back against a tree just at the edge of the
road. Earlier on, he had settled on this vantage point to
give a clear, unobstructed view of the roadway for a mile or
more as it wended its way downhill, in the direction of
Coltrane House.

“I’ll miss this when it’s finally over,” Kipp said as he sat
down beside him. He drew on a slim cheroot he secretly be-
lieved made him look more the Viscount Willoughby and less
like a child playing at filling his beloved late father’s boots.
“Moonlight rides, the thrill of the thing. And the masks. I def-
initely enjoy the masks, even if you won’t let me do more than
watch your back from the bushes. The lone highwayman—so
romantic to the ladies, and all of that. Who’s our target? Who
is silly enough to leave Coltrane House at dusk, rather than at
midday? Not that I don’t appreciate the romance of a moonlit
robbery. And what did he take with him as payment for your
father’s gambling debt?”

Jack took the cheroot from his friend and stuck it be-
tween his own teeth. “Baron Hartley,” he bit out, his eyes
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narrowing into slits. “He was too drunk to leave earlier. As
to your other question, the good baron took a liking to the
silver candlesticks in the morning room, among a few other
things.”

“Like what?”

“Honey Maxwell,” Jack told him, grinning rather wickedly
around the cheroot. “She doesn’t, however, return his admi-
ration. Nor do Honey’s parents believe that their daughter is
a Coltrane possession, and therefore to be bartered in ex-
change for a fistful of IOUs.” The smile faded. “Which didn’t
keep the good baron from dragging her into his coach and
setting a guard on her, awaiting his departure. Whether he’s
planning to take her all the way to London with him or just
use her and discard her somewhere along the way—well,
not that it matters. Not when the Forfeit Man rides.”

“Bastard,” Kipp said, shaking his head. “And your father
allows it.”

“My father encourages it, Kipp, as you well know.” Jack
handed the cheroot back to his friend as he stood up,
stretched his long, lean frame. “It’s the only way he can set-
tle his gambling debts now that Henry has begun cleverly
telling him that the estate is near bankruptcy and that the
house cannot be mortgaged another time. The pity of it is,
Henry’s almost right. For all the income the estate generates,
there’s barely a penny left after my father’s expenses are
paid. The house is close to falling down around our ears.”

“Maybe he’ll die soon,” Kipp said, shrugging. “He cer-
tainly doesn’t look well, does he? Merry says his eyes are
beginning to turn yellow, like egg yolks. It won’t be long
now, Jack.”

“Yes, Kipp, it probably won’t. And, damned as I am for
wishing my own father underground, I can’t wait. Henry’s
told me about August’s will, and everything is to come to
me. Not because August loves me. Oh, no. I'm sure he plans
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to laugh all the way to hell at the thought of leaving me as
heir to a ruined house and his mountain of debt. And I'll
have Merry’s guardianship, of course. At least she’ll gain
the inheritance from her father once she’s twenty-one.”

“Do you really think there’s anything left of Merry’s
money?” Kipp asked.

“There must be some monies he hasn’t been legally able
to touch. She’ll have her rightful inheritance, Kipp,” Jack
said tightly, “if I have to mortgage my soul to get it for her.
She’ll have her money, a Season in London, the chance of a
suitable marriage—everything I can give her. God knows
she deserves no less.”

“And that’s what she wants?” Kipp shook his head. “I
love you, Jack. I love you like a brother. But you’re a blind
ass.”

Jack ignored his friend, not wanting to start an argument.
He stood up, walked out of the trees and onto the roadway
for a better look at his “inheritance” as it began to melt into
the dark.

Coltrane House, with its seventy-five rooms and exten-
sive gardens, was the most beautiful building in Lin-
colnshire. This Jack believed, had grown up believing. He
loved his home, the house that had once been so grand, the
lands that still were, thanks to Henry Sherlock’s good man-
agement and Jack’s own hard work.

There might have been no title attached to Coltrane
House, but that hadn’t kept its wellborn owners from creat-
ing one of the finest estates in the country. And one of the
most profitable. That is until Jack’s father had inherited the
estate and immediately set about recklessly spending or
gambling away every penny he could find or borrow.

Now, and for several years, there had been a new twist
added to his father’s reckless behavior. He had begun giving
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bits of Coltrane House away, exchanging them for payment
of his ever-increasing gambling debts.

Now, after doing their best to destroy everything Jack
loved, his father’s guests took their leave—and more than
that. They took away silver. They took away portraits. They
carried off linen tablecloths and china figurines. They all but
waddled out of the house under the weight of their treasures,
with August laughing and helping them carry the bulk of the
booty.

Rape. There was no other word for it. Several times a
year, and for as long as Jack could remember, one way or the
other his father had been raping Coltrane House. Stealing
his heritage. Robbing the Coltrane name of everything but
shame.

For too many years, Jack had been forced to look on.
Watching. Helpless to do anything. Too young. Too weak.
Powerless.

That had all changed the first day Jack had been able to
hobble down the stairs after his beating, after August and his
friends had returned once more to London. He’d walked
through the house, stepping over broken bottles, surveying
all the damage August had done to Coltrane House during
Jack’s yearlong absence.

Each room he entered bore testament to August’s mad-
ness. Walls were stained or wallpaper ripped from them.
Bullet holes riddled the woodwork. Furniture was missing,
carpets had been rolled up, carried away. Even Jack’s
mother’s portrait, that had hung in the music room, hadn’t
been spared. The frame was gone, probably hanging now in
some London town house, but the portrait had been cut from
the frame, nailed to the wall and used for target practice. The
obscene placement of the bullet holes forced Jack to turn his
head away. He had fallen to his knees, still weak from his in-
juries, and wept.
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He could no longer excuse his father or deceive himself.
He could no longer pretend that one day things would be
better, that one day the man would wake up, realize the ex-
tent of his recklessness. By the time the old man died, there
would be nothing left. Nothing. Not inside Coltrane House.
Not inside Jack.

He had finally seen enough, suffered enough, gotten mad
enough to strike back. He had been powerless far too long.

But no longer. By God, no longer!

First on his own, and then later with Kipp coming along
to help, Jack had clothed himself in the black cape of a high-
wayman and gone out onto the roads. He waited for his
father’s guests as they drove back toward London, Coltrane
booty stuffed in with their luggage. And he took back what
was his.

The Forfeit Man. That was the silly, romantic name Kipp
had given him, and the name that now was whispered in tav-
erns. Stories of his exploits had taken on a dimension that
was as untrue as it was flattering. Because Jack only took
what was his—and his victims’ purses, of course, just so that
he wouldn’t raise suspicion that he was anything more, or
less, than a highwayman.

He’d robbed more than a dozen coaches so far, although
local legend had it that he’d robbed twice that number. He
hid away the Coltrane House booty in the attics and left the
pilfered purses on the church steps. The whole adventure
immensely tickled Kipp, who had a romantic flair, and noth-
ing to lose. It wasn’t his home that was being desecrated.

“I see dust. The coach will be climbing the hill in another
two minutes,” Jack said, shaking off his dark mood as he
pulled a black mask down over his face. He touched his
hands to the brace of pistols tucked into his trousers.

He’d picked this spot two miles from Coltrane House
with care, because of the vantage point it gave him, and be-
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cause the heavily loaded coaches had to slow considerably
as they climbed the long hill to the sharp turn at the top. This
made it easier for him to jump out from the trees and bellow
the standard “Stand and deliver!” while brandishing his pis-
tols. He’d do better with his gelding beneath him, he knew,
but Macbeth was entirely too recognizable and Jack’s per-
sonal funds, being close to nil, didn’t run to buying a horse
just for these odd moments of larceny.

Still, he’d been more than reasonably successful. Espe-
cially after his first, bumbling attempt, when the coachman
had nearly laughed himself into a fit as he drove past, his
passengers not in the least disturbed by the sight of a high-
wayman who could do no more than quickly dive into the
trees or be run down by the coach.

Yes, now he was experienced. Much better at his craft.
The costume helped, black capes, slouch hats, and full face
masks being quite impressive by and large. And the pistols
hadn’t hurt, nor his rather singular height and commanding
voice. Mostly, learning how to roll a log onto the roadway,
blocking the coaches, had been his most successful idea.

All in all, he might even be said to enjoy himself on these
daring excursions, except that he wouldn’t admit that, even
to himself.

He was on a mission. He was preserving Coltrane House.
And he’d continue to do so until his father either dropped
dead of an apoplexy, or he killed the man when the bastard
went too far in one of his drunken sprees.

“One minute,” Jack said, as Kipp took up his own posi-
tion on the second branch of a nearby tree, his pistol at the
ready even as he was hidden by the leaves.

They were ready.

Cluny and Clancy were also ready. They crouched low on
the opposite side of the roadway, safely out of sight as they



WAITING FOR YOU 69

settled back to watch the Forfeit Man at work. They were
equally prepared to step in and help if any assistance might
be required—if their rheumatism let them, of course.

“Uh-oh,” Cluny whispered suddenly, nudging Clancy in
his skinny ribs. “ ‘But soft! what light through yonder win-
dow breaks? It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!’”

Clancy screwed up his long, thin face and gaped at his
companion. “What the devil are you talking about?” he
whispered back at the man. “What yonder? What window?”

“Over there,” Cluny whispered, pointing to a tree some
ten feet away. “Look up, into the branches. Can’t you see
her? It’s Merry. Now, what do you suppose she thinks she’s
doing?”

“Merry? Where?” Clancy strained to see through the
shadows. “Oh, wait, I see her. There she is. Well, isn’t this
above everything wonderful?” he spit sarcastically, still re-
membering to keep his voice low. “You should have stayed
with her, Cluny. Locked the door. Thrown away the key.
She’s mischief, sure as we’re sitting here. Jack’s not going
to like this.” He turned to Cluny, giving him a push. “Well?
Don’t just sit there, your mouth hanging open. Go to the girl.
Tie her to the tree. Something.”

Cluny sighed deeply, knowing he had to do his duty. “All
right, all right. I’'m going.” He put a hand to his breast, took
a deep breath, and recited sorrowfully, “ ‘Good night, good
night! parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good
night till it be morrow.’”

“No wonder they ran us out of Brighton,” Clancy mut-
tered under his breath. “That was pitiful.” He watched as
Cluny moved off, bent low over his paunch, leaning on his
cane, but stepping carefully, quietly. They were getting too
old for this, Clancy decided. Much too old for this.

Cluny made his way to the tree, then stood up, all but
plastered himself to the back of the wide trunk, out of sight
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of the road, out of sight of Merry. Then he looked to Clancy,
spread his hands, shook his head. “Now what do I do?” he
mouthed silently.

Not that Merry probably would have heard him at any
rate. Her concentration was obviously all directed toward
Jack. Cluny edged around the tree trunk a few steps, looked
up into the branches. Merry, he saw, had dressed herself in
fairly dramatic black shirt and breeches. Her flaming hair
was tucked under a toque cap, and the naughty child bore
streaks of coal black on her cheeks, forehead, nose, and
chin.

Definitely dressed for mischief, Cluny decided. Defi-
nitely, unlike Clancy and himself, planning to be more than
an interested observer. Definitely on the hunt for Trouble,
with a capital T.

And then he saw the worst of it. With one hand clamped
over his mouth to stifle his gasp of alarm, he bent low once
more, made his way back through the underbrush to
Clancy’s side. “She’s got a pistol tucked into her waist-
band,” he announced, his voice trembling. “That can’t be
good, can it?”

“A pistol?” Clancy blanched, so that his cheeks almost
seemed to glow in the growing moonlight. “And she’ll use
it, sure as check, no thanks to Jack for teaching her how.
‘That would hang us, every mother’s son.” We have to stop
her.”

“How?”

Clancy winced as he heard the coach approaching. “I
don’t know. Gag her, tie her, pull her out of that tree and sit
on her! Do something.”

But it was already too late. And all Cluny and Clancy
could do was to watch.

Good things happen seldom, usually one at a time, and
spread over long years, so that the persons these good things
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happen to are of a mind to appreciate them. Bad things,
however, Clancy had long ago decided, tend to occur in
bunches, all but falling over themselves in their haste to
pour cold water or hot oil on the poor souls who are the re-
cipients of these tumbling catastrophes.

Such was the case as the coach appeared. The fallen log
became obvious, and the coachman hauled on the reins. Jack
stepped into the middle of the roadway while the horses
were still plunging to an unexpected halt and called out
loudly: “Stand and deliver!”

The coachman, not a timid sort, said something on the
order of, “The divil, you say!” He raised up an evil-looking
blunderbuss, prepared to blast Jack into his more heavenly
incarnation.

At which point, having impatiently waited through far
too many robberies to count, an eager Kipp gave out with a
mighty yell and leapt from the tree branch even while firing
one of his pistols. The ball whizzed close by the coachman’s
left ear.

Which caused Jack to momentarily forget himself
enough to look in Kipp’s direction.

Which gave the feisty coachman new heart, so that he
lowered the blunderbuss once more, aiming straight at
Jack’s chest.

Which caused Merry to scream, then topple from her
perch on the tree branch and fall hard to the ground. The
scream, a prodigiously loud, piercing scream, begun while
she was sitting on the branch, continued until she uncere-
moniously hit the ground with a bump, at which point all her
wind was knocked out of her.

The bark of the pistol, Merry’s scream, and perhaps even
the loud “bump,” caused the already-agitated horses to at-
tempt to bolt.

Which caused the coachman, who had neglected to set
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the brake, to tumble into the bottom of the foot box, the reins
dragging between the traces.

The front coach wheels hit the log with some force and,
unfortunately, not straight on. Things quickly coming to
their inevitable conclusion, the coach performed as anyone
could have predicted. It slowly toppled onto its side in the
roadway even as Jack, ever brave if not always prudent,
leapt to grab the off-leader’s harness in an attempt to quiet
the frantic horses.

The horse reared. Jack fell, his shoulder dealt a glancing
blow by one flailing hoof. Merry, having regained her
breath, screamed once more. Kipp leveled his second pistol
at the large, roaring drunk, mad-as-fire Baron Hartley who
was just then climbing up and out of the coach. Meanwhile,
inside the coach, a vocal Honey was doing her best to
outscream Merry.

Clancy, ever protective of his dearest Jack, broke from
the trees and leapt in front of the off-leader, waving his
hands, and warning, “Stubble yourself, you fly-bitten, guts-
griping horn-beast!”

The horse, already nearly mad with fear, rolled its red-
rimmed eyes and redoubled its efforts to be free of this ter-
rible place and pounding off down the roadway.

“Oh, that wasn’t wise, Clancy, was it?” Cluny said, as he
helped Merry to her feet. She looked at him dumbly for a
moment, then shook off his grip and ran to rescue Jack.

“Take the reins! Take the reins!” she shrieked.

Kipp shifted his wide-eyed gaze from Baron Hartley, to
the panicked horses, to Jack, who was still lying on the
ground, his bent arms protecting his head from flying
hooves as he tried to roll himself out of danger.

Clancy bent to help Jack, and was struck on the back by
the horse. He staggered a few steps, looked at Cluny, and
then collapsed onto the ground.
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The action became even more furious.

Kipp threw down his useless pistol and climbed up and
over the coach wheel, then dropped between coach and
horses without a thought to his own safety, doing his best to
catch up the reins.

Honey’s head appeared beside Baron Hartley’s in the
opened doorway. Resourceful as any country miss, she then
bopped him neatly on his head with her wooden clog, send-
ing his lordship to blinking and weaving. A second hit suc-
ceeded in rolling the man’s eyes in his head, and he slowly
sank back inside the coach.

Kipp got hold of the reins, shouting out his success just
as Merry threw herself under the horse’s hooves, obviously
planning to protect Jack with her own body. She wasn’t non-
sensical, but she was young, and believed herself to be im-
mortal, as most young people do.

Cluny, who had run fast as he could to help his friend, let
go of the upright but staggering Clancy and ordered Merry
to stand back, to get herself out of the way.

Clancy took two tottering steps before his long body
folded up rather gracefully, and he sank to the ground once
more.

The off-leader struck out yet again, Merry fell, and Jack
grabbed at her, rolling the both of them clear.

“Merry!” Jack shouted, pulling the toque from her head
so that her long red hair streamed out onto the ground. “For
God’s sake, Merry, open your eyes!”

Cluny was beside Jack, also bent low, looking at the
rapidly purpling bruise near Merry’s temple. He wrung his
hands, then shouted in relief as his darling girl opened her
eyes. “Her hair,” he exclaimed. “God bless that thick mop—
it’s all that saved her.”

Merry blinked a time or two, moaned only once as Jack
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cradled her in his arms, cursing her and begging her to speak
to him, tell him she was all right.

She lifted a hand to touch his face, smiled. “I’m fine,
Jack,” she told him. “Really.” And then she lost conscious-
ness.

Which, as the unimaginably unhappy end to this tumble
of bad luck and worse fortune approached, might have been
a good thing. Because that’s when Awful August and a
dozen of his cronies arrived on the scene ... and all hell
broke loose.



Chapter Eight

Merry closed her eyes as Honey pressed a cool, wet
cloth against her temple, willing away the headache
that had already served to turn her stomach a half dozen
times.

“He hates me, I know it,” she told the maid miserably,
wishing there was only one Honey standing over her, and
not two. “And he blames me for everything. I could see it in
his eyes. And I don’t blame him. If I hadn’t screamed . . .”
Her voice trailed off on a sigh.

The maid clucked her tongue and shook her head, re-
moving the cloth and dipping it into the bowl of cold water
once more. “It wasn’t all your fault. You’re just lucky you
didn’t break your brain, Missy. Break it clean in two. And
it’s a bleeding pity you didn’t think to look at what I was
about, because you didn’t see me tap that awful baron on the
head and send him sleeping. Did my heart a world of good,
that did. Taking me to London, was he? I think not!”

Merry didn’t bother explaining to Honey that the maid
had been used as a pawn, an added incentive meant to flush
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the Forfeit Man out into the open. Honey was feeling more
than a little heroic, and after her frightening experience in
the coach with the baron, she deserved to feel good about
what she’d done.

But Merry had been lying here on her bed for hours
and hours, and if she wasn’t yet seeing quite clearly, her
mind had been tripping along at a furious rate. Awful August
had planned the whole thing. He’d sent the baron and Honey
out as bait and he’d come up with the Forfeit Man. He’d
come up with Jack, his own son.

And, Merry remembered, shivering at the memory, Awful
August had seemed quite pleased with himself as they’d ar-
rived back at Coltrane House. No, he’d been beyond pleased.
He’d appeared to be absolutely delighted. Perhaps even vin-
dicated.

Honey had already told her that Cluny was busy caring
for the injured Clancy, and that Jack and Kipp both were
locked up in Jack’s bedchamber, with two hulking guards
posted outside the door so that nobody could get close to
them. The men had been on guard all the night long while
August and his friends drank and laughed in the Main Sa-
loon, celebrating their victory over the Forfeit Man.

But now it was morning. Morning, and the time for reck-
oning. How would Awful August punish them? Merry bit
her lip and took a deep breath, then forced herself to sit up
as she heard the door to her bedchamber open.

Honey dropped a quick curtsy, mumbled, “Sir,” and then
all but flew toward the dressing room as Awful August en-
tered the room. Merry wasn’t surprised. Her guardian was
three-parts drunk, reeling where he stood, but he still had the
power in his large body to frighten more than just a young
girl.

He glared at Honey with his black, dead eyes. “Come
back here, girl,” he bellowed, causing Merry’s head to split
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in two just as Honey had predicted, so that her brains fell out
onto the mattress. Or at least that’s how it felt. He pointed an
accusing finger at Merry. “I want this ungrateful child’s face
scrubbed and her body dressed in her best gown. Then I
want her downstairs in the Main Saloon. In thirty minutes.
Not a second more. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Honey whimpered, twisting her hands in her
apron. “But—but she doesn’t exactly have a best gown, sir.”

Merry looked at her guardian out of the corners of her
eyes, watching as his normally sallow face turned an angry
puce. “What concern of mine that is? Wrap her in a sheet.
Roll her up in a rug, damn it! But have her downstairs in half
an hour. My plan is going forward nicely, and I wish to be
on the road to London by noon.”

The door slammed shut behind his departing bulk, and
Merry motioned that Honey should hand her the bowl—
quickly. After being sick to her stomach yet again, she al-
lowed Honey to wash her face free of the last traces of coal
black. Then she stood as still as she could, swaying only
slightly as the maid stripped her, then dressed her in the best
gown of a badly fitting bunch. The gown was of heavy
kerseymere and pulled across her breasts, the hem falling
four inches short of her ankles.

“He’s sending you to jail, that’s what he’s doing,” Honey
wailed, wiping her eyes between fits of misbuttoning
Merry’s gown. “Oh, he’s a hard-hearted man, he is for sure.
He’ll probably horsewhip Master Jack before he sends him
off to the hangman. Lord knows he could do that, horror that
he is. And Cluny and Clancy are shut up in their room, with
my da and the rest of the men locked up in the cellars. I
didn’t tell you that, but you should know it. Lord knows
what’1l happen to them. You should run, Missy, that’s what
you should do. Run away, run as fast as you can.”

Merry lifted her hands to her temples and gently rubbed
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her fingertips against her skin. “If any of that was meant to
make me brave, Honey, I’'m afraid you’ve failed.” She gave
the maid a kiss, then patted her cheek. “I can’t run away,
Honey. I’ve nowhere to go, for one thing. No money, no
horse, no friends save Kipp, and I doubt his mama will let
me in the front door once she finds out what he’s been up to
with Jack. Besides, I have to see Jack. I have to know he’s
all right.”

“Ha! That one!” Honey said, sniffing. “Don’t expect him
to be greeting you with a shower of posies, Missy. Because
I was fibbing to you, trying to be nice. He blames you, all
right. I heard him when he was watching you being loaded
onto the wagon for the ride back to Coltrane House, before
you woke up and all. Cursing you every which way, that’s
what young Master Jack was doing, daring you not to die
so’s that he could murder you himself.”

Merry felt her jaw set as she ground her teeth together. It
was one thing for Merry to believe that Jack might blame
her, but it was another thing entirely if Jack believed as
much himself. “Oh, really? All my fault, is it? Well,” she
said, shrugging, “he’s being like that, is he? Flying straight
up to the boughs, his temper ruling his tongue and his brains
always racing to catch up. Not that he really means any of
it, Honey. I'm sure he was just worried about me, that’s all.”

Honey rolled her eyes.

Merry flushed to the roots of her fiery, badly tangled hair.
“He does worry about me, you know. He just hasn’t quite
known how to show that worry these past years, ever since
I started getting these ridiculous things,” she insisted, rais-
ing her hands to cup her full breasts. “Before these he could
pretend I was just like him, just like Kipp. Silly, isn’t it? But
I understand, and I can be generous.”

“You can be foolish,” Aloysius Bromley said as he stood
in the doorway, his nightcap falling forward over one eye,
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the hem of his nightshirt tickling the tops of his bony bare
feet. “You and Jack both. Foolish beyond any hope of sal-
vation. Is this why I’ve stayed all these years? For this fool-
ishness? Do you know what Coltrane has planned for the
pair of you? What you and Jack, in your foolishness and
penchants for mad starts have helped him to plan for the two
of you? Do you have any idea?”

“No, sir.” Merry answered respectfully. She tried to find
her beloved onetime tutor ridiculous in his nightshirt, but
was only able to see his faded gray eyes, and the very real
worry in them. “It’s to be very bad?”

“Come, infant, and take heart,” Aloysius said gently,
holding out his hand to her. “I’ve been let out of the cel-
lars and sent to fetch you. We’ll get through this, all of us.
It won’t be pretty, and you can’t be too angry with Jack
when he pouts and shouts wild things and makes a com-
plete jackass out of himself. But it will all work out. Not
today, not if I know Jack, and definitely not tomorrow. But
it will be all right. In time, it will all be fine. I promise

EL)

you.

Jack paced the prison of his bedchamber, pulling his left
arm free of the sling Kipp had fashioned for him out of a
torn bedsheet. He refused to wince at the pain that shot
through his shoulder. “Idiot. I'm an idiot!”

“We’re both idiots, Jack. And you’ll wear a hole in that
already-ragged carpet,” Kipp offered conversationally as he
lay on the mussed bed, his ankles crossed, his arms behind
his head as he lazily contemplated the tattered overhead
tester. “Besides, that wing could be broken, you know, not
just bruised all to hell and back. In fact, all things consid-
ered, you really ought to sit down.”

“Shut up, Kipp,” Jack bit out angrily, crossing to the fire-
place and giving one of the andirons a sharp kick, so that the
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meager fire shot out a few halfhearted sparks. “Just shut up,
all right.”

“Oh, yes, I can see how that would help. I shut up, you
prowl, and we both wait for the roof to fall on us. It is going
to fall on us, you know, courtesy of your father. He’s been
longing to pay me back for over three years now, for daring
to interfere in his life. What do you think the bastard has
planned? Those are some very large men he had with him.
You might appear dashing with that crooked nose of yours,
but I’'m not looking forward to having this handsome face
rearranged.”

“Why not, Kipp? I always said you were too pretty by
half.” Jack lowered himself into a chair, favoring his
bruised shoulder as he looked at his friend. “He won’t turn
us over to be jailed, or hanged, or transported, or whatever
in hell happens to highwaymen. That would be too clean,
too simple. Hell, he would have killed me years ago if he
didn’t so delight in torturing me. But he’s definitely going
to make us suffer, you can be sure of it. Still, I don’t see
him being satisfied with a simple beating. Not this time.
God, if only I could have gotten a good swing at the bas-
tard.”

“You were otherwise occupied at the time, as I recall,
holding on to Merry and begging her not to die. Poor infant.
She’ll be all right, won’t she?”

Jack rubbed a hand over his eyes, trying to banish the vi-
sion of Merry’s face as he’d last seen her. She’d begun to
wake up by the time they’d all reached Coltrane House, al-
though that bump on her head had looked very nasty.
“Merry? She’ll be fine. She’s always fine. But what the
devil she thought she was doing, following me, screaming
like a stuck pig—damn! I hold her partly responsible for this
mess, you know. Always on my heels, always following
after me.”
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“She is a bit of an imp, isn’t she? Such a bothersome in-
fant, when she’s not being endearing.” Kipp sat up and
swung his legs over the edge of the bed. “Well, this waiting
about may be fine and enough for you, my friend, but the
sun’s up now and I’m not going to sit here any longer await-
ing your father’s pleasure. Penned up, like dogs in a cage.
No, no, I can’t allow it. I am the Viscount Willoughby, you
know.”

Jack felt a small smile tug at the corners of his mouth.
“Oh, sit down, Kipp. You’re not impressing me, God knows,
not as a dog, and most certainly not as a viscount. Do you
suppose he’s sent for your mother?”

Kipp did sit down then, quite abruptly. “My mother?
Damme, Jack, he wouldn’t do that, would he? No man
would do that to another, not even your father. Don’t even
think such a thing, if you please. I mean, hanging is hang-
ing. But my mother? Crying over me, wringing her hands,
lamenting how she’d nurtured a snake at her bosom. Good
God!”

Jack rose, patted his friend on the back, then walked to
the window and watched as the sun rose over the horizon. “I
should have known I was becoming too predictable. Any
fool would have known better. Always attacking from the
same spot, only attacking coaches leaving Coltrane House.
Even my drunken father could see that sending out the
baron, with Honey along as bait, would be more than
enough to put the Forfeit Man on the chase.”

“T agree,” Kipp said, physically shaking off the horrible
mental mantle of expected maternal hysterics. “We were
stupid. Brick stupid. August set a trap, and we neatly
stepped into it.”

“All that remains is our penalty for stupidity,” Jack con-
cluded, turning about as he heard the key turn in the lock.
“And, in a minute, we’ll know just what that is.”



82 Kasey Michaels

Kipp stood close beside Jack, pressing a bracing hand on
his shoulder. “Here we go, my friend. Off to face our ene-
mies; heading into the fire, as it were. As long as this pun-
ishment has nothing to do with my mother, I suppose I can
swallow it.”

A moment later, Kipp was swallowing a fist, and Jack
was sprawled on top of a huge ruffian of a man, doing his
best with his one good arm to shove the man’s nose into his
brain.

It was a short fight and a valiant one, but Jack and Kipp
were no match for four strong men. Within minutes Jack
was lying on the floor, his hands tied behind his back, his in-
jured shoulder screaming with pain as his father stood over
him, smiling.

“Now, son,” August Coltrane said as he stuffed a cloth
into Jack’s mouth, “you and I are going to have us a small
talk. Well, I’'m going to talk. You, I'm afraid, are only going
to listen. You are ready to listen to me now, Jack, aren’t
you?”’

Merry sat on the couch in the Main Saloon, Aloysius be-
side her. She had a hand pressed against her head, wishing
away the dull throbbing pain in her temple even as she
prayed her stomach wouldn’t betray her again. She wasn’t
cold, but for five minutes she’d been trying without success
to stop her teeth from chattering.

The room was crowded with people she’d never seen
before, or at least she’d always tried never to be so close to
any of August’s houseguests. There were four fairly well
dressed men, including Baron Hartley, sitting at a table in
the corner, telling jokes, drinking deep, and playing cards.
A man in a yellow swallowtail coat was passed out on the
couch across from her, snoring deeply as drool dribbled
onto his chin. Five men dressed in rough clothes stood
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about the room as if on guard, their hands clasped behind
their backs, their homely expressions bovine blank as they
stared at her.

But what truly confused her was the presence of a man
dressed all in black, a man holding a Bible in one hand and
a bottle of wine in the other, and wearing the white collar of
a clergyman.

She heard a commotion in the hallway, the slam of bod-
ies hitting against the stairs, the walls. “Jack?” she cried out
as the doors burst open, swinging back on their hinges. “Oh,
God, Jack!” she cried out, trying to get to her feet, only to
have Aloysius take her hand, quietly begging her to sit down
and be very quiet.

August Coltrane walked into the room behind Jack, who
had fallen to the floor after crashing through the doors, his
hands cruelly tied behind his back, something stuffed in his
mouth. Kipp was also there, his cheek bruised, one of his eyes
beginning to swell and discolor. Kipp’s hands were tied as
well, and someone had also stuffed a piece of cloth in his
mouth. As he hadn’t fallen down, one of the men pushed him,
helped him to the floor.

Merry looked at her guardian, the man she’d always
avoided, the man whose pale face and cold, black eyes had
haunted her nightmares for too many years. As he grew
older, he only grew more menacing, more frightening. He
was the devil, that’s what Cluny said, and Merry believed it.
Today especially, she believed it.

“What’s going on? What’s happening?” Merry asked
Aloysius, her limbs trembling so badly she thought she
might faint.

“I’m assuming,” Aloysius told her, patting her hand, “that
Jack has registered an objection to his father’s plans, and
that his father has decided to convince him to rethink that
objection.”
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“His plans?” Merry asked blankly, watching as August
Coltrane walked across the room, began conferring with the
swaying, obviously drunken man wearing the collar of a—
dear God! “He’s going to kill them?” she asked, horrified.
“He’s going to have that man pray over them, and then kill
them?”

“You—girl!” August bellowed before Aloysius could an-
swer her, pointing to Merry and gesturing that she should
stand up, come to him.

“Go, child,” Aloysius said, giving her hand a last
squeeze. “Don’t say anything, don’t argue. I wouldn’t put it
past the man to beat you as well. There is only one thing you
and Jack can do, and that’s to live through this.”

Merry stood up, slowly, fearful that her legs might not
support her, and then turned as she saw Jack get to his feet.
He ran straight at August, his head lowered as if he meant to
plow into the man like a battering ram.

“Jack!” she screamed, as Kipp tried to rise as well, only
to be dealt a swift kick in the side by one of the guards.
“Jack, don’t!”

It was a daring assault, born of anger and frustration,
Merry was sure, but an attack doomed to failure. Jack made
it only a few yards before two of August’s hired thugs tack-
led him, wrestled him to the floor.

“That’s enough!” August commanded. “We want the boy
to be able to say the words.” He walked up to where Jack
was now lying on his back, and pulled the cloth out of his
mouth, untied his bound hands. Jack drew in several ragged
breaths, his nose bloody, his chest rising and falling rapidly.
“And you will say them, Jack, or else—wait a moment. I’ve
just gotten an idea, now that you’re proving stubborn yet
again. I may just marry the pretty little piece myself, Jack,
and then bed her right here, with you watching. Been a while
since I had myself a virgin.”
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“Ha! That’s a good one, August, you pox-ridden sot,” one
of the men at the card table called out. “You haven’t been
able to poke more than your own eye in years. Gentlemen,
will anyone bet me that August here can do as he proposes?
No? Didn’t think so, August. You’ll need a better threat than
that.”

“I could give her to you, Hartley,” August said genially.
“Except I heard you like poking your own mother.”

“Insult me all you want, August,” the baron responded
just as cheerily. “Just get this over with, will you? I’ve still
got a pounding head, no thanks to you. Ain’t fun anymore,
you know.”

“You hear that, Jack? You’re no longer amusing. And
each moment you resist brings your friends closer to the
hangman’s noose,” August said, giving Jack’s legs a sharp
kick. “Shall I send someone for the squire, and let Hartley
here tell the fellow how he caught the Forfeit Man and his
motley crew of cohorts? Hartley—we good English still
hang women, don’t we? I know we hang the Irish.”

“Bastard.” Jack gritted out, as Merry broke free of Aloy-
sius’s grasp and ran to him, threw her body over him in an
attempt to protect him from further blows. “I’ll send you to
hell!”

“Oh, Jack, please be quiet,” Merry begged. “Please don’t
make this worse.”

“What’s the matter, Jack?” August said, grabbing hold
of Merry’s arm, yanking her to her feet. He put his hand on
the bodice of her gown and began to pull at it, so that
Merry grabbed his hand in both of hers, trying to keep him
from ripping the cloth straight down to her waist. “You do
want to marry her, don’t you? She wants to marry you. She
wants it so badly she agreed to tell me where you’d be
tonight. Led us straight to you, as a matter of fact. Didn’t
you, girl?”
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“No!” Merry screamed. “No, I’d never do that. Never!”

“I know, Merry, I know,” Jack told her, wiping at his
bloody nose with the back of his hand. He looked up at his
father. “Take your hands off her, old man, or I’ll kill you
now.”

“Not until you can stand up by yourself, you won’t. Now,
what’s it to be, boy? We do still have an agreement, don’t
we? Do you say the words, or do I? Do you say the words,
or do your friends all hang? One way or another, we keep
the little bitch and all her lovely money in the family, right?
Can’t let her reach her majority and just walk away with it,
can we? And then there’s the blunt I owe Hartley over there,
and a few of the others. Too many London heads poking into
my business for my own good, making noises about the
funds I’ve been withdrawing. I need legal access to the rest
of her inheritance now, Jack, and I’'m going to get it with
your help or without it. Your wife, Jack, but my money. But
we’ve already discussed all of this, haven’t we? We’ve al-
ready made our little bargain.”

Merry lowered her head, bit August Coltrane’s hand as
hard as she could, hard enough to draw blood. He yowled in
pain, then pulled his hand away and cuffed her across the
cheek, sending her crashing to the floor beside Jack. She felt
darkness closing around her and fought to remain conscious
as she began to retch, her empty stomach turning violently
again and again and again.

“Isn’t that lovely? And quite a fitting touch, don’t you
think?” August drawled, holding his bleeding hand as he
looked down on the two of them. “But I think our lovebirds
are ready now, don’t you, Vicar, if you’re not too foxed to
remember the words? Pull them to their feet, boys, and let’s

get on with it.”
* * *
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Merry roused slowly. She tried to open her eyes but the
pain proved too much for her. She felt a pressure beside her
and realized that she was lying on a bed, and that someone
had just sat down beside her. “Jack?” she whispered, reach-
ing out her hand.

“No, little one, it’s only your own Cluny, who has been
sitting by your bed these four days, waiting for you to wake
up. But you’re going to be fine, I promise you. Why, Clancy
is up and around already, and Lord Willoughby is mending
faster than his mama can cry over him. We’re all going to be
just fine.”

Merry lay very still as Cluny held her hand, and she tried
to remember. There was something she had to remember.
Then, suddenly, she opened her eyes and tried to sit up.
“Jack!”

“He’s gone, sweetheart,” Cluny told her as he took hold
of her shoulders, gently pressed her back against the pil-
lows. “But he’s all right. Henry Sherlock found Maxwell
and the others in the cellars and let them out. Fetched me out
as well, and then we all took up arms and marched on the
Main Saloon. Funny thing, how Awful August seems so
afraid of our Sherlock, and I can’t help but wonder why he
is, but Clancy says a smart person doesn’t question good
luck. Ah, Merry, but it was a grand sight, I tell you. Rousted
all the villains, had them running back to London, their tails
between their legs. ‘One for all or all for one we gage.”” He
shook his head, smiled rather sadly. “I never did understand
that one, Merry. What is a gage? I asked Clancy once, but he
only cuffed my ear. Perhaps if I were to apply to Aloy-
sius . ..”

Merry squeezed Cluny’s hand. “Jack?” she asked again,
wishing her mouth weren’t so dry, wishing her head was
clearer. She could remember some things now, remember
the scene in the Main Saloon. She remembered Jack being
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beaten. She remembered him standing beside her, saying
some words he was told to say, even as she recited them in
her turn. But that’s all she remembered. Perhaps she’d
fainted? “Cluny, please . . . Jack?”

“I told you, my dear child. He’s gone,” Cluny said. “Safe
enough, but gone. Gone from Coltrane House, gone from
England itself.”

“No,” she moaned, as a single tear slipped down her
cheek. “No.”

“There was nothing else for it, Sherlock said, not with
him being so broken and battered and all. Besides, Jack had
already promised August he would go, in return for your
safety. Yours, and the viscount’s, and Clancy’s and mine as
well. It was a bad thing, Merry, but it could have been
worse. He just as easily could have turned the five of us over
to the hangman. As it is, no one will ever know what hap-
pened here, no one but us. And someday, someday soon,
please God, Awful August will be burning in hell. At least
we know Jack’s father will never return to Coltrane House.
Sherlock swore to go to the squire, tell him everything, un-
less he’d agree to keep his filthy self in London. I don’t
know what that everything is—something between him and
Sherlock—but it must be very bad, seeing that Awful August
quickly agreed to every condition. Good man, Sherlock, for
all that he’s such a cipher.”

But Merry wasn’t listening. “Gone? Gone where? Where
has Jack gone?”

“We don’t know,” Clancy told her as he walked to the
side of the bed, smiled down at her. “Sherlock took Jack to
the docks himself, and put him on the first ship to sail with
the tide. It was better that he go, Sherlock said, safer, for oth-
erwise nobody would be able to stop him from hanging for
killing Awful August. But he’ll be back, my dearest girl.
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He’ll be back to claim his life, his inheritance, and most es-
pecially his wife.”

“His . . . his wife?” The words. What were the words she
and Jack had been told to say? I, Meredith, take thee . .. “1
remember,” she said, beginning to cry. “Oh, God, I remem-
ber. How he must hate me.”






Act Two

Learning the Lines

Wisely and slow.
They stumble that run fast.

—William Shakespeare






Chapter Nine

s London town houses went, this one went quite well.

A good address. An impressive facade. High-ceilinged
rooms filled with light and rather comfortable, yet stylish
furniture. Renting a town house such as this for the Season
would set a man back a good bit of blunt. Buying it outright
could empty a lesser man’s pockets.

The purchase hadn’t made more than a minor impression
on Jack Coltrane’s fortune.

“Perceive me with jaw agape, impressed all hollow,”
Kipp Rutland, Viscount Willoughby, said as he and Jack
strolled into the drawing room, the former heading unerr-
ingly for the well-stocked drinks table. “Makes the
Willoughby Mansion seem almost shabby.” He turned to
Jack, smiled. “But not quite.”

Kipp was as handsome as he’d ever been. Tall, blond,
blue-eyed, and with the wide shoulders and narrow waist
that flattered his clothes rather than the other way round. For
all the beating he had taken from August’s thugs, the man’s
face was still, as he had always been fond of saying, “so
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very damned pretty.” Probably only Jack noticed the small
lines around Kipp’s mouth, a subtle new maturity that his
friend seemed determined to hide.

Jack and Kipp had met earlier, on the street. They’d in-
dulged themselves in the usual hail-fellow-well-met round
of backslapping gentlemen who love each other and have
not seen each other for years and years seem to find neces-
sary in order to hide the fact that what they’d like to do best
would be to fall into each other’s arms and hold on for dear
life.

Neither of them had yet mentioned the last time they’d
seen each other. That last night. It was as if they’d made a
tacit bargain never to speak of what had happened. That
night, which had put a final period to both of their child-
hoods, had cruelly vaulted them out of any lingering dreams
held by many a young man of four and twenty, had no part
in their memories.

Yet they both remembered it. The events of that long-ago
night hung between them now, so that they were both a lit-
tle too casual, a little too cheerful.

And strangely competitive. Just as if each was saying to
the other: “You see? I'm all right. That night didn’t break
me, didn’t hurt me, didn’t change me. Look how well I’ve
done, how I’ve succeeded. How very ordinary, how very
normal I am.”

“I thought we might enjoy having a retreat here in town,”
Jack said, accepting a glass of wine from his friend, who
seemed to be most comfortable in the role of host, even in
someone else’s house. “We were fortunate enough to find
this place, complete with furnishings, servants, and a tolera-
ble stable.”

“And Lockhurst was fortunate to find you,” Kipp said,
seating himself comfortably. “The poor sot was all rolled-
up, with bailiffs dining with the family three times a day,
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and moments from being tossed into the Fleet. Everyone
knew it, except perhaps, for you. He’s probably singing all
the way back to Dorset, happy to still have someplace left to
call home.”

Jack smiled slightly, so that the crescent-shaped scar be-
side his left eye—one of his parting gifts from his father—
served as a small, second dimple. “Are you telling me I'm a
Johnny Raw, Kipp, and that you believe we actually paid
down what this heap is worth? Ah, such a faint heart.”

“You didn’t?”

“No, dear friend, we did not. Lockhurst may have made
a lucky escape from the Fleet, but he did it by being paid
only pence on the pound. Or did you think I spent the last
five years building an endearing belief in the goodness of
my fellowman? We offered him less than half what our new
domicile is worth, and the man grabbed at it with both
hands. We’ll sell it all if the whim strikes us, and pocket a
tidy profit.” He smiled again. “More than tidy.”

“My congratulations, Jack,” Kipp said, looking at Jack
consideringly. “However, I might warn you that you’'re
sounding much the shopkeeper, with all this talk of pence
and pounds and profit. That’s not done in Society, you know.
Too crass by half, and all of that. We speak of horseflesh,
and pretty women, and gaming. Oh, and, only three-fourths
of the time, of gossip. I imagine you’re being served up as
the main conversational dish at several dozen dinner tables
tonight, especially after you were seen driving in the Park
yesterday, with that magnificent barbarian riding up beside
you. Can he be part of the we you’re talking about?”

Jack’s dark features hardened. How much had five years
changed Kipp? Enough so that Jack would momentarily find
himself booting his childhood friend out of the house?
“Waulitpallat? What of him?”

Kipp nearly choked on his sip of wine. “Wulit-what? And
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Waulit-what of him, you ask? God’s teeth, man, you drive
through London with a wild Indian—a giant of a wild In-
dian, if I’'m to believe all that [ hear—sitting beside you, and
you have to ask me what of him? You would have caused
less of a stir if you’d entered the Park sporting a turban and
riding on the back of a pink-spotted pachyderm. I hear that
Lady Haliburton swooned dead away at the sight of your
friend. Lord, that I could have been with you. So, may I bor-
row him? I'm already committed to dinner with the Hal-
iburtons next week, you understand.”

“I drove through the Park with Wulitpallat yesterday in
order to get your attention, if you were in town. I could have
come to Grosvenor Square I suppose, and left my card. But
this was easier. I didn’t think it would take you more than
twenty-four hours to find me.” Jack relaxed another notch,
even as he lied. He’d already known Kipp was in town. He
hadn’t gone to him because he hadn’t been sure of his re-
ception. He had shown himself, then waited for Kipp’s re-
action, waited to see if he would seek him out or avoid him.

Now Jack knew that he needn’t have worried. His friend
was still, for the most part, the same silly, lighthearted Kipp.
Had he really thought the man could have turned proper and
judgmental, or that he hated him for what August had done?
That he was disappointed in him for leaving the country, for
staying away—and silent—for five long years? His head
lowered to hide an unbidden smile, he said quietly, “And
Walter is not only in business with me, Kipp, he’s a friend.
Much as I understand how you’d enjoy tweaking this Lady
Haliburton, I must warn you, I’ll not have him made into a
joke.”

“Walter, is it? Well, I suppose that’s better than Wulit-
whatever.”

“Waulitpallat,” Jack corrected. “The name means Good
Fighter. And he is,” he ended, now smiling openly. “I’d re-
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member that, if I were you. Just in case you should someday
think to harm so much as a hair on my head.”

“I consider myself warned.” Kipp stood, returned to the
drinks table to refill his glass. He turned then, to look at his
childhood friend. What he saw was a tall man, a leanly mus-
cled man. A well-dressed man. A handsome man, dark and
brooding, with his hair unfashionably long, severely
combed off his forehead, and tied back in a black ribbon. A
man with slashing cheeks, a years-deep tan, an aristocratic
nose made more human by the bump on it. He had the look
of a pirate about him. Or a wild Indian. The trappings of a
gentleman did nothing but accentuate the fact that this was
a deep, dark, dangerous man. The boy Jack once was had
been dipped into the fire and come out as strong as Toledo
steel. If he didn’t know better, Kipp would have believed
himself afraid of his old friend. At the very least, he was
wary of him.

“So,” he said, returning to his seat, “not being quite as ig-
norant as I pretend—so much easier that way, you know—I
imagine it is safe to assume that you somehow ended up
aboard a ship bound for America? Sherlock never would say,
claiming he was protecting your privacy. Not that I mean to
pry, but Walter’s presence—good God, Jack, the magnifi-
cent beast of a man I heard described obviously looks noth-
ing like a Walter—would tend to make one think that way.”

“And what would a Walter look like?” Jack asked, pro-
longing the inevitable, as Kipp was suddenly beginning to
show signs of digging himself in until he had a report of
everything that had happened to his childhood chum over
the past five years.

But Viscount Willoughby never approached anything in a
straight line, and it didn’t look as if he was about to make an
exception. He pointed at Jack with his index finger. “Good
question! What does a Walter look like? Not like you, that’s
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for sure. Or me, for that matter. No. I see a thin man. Small.
With spectacles that won’t stay on his nose. And perhaps
with a faint lisp? How does that sound?”

“It sounds like you’re still making up characters to peo-
ple those tall tales you used to spin when we were children.
Do you still do that?”

“It’s an old habit.” Kipp flushed slightly, which surprised
Jack, as he didn’t know the man had a bone in his body ca-
pable of embarrassment. “I suppose I should just come out
and ask you, shouldn’t I? Very well. Tell me how you met
Walter. How you made your fortune. How you landed back
here in London, when you plan to drive to Coltrane House.
Tell me everything.”

“All in good time, Kipp, all in good time. You will be
staying for the evening meal, won’t you? I can introduce
you to Walter then. I’1l be interested in seeing your response
to my business partner.”

Kipp came within a whisker of stuttering. “So he truly is
your business partner? You said we earlier, when you spoke
of buying this place, but I didn’t really believe—oh, Jack,
you couldn’t pry me out of here with a regiment of Walters
herding me at the heads of their spears, or whatever it is
Walters employ to maim and murder. He doesn’t maim and
murder, does he?”

“No. At least not recently,” Jack answered with a smile,
then shifted slightly in his seat, hating to ask the question
that had been in the forefront of Ais mind for five long years.
It was one thing to read the letters sent to him, try to read be-
tween the lines. It was another thing entirely to ask Kipp,
who was her friend, who had actually been with her, talked
with her as only a friend could. He knew he could count on
Kipp to tell him the truth, the whole truth. He just didn’t
know if he was ready to hear it. “Tell me about Merry. Is she
well? When did you last see her?”
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Kipp pushed a hand through his thick blond hair, looking
at Jack carefully, assessingly. “She’s very well. I saw her
just before coming up to town for a few weeks. Not pre-
cisely for the Season, but to see my tailor, you understand.
I’'m a slave to the man. Anyway, I begged her to accompany
me, but she refuses to set foot off Coltrane land as long as
she’s mistress of the estate. She—"" He broke off, spread his
arms, drew his hands up into fists before allowing them to
drop to his side, as if there was too much to say, so he’d say
none of it. “She—she’s fine, Jack. Just as you’d expect her
to be.”

Jack felt himself caught up in memories. Memories of the
baby he’d held. The child he’d known. The pest he’d run
from as his interests had outgrown hers. The young girl he’d
run from even harder as he’d realized she’d begun weaving
silly dreams about the two of them. For now, he would con-
centrate on the child, remembering her as he’d loved her
best. Remembering her as he needed to think of her—as his
sister. “Is her smile still so wide?”

Kipp sighed, nodded, and Jack felt his friend’s sympathy
stretching across the distance between them, touching him
with compassion—and something else. Something he didn’t
believe he cared to recognize, because there was also cen-
sure in Kipp’s sigh, and perhaps even resentment. And he
felt a flush of anger. Jack remembered something Clancy
had once said to him: “Ask the man wearing the shoe where
it pinches.” Kipp couldn’t really know how Jack felt, no
matter how he loved him, no matter how much they had
shared. Only Jack knew where his shoe pinched, and why.
And he would not be judged.

Then Kipp smiled, and Jack relaxed a little, although he
remained on his guard.

“And that laugh of hers!” Kipp said, shaking his head.
“Ah, Jack, it’s still the same. That silly giggle, impossible to
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hear without feeling your heart lift, without wanting to laugh
along with her. Not that I’ve heard it much, not in these last
years.”

“We all grow up, Kipp,” Jack said shortly. “Life isn’t
quite as amusing when seen through more mature eyes. Un-
less Merry is still running amok, with Aloysius chasing after
her, trying to keep her from mischief?”

“You counted on Aloysius quite a bit, didn’t you, Jack?
As you counted on Henry Sherlock—"

“Ah, Henry,” Jack interrupted lazily, looking at his
hands, turning them over, inspecting his fingernails, trying
to hold onto his temper. He’d planned to be so cool, so com-
posed. But it wasn’t easy, and it was still early days. He’d
have to keep a tighter rein on himself. Everything depended
on finding the last pieces to the puzzle before he could act,
before he could give Kipp the answers he clearly craved.
He’d exposed Kipp to danger once, he wouldn’t do it again.
“And how is my good friend and protector, Kipp? Doing
well, is he?”

“What?” Kipp asked, suddenly at attention. “I don’t un-
derstand your tone. Are you saying he isn’t your friend?
God, Jack, you probably would have died that night if it
hadn’t been for Henry Sherlock. He’s always been your
friend.”

“Yes, you’d think so, wouldn’t you?” He looked at Kipp,
saw the man’s confusion.

“Yes, I would think so. Your father had gone mad, Jack.
He could have turned us over to the Squire at any moment,
even as you promised to do as he ordered. Henry saved your
life, saved my life, saved all our lives.”

Jack felt his muscles going tight. “Did he?”

Kipp ran a hand over his jaw, tipped his head as he stared
at Jack. His eyelids narrowed. “Didn’t he? What is it, Jack?
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What do you know? Because you know something, don’t
you?”

Jack drew himself back, ignored the question. He’d said
enough for now. More than enough. He was through having
others help him, be hurt helping him. This battle was his,
and his alone. Then he dared another question meant to tell
him if he had become obsessed, or if his friend might feel at
least something of what he felt—even if Kipp had not spent
five long years examining those feelings. “Tell me some-
thing, Kipp. Tell me something about our good friend
Henry. Our dear, quiet, all-but-invisible friend. Can you
even describe him? Do you know the color of his eyes, how
old he might be? Does he have any friends, any family? Or
is he just another part of Coltrane House? As unnoticed as a
door, or a chair that has sat in the same corner for decades.
Are we just so used to him being there that no one questions
why he stays?”

Kipp’s eyes narrowed. “Damn it, Jack, why do I get the
sudden feeling you don’t trust me? I also have the feeling
that you haven’t just arrived in London, because I've just
noticed something else. Something I missed in my initial joy
at seeing you again. Your clothes, Jack. They have the cut of
London about them. That can’t be accomplished in a week.
And there’s something else. You haven’t asked about my
mother, Jack. You haven’t asked about your father. You
haven’t even asked about Cluny and Clancy. You haven’t
asked because you already know. Don’t you?”

Jack’s features softened. “You have my deepest sympa-
thies on your mother’s passing, Kipp. Lady Willoughby was
a brave, wonderful woman, and Merry and I owe her a debt
that could never be repaid.”

“Thank you,” Kipp said, still eyeing him closely. “And
your father?”

“What of him? He died two years ago in a drunken stum-
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ble down a flight of steps. Surely you don’t expect to hear
that I’m sorry, or fear that I’d want your condolences? As to
Cluny and Clancy—yes, Kipp, I know that they’re also
dead,” Jack ended quietly, feeling a tic begin to work at the
side of his jaw. Dear God, how he’d mourned when word
had come that Cluny and Clancy had died within days of
each other, succumbing to a sickness that had taken a heavy
toll as it cut through Lincolnshire.

When the letter bearing that news had arrived he’d
known he’d run out of time, that he had to go home. Even if
he wasn’t quite ready, even if his plans weren’t quite com-
plete. He had always thought Cluny and Clancy would be
there for him, as they’d always been there for Merry and
him, that they would live forever. Even now, six months
after reading the news, he didn’t want to believe that they
were gone. Not seeing them again before they’d died was
just one more in a long list of regrets. And one more reason
to want his revenge.

Kipp began to pace the carpet, looking at Jack, trying to
look through him. “Yes, they’re dead, and Aloysius is still
alive. But you knew that, too, didn’t you, as you mentioned
him as if knowing he’s still above ground? How, Jack? How
do you know? Did it all come to you in a vision? Did you
ever think of the cost Cluny and Clancy paid—paid
gladly—to spend their lives with you and Merry, to protect
you?”

“Careful, Kipp. I love you, but I won’t have you question
me. Not right now. I had reasons for what I did, what I plan
to do.”

Kipp went on as if Jack hadn’t spoken. “And then, once
you’d gone, we were all to guard Merry, protect her, help
her, guide her. While you ran off to God knows where to lick
your wounds and to do God knows what. All right, so you
had to go. I agree, you had no choice. A year, Jack. Two at
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the most. I could have understood that. Merry could have
understood that. But five years? My God, Jack, I don’t want
to talk about fortunes or Walters or even Cluny and Clancy.
We thought you were dead.”

“I’d assumed you might think that. It was better that
way,” Jack said tightly.

“Better for whom?”” Kipp shook his head, looked at Jack
closely. “No, don’t tell me. I don’t think I want to hear that
sort of twisted logic. So let’s talk about fortunes, shall we?
How did you get so bloody rich, Jack? At least tell me that,
as you say you love me. Privateering? Gambling? Or did
you have more success as a highwayman in America than
you did here? Whatever in hell it was you did, wherever in
hell it was you went, there is nothing that can satisfactorily
explain leaving your wife alone at Coltrane House for five
long years. Nothing.”

Jack steepled his fingers in front of his chin. When he
spoke, his voice was low, and rather pleasant. “If that’s so,
then I won’t explain. I owe you my thanks, Kipp, for every
kind thing you and your mother did for Merry and me over
the years. I owe you my deepest apologies for what hap-
pened that last night, for the beating you took because of me.
But I repeat—I don’t owe you an explanation for what I did
when [ left England, or what I plan to do now. Now, tell me
about Merry, or don’t tell me about her. I'm sure I can find
out for myself when Walter and I adjourn to Coltrane
House.”

Kipp stood pacing, glared at the man he’d believed he
loved as a brother. “I know he beat you, Jack. I know he beat
you, and threatened you, and broke you—and then used you
to secure Merry’s inheritance in exchange for not delivering
us to the hangman. I know you hate yourself for what you
believe to be your weakness, and for the ruination of
Merry’s chance for a life outside of Coltrane House. But,
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damn it, it wasn’t August who broke her heart. It was you.
Tell you about Merry? I'll tell you, Jack. I'm more than
happy to tell you. She detests you. Your wife detests you,
Jack. And more power to her, by God, I say!”

Jack sat quietly, watching as his childhood friend
stomped out of the room, out of the town house and, most
probably, out of his life.

Then he stood, picked up his empty glass, and headed for
the bellpull in the corner. He’d have to tell his new butler
there’d be one less for supper.



Chapter Ten

erry entered the Main Saloon with the long strides

high riding boots and comfortable breeches afforded

her. She nodded a greeting to Henry Sherlock, who immedi-
ately began to talk about nothing that interested her. She’d
been out in the fields all morning and resented being sum-
moned to meet with Henry, probably just to be told more
bad news. Henry was so very good at bringing her bad news.
Rather than sit down, she walked across the room, head-
ing in the direction of the highly polished mirror hanging
above the shiny surface of a scarred and battered side table.
Coltrane House might be falling down around their ears but
at least Honey Maxwell and her parents kept the ruins tidy.
She ignored Henry Sherlock’s droning recitation of
Coltrane House finances as she lifted a hand to her faintly
dirty cheek, pulling a face at her reflection before running
careless fingers through her mussed curls. She’d always al-
lowed her hair to grow to a length some inches below her
shoulders, either wearing it loose or tied back with a strip of
leather just to get the unruly mass out of her way. She
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frowned in the mirror, deciding that she’d made a mistake in
not tying it back today. She’d have to spend hours after her
bath, just setting this rat’s nest to rights.

Merry leaned close to the mirror, retrieved a handker-
chief from her pocket, and used a corner of it to ease an an-
noying bit of grit out of her eye. She then stood back, spit on
the cloth, scrubbed at the smudge on her cheek. And
frowned again. No wonder she usually avoided mirrors. Her
eyes were too big, too blue, her mouth entirely too wide. Her
complexion, that had always tended to freckle rather than
turn brown like Jack’s, was another great annoyance to her.
She really ought to wear a hat when she was out in the sun,
she supposed, but it was just too much bother.

Stuffing the handkerchief back into the pocket of her
tight breeches, she noticed the way the white, flowing man’s
shirt she favored outlined her full breasts. That was unfortu-
nate. Perhaps she should wear a vest, even on days as warm
as this one, just to help cover her breasts. They were defi-
nitely more prominent now than when her budding body had
first incited Jack’s disgust. How old had she been then?
Thirteen? Fourteen? It seemed so long ago. It seemed like
yesterday.

She knew why she was looking at herself, assessing her-
self. Finding herself lacking, as she’d always found her
physical self lacking. It was because she would soon be the
ripe old age of twenty-two. In less than three months, diffi-
cult as it was for her to believe, she would be twenty-two
years old. Actually, it could be in five months, or perhaps
she was only a month away from her next birthday. She
really didn’t know.

Merry celebrated her birthday on July 31, and that was
that. Cluny and Clancy had picked the date for her, as no one
wanted to ask Awful August if he knew the correct date, and
she had years of wonderful memories of the parties they’d
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had, the silly presents they’d given her. On her thirteenth
birthday, the two men and all of the servants had performed
A Midsummer Night’s Dream especially for her, there in the
Main Saloon. Jack had played the role of Puck. So many
memories.

She blinked furiously, willing back the tears that still
came too easily when she thought about Cluny and Clancy.
Her dear, dear friends. The only family she’d ever known,
had ever needed.

And then she smiled, hugged herself as she turned away
from the mirror. Yes, her friends were dead. But they
weren’t gone. Not that she’d dare to say as much to anyone,
for fear they’d think she’d become unhinged in her grief.
Still, she knew. Cluny and Clancy were still there, still at
Coltrane House, still watching over her. Still, just as she
was, waiting for Jack to come home.

Waiting for Jack. All her life she’d been waiting for Jack.
Her full mouth stretched into a taut line. Twenty-two. Was
she really going to be that old? Twenty-two was a long way
from five, from twelve, from seventeen. A long, often hard
way. But travel those years she had, and she was not going
back. Not for Jack. Not for anybody. That’s what she told
herself, ordered herself at night, when she fell into her
lonely bed. And, still, she waited for Jack, thought about
Jack, worried about Jack, missed him with all of her heart.

She looked at Henry Sherlock, at the man who also had
always been in her life. The man who, like Kipp, had stayed,
as opposed to the man who had gone away. Henry was sit-
ting on one of the two facing couches that flanked a low
round table. A large chandelier hung high above the small
grouping of furniture. She really should move those
couches—they weren’t positioned properly, with the one
Henry was sitting on being squarely under the chandelier.
The chandelier should be hanging over the table, shouldn’t
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it? Ah, well. Once she’d overseen the repairs to the icehouse
and organized the harvest, then perhaps she’d have time to
rearrange furniture.

She commanded her wandering mind to come to atten-
tion and walked closer to Henry. He was talking, saying
something he surely believed to be important, but she hadn’t
been listening to more than every third word.

Poor, sincere, dedicated, and deadly dull Henry. He must
be nearly fifty, his hair a thick mane of purest silver, his
body neat, compact and surprisingly muscular. He usually
smelled of lemon drops, and his head was full of more
knowledge about Coltrane House, both its land and its fi-
nances, than she could ever hope to learn.

She’d never seen him as a friend, not when she’d been
younger. He was and always had been Henry Sherlock; con-
veniently present when needed, conveniently absent when
he was not. She’d just accepted him as being a part of
Coltrane House, and a part of August Coltrane. Only in the
past two years had he become more noticeable to her, as
he’d begun to dress more like a London gentleman than a
country mouse or a quiet man of business.

Personally, she believed the man to be growing rather
silly now that he’d inherited all that money from his aunt,
now that he’d built his own house just over the boundary
from the Coltrane lands.

But she was grateful that, even with his newfound
wealth, he’d still retained his duties at Coltrane House. He
kept the ledgers, managed the payment of August Coltrane’s
mountain of debts, advised her on questions about the every-
day running of the estate when she applied to him for his as-
sistance. He even refused payment for helping her. And
she’d always be grateful to him for what he’d done for her,
for Jack. He’d saved them. Saved them more than once.

She supposed Henry believed that gave him some right to
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tell her what was best for her, what was best for Coltrane
House. Lord knew he was the sort of neat and tidy man who
wanted everything orderly, in its proper place. But more and
more often, she didn’t want him telling her where her proper
place was in the world as seen by Henry Sherlock. That
must be a part of becoming an old lady of two and twenty.
She was beginning to resent being told, for her own good,
what was for her own good.

She sighed, pulled her attention back to the matter at
hand, whatever that was. Probably another litany of debt
Henry had discovered to recite to her, another lingering bill
of August Coltrane’s that still must be paid. Couldn’t he
simply pay the bill, without first telling her about it, drag-
ging her in from the fields to worry her with it? Didn’t she
have enough on her mind? He had to know that she trusted
him. After all, where would she be if she couldn’t trust
Henry?

But then, as Sherlock droned on, she caught a word she
hadn’t heard from him before today. “Just a moment, Henry,
if you please. If I might interrupt? I believe I heard the word
annulment mentioned, but I can’t be sure. And I heard Jack’s
name mentioned in the same breath, too, didn’t I?”

Henry Sherlock looked at her with those odd, colorless
eyes of his, his full mouth turned down at the corners disap-
provingly. She usually laughed when he tried to be stern
with her, but she hadn’t found his last words in the least
amusing.

He cleared his throat, then spoke slowly, decisively.
“We’re discussing John in general, Meredith, and the prob-
lems he presents to your well-being. Which, as events would
have it, has led me to broach the subject of an annulment of
your marriage in particular. I’ve thoroughly researched the
matter, and it can be done. But you’re not listening to a word
I’'m saying, are you?”
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Merry smiled, but it took all of her effort. She’d rather
discuss old debts, or new problems on the estate. It was no
secret to anybody that she never wanted to discuss Jack.
“I'm sorry, Henry, and admit I was woolgathering. But I
can’t agree to an annulment, if that’s what you were saying.
That’s impossible. If I did that, where would I go? Coltrane
House is his, you know, and through him, mine. I'd lose
Coltrane House. This is my home, Henry, and I will never
leave it. Never. So, as much as you’re probably put out with
me now, may we speak of other things? The roof has sprung
a new leak in the West Wing. I need to know how much we
can spare to have it repaired.”

The chandelier above Henry’s head jingled gently, and
Merry’s nose tickled at the slight odor of camphor. She
looked up at the chandelier. Sighed, relaxed. Allowed the
comfort to reach inside her, calm her.

“You can spare twenty pounds for repairs this quarter,
Meredith, no more.”

“Thank you, Henry,” she said politely. “I had hoped for
more, but I’'m sure you know best.”

Henry frowned, and Merry knew he was going to return
to the subject that appeared to interest him as much as it ap-
palled her. “And, yes, Meredith, Coltrane House is John’s.
Everything is his. Not yours. That’s my whole point.”

Merry didn’t see his point at all. He wasn’t telling her
anything she didn’t already know. “Oh, have a cup of tea,
Henry,” she said, walking over to the facing couch and sit-
ting down in front of the silver service Honey had brought
in moments after Henry’s arrival. “With plenty of sugar, to
sweeten your mood. Or is something else bothering you?”

She lifted a cup in one hand and held it under the spout
of the teapot. The piece sat inside its own cleverly designed
holder, so that the pot could be tipped without ever having
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to hoist the heavy thing into the air. Jack had rescued the pot
on his very first ride as the Forfeit Man.

Hot tea splashed into the bottom of the cup, swirling
quite nicely as it climbed the sides . . . then spilled over onto
the handmade lace doily lining the tray, turning the thing a
deep brown.

“What did you say?” Merry asked hollowly, quickly let-
ting go of the teapot once she realized what was happening.
“Repeat that last little bit you just said, Henry, if you
please.”

“Ah,” Sherlock purred, sitting at his ease on the facing
couch, one leg crossed over the other. She suddenly, inex-
plicably, longed to hit him. “At last I have your full atten-
tion. Telling you that funds to sustain Coltrane House are
low and dipping lower seems not to concern you. Warning
you that your late father-in-law’s major creditor is threaten-
ing dire consequences if you don’t make a considerable pay-
ment to him before the end of the year means less than
nothing to you. Pointing out that all our efforts to foolishly
maintain the crumbling wreck we’re sitting in have done lit-
tle to save it from going to August’s creditors—to your hus-
band’s creditors now—makes no impression. But mention
John’s name, and suddenly you are not only listening,
you’re begging that I should repeat myself.”

Merry bowed her head, tried to collect herself. She hadn’t
meant to set Henry off on one of his lectures. “I'm sorry,
Henry. I really hadn’t been listening with more than half an
ear. But did you just say that Jack’s coming home? No, you
couldn’t have said that. Could you?”

Above their heads, the huge chandelier tinkled yet again,
louder this time.

Henry quickly abandoned his seat, looked up at the chan-
delier. “Did you hear that? Meredith, this pile is falling
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apart. I wouldn’t be surprised if that entire hulking mon-
strosity came crashing down on our heads one day.”

“On yours, at least, Henry. I do believe I'm sitting well
out of harm’s way.” Merry kept her head down as she used
a linen napkin to dab at the spilled tea. Part of her wanted to
scream, weep, gnash her teeth—whatever it was women did
when in the throes of great emotion. Another part of her, the
silly child inside her, longed to dance. Clearly Cluny and
Clancy would have preferred to dance.

But could it be true? This time, could it be true? Was Jack
coming home? She refused to believe it, didn’t dare to be-
lieve it. ““You could be right about the chandelier, Henry,”
she said, still attempting to compose herself. “Awful August
and his guests often used it for target practice, remember?
See the bullet holes in the ceiling? If you could look into
those neat ledgers of yours, find a way for us to spare a few
pounds to pay the price, I suppose I could engage someone
to inspect and fix it?”

“A few pounds, is it? First the roof, and now the chande-
lier? You don’t have a few pence to spare, Meredith. August
mortgaged this heap to its rooftops, and I’ve been working
like ten men these past years to hold off your creditors with
piddling payments. I don’t like to complain, Meredith, but it
hasn’t been easy, you know.”

“And you’ve succeeded admirably, Henry. I'm so very
grateful to you,” Merry assured him, hoping to soothe his
ruffled feathers. “Now, to get back to what you were saying.
You’ve heard another rumor I suppose. We’ve heard a dozen
rumors over the years. Two dozen. None of them have
proved true yet. So why did you sound so sure just now, as
you mentioned this one to me? It isn’t like you to pass on
silly gossip, Henry.”

“Because this time it isn’t just another rumor, Meredith.”
Henry patted the excruciatingly neat fall of lace bunched at
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his throat as he sat down once more, looked up at the chan-
delier. “Much to my own surprise, I’ve received a letter
from London this morning. From John. He’s back in En-
gland, and has announced his intention to arrive at Coltrane
House in the next week to ten days.”

“A letter? From Jack? Now you’re lying to me outright,
Henry,” Merry said as a loud buzzing began in her ears. “If
that were true, you would have told me the moment I en-
tered the room.”

“Everything in its own time, Merry,” Henry told her
smoothly. “An annulment would be clean, if not especially
simple. But once John is back in residence? Ah, Meredith,
he did not leave here happy with you, if you’ll recall. I'm
only trying to show you that you have options. One of those
is to not be here at all when he comes home.”

Merry struggled to control her breathing. She looked up
at the chandelier. It simply hung there, silent. “I see.” she
said quietly, her lips numb. “Jack’s coming home. He’s
really coming home, and you want me to run away because
you feel he won’t want to see me here? You might actually
think that he’d try to harm me? I never knew, Henry, that
you thought so little of Jack.”

“I liked him well enough, Meredith. But we all remem-
ber Jack’s foul moods, his hasty temper. I don’t want you to
suffer any more than you already have. You’re wasting your
youth here, taking care of Jack’s property, not finding a life
for yourself. You’re young. You could marry again. I don’t
think I would be too far wrong if I mentioned to you that I be-
lieve Viscount Willoughby would be more than eager to—"

“I’'m married,” Merry said dully, not capable of saying
more than that.

“I care for you, Meredith,” Henry continued sincerely. “I
always have. John wrote to me, Meredith, not to you. Doesn’t
that tell you anything? Doesn’t that tell you that he is either
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hoping you’re no longer at Coltrane House, or that, if you
are, he wants nothing to do with you?”

“I'm his wife, Henry,” Merry said, wishing she could
hear at least a faint trace of confidence in her voice. “If Jack
is coming home, I will, as his wife, most certainly be here to
greet him.”

“At which point you’d also be fully prepared to become
his wife in every sense?” Henry sighed. “Do you really be-
lieve that he’ll want that? You may love him, a schoolgirl’s
love that’s more dream than reality, but do you honestly
think he sees you the same way? If he loved you, do you be-
lieve he would have been able to stay away for five long
years?”

“No, I don’t,” Merry admitted, rising slowly, like a very
old woman, and walking toward the doorway. She had a
great need to be shed of Henry’s clumsy sympathy, to be
alone someplace where she could think, she could cry, she
could even scream.

Merry stopped just at the doorway, turned back to face
Henry. She drew herself up straight and pronounced her next
words slowly, carefully. “But you’re wrong, Henry, wrong
about how I feel. I'm waiting for Jack to come back, yes. So
that I can murder him.”

And then she ran out of the room.

Which didn’t mean that other quarters weren’t still to be
heard from. High up in the chandelier, two ghostly figures,
invisible to all but their own eyes, were having themselves
a small celebration.

“We did hear him aright, we did!” Clancy shouted as,
overcome with happiness, he grabbed on to the chain hold-
ing the chandelier aloft and swung around it three times,
whirling like a top in his excitement. “Hie-ho, Hie-hee, my
Jack is coming back to me!”
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Cluny peered down from the chandelier to watch as
Henry Sherlock gaped up at it, mumbled, “Falling apart.
This whole ruin is falling apart,” then quickly gathered him-
self together and left the room.

“It’s true, Clancy,” Cluny agreed, looking at his friend.
“As sure as I'm dead, Jack is coming home. And, sure as I'm
dead, Merry is going to murder him.”

“But she loves him,” Clancy chirped, his hands clasped
to his breast. “Such a brilliant child, to love my Jack so.”

“He doesn’t deserve her,” Cluny protested, but his heart
wasn’t really in the thing. Having Jack back would take so
many of the worries off his dearest Merry’s slim shoulders.
And if Merry was happy, Cluny was happy. It had always
been that simple.

“Cluny?” Clancy asked as he settled himself once more
inside the branches of the chandelier. “Did you happen to
notice that Sherlock smiled when Merry said she was going
to kill Jack? Now, why do you suppose he smiled?”



Chapter Eleven

ack reined in the huge black stallion at the crest of the

hill, the exact place where, for good or bad, life as he’d
known it had ended. This was the spot where he’d truly
begun the long, hard journey into manhood. Deliberately
leaving his heart behind. His humanity. And embracing cyn-
icism with both hands, grabbing for it as a drowning man
would a straw. Then holding on to it for five long, dark
years.

Years when he’d refused to think. Refused to feel.

He’d turned away from friendship, from love. Even hate
had been discarded in favor of the day-to-day quest for the
one thing he believed he needed. Money.

When had the struggle become more important than life
itself? When had he changed into the man he was now, the
hollow shell he’d filled with banknotes and properties and
the belief that money was the answer to any question? Every
question. Money, which bought him information, which
equaled power, which equaled . . . surely not happiness.

Happiness was a child, skipping stones across a stream.
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Happiness was lying on your back in a freshly cut hay field,
picking out faces in the clouds overhead. Happiness was
watching a twelve-year-old Merry as Kipp taught her how to
fence. Jack had laughed until his sides hurt as she’d dis-
tracted his friend by pointing up toward the sky, then stuck
her button-tipped blade straight at his heart. Her aim had
been off just enough that Kipp had found himself staring at
the point as it pressed against the Willoughby family’s hope
for continued generations.

Happiness was Coltrane House, as he wanted to remem-
ber it, as he longed to remember it.

Happiness was Coltrane House as he, Jack Coltrane,
would make it again, had worked so hard to make it again.
Except that now Cluny and Clancy were dead, and could no
longer be a part of Jack’s tomorrows, as they had been such
a large measure of his happiness in his yesterdays. They had
left him, as surely as he had gone away from them, and he
hadn’t been there to say good-bye.

Too late, too late. He’d left his return too late. He’d been
so caught up in his plans that he’d forgotten what was really
important, who was really important. Yes, Coltrane House
was important, saving the estate was important. But at what
cost? At what sacrifice?

Had his promise to save Coltrane House been enough to
justify leaving those he loved alone for five long years, only
watching over them from a distance? Had he left his home-
coming too late for any chance of happiness?

Jack sighed inwardly as he heard the curricle pull up be-
side him and waited while Walter set the brake. The man
was about to make some profound comment, Jack was sure,
and the least he could do would be to listen.

“From the topographical description you’ve given me,”
his friend said a moment later, “and taking into considera-
tion the logistics of proper stagecoach robbery as contem-
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plated by a green-as-grass lad with more hair than wit, I
imagine I’m safe in assuming that this is the approximate lo-
cation of the onset of your youthful disgrace?”

“Go to the devil, Walter,” Jack said idly, shifting in the
saddle. And then he smiled. A sad, yet faintly amused smile.
“What a shambles we made of the thing. You should have
seen us, friend. Everyone running, everyone screaming,
shouting. Kipp trying to be in three places at once, and none
of them the right one for more than a second. Honey scream-
ing and crying and beating on the baron with her clog. Me,
idiot that I was, believing I could stop a team of panicked
horses. And then Merry, coming out of nowhere like
that . . .” He bit his lip, lowered his head. “God. I thought
she was dead.”

“And when she wasn’t,” Walter said smoothly, “you
wanted to kill her. Completely understandable.”

“I talk too much when I'm drunk,” Jack said, looking
down at his companion. Walter was magnificent. There was
no other description. Tall, broad, with dark skin, a high-
bridged, noble nose, and hair as dark as midnight and faintly
streaked with silver—hair he allowed to fall freely, to his
shoulders. He wore his dark brown frock coat like a second
skin over his wide shoulders. A simple cravat, a plain brown
waistcoat, dark brown trousers whose seams strained under
the pressure exerted by iron-hard thigh muscles. Walter ap-
peared as a cross between a banker and a savage, a prize-
fighter and a prime minister, a killer and a priest.

“That’s true. You’ve said enough while in your cups that
if your father were not already dead, I should have had to
skin him slowly with a dull knife within an hour of stepping
foot onto English soil,” Walter said, sniffing appreciatively
at his one affectation—the posy in his buttonhole. “As it is,
I shall content myself with pissing on his grave.” He smiled
at Jack. “Would you care to join me?”
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“I don’t deserve you,” Jack said with a slow smile. “In
fact, friend, there are moments when you truly terrify me.”

“It’s my great mind,” Walter said, inclining his head in a
small, regal bow, accepting Jack’s accolades. “Many are in
awe of it, including myself, on occasion. That said, I believe
it’s time we part for an hour or more, as you must now gird
your loins and ride down this hill. To Coltrane House, my
friend, and to your bride.” He jumped down from the curri-
cle in one swift, graceful movement. “I shall remain here,
rest the horses, and contemplate my place in this small, fate-
ful dot in the universe.”

“And who, then, shall guard my back? Kipp tells me
Merry detests me,” Jack said as he lifted his hat from his
head, then replaced it at a more jaunty angle. “Remember-
ing Merry, and knowing that Sherlock has undoubtedly told
her of my arrival, I believe anything less than an accompa-
nying regiment means I’m riding now to my death. Not that
it appears you care what happens to me.”

Walter, having settled the horses, sat himself down atop a
rotting tree trunk—the rotting tree trunk, as a matter of fact,
Jack had used so many years ago as the Forfeit Man—and
smiled up at Jack. “The element of surprise still rides with
you to some extent. She knows the attack is coming, but
since you didn’t give Sherlock a firm date for your arrival,
she doesn’t know when it is coming. She’s on edge, fright-
ened even as she prepares for you. Lacking sleep. Lacking
comfort and peace. When the war whoop sounds, suddenly
splits the air with its nerve-jangling terror, an opponent such
as this does one of two things. She freezes to the ground, un-
able to react . ..”

“Yes?” Jack prompted as Walter bent to sniff the flower
once more.

Walter smiled. “Or she blows a whacking great hole
straight through you. In other words, my friend, do be care-
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ful, won’t you? I’ve grown rather attached to you for one
reason or another, none of which readily leaps to the fore-
front of my mind. Oh, wait, there is one. You’ve got a good
heart, Jack. The only problem is that you misplaced it a few
years ago. Perhaps you can ride down this hill now and find
it?”

“I never took you for a romantic, Walter,” Jack said,
shifting uncomfortably in his saddle. “I’ll see you in an hour
or so?”

Walter nodded, then made shooing gestures with his
hands, so that Jack knew he could delay his arrival at
Coltrane House no longer.

He set his horse off at a slow walk, taking his time as he
advanced down the hill, filling himself with his first sight of
Coltrane House in five long, empty years.

As he rounded a turn in the roadway, he emerged from
out of the trees and looked out upon the gentle, sweeping
swells of lawn that led up to the house. A benevolent sun
shone down brightly on the huge, rambling three-story
structure, blinking brightly off the many-paned windows,
warming the mellow pink brick, turning the ornate wooden
trim a dazzling white. More than two dozen chimneys dot-
ted the several roofs making up the original building and its
many additions, the flat roofs all seemingly corralled by the
white-stone balustrade that ran completely around their
edges.

Many were the times Jack and Kipp had climbed out onto
the roofs, to play hide-and-seek behind the tall chimneys, to
frighten poor, beleaguered Aloysius Bromley into near
apoplexies as they climbed up on the balustrades and ran
along them, a good sixty feet above the ground. Even Merry
had tried it, and Jack had finally known how Aloysius felt,
being forced to watch helplessly such reckless disregard for
personal safety.
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“We all thought we were indestructible,” Jack said, pat-
ting the stallion between its twitching ears. “Nothing could
touch us, nothing could harm us.”

He circled the building at a distance, taking in the sight
of the glass-domed conservatory attached to the house, its
sides made up of more than a dozen tall oriel windows. A
person could lie on a bench inside the structure and watch
the rain or the snow coming down out of the sky, safe from
the elements while able to enjoy them at leisure.

He passed by the statuary garden, a half dozen fanciful
creations erected by the same ancestor who’d ordered the
landscaping of the grounds. He shook his head as he re-
membered the carnage his father and his firearm-wielding
cronies had wreaked there over the years. The result could
not have been worse if some mischievous god had used the
statues as bowling pins. There wasn’t a single statue not
missing an arm, or a leg, or—most commonly—a head.

The evergreens making up the design of the garden were
all woefully overgrown, their branches allowed to thicken
and tangle so that they showed more brown than green. The
lily pond, once filled with huge, golden fish, looked to have
caved in on one side, and was choked with weeds.

The closer Jack rode, the more evidence of August’s
reign as master of Coltrane House came into focus. Two of
the chimneys showed gaping holes in the brick. Part of the
white-stone balustrade, in the area over the formal dining
room, had loosened, a length of it tumbling to the ground
where it still lay, smashed against the flagstones.

He could see the tall, thick columns lining the long cov-
ered walk that was one way to move from the center house
to the East Wing—a pleasant area in which to stroll, or to sit
under during rainy weather. None of the peeling, rotting
columns had been painted in at least two decades, and a
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huge, raw wooden plank had been wedged against the third
column, probably to keep it upright.

And yet the fields surrounding Coltrane House were al-
ready planted. The considerable number of livestock ap-
peared well fed. The tenant cottages he’d seen earlier were
freshly thatched, and the corn bins were still more than half-
full. The sheep wandering the manor grounds beyond the
overgrown ha-ha—how Merry had adored that silly name
for a sunken fence—were fat and woolly.

“Sherlock’s work,” Jack breathed as he dismounted at the
end of the circular stone drive in front of his childhood
home. Like the lily pond, the drive was weed-choked, and it
was also full of potholes, none of the drive having seen a
rake or a fresh layer of stone in years. “I knew I could de-
pend upon him to keep the estate profitable, just as he did
when August was alive. But spend so much as a penny on
the house? No, Henry Sherlock would never let Merry put
out a penny that couldn’t come back twice, even if the house
collapsed around her. Keeping the estate, holding on to the
land, that’s what was and still is most important to Sherlock.
Among other things,” he ended, his jaw tight.

As he advanced toward the massive front doors of
Coltrane House, Jack took one last assessment of the enor-
mous building. The pair of wide, white-stone steps and the
balustrade that matched those marching around the edges of
the roof were stained and moldy. Three of the steps were
cracked. The massive stone urns on either side of the door,
once filled with artfully trimmed evergreens, were now just
repositories for packed dirt and a few weeds.

Money. Coltrane House needed money. Vast amounts of
it. And that was just on the outside. God only knew what
he’d find on the inside.

Jack’s leisurely ride around the house had taken away
any element of surprise for anyone who might have chanced
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to spy him out one of the hundred or more windows. He
therefore decided Walter’s suggestion of a war whoop an-
nouncing his presence would probably be seen in the light of
being slightly overdone. So thinking, he approached the
doors and lifted a hand to raise the brightly shining brass
knocker.

Which was as far as he got before one of the doors
opened and he was staring down the barrel of a quite deadly-
looking hunting rifle.

“You have five seconds to turn around and start running
before I shoot you where you stand.”

Jack refused to flinch. He raised one eyebrow, then
slowly slid his gaze along the weapon until it collided with
the figure of one very angry-looking young woman.

Who couldn’t be Merry. Could she? Wait . . . yes. Yes,
she could. There were the same huge sky-blue eyes. The
same riot of curls, a darker red than he remembered, but just
as wild, just as untamed. The freckles were still there, danc-
ing across her nose and cheeks, although he saw no evidence
of her wonderful, wide smile. And, unless he was mistaken,
she was dressed in one of his old shirts, an outgrown pair of
his breeches, and the riding boots he had worn at the age of
twelve. God bless the child. She hadn’t changed a bit.

But she had grown up, left the last of her childhood be-
hind her. All her coltish awkwardness was gone, and she’d
at last grown into her body, her long, once gangling limbs.
She was beautiful. Unbelievably lovely. Tall, wonderfully
formed, her posture graceful—or as graceful as one could be
while wielding a rifle.

And she most definitely wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t
laughing. She wasn’t even throwing herself at him, doing
her best to beat him into flinders for having deserted her.

She was simply staring at him. Looking at him without
really seeing him, refusing to really see him.
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Jack was just about to grab the barrel and pull the rifle
from her hands when a voice from behind the door said,
“Put it down, Merry. I’ve told you, shooting him won’t do
you any good at all. Poison, that’s the ticket. It’s slower,
much more painful, and you’re less likely to hang for it.”

Merry’s finger left the trigger just as Jack pushed the bar-
rel out of the way and stepped past her, into the large foyer.
“Mr. Bromley? Aloysius? Is that you?” he asked, holding
out his hand to the gray-haired old man, who really hadn’t
changed a bit in five years. He still wore the same long scarf
wrapped three times around his neck—be it summer or win-
ter, the scarf remained. He still had the heavy-lidded look of
a wise, slightly sad old sage, while maintaining a humor that
could only be called wicked. Jack took the man’s hand in
both of his, squeezing it tightly. “God, it’s good to see you!”

“And me you, Jack,” the tutor said, his watery gray eyes
twinkling. “I believe you still owe me a paper on Homer’s
Odyssey, however. Have it on my desk by tomorrow morn-
ing, if you please.”

Jack grinned, feeling some of his tension easing away—
at least as long as he kept his back to Merry, who still held
the rifle even though it was now harmlessly pointed at the
tiles. He knew what his former tutor was trying to say, and
quickly agreed. “We’ll split a bottle or two tonight as I tell
you of my own odyssey instead, if that will suffice?”

“Done and done,” Aloysius Bromley said, giving Jack a
hearty slap on the back. “And then we will discuss the Iliad.
You do remember, don’t you, Jack? It’s all about the siege of
Troy. You might want to bring paper and pen, and take
notes?”

“If we’re all done being sloppy?”’

Jack turned to look at Merry once more. Look at his wife
once more. Dear Lord, his wife? No. It was still impossible
to think of her that way. In fact, it was impossible to think of
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her in any way at all. Because she was definitely no longer
the Merry he always tried so hard to remember. The Merry
he’d bounced on his knee, helped nurse through a bout of
measles, taught how to tie her bonnet strings, inadvertently
given a black eye when she’d failed to catch the ball he’d
thrown her.

No, she was none of those memories. She wasn’t the
playmate he remembered. She wasn’t the one who sat on the
sidelines, cheering his every exploit. She wasn’t the silly in-
fant who dogged his footsteps night and day, learning from
him, teasing him out of his dark moods, worshiping at his
feet.

Neither was she the Merry who had caught him out fum-
bling at a housemaid’s breasts, the Merry who had then run
to Kipp to tell him that their good friend Jack was no better
than Awful August and his drunken guests.

And she most certainly wasn’t the same injured innocent
his father had robbed of her inheritance, her freedom, by
forcing her into a marriage that had destroyed Jack’s hopes
for her future.

“Merry?” Jack inquired, gesturing toward the Main Sa-
loon. “If we might adjourn—minus this nasty piece, if you
don’t mind,” he added, removing the rifle from her nerveless
fingers and handing it over to the tutor, who took it gingerly.

Jack watched Merry’s departing back as she whirled and
stormed toward the Main Saloon, leaving him to follow in
her wake if he dared. Good Lord, those old breeches of his
had never fit him so well. “Do I dare follow her?” he actu-
ally asked Aloysius, who only shrugged before turning to
pull his old body back up the stairs, to the safety of the
schoolroom.

Aloysius hesitated halfway up the first flight, turning to
look down at Jack. “She doesn’t hate you, you know. She
hates herself because she can’t hate you. Of course, she
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doesn’t know that, which is another way of saying that I be-
lieve you should watch your back, at least for a while. She’s
had five years to think up ways to make your life a living
hell, and Merry has always been quite inventive, if you re-
member.”

“But she was safe,” Jack said, hating to hear the question
in his own voice.

“Many would sacrifice safety for happiness, you know,
Jack.” Aloysius shook his head. “We gave Meredith what
she needed, never what she wanted. You’ll be amazed at
how she’s grown, Jack. Amazed, and surprised, and most
probably impressed. But I doubt you’ll enjoy yourself these
next weeks and months. Be gentle with her, Jack, allow her
to hate you for a while longer. In time, she’ll make you an
exemplary wife.”

“I don’t want a wife,” Jack said flatly. “And, if I did, it
certainly wouldn’t be Merry. For God’s sake, Aloysius, we
grew up as brother and sister.”

Aloysius lifted one end of his long scarf and fanned him-
self with it. “That may have been the way you felt ten years
ago, Jack. But not by the time you left here, no matter how
you might have still been lying to yourself, telling yourself
that you knew what was best for her. So don’t lie to me now,
Jack, even if you need to delude yourself a while longer.” He
shook his head sadly. ““You were always such an intelligent
lad. I thought you might have learned something in the years
since you rode away from here, your body bruised, your
heart full of hate, of shame. Don’t disappoint me, Jack.
Don’t disappoint me.”

“Oh, that was cutting,” Clancy said, looking down at
Jack pityingly as Jack passed under the elaborate wooden
arch he and Cluny were perched on, heading into the Main
Saloon.
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“Not cutting enough,” Cluny responded hotly. “Doesn’t
want her? What makes him think she’ll even have him?
Still, did you see her? Did you see the pair of them, together
again? Had you ever thought we’d live long enough to see
such a sight? ‘Eternity was in our lips and eyes, bliss in our
brows’ bent.” ”

“‘Ay, every inch a king!”” Clancy said feelingly, ran-
domly grabbing at another of Shakespeare’s lines, his
clasped hands pressed to his breast. “But we didn’t live long
enough to see them, Cluny. When are you going to remem-
ber that we’re dead?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cluny said, wiping a nonexistent tear
from his eye with the sleeve of his burgundy-velvet doublet.
“They’re together again, and our long wait is finally over.
How many nights have I heard my sweet Merry crying for
your naughty Jack? How many years did I watch her as she
struggled on, alone, forgotten? She thought she was angry,
believed she hated him. But she’ll forgive him now, because
she’s a good girl at heart. She’ll forgive him, and she’ll love
him, and we’ll all be happy again. Although it might be pru-
dent if I were to hide the rifle.”

“Aloysius will take care to do that, I'm sure,” Clancy
said, sighing, then floated neatly down to the floor.
“‘Blessed are the peacemakers on earth.””

Cluny nodded his agreement. “You want to see Jack
again, Clancy? Oh, come on, I know you’re longing to be
close to him. Shall we join them then? Watch? Rattle the
chandelier if they seem to be close to sword points?”

Clancy looked longingly toward the closed door. “So tall,
so handsome, so immaculately turned-out. A gentleman of
the world, Cluny, a gentleman of the world. He has become
all that I’ve wanted for him, all that I’ ve dreamed these more
than twoscore years. I could watch him all day long.”

“I thought so,” Cluny said, holding his nose and slowly

122
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floating down to the tile floor, where he landed with his feet
a good two inches sunk into the tiles. Even after six months,
landings remained a problem to him. “If Merry lets us in, of
course. You know how she can get. Welcomes us like the
flowers in May most times, but when she wants us out,
we’re out.”

“She wouldn’t dare. Not today of all days.” Clancy
turned to walk through the closed doors, into the Main Sa-
loon. He stopped when his beaky nose collided with solid
wood. “Saucy, stubborn baggage,” he grumbled, then
pressed his ear against the wood, frowned. “Can’t hear a
thing, Cluny. Come on, we’ll go around outside, and peek in
the windows.”

“Can’t,” Cluny said, happy to share his knowledge with
the man who had believed himself superior to him, the man
who, basically, was mentally superior to him, both before
their deaths and since. “Once Merry has said no, it’s no, and
we both know it. Don’t go in her bedchamber unless I'm in-
vited, don’t get to tag along after her when she’s riding the
fields in a temper, don’t get to listen when she don’t want me
to hear. That’s the rules, Clancy, and we both have to obey
them. We’ll probably have more rules soon, too, once we in-
troduce ourselves to Jack, and if he believes in us.”

“If he believes in us? I never thought of that, Cluny,”
Clancy replied, slowly walking away, his steps dragging as
he headed toward the kitchens. He always went to the
kitchens when he was unhappy, to smell the aroma of good
food being cooked up by Mrs. Maxwell. “What will I do, old
friend, if he doesn’t believe in me?”

“He will, Clancy, he will. Just give him time. He’s barely
even home, and has his hands quite full with Merry at the
moment, I’m sure.” Cluny gave one last, longing look to-
ward the closed doors.

Loath to leave that spot, he lingered a moment more,
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drawing on his love of Will Shakespeare, hoping to find the
right words. “ ‘For aught that I could ever read, could ever
hear by tale or history—’ " he broke off, mid-quote, as the
sound of shattering pottery escaped the Main Saloon, then
finished quickly, “‘the course of true love never did run
smooth.” Clancy!” he called out as he ran fast as he could to
catch up with his friend. “Wait for me!”



Chapter Twelve

Merry glared at the broken bits of porcelain. “Well, that
was bloody stupid! You used to be able to catch
things, Jack.”

“My apologies, Meredith,” Jack said, gifting her with an
elegant bow, which only made her want to pick up another
figurine and toss it at his head. “Although I must say I’'m
gratified to see that there’s still some furniture in here, and
even a scattering of vases and the like. I would have thought
August’s greedy fingers had rid the place of every stick and
bit of china.”

“You know he never came here again, not after you’d
gone. That was part of the bargain you made with the man,
Jack, remember. Henry held him to it, I don’t know how,
and never cared enough to ask. What you see here are
pieces the Forfeit Man retrieved, or those Mrs. Maxwell
and I used to hide away when we thought Awful August
might visit,” Merry said, talking too much, wishing she
could stop looking at him. Looking at him and drinking in
the sight of him. Wanting to do nothing more than launch
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herself into his arms and welcome him home, tell him how
much she’d missed him every single moment he’d been
gone.

He looked so cool, so composed. So well dressed and
presentable, while she stood here in her oldest clothes.
Jack’s oldest clothes, as she was sure he knew. Neither
Merry nor the clothing she was wearing was all that clean,
either, as she’d already ridden down to the stream, where
she’d sat and thought—and cried—for almost an hour that
morning.

Damn him for finding her looking like this. She should
have shot him!

Instead, she decided to hurt him, and she knew just how
to do it. “If you’re meaning to go looking for Cluny and
Clancy, you won’t find them here. They’re in the cemetery,
and have been since two months before last Christmas. They
died within days of each other, even though Clancy wasn’t
all that ill. T think he just didn’t want to go on. Not with
Cluny gone. Not with you gone.”

She watched him closely, waiting for his reaction. For his
look of shock, of pain, of shame.

“Yes, I know,” Jack said without emotion, walking over
to the drinks table and pouring himself a glass of wine.
“Word came to me.”

Merry had been about to sit down on one of the couches,
but Jack’s admission had her hopping to her feet once more.
“Word—word came to you? What the devil does that mean,
Jack? How did word come to you?”

“Ah,” he said, coming to sit down on the facing couch,
motioning for her to sit down as well. “Then Sherlock is to
be believed. I had sworn him to secrecy, but until now I
didn’t know that he kept his word. So he never told you
that he and I have kept up a correspondence these past five
years?”
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Merry did sit down. It was either that or she would have
fallen down. “Henry—I don’t believe it! He never said . . .
never even hinted. . .. He even tried to convince me you
could be dead . ..” She glared at Jack. “You bastard. Not a
word, not a word in five years. You could have been dead,
for all T knew, for all poor Cluny and Clancy knew. And I
wish you were dead. I'd rather see you dead than see you the
way you are now.”

She turned her head, no longer able to look at him. Thank
God she had willed Cluny and Clancy clear of the Main Sa-
loon for now. They didn’t deserve to hear how little Jack had
cared for them. “Go away, Jack. Just go away. We don’t
want you here. We don’t need you here.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible,” Jack bit out, then downed
the remainder of his wine as he stared at her levelly. “You
see, Merry, I’ve come back to save you. You’re looking at a
very rich man, Merry, much as that must shock you. And
I’ve returned home to claim my inheritance. This house,
these lands. No more mortgages, Merry, no more debts. I'm
here to settle them all.”

“Really?” she said, turning to look at him once more,
turning to glare at him once more. She didn’t believe a word
he was saying. “Isn’t that interesting.”

“Perhaps not interesting, Merry, but true nonetheless. I
had hoped you might be at least marginally impressed.”

“And your wife? Have you come home to claim her as
well?” she asked, outwardly settling herself more comfort-
ably into the couch, sitting at her ease, while inside she was
flying in a dozen different directions.

“Our marriage? You’re my sister, Merry, not my wife.
Not in my heart, not in yours. Our marriage was a sham, and
we both well know it. I stopped in London before coming
down to Lincolnshire, bought a town house for you. A very
good address I’'m told, even Kipp says so. You can go there,
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take Honey and the Maxwells with you if you wish—take
anyone you want. I’ll hire a companion for you, begin work
on gaining an annulment. I deserted you on your wedding
day, and will admit to it, to that and the fact that the marriage
was never consummated. By next spring you’ll be having
your Season, Merry. You can have everything your parents
would have wanted for you, everything I’ve always planned
for you.”

She stood up, walked to a window overlooking the lawns,
took herself as far from Jack as she could without leaving
the room. “You’re unbelievable, Jack. You have it all
worked out, don’t you? My whole life, planned for me. You
go away, gather up a fortune, then come marching home
with your full pockets and tell me to leave, take myself off.
After I’ve spent the last five years holding your estate to-
gether. Not mine, Jack, right? Your estate, your home. Never
mine. How very . . . convenient for you.” She turned away
from the window, to see him standing now, looking at her
strangely. That had better not be pity she saw in his eyes, or
she’d definitely have to kill him.

“Merry—sweetheart—the marriage has to be ended,” he
said, walking toward her. “We both know that. You were
forced into it, I was beaten and threatened into it. We have
to end it now, so that you can be free, so that you can get on
with your life. I have the money now, the money that should
have been yours the day you turned twenty-one. If August
hadn’t forced the marriage, taken every last penny for him-
self and called it your dowry.”

“No.” Merry backed up a step, held up a hand to warn
him to stay where he was. “No, Jack. Absolutely not.”

“No?” Jack halted where he was, looked at her narrowly.
“No?” he repeated. He shook his head. “You don’t want an
annulment, Merry? You can’t really want to stay married to
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me. Not if Kipp’s right, and you hate me. Not if you have
any sense in your head.”

“Well, then, there you have it, don’t you, Jack?” Merry
asked sweetly. “I don’t have any sense in my head. Not a
ghost of sense. But don’t believe I want to remain married
to you, because I don’t. I hate the very thought. But I like
being Mrs. Coltrane, Jack. I very much like being mistress
of Coltrane House, running the estate. I'm exceptionally
good at it, you know. Extraordinarily good.”

She walked toward him, confident once more, growing
more confident as he backed up a single step, then two,
knowing she had thrown him off his guard. “You used to
ride as the Forfeit Man, Jack, remember?” she continued,
her voice now hard, unyielding. “And then you rode out of
my life, away from Coltrane House, the place you said you
loved above everything. You just left, gave up. Quit. You’ve
forfeited any right you might have to Coltrane House, Jack.
Forfeited it to me. I deserve it. I earned it. And I love it
every bit as much as you do. You’re not going to send me
away. Coltrane House is mine, Jack, and it will remain
mine, even if I have to remain legally married to you in
order to keep it.”

She turned her back to him, then spun back with a hard
glint in her eye. “Do you want heirs, Jack? I should think
you might. Now, there’s a dilemma your new fortune won’t
solve. What to do, what to do. Will you be able to touch your
sister, do you think?”

She watched, her heart pounding in her chest, as Jack
turned away from her, began to pace, obviously agitated, ob-
viously longing to grab hold of her and shake her back to
what he undoubtedly saw as sanity. No more. The words
pounded inside her brain. No more would people tell her
where she belonged, what she should do, how she was to be
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happy. Not Cluny, not Henry Sherlock, and not Jack
Coltrane. No more!

“Are you mad, Merry?” Jack asked her. “You actually
want this marriage to continue? A mutual dissolution of the
marriage, a generous settlement, even the London town
house I’ve bought for you...I’d never even considered
that you’d—Christ.” He ran a hand through his hair, dis-
lodging a few locks from the neat queue at his nape so that
they hung down around his face. “And I can’t divorce you
without ruining you and looking like the greatest cad in na-
ture—and you know it. I don’t believe this! Of all the stu-
pidity—"

“You say you have plenty of money now, Jack. Money
that seems very important to you. You could simply deed
Coltrane House over to me, by way of a settlement, then
take your annulment and go happily on your way. Buy
yourself two estates, three. After all, Awful August has
been in the ground for more than two years. Sherlock must
have told you in his letters to you. If you waited those two
years without coming back here, obviously Coltrane
House doesn’t mean that much to you,” Merry suggested,
dying inside, because one thing was true—he obviously
did not want her. Had he only come back for Coltrane
House? Was the estate all that meant anything to him? She
had to know.

“Give you—give you Coltrane House?” Jack glared at
her, seared her with his gaze, all but set her on fire with the
heat of it as he answered her unspoken question. “Never!”

Merry nodded, walked past him on her way to the door.
“Then we have nothing else to talk about, do we? We’re
married, we stay married, and we both stay at Coltrane
House. I’ll see that Maxwell takes your bags upstairs. You
do have a coach following after you, don’t you? And a valet,
I suppose, as you were always all thumbs when it came to
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tying a cravat, and the one you’re wearing bears the hall-
mark of a master of the science. Kipp has educated me to
understand these things. We dine at six, in the small dining
room. Please be prompt.”

She kept moving, knowing it was time to leave, before he
exploded into a rage. Poor Jack, so very predictable. But he
grabbed her upper arm as she went to breeze past him, draw-
ing her up short, bending his head so that his face was a
mere inch from hers. She could smell him, smell the animal
heat of him. She was looking at Jack in the midst of one of
his darkest rages. “Don’t do this, Merry. You don’t want me
for a husband, you truly don’t. Or haven’t you considered
the fullness of what you’re proposing?”

Merry kept her eyes level with his, refusing to blink, re-
fusing to look away. “I know you, Jack. I’ve known you all
my life,” she said quietly. “I know you even better than you
know yourself. You don’t frighten me. But I frighten you.
Don’t I? Because you don’t know me at all. Not anymore.”
Then she shook off his grip and walked out of the room be-
fore the first tear slid down her cheek.

He was everything she remembered, everything she’d
tried so hard to forget.

Merry sank down on the concrete bench inside the con-
servatory, not seeing the new blooms, not feeling the hu-
midity in the air. All she could see was Jack.

He was still incredibly handsome, even more handsome
than she remembered. Tall, strong, with long hair dark as
midnight, dark as his blackest mood. His eyes were still that
same startling green against whitest white, still intelligent
and piercing and yet vulnerable, searching, full of ques-
tions.

He was the same Jack who had kissed her scraped knees.
The same Jack who’d shared clandestine suppers with her in
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the nursery. The same Jack who used to sneak downstairs to
get those delicious meals from Mrs. Maxwell, food that had
supposedly been concocted for Awful August’s guests, and
not for the two hungry, hidden children. He was the same
Jack who had taught her falconry, fishing, shooting, how to
ride bareback across a fallow field and take a high fence
without landing on her head. The same Jack who had
promised always to love her, always to protect her, never to
leave her.

The same Jack who had been beaten until he had broken,
had agreed to stand beside Merry as a drunken vicar read
them their vows so that August could rob the remainder of
her inheritance without legal censure. The same Jack who
had agreed to leave England in exchange for Merry’s safety,
in exchange for August’s promise never to visit Coltrane
House again.

He had gone away.

Without more than a few frantic words passing between
them. He had gone without a single promise to return, with-
out a backward glance. He hadn’t left her a note, hadn’t
written a single letter to her or to Kipp in five long years.

He’d simply disappeared.

And left her alone.

Clancy had told her that he and Jack had managed to
speak together for a few moments before Henry had driven
away, Jack lying in the back of the farm wagon as it headed
for the coast. Clancy had promised to look after Merry for
him, to protect her, to enlist Cluny and Aloysius, Lady
Willoughby and Kipp to stand along with the Maxwells as
some sort of guardians until he could return to Coltrane
House. For a while, Merry had believed, needed to believe
Jack’s thoughts were of her, that he would only be absent a
little while, then return to her.

But the days had turned into weeks, and the weeks into
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months, and Merry’s hopes had begun to die. When the
months slid into years she’d finally concluded that Clancy
had only been kind, and had lied to her in an effort to pro-
tect Jack with a comforting untruth. Jack had probably
wanted to leave. He’d hated and hated, and then he’d been
humiliated, beaten. And he’d gone away. Not to recover and
grow strong, but just to be gone.

And now he was back.

What had he done when he’d left Coltrane House? Where
had he run to? What had he found waiting for him there?
How had he survived, prospered? Why had he come back?

Did he look at her now and still see the child he’d always
insisted remain a child to him, a sister to him, even as she
had grown, become a girl of seventeen? Or had he, in their
short, unhappy reunion in the Main Saloon, at last seen that
she was a grown woman, her own woman? The rifle had
been simple bravado, a silly throwback to the impetuous
child she had been. But the woman who had faced him in the
Main Saloon, the woman who had dared him, who had de-
fied him, was a very different person indeed. Did he see
that? Would he ever acknowledge that?

Did he even care?

“A very good afternoon to you, Mrs. Coltrane—no,
please. Don’t be startled. I didn’t mean to frighten you, dis-
commode you in any way. I’'m Walter, Jack’s friend, come
here with him from America, and perfectly harmless al-
though I’ve often been told I don’t look the part. Can you
imagine my shock upon hearing that? May I sit down?”

Merry looked up, a very long way up, and into the dark
eyes of the man who’d just introduced himself. He looked
oddly exotic, foreign and rather forbidding, but his ex-
pression was kind. And he’d said he was Jack’s friend.
She motioned for him to sit down beside her. “You’ve
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come from America with Jack? So that’s where he’s been?
America?”’

“Philadelphia, more exactly, and points west a time or
two when we were purchasing land as investments.” Walter
turned to her, smiled. “And yes, I’'m an Indian. Not a partic-
ularly savage one, but an Indian just the same. That was
going to be your next question, wasn’t it, Mrs. Coltrane?”

Merry felt herself blushing, for that had been exactly
what she’d wanted to ask. She wiped at the tears that still lay
on her cheeks, then gave the man her full attention, tried to
smile. “I—I’ve seen engravings and the like. But there were
feathers, and knives, and hatchets. And decidedly not frock
coats. Are you sure you're an Indian? Perhaps if you were to
raise one hand menacingly, then open your mouth really
wide, pretending to give out a terrible yell before you re-
lieved me of my hair?”

“Touché, Mrs. Coltrane.” Walter sat down, smiled at her.
“Well, since I haven’t been able to send you screaming into
the top of that small lemon tree over there, I suppose I shall
just have to congratulate you on your own successful rout-
ing of my good friend, Jack. You know you couldn’t have
done anything more likely to have him considering a judi-
cious retreat to the nearest inn than to have welcomed him
home, the prodigal husband you can’t—if you’ll excuse
me—wait to invite into your bed. After, of course, you
made him feel so very comfortable by leveling a rifle at his
heart.”

“Jack told you all of that? My, you must be his very good
friend. But it wasn’t quite that way, Mister—um . . .”

“Just Walter, Mrs. Coltrane. I wouldn’t expect anyone to
get their tongue around more than that.”

“All right. Walter. And it wasn’t like that, really it wasn’t.
Well, perhaps half of it,” she said, smiling slightly. “If Jack
has already been so open with you, I suppose we two should
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also cry friends, just so that you don’t think I'm always
bloodthirsty. Jack certainly expected me to be angry with
him, you see, perhaps even threaten to shoot him. I was
merely behaving as he’d have wished—up until the moment
when I behaved as I wished, that is.”

She bent her head, laced her fingers together, feeling the
hurt wash over her again. “As for the rest of it? That took me
longer. I knew Jack was back, because Henry Sherlock told
me.” She looked at Walter. ““You know about Henry Sher-
lock? Who he is?”

“I do,” Walter said kindly, laying his hand on hers. “I
tried to convince Jack to write to you personally, but he’s a
stubborn sort. He’d made his plan, and he would not deviate
from it, not even for common sense.”

Merry smiled sadly. “Oh, yes, you definitely are Jack’s
very good friend to know him that well. I know him well,
too, Walter. And I knew what Jack would want when he
came here. He would want to walk straight in and act as if
he’d never been gone. As if there had been no marriage, no
desertion. As if I was still a child, and hadn’t been in charge
of Coltrane House for several years. That’s Jack, you see,
master of all he surveys. Or so he thinks.”

She raised her head, lifted her chin, looked into Walter’s
unreadable eyes. “Coltrane House is mine, by forfeit. Or at
least it’s half-mine. This is my home, the only home I’ve
ever had. I love it with all my heart. And Jack Coltrane is not
going to just stroll in here and take it away from me.”

“So rather than try to keep him out, you invited him in,
knowing he couldn’t possibly accept your terms. Congratu-
lations, Mrs. Coltrane. You’ve tied him up quite nicely. I
couldn’t have done better myself, and I pride myself on my
ability to be as devious as possible.” He folded his arms
across his chest. “So, since we two have now cried friends,
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and since I hope that you will trust my discretion—what
happens next?”

Merry looked at him, wide-eyed and genuinely startled.
“Next? My God. I don’t have the slightest idea.”

Walter took the posy from his buttonhole, sniffed it ap-
preciatively. “Ah, I see. Jack works from a carefully worked
out but fatally flawed plan, and you simply go wherever
your heart or your hurt leads you. This will be enjoyable,
then, won’t it? Definitely worth the sea voyage.”



Chapter Thirteen

t had just gone six, and the second dinner gong had rung.

Jack stood in the Main Saloon, remembering the conver-
sation—argument—he and Merry had bumbled through ear-
lier. He wondered if she was going to come down for dinner
or just hide in the kitchens and dump poison into the green
peas before Mrs. Maxwell brought them to the table.

He lifted the wineglass to his lips, then smiled ruefully.
Little minx. He could always kill her, he supposed. Slip up
behind her, throttle her, then stuff her body in a sack and toss
it down a well. Hadn’t that been one of Merry’s favorite an-
swers to the age-old question: “What shall we do about
Awful August?”

Merry had always been full of outlandish solutions to in-
surmountable problems. Why, in a way, the Forfeit Man had
been her idea, as she’d always been so enamored of Robin
Hood and his Merry Men.

He frowned, remembering the Forfeit Man’s last ride, re-
membering Merry’s part in it. Remembering how she’d
outtalked him—outthought him, actually—just a few hours
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earlier, there in the Main Saloon, and sent him crawling into
a bottle in a way he hadn’t done in nearly five years.

“Damned, interfering little monster,” he grumbled to
himself, downing the last of the wine he’d poured the mo-
ment he entered the Main Saloon. The wine would go well
with the ale he’d been dedicatedly drinking most of the af-
ternoon at The Hoop and Grapes in the village. “How could
such a sweet baby have grown up into such a pain in my
rump?” He collapsed into a chair, his legs splayed out in
front of him. “And now she’s grown into a woman. When
did that happen? How did that happen? Sweet Jesus. What
am I going to do with a grown woman?”

“Uh-oh. He’s talking to himself, Clancy,” Cluny said as
he and his friend walked into the room. “That can’t be good,
can it?”

Clancy tipped his head, looked closely at Jack as he
sipped his wine. “It might be. He’s three-parts drunk, Cluny.
It’s what men do when women confound us. We dive head-
first into a bottle. Poor Jack, although I am slightly encour-
aged. He’ll be all right, at the end of it. Remember what the
Bard said: ‘Men have died from time to time, and worms
have eaten them, but not for love.””

“He loves her, then? I don’t think so. I think he wants to
strangle her. And here she comes now, the little dear, if my
ears don’t mistake me. To the chandelier, Clancy? It’s best
to be out of harm’s way, don’t you think?”

Cluny then tried to rise, boost himself off the floor and
into a nice, slow, cross-legged float that would take him to
the chandelier. He rose an inch, then fell back onto the car-
pet, unable to move. “Well, there’s something I didn’t ex-
pect.” He furrowed his brow. “I’ll just have to concentrate,
won’t [?”

What he did, however, was hiccup. And disappear.
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“Cluny?” Clancy called out from the chandelier. “Where
are you?”

Cluny peeked out of the top of the huge Chinese vase that
sat beside the fireplace—the vase that was just now slightly
rocking side to side thanks to the impact of one ghostly ar-
rival. “How did that happen?” he asked.

“You hiccuped, you clay-brained giglet! You always do
when you try to concentrate. Look, Jack’s looking at you.
Now get up here.”

Cluny hastened to obey, all his ghostly skills deserting
him, so that the vase rocked once more as he took his exit.
Finally, on his third try, he managed to propel himself up
and into the chandelier.

Jack looked at the vase, then looked at the empty wine-
glass in his hand, deciding that drunk was one thing, but hal-
lucinating was quite another. He turned his back on the
fireplace, dismissing whatever had happened as a trick of his
ale- and wine-drugged mind.

He put the glass down just as Merry walked into the
room, and he stood up, bowed to her as a gentleman should.
Most gentlemen, he decided, would not have stopped at a
bow. They’d be on their knees, worshiping her. She was glo-
rious in pale green silk, her burnished curls piled high on her
head, a modest string of garnets around her throat. If she
were anyone but Merry, and he had first spied her out across
a dance floor in London, Jack knew he’d probably be racing
to her side, eager to add his name to her dance card.

As it was, however . . .

“Ah, sweet wife,” he drawled, executing a rather hand-
some leg even as he pinned a smirk onto his face. “What?
Unarmed?”

“Always the wit, weren’t you?” Merry answered as she
flounced herself down on one of the couches, much in the
way she had as a child. “Maxwell tells me you’ve had your
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trunks deposited in your old chamber.” Her grin was as near
to evil as she could make her wide, sunny smile. “Are you
having a new lock installed, or do you just plan to shove a
chair under the handle to keep me out?”

Jack smiled at her words, then remembered that Merry
had always been able to tease him out of his blackest moods.
She had also, he likewise recalled as his smile disappeared,
been responsible for nearly half of those dark moods in the
first place.

He rubbed a hand across his forehead, trying to shake off
the effects of a day of drinking, a badly planned bout of
self-indulgence he already regretted. “Let’s start over, shall
we, Merry? I’ve enough on my plate at the moment, just
being here again, without the two of us being at daggers-
drawn.”

Merry continued to glare at Jack for another moment,
then spread her hands in her lap, looking down as if to in-
spect the state of her fingernails. “Very well,” she said at
last, looking up at him again. “Welcome home, Jack. So glad
you’re back. How nice of you to remember we exist.” She
lifted her head, the glare still intact. “There. Was that good
enough? Or perhaps I should tell Mrs. Maxwell to forgo
tonight’s planned menu in favor of the fatted lamb I'1l be
running out to slay in honor of your return?”

Jack stifled a laugh. “Oh, if Aloysius could hear you
you’d be writing an essay for him yet tonight. That’s calf,
Merry. Fatted calf.”

“Is that so? Don’t instruct me, Jack. We’re past those
days, long past,” she grumbled. He watched as she fought to
maintain her anger, then relaxed as a slow, wide grin
claimed her features. God, she had the widest, most ingrati-
ating smile. Always had. Even at six, when her front two
teeth had gone missing. “Oh, Jack,” she admitted, shaking
her head. “I did miss you.”



146 Kasey Michaels

“I missed you too, infant. Very much.” He thought she
might jump up from her seat then, throw herself into his
arms as she had been wont to do at the drop of a hint in days
gone by. But she just sat there, no longer smiling. “What is
it, Merry?”

“Infant, Jack?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.
“I’m twenty-one years old, nearly twenty-two. And married.
I’ve been married for five long years. To you. I'm scarcely
an infant.”

Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe he hadn’t had enough
wine. Picking up his glass, he returned to the drinks table,
poured himself another measure, then poured one for Merry
as well. After all, as she’d said, she was a grown woman.
Grown women were allowed a simple serving of wine,
weren’t they? Standing with his back to her, he picked up
her glass, hesitated, then pulled the stopper from the cut-
glass water decanter and poured two fingers of the liquid
into Merry’s wine.

He walked over to her, handed her the glass, watched as
she took a sip, then glared at the glass as she pulled a face.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, all innocence.

“What’s wrong?” she repeated as he sat down on the fac-
ing couch. “You’ve watered my wine, that’s what’s wrong.
I’ll thank you to remember that you are no longer in charge
of me, Jack. Not what I do, and certainly not what I drink.”

“On the contrary, Merry,” he supplied silkily, crossing
one leg over his knee as he relaxed against the cushions. “As
you’ve also reminded me, I’'m your husband. I am totally in
charge of you. Just as I always was when you were running
about the estate with your knees scratched and your nose
dripping and your hair looking as if bats had taken up resi-
dence.”

Merry pressed her hands together around the stem of the
wineglass, which snapped, spilling wine all over her rather
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fetching gown. “Damn and blast!” She leapt to her feet, the
two pieces of wineglass tumbling to the floor. “This is get-
ting us nowhere, Jack. Nowhere.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, smiling as she pulled out a
handkerchief and began rubbing at the dark stain on the
front of her gown. “I’'m rather enjoying myself. Seeing you
like this brings back many fond memories. Do you remem-
ber the day you tried to walk along the top of the fence out-
side the stables, and ended by falling headfirst into the rain
barrel?”

The chandelier shivered above Jack’s head.

He looked up at it curiously, then to Merry, who seemed
to have somehow regained her good humor, sopping gown
or not. “It’s that bad? A shouted word is enough to make that
thing tremble?”

Merry dismissed his concerns with a wave of her hand.
“No, silly. The chandelier’s firm. That’s just Cluny or
Clancy—or both of them, I suppose. The only other time
they do that is when Henry Sherlock is visiting, upsetting
me with all his dire predictions on how I’'m soon to be liv-
ing under a hedgerow, reduced to gnawing on pilfered
turnips. I didn’t tell you earlier because I wanted to punish
you, but Cluny and Clancy are still here, Jack, still watching
over us. They’re here now, as a matter of fact. I can always
tell, because I can smell the camphor on their costumes.
Don’t you smell it, Jack?”

Jack could feel his anger building yet again as he stood
up, stepped away from the couches. His mood had taken
more turns since Merry’s entrance into the Main Saloon than
a rabbit fighting its way out of a hedge maze. “Ghosts,
Merry? You’re standing there, happy as any village idiot,
and telling me Cluny and Clancy are ghosts? That they’re
here now, in this room, dangling from the chandelier? Or
doing a jig, perhaps? And you expect me to take you seri-
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ously when you tell me you’re no longer the child I remem-
ber? That you’re all grown up now? That you’re my wife?
Good God, and I thought I’d drunk enough today. I haven’t,
that’s clear. I haven’t drunk enough by half.”

She let go of the skirt she was lightly fanning, trying to
dry it, and took two steps in Jack’s direction. Two very de-
liberate steps, so that he, incongruously, found himself
backing up an equal distance. When she spoke, her voice
was low and full of meaning, her hot gaze concentrated on
his face.

“You listen to me, Jack Coltrane, and you listen to me
very, very closely. No smirking, no jokes, and no black
moods. This is my house. My estate. I only met you with
that rifle because I wanted to put you off your stride,
straight from the first moment you’d dared to show your
face here after running away from Coltrane House, after
running away from me. I said we were still married, that I
wanted you to treat me as your wife, because I was sure that
would give you pause, at least for a while. All that accom-
plished was to throw you into a bottle—several bottles, if
my eyes and nose don’t lie. And now you’re lowering your-
self to insults. You're refusing to see what’s in front of your
face—that I’'m no longer a child, and no longer your damn
responsibility. I am Mrs. Jack Coltrane, I am mistress of
this estate, and you are nothing but an irritating interloper.
I am in charge, Jack, not you. Not now, not ever. Do you un-
derstand?”

The chandelier tinkled again, and there was a sudden
sound in the wide window embrasure, behind the curtains.
The sound of something solid being given a good thump.

“What was that?” Jack asked, momentarily diverted, al-
though his mind was already busy in trying to decide if he
should point out a few obvious facts to Merry, or just turn
her over his knee and spank her.
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“Never mind that, it’s just those ghosts you don’t believe
in,” Merry said. “I’m asking you, Jack—do you understand?
You’re not welcome here.”

“But I’m necessary,” he said at last, suddenly realizing
the full extent of Merry’s dilemma, the real reason behind
her anger. “I’m necessary because I am your husband. Be-
cause, and you must hate me for this, I’ve returned with full
pockets, so that I can at last put Coltrane House to rights the
way we’ve always dreamed of seeing it—not just the estate,
but the house we both love. I’'m also necessary as your hus-
band, because you can’t own this property in your own
name. I have you to thank for pointing that out to me this
morning. You live here as my wife, on my sufferance. In
other words, and in short—you need me here, Merry. Or you
need me dead.”

“I’ll settle for seeing you dead then, Jack. I don’t need or
want your money!” Merry shot at him, but she turned her back
so that he couldn’t see her eyes. Of course, he still knew she
was about to lie to him. “I wanted to scare you off earlier, and
that’s why I said the debts were worse than they are. There are
some small lingering debts, yes, but I'm paying them. I'm
working hard, and I'm paying them. Henry says—"

“Sherlock,” Jack interrupted, his voice edged with a dis-
taste he didn’t bother to hide. After all, he’d listened to the
man when he’d written to him, told him it would be better
for Merry if she were allowed to forget him, at least for a
while, that Jack shouldn’t contact her until she was not quite
so angry with him. “Yes, you mentioned him earlier. How is
the dear man?”

Jack watched as Merry turned back to him, the light of
battle dying in her huge blue eyes. At last, at last, she
seemed ready to tell him at least some of the truth. “Henry
says a huge payment is due on our largest mortgage before
the end of the year. No later, Jack, or there’ll be the devil to
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pay. I work and I work, and there never seems to be an end
to Awful August’s debts. Do you really have enough money
to save the estate? Do you really?”

Jack reached out, took Merry’s hand, and felt his heart
hitch momentarily as he ran his fingers over her palm, feel-
ing the calluses he hadn’t expected to find. She’d been
telling the truth. She had been working the estate, probably
even working in the fields. “Merry, I—"

She tugged her hand free as the dinner gong sounded
again, giving a final warning that their evening meal would
soon be served. “Henry’s bound to have heard that you’re
back, considering that half the village drinks in the Hoop
and Grapes. He’ll be here tomorrow, I'm sure, ready to tell
you what he delights in telling me—that Coltrane House is
in danger of being signed over to our largest creditor.”

Jack looked at Merry for long moments, moments during
which he called himself almost every rotten name he could
muster—and those were considerable. He thought of apolo-
gizing, yet again. But that wouldn’t work. He thought about
forcibly taking Merry into his arms, comforting her even if
she didn’t want comfort.

He settled for a brusquely businesslike tone as he said,
“I’ll meet with Sherlock tomorrow, at which time I'll ask
that he prepare a full accounting of the estate’s debts for me.
I’'m confident, Merry, that I will be able to satisfy all of Au-
gust’s lingering debts within the month.”

Merry looked as if her next words would hurt her more
than a tooth extraction performed by a trained ape. “Thank
you,” she said, her voice small, but then she rallied. “How-
ever, we have yet to settle the most important part of this,
Jack, and you know it.”

His temper, perhaps mellowed by drink, even temporar-
ily muddled, hit him hot and fast. “Anyone would think
you’re longing to be bedded, Merry, for all you harp on this
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supposed marriage of ours. For the moment, however, I as-
sure you that you’re safe. I still want to see if we can solve
this dilemma some other way.”

Her chin came up defiantly. She looked at him through
slitted eyelids, very much the grande dame, even if there
was a wine stain on her gown and a tear in her eye. “Def-
initely, Jack. We’ll sort it out some other way. As long as
it ends with me as mistress of Coltrane House!” And then
she turned on her heels and stomped out of the room, leav-
ing him to stare after her, realizing that his temples had
begun to pound, and his stomach didn’t feel all that sound,
either.

He sat down, looked up at the chandelier, looked toward
the large vase that had earlier rattled on its base without any-
one touching it. Ghosts, was it? Cluny and Clancy—still
here, haunting the house? And Merry wanted him to treat
her as a grown woman, a woman of sense?

If only Merry could be right. If only Cluny and Clancy
were here, still in residence. Then, maybe, he could ease
some of his guilt at not being here when they’d needed him
most. He could tell them what he’d done, what he’d learned,
what he planned to do. Tell them all the reasons why he’d
stayed away so long, why he hadn’t written to them, made
sure they knew he hadn’t forgotten them. Then, maybe, he
could say good-bye.

He stared at the chandelier, considered what he would
say, what he’d say first, after he’d said hello. How did one
talk to ghosts? And what did one say if they talked back?
Did he smell camphor? He didn’t think he smelled cam-
phor. And the chandelier was just hanging there, not mov-
ing at all.

Just hanging there . . . not moving . . .

“Oh, bloody hell! I must be out of my mind!” he ex-
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ploded, then headed toward the doors leading to the gardens,
hoping the early-evening air would clear his head.

Cluny stepped through the drapes hanging at the window
embrasure and watched as Clancy floated down from the
chandelier before joining him on one of the couches. “Don’t
know why I still must suffer the hiccups,” he said, carefully
easing himself against the cushions. “Shouldn’t, being dead
and all. Although I certainly gave Jack a start, didn’t I? What
a mess, don’t you think? Ah, Clancy, ‘We have seen better
days.””

Clancy sighed, nodded his agreement, watching as Jack
disappeared beyond the French doors. “And we can’t let him
know we’re here, Cluny, offer to help him. He’s not ready to
believe in us. He’s not ready to believe in anything or any-
one.”

“He’s certainly not ready to believe in my Merry. Or she
in him. Did you see how they glared at each other? ‘O! What
a war of looks was then between them!” He couldn’t even
tell her how pretty she looked in that gown, with her hair all
piled up, just like Gilda taught Honey to do it for her years
ago. Gilda was ever so good with a brush, wasn’t she? Not
quite so good at playing Lady Macbeth though, poor thing,
rest her soul.”

“You know something, Cluny?” Clancy asked, tapping a
finger against the side of his nose. “I’ve been thinking and
thinking, and I am beginning to believe that Henry Sherlock
may not be quite the friend we’ve all spent more than twenty
years believing him to be. I don’t know why. It’s just a feel-
ing I get, a look I see in Jack’s eyes when the man’s name is
mentioned. Now why do you suppose I feel that way,
Cluny? Cluny?” he repeated, looking around the room as he
realized his friend was no longer sitting beside him.

And then he sighed, shook his head. There his friend was,
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upside down atop the drinks table, looking wide-eyed and
confused, his arms and legs flailing, his head completely
stuck inside the brandy decanter. “Oh, Cluny—not another
hiccup. Never you mind what I just said, all right? I'll do the
concentrating for both of us.”



Chapter Fourteen

erry found Walter wandering the gardens before

breakfast the next morning, looking for a perfect
white rosebud to stick into his buttonhole. She knew that be-
cause he told her so at once, asking her permission before he
snapped off a suitable bloom. He then apologized to the
rosebud and thanked it for existing, for the pleasure its
beauty gave the world, which made Merry like him even
more than she had when they’d first met.

“The English countryside pleases me, I must say,” Walter
told her as he turned down the garden path, as if knowing
she wanted to walk with him, talk with him. But he gave her
time to marshal her thoughts, speaking of nature and
weather and the prospect of at least a week’s worth of sunny
days ahead of them. He knew those things, he told her. He
knew history, and complicated mathematics, but he also
knew how to smell the air, interpret the breeze. He couldn’t
help that, he explained, for he was an Indian.

And that gave her the opening she had hoped for, an
opening she immediately took. “Yes, you are, aren’t you?
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An Indian, that is. And most intelligent, I’m sure. I must in-
troduce you to Mr. Aloysius Bromley, who will enjoy you
very much. Just as [ would enjoy hearing how you met Jack,
how the two of you became friends—even dealt together in
business?”

Walter’s smile told her that he knew where she wanted to
go, and that he was agreeable to taking her there. “Did you
know, Mrs. Coltrane, that an Indian can do everything a
white man can do? Oh, yes, we can. Except be accepted into
society, of course. Except to be accepted in business, natu-
rally. Except to be treated as an equal, even in America, this
ancient Indian land that is now, supposedly, the brave new
home of the free.”

Merry shook her head. “I—I don’t understand. I think
what you’re saying is terrible, but I don’t understand it. You
weren’t a slave, were you?”

His smile was kind, almost indulgent, as was Aloysius
Bromley’s when that man was trying to impart something
important to an uneducated yet eager child. “No, Mrs.
Coltrane, we Indians are not slaves. One of the most impor-
tant rules of owning slaves, as in owning any—forgive
me—Ilivestock, is to see that stock multiply. The Americans
want us to go away, disappear—not to breed. We’re too dan-
gerous. Someday, they’ll realize the same is true of the
slaves they steal from Africa. Because, Mrs. Coltrane, some-
day these slaves will pick up books, as I picked up books.
They will read, and they will learn. They will, in the eyes of
their masters, become as dangerous as I am now.”

“Oh,” Merry said, feeling horribly ashamed of herself for
not realizing that there was an entire world outside her own
experience, a world full of miseries different from hers, but
definitely no less important. “But—but you seem to be
doing very well?”

“Yes, I am,” Walter said matter-of-factly. “That’s because
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I’'m brilliant. And because I was brilliant enough to find
Jack.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Oh, I think you do, Mrs. Coltrane. I found Jack—we
found each other, actually—and Jack went into society for
me, went into business for me. We bought land, in his name.
We sold that land, bought more, sold more. Why, we even
own a river nobody wanted—but they will, and we’ll be
ready for them. We bought buildings. There is a place in
Philadelphia, a very desirable street—a block of very desir-
able streets—first proposed, years ago, by Benjamin
Franklin. Jack and I own almost every parcel in those well-
laid-out blocks.”

“So he wasn’t lying, scraping together every last penny
for a good suit of clothes just to impress me? He does have
money? How much?” Merry asked, then clamped a hand
across her mouth, knowing she sounded quite mercenary in-
deed. “Oh, I’'m so sorry! It’s just that I'm so desperate . . .
and much as I hate admitting it, Walter, I need money. I need
it very badly. Not for me, but for Coltrane House.”

Walter gave a slight inclination of his head, acknowledg-
ing her explanation. “Jack would spent his last penny, shed
his final drop of blood, to save Coltrane House,” he said,
gesturing that they might turn around now, retrace their
steps. “Fortunately, he won’t have to do either. Ah—and
who is this coming toward us?”

Loath to leave the subject of Jack’s deep pockets, yet
glad to be rescued from seeming to be such a moneygrub-
bing busybody, Merry turned to see her good friend and
tutor advancing toward them along the path. Everyone ex-
cept Jack had ended up taking their meals in their rooms last
night—as no one seemed to want to share a table—so that
introductions had not yet been made.

“Aloysius Bromley,” she said moments later, “please
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allow me to introduce you to Walter, Jack’s friend from
America. Walter, my tutor and companion, Mr. Bromley.
Walter’s an Indian, Aloysius. Do you have any books on In-
dians in the schoolroom? I'd like to read them, if I could?”
She turned, smiled at Walter, adding, “I believe I'd like to
read enough to be dangerous.”

Aloysius looked at her through slitted eyelids, saying,
“Yes, Meredith, there are books on Indians in the library, I
believe. Most probably directly beside Mr. Samuel John-
son’s Dictionary. I suggest, while you’re so nearby it, you
look up the word incorrigible.” He then put out his hand,
which Walter shook. “My apologies for my student, Walter.
She mistakenly believes the whole world understands her,
and loves her in spite of her failings.”

“And she’d be absolutely correct, at least in my case, Mr.
Bromley,” Walter said, smiling at Merry, who could feel her-
self blushing to the roots of her hair. “Now, shall we con-
tinue our walk? I’ve already noticed some plants and bugs
in this wild profusion that are foreign to me, and wish to
learn their names, perhaps sketch them in my book. And,
speaking of bugs, Mr. Bromley, perhaps you might someday
find time to tell me more about August Coltrane? I have an
interest, you understand.”

Aloysius sniffed derisively, and Merry grinned at him.
“Oh, go on, Aloysius, tell Walter about Awful August.”

The old man fingered the fringe at the end of his long
woolen scarf. “There’s nothing much to tell, Walter, actu-
ally,” he said. Then he smiled, took a deep breath, and an-
nounced: “Very well. August Coltrane was bovine-stupid.
Loud. Crass. Prone to violence. Dedicatedly drunken, re-
markably mean and petty, extraordinarily crude. And, praise
God, he’s also dead.”

He let out a long breath, grinned. “Is that enough? I could
toss in a few rather eloquent curses for good measure, but
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Meredith here would only soak them up like a sea sponge
and then squeeze them out later, most probably when the
vicar comes to call.”

“Probably,” Merry agreed, stepping up on tiptoe to kiss
the tutor’s papery cheek, not at all bothered that Aloysius
was talking about her as if she were still a child. “And now
I will leave the two of you to become more fully acquainted.
I’'m off to the kitchens to be sure Mrs. Maxwell isn’t over-
come by the thought of three more mouths to feed. Jack’s
valet did arrive, didn’t he?”

“Rhodes?” Walter said. “Yes, as a matter of fact, he and
the luggage did arrive rather late last night, the driver hav-
ing lost his way some ten miles from here. If I know Rhodes
and, unfortunately, I do, I imagine he’ll sleep in this morn-
ing, then request his breakfast served in his room.”

Aloysius coughed into his hand. ‘“Pardon me? Jack’s
valet will sleep in? Request his meal in his room?”

“Wait until you meet Rhodes, Mr. Bromley, and explana-
tions will prove unnecessary, I assure you. If he ever leaves
his rooms, that is,” Walter said, taking the man’s arm and
heading toward a plant beside the path. “Now, as Mrs.
Coltrane has business to attend to, perhaps you might be so
kind as to help me with the name of this lovely plant?”

“Please, call me Aloysius. And, yes, Meredith, do run
along,” the tutor said, already adjusting his spectacles on his
nose, the better to inspect the plant. “Well, now, Walter, I do
believe what we’re looking at hereisa...”

Merry stood where she was for a moment, realizing that
she had been dismissed. Dismissed by Walter, dismissed by
Aloysius. She decided that she should most probably be in-
sulted, but she couldn’t find a bit of anger inside her. She
was much too happy to see Aloysius happy. He’d been at
such loose ends since Cluny and Clancy died. Walter
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seemed to provide enough interest to keep the old man
nearly delirious with the curiosity he’d want satisfied.

Which would mean that Aloysius just might be too busy
to give her the lectures he was otherwise bound to deliver
concerning Jack, their marriage, and her intention to some-
how accept Jack’s money and then toss him out on his ear.
Mostly, she’d be happy to avoid Aloysius because her
beloved friend and tutor could always tell when she was not
telling the truth. He’d gently nag and badger her until he
made her face the real truth, which had a lot to do with Jack,
but nothing to do with his leaving Coltrane House.

She sighed deeply, then turned down a side path that led
to the kitchens, that real truth still weighing on her shoul-
ders. There might or might not exist a way to get Jack out of
Coltrane House. There definitely was no way to get him out
of her heart.

If one were to sit in one spot long enough, Walter had
told Jack, eventually the entire world would pass by on its
way to somewhere else. In the case of Henry Sherlock, Jack
was equally sure, “eventually” would take no longer than a
day after hearing that he indeed was back in residence at
Coltrane House.

When Maxwell announced Sherlock’s arrival, Jack—
who had been sitting at his ease in his late father’s study—
looked to the mantel and the clock that ticked there.
“Twenty-two hours, twelve minutes,” he said out loud, de-
positing the ancient ledger he’d been looking at into the top
drawer of the desk. He steepled his hands in front of him,
staring at the doorway.

Clancy, who had been lying on the leather couch in the
corner, raised his head, the better to see Jack’s face. “And
now I’ll see if I'm right,” he said, not that there was anyone
to hear him.
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Henry Sherlock walked through the doorway with the air
of a man who expected to find the same person he’d last
seen five years ago. A broken youth, beaten and battered,
grateful for any small service he, the munificent Henry
Sherlock, could perform for him.

What he got was Jack Coltrane, all of him. The boy, the
man. The youthful anger, the maturity necessary to keep that
anger well hidden. The victim, the survivor.

“Hello, Sherlock. Do sit down,” Jack said, not rising
from his own seat, not offering his hand. Instead, he waved
the man to the chair he’d earlier set in front of the desk. A
small chair, straight-backed and reasonably uncomfortable.
A chair without arms, a chair without consequence. The seat
for a subservient, for a man come to pay his respects to the
master of Coltrane House. Walter had taught him this small
trick, and Jack waited now to see if it worked on Henry
Sherlock as well as it had done on other men, in Philadel-
phia.

“John,” Sherlock said, only slightly inclining his head as
he split his coattails and sat down. My, but the man was
dressing much better than the last time Jack had seen him. “I
cannot tell you how gratified I am to see you looking so
well. Your letters gave me no indication that I should expect
you to appear so prosperous.”

“Nor did yours tell me how well you’ve done for your-
self, Sherlock,” Jack answered smoothly. “Not quite so
much the easily overlooked man now, are you? Why is that,
do you suppose?”

Henry Sherlock didn’t squirm in his uncomfortable chair.
His face didn’t go hot with embarrassed color. In fact, the
man didn’t so much as blink. “That’s easily answered. My
aunt—you do remember my aunt, don’t you, John, the one I
visited from time to time? The dear lady died, sadly, and as
it turned out, left me with quite a comfortable fortune. I
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thought I had told you in one of my letters, but it appears I
did not.”

Jack looked at the man for long moments, then rose and
stepped to the drinks table Maxwell had set up in the corner.
“Claret?” he asked as he opened the decanter, turning his
head to look over his shoulder at the man, who he caught out
surreptitiously wiping his brow with a large white handker-
chief.

Interesting.

“Merry has told me that, your fortunate circumstances to
one side, you still maintain the estate books, as a gesture of
your friendship,” Jack said as he handed the man a glass,
then returned to sit behind the desk once more. “I want to
thank you for that, Sherlock, and for watching over Merry as
she gained her footing, took on the role of estate manager.
Determined little thing, isn’t she? And I will say that I was
mightily impressed by the condition of the estate as I rode
through it on my way here. I’m not as pleased with the con-
dition of Coltrane House itself, but as you told me in your
letters, there were August’s debts to pay.”

“I’ve done my best, John, through my affection for you
and Meredith. After all, I’ve been a part of Coltrane House
since I was little more than a boy myself.” He sat back,
crossed his legs at the knee. “You’re twenty-nine, John, isn’t
that right? And I’ve been here since I was twenty, since the
year before you were born. I could hardly turn my back on
you and Merry, not after all these years.”

“How very loyal of you,” Jack said, keeping his smile
mild, his expression polite. “You’ve remained here, forego-
ing the chance to move in London Society—at least its
fringes, which would be opened to you. You’ve purchased a
house, Merry has told me, kept yourself within easy reach of
Coltrane House. I'm in your debt, Sherlock. Truly I am.”

He stood up once more, so that he looked down at the
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seated man of business across the width of the desktop. “But
I’'m home now, and I shall take over the running of the es-
tate. My partner in business, who has accompanied me here
from Philadelphia, will take over the financial aspects,
which means I’d like all of the records, journals, and ledgers
brought here as soon as possible. I assume that you have
them, as I’ve not been able to locate any ledgers less than
twenty years old. You will bring them to me? Tomorrow,
perhaps?”

Come on, Jack thought furiously as he maintained his
smile. Come on, Sherlock. Flinch. Blink. Do something that
betrays you. You didn’t expect ever to see me again, did you?
And, if you did, you didn’t expect what you’re seeing now.
You swallowed my lies that I was barely eking out an exis-
tence in Philadelphia, that I was too ashamed to return to
England. Come on, Sherlock. Blink.

“Of course, John,” Sherlock said, getting to his feet. “I
can understand why you’d wish to see the ledgers, and I'd
be happy to supply them to you as well as explain the vari-
ous accounts to your man. I’ll have them brought to
Coltrane House tomorrow morning. As for myself, I'll be
unavailable for the next few days, as I’ve unfortunately
found myself with commitments in Southwell. Would Fri-
day be convenient for me to meet with your business part-
ner? Now, with that behind us, once again—welcome
home.”

Henry Sherlock then extended his hand.

This time, almost automatically, yet very much against
his own will, Jack took it.



Chapter Fifteen

Merry kicked at a stone with the tip of her half boot,
then looked down to see that it was a perfect skipping
stone. Most of the good ones resided on the opposite bank
again, which meant she’d one day have to go across and
start skipping stones back in this direction. But this one was
here, she was here, and she certainly had nothing else to do.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She had more than enough
to do. If she were going to ride the estate, that is, which
she’d most certainly refused to do earlier when Jack had
asked her to accompany him on his inspection of the prop-
erty. Not that she wasn’t proud of the estate, proud of how
well she managed the fields, the forestry, the sawmill, the
animals, all of it. She simply couldn’t ride with Jack, watch
as he began asserting himself as owner once more, taking
the reins from her hands even as she watched.

Merry bent down, picked up the skipping stone and two
less well shaped specimens, and walked to the bank of the
stream.

No, she hadn’t wanted to ride along with Jack. Let him
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ride out alone, see the planted fields, talk to the workers, in-
spect the mill, the dairy, the orchards. Let him listen while
the tenants and day laborers told him about their mistress,
about her, and what a wonderful job of work she’d been
doing in his absence. Let him hear how she had worked side
by side with them these past five years. Let them tell Jack
how they never could have survived without her—how they
had survived without him. And let him choke on the knowl-
edge!

She skipped one of the stones across the stream, hitting
once, twice—then sinking like, well, like a stone.

She glared at the ripples left by the misthrown stone.
“Damn!”

Cluny sighed theatrically. “Poor dear. ‘Sometimes hath
the brightest day a cloud; and after summer evermore suc-
ceeds barren winter, with his wrathful nipping cold—’"

“Would you just shut up,” Clancy said, giving his ghostly
partner a jab in his well-padded ribs as the two of them sat
on the large flat rock in the middle of the stream, watching
Merry. “The child’s in a mood, that’s all. And before you say
S0, no, it’s not Jack’s fault. What did the child expect—all
the flowers of May in one go?”

“I don’t like to see her sad, that’s all,” Cluny said, stick-
ing out his lower lip in a pout. It was amazing how sharp a
ghostly elbow could be. “Look at her, Clancy. I know her so
well. She’s got a mind jammed full of worries this after-
noon, poor angel.”

And, in fact, Merry was just beginning a mental inven-
tory of woes and worries. Coltrane House itself might be
falling down around their ears, she knew, but every work-
able field was planted, every bit of livestock was fat and
healthy, every fruit tree was pruned. Every cottage was
thatched, the millstones were all in good repair. The estate



WAITING FOR YOU 165

was sound, and would produce a healthy profit if not for Au-
gust Coltrane’s massive debts.

What a crushing mass of debt the man had left to her.
Debts of honor—as if gambling losses were in the least
honorable—had been paid first, as Henry had sworn to her
that this was the way of gentlemen. Tradesmen’s bills,
wages, necessary repairs and replacement purchases—all of
those had to be dealt with, with many of those accounts in
terrible arrears.

She skipped another stone, the best of the three, and
watched it lightly dance across the surface of the water,
landing safely on the other side. She smiled, both at her suc-
cess, and as she remembered having paid so many bills with
her hard work.

Because she had paid them. She had paid them all. In her
role as wife to the absent owner, she had authorized each
payment, agreed to each expense as Henry presented it to
her for consideration. She had worked and worked, some-
times doing without sleep during the harvest, and she had
paid them all.

Merry held the last stone, absently rubbing its flat surface
with her thumb, knowing that even as much of her troubles
were behind her the worst still lay in front of her.

Even after paying dozens and dozens of bills, the mort-
gages and private loans Awful August had accumulated with
the thoroughness of a dedicated collector still hung over
Coltrane House. Five years of scrimping, of saving, of both
small and large economies, had not made more than a small
dent in those loans and mortgages. She was paying the re-
quired interest, as Henry had explained, but all her hard
work had not yet reduced the principal of those loans by so
much as a bent penny.

As a result, part of Merry was secretly doing handsprings
that Jack had returned. A solvent Jack. A man with coins
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enough in his pocket to begin paying off these last, horren-
dous debts before August’s creditors swooped into Lin-
colnshire and legally took Coltrane House out from under
them.

At the same time, she hated Jack. Hated him for leav-
ing, hated him for staying away. Hated him for coming
back and treating her as if she were still a child—telling
her what she should do, even who she should be, where she
should be.

It didn’t matter if Jack was the richest man on the entire
earth—or if he gave her a home of her own and a generous
monetary settlement. None of it mattered if she couldn’t be
mistress of Coltrane House. She wanted to live here, where
she had always lived, in the place she’d always loved.
Where she’d always hoped to live with the man she loved.

Here, in this place, where her memories were so much
happier than her realities or her hopes for the future.

And it was all Jack’s fault.

Yes, she hated him. And she loved him. She hated him
because she loved him, would always love him. If only he
had come home sooner. If only he’d said he’d missed her
with all his heart, that he couldn’t be happy without her, that
she was not just a part of his life, but his whole life, past,
present, and future. His wife.

“His wife?” Merry spit out angrily. “Ha! I’d rather eat
dirt!” She hefted the last stone in her hand, then launched it,
overhand, into the stream. It hit with an unsatisfying plunk,
and immediately sank.

“You’d do better with a rod and reel, Merry, my love.
Stoning fish to death takes better aim, I believe. And a rather
larger rock.”

“Kipp!” Merry whirled around, nearly toppling into the
stream in her haste before she ran headlong at her friend, all
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but vaulting into his arms. “Oh, Kipp—you’re home! You’re
home!”

“And about to be choked to death,” he said, disentangling
her arms from around his neck, then giving her a kiss on the
forehead as she slid down the front of his body until her toes
once more touched the ground. “Well, now,” he said, hold-
ing on to her as he looked down into her face, “how is my
little pigeon? Still safe in her coop now that the fox has
come home? I could be wrong, but her feathers appear to be
at least slightly ruffled.”

Merry screwed up her face comically at Kipp’s words,
then gave a flip of her head to show that she did not care in
the least about what she was about to say. “If you mean is
Jack here, yes, he is. You saw him in London, didn’t you?
Yes, ’'m sure you did. Everyone knew he was back, except
for me. And I, my friend, to answer your question, am still
safe as houses.” She pushed out of his arms, bending to pick
up another stone—not a good skipping stone, but she needed
to keep her hands busy. And her eyes averted. “Jack hasn’t
been the least trouble to me. Not the least.”

“You’ve killed him, then? Good for you.”

Merry threw the stone into the stream, not even bothering
to watch where it landed. “No, Kipp, I haven’t killed him,”
she said, sitting down on the grassy bank, bending her knees
so that she could wrap her arms around her calves. She
sighed, and said, “But now that you mention it . ..”

Kipp joined her on the bank, not seeming to care if his
buckskin breeches might be ruined. Kipp was like that,
she knew—as fine a dresser as Mr. Beau Brummell had
been rumored to be in his time, and yet ready and willing
to toss all of his consequence away when the spirit moved
him.

“You can tell me the truth, Merry. I did see Jack in Lon-
don, just as you guessed. All stiff-backed with pride, telling
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me how rich he is now, how smart he is now. Barely men-
tioning Coltrane House, only asking about you as if you
were some sort of afterthought. Not offering more than a
word of explanation for not writing to us over the years, for
not coming home sooner. I had to leave, Merry, or else we’d
have been rolling about on the floor like two schoolboys,
beating at each other. I couldn’t do that, you know,” he
ended, smiling. “I have my reputation as a devout coward to
be considered.”

Merry turned her head, resting her cheek against her
knees as she grinned at her good friend. “Yes, Kipp, there is
that, isn’t there?”” She’d known him forever, so that she ac-
cepted his startling handsomeness without thought, just the
way she accepted his intelligent brown eyes, his sleekly
combed blond hair, and the endearing cleft in his chin. Kipp
enjoyed playing the fool, but she also knew he was deep,
deeper than he’d like anyone to know, and she could see that
he was hurting now. Hurting because his good friend, his
best friend, had grown into a stranger. An unlikable stranger.

“He wants me to end the marriage, seek an annulment,”
she said, watching Kipp’s face as she spoke, watching as a
muscle in his jaw gave a single twitch. “He’s even bought
me a house in London.”

“How gallant of him,” Kipp bit out, looking at Merry in-
tensely, “although he hid that truth from me with some fara-
diddle about the town house being some sort of business
investment. I wonder if he gave one moment’s thought to the
fact that you love Coltrane House as much as he does.
Doesn’t he remember that this has been the only home
you’ve ever known and you might not want to leave it? Hell,
did he even thank you for preserving his bloody inheritance
for him while he was gone?”

“Thank me?” Merry frowned, knowing that Jack hadn’t
thanked her, and that she hadn’t wanted his thanks. She had
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done what she’d done for love of Coltrane House. But he
could have praised her, told her she’d done her job well. He
hadn’t done any of that. “No, Kipp. He didn’t. He’s just
come back and taken over. He’s even given his man, Walter,
the care of the books, relieving Henry of his obligations,
which must please poor Sherlock no end.”

Kipp reached out and ruffled Merry’s breeze-tangled
curls. “Ah, what a child you still are, my love, for all that
you look and act so grown-up sometimes. Our quiet friend
Henry has to be anything but pleased. You and Jack may
love the estate, but Henry has been the one who has always
seemed to almost worship it. Not that I’ll ever be anything
but thankful for the way he always seemed able to manage
Jack’s father, find ways to keep you and Jack safe. And me,
of course. I think Henry, having no family of his own, saw
you and Jack as his family. Coltrane House, and the people
in it, have become his whole life.”

“Perhaps,” Merry said, flopping back so that she was
lying on the ground, looking up at the blue sky through a
canopy of leaves clinging to the branches above their heads.
“And even with all of Henry’s help, we almost lost every-
thing. I didn’t tell you, Kipp, but the largest creditor was
about to foreclose, and would have done so the end of this
year. Except that Jack says he’ll be able to pay the man off,
pay off all the loans, all the mortgages.”

Kipp ground out a string of curses. When he calmed
down, he touched Merry’s arm, so that she gazed up at him
as he shook his head, looking at her in concern generously
mixed with outrage. “How many times, Merry? How many
times have I told you to come to me if you needed money?
You know I would have helped you, would still help you if
Jack’s wealth turns out to be more in his mind than in his
pockets. You could even pay me back, if you insisted, and
with no interest. Except perhaps,” he added with a smile,
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“that I'd demand you promise to smile at me at least once a
week for the rest of our natural lives.”

Merry lifted a hand to cup Kipp’s cheek. “Thank you,”
she said, her eyes filling with tears. “You’re such a good,
dear friend, Kipp. I don’t deserve you.”

“Is that a suggestion that perhaps I do? Nothing like hav-
ing one’s good, dear friend lying in the grass with one’s
good, dear wife to understand the value of friendship, is
there?”

Kipp shot to his feet, giving Merry a clear sight of Jack
as he approached along the bank of the stream, glaring at the
pair of them.

“This isn’t what you think, you idiot,” Kipp said, putting
himself fully between Jack and Merry. “And what if it is?
It’s not like you care anyway, is it, Jack?”

“How long, Kipp?” Jack demanded, his hands drawn up
into fists. “How long have you wanted her?”

Merry had grown up around Jack’s quick temper, and
she was still able to gauge its depth when it gripped him.
This one was bad. Very bad. And Kipp wasn’t helping!
She sighed, then reluctantly stood up, stepping in front of
Kipp.

“Such a dog in the manger you are, Jack. You don’t want
me—just as I don’t want you—but no one else is to have me,
is that it? Or are you still playing at big brother, and just
want Kipp to come to you and ask permission to flirt with
me? Still, you’re right, Jack,” she said, giving his chest a
good, solid poke with the tip of one finger. “Kipp and I are
lovers. We’re madly in love. Madly, deeply, passionately.
That’s why he was in London, where he’s keeping an opera
dancer named Crystal—silly name, but then what would an
opera dancer call herself, if not Crystal? He gave her dia-
monds this past Christmas, gullible idiot that he is. And
that’s why I don’t want a divorce. Because I'm so in love
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with our dearest, most brilliant Kipp. That makes perfect
sense, too, doesn’t it?”

She knew which part of her little speech would sink into
Jack’s brain, cut through all the anger to the fine sense of the
ridiculous he was capable of when he wasn’t feeling like
such a thundercloud. She took a step back, watched while he
digested every word, saw as his anger dissipated.

“You told her about some opera dancer?” Jack said at
last, pushing Merry out of the way so that he could step
closer to Kipp. “You actually told her? Of all the hair-witted,
empty-skulled—my God, Kipp, how many times do I have
to tell you the brat’s ears are always open, always listening?
How can you forget that, especially after the time she par-
roted to your father about the day she saw the two of us
stripped to the buff, preparing to swim in this same damn
stream we’re standing next to now? Your father took a stick
to you and me both for that one. She’s a child, Kipp, a sweet,
naughty, impressionable, big-mouthed child.”

“Oh, now wait just a moment,” Merry protested as Kipp
and Jack fell against each other, laughing at memories that
did nothing but embarrass her. It was one thing to have de-
fused Jack’s temper, to have shown him how silly he was to
ever think that Kipp was in love with her. Goodness, in love
with her? And why would Jack care, anyway, as he certainly
wasn’t? But it was another thing entirely for the two of them
to be laughing at her!

And now they were ignoring her. Again. As they’d done
too many times in the past.

“Forgive me, Kipp. I must have been out of my mind,”
Jack was saying, patting Kipp on the back. “I don’t know
what’s wrong with me, but my head’s so full of memories
since I came back, so full of anger at old hurts, hurts both
real and imagined.”

“No, Jack,” Kipp was saying, giving him a friendly hit on
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the shoulder. “It’s my fault. Entirely. I expected too much,
forgot too much in your absence. You’ve been living in
some sort of hell, haven’t you?”

“Oh, if this isn’t just so sweet! Treacle, running out of
both your mouths. You should have bibs on, you know, to
catch the drips.” Merry wondered that the two men couldn’t
see the heat of her anger shimmering in the air. “First you
hate each other, and now you’re crying friends. Why don’t
you just kiss each other, and be done with it?” Merry
jammed her fists on her hips and glared at the two of them.
They, in turn, were continuing to ignore her and were al-
ready planning an evening together at Willoughby Hall so
they could crack a few bottles and talk over old times. It
was, of course, an invitation that didn’t include her.

And then Merry noticed something else. Jack was stand-
ing halfway down the sloping bank, with his back to the
stream, Kipp standing just in front of him, slightly off-bal-
ance as he still kept a hand clapped to his friend’s shoulder.

Merry knew she shouldn’t.

She really shouldn’t.

She really, really shouldn’t.

Yes, she should.

Clancy noticed something as well as he and Cluny
perched on their rock in the middle of the stream. He saw
the gleam of mischief in Merry’s eyes. Recognized it.
“Jack?” Clancy prompted, floating over to wave his hands in
front of the oblivious man. “Oh, Jack...take a look at
Merry, Jack, would you? Really, Jack. Over this way. Take a
look at Merry. You really, really should look at her.” Then he
floated away, gesturing for Cluny to come forward. “Oh, the
devil with it. He deserves it.”

A moment later, after the short, sharp application of both
Merry’s hands to the small of Kipp’s back, both men were
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lying prone in the stream; spitting, splashing, and very, very
wet.

“That should finish cooling them off, eh, Clancy?” Cluny
said brightly.

Meanwhile, Merry, feeling much better about almost
everything, was halfway up the path before either Kipp or
Jack could get to his feet.



Chapter Sixteen

ack saw Merry as she and her mount galloped across a

field left fallow for the season, her long hair flying free in
the breeze, her tall, lithe body clad in what he already knew
were an old shirt and breeches he’d long ago outgrown.

He’d taught her to ride astride, as he’d taught her so
many things, and Merry had always been an apt pupil. Still,
Jack’s heart leapt up and lodged in his throat as she bent low
over the mare’s neck and pointed the animal straight at a
five-barred gate.

“Damned brat,” he grumbled through clenched teeth as
horse and rider flew into the air, effortlessly clearing the ob-
stacle and landing lightly on the other side. His heart, which
had stopped in fear, began to beat again.

Was he ever to have a moment’s peace, a moment’s rest?

He’d been home for slightly less than forty-eight hours.
He’d had a rifle pointed at him, been told ghosts resided in
the Main Saloon chandelier. He’d confronted more than a
few ghosts of his own, and done his best to pretend they
didn’t exist. He’d been both shouted at and royally snubbed.
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He’d been condescended to and, for just the moment, out-
maneuvered by Henry Sherlock. He’d made several wrong
assumptions, made an ass of himself, actually—at least
twice—and been pushed into a stream.

All in all, a fairly eventful two days.

But now, bathed and dressed in clean, dry clothing once
more, and with the afternoon shadows growing longer and
his temper more under control, he was going to attempt the
most asinine achievement of all—chasing Merry down and
talking calmly and rationally to her when she was feeling at
least three shades less than rational.

Even if she frightened the hell out of him. Because she
was a grown woman now. Not a chubby-cheeked infant. Not
a silly, grubby, all-knees-and-elbows girl running after him,
begging him to slow down so that she could catch up to him.
Not the budding girl of the too-large smile and the unex-
pectedly developing body he’d begun to back away from as
he reached his own manhood and she remained a girl, a
woman-child he had no idea how to deal with, talk to, han-
dle. She wasn’t even the Merry he had given in and wed in
order to keep her safe. The Merry he’d ended only in saving
for the moment, taking away any chances she might have
had to see more of the world and make choices for herself.

He had been afraid of that half woman, half child of sev-
enteen. He could admit that to himself now. He’d been too
young to know what to do with her, how to keep her from
worshiping him, how to keep himself from seeing her as
more than a sister—hating himself for sometimes seeing her
as more than a sister.

So, yes, he was very much afraid, even as he sought her
out, even as he knew where to find her. Because, just as
Merry knew how to infuriate him, how to placate him, how
to annoy and tease him, he also knew her; how she was
prone to think, to react. She always took to the fields when
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her temper grabbed hold and reason became something
other people offered just to drive her to distraction. He even
believed he might know where she was heading.

And he’d been right. She was headed to the cemetery,
probably to Cluny’s and Clancy’s graves. To sit with them,
probably to talk with them. Jack only hoped she’d been un-
able to get them to answer her.

“I miss them, too, sweetheart,” he said as he watched her
ride up the hill to the fenced-in cemetery that stood at the
top. Suddenly his mind formed a mental picture of Cluny
and Clancy, and how they’d looked the first night he’d met
them. What a silly, silly, mismatched pair they’d been, wear-
ing outrageous clothes as they’d walked into the nursery,
and into his life and heart.

He smiled as he urged his horse into a walk, recalling
how Clancy had quoted him lines from Shakespeare as they
all sat cross-legged on the nursery-room floor, eating deli-
cacies filched from the kitchens.

He remembered how Cluny had fallen head over ears in
love with Merry, singing to her, cooing to her, watching over
her so Jack could get some much-needed sleep.

How they’d enlivened Jack’s life, enriched it, broadened
it. Probably saved it. He smiled as he thought about Clancy,
who had given up the stage for Jack, but had never given up
his love of Shakespeare. How many times had Jack watched
him perform, never to tire of seeing him posture like a king
or simper like a lady as he spoke lines from Macbeth and
other plays. Jack decided with the fondness of memory, the
man had made an absolutely exemplary witch.

“‘Eye of newt and toe of frog, wool of bat and tongue of
dog,”” Jack quoted aloud now, the line coming to him eas-
ily, and serving to start another smile spreading on his face.
It was the first time since their deaths that he’d been able to
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think of his two old friends, his protectors, and then smile.
It felt good. It felt very, very good.

He maneuvered his mount so that he could bend down,
unlatch the gate Merry and her mount had soared over so ef-
fortlessly. He could have cleared the barrier; the stallion was
certainly up to it even if this was strange territory. But open-
ing the gate and passing through safely and sanely seemed
the proper thing to do. After all, Jack had already taken one
tumble today at Merry’s hands. He’d be damned if he’d let
her goad him into another one.

By the time Jack had circled around the hill, staying out
of Merry’s sight as long as possible, she had dismounted,
tying her horse’s reins to a low-hanging branch. She was al-
ready kneeling on the ground in front of two small, still-new
headstones that he was sure marked the final places of
Cluny and Clancy Traveling Shakespearean Players.

A bunch of wildflowers was propped up at the base of
each stone, and Merry seemed to be doing some rudimen-
tary housekeeping of both sites. She was also talking, al-
though Jack couldn’t hear what she was saying. He
considered that a small blessing.

Then her mount sensed the presence of the black stallion
and gave out with a nervous whinny, causing Merry’s head
to jerk around to see who was invading her moment of pri-
vate conversation.

“You!” she snapped out, all but jumping to her feet in
anger. “Five years you’re gone, Jack, and now you’re stuck
to my side like a burr caught in my clothing. Don’t you
know when you’re not wanted?”

“I think I do, Merry,” he responded lightly, walking over
to stand beside the graves. “I received my first, slight hint
when I knocked on the door of my childhood home and was
met with a loaded rifle wielded by a monstrous little brat
telling me to go away. But, then, once that monstrous little
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brat realized that I wasn’t going to go, and that I had, in fact,
brought a few buckets of money with me to throw at her
problems, I was allowed to stay. In my own house.”

“We’ve discussed that. It’s over,” Merry said, turning as
if to leave him where he stood. But Jack was too fast for her,
and caught her arm, keeping her beside him. “Oh, let go,
Jack. Don’t you know I can’t stand the sight of you right
now? I should have left you and Kipp to beat each other into
flinders, except that Kipp hadn’t done anything wrong. Only
you, Jack. Always and forever, only you.”

Her invective washed over him, leaving remarkably little
impression. That surprised him, for he’d been more angry
than he could say to have been greeted as if he’d come home
bearing the Black Plague, and been just as unwelcome. “I
know I was wrong, Merry. I wasn’t wrong to leave. We both
know my father left me no other choice except to send us all
to the hangman.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but it was
enough to go on with for now.

He glanced down at the headstones, let the sadness he felt
penetrate his heart, his soul. Then he looked at Merry again,
looked at her and allowed her to see the pain in his eyes.
“But I was wrong to stay away so long. I won’t ask your for-
giveness because that’s impossible. But I will ask you to put
all of that behind us now, Merry, as it’s important to
Coltrane House that we do.”

She stared at him for long moments, then tipped her head
down, lowered her long, thick lashes, and looked up at him
through them. Little minx. Did she have any idea how ap-
pealing she looked? Yes, she probably did. Definitely did.
She’d done more than grow up in the past five years, done
more than grow into the promise he’d begun to see before he
left, had begun to fear. She’d learned to be a woman, for all
her breeches and boots.

“] suppose you’re right, Jack. Arguing about the past



WAITING FOR YOU 179

can’t change it. But you could at least have brought me a
present,” she ended. He watched her spectacular smile
begin, growing wider and wider, turning her into the Merry
he remembered, the same Merry who had always been able
to twist him straight around her little finger, leaving him
powerless to resist her charms.

“I did,” he admitted, motioning for her to sit down, then
joining her on the thick, sun-warmed grass. “I brought you
a doll. Quite a present for one’s wife, don’t you think? It’s
amazing how a person can delude himself, if he really tries.”

“A doll? Oh, Jack, how could you!” she exclaimed, then
giggled. “I never played with dolls. I was much too busy
chasing after you and Kipp, making your lives unbearable.”

“Too true,” he said, flicking at her cheek with one finger.
“Do you remember the time we locked you in your room so
that we could go hunting without you?”’

“And I showed up just in time to run screaming into the
field, scaring all the deer into hiding? Yes, I remember. You
almost shot me by mistake.”

“By mistake?” Jack teased. “Well, if that’s the way you
choose to remember the incident.”

She tried to look stern, then laughed. “Kipp still asks me
how I escaped my room, but I won’t tell him. He likes to
think that I tied all my bedclothes together and lowered my-
self out the window, which is ridiculous, because my win-
dow must be a good thirty feet above a very hard flagstone
patio. A person could crack a head, doing anything that fool-
hardy.”

“So, how did you escape? I’ve often wondered that my-
self. Honey let you out, didn’t she?”

Merry trailed a hand across the grass in front of one of
the headstones. “It was Cluny. Poor man. I used him shame-
lessly sometimes, much as I loved him. Still love him,” she
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said quietly, her gaze shifting momentarily toward the two
small stones.

“Cluny? And he swore to me that he hadn’t been near
your room that night. Shame on him,” Jack said, smiling.
“Of course, I used Clancy a time or two, to cover my tracks
when Aloysius was searching for me and I wanted to go
fishing with Kipp instead of reciting Latin verbs.”

“So we should both be apologizing, shouldn’t we? Do
you want to go first, or should 17

Jack looked at the headstones, then at Merry. “Are you
saying they’re here? I thought they were camping in the
chandelier in the Main Saloon?”

Merry leaned closer to him, mischief dancing in her eyes.
“Oh, they can be anywhere, Jack. In the house, in the sta-
bles, at the stream. Here. Anywhere at all on the estate. They
can hear you, they can see you, they can do things to you.
Nice things, if they like you, and if they don’t? Well, Jack,
do you really want to find out?”

“I don’t smell camphor, Merry,” he told her, willing to in-
dulge her nonsense, as it seemed to make her happy. “Didn’t
you say the smell of camphor accompanies them when they,
um, visit?”’

She actually had the audacity to frown, appear disap-
pointed. “You don’t smell it? Really, Jack? Oh, they must be
so disappointed. Couldn’t you at least #ry to believe in them?
I think perhaps they need you to believe in them before they
let you know they’re here. Maybe if you ralked to them?”

Jack shook his head. “Talk to them? No, Merry. You be-
lieve in them, and that’s enough. Just, when you speak to
them again—and I'm convinced you will—would you
kindly tell them to stay out of my rooms? I wouldn’t want to
think I have an audience when I’m cleaning my teeth.”

“You’re a stubborn man, Jack, but I’'m not worried.
You’ll believe me someday. And now we’ll leave the dis-
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cussion of ghosts for a while, if you want to talk about
something else,” Merry said, tipping her head as she looked
at him, openly tried to gauge his mood. “And you do, don’t
you? You want to talk about Kipp. Our good friend Kipp.”

“Actually, Merry,” Jack admitted honestly, “the last thing
I want to talk about is our good friend Kipp. Because I do
think he’s half in love with you.”

Without a word, Merry stood up and walked over to stand
beside the wide trunk of an old tree, to stare down at the
fields below them.

Jack looked at her, watched her slim figure as she walked
away from him. He waited a little while, waited as Merry
composed herself, then joined her in looking out over
Coltrane land as it spread out in front of them. “How do you
feel about him, Merry?” he asked, his voice quiet, hoping
that she’d be willing to talk, and not take refuge in either a
joke or a tirade. “He’s a fine man. Do you want him? Do you
want to be free to even think about wanting him?”

“Kipp has been here, Jack,” Merry said at last. “He’s al-
ways been here. His mother allowed me to stay with them
each time your father was in residence. He helped teach me
how to manage the estate, the cottagers. He made me laugh,
kept me from being lonely, frightened. He . . . he held me
when I cried.”

“I see,” Jack said. “Then of course you love him. Who
would believe it—that our silly Kipp could turn out to be the
man, and that I would turn craven and run away?”

“I know why you left, Jack. You had no choice. I had no
choice but to stay here. I kept Coltrane House for you, and I
waited for you. I waited so long that I began to hate you,
wish you’d never come back.” Her voice dropped to a near
whisper. “Now you have, and we both have to deal with that,
don’t we? But you’re wrong. I love Kipp, and always will.
But I’m not in love with him, and he’s not in love with me.”
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Jack didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. He sim-
ply stood there, watching as Merry mounted her horse with-
out assistance and rode away.

Because Merry was right. Kipp was right. He had stayed
away too long, no matter how sound his reasons had seemed
at the time. He could have been home two years ago, when
word came that his father had died. He’d had enough money
then, not a fortune, but more than enough money. But he’d
wanted more. He’d wanted to come home more than suc-
cessful, more than simply the hero come to save the estate.
He’d wanted to come home with answers.

At the same time he’d dragged his feet because he didn’t
know what to say to Merry, didn’t know how to deal with
her after so many years of absence. What did one say to a
wife who is not a wife, a sister who is not a sister—a child
who is no longer a child? How did he ever forget that she
had witnessed his greatest humiliation?

He waited until Merry was out of sight, then mounted his
stallion and rode off in the opposite direction . . . leaving the
ghosts to consider all they’d heard and seen.

“You heard, Clancy? No more sitting on the footboard
and sighing over the boy while he sleeps,” Cluny said as
each hovered above his own headstone.

Clancy was dressed all in mourning, as he thought suited
the occasion, a huge black cape hanging on his thin shoul-
ders. Cluny, however, was dressed less dramatically, in the
costume of a serving wench. The wench was a device the
two often employed. Cluny, in his bright yellow wig and
striped dress, would step to the front of the stage and explain
to their country-bumpkin audience just what “Birnam Wood
to high Dunsinane Hill shall come” and other Shake-
spearean brilliance actually meant. It cut down on the num-
ber of tree branches they had to have at the ready, for one
thing.
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“He didn’t really mean that,” Clancy protested, sweeping
one end of his cape up and over his shoulder. “He doesn’t
believe in us, so he can’t mean that.”

“I suppose. We’re probably lucky they didn’t kiss, you
know,” Cluny said consideringly. “Remember what hap-
pened the day Maxwell kissed Mrs. Maxwell in the
kitchens? Blam! Next thing we knew we were both sitting
rump sideways in the buttery. Worse than the hiccups, kiss-
ing is, for jumbling us about. Don’t know where we’d end
up if they decide to kiss someday.”

“I don’t think we have to worry about the two of them
kissing each other, not for a while at least, more’s the pity,”
Clancy answered, sighing. “I suppose it’s enough that
they’re smiling at each other, teasing with each other a bit
between arguments. Kissing will just have to wait a while
longer. And it’s all Awful August’s fault, for forcing what
you and I both know would have come along naturally
enough without him. My poor, poor Jack. “Was ever woman
in this humour woo’d? Was ever woman in this humour
won?” My heart is sore, watching the boy.”

Cluny patted his friend’s shoulder. “You’re a good man,
Clancy. Perhaps a great one. ‘This earth, that bears thee
dead, bears not alive so stout a gentleman.””

“Thank you. I could do much worse, dear friend, than to
spend my eternity with you and your good heart. But it’s all
so sad, Cluny. The whole of it. Us being dead and unable to
help. It’s as if we die a new death each day. All we seem able
to do is watch ourselves rot.”

Cluny looked down from his perch on his own tomb-
stone, looked speculatively at the ground below him. “Not
yet, we haven’t. You want to go take a look, then, Clancy?
We could, you know. Slip on down, take a peek, see how
we’re faring. But I don’t think so.” He pressed his hands to
his chest, as he always did when about to give his most af-



184 Kasey Michaels

fecting speeches. “ “To what base uses we may return, Hor-
atio! Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of
Alexander, till he find it stopping a bung-hole?’”

Clancy found both Cluny’s suggestion and unfortunate
quote quite particularly distasteful to contemplate. He gave
him a whacking-great swat, sending the pudgy ghost tum-
bling head over heels through the air until he landed half in-
side a tree, only his rump visible. “Get yourself out of there,
you lumpish, mammering twit. It’s time we were back at the
house, watching to see Merry and Jack don’t make things
even worse by being so wretchedly honest while never say-
ing a single thing that’s in their hearts.”

Cluny turned himself around inside the tree, poking his
head out to stare at Clancy. “They won’t do that, Clancy.
They’ve made a shaky start of it, but it will all turn right in
the end. Like me,” he ended, pulling himself free of the tree,
shaking himself all over as he readjusted his wig. He spread
his arms wide, smiling, and inviting Clancy’s inspection.
“See?”

It was probably a good thing that the unbelieving Jack
and his temperamental stallion were out of earshot, because
Clancy stared at Cluny, then gave out a highly impressive
ghostly moan and buried his head in his hands.



Act Three

The Play’s the Thing

Thus the whirligig of time
brings in his revenges.

—William Shakespeare






Chapter Seventeen

“ To be or not to be—that is the question: whether ’tis
nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of
outrageous—’ "

“Oh, shut up, why don’t you!”

Cluny rubbed at his abused skull—Clancy was forever
whacking him across the back of his head, and to great ef-
fect—and subsided into his allotted space behind the drapes
in the window seat. “I was just putting forth a question,
that’s all. Jack must be wondering the same thing himself.”

As Jack had just been slung the outrageous fortune of yet
another of Merry’s verbal slings and arrows—before she
had flounced out of the room, that is—the question was per-
haps not quite as misplaced as Clancy’s reaction considered
it. But, then, Clancy had been woefully out of sorts these
past weeks, watching his dearest Jack meet with failure after
failure, frustration after frustration.

First Jack had been stern with Merry, which had been as
effective—as Cluny had so inelegantly pointed out—as spit-
ting into the wind.
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Then Jack had been kind. And as Clancy had remarked
approvingly at the time, “ “This is a way to kill a wife with
kindness.””

Except that Merry didn’t seem to do too well with kind-
ness, either. She had, both ghosts had at last conceded, quite
a nasty way of flinging kindness straight back in one’s face.
Twice as hard as it had been launched, in fact.

“He hasn’t made a right step since he got back here, you
know,” Clancy said, sighing. “Your Merry has him all at
sixes and sevens.” He poked his head out through the
draperies as a new sound disturbed him. “Uh-oh, here comes
the savage. Perhaps we can gain some help from that quar-
ter?”

Jack, oblivious to his audience, had just poured himself a
glass of claret. He turned his head and nodded, silently ac-
knowledging Walter’s entrance into the Main Saloon. He
was glad that his friend had left his arrival too late to see that
he had, once again, done something entirely stupid and sent
Merry off, steaming in anger. And yet, did he really require
Walter’s presence at the moment at all? Between the Indian
and Aloysius, he’d had more advice this past fortnight than
any three men should have to bear.

“I just passed Merry in the hallway, Jack,” Walter said,
seating himself on the couch placed directly below the chan-
delier. There was so little furniture left in the enormous cav-
ern of a room, and all of it bunched together in the center of
it, both for light and for its proximity to the oversize, central
fireplace.

“Did you now, Walter?” Jack responded, pouring his
friend a glass of water from the pitcher Maxwell always
made sure to have handy for the man. “T hope you didn’t get
in her way. She’d probably have glared you into a puddle of
pure terror, then walked straight over you.”

Walter accepted the glass, smiling at Jack as he sat down



WAITING FOR YOU 189

on the couch directly across from him. “You know, it’s dif-
ficult for me to believe that you were so successful as my
agent in America, endlessly polite and ingratiating to all
those silly men with more money than wit. You walked
among them, upright as any man, making friends and com-
petently furthering our business until, with a lot of work and
a few brilliant strokes of good luck, it became our most
lovely empire. And yet you can’t seem to say more than
three words to Mrs. Coltrane without dropping to all fours
and baying at the moon.”

Jack stared into his glass. “I told her I’d ordered a tenant
thrown off the estate,” he said matter-of-factly. “She’s off to
tell the man to stop packing up his children and belongings,
as only she has the right to say who stays at Coltrane House,
and who goes.”

“And is she right or wrong?”

Jack shook his head, trying to sort out his thoughts. “She
was wrong and right, Walter. I, on the other hand, was just
plain wrong. I’m getting very good at being very wrong, you
know. It seems the man’s wife died in childbed three months
ago, leaving him with six small children. But I didn’t ask if
there was a problem. Simply didn’t take the time. All I saw
was that he wasn’t in the fields, wasn’t working. Merry,
being Merry, saw much more.”

He shrugged his shoulders, sighed. “And so I’ve dropped
yet lower in my wife’s estimation, which probably puts me
on a level slightly below that of the worms crawling in the
gardens.”

“Ah, Jack. For all my efforts, taking the raw clay I found
and carefully molding it, you have now succeeded in revert-
ing overnight to doing your acting first and leaving your
thinking until later. You apologized, of course? Agreed to go
see this poor, unfortunate man and offer any assistance pos-
sible?”
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“I would have, if Merry hadn’t all but attacked me, pok-
ing her finger in my chest as she rattled off all the very good
reasons I should be drawn and quartered, my entrails nib-
bled on by goats. I’ll go see Jenkins later, see what I can do
for him, perhaps hire some woman from the village to care
for his children until he’s better able to manage.”

He got up, returned to the drinks table to pour himself an-
other glass. “I literally jumped at the chance to make some
sort of mark as owner of Coltrane House. I don’t know how
I could have been so blind, acted so hastily. But there’s noth-
ing for me to do here, Walter. It’s as if I'm totally unneces-
sary, superfluous. Merry has the entire estate running
smoothly. The land is productive, the outbuildings are
sound, the tenants happy. You’re working on the ledgers.
I’'m as useless as a fifth leg on a dog, and if I tell Merry to
stop running the estate, she’ll have reason to hate me even
more than she does now.”

“You’re about to pay off all of Coltrane House’s debts,
Jack,” Walter reminded him. “That ought to stand for some-
thing.”

Jack’s smile was rueful. “Yes, it should, shouldn’t it?”” He
collapsed onto the couch once more, running a hand through
his hair, dislodging one lock from its careful sleekness so
that it fell forward, to hang unnoticed beside his cheek. “I
truly thought that with enough money . . .”

“Money being the same as power,” Walter said know-
ingly. “It’s a common mistake, Jack. You were powerless
here, before your father beat you and tossed you out. Youth
has its merits and strengths, but not when being forced to
deal with adult problems. So you went away, the whipped
dog, and vowed to return the triumphant hero. You’d rescue
Coltrane House, restore it to its former glory, and Merry
would be so thankful for your help that she’d simply forget
that you’d left her here, alone, for five long years. She’d
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look up to you again, as she’d done all her life, and not re-
member how you’d looked the last time she saw you. It was
a good plan, and you worked hard to achieve it, Jack.” Wal-
ter’s sigh was eloquent. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t the right
plan.”

Jack’s smile was wry. “Thank you, dear, great sage. Al-
though I believe you may have left your so-astute observa-
tions a little late? Or did you—and do you still—enjoy
watching as I continually and most doggedly make an ass of
myself?”

“I’ve been amused to a point, yes. Aloysius and I both,”
Walter conceded, sniffing at the pale yellow rosebud in his
lapel. “There are many ways to stand tall, Jack, and quite a
few of them involve first repeatedly falling to your knees.
As long, that is, as you learn something from each stumble.
Tell me, have you considered involving your dear wife in
the restoration of this great pile? A lovely place, I assure
you, but it hurts my eyes to look at the disrepair, the empty
spaces where there should be furniture and paintings and
lovely draperies. If you were to offer to work with her on the
estate, even consulting with her until she can see that you’re
not entirely incompetent or heartless, she might be per-
suaded to involve herself in some of the more aesthetic ren-
ovations your lovely, powerful money makes possible? If
you ask her nicely, of course.”

“In that case—" Jack stood, motioning for Walter to fol-
low him into the small drawing room. “You’ll probably
sleep much better tonight, my friend,” he said rather smugly,
“knowing that your dogged determination to make me into
something more than I was when first we met has not been
a total failure.” He threw open the door, stood back, and mo-
tioned for his friend to step inside. “Voila! I've always won-
dered when using voila would be appropriate and not
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overdone. Go on, Walter, take a look for yourself. I think
this is one such instance, don’t you?”

The room was a jumble of swatches and bolts of material,
as well as a staggering array of pattern books. In the middle
of these mountains sat Aloysius Bromley, making a charcoal
sketch of something rather Ionic-looking, and explaining
each new stroke of the charcoal to the small, furiously nod-
ding man sitting beside him. Both were speaking Greek.

“Mr. Poppo—his name is prodigiously longer than that,
but Aloysius says he insists on Mr. Poppo—arrived from
London only this morning, at the request of my dear, child-
hood tutor,” Jack explained as he followed Walter into the
room. “Mr. Poppo, I understand, works with marble. And
Mr. Poppo is only one of many tradesmen and assorted, var-
iously talented persons either already arrived here or soon to
take up residence in the West Wing. Experts all, Aloysius as-
sures me.”

“Indeed,” Walter said, picking up a book of fabric
swatches and beginning to leaf through it.

“Yes, Walter, indeed.” Jack was feeling rather proud of
himself, which was never a good thing when he was dealing
with either Walter or Aloysius. But he’d had a difficult
morning with Merry, and felt some small need to crow. “T’ve
hired enough bodies and artistic spleens to keep Merry rid-
ing herd on them all the day long. There’s enough work here
for her to deal with without time to give a thought to what I
might be doing elsewhere on the estate. Learning what the
estate is about and then seamlessly slipping myself into the
place of authority being my main objective, of course. This
was all my idea, believe it or not, but Aloysius was kind
enough to help me with the particulars. Isn’t that right, Aloy-
sius?”

The old man lifted his head from his work, squinting at
Jack. “Go away, boy. We’re working here. Oh—hullo, Wal-
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ter. Care to join us? I value your opinion, and would ask it
on the mantelpiece in this room. Sadly cracked, as you can
see. Mr. Poppo vows it needs replacing, but my heart is in
repairing it to its former glory.”

“Will the cost be the same?” Walter asked, stepping be-
tween Jack and yet another pile of fabric samples. “Ask him,
my friend, if the remuneration is to be the same for restora-
tion as it is for replacement, as if you are willing to pay the
same amount either way. I think then you will understand
each other better, as well as knowing if restoration is at all
possible.”

Jack grinned at his old tutor. “You see, Aloysius? To learn
what is possible, always ask the price as if you’re willing to
pay it. If your Mr. Poppo still says it is impossible to repair
the mantelpiece, then you’ll know it’s true. If he says he can
fix it for the same price as it would cost to replace it, you’ll
know he can fix it for less. Pay him what he asks this one
time, and make up the loss in your next transaction, now that
you know how to deal with him, what to believe and what to
discount when the man opens his mouth to speak. That’s
what you taught me, Walter, right?”

“And it worked well, didn’t it, Jack?” Walter said, smil-
ing his broad smile. “Especially with that purchase from
Adam Fowler, transparent fool that he was. Five hundred
prime acres for the price of four hundred, wasn’t it?”

“If you two are done congratulating yourselves on your
brilliance,” Aloysius said, fanning himself with the end of
his scarf, “might I humbly point out that Mr. Poppo speaks
English?”

Jack looked at Walter and Walter looked at Jack, and then
they both looked at Mr. Poppo. A broadly smiling Mr.
Poppo. “Fifty quid more ta repair the thing, good sirs,” he
said as Jack began laughing, laughing so hard he had to put
a hand on Walter’s shoulder to keep from falling down. “I
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am at heart an artist, but it’s more trouble for me, yer know,
ta fix than ta build,” Mr. Poppo went on doggedly. “Does
that help tell yer how ta deal with me?”

“That it does, Mr. Poppo, that it does,” Jack said, wiping
at his eyes. Walter stood stock-still, his dignity highly af-
fronted, for the man prided himself on being, if not the most
clever negotiator on earth, at least very close to the best.
“And we’ll see the mantelpiece repaired, if you please, for
twenty-five more quid, not fifty. Is that agreeable?”

“You could have had him for ten,” Walter grumbled a
moment later, turning his back on the smiling Mr. Poppo and
leaving the room in as close to a huff as the very proper gen-
tleman could manage. “Clearly both our talents lie else-
where than in such domestic renovations. You belong in the
fields, running the estate and paying the bills. I belong with
my head in a ledger, working with numbers, not with arti-
sans and draperies and what are bound to be maddening ar-
guments as to which shade of blue is the truest. Aloysius is
a good sort, but he’ll turn this place into another Parthenon
if left to run free with his ideas, and beggar you into the bar-
gain. Find your wife, Jack, and put that most sensible young
woman in charge here before your pockets are empty and
we’re all living under the hedgerows.”

Honey opened the door to the master’s bedchamber at the
sound of a sharp, imperative knock an hour before dinner
was slated to be served, then stepped back in surprise, to
allow Jack entry.

Merry, who had been sitting by the hearth, was brushing
her unbound hair, still damp from her bath. She turned to
watch him cross the room with his usual long strides, then
sit himself down in one of the pair of leather chairs flanking
the fireplace.

His face was a near thundercloud, although he tried to
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hide that beneath a smile Merry could only see as woefully
transparent. She’d known him all her life. When was he
going to realize that his face betrayed his every emotion?
Perhaps not to anyone else, but most certainly to her. Right
now, she’d have to say that he seemed more frustrated than
angry, and frustration had never set well on the Coltrane fea-
tures.

“I’ll finish this myself, Honey,” she told the hovering
maid. “Why don’t you go downstairs and see if you can help
your mother in the kitchens?”

“Are you sure, Missy?” Honey, poor thing, looked caught
between delight that Mr. and Mrs. Coltrane were finally in
the same bedchamber—where everyone knew they be-
longed—and fear that allowing Jack Coltrane into the room
was her greatest mistake since she’d kissed Jimmy, the un-
derfootman, without first checking on the whereabouts of
her father.

“Now.” That single word, followed by Jack’s short, hard
glance, served to make up Honey’s mind and send her into
a series of jerky curtsies as she hastily backed from the
room.

“What a bugbear you are, Jack. Was it necessary to
frighten her?” Merry asked, pulling the brush through her
hair. She was still only in her underslip and dressing gown.
But as the dressing gown had once been his, and was both
as unrevealing and as unflattering as a shroud, she didn’t see
any reason to protest that he should leave until she could
make herself presentable. Besides, she didn’t care how she
looked. Why should she, if he didn’t?

“I’ve known Honey as long as you have, Merry, and she’s
known me. You don’t really believe she thought I'd bite off
her head, do you?”

“Probably not,” Merry answered, shrugging. “You're
much too busy throwing good tenants off the estate.” As
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soon as the words were out of her mouth she longed to draw
them back. She should be ashamed of herself. She already
knew that Jack had ridden out to see Robbie Jenkins this af-
ternoon, and had even apologized to the man. It was one of
the things she loved about Jack, and always had. He admit-
ted when he was wrong. He’d even admitted he had been
wrong to delay his return to Coltrane House. So why couldn’t
she forgive him, welcome him home, turn over the reins of
running the estate to him?

The answer to that was unfortunately simple. If Jack took
over Coltrane House, it would leave her with nothing to do,
nowhere to go. Even if the rest of the world were to be
dished up to her on a platter, if the serving didn’t include
Jack and Coltrane House, she’d rather starve.

Her hands froze around the brush as she realized that she
wasn’t being absolutely honest with herself. She could live
without Coltrane House, if she had to. She could live with-
out things. But she could never live without Jack. Never be
happy, without Jack. She’d worshiped him as a child. As a
woman—God help her—she loved him. Loved him as a
woman was meant to love a man. Had most probably been
in love with him since she was fourteen. Not that she could
let him know.

“I’'m sorry, Jack,” she said at last, resting the brush in her
lap, trying not to look at him, let him see the truth she had
always known but had finally accepted. “I shouldn’t have
said that. We’ll talk about something else, all right? Honey
tells me we’ve been overrun with simpering gentlemen in
high heels and burly workmen hired from every village
within ten miles of here. And I noticed someone poking
around up on the roof as I walked up from the stables. What
are you planning now, Jack?”

He came down out of the chair, picking up the brush and
moving behind her. He began pulling the brush through her
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hair, just as he’d done a thousand times when she was a
child. He worked slowly, carefully, making sure to be gentle
with the knots in her damp curls. He took such good care of
her. He’d always taken such good care of her.

She drew her breath in slowly, held it. Tried not to melt
backwards, into his arms. Tried to think, listen, and not react
in a way that would mostly probably send him screaming
from the room.

“You know what I’m planning, Merry,” Jack said as she
sat there, her eyes closed, awash in sensations so alien, so
frightening, that she almost forgot to breathe at all. “I vowed
to put Coltrane House to rights, and that’s just what I’'m
going to do. But I'd like your help, Merry, if you’re willing.”

“My—my help?” She hated herself at that moment, hated
him. How could she not, when she suddenly felt as if the rug
of the world had been somehow ripped out from beneath
her, and she was in danger of falling into some deep, dark,
unexplored place. “Aren’t I doing enough as it is?”

He reached around her, picking up her right hand, rub-
bing his thumb across her palm, across the calluses on that
palm. “You’re doing too much, Merry. It’s time, more than
time, to be reasonable about this. It’s time to share the heavy
responsibility that is Coltrane House. Not that you aren’t
splendid, not that the estate isn’t splendid as well. But I'm
home now, and I know how to run the estate. In fact, Walter
and I left two large holdings in Pennsylvania, in the hands
of our managers, to travel to England.”

Merry fought to regain her mental balance, taking refuge
in insult. “Bragging, Jack? How unlike you. But, then, I
really can’t assume to know you anymore, can I? Even you
must admit you’re not the Jack we both remember.”

“And you’re hardly the Merry I remember,” Jack said,
finding a knot in her hair and carefully working through it
with the brush. Yes, he had always and forever taken such
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good care of her. Such loving care of her. But that was dif-
ferent from being in love with her. A shaft of exquisite pain
ripped through her, and she was glad she was sitting, for
surely that pain would have sent her falling to her knees.

“The Merry I remember,” she heard Jack saying, “wor-
shiped me unconditionally, would have leapt through hoops
to please me. I believe I rather miss that.”

“We all grow up,” Merry said shortly, dipping her head
forward so that her hair fell across her face, hiding her ex-
pression. “We grow up, we put away our childhood days,
our childish ways. We have to put away our yesterdays.”

His touch was light as he pulled her hair behind her ear,
ran a finger along the side of her cheek. “And our dreams?
Do we put those away as well, Merry?”

When those dreams aren’t shared? she thought. Yes, yes
you put those dreams away, hide them as best you can.

He was killing her, killing her slowly, and he didn’t even
know it. She turned her head to look at him, knowing her
eyes were brimming with tears, suddenly not caring if he
could see her pain. And she lied. Made sure it was the most
believable lie of her life. “We put them away, Jack, yes.
Those that we can save. We tuck them away beside the care-
less promises that someone has either chosen to forget or has
crushed beneath his boots. It’s true, I still have dreams, Jack.
But they’re different dreams from those in my silly, oblivi-
ous childhood.” She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and
deliberately lied to him. “And you’re not in them anymore.”

“No. I suppose I’'m not.”

“However,” she went on doggedly, before she lost her
nerve. She’d give him what he wanted from her, all that he
wanted from her. She always had, she always would. But
never before had she known such a terrible cost to that giv-
ing.

“However,” she repeated, “that doesn’t mean I don’t
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know what you want, or that I haven’t been aware that I'm
waging a losing battle these past two weeks, for these past
five long years. I'll leave the running of the estate to you and
bury myself in paints and wallpapers and fabrics, just as you
wish. If I cannot be master of the estate, I shall be its mis-
tress—at least until you’ve discovered some further way to
usurp me.”

“Usurp you? Jesus, Merry, that isn’t what I want from
you. [~

“No,” she interrupted. “Of course it isn’t. Your visions
were very different. You wanted me to agree to an annul-
ment and then simply walk away. Didn’t you?”

His eyes flashed with quick temper. “The marriage doesn’t
have anything to do with it. Not anymore, perhaps not ever.
It’s you, Merry. I'm worried about you. I'd planned and
planned, but I never considered that you would want to stay
at Coltrane House once I'd come back.”

He ran a hand through his hair, ruthlessly pulling it loose
from the tie that had captured it at his nape, and she watched
as he turned into a younger Jack, the Jack she remembered,
the Jack she had worshiped. She could hate him for being so
blockheaded, for not seeing what was so clearly in front of
his face, but that was impossible. Not when she loved him
so, wanted his happiness above all things—above even her
own happiness. “Why would I have wanted to leave, Jack?”
she asked, taking his hand in hers. “This is my home, has al-
ways been my home.”

“I know, I know,” he said, sighing, squeezing her fingers.
“But after everything that had happened, and the way I al-
lowed my father to trap us into marriage—the way I ran off,
the coward leaving you behind—I’d simply assumed you’d
want to run away from here the moment that became possi-
ble. Run away from me. Start a new life, forget the past, for-
get all the ugliness.”
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He didn’t understand. He truly didn’t understand.

“Ugliness? I never knew any ugliness, Jack, much as you
can’t seem to comprehend that. Never. But, as you were
making all these assumptions about me, Jack, you were also
believing that I'd remain a biddable child forever, weren’t
you? That I’d never grow up, that I’d always be that same
malleable, worshiping little sister who used to chase you,
and pester you, and hang on your every word as if it were
golden?”

He reached out, traced a trembling finger over her cheek.
“My little sister? Is that how I see you now? When I look at
you, Merry, after all these years, with all my memories of
the infant, the child—is that really who I see?”

She watched as he looked at her for long moments, mo-
ments during which she suddenly found it necessary to grip
the edges of her too-large dressing gown close together over
her breasts. His face paled at her action, and he dropped his
hand from her cheek, dropped his gaze, turned his head.

She retrieved the brush and faced the fireplace, returning
to her homely chore as Jack rose to his feet and silently
slipped out of the room. . . .



Chapter Eighteen

Jack was feeling much more relaxed. Merry had been as
good as her word. She’d been waiting for him the next
morning at the stables, and they had ridden out together.
She’d introduced him to the workers he still didn’t know,
whispered the name of those he should remember from
years ago so that he wouldn’t put a foot wrong. And then
she’d retired to Coltrane House and begun overseeing the
renovations.

After two weeks of being an observer, he now rode the
lands as their owner, their master. Merry had given him the gift
of his own property. Now it was up to him to earn the respect
of the people who worked it for him.

But first he would pay Henry Sherlock a small visit, see
if the man was still so cool, so collected. Feeling so secure.
Merry had pointed out the man’s small property that bor-
dered on the farthest reaches of the Coltrane House estate,
and Jack had bristled as he belatedly realized that the house
sat on Coltrane land.

“How?” was all he’d asked, sitting in the saddle, looking
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at the house that, although not large, showed every sign of
being built with a generous and perhaps even lavish purse.

“Your father’s will,” Merry had answered, knowing what
he meant by his question. “He gave Henry the land in re-
ward for his ‘good and loyal service.” His inheritance from
his aunt paid for the house itself, I suppose. Henry could
have removed to London but he does so love Coltrane
House. He said he couldn’t imagine leaving it. I was sur-
prised, as I never thought Henry to be sentimental. Kipp
even says he thinks Henry worships the estate.”

Jack remembered Merry’s words as he rode up the circu-
lar drive in front of Henry Sherlock’s three-story brick
house. He had difficulty in seeing any man without his own
estate as being content to molder in the country once he had
the funds to set himself up permanently in town. He defi-
nitely couldn’t quite believe his father to have ever been a
sentimental creature, and wished he knew what sort of
“good and loyal service” Sherlock had performed to earn
this reward. Was doing August Coltrane’s dirty work for two
dozen years a rewardable service? Jack wasn’t sure.

No, Jack didn’t believe his father had left Henry Sherlock
a shovelful of Coltrane land, at least not willingly. He did,
however, believe in greed, even in blackmail, and this lav-
ishly modest house screamed both at him.

Maybe he hadn’t stayed away from Coltrane House too
long. He’d left an angry, impotent youth, and returned a
much wiser man. A man who had seen the world, both the
good and the bad—and learned to know the difference. He
would have been no match for Henry Sherlock five years
ago, three years ago. But now? Now he felt ready to deal
with the man. All he needed were a few remaining pieces,
and the puzzle of Henry Sherlock would be solved. Not that
he was in any hurry to apprise Sherlock of that fact.

A young boy in very good livery ran out to take Jack’s
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mount from him. An older man in even better livery opened
the front door and escorted him into the main drawing room
to “await the master, who has not been expecting any after-
noon calls.”

The foyer had been impressive, with a massive chande-
lier hanging in its center, but the drawing room was above
impressive. Everywhere Jack looked, money looked back at
him. Stuccoed walls painted in palest yellow, a domed,
highly decorative ceiling holding its own blue sky and a
goodly supply of cherubs. Masses of glass in nearly floor to
ceiling windows, with three pair of French doors leading out
onto a wide patio. Furniture in the best of taste, constructed
by the finest of craftsmen. Mirrors, paintings, vases, sculp-
tures in their carved niches on the walls. No fewer than three
fine carpets under his feet.

Sherlock’s dear, deceased aunt must have been more
wealthy than anyone had supposed, to have left her nephew
with enough money to construct and then fill such a show-
place. How gratified Sherlock must have been, both by her
thoughtfulness in remembering him, and in August’s gift of
land.

It all couldn’t have worked out better for Sherlock, as a
matter of fact. Unless August had left him Coltrane House,
something even his reprobate father would never have done,
because what was Coltrane remained Coltrane. There may
have been no love between father and son, but there was
blood.

Sherlock had to have known this, could never have hoped
to take possession of Coltrane House. So why had he stayed,
even after he’d had the wherewithal to leave? Why had he
built his house here? What was it that kept him close to
Coltrane House?

Jack believed he knew the what; but he had yet to learn
the how. If he was right . . .
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So close, so close. The puzzle was so close to being com-
pleted, the last pieces fixed in place. Jack and Walter were
so close, now that they had the actual ledgers. Another few
days, Walter had said, another week at the most.

He had to wait, hold on to his eagerness, his impulse to
question Sherlock. If he and Walter were right, Jack would
have his answers, or at least most of them. If Jack was
wrong, he wouldn’t have made a fool of himself and in-
sulted a man who had twice saved his life.

Jack helped himself to a glass of claret, impressed with
the quality of both the wine and the glass holding it, then
seated himself on a chair near the fireplace and awaited his
host. He arose slowly a few minutes later when Henry Sher-
lock finally appeared, and crossed the room to shake his
host’s hand.

“So sorry to intrude like this, Sherlock,” he said, notic-
ing that the man seemed rather flustered, and remembering
that Sherlock liked everything neat, everything tidy. An un-
expected visitor in the middle of the day, coming to inter-
rupt him from whatever he was doing, wasn’t tidy. “I was
out riding, you understand, and stopped here purely on im-
pulse. You have quite a lovely house, Sherlock. Very im-
pressive.”

“Why, thank you, John. It’s not at all large, but it suits
me,” Sherlock said, waving Jack back to his seat. “And I'm
glad you stopped. I’ve been meaning to ride over to Coltrane
House, talk some more with that interesting friend of yours.
Walter, is it? Yes, that’s right. Very interesting fellow. Has he
had any trouble reading the ledgers? I don’t think he should.
And how is dear Meredith? I confess I must wonder at the
strangeness of the situation you both find yourselves in now
that you’ve come home, you understand. After what your
father told you that last night. But, no—we won’t speak of
that now, will we?”



WAITING FOR YOU 205

Jack kept his expression hovering somewhere between
bland and vaguely interested, even as he wondered when
Henry Sherlock had decided that the two of them could ac-
tually converse as friends, perhaps even as intimates. And
why, dear God, did he think he could bring up the subject of
that last night without Jack breaking his nose for him?
“Merry’s doing very well, Sherlock,” he said evenly. “We’re
overrun with workmen and the like, but she’s a good girl,
and a born manager. You and I already know that, don’t
we?”’

He put down his glass and stood up once more, resting an
arm against the marble mantelpiece. He felt more alert,
standing. “As I've already said, you’ve got quite a fine
home here, Sherlock. I doubt there’s much that could out-
shine it, either in the country or in London. Did you gather
all of this together yourself? Merry might want your opinion
on some of the colors and fabrics she’ll be choosing.”

Sherlock tipped his head, looking up at Jack with ques-
tion in his eyes. “You can afford all of this? There’s still the
mortgages, you know. Much as it pains me to say this, you’d
only be decorating Coltrane House for its new owner if you
can’t pay them soon. This Walter person does understand
that, doesn’t he? He has informed you of the amounts of the
mortgage payments, the total amount of your debt?”

“Yes, Sherlock, he has,” Jack said, “And I'm ready to
pay—once I know whom I’ll be paying. You do have names
and directions for me, don’t you? You may have forgotten,
but the ledgers only contain last names, along with dates and
amounts paid. Walter is also compiling other figures for me
as he works back through the ledgers. Other loans my father
incurred over the years, thankfully smaller loans. A trifling
thing, surely, but utterly fascinating to me.”

Sherlock didn’t react, didn’t turn pale, didn’t squirm in
his chair, show any signs that Jack might possibly be calling
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his integrity into doubt. “The names, John? Why, you’re
right. T don’t believe the full names are recorded in the
ledgers. I'll provide you with a list, along with their direc-
tions. Let’s see, there’s MacDougal, the one owed the thirty
thousand by the end of the year. He’s in Scotland, nursing
gout, I believe. Then there’s Newbury—a coal merchant in
Newcastle. Your father met him some few years ago, I be-
lieve. And a Mr. Gold, a moneylender in London. Although
I believe he is bedridden these days, his sons carry on the
business through correspondence with me. And now with
you, won’t they?”

He smiled, spreading his hands. “That’s all that’s left,
John. The other debts have all been paid except, as you said,
for those few small loans. Coltrane House has always been
immensely profitable, and Meredith was agreeable to taking
my advice and learning from my own experience as estate
manager before I limited myself to handling your father’s
legal and monetary transactions.”

“And both Merry and I are in your debt, Sherlock, as I’ve
said before,” Jack said, wondering just how true his words
might be, and just how much he was considering without
any facts to back up his suppositions.

Until he was entirely sure of his facts, he had to tread
carefully, not frighten the man away before he could tighten
the noose. It was time he opened his mouth once more, and
said something totally naive, horribly stupid. “Only the pay-
ments are recorded in the ledgers, of course, not the total of
the mortgages. Thirty thousand to MacDougal, you said a
moment ago, right? That’s not quite so stiff. And to New-
bury and Gold? What do those two mortgages amount to,
exactly?”

Sherlock coughed into his fist. ““You misunderstood me,
and misunderstood your man Walter as well, unless he’s
truly unfit to be interpreting the ledgers. Thirty thousand is
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the next yearly payment to MacDougal, John. But that’s only
the interest, not the amount of the debt. Wasn’t that clear?
That number is still so high as to be nearly unimaginable;
four hundred thousand pounds, to be exact. And you still
owe another twenty thousand in annual interest on top of
that crushing amount on the other two, newer mortgages.
Twelve to Newbury. Eight to Gold. In short, John, these
three mortgages amount to more than a half million pounds
of debt.”

Jack kept his expression deliberately blank, bordering on
the bovine. “I see. I guess you could say I hadn’t quite un-
derstood you before now. I must have misunderstood Walter
as well, I suppose.”

“And how could you hope to take it all in, John, with the
figures so high? But it’s all there, everything is recorded in
the ledgers. What you have to ask yourself, John, is why you
would even pay the thirty, or the twenty, when there would
still be three unpayable principals still owing? Yes, I’ve kept
the estate running, paid the yearly interest all this time, but
only because I could not convince your father to sell, con-
vince you or Meredith to sell. Your father lived hard, John,
and he lived high. It would be so much easier to allow Mac-
Dougal to take the estate, and the smaller mortgages, off
your hands, wouldn’t it?”

“Would it, Sherlock?”

“Yes. Yes it would. You’re young, John. You say you're
wealthy now in your own right, although no fortune could
absorb a loss of nearly six hundred thousand pounds without
feeling the pinch. Your man—Walter—told me about your
estates in America, your businesses in America. I'm im-
pressed, John. Truly I am. Leave this place, this unhappy
place that must haunt you with terrible memories, and go
back to where you will be happy. It only makes sense, John.
Doesn’t it?”
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“I see,” Jack said, stepping away from the mantel. “And
Merry? What of her, Sherlock? What of my wife?”

“Your wife, John? Hardly that. I can be honest with you,
can’t I? My largest regret in this life is that I didn’t arrive
soon enough to stop that travesty from occurring. Neither of
you wanted the marriage, neither of you consented. You
were beaten into it, Meredith was bullied into it. But I know
you’ll provide for Meredith. You’re a man of honor, John,
and always were.”

“Why, thank you, Sherlock,” Jack said, more than ready
to leave. “And thank you for the information you’ll be send-
ing over to Coltrane House tomorrow. I appreciate it, and
everything you’ve done for Merry and me over the years.”
Then he simply bowed to the man and, caught between won-
dering if he were an idiot or simply a cad, he allowed Henry
Sherlock to put a friendly arm around his shoulders and es-
cort him out of the house.

It wasn’t until he was riding back to Coltrane House that
Jack shook his head in grudging admiration of Henry Sher-
lock, saying, “That inventive son of a bitch. And he almost
pulled it off.”

Jack was whistling. Merry, hiding out in the gardens,
away from Mr. Poppo and a dozen more like him, didn’t
know whether to be happy or frustrated when she heard his
tune.

If Jack was happy, she should be happy. And yet, what
was making Jack so happy? Probably nothing that would
also make her happy. Not when he’d been ignoring her so
pointedly for two days.

She stayed down on her knees, ruthlessly tugging at
weeds that had dared to grow up around the base of the rose-
bushes lining the path, deciding that Jack would find her if
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he wanted to, but that she was not going out of her way to
be discovered.

Nearby, Cluny and Clancy lay stretched out on cement
benches flanking the walkway. Clancy was asleep. Snoring,
actually. Cluny lay with his head propped against one bent
arm, watching his dear Merry work. It was a lovely thing, it
was, watching others work.

As the sound of whistling grew closer, and as he watched
Merry seem to shrink closer to the ground, Cluny sat up and
called to his friend. “Psst! Psst! Clancy—the boy’s home.
And by the sound of it, he’s coming this way. Here’s our
chance.”

“Jack? Jack’s here?” Clancy opened his eyes, stretched,
then floated up to sit on a tree branch that gave him a better
view of the gardens. “Ah, there he is. And here he comes.
We’ll let them alone for a while, hope they do well enough
on their own. But if they don’t. ..”

“If they don’t, I know what to do,” Cluny said, grinning,
because it had been his plan, and Clancy had actually termed
it “brilliant.” Wasn’t often a man got a “brilliant” out of
Clancy, no it was not.

The whistling got closer, although it was difficult to tell
directions from a simple sound like a whistle. Merry pulled
another weed, fighting its long roots for a bit, then flung it
up and over her shoulder in a small gesture of triumph.

“Well, there’s a greeting I won’t soon forget,” Jack said,
and Merry turned around quickly, in time to see him exam-
ining the weed in his hand even as he wiped a smudge of
mud from his cheek. “Some people simply say hello to each
other, Merry, you know. Hello, good afternoon, how nice to
see you. Easy words. Easy to say, easy to interpret. But I'm
at a loss here, Merry. What does a weed smacked into one’s
face mean?”

Merry pushed herself to her feet, wiping her muddy
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hands on the huge white apron she’d tied around her before
coming out into the gardens. He was dressed just as casually,
in riding breeches and a white-lawn shirt opened at the col-
lar. Except he looked handsome, and she felt like a kitchen
drudge.

“It means, I suppose,” she ventured carefully, “that if you
really want to join me, you may do so, but at your own
peril.” Then she smiled. “I really didn’t mean to do that, you
know. However . . .” She let her words die away, even as her
smile grew wider. “You’ve got a bit of leaf stuck above your
left ear, Jack. I hesitate to mention it, in case you’re think-
ing of starting some new fashion, but you might want to re-
move it?”

“Is there now? Well, that takes me back. Aloysius always
said birds could nest in my hair, as I was always coming
home rolled in dirt and full of twigs. Do you remember,
Merry?”

She watched as he reached up, located the leaf, and then
brushed it away. He was right. His hair had always been full
of grass, bits of hay. They had both romped the hills and
meadows without regard for their clothing, their appear-
ance, or what the world might think about them. Tumbling
about in sweet grass, playing silly games, tickling each
other. Jack was horribly ticklish. It may have been difficult
to get him down, but once she’d done it, once she’d strad-
dled him, she could have him begging for mercy in a mat-
ter of moments. He had this one spot, just above his waist,
that—

Merry bent her head, feeling hot color rush into her
cheeks.

“Merry? Is something wrong?”

She bit her bottom lip, shook her head. She’d sat on him!
Yes, they had been children. She, at least, had been a child.
But she’d persisted in such childish games even after Jack
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had warned her to stop. Even after Jack had begun to hide
from her, slip away with Kipp to visit the village tavern, to
walk out with country girls she’d hated with a deep and ter-
rible passion.

“What a pest I must have been, Jack,” she said now, look-
ing up at him, tears standing in her eyes. “What a torture to
you. I'm so sorry.”

“You were incorrigible,” he said, his smile teasing and
light. And then he sobered. “Really, Merry, do you honestly
believe I regret a moment of our lives, a single moment we
were together? You were my friend, my sister, my entire
family. You were also probably the only reason I stayed at
Coltrane House, the only reason I didn’t run off to join a
band of gypsies or some such thing, ruining my life forever.
A pest, Merry, a torture? I don’t think I could have survived
here, survived August, without you.”

“Honestly?” she asked, wishing his words didn’t mean so
much to her, wishing he’d stop calling her his sister. She
wasn’t his sister, had never been his sister. She was what
she’d always wanted to be—his wife. “You’re not simply
being kind?”

She took a step forward, longing to be closer to Jack,
moving almost without conscious thought . .. and Clancy
yelled “Now!”

Cluny, always an obedient sort, immediately stuck out
the small branch he’d been holding as he crouched by the
side of the pathway. It caught Merry’s ankle in mid-stride,
sending her hurtling straight into Jack’s arms.

“Perfect!” Clancy pronounced, clapping his hands. He
looked at Jack, at Merry, then sighed, pulling a large red-
cotton square from his pocket and noisily blowing his nose.
“‘Now join your hands, and with your hands your hearts.’
Ah, Cluny, isn’t this wonderful?”

“It’s deceitful, that’s what it is,” Cluny said, having sec-
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ond thoughts as he sat back on his haunches and watched the
pair as they stood close together, caught between surprise
and embarrassment. “Unless we shortly find ourselves in the
potting shed, up to our knee joints in compost, of course.
Then we’ll know our plan worked.”

Merry stood with her palms pressed up against Jack’s
chest, feeling the strength of his hands as they gripped her
waist, steadying her even as she held on to his shirt. She
could feel his heart beating beneath her palms, felt that heart
skip a beat, as hers had just done. “I—I must have tripped
over something,” she said at last, after wetting her suddenly
dry lips with the tip of her tongue.

Really, she had never been clumsy before—had she
meant to trip, meant to end up this way, in Jack’s arms? Or
had Cluny and Clancy been lending a little friendly help?
Shame on them if they had—although, actually, it hadn’t
been all that shabby an idea. She bent her head, unable to
look at Jack, who certainly would never understand her sud-
den smile, and who certainly wouldn’t care for her explana-
tion of that smile. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled quietly.

“Sorry, Merry?” he said, and she heard his words through
a strange buzzing in her ears. She should let go of him. She
really should step back, walk away. Except that if she tried
to move, she’d fall down. She was sure of it. And her near-
to-buckling knees proved it when he said, “I don’t know if I
am.”

She felt his knuckle under her chin and gasped as he gen-
tly raised her head so that she could see the question in his
green eyes. He put his hands on her elbows, hinting that she
should raise her arms to his shoulders, that she should return
his embrace. She did so willingly, always and ever eager to
follow Jack’s lead. She held her breath as his head moved
closer, his mouth moved closer, as she closed her eyes and
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waited . . . waited for the moment she’d been waiting for
most of her life. . . .

“I say—Jack? Jack, where the devil are you? Maxwell
said he thought he saw you on your way out here.”

“Willoughby!” Clancy gritted out between clenched
teeth. “Isn’t this just like him, Cluny? Flap-mouthed, frothy
wagtail! Go away! Go away!”

Merry jumped back as if she’d just been scalded, press-
ing her hands to her cheeks as Jack gave out with a string of
curses she hadn’t known even existed. They both turned to
see Kipp, immaculately dressed as always, as if just return-
ing from a stroll down Bond Street. He was loping down the
path toward them, his hat in his hands.

“Ah, there you are. And you, too, Merry. Good, very
good. I won’t have to tell the story twice.”

“Who said you had to tell it once?” Jack grumbled, and
Merry bit her lip, trying not to laugh, or to be too pleased
with Jack’s reaction to the interruption. Although how he
could speak at all remained beyond her, as she couldn’t have
formed a single word on her own, even called for help if her
hair had caught on fire. “What story, Kipp? What has you in
such a twist?”

Kipp stopped on the path, wiped at his forehead with a
fine linen square, gave out with a deep, rather satisfied
smile, and announced: “It’s the Forfeit Man, Jack. I was just
in the village and heard it all. He rode again last night. After
all these years, Jack, the Forfeit Man is riding once more.
Now, what do you have to say to that—or did you already
know? Of course you did. Devilish unfair of you not to have
included Merry and me in the fun, you know.”

“Jack?” Merry asked, looking at him, trying to gauge his
reaction to the news. “What do you know about this?”

But Jack didn’t answer. And Merry couldn’t read his ex-
pression. For the first time in her life, she believed herself to
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be no closer to Jack Coltrane than she would have been to a
stranger she was just now encountering for the first time.
His jaw set, his eyes hooded, he motioned for Merry and
Kipp to precede him on the pathway leading back to the
house.

“Now, see here, Jack,” Kipp protested. “We’re just sup-
posed to tag after you like eager puppies? I mean, you could
at least ask us.”

“Yes, Jack—" Merry objected right along with him.

“We’ll talk in my study, Merry,” Jack said firmly, adult to
child, and she had no choice but to obey him. It was amaz-
ing how quickly she could turn from thoughts of melting in
his arms to plans for choking him into unconsciousness and
then tying him up and feeding him to the hogs.

But, then, it had always been that way with Jack.

It was one of the many reasons she loved him, had al-
ways loved him, was cursed to forever love him. The idiot!



Chapter Nineteen

“Y can’t hear anything. Can you hear anything?”

Cluny pressed his own ear against the thick oak door,
then stepped back and shook his head. “She wants us out,
Clancy, and that’s the way it has to be. Probably trying to pro-
tect Jack, dear little girl that she is. The fewer who know, the
better, the less chance of word getting out. That sort of thing.”

Clancy cuffed Cluny on the side of the head. “We’re
ghosts, you fool-born gudgeon. Who are we going to tell?
She’s just being mean, that’s all. Females, they can be like
that. As the Bard said—"

“Oh, shut up,” Cluny responded wearily, rubbing his sore
head. Merry had thoroughly disappointed him, but he couldn’t
be angry with her, he simply couldn’t. So he’d be angry with
Clancy instead. “There. I've said it. All these years, and I’ve
finally said it. Just shut up, Clancy. I know when I’m not
wanted, and Merry doesn’t want me. And now I’m going to
take a nap, especially if we’re going to have to stay awake
half the night at the stables. Tonight, and every night, wait-
ing to see if the Forfeit Man rides out.”
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Clancy gaped at Cluny in surprise for a moment, then
took one last look at the door and followed after his friend.
“You’re right. We’ll have to be at the stables every night,
there’s nothing else for it. But it’s high time those two chil-
dren settled themselves and we were out of here, off to our
heavenly reward. More than time. Let’s just hope they don’t
bollix it up in there without our help, that’s all I can say.”

“All right, Kipp,” Jack said on the other side of the thick
oak door. He seated himself behind the desk in his study
after pouring wine for his friend and lemonade for Merry,
who’d thanked him with a blood-chilling glare. “Begin at
the beginning, if you please, and tell me the whole of it. Just
the whole of it, Kipp, without your imagination taking part
in any of the description, if you please.”

Kipp winked at Merry as he sat down in the chair beside
hers. “Guess that leaves out the fire-breathing dragons and
silver-wheeled chariots sweeping down out of the skies,
don’t it, Merry? No seven-foot-tall giant, red-eyed high-
wayman, no swordplay, no bloodshed, no swooning maid-
ens. Pity.”

Merry giggled, then looked to Jack and tried desperately
and quite obviously to rearrange her features in some sem-
blance of solemnity, showing him at least a small sign of a
willingness to be serious as they discussed a very serious
subject. Then she giggled again and he sighed audibly. “Oh,
Jack, don’t be so stiff,” she scolded. “It’s Kipp you’re talk-
ing to, remember? You know he can’t tell a story without
dressing it up a bit to make it more interesting. It’s what he
does, for goodness sake.”

“Merry . ..” Kipp began warningly, and Jack was happy
enough to allow his friend to try silencing their less-than-
helpful giggler. “No need to remind Jack of the fool I am,
not when we’ve got serious business here.”



WAITING FOR YOU 217

“It is that,” Jack said, shaking his head. “The Forfeit
Man? God. Where did he strike, Kipp, and when?”

“About a mile from the usual spot, on the main road lead-
ing south. Last night. Is that succinct enough for you, Jack,
or should I go on?” He crossed one leg over the other and
sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers together as he
looked at Jack. “Besides, I’m sure you can tell me the rest.”

“Me?” Jack looked honestly disgusted. “Christ, Kipp—
are you mad? Why on earth would I play at such a stupid,
dangerous game?”

Kipp looked to Merry. “Oh, I don’t know, Jack. To im-
press a lady?”

Jack fell back into his chair, glaring at Kipp. “You’re an
ass, Kipp,” he said without heat, at last realizing what his
friend was trying to do. At least he thought he did. “You’ve
made this whole thing up, haven’t you? Made it up just to
see how the land lies here, between Merry and me? Why
don’t you just ask us? Ask us what’s going on between us?”

Kipp’s left eyebrow climbed toward his hairline. “And
you’d tell me?”

“Never,” Jack answered, grinning. “Merry? Do you want
to tell him?”

Merry’s grin was also wide, and only as innocent as
Jack’s, which wasn’t innocent at all. It was an old game,
keeping secrets from the always inquisitive Kipp, and one
they obviously had not yet tired of playing. Even now, when
the subject of Kipp’s question was deadly serious—espe-
cially now, when the subject was deadly serious. “I’d rather
stand on my head in front of Aloysius and recite the entire
royal succession, backwards,” she said, patting his arm.
“Sorry, Kipp.”

Kipp shook his head, laughed at his own gullibility, as if
he’d truly believed, at least for a moment, that he’d be al-
lowed inside that small, charmed circle that had been
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Merry’s and Jack’s alone for all of their lives. “You’ll never
change. Either of you. Even when Merry’s contemplating
slicing up your guts for garters, and when you’re complain-
ing that she doesn’t give you a moment’s peace. So, you’ve
decided to do what any person of sense can see should be
done? Stay married?”

About halfway through Kipp’s happy, damning speech,
Jack had begun wondering how his friend would look with
his own foot jammed down his gullet. He’d grab at his
throat, his face would turn blue, his eyes begin to pop out. It
was a lovely image, actually. “Go to hell, Kipp,” was, how-
ever, all he said when that man turned to smile at a clearly
incensed Merry.

“Yes, Kipp,” she said. “Why don’t you go to hell? You
could probably give the devil a few suggestions as to how to
run his life. In the meantime, I think it was perfectly horrid
of you to make up that story about the Forfeit Man, just so
that you could tease us, and pry into what is clearly none of
your affair. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“I would be, pet, if I'd made the whole thing up. But I
haven’t. Jack, the Forfeit Man did ride last night. If you
don’t believe me, ask Squire Headley, who is minus a fat
purse this morning. Ask his wife, who was put into strong
hysterics. Ask their daughter, Anna, who is mooning about
the place—as I hear it—talking about the fact that the For-
feit Man introduced himself, then made her forfeit a kiss to
him in order to save her pearl necklace. It’s a new twist to
the game, the kiss as forfeit, but I rather like it, don’t you?
And then he left the squire’s purse on the church steps this
morning—not that our dear Headley will ever know that, of
course.”

He tipped his head as he looked at Jack, looked quite
smugly at Jack. “But, then, I'm still not telling you anything
you don’t already know. Am I, friend?”
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Jack brought both fists down hard on the desktop. “Christ
on a crutch, Kipp,” he exploded, “would you stop telling me
that I'm the Forfeit Man?”

“You’re not?” Kipp’s skeptical tone set a fire raging in
Jack’s chest. If his own good friend didn’t believe him, who
would?

“Think about this, Kipp,” Jack said, as Merry pulled her
legs up under her on the chair, looking at him not in anger,
or even in question, but only giving him her full attention, as
if he were about to recite. “When I was here, the Forfeit Man
rode. I left, and the Forfeit Man disappeared. Now I'm
back—and the Forfeit Man is riding again? I doubt it will
take too long before somebody realizes those facts. Do you
think I have some grand wish to end up in gaol, or trans-
ported? Even hanged?”

Kipp raised his hand, offering his opinion. “But still, if
you wished to remind someone of your hey-go-mad ways,
dredge up memories of a carefree youth, impress a certain
wife...”

Jack turned away from him in disgust. Was Kipp insane?
Resurrect the Forfeit Man? Remind Merry of how low he
had fallen, how his recklessness had ended with Merry in-
jured, with him and Kipp beaten into a jelly? Oh, yes. That’s
just what he wanted to do.

“You’re like a dog with a bone, Kipp,” Merry jibed face-
tiously, and Jack turned to look at her as she spoke. “If you
want to think that way, perhaps you should consider that /
am the Forfeit Man this time, trying to do much the same
thing you’re accusing Jack of doing, even as he denies it.”

Now Kipp laughed, deep in his throat. “You, Merry?
You’re probably tall enough, even hey-go-mad enough,
but—" His smile faded. “My God, Merry. You aren’t, are
you?”’

“No, Kipp, I’'m not capable of such a thing,” she told
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him, leaning forward to look deep into his eyes. “Especially
that nonsense about kissing missish Anna Headley, even for
the lark of listening to her shriek, then faint dead away. But
you are.”

Jack watched as Kipp pressed both spread hands to his
chest, his eyes wide with horror as he repressed a shudder.
“Me? Me? Donning a hood and cloak, hiding in a damp
woods at midnight, leaping out to yell ‘stand and deliver,’
and taking the chance of ending my life with a huge, drafty
hole in my heart? Or worse—kissing Anna Headley?
’E-gods, Merry,” he said, picking a small bit of lint off the
front of his jacket, “as if that should ever happen.”

“That’s true enough, Merry,” Jack said, coming around to
sit on the edge of the desk. “Kipp’s the complete gentleman
now, and the complete fop—don’t frown, Kipp, you know
full well what you are. He’s outgrown any hint of adventure
in favor of gambling hells, rout parties, and balls. Haven’t
you, Kipp? Seriously, Merry, could you see dearest Kipp in
a simple black cape and mask, see him dressed in anything
his London tailor hadn’t fashioned expressly for him? As for
poor Anna Headley, I must say I don’t remember much
about her, but I'm willing to take your word for her mis-
sishness.”

Merry left her chair in order to sit up beside him on the
desktop. “But, Jack, if it isn’t you, and it isn’t me,” she
glared at Kipp, “and it isn’t Kipp, then who is it?”

“And just as important, Merry,” Jack said, taking her
hand, “why is he taking such care to let everyone know he’s
riding out as the Forfeit Man?”

Kipp tapped a finger against his lips. “As far as we know,
Jack, no one has ever figured out that you were the original
Forfeit Man. Which leaves those who always did know,
right? Can’t be Aloysius. He’s too old. Can’t be your Walter,
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as I certainly can’t see him kissing Miss Headley.” He
pointed the finger at Jack. “Sherlock?”

“Henry?” Merry rolled her eyes. “Henry Sherlock? Have
you been drinking, Kipp?”

“All right, I admit it probably isn’t Sherlock. Unless—"

“Unless what, Kipp?” Jack asked quickly, as Kipp was
suddenly looking much too serious. “Unless, employing
your theory, he’s trying to impress a lady?” he ended care-
fully, and Kipp gave him a slight nod, as if to say he under-
stood that he was to remain silent. “Merry? Would you be
impressed all hollow if Sherlock has been running about the
countryside, playing at highwayman? Would it make your
maidenly heart go pit-a-pat?”

She stuck her tongue out at him, which sent Kipp into
mercilessly teasing her about her new admirer. Jack watched
as the two began squabbling like children, leaving him time
to consider what he’d thought of a moment earlier. Not that
Kipp wouldn’t come to him later to demand an explanation
of the look he’d shot him, he was sure. And that was proba-
bly good, because it was time he told Kipp everything. The
man was his oldest friend, and he deserved the truth. It was
past time he began to trust again.

Still, as Kipp had said, there were only a few people who
knew Jack had been the Forfeit Man. Cluny and Clancy.
They were both dead. Aloysius. Kipp. Merry. And Henry
Sherlock.

Damn! He must have slipped somewhere during his visit
to Sherlock’s house, let him see more than he wanted to
show him. The man had to know he was suspicious of him.
And he had to be feeling guilty, even fearful that he was
about to be exposed. Riding out as the Forfeit Man was as
good as a confession.

For Jack.

But Jack still had no real proof. Nothing solid, nothing he
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could take to the courts. He would soon, if the gods were
kind, if the ledgers gave up their secrets, if the men he’d
hired in London found something as they searched through
Sherlock’s past. But there was nothing yet, nothing solid,
nothing sure. Not yet.

Jack ran a hand through his hair as he thought about the
ledgers. Nearly thirty years’ worth of those damnable, neat
and tidy ledgers. Henry Sherlock was a thief, and possibly
much more than a thief. Jack knew it, he could feel it. Sher-
lock’s greedy slip of the tongue two days ago proved it. But
if Walter could find nothing suspicious in the ledgers, if they
could find no hard evidence—what then?

Jack looked at Merry, who was accusing Kipp of being a
silly, brainless popinjay—"“always were, always will be”—
and then to his friend, who was saying, singsong, “Henry
loves Merry, Henry loves Merry” as he protectively covered
his head with his arms.

Jack wearily rubbed at his forehead as Kipp and Merry
continued to tease each other, pointing out past follies and
childhood adventures that still had the power to embarrass
the other person.

“At least Kipp’s diverted her for the moment,” Jack
grumbled to himself as he walked over to look out a win-
dow, knowing he was being ridiculous. “Besides, it might
not be Sherlock. Maybe it’s Maxwell, or Honey. Or maybe
Merry’s ghosties have taken to moonlit rides across the
countryside. Oh, God, why isn’t anything simple?”’

Merry stopped outside the windows to the study and
peeked in at Jack as he stood hunched over the desk. He
leaned down to see something Walter was pointing out to
him in one of the dozen or so thick ledgers that were lying
opened on the desktop.

It had already gone ten o’clock, and the study was filled
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with candles, causing a glare against the glass that made it
difficult for her to see him clearly, but she was sure Jack was
frowning. She’d frowned herself, when she’d first read the
ledgers, before she’d finally thrown up her hands and sim-
ply let Henry do the work for her.

Poor Jack. So many debts to be paid. How she’d cursed
Jack’s father when she learned that her hard work, her
aching back, her worries and sleepless nights were all going
to pay debts such as one thousand pounds to “Wild Jim
Horsley, Wimbledon, Faro,” and three thousand pounds to
“L. Whitacker, Bath, Whist.”

Dozens of gambling debts. A ledger stuffed with nothing
but tradesmen’s bills.

And those damnable mortgages.

Those were the worst of all.

Merry had spent the past two years working to pay old
debts for August’s longtime mistress, his casual doxies, his
wasteful ways, his careless spending, his inept gambling.
She’d paid for the wine he’d drunk six years earlier and the
food he’d eaten the week before he died.

She’d even paid for the drunken vicar he’d promised ten
pounds a year if he would close his eyes and perform the
marriage between her and Jack without asking any ques-
tions. Like why the bride was weeping, or why the groom
was so bruised and bloody that he had to be supported by
two men in order to stand. If it took ten pounds a year to
keep that man’s silence, that was one bill she’d gladly pay.

Merry turned away from the window and began retracing
her steps along the pathway she knew by heart, even in the
dark. Jack was in the study. Safe. He wasn’t out riding the
roadways, robbing coaches as their occupants sought out a
posting inn or traveled home from someone’s dinner party.

She couldn’t be sure he hadn’t been lying, that he truly
hadn’t played at being the Forfeit Man last night. Except
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that he had everything to lose by pulling such a silly stunt,
and absolutely nothing to gain. But, then, did she really
know him anymore?

He said he’d made his fortune with Walter, buying land
in America, then selling it again at a profit or renting it out
for even more profit. Jack and an Indian?

The story hardly seemed plausible, except that Walter
certainly presented himself as a man capable of doing what-
ever it was he set out to do. Walter also struck her as totally
honest, forthright. So, if Jack wouldn’t want Merry re-
minded of that terrible last night the Forfeit Man had ridden
out, and if he wasn’t in need of the money he could rob from
unwary travelers . . .

“There’s simply no reason for Jack to be the Forfeit
Man,” she said out loud as she sat down on a stone bench
just outside the Main Saloon, the light from the chandelier
inside spilling out onto the flagstones. “No reason at all.”

She sighed, pulling her thin shawl more closely around
her shoulders, feeling a headache beginning behind her
eyes. “And it can’t be Kipp. He’s a romantic fool, but not so
careless as to put Jack in danger.”

“Willoughby? Must she talk about him?” Cluny asked,
rolling his eyes as he and Clancy perched on a branch of the
tree above Merry’s head. ““ ‘I dote on his very absence.””

“He loves her, poor fool,” Clancy said, worrying at his
thumbnail with his teeth. “But Merry’s right. Jack is in dan-
ger if the Forfeit Man is riding. Having Jack hang is one way
of finally being rid of him, clearing the way as it were.
Could Willoughby be putting a fine face of friendship on it,
while secretly doing his possible to remove his rival once
and for all?”

Cluny shook his head. “I think you’re fair and far out
there, Clancy. The viscount loves Merry too much to hurt
her. Loves Jack, too, I'm positive of it. But at least my
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Merry’s here, trying to guess the identity of the Forfeit Man,
so we know she’s not the one behind the mask. And if the
Forfeit Man strikes again tonight, that means it isn’t Jack ei-
ther, as he’s knee-deep in those old ledgers once more. Now
be quiet. She’s talking to herself again.”

“And it couldn’t be Henry. That’s simply too ridiculous.
He’s been a good friend. I could never have kept Coltrane
House this long, not without his help.”

“A good friend, is it? Hah! I don’t think Jack thinks so.
And if Jack doesn’t think so, we don’t think so, right? What
say we give the silly girl a bit of a nudge, point out her error
to her?” Clancy said, leaning down over the branch to wag
a finger at the top of Merry’s head. “ ‘A back-friend, a shoul-
der slapper!” That’s what he is, missy, and don’t you forget
it!”

Merry retrieved one of the small shower of leaves that
had fallen into her lap, spinning it between her fingers as she
looked up into the night-dark branches. Strange. There was
no wind, and the leaves were new, not nearly ready to fall.

And then she sniffed the night air, smiled. “Yes, you are
here, aren’t you? I can even feel your closeness, now that
I’'m paying attention. Oh, how I wish you could talk, that I
could see you both just one more time. I’'m sorry I wouldn’t
let you into the study with us today, but I know how you can
be when you’re excited. All those ghostly tinkles and
bumps. You really must learn to control them better, you
know. As well as learning not to trip me, as Jack and I will
get where we’re going in our own time, in our own way. Or
not. Do we have an understanding?”

Merry believed in Cluny’s and Clancy’s presence so thor-
oughly, she didn’t feel in the least silly as she spoke to them,
or as she waited for them to reply in the only way they
could.

The French doors in front of the bench opened, as if
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inviting her inside the Main Saloon. Others would nervously
vow a gust of wind had somehow opened them, even if there
were no breeze. Jack, ever practical, would probably say
that the catch was faulty and simply had come open by it-
self.

But Merry knew better.

“Oh, so I'm to be a good girl and go to bed, am 17" she
asked, smiling. “All right, if you insist. It has been a rather
long day, in many ways. But no more matchmaking, all
right? Promise me.”

She waited a full minute, but nothing happened. No more
leaves fluttered down, no sounds were heard, and the French
doors stayed open. “I see,” she said, standing up, resting her
hands on her hips. “So that’s how it’s going to be, hmm?
Well, shame on you. Shame on you both!”

Merry walked to the opened doors, then turned around,
looking out into the garden once more. “And thank you,”
she said, grinning, before she stepped inside and closed the
doors behind her.

Clancy let go of Cluny, whom he’d been holding still,
with one hand wrapped around his friend’s portly body, the
other clapped over the ghost’s mouth.

“You see?” Clancy said smugly. “Isn’t it a good thing I
stopped you? There was no need to lie. She doesn’t really
want us to stop interfering.”

Cluny straightened his blue-velvet doublet and rubbed at
his mouth, trying to put his jaw back where he most liked
having it. “Interfering?” he repeated, grinning at Clancy.
“Why, we never interfere. Do we? In fact, I'd say it’s time
we made for bed ourselves, so that we can wake early and
not interfere again tomorrow. Just as often as possible.”



Chapter Twenty

ack stormed into the Main Saloon, a man with a mission.

And a temper. “Merry? Is there a single damned spot in
this pile I can go to and not hear the sound of hammers and
saws and bickering voices raised in righteous anger over the
efficacy of striped satin over blue damask? Merry? Do you
hear me?”

Above his head, rather draped inside the looping arms of
the chandelier, two sleepy ghosts rubbed at their eyes and
came to attention.

Jack watched in astonishment as Merry turned around
rather inquisitively, smiled when she saw him, and then
pulled small wads of cotton wool from both her ears. “I
thought I heard something. You bellowed, Jack? What is it?
I’m quite busy,” she said, returning to her task, which
seemed to have a lot to do with turning pages in a book filled
with detailed drawings of chimneypieces.

He reached around her and pulled the book from her
hands. “You’ve done this on purpose, haven’t you? I asked
you to take charge of the renovations, and you’ve decided to
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punish me with them. I go into my study, and there’s a man
in there, measuring the walls—as he sings. In Italian. Very
loud Italian.”

“The walls need to be repaired—the gunshot holes, and
dents and gashes from thrown bits of furniture, you know—
and then painted. We’re considering a dark green, and per-
haps some wainscoting. Would you like that, Jack? After all,
I should ask your opinion.”

Jack glared at her, refusing to see how lovely she looked
in a yellow-and-white sprigged-muslin gown, her dark cop-
per curls carelessly tied up on top of her head. She’d
planned this confrontation, and he knew it. Planned the
gown, the place, probably had calculated even the exact mo-
ment he would come after her, his temper flaring. He didn’t
know why, not yet, but he’d find out. Lord knew Merry
would tell him. But, in the meantime, he supposed he just
ought to play along. Besides, he really was angry.

“Don’t interrupt while I’'m complaining, Merry, if you
please. Mrs. Maxwell says half her kitchens are in turmoil
and we’ll be eating cold food tonight unless certain people
put her stove back where they found it. Maxwell is oversee-
ing the installation of bellpulls, which is not a shabby idea,
considering the magnitude of this old building. But now
they’re ripping out a wall in my bedchamber in order to in-
stall the damn thing, which they say they won’t actually do
for another three weeks. There are painters on ladders all
over the front of the house and, from the sound of it, some-
one’s ripping out half our chimneys. My valet is in tears—
well, never mind that, there’s nothing unusual there—but
bits of plaster kept falling onto my plate at breakfast thanks
to whatever madness is going on in the room above the
breakfast room. My guess is that somebody is killing some-
body else and the latter isn’t going quietly.”

Clancy giggled. “Mad as fire, isn’t he? And you’ll notice
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how his words just flow, Cluny. Beat and meter, beat and
meter. Boy has a bit of Shakespeare in his soul, thanks to us.
But that’s the way to be with contrary females. Forceful, but
lyrical. Now she’ll ask his forgiveness, and simper, and he’ll
soon be kissing her.”

“You think so, Clancy?” Cluny said, wincing slightly as
he looked down at Merry, knowing he’d never seen the dear
girl simper. “Merry has a way with beat and meter herself,
you know, and she can be just as forceful as Jack when she
gets the bit between her teeth.”

Merry waited until Jack had sat down on the couch across
from hers, then smiled at him in a most condescending way.
“You wanted me to be in charge, Jack. Remember? You took
me away from the fields and put me down in front of buck-
ets of paint, with a dozen voices asking me to choose which
color should go where, which fabric would best suit which
piece of furniture. On and on and on. It isn’t easy, Jack, deal-
ing with all these people you’ve sent me, each of them with
his own opinions—none of which seem to match those of
anyone else. Your valet isn’t the only man in tears this morn-
ing, you know.”

Jack looked at Merry and believed he finally recognized
just what she was about. She wanted to drive him crazy, had
set out to create chaos, and planned to make him demand
she put someone else in charge of the repairs. More point-
edly, she wanted him to step in, take over, and let her get
back to the fields, where she felt appreciated.

“Yes, Merry, I did want you to be in charge. I do want
you to be in charge. However, did you never hear of the
word organization?”

Her large blue eyes became slitted. “And did you never
hear of cooperation, Jack?”’

“Told you. Hold on, Clancy, here we go!”

“Meaning?” Jack asked tightly.
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“Meaning, Jack, that it seems to be all or nothing for you.
You’ve always been that way. Meaning that everyone al-
ways has to do things the way you want. Because you’re al-
ways right, aren’t you, Jack? You always know what’s best
for everyone. Dear little Merry, such a sweet child, but a lit-
tle headstrong, needing direction. But that’s all right—be-
cause I know what’s best for her, and she’ll listen to me
sooner or later.”

“You see, Clancy? You see that? She got him—a flush
hit. Look at your Jack, just sitting there. Poor boy. ‘He dies,
and makes no sigh.””

Clancy worried at his bottom lip and made encouraging
shoving motions with his hands, trying to coax Jack into
speech as he would shove a boxer back into the ring after
taking a blow to the chin that had knocked him to his knees.

Jack looked at Merry, saw the flush of anger in her
cheeks, saw the quick tears she just as quickly tried to hide.
“We aren’t talking about playing games or building rafts to
float down the stream, are we, Merry? We’re not even talk-
ing about what’s happening now. Once again, yet again,
we’re talking about how I left Coltrane House, why I left.
Aren’t we?”

“Possibly. Do you want to talk about that? About both the
times you ran away from me?” She shrugged, looking to-
ward the French doors, at the man who was standing just
outside, chipping flaking paint from the wooden frames
around the panes. He waved at her, and she sighed, smiled,
and waved back. “For myself, I'm trying to talk about sev-
eral things, Jack, perhaps including why you kept leaving
Coltrane House. You tried to change what was happening
here when your father was alive, and couldn’t. I know how
that hurt you. But now you’re back yet again, and this time
you’re finally in charge. My goodness, you most certainly
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are in charge now, aren’t you? In charge of everything, in-
cluding me.”

Jack scratched at a spot just in front of his ear, feeling an
unpalatable truth turning over in his stomach as he tried hard
not to digest it. “Surely you, of anyone, should know why I
couldn’t stay? That it was best for you that I go?”

“Best for me? Really.” Merry’s features set themselves
into hard lines as she stared at Jack, as her hands drew up
into tight fists in her lap. “Did you ever think to ask me what
I thought was best for me? Did you ever ask me what [/
wanted, how [ felt about being left behind? What if I had
wanted to go with you? I was your wife, after all. I could
have gone to America with you.”

“You were only seventeen—"

“I was a person! Not your sister, not your friend. I was a
person. And your wife.”

“And a female,” Jack pointed out, feeling as if he were
suddenly standing on very thin ice, and about to plunge
through it into freezing cold water.

“And a female, yes,” Merry repeated dully. “T had to stay
here, didn’t I, Jack? I had no choice, you left me with no
choice. Because females are not allowed to go haring off to
exotic lands—"

“Philadelphia is hardly exotic, Merry,” Jack interrupted,
trying to smile. It didn’t work.

“Any place is exotic, Jack, when measured against
Coltrane House, especially with the chance Awful August
could someday break his word and show up for another of
his parties. Safer, too, even with wild Indians roaming
about—and don’t interrupt me to point out that Walter isn’t
exactly a wild Indian, because you know damn well what I
mean.”

“May I at least interrupt to point out that you shouldn’t
be saying ‘damn’ quite so much?” Jack knew he was being
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maddening, but he’d do anything not to hear what Merry
had to say.

“No, damnit, you may not. I was here, Jack, because of
you. Somebody had to stay. I didn’t get to muck about, have
adventures, have myself a ripping-great time, and all with-
out a thought to old promises, old dreams. You kept the hurts
all inside of you, Jack, didn’t you? You kept them, and you
nurtured them, and you probably succeeded because of
them. But you forgot the dreams, you forgot the promises.
You never even thought about me, except to remember that
I’d seen you at your lowest point, that I’d seen you defeated.
And you don’t see me as I am now. I’m still a child to you.
An embarrassment to you, actually. I don’t know that I can
ever forgive you for that.”

“Is that it, Merry? Is that all?” Jack stood, walked around
the low round table, and sat down beside her. “Because 1
want us to settle this now, and then never return to the sub-
ject again. Tell me everything that’s on your mind, every-
thing that you’ve wanted to say to me—yell at me—for the
past five years and obviously more than that. Do you want
to talk about that last day, our supposed wedding day?” He
sent up a silent prayer that she’d say no. Because he wasn’t
ready to tell her everything. He didn’t know if he’d ever be
ready.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. And—and as I told
you, I understand that you had to leave. I could murder you
for staying away so long, but I do understand why you had
to go. Truly. It’s just—"

Jack gave a silent sigh of relief, knowing he’d just been
handed a reprieve. “I think I'm beginning to understand now,
Merry. It’s just that I came back, expecting everything to be
the way it was when I left. Minus Awful August, of course,”
he said, once more trying to smile, to lighten the mood that
still could only be termed oppressive. “I trusted Henry Sher-
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lock, I trusted Kipp and his mother. I trusted Cluny and
Clancy, the Maxwells, Aloysius. I believed they’d care for
you, keep you safe. And, because you deserve to know the
truth, I’'m now telling you that I’ve always been watching
over Coltrane House from a distance, Merry, whether you be-
lieve that or not.”

“Oh, really?” she asked, her hands moving nervously in
her lap. “How?”

Jack took her hands in his, squeezed her fingers. He’d tell
her this much. At the least, she deserved this much of the
truth. “All right. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but I guess
I’m human enough to want you to like me again, at least a
little. You’ve read the ledgers, Merry. Sherlock told me so.
Do you remember the names of Newbury and Gold?”

She nodded, looking at him curiously. “Two of the
mortgage-holders. Newbury is a coal merchant, I believe.
And Mr. Gold is a moneylender in London. Why?”

“Because I'm Newbury, Merry, and Walter is Gold. I told
you that Walter’s my business partner, and he is. As a mat-
ter of fact, he owns half of the town house in London and a
small part of Coltrane House. It’s an agreement between
gentlemen, Merry. Walter has an interest in everything that’s
mine, and I have an interest in everything that’s his.”

Merry looked at him for long moments, then shook her
head. “I don’t understand. Oh, I understand that you and
Walter are partners. But not the rest of it. How can you and
Walter be Newbury and Gold?”

Jack smiled, began to relax. “We’re not really Newbury
and Gold, Merry. Two gentlemen we hired are the actual
Newbury and Gold, but the money they were so quick to
lend my impecunious father was mine and Walter’s. Thanks
to Walter who originally put up the monies from Newbury
and Gold, and thanks to me as well, once I'd learned at his
knee, I’ve been able to keep a financial eye on this place al-
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most since I met him, which was less than three months after
I left England. Did you really think I'd allow Coltrane House
to be sold out from under us through my father’s stupidity?
That I’d let you lose the only home you’d ever known?”

Above them, unnoticed in the daylight, the entire chan-
delier lit, every single last candle. The ghosts’ happiness,
however, may have been a tad premature.

Merry’s cheeks paled, and her grip on his hands was tight
enough to make him wince. “I don’t believe it. You’re hold-
ing the mortgages on your own property? I’ve been working
day and night, worrying day and night ever since your father
died—since before your father died—to pay you?”

Jack’s slow smile was perhaps an unfortunate choice.
“Well, damn it, Merry, I think you’re right. How about
that?”

“That’s not funny! And I suppose now you’re going to
tell me you’re that horrible MacDougal, too?” she asked,
trying to pull her hands free of him, except that he wasn’t
stupid enough to allow her to free her hands just so that she
could pummel him with her fists. He hadn’t been gone that
long. He spoke quickly, knowing his next words would go a
long way toward defusing her anger.

“No. No, I'm not, sorry to say.”

He watched Merry’s anger fade. “Does Henry know?
That you and Walter are the true holders of two of the mort-
gages, that is? He must be pleased to know the debts aren’t
quite as bad now as he’s been telling us.”

“He might be, if I told him,” Jack said, choosing his
words carefully. This was another reason he hadn’t wanted
to say anything to Merry quite yet. One wrong word, one
wrong inflection, and she’d know what he was thinking,
probably even what he was planning. “I’ve taken over the
ledgers, all the finances now, and with Walter’s help I see no
reason to trouble Sherlock with any more of our business. In
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other words, I’d rather we kept my small deception our lit-
tle secret. Which is not to say that I’'m not grateful for all of
Sherlock’s good and faithful service to you and Coltrane
House. In fact, I'm thinking of asking him to invest some of
my funds for me. He certainly seems to have the head for it,
considering his own circumstances. That’s a fine house the
man has, very definitely.”

““You lie in your throat,”” Clancy said, leaning down to
wag a finger at Jack. “I know you, Jack Coltrane, and you’re
handing Merry a faradiddle. Now why do you do that?”

Merry nodded, her eyes not quite meeting his, which
caused Jack some worry. “Henry would like that, Jack.
Much as he’s happy to see you home, I believe he loves
Coltrane House with all his heart, and would be devastated
if he didn’t feel welcome here anymore, feel needed.” Then
she looked him straight in the eye and grinned. “Even if he
is the dullest stick in nature.”

Jack threw back his head and laughed out loud, pulling
Merry against his chest and giving her a hug. “Oh, God,
Merry, but you’re wonderful,” he said, pressing a kiss
against the top of her head. “I'm sorry I left—twice, as
you’ve just reminded me—without even saying good-bye.
I’'m sorry that I didn’t write to you, that I made you believe
I’d cut you out of my life, my memory, forever.” He looked
across the room, to where a smiling, china-faced doll in a
long lace gown stared back at him from a small chair. “And
I’'m still sorry for that doll, not that you’ll ever let me forget
it, will you?”

She snuggled against him. “Never,” she said, rubbing a
hand on his chest, the way she had done as a child, drawing
warmth from him.

Except this time Jack didn’t feel very brotherly, and
Merry’s hand seemed to burn straight through his shirt and
into his skin, branding him. He carefully pushed her a little

599
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bit away from him and looked into her eyes, trying to re-
member that these were the same eyes he’d wiped when
she’d fallen down and skinned her six-year-old knees.

But remembering didn’t do any good. All he could see
was the Merry he held in his arms. The Merry who was his
wife, his torment, his life.

“I hereby promise,” he said solemnly, “that from this mo-
ment on you and I are partners in Coltrane House. We will
ride the fields. We will discuss drainage and millstones.” He
hesitated, wincing slightly, as a true anvil chorus seemed to
break out over their heads. “And we’ll work together on the
house itself. Starting with organizing some sort of plan to
have the workmen present in only one wing at a time, so that
we all don’t go stark, staring mad within a week. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Merry said, then let out a small yelp and threw
herself into his arms once more. “Blast them!” she exploded
as Jack lifted a crystal prism from her lap and held it up,
looking at it, then the chandelier, in curiosity.

“Blast whom, Merry?” he asked, thinking that perhaps
the workmen should concentrate all their efforts on the cen-
tral part of the house, starting with the chandelier in this
room.

“Cluny and Clancy, of course,” she said, shaking a fist in
the general direction of the chandelier. “I told you—I'm in
charge of me, not you.”

Jack pushed Merry up against the back of the couch,
holding on to her shoulders as he leaned over her. He was
caught between anger and laughter, but anger seemed to be
winning. “They’re hammering up above us, Merry, remem-
ber? That’s what brought that prism down. Not your ghosties.
God, and you keep telling me to remember that you’re no
longer a child. How am I supposed to do that, if you insist
in believing this place is haunted?”

“Not haunted, Jack. Cared for. Guarded. Protected.”
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Jack shook his head, knowing he should move away from
Merry, stand up, walk out of the room. Knowing he wasn’t
going anywhere. “And you truly believe in all of this?”

“Yes, Jack, I truly believe in all of this. Cluny and Clancy
may be dead, but they’re still here. Watching over us. I used
to think they wouldn’t leave until you came home, but now
I think they’re staying until we’re all happy, settled. Or until
you believe in them and they can say good-bye. Don’t you
need to say good-bye to them?”

Jack didn’t know what to say—a feeling that was be-
coming all too familiar to him. If he told Merry she was
being silly, she’d hate him again. If he told her he believed
in her ghosts, she’d know he was lying to her.

“I’'m sorry you felt so alone when they died, Merry,” he
said at last, stroking her cheek with the back of his hand.
“I'm sorry for every day you had to fight on alone, every
day you believed yourself to be abandoned and forgotten.”

She captured his hand in hers as it lay against her cheek,
looked deeply into his eyes. Looked at him with love in her
eyes.

“Merry, don’t do this,” Jack said, his breath coming hard
as he felt himself falling forward into those huge, trusting
blue eyes. “Please, sweetheart. Don’t do this. We both need
more time, more time to think, more time to talk . . . get out
all the old hurts, the problems that still hang over us . ..”

It was ridiculous. He was leaning over her, not the other
way round. She didn’t have him trapped, unable to move.
All he had to do was sit back, stand up. Leave.

As he’d left her before.

“Do you remember, Jack?” she was saying as she contin-
ued to look up at him, holding him to her by invisible
threads that had the strength of iron bars. “Do you remem-
ber that day at the stream, the day you taught me how to skip
stones?”
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His mind was uncooperative, his memory nonexistent.
He couldn’t think of Merry the child. Not now. Not now,
when he was looking at Merry the woman. Trying, oh, God,
trying, to forget he’d ever known her any other way.

“I called you a grumpypuss, and you splashed me,” she
hinted quietly when he didn’t answer her. She was leading
him somewhere, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to go.

“You did that often enough, I suppose—called me a
grumpypuss,” he said, suddenly realizing that his free hand
had somehow come to be holding on to Merry’s slim waist
as he sat close against her. “Merry—"

“I did that often enough because you were so often in
your dark moods, and I had to tease you out of them before
you did something silly. Anyway, you splashed me, and then
you told me to cover myself—and then you ran back to the
house and beat one of Awful August’s guests into a jelly.
You do remember the day. You’d have to, because it was the
day you first ran away from Coltrane House. I didn’t see you
for a full year after that.”

Jack felt a tic beginning at the side of his chin. Yes, she
was definitely taking him someplace. And he definitely did
not want to go. “I remember. I thought we were done talk-
ing about the reasons I left Coltrane House.”

“Not quite, Jack. Because, well, I have a confession of
my own to make. I always believed that you’d hit that man
because you couldn’t hit me,” Merry said, releasing his
hand. He moved it away from her cheek—and then he spent
long seconds wondering where in hell he could next put it
that wouldn’t damn him forever. “I believed that you were
more than willing to leave for a year, because you couldn’t
stand to look at me.”

“You thought that? God, Merry, that wasn’t true, isn’t
true.” Well, at least he had a place to put his hand now. He
rubbed the side of his neck with it, wondering if it were pos-
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sible for a man to strangle himself. “You were growing up,
Merry, and I couldn’t face it. Didn’t want to face it, didn’t
know what to do about it. That probably is why I hit that
bastard—because he saw that you were growing up.”

“Ah, yes, and now we come to the very crux of the mat-
ter, don’t we? I'm not a child anymore, Jack. I'm as old now
as you were when you left Coltrane House for the first time,
when you found a way to run away from me. And I’m your
wife. You almost kissed me the other night. Kipp interrupted
us in the gardens, and you’ve been avoiding me ever since,
staying with Walter, looking at old ledgers, hiding on the es-
tate. How long are you going to keep running away from
me? Running away from yourself?”

“There are too many people about, Merry,” Jack said
shortly, looking to the French doors, and the workman who
was lingering outside, occasionally glancing through the
panes at them. “We’ll talk later,” he added, and closed his
eyes to the quick shaft of pain in Merry’s as he pushed him-
self to his feet.

“Of course, Jack. We’ll do that. We’ll talk later.”

“You’ll ride out with me this afternoon?”

She looked up at him, her expression blank. “If you want.
And we’ll work on a plan tonight, after dinner, for how the
repairs are to proceed?”’

Jack nodded his agreement, knowing that in his cow-
ardice he had managed a reprieve, and knowing that Merry
knew it as well. “Together, Merry. We’ll work everything
out together. Just the way you want, just the way it should
have been all along. No more running away. I promise you.”
And then he turned and left the room, before he could say
anything else, something like, “I love you, Merry.”

Merry sat very still, only sighing a time or two before
picking up the book once more and beginning to look
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through it. Cluny sighed himself, then peeked down from
the chandelier, to see that Merry looked sad, but still rather
satisfied.

He sat back down beside Clancy, and said, “Well, that
didn’t go so badly from the look of things. There was more
than one problem settled in that little conversation, you
know. She got him to agree to stick close as plaster to her,
so she’ll know if he’s the Forfeit Man, and she’s gotten him
to agree to let her do what she likes best, ride the estate. And
they’re going to talk some more. That’s best of all, isn’t it,
Clancy? ‘What though the mast be now blown overboard,
the cable broke, the holding-anchor lost, and half our sailors
swallow’d in the flood. Yet lives our pilot still.”

“And you call that a victory?” Clancy grumbled. “Bacon-
brained, gorbellied mammot. Didn’t you see? Couldn’t you
tell? You may know Merry, but I know my Jack. He loves
her, but he’s still fighting some devil we don’t know, I’'m
sure of it. Something’s still wrong here, Cluny. Something’s
still terribly, terribly wrong.”



Chapter Twenty-one

erry gazed into the mirror in the Main Saloon, re-

membering how Gilda had long ago said that a clean
face and a pleasing smile were fine enough, but there was no
harm in fiddling a bit with what the good Lord gave you,
just applying a gentle nudge or two where one might be
needed.

To that end, Gilda had taught Honey how to assist her
young mistress in taming her riot of curls over the curling
rod, and even how to use the rouge pots. Not that Merry
would ever consider painting her cheeks or lips. She tipped
her head to one side, inspected her reflection. Well, perhaps
just a little. Just the lips.

“No,” she declared at last, turning away from the mirror.
“I’ll not chase after the man more than I already have done.
I just won’t.”

“Did you say something, Mrs. Coltrane?”

Merry shook her head, then walked back over to the
couches where Walter and Aloysius had been chatting over
glasses of lemonade while waiting for Jack and Kipp to join
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them for dinner. “No, Walter,” she said, “I was just wonder-
ing something out loud. And, please, can’t you call me
Merry? Nobody calls me Mrs. Coltrane.”

“They should, you know, for that’s who you are. Isn’t that
right, Aloysius?”

The old man looked up at Merry and smiled. “She’s a lot
of things, our Meredith is, dear Walter. Right now, however,
I don’t see a wife. I see a little girl. A confused and unhappy
little girl. A little girl with a head full of questions and, Lord
help us, perhaps a plan or two. Am I correct, Meredith?”

Merry sat down on the couch beside Aloysius, plopped
herself down actually, without a thought to how Honey had
labored for an hour upstairs, arranging her hair, dressing her
in one of her small wardrobe of gowns. She looked across
the low table at Walter.

“Tell me, please. Tell me how you and Jack came to
know each other, become partners. He has told me some
things, but not nearly enough. I want to know, Walter, I
really do. How did Jack live after leaving Coltrane House,
after leaving England?”

She watched the two men exchange glances, and bit at
her bottom lip as she waited for Aloysius to nod, give his ap-
proval. Cluny and Aloysius had been as close to fathers as
Merry had ever known, and she honored her tutor’s opinion.
If Aloysius felt it was time she heard the truth, she would
hear it.

“Very well, Merry,” Walter said after a moment. “Shall I
begin at the beginning?”

Merry grinned and sat up very straight on the couch,
tucking one foot under her as she leaned forward, anxious to
hear every single word.

Walter lifted his lapel, sniffed deeply at the white rosebud
that resided there. “I was strolling the docks,” he then began
quietly, “inspecting the goods that had just arrived from En-
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gland, goods I would purchase if at all possible. I could buy
at the docks, you understand, even if I wasn’t welcomed into
the shops with open arms. A minor inconvenience, although
there were—are—days I rather resent the notion that my
money is good as long as I don’t show my face in the wrong
place at the wrong time.”

“I’'m very sorry, Walter,” Merry said. “That’s so unfair.”

The man shrugged his wide shoulders. “It’s life, Merry.
Not all of it is pleasant. Now, as I was walking the dock,
more than a little interested in a piece of fine furniture that
was the property of one Mr. William Bates—a man with no
great love of savages, as he called us—I happened to notice
a young man walking down the gangplank, a single bag in
his hand, an angry yet confused look on his face.”

“Jack,” Merry said quietly, edging forward on the couch
even more. “How did he look? Was he rail-thin? I'm sure he
couldn’t have had a good voyage, as he left here so beaten,
so ill.”

“Shhh, Meredith,” Aloysius said, putting a hand on her
arm. “Let Walter tell the story.”

“Thank you, Aloysius. And, to answer your question,
Merry, Jack looked thin, yes, but quite well. So tall, his long
black hair tied back very neatly, the scowl on his face telling
me he wasn’t sure what to do next and any hint of indecision
was an anathema to him. I had been alone in my lifetime. I
knew how it felt to be alone. I was intrigued, but I turned
away, hopeful that Mr. Bates could be convinced to part with
the object I wished to purchase.”

He smiled. “But it was not to be. Dear Mr. Bates took one
look at me, then turned his back, refusing to speak, to listen.
And then Jack walked by. I could see that he was a gentle-
man, by the way he carried himself, by the way his clothes
were cut, even though his cuffs were threadbare, his shirt
collar frayed. I stepped in front of him, told him I had a busi-



244 Kasey Michaels

ness proposition for a man who might be looking to earn
himself some money. Jack could have turned away, he could
have cursed me, even hit me, I suppose—although I could
have milled him down, of course. He was thin, as I said, and
I am not a small man. But Jack listened, and then he smiled.
And by nightfall I had a very lovely armoire sitting in my
parlor.”

“You gave Jack the money, pointed out the armoire and
Mr. Bates, and had him buy it for you,” Merry said, under-
standing quickly. “And that’s how you and Jack came to go
into business with each other. So Jack was never alone in
Philadelphia, never had to walk the streets begging for
crusts of bread?”

“Would you be happier if he had?”

Merry felt her cheeks growing hot at Aloysius’s question.
“Well, he could have suffered a little,” she said honestly.

“Oh, my dear Merry,” Walter said solemnly. “Jack did
suffer. He suffered every day he wasn’t here, at Coltrane
House. He worked hard, very hard, every day, learning from
me, acting for me. He paid back every penny he felt he owed
to me for his ‘education.” And he fell into bed each night, ex-
hausted, only to wake many of those nights, crying out your
name. For the longest time, I must admit, I rather detested
you, Merry. I thought you had broken his young heart and
he’d run away from England to escape the sight of you.”

“He—he’d call out my name?” Merry slipped her hand
into Aloysius’s, her bottom lip trembling as she fought back
tears. She’d been right to ask her questions. She’d really
needed to hear this, hear all of it. “I didn’t know.”

“Good evening, everybody. Didn’t know what, Merry?”
Kipp asked as he strolled into the Main Saloon, a half-eaten
apple in his hand. “You can’t mean there’s anything in this
world that you don’t know. At least not once you’ve decided
you have to know it.”
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Merry adored Kipp, always had, but there were times she
could cheerfully wish him in China. Especially when he was
being inquisitive. “Oh, nothing much, Kipp, really. I was
just saying that I didn’t know that Walter didn’t know you
were Aramintha Zane.”

Kipp, who had just taken another bite of apple, nearly
choked on the thing before it shot halfway across the room,
leaving him coughing and gasping for breath. “Merry!” he
got out at last. “That was our secret. God—if Jack had heard
you? I’d never live it down, Merry, and you know it.”

Merry shot a quick look to Walter, who was very nicely
keeping his mouth shut rather than saying something like
“Who is Aramintha Zane and what are you talking about,
Merry?” So she said, “Isn’t that silly, Walter? As if Jack
would find anything to laugh at in Kipp’s little adventure as
a novelist? In fact, I believe Jack would be extremely in-
trigued if he were to read Love’s Forfeit: Adventures of a
Highwayman. Don’t you think so? As I have my very own
copy in my room, all three volumes, I could probably lend it
to him. Except you did sign those for me, didn’t you, when
you gave them to me for Christmas last year.”

“How much, Merry?” Kipp asked, taking her hand and
helping her to rise from her seat. “How much will it take for
your vow of silence?”

Merry smiled up at him, ignoring the tsk-tsking coming
from Aloysius. “Walk with me in the gardens before we’re
called in to dinner, Kipp, and I'll tell you, all right?”

They were just passing through the French doors when
Merry looked back into the room, to see Aloysius speaking
in low tones while Walter’s eyes grew wide and his grin
even wider. She might, as hostess, be seen as deserting her
guests, but she certainly had not left them with nothing to
talk about!

“Now,” Kipp said, once they were walking along the
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pathways in the gardens, “what was that nonsense in aid of,
Merry? It’s not like you to be mean, so I imagine you want
something from me that I'm predisposed not to give. Am I
right?”

Merry shook off the last of her shock—and her reluctant
happiness—in hearing that a tormented Jack had called out
her name in his nightmares, and smiled up at her lifelong
friend. “How well you know me,” she said, patting his arm.
“The Forfeit Man didn’t ride last night, Kipp,” she said, get-
ting directly to the point. “I know, because I sent someone
into the village today to inquire if there were any robberies
last night.”

“Uh-oh,” Kipp said, comically rolling his eyes. “Here we

i)

go.

“Kipp, be serious, if you please. Jack was here all night
last night. I know that because I stayed awake half the night,
watching out my windows at the stables. Which, you will
agree, doesn’t prove he’s not the Forfeit Man because the
Forfeit Man stayed home last night.”

“You really believe Jack is playing the highwayman
again?”

She shook her head. “It was you who thought that, Kipp,
remember? And it was Jack who showed us both how dan-
gerous it would be if anyone were to remember the last time
the Forfeit Man rode, and who was absent for five years be-
fore the highwayman rode out again. Now, if it wasn’t you,
Kipp, having yourself a bit of a lark, and if it wasn’t Jack—
or me!—then someone is going out of his way to land Jack
in trouble. You have figured that out by now, haven’t you,
Kipp?”

He pulled her down beside him on one of the stone
benches. “And that would be terrible, wouldn’t it, Merry?
For Jack, for all of us. And most especially for you. You love
him, don’t you? I know you’ve worshiped him ever since
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you were a child. But you love him, too. Don’t you? You
really love him.”

Merry turned away from him, looked out over the gar-
dens that lay slightly muted in the gathering dusk. “We seem
to speak of nonsense every time I see you lately, Kipp,” she
said quietly. “Why do you keep asking me this question?”

She felt his hand on hers, and she closed her eyes against
sudden tears. “Because I need to know, sweetheart. I really,
truly need to know.”

She looked down, seeing Kipp’s large hand covering hers,
wishing she could feel something other than friendship, a
friendship mingled with sadness because she couldn’t be
what he wanted of her. She had been Jack’s all of her life.
There had never been anyone else. She had never wanted
anyone else. “I’m sorry, Kipp,” she whispered at last. “Truly
sorry.”

His pat on her hand before he released it was a little too
cheerful, his tone a little too bright as he stood up, looked
down at her, and smiled his most endearing smile. “Very
well, then, now I know, don’t I? For once and for all time, I
know. I’ve probably always known, but you know me, don’t
you—always weaving daydreams. So. What is it you want
me to do?”

“You’re still going to help me?” Merry stood, threw her-
self into his arms. “Oh, Kipp—I do love you! You’re the
best friend anyone could have!”

“Thank you, sweetheart. And if you ever repeat those two
sentences to me, Merry, in that exact order, I believe I shall
have no recourse except to go drown myself,” he said, dis-
entangling himself from her embrace. “Now, let me guess.
You want me to spend my nights skulking up and down the
roadways, probably catching my death of damp, searching
out the miscreant who is impersonating our dear Jack, then
haul the bastard to justice. Am I right?”
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“You’re as right as can be,” she told him, taking his hand
in hers as they walked back toward the house. “But you
won’t be skulking up and down the roadways alone, because
I’ll be with you. If Jack isn’t going to do anything to help
himself, we are. As his very best friends, we’ll simply have
to save him.”

“So he can kill me for allowing you to put yourself in
danger? Oh, I think not, sweetheart. I truly think not.”

“Now, Kipp,” Merry said encouragingly. “You know I'm
not at all missish, and can ride as well as you. Shoot, too, if
it becomes necessary. We should be on the road by ten, don’t
you think? All you have to do is bring along a mount from
your stables, and wait for me at the bottom of the gar-
dens...”

Jack watched Kipp and Merry until they were out of sight
along the curving pathway. Then he stepped into a small
clearing, and looked up at the sky. “He’ll give in to her be-
fore they reenter the house,” he told the stars just beginning
to appear. “He always has, when Merry begs a favor, and the
more ridiculous and foolhardy the plan, the more he’s prone
to agree to be a part of it.”

Then he counted to ten before slowly walking toward the
house himself, ready to watch Merry as she danced her way
through dinner, preparing everyone for the “early night” she
would undoubtedly announce even before the tea cart was
brought into the Main Saloon.

“We’ll be going along, of course,” Clancy said from his
perch in one of the trees overlooking the pathway.

“Highwayman hunting?” Cluny answered, walking
straight through a rosebush as he looked up at his friend. “I
think not. As the Bard said, Clancy, ‘For you and I are past
our dancing days.’ I don’t think I’d much care to go jostling
about on the back of a horse.”
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“Nonsense! We’re healthier as ghosts than we’ve been in
thirty years,” Clancy exclaimed, floating down from the tree
to stand, arms akimbo, in front of his friend. “I think the
green doublet, don’t you? We’ll dress and be ready and wait-
ing at the bottom of the gardens at ten o’clock. Now buck
up! ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once
more ... ”

Unaware of Cluny and Clancy’s plans, Jack entered the
Main Saloon, bowed and smiled to everyone just as
Maxwell announced that dinner was served. Taking Merry’s
arm before Kipp could so much as move, he walked with her
into the dining room, lavishly complimenting her on her
hair, her gown, and on the fact that she had grown into such
a fine, and refined, lady.

“Such a refreshing change from your hey-go-mad youth,
Merry,” he said, watching as hot color stained her cheeks,
and enjoying himself very much. “With our new honesty
with each other, I'll admit there were times I despaired of
your ever growing up. But now you have and, I must tell
you, I couldn’t be more pleased. You wanted me to see you
as a woman, Merry. Tonight I definitely do. Shall we talk
later, do you think?”

“Thank you, Jack,” she said—pronouncing each word
through gritted teeth, actually, he noticed with an inward
smile. He had handed her a dilemma, and she knew it, al-
though she couldn’t have known that he knew it as well. “I,
as always, live only to have you proud of me. However, it
has been a very long day, what with one thing or another,
and very wearying. Perhaps we could talk tomorrow?”

Things only got better from that point, if one was to con-
sider that having some small fun at Merry’s expense could
be considered a good thing. She was subtle at first, or as sub-
tle as Merry knew how to be, speaking about her very busy
day, her fears that tomorrow would prove to be even busier.
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She yawned into her fist several times, and even once closed
her eyes, sighed, and said, “Oh, I think I must be growing
old, to be so tired.”

Jack hid a smile behind his hand as he remembered a line
from the Shakespeare Clancy had taught him: “Well said;
that was laid on with a trowel.”

“What a delicious meal. I’ve certainly missed good, plain
English food,” Jack said as the last course was removed.
“You know, I’ve been longing for a game of chess for days.
Merry, you still play, don’t you? Perhaps you’ll agree to play
against me, while Walter takes on Kipp here, or Aloysius?”

Aloysius put down his glass, and said, “Much as I would
enjoy playing, I enjoy watching even more. Except, perhaps,
for tonight. I've had a long day with the esteemed Mr.
Poppo, frankly, and crave my bed, so you’ll have to excuse
me.”

“And me,” Walter said, rising from his chair along with
Aloysius. “I’m all but cross-eyed from looking at ledgers all
day. Another time, perhaps, Lord Willoughby? But you will
excuse me now, won’t you? I don’t believe I can even so
much as face dessert.”

“Definitely, definitely,” Kipp said, just a smidgen too
readily. “In fact, I'm rather tired myself. Long day with my
solicitor and all of that. Signing papers, pretending to know
what I’m signing—that sort of thing. Why, I’ll probably be
sound asleep by ten.” To prove his point, he yawned most
prodigiously, even scratched at his belly like an old man
contemplating a nap.

“Really,” Jack said, looking once more to Merry even as
his friend and his tutor left the dining room together. The
two men looked about as innocent as a pair of cats with ca-
nary feathers sticking out of the corners of their mouths.
Could it be that everyone at Coltrane House planned to go
Forfeit Man hunting tonight? “Well, sweetheart, I guess that
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leaves the two of us, doesn’t it, once we toss tired old Kipp
out of here before he falls forward into his plate.”

“It would,” she agreed, “if I wanted to play chess, which
I don’t. I’ve been bludgeoning my brain all day today, work-
ing out strategies that keep the painters clear of the car-
penters, deciding if walls should be repaired first, or
floors—that sort of thing. And then there was fighting with
Jones; the fool who moved Mrs. Maxwell’s stove without a
thought to how we all were to eat while it sat in the middle
of the kitchens. I simply can’t imagine an evening of using
my brain for anything more than filling the empty spot in-
side my skull so that my head doesn’t rattle when I lay it on
my pillow—which I shall do before ten tonight.”

Rats deserting the sinking ship. That’s what it looked like
to Jack as he bid Kipp good night and watched Merry all but
run up the stairs in a grand hurry to get herself to bed. He
walked into the Main Saloon behind Maxwell, who was
wheeling in the tea cart, and told him he could just wheel it
back out again, perhaps to share its contents with Mrs.
Maxwell and Honey—or Jones and Mr. Poppo, and whoever
else was cluttering up the house.

Pouring himself a glass of port he really didn’t want, Jack
sat down beneath the chandelier, crossed his legs, and
looked up at the glittering candles. “Well? Are you here, or
do you have business elsewhere, too?” When there was no
answer—not that he’d expected one—he stood up, put down
his still-full glass, and headed for the butler’s pantry. He was
fairly sure there was a key to the master bedchamber hang-
ing on a hook inside the door, keys to every door that led out
of the master bedchamber.

The Forfeit Man might ride tonight. Kipp might ride
tonight. Walter and Aloysius might do whatever it was they
surely were planning to do tonight.
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But Meredith Fairfax Coltrane was by damn going to
spend the entire night in her rooms!

“I should have known he gave in too easily,” Merry said,
shaking the handle to the door leading from her dressing
room to the hallway. “And I was too cowhanded with my
excuses. A single game of chess. How long could it have
taken to beat him? He always uses his queen too wildly. But
no. I had to be so obvious that Jack had to know I had some-
thing planned for later tonight. How can I keep forgetting
that he knows me so well?”

She shook the handle again, but it was no use. She’d
checked the main door, the door from the master’s dressing
room, the small door that led to a back stairway leading
down to the kitchens. They were locked. They were all
locked.

“Asking me if I wanted to talk more tonight,” she grum-
bled, giving the door a kick with her riding boot. “Hinting
that we’d do more than talk, when we both know neither of
us is ready for more than talk, not yet. I should have
known!”

Merry stomped back into the main chamber and glared at
the hole in the wall. The hole had been put there in antici-
pation of providing the master bedchamber with a bellpull
she could use to summon Honey. The hole was there, but the
bellpull was not. There were holes all over the walls
throughout the house, but none of them was more than a
hole at this point. Well, that would change! First thing
tomorrow morning, she’d put every last workman to com-
pleting the job.

Which did her absolutely no good at the moment, espe-
cially when she’d told Honey to go off to bed, and Honey’s
bed was a full floor removed from the main bedchamber.

Merry was dressed, all in black, as befitted a person out
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to skulk about in the dark, hunting imitation highwaymen.
Kipp was probably already at the bottom of the gardens,
holding the bridle of the horse he’d brought for her. The For-
feit Man was probably already in position somewhere
alongside the roadway, ready to pounce.

And she was here, caged like an animal, totally power-
less.

“Pssst! Over here, Merry,” Cluny said, doing a small jig
as he pointed to the key he’d slipped under the door just be-
fore he’d walked through it. He’d already unlocked the door,
but Merry hadn’t checked it a second time, so she didn’t
know that he was being helpful.

“She doesn’t see it,” Clancy said, looking at himself in
the tall mirror in the corner. “Do I look all right? Menacing
enough? Perhaps the addition of a small sword?”

“What difference does it make? Nobody can see you,
anyway. Here, I'll put the key on this table. Surely she’ll see
it now.”

Cluny peeked out the window, squinting as he looked out
over the gardens washed in moonlight. “Willoughby’s out
there, I'm sure of it. But, as his heart isn’t in this anyway,
he’ll not wait long.” He turned away from the window and
looked at Merry, who was busily pacing the carpet in front
of the bed, even more busily calling Jack Coltrane some
very nasty names.

“Such language! Shame on you, young lady,” Clancy
said, then looked at the mantel clock and frowned. It had
gone eight minutes past ten. “Cluny, we already know the
Indian is out there stumbling around in the dark, and Aloy-
sius as well, for all the good it will do either of them. Jack
escaped me a half hour ago, so I know he’s also out and
about. Merry is my only hope to get off Coltrane land and
protect Jack. That said—" he concluded, walking over to the
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table and picking up the key, “—here you go, young lady.
Catch it!”

Something hard hit Merry flat on her buttocks, then fell
heavily to the floor. She whirled around, ready to face her at-
tacker, then looked down to see a large key lying on the car-
pet. A smile split her face as she bent down and picked up
the key, then grabbed her black toque and ran for the door.
“Oh, thank you! I should have known you wouldn’t let me
down. Thank you. Thank you!”



Chapter Twenty-two

alter might have been an Indian, a full-blooded mem-

ber of the Lenni Lenape tribe. His skills, however,
lent themselves more to numbers and business than they did
stealth and any knowledge of how to move through the dark
without being detected. And when one couldn’t ride, and
when one doggedly refused to walk anywhere, most any
chance of getting from here to there undetected was rather
slim.

Jack followed the tracks of the curricle until he ascer-
tained that Walter and Aloysius were definitely heading in
the direction of Henry Sherlock’s small mansion.

“So, you think so, too, do you? Very well, gentlemen, I’ll
leave you to watch Sherlock, see if he’s riding out tonight,”
he said out loud. He reined in his stallion and turned about,
heading for the main roadway where the Forfeit Man had
struck two nights previously.

He rode on for another three miles, then dismounted, tied
the stallion’s reins to a sturdy branch several yards away
from the road, and set out through the trees on foot.
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His eyes slitted against darkness the moon couldn’t pen-
etrate. He moved stealthily but quickly, fairly certain that
Kipp would believe that the best place to wait would be at
their old spot beside the fallen log. Kipp was many things,
but he was also fairly consistent in how he thought. Jack was
sure his friend would not think that traveling over unknown
ground in the dark was a very smart decision. That is, if he’d
come here at all and wasn’t at home, already tucked into his
bed, happy to have escaped Merry’s plans for the evening.

But, no. There he was, just ahead of him. Kipp looked
rather dashing, dressed all in black, his blond hair covered
by a black silk scarf tied around his head like a pirate. Jack
wondered if he should just watch, or sneak up behind his old
friend and give him a good scare.

But Jack’s smile left him as he saw Merry beside Kipp.
Merry, who he had been sure was still at Coltrane House,
locked up in her rooms. He should have known better.
Merry only stayed where she was when she didn’t want to
be someplace else.

He looked at her, what he could see of her. She looked
entirely too comfortable dressed in Jack’s old black cape.
She and Kipp were both on horseback as they waited behind
a trio of conveniently placed oaks, holding their mounts in
place and waiting for sounds in the darkness.

Jack went down on his haunches, also waiting, and won-
dering just what he thought they all would do if the new For-
feit Man appeared.

“T still say we should be farther down the road, Kipp,”
Jack heard Merry complain, probably not for the first time.
Her voice came to him easily through the quiet night. “Now,
remember. We can’t shoot the man. I know it’s not Jack, I
just know it. But if it is—”

“If it is, I'm going to toss him to the ground and strangle
him,” Kipp said, then shivered. “I should have worn a cloak,
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you know. Dashed damp out here. You’d think highwaymen
would operate in the daytime more often, wouldn’t you? So
much warmer, and fewer biting bugs out to eat us alive, too,
I'll wager.”

Kipp’s heart clearly wasn’t in this adventure of Merry’s.
Jack had to clamp his lips tightly shut to keep from laughing
out loud as the man slapped at the side of his neck, obvi-
ously the unhappy victim of yet another biting bug.

And then Jack’s senses came fully alert as, from behind
him, the sound of a coach traveling at high speed reached his
ears. It was still a faint sound, but he was sure of what he
heard. At that speed, horses and coach would never be able
safely to negotiate the turn leading to the steep downward
slope of the hill.

“Dammit,” he spit out, already racing back to where he’d
tied his horse, and leaping into the saddle. The stallion re-
acted immediately, and Jack crashed through the trees, onto
the roadway, waiting for the coach to appear.

He didn’t have long to wait, only mere seconds. As the
coach neared he turned the stallion and pushed it into a wild,
instant gallop through the darkness.

Keeping to the very edge of the roadway, he looked back
over his shoulder, watching as a wild-eyed team of four
crazed horses advanced on him. The coach they were
pulling along with them careened widely from side to side.
There was no driver in the box.

As the leader came abreast of him, Jack kicked his feet
free of the stirrups. He uttered a short, pithy curse, and flung
himself onto the leader’s back even as he reached frantically
for the off-leader’s halter.

It took seconds, minutes, hours, for the horses to react to
him, to slow, to stop finally just at the beginning of the sharp
turn that led to the downward slope of roadway, and certain
disaster.
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Jack slid off the leader’s back, still holding tightly to the
reins, and called out, “Is anyone in the coach? Are you all
right?”

There was no answer from the coach, but Jack heard the
approach of Kipp’s and Merry’s mounts. He yelled for Kipp
to climb up to the box and throw the brake on the coach,
knowing damn full well the scene was too familiar for com-
fort.

“Merry, you check inside the coach—no! Wait! I’ll do
that.” Jack didn’t know if anyone inside the coach was in-
jured, perhaps even dead. He didn’t want Merry to see that,
not if he could help it.

“Jack?” Merry questioned, dismounting and tying her
borrowed mare’s reins to the back of the coach. “I can’t be-
lieve it! You are doing it. Oh, Jack—how could you?”

Jack left the horses and trotted back to grab Merry by the
arm, pulling her away from the coach door. “You think I was
robbing this coach? Are you insane? I’'m only out here be-
cause of you—and how the devil did you get out of your
room?”

Merry glared at him, her mouth tightly shut.

“Uh-oh,” Cluny said as he and Clancy arrived on the
scene, huffing and puffing and still brushing dust off their
clothes. They’d both been flung off the back of Kipp’s and
Merry’s horses by their hosts’ unexpected bolt onto the road-
way. “If she tells him, he’ll probably have an apoplexy right
here, with us watching. Distract him, Clancy, or we’ll be lis-
tening to a lecture none of us wants to hear. Dispiriting,
that’s what it is, to continually hear the boy telling us we
don’t exist.”

Clancy, who’d had just about enough excitement for one
evening, was happy to oblige. He yanked open the door to
the coach, then watched as a rather large, overdressed man
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tumbled straight through him, and onto the ground. “There.
That should do it.”

“Lord Hardcastle!” Kipp exclaimed, lightly jumping
down from the box, to the wheel, to the dirt roadway. He
hastily pulled the scarf from his head, shoved it into his
pocket. “Well, fancy meeting you here. I last saw you in
London, wasn’t it? Trying to rid yourself—er—popping off
another beautiful daughter? Are you all right, sir?” He
grabbed hold of the back of his lordship’s rather expansive
breeches and hauled the man upright. “Here, up we go—ah,
that’s better.”

“Willoughby? By God it is—Willoughby!” Lord Hard-
castle grabbed onto Kipp’s shoulders and pulled him into a
breath-robbing embrace. “I thought we were dead, truly I
did. But you saved us, didn’t you, boy? Who’d believe it,
mincing fop that you are—ah, but I don’t mean that, now
do 177

He released Kipp at last, just as Jack pulled Merry behind
a wide oak tree and clamped a hand over her mouth to keep
her silent. Lord Hardcastle then called out: “Susan? Susan,
dearest, look who has saved us. Willoughby. You remem-
ber—that silly fool we saw chasing butterflies in the park
last month. Would you believe it?”

Jack, still holding Merry’s hand, led her through the trees
alongside the road. He motioned for her to stand very still,
and very quiet, while he rescued her mount from the back of
the coach. It was too dark, and Lord Hardcastle was too be-
fuddled to notice.

“Well, actually, to be truthful, it wasn’t I who—" Kipp
was casting his gaze around frantically, definitely not wish-
ing to be featured in the role of hero. Definitely not, espe-
cially as Lady Susan was already out of the coach and
looking very much like someone who might want to kiss
someone who had saved her from A Horrid And Certain
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Death. His explanation was cut short as Lady Susan, her
father’s daughter in so many ways—both in emotional
spleen and anatomical size—launched herself into Kipp’s
arms, and then promptly fainted.

“Swoons quite well, don’t she, Clancy?” Cluny asked,
studying Lady Susan, then imitating her as he fell forward
into Clancy’s arms. “I should try that, next time we perform
the Bard’s—"

“Would you stubble it!” Clancy ordered, pushing Cluny
away, so that the rotund ghost found himself sitting rump
down in the middle of a briar bush.

As Kipp stared pleadingly into the dark woods, Jack
raised a single finger to his lips, then pointed behind him,
into the darkness, sure his friend would understand that it
was imperative that Merry not been seen. Her presence, and
her attire, were both not the sort of thing either Jack or Kipp
would want to be the topic of discussion as Lord Hardcastle
recounted this evening’s adventure to his friends.

Kipp’s nod was slight—most of his strength and concen-
tration necessarily being put into supporting the uncon-
scious Lady Susan—but Jack saw it, and melted back into
the darkness.

It took several minutes, but Lady Susan was at last suffi-
ciently roused to stand upright on her own. Lord Hardcastle
explained how they had come to be barreling along the road-
way sans driver, the very man who began moaning and kick-
ing from his place stuffed in the boot, his hands and feet
tightly tied together.

“We were lost. Coachie must have missed a turn some-
where, for we should have arrived at Lord Lasser’s house
party shortly after dark. I have no idea where our second
coach is, with my valet and Susan’s maid—and all our cloth-
ing, come to think of it. We were then set upon by a high-
wayman, of course, just as I feared, as no sane man travels
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the road this late in the evening, not with his child by his
side,” his lordship said, wiping his brow with a large white
handkerchief he’d pulled from his pocket.

“Took my purse, took dearest Susan’s ruby necklace and
ring, then tied up Coachie and stuffed him in the boot. Next
thing I knew, he’d turned the whip on the cattle and sent
them haring off down the road, Susan and myself falling
about inside the coach, unable to do more than pray. We
were dead, Willoughby, until you rescued us.”

“My dear goodness,” Kipp said, pressing one hand
against his hip as he took up a stance that, to Jack, seemed
to be a mix of both boredom and gentlemanly shock. “But
just one highwayman, my lord? Surely it would have taken
an entire gang of thieves to subdue you as you defended dear
Lady Susan.”

Lord Hardcastle coughed a time or two, the sound rum-
bling up from his large belly. “Yes, yes. Of course,
Willoughby. You would think that. But it was Coachie’s
fault, you know, stopping like that. Once the pistol had been
stuffed in my face, I had no choice but to hand over my
own. The girl, Willoughby. I couldn’t risk violence, now
could I?7”

“Indeed not, my lord,” Kipp said, turning toward Jack
and rolling his eyes, so that Jack clapped a hand over
Merry’s mouth to keep her giggles from giving them away.
“Tell me, my lord, did you by chance get a look at this ter-
rible highwayman? Could you see his face, perhaps?”

“He was masked—from the top of his head to his nose,”
Lady Susan said, beginning to fan herself. “And he was big.
Very tall.”

“He was huge,” Lord Hardcastle added, holding his hand
up over his head, as if to indicate the highwayman’s size.
“Nearly a giant.”
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“Dressed in black. In black from head to toe. Um—Iike
you, actually.”

“He had pistols. Two of them.”

“And the way of a gentleman about him, for the little he
spoke. At least he said ‘please,” when he motioned for me to
remove my necklace.”

“I see,” Kipp went on, nodding. “I’ve heard of this man,
and have been hunting him myself tonight. Hence my attire,
Lady Susan. And—much as I detest such a personal ques-
tion inquiry, Lady Susan, I fear I now must ask this—did he
kiss you?”

“Did he kiss me?” Lady Susan’s bottom lip pushed for-
ward in a pout. “No,” she pronounced rather wistfully, “he
didn’t.”

“Kiss her? As if he’d dare!” Lord Hardcastle exclaimed,
pulling a suddenly crestfallen Lady Susan close against him.
“He said nothing more than to order us to hand over our
valuables. To the Forfeit Man—that’s what he said. Forfeit
Man? What rot—bunch of romantic twaddle! Now
Willoughby, if you’re done asking inane questions, I think
it’s time you escorted us to your estate, where we will pass
the remainder of the night as your guests. Perhaps a few
days, actually, as I believe my daughter to be very overset
by this night’s work. She’s a delicate child. Isn’t that right,
Susie?”

Lady Susan visibly wilted—quite a feat for a young lady
who looked capable of picking up the entire coach and car-
rying it on her back to Kipp’s estate. “Oh, yes, Papa. I fear |
shall have a spell, if I'm not soon someplace warm and safe.
How awfully kind of you, my lord, to offer your home to
us.”

“My pleasure, my lady, my lord,” Kipp said, executing
quite a tolerable leg, considering his head was turned toward
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the trees and his face bore an expression that told Jack he
would owe him more than a small favor next time they met.

“Come on,” Jack whispered to Merry, dragging her after
him as the two of them, plus Merry’s mare, tracked through
the trees, on the lookout for Jack’s stallion.

“Come on,” Clancy said, calling Cluny to attention, as he
was still studiously staring at Lady Susan, mimicking her
every simpering movement. “We need to stay with Jack and
Merry if we’re to get back to Coltrane House. This should
prove an interesting ride, don’t you think?”

Almost as soon as the coach pulled away, Kipp leading
the coachie on his bay gelding, Jack’s stallion came walking
through the woods, his reins dragging along on the ground.
“Here, boy,” Jack ordered, snapping his fingers.

“What’s his name?” Merry asked as Jack quickly, and
none too gently, lifted her onto her borrowed mare.

“He doesn’t have one,” Jack said shortly, his mind too
occupied with what he’d seen, what he’d heard, to pay at-
tention to his answer.

“He doesn’t have one?” Merry shook her head.
“Whyever not?”

“Does it matter?” Jack asked, leading the way to the
roadway, then waiting for Merry to move her mount along-
side his. He hadn’t named the stallion he’d bought at Tatter-
sall’s in London because he hadn’t known if he was going to
be able to stay at Coltrane House, if he was even going to be
able to remain in England. He hadn’t wanted to make any
new attachments, not even to a horse. He’d been that unsure
of his welcome, of how well he’d be able to manage the old
memories, the old hurts.

They rode in silence, each occupied with their own
thoughts, until they reached the Coltrane stables. Jack
helped Merry dismount before they both automatically
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began tending to their own mounts, making sure the horses
were settled before heading back to the house.

“So it isn’t you,” Merry said at last. “I’'m glad. I didn’t
think you were that hare-witted, but I couldn’t be sure.”

“Thank you,” Jack said. “I think. And it isn’t Kipp either.
Frankly, I had wondered if he might have been behind the
resurrection of the Forfeit Man. He’s mad enough, in his
own rather bizarre way.”

Merry laughed, leaning against Jack companionably as
they made their way through the darkness, heading for a side
door to Coltrane House that they’d used many a night when
they’d been out and about without anyone’s knowledge.
“Except—"

“Except what, Merry? You heard what Hardcastle said.
The highwayman told him he was the Forfeit Man. Went out
of his way to do it, I’d say,” Jack said as they crept up the
servant stairs. Fatigue numbed his legs even as he slowly
became aware that he was probably going to be sore in the
morning, and have his share of bruises as well, as he’d
landed on more harness than horse when he’d jumped onto
the leader.

“Except that the highwayman didn’t kiss Lady Susan. I
mean, if he kissed Anna Headley, he certainly could have
pushed up his courage enough to kiss Lady Susan as well.
Now, why do you suppose he didn’t?”

“A fuller moon? A better look?”” Jack said, grinning. And
then he sobered. “You’re not trying to say that there are two
men out there impersonating the Forfeit Man. Are you?”
He’d thought so himself, but hadn’t considered that Merry
would also.

Merry pulled the toque from her head, releasing a cas-
cade of warm, living curls that fell to below her shoulders.
“I don’t know what I’m saying, Jack. Anna was kissed and
Lady Susan was not. And Lady Susan wasn’t allowed to
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keep her jewelry. The robberies occurred on the same road,
but not at all in the same manner.”

Merry’s quick mind had settled on the same questions
Jack already had wandering around inside his own head.
“That’s true. They’re becoming more dangerous. The first
robbery didn’t include putting the occupants of the coach in
danger. Hardcastle and his daughter could very well have
been badly injured or killed if we hadn’t been there. Every-
one and his maiden aunt will be screaming for the Forfeit
Man to be found and hanged now, even those who praised
him five years ago.”

“I know,” Merry said, sighing. “Just as I know we have
to catch him—them—before someone decides that you’re
him.” She wrinkled up her nose, obviously trying to lighten
the heavy mood that was descending on both of them. “Or is
that he? Aloysius would know, not that I’'m going to wake
him up and ask him.”

Merry’s mention of their shared tutor brought Jack’s
mind around to the thought of Aloysius and Walter, and
what the two of them might have discovered this evening.
“You can ask him in the morning, sweetheart, at the same
time you explain to me how you unlocked this door,” he
said, steering Merry to the door to the master bedchamber.
He ran a hand over her hair, as he had done a thousand times
in the treasured past. This time, it was a mistake. A big mis-
take. “Now,” he said rather brusquely, to cover his sudden
discomfort, “it’s bed for you, all right?”

“Really?” she asked, smiling up at him. “You mean
you’re not going to first read me a lecture on how horribly
stupid I was to go highwayman hunting tonight?”

“I"d lock you in your rooms for a fortnight if it weren’t
for the fact that I need your help with the nonsense we’ve
got going on in every room of this pile. Besides which you’d
probably find your way out within five minutes. But that
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doesn’t mean I’'m not angry with you. Kipp, too. Although,”
he ended, trying to smile even as he wished himself miles
from the temptation he saw in Merry’s eyes, “I do believe
Kipp is probably going to do sufficient penance these next
few days.”

Merry opened the door to the master chamber and
stepped through. She tipped her head to one side, looking
up at Jack, who had just caught sight of the high, wide bed
half-hidden in the dimness inside the room. “Penance?
Oh—yes, I see what you mean. Lady Susan was looking at
him rather fatuously, wasn’t she? Oh, dear. Poor Kipp.
Um—do you want to come inside? We could talk a little
more? And we wouldn’t scandalize anyone, you know, as
we are married.”

“What? Oh, yes, poor Kipp,” Jack repeated, knowing he
was looking at the marriage bed that was his by right, by
law. And Merry—bless her, damn him—was looking at him
as if she knew that he was hers by right, by law. “But not
now, Merry. It’s late. I think I’1l just go to bed.”

He watched as her smile faded, as her chin set so that it
wouldn’t wobble, so that the quick tears in her eyes wouldn’t
dare to spill down her suddenly white cheeks. “Oh. Yes, it is
late, isn’t it?”

Jack put out a hand, touched her shoulder. “Merry, [—"

“Sssh,” she said, then stood up on tiptoe and pressed her
lips against his, the heat of her searing his mouth, exploding
his brain. She pressed against him in uneducated passion,
ripping his heart in two, hurting him with her unquestioning
love.

He could give in, give up, succumb. It would be so easy.
All his questions, all his fears—he could banish them. Never
ask the questions, never face the fears. He could take her,
make her his own. Forget what his father had told him that
last night, forget the past. Destroy her options.
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It would be so easy.

Instead, he stood very still, not responding. Dying inside,
but not responding.

And then he walked away.



Chapter Twenty-three

1. Poppo was taken from his work on the dining room

fireplace and put onto working on the one in Jack’s
room. Other workers were set to work in Jack’s chamber. If
there was no work for them there, Merry told them to enter
the adjoining chambers and do whatever they could—hope-
fully with hammers, and beginning at seven of the clock
every morning.

Merry kept busy, and out of sight. Everyone seemed to
have silently agreed to bide their time for a while, walk in
place.

And the Forfeit Man struck three more times in as many
days.

On the fourth day, just as Jack and Merry had walked into
the Main Saloon before dinner, Squire Headley arrived at
Coltrane House. Maxwell announced the man even as the
squire brushed past him, into the room.

“Look at the nodcock in that horrid rigout, Cluny, would
you? Strutting, fat-kidneyed minnow,” Clancy said from
their perch on the chandelier. “Or, as my sainted mother
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would have said—a hedgehog dressed in silk is still a
hedgehog.”

“That belly, Clancy! ‘A very valiant trencherman.” And
you see the nose?” Cluny pointed out as he watched the
squire walk beneath him, heading for one of the couches.
“Man’s a drinker, mark my words. Would probably drink ink
if there was nothing else to hand. But what do you suppose
he wants here? None of the local gentry come here, never
have. Sssh, he’s saying something.”

“Never knew you well,” the squire said to Jack as he ac-
cepted a glass of wine. “Never took the time, actually. And
that father of yours? M’wife wouldn’t let me within miles of
this place when he was in residence. Not that we didn’t hear
the talk, you understand, know what was going on. Shame-
ful, that’s what it was—and with children in the house. No,
no. My Sarah wouldn’t stand for me setting a foot on this
property. The drinking, the—excuse me, missy—the whor-
ing. Letting the two of you run wild, with no thought to the
proprieties. Actors in the house as well? No, no. Sarah
couldn’t abide any of that. Good Christian woman, my
wife.”

Merry rolled her eyes as she took up a seat on one of the
couches. Good Christian woman, indeed. The squire’s wife
knew there were two children in the house, and she did noth-
ing? Never lifted a finger to help, never raised a voice in
protest? “I’m sure she prayed for our souls, Squire,” Merry
said at last, when she could force open her tightly clenched
teeth.

“ ‘A hit, a very palpable hit,
ing Merry’s response.

Cluny threw Merry a half dozen kisses. “ ‘O tiger’s heart
wrapp’d in a woman’s hide!””

“What? Prayed for your souls? Oh. Oh, yes. Yes, of
course.” The squire ran a finger inside his starched collar as

599

Clancy chirped, applaud-
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color ran into his jowls, his cheeks. “She did that. I'm sure
she did that. Always praying, my Sarah. Drive a man to
drink—all that praying, the sermons read after dinner. Um.
Harrumph! Well, Coltrane, you’re probably wondering what
I’'m doing here?”

“The thought had occurred, yes,” Jack said, and Merry
watched as he stood in front of the mantel, one arm draped
against the marble, a glass of wine dangling from his fin-
gertips. He was so handsome. So outwardly calm. So com-
pletely incensed. She was angry enough with him for having
turned away from her the other night—again—to be a little
glad that he was uncomfortable. But if Squire Headley didn’t
soon say something of sense, she’d leap to Jack’s defense
before her husband could murder the man.

The squire sat down on the facing couch, opened two
buttons on his brocade vest. The man dressed as if he were
to be presented at court and ended by looking like a hog
squeezed into a sausage tube. He pulled a folded sheet of
paper from somewhere inside his jacket. “I received this
around two o’clock today. I don’t know where it came from,
if you’re about to ask me, Coltrane, but it concerns you.”

“In what way?” Jack asked.

“Not in a flattering one, that’s for certain,” Headley said,
then cleared his throat and looked at Jack, seemed to inspect
him for outward flaws.

“Is that s0?” Jack commented, and Merry shot him a look
that pleaded with him to be quiet, to wait, and to let events
unfold without interruption.

“Harrumph! Yes. Well, to continue. As you know, I am
mostly in charge of maintaining the law in this region,
which is why the letter was directed to me, I'm sure. It—it
contains a rather damning accusation, Coltrane, and I’'m
hoping you can assure me that it’s nothing but a bit of non-
sense.”
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Merry’s stomach sank to her toes.

“That would be my hope as well, Squire,” Jack said,
pushing away from the mantel and walking over to sit down
on the couch beside Merry. “If I might see the letter?”

“No need,” the man said, already shoving the paper back
inside his vest. “I believe I can tell you what it says, you can
deny the accusation, and I can be home in time for dinner.
All right?”

Jack inclined his head slightly. “By all means, Squire. As
it is, who could depend upon the wild Jack Coltrane even to
be able to read? Growing up here as I did, left to my repro-
bate father’s devices—and your wife’s prayers.”

The chandelier tinkled slightly as Clancy stood up and
cheered Jack’s response.

“Now see here, young man!”

“My dear Squire,” Merry said quickly, laying a hand on
the man’s arm, so that he didn’t leap to his feet and storm
out of the house in high dudgeon. “My husband some-
times speaks without thinking.” She shot Jack a look that
promised a dozen more workmen hammering at dawn if
he didn’t behave. “He didn’t mean to be insulting—did
you, dearest?”

“My apologies, sir,” Jack said, his smile so suddenly
sweet that Merry realized that he’d learned a few things dur-
ing his time in Philadelphia. Not enough to keep his temper
from flashing when the subject of his father came up, obvi-
ously, but at least he hadn’t leapt across the low table and
begun choking the squire with his own neckcloth.

“Apology accepted, Coltrane,” the squire said magnani-
mously—and probably with a smidgen of self protection in
mind. “Now, to make this as brief as possible, let me tell you
that it has been brought to my attention that the Forfeit Man
rode five years ago, and that the Forfeit Man rides again
today. Within a few miles of this estate, each and every time.
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Let me tell you that it also has been brought to my attention
that you were here five years ago, Coltrane, and that you’re
here now.”

Merry slipped her hand into Jack’s, squeezed it warn-
ingly.

“Which, as the anonymous letter writer has undoubtedly
deduced, means that I am the Forfeit Man. Is that what
you’re trying to say, Squire? The letter is unsigned, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes, yes. Definitely unsigned. Cowardly, I'd say.
But impossible to ignore. My Sarah, she said—well, never
mind about that,” Headley amended quickly, as Jack leveled
a marvelously daunting stare in the man’s direction. “This is
how it is, son. You left Coltrane House with little more than
the clothes on your back, as my correspondent also points
out, and returned rather wealthy. It has been suggested by
my correspondent that you began your trade here, as a
youth, perfected it during your absence, and have now come
home to continue your . . . er. .. your work.”

“Prove it.”

“I—I beg your pardon?”

Merry rolled her eyes. “What my husband means,
Squire,” she said, attempting to freeze Jack to the couch
with another stare, this one as frigid as a February morning,
“is that your anonymous correspondent—so cowardly, don’t
you think, not signing one’s name?—has no proof. Does
he?”

The squire looked to Merry, then to Jack, and then down
at his toes. “No. There’s no proof. But—"

Merry stood up, which made it mandatory for any gen-
tleman to do the same. “You know what I think, Squire?”
she asked as she slipped her arm through his and turned him
toward the foyer. “I think the real Forfeit Man penned that
terrible letter, just to send you off chasing your tail. That’s
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what I think. But you’re much too intelligent to do that,
aren’t you?”

“Too—yes. Yes!” The squire was maneuvered into the
foyer, where Maxwell waited with hat and gloves in hand.
“That’s exactly right, Mrs. Coltrane. I'm not going to be
hoodwinked by such a shabby thing as an unsigned accusa-
tion, no matter what Sarah—that is ... certainly not!
Coltrane,” he then said, shaking Jack’s hand, as he had fol-
lowed them into the foyer. “My apologies, young man.”

“Accepted, of course,” Jack said with remarkable re-
straint, and both he and Merry stood in the open doorway to
wave the squire on his way. “His wife will send him back
here again tomorrow, you know, his tail between his legs, at
which point I’ll probably be arrested. I remember seeing the
dear squire’s lady in the village years ago, and she swept
past me, muttering something about Coltrane trash.”

“Awful August made friends everywhere he went, didn’t
he?” Merry said, looking up at Jack, trying to coax that dim-
ple into his cheek.

But it wasn’t to be. Jack had been insulted, and he had
been hurt. Again. “I think I'll ride over to see Kipp. The plan
to capture the Forfeit Man suddenly holds much more ap-
peal for me.”

Another time—any other time—Merry would have
protested at being left out of whatever conversation Jack and
Kipp were about to have. But not this time. “Of course,” she
said, stepping away from him, stepping back, just as he
wanted her to step back, keep her distance. “I imagine
Kipp’s cook can feed you just as well as Mrs. Maxwell.”

“You’re not going to leap down my throat, beg me to take
you along?”

She kept her head high, her voice steady, even as her
mind was doing cartwheels, sorting through names of every-
one who knew that Jack had once ridden as the Forfeit Man.
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Her conclusion surprised her, but was already beginning to
make some strange sort of sense. “I wouldn’t even think
about it,” she said sincerely. “You couldn’t be more plain
about not wanting my help.”

“Merry—" he called after her as she turned on her heels,
headed for the stairs. “Oh, the devil with it!”” he said, leav-
ing the house, slamming the door after him.

“Good, he’s gone, and believing I can’t see a truth that’s
as plain as the bump on Clancy’s nose. Does the man think
I’ve no brains at all?”

Twenty minutes later, her lovely yellow gown lying on a
heap on the floor, and dressed in her shirt and breeches,
Merry arrived at Henry Sherlock’s small mansion.

She paced the drawing room as Henry’s butler went in
search of him, slapping her riding whip against her booted
leg, going over the strategy she’d planned on the ride across
the fields. A few tears, a bit of mild, feminine hysteria, a plea
for help. And then watch Henry closely, watch him very
closely. That should do it.

“Meredith? My gracious, dear, what brings you here just
at dinnertime?”

She turned, looked at him, then ran across the room,
flung herself into his arms. “Henry, Henry, forgive me! But
it’s just so terrible!”

“Terrible? How so? Is something wrong at Coltrane
House? Yes, yes, of course something’s wrong at Coltrane
House. Why else would you be here?” He disentangled him-
self from her embrace and led her over to the couch, gently
sat her down. “I’ll just pour you a small glass of wine, and
then, once you’ve composed yourself, you can tell me
everything, all right?”

Merry pressed her lips together, nodded. And then she
watched Henry as he went to the drinks table and poured
them each a glass of wine. Was there a certain spring in his
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step? Did he show any signs of an enthusiasm to hear bad
news? No. He didn’t. He was behaving as he always did, the
kind, helpful Henry.

“Thank you, Henry,” she said, sniffling, as he handed her
a partially filled glass. “I—I'm a little better now. But I didn’t
know who else to go to, Henry. Jack rode to see Kipp, but
we all know Kipp can’t help. So I thought of you. Always so
helpful to us, Henry, whenever Jack and I are in trouble.”

He sat down beside her, eyed her curiously. “You and
John, Meredith? How are you and John in trouble? To hear
John tell it, you’re all doing just fine at Coltrane House,
without a worry in the world.”

She leaned forward, put her glass down on the table, then
began twisting her hands in her lap. “Not anymore, Henry.
It’s the Forfeit Man. You do remember the Forfeit Man,
don’t you?”

“One of the servants told me a highwayman had robbed
several coaches, endangered several lives. But I hadn’t
thought beyond that, hadn’t thought that—the Forfeit Man?
How?” Henry sat back against the cushions, looked up at the
ceiling as if trying to read an answer written there. “Oh my,”
he breathed, then shook his head, looked at her with pity in
his eyes. “You poor dear thing. I knew it, Meredith, I knew
it. John told me he’d made his fortune in America, after five
years of correspondence in which he’d never mentioned any
such thing. I tried to believe him, I really did. I tried to take
both John and that Indian of his seriously, believe he’d come
by any monies he’d made honestly. But I knew it wasn’t
true. In my heart of hearts, I knew it.”

He stood up, began to pace, his hands clasped behind his
back. “A thief, Meredith. John left a thief, and he came back
a worse thief. My dear, dear, girl, ’'m so sorry.”

“No!” Merry protested, hopping to her feet, impressed
with Henry’s sincerity, even if she didn’t believe a word he
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was saying. “No, Henry, you’re wrong. Jack isn’t a thief. He
isn’t the Forfeit Man. Well,” she amended, remembering to
sniffle a time or two, “at least he isn’t the Forfeit Man this
time. Except that someone sent a horrible letter to the squire
saying that he is, and the squire just left Coltrane House
after all but arresting Jack.”

“The squire, Meredith? And a letter?” He spread his
hands as if to try to gather in all that Merry had told him.
“But who would write such a letter? Was it signed? No, of
course not. Cowards don’t sign their names, do they? If
you’re going to accuse someone, you stand up and do it to
his face. But, Meredith, nobody knows John once rode out
as a highwayman. Just you, and me, and . . .” He rubbed his
hands together, looked at her closely. “You say John has rid-
den over to Viscount Willoughby’s? Tell me, Meredith, was
he angry when he left?”

“Kipp?” Merry exclaimed, genuinely surprised, and now
most definitely impressed. The man was attempting to make
her believe Kipp had betrayed Jack. “Oh, no, Henry,” she
said, backing up a step. “That—that couldn’t be! Could it?”

“The man is in love with you, you know,” Henry said
gently. “He has waited five long years for you to see what
anyone else could see.”

“No, Henry, you’re wrong.” Merry had come here to con-
front Henry, to see how he reacted to the news that Jack
might soon be arrested. She hadn’t come here to discuss
Kipp. “He’s always been fond of me, may have once
thought—but no. He knows that Jack and I are married, and
he knows that we’re going to remain married. He knows that
we—that we love each other.”

Henry put a hand on her shoulder, looked at her kindly.
“Yes, the viscount knows that you love John. We all know
that, Meredith, have always known that. But the viscount
doesn’t know that John can’t love you.”
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“Can’t...can'’t love me?”

“Yes, Meredith, can’t. You’re saying that you are John’s
wife, and you’re right, may August Coltrane burn in hell for
all eternity. By law, you are John’s wife.”

“But ... ?” Merry asked, feeling her blood run cold.

“I’d so wanted to protect you, Meredith. We both wanted
to protect you, John and I, never tell you. John was more
than willing to run away, leave the country, rather than to tell
you.”

“Tell me? Tell me what?”

Henry turned his head away from her, then slowly
brought it back around, looked at her once more. “My dear
child, don’t hate me for asking this question. Have you and
John begun to live together as man and wife? Please tell me
John is only a thief, and not a monster. Tell me I haven’t
been wrong to trust that the boy has some semblance of
honor, of decency. Let me believe I wasn’t wrong to trust
that he’d finally returned to England to set things right, to
procure an annulment.”

Merry began to tremble in real fear. She no longer had to
feign being upset, close to hysteria. What had happened?
She’d come here to bait Henry, to watch as he betrayed him-
self to her by either his expression or his word. And now it
was all falling apart, and she didn’t know what had hap-
pened.

She didn’t want to hear whatever it was Henry was about
to tell her. Not now. Not when she was only steps away from
happiness. “What are you trying to say, Henry?” she asked
again as he picked up her wine glass, handed it to her.

“Something I'd hoped never to have to say, my dear
child,” he told her, motioning for her to sit down once more.
“Something John learned from his father, and in my hearing,
the night he married you, the same night he very sensibly
left England, promising me he’d never, never ever return.
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You’d begun to believe that as well, and with time, I'd
hoped to convince you to seek an annulment on your own,
make a life for yourself without ever having to know the
truth. But I’ve wronged you, my dear. Wronged you terribly
by trying to protect you. It’s the truth that will protect you, I
can see that now. And it’s the truth I have to tell you. Mere-
dith, dear, dear wronged child, you’re going to have to be
brave ...”



Chapter Twenty-four

ack took his time returning from the Willoughby estate,

having arrived there only to learn that Kipp and his
guests—the encroaching Lord Hardcastle and his exceed-
ingly available daughter—had gone out for the evening.
Kipp was a social creature, and he probably was also seek-
ing safety in numbers rather than to be the only eligible
bachelor on Lady Susan’s horizon. But he had picked a
damnably bad time to be away from home.

Thinking to check on Merry before he went to his study
for another long night with Walter and the ledgers, Jack
climbed the stairs slowly, wondering when it was he had
started feeling so old, so tired.

He could only hope she’d talk to him. He should have in-
vited her along to visit Kipp, and would have, he supposed.
But she’d seemed happy enough to stay here, at Coltrane
House. She’d seemed understanding, almost biddable.

“Damn!” he exploded, running down the hallway as he
realized what he’d been thinking. “If she’s out hunting the
Forfeit Man again ... what a fool I am, thinking Merry
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could ever be something as easy as biddable.” He squared
himself in front of the doors to the main bedchamber,
knocked on one sharply.

Only a few moments later, the double doors swung open
to reveal a nearly wild-eyed Merry.

“Honey, I said I wasn’t to be—you!”

She tried to slam the doors shut in his face, but Jack could
see the panic in her eyes, the horror, and he pushed into the
room, closing those same doors behind him. There were
clothes everywhere. Tumbling from drawers, strewn across
the bed, stuffed half-in, half-out of several small portman-
teaux. “Going somewhere, Merry?” he asked, wincing as
her expressive blue eyes filled with tears. He took hold of
her shoulders.

She slapped at his hands, jumped back as if he’d some-
how hurt her. “Don’t touch me. How can you even think to
touch me? How many times must I play the ignorant fool for
you?”

Jack felt his temper rising, and ruthlessly beat it into sub-
mission. “Merry,” he said quietly as she continued to back
away from him, “tell me what’s wrong, all right? I’ve only
been gone a little more than an hour. What happened?” He
indicated the scattered clothing with a wave of his hand.
“And don’t tell me you’re running away because I went to
see Kipp instead of talking to you about that damnable
anonymous letter, because I won’t believe it. You’ve done
something, haven’t you?” He ran a hand through his hair,
ruthlessly tearing away the black ribbon holding it in place,
throwing it to the floor. “Damn it, Merry, what did you do?”

“What did I do? What did 7 do? It’s you, Jack. You’re the
one who knew, not me,” she said, ignoring his question. She
took a single step toward him, her eyelids narrowed, jabbing
an accusing finger in his direction. “That’s why. That’s why
you left the same night as our sham of a wedding. That’s
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why you didn’t want to come back. And that’s why you
won’t touch me, won’t come near me except for the times I
did everything but throw myself at your head. And that’s
probably only because you’d once loved me—as a child.”

She spun away from him, dropped her head into her
hands for a moment, then whirled around to face him once
more. All the agony in the world was in her eyes. “Why
couldn’t you have told me? Why did you let me make a
damn fool of myself? Chasing after you. .. believing . . .
wanting so very much to be with you, for us to be together.
Loving you! You bastard—loving you!”

Jack’s life as he knew it ended in that moment. She
knew—how she knew he had yet to understand—and she
would never forgive him. He’d begun to believe their love
was enough to overcome what he had to tell her, but now he
knew he’d been wrong. “Merry,” he said softly, soothingly,
“I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry. I was a coward, I know it. But how
could I tell you? Where does a person go to find the words?
You’re my whole life, Merry. It all could have been differ-
ent. Better—so much better. Happier. Instead, August
robbed you of your life, your inheritance, your chance for
the childhood you should have known, the place in society
you deserved. And for money. In the name of greed, and ex-
cess, and selfishness. All for the god-awful love of money!”

She stared at him, looking at him closely, listening to his
every word, drinking in the sight of him as if, after tonight,
she’d never see him again. And then she frowned, as if she
didn’t quite understand what he was saying.

“He did it on purpose,” Jack continued, taking hold of
Merry’s ice-cold hands and leading her over to the bed, sit-
ting down beside her. “He made it impossible for me to
refuse to marry you, and then he told me the one thing that
would keep any man of honor—even a raw, savage youth
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like me—from ever knowing a moment’s happiness with
that marriage.”

He squeezed her fingers as he looked at her, saw all of his
happy memories, all of his hopes for a life filled with some-
thing other than misery, loneliness. “If only we’d just met
for the first time now, Merry. One look at you, one dance,
and I’d have been your slave. You would have married me
just so that I wouldn’t keep following you around on my
knees, begging you to love me. To, please God, love me.”

She shrank away from him, and Jack felt his heart plum-
met to his toes. He’d left it too late. Always too late. Years
and years too late. Would he never learn? “The first
time . . .” he began slowly, his voice breaking as he lost the
fight to keep his emotions in check. “The first time we met
you weren’t quite six months old. I remember someone
bringing you into the nursery as I hid behind the doors, then
leaving you alone in your cot.

“I stayed in my corner for a while, then slowly walked
over to the cot and looked down at you lying there. You didn’t
see me right away. You were much too busy playing with
your own fingers, cooing to them, talking to them.” Jack
smiled at the memory, smiled through the tears he didn’t no-
tice gathering in his eyes. “I remember bending down, peer-
ing into your little monkey face. And then you saw me.

“You looked up at me for a long time, Merry, a very long
time. I thought you might cry, but you didn’t. You just
looked at me, as if trying to decide if I were friend or foe.
And then you smiled. You smiled, and the sun came out
right there, upstairs in the nursery. I leaned down, wanting
to be closer to you, and you giggled, then reached up and
caught hold of my nose. How you held on to me!”

Jack absently lifted a hand, stroked at the side of his nose.
“I should have known then, Merry. I should have known
right there and then. I’d never be free of you. I’d never want
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to be free of you.” He stood up, walked away from her.
Turned. Looked back at all he’d lost. ““You’re right to leave,
Merry. You don’t deserve to be stuck here at Coltrane
House. You never did.”

Merry looked at him for a long time, just as she had done
the first time he’d seen her. But she wasn’t smiling now.
Huge tears rolled, unheeded, down her pale cheeks. “How
could he do it, Jack?” she asked brokenly. “How could he be
such a monster as to marry us to each other? His son to his
bastard daughter? His own children . . .”

Jack sat down. He didn’t bother to hunt out a chair,
couldn’t possibly navigate his way back over to the bed. He
simply sat down on the floor and looked at Merry. “What in
bloody hell are you talking about?”

“The . .. the ... why, the same thing you’re talking
about,” she answered, slipping to the floor, to sit with her
back against the bedrail. “That—that . . . oh, God, Jack. You
already know. I know you already know. That we’re half
brother and sister. I went to see Henry tonight, and he finally
told me. He told me that’s why he—"

Jack leapt to his feet. “I’ll kill him! To hell with plans, to
hell with answers! I’'m going to strangle the bastard!”

He ran to the doors to the hallway, but they were locked,
which gave Merry time to catch up to him, grab on to his
arm, beg him to wait, to for God’s sake wait until he was
calmer, until he was thinking more clearly.

Jack shook her off as he tried, once more, to open the
doors. “Where’s the key, Merry? Where’s the goddamn
key!”

“Idon’t know,” she said, dragging at him once more, urg-
ing him away from the doors. “Cluny and Clancy must have
locked us in, taken the key. I know you don’t believe that,
Jack, but that must be what’s happened. Now please,
please—come over to the fire and sit down. You can’t kill
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Henry for trying to protect me all these years, or for telling
the truth now.”

The moment Merry had said they were brother and sister,
Jack’s brain had frozen into a cold hate that had no more
than a nodding relationship with anything so mundane as
common sense, even sanity. His anger had overwhelmed
him, robbed him of reason, filled him with one desire and
one only—to race to Henry Sherlock’s elaborate house, pull
him out of it by the roots of his silvery hair, and then hang
parts of the bastard on every tree within three miles.

And yet here he was, still inside Coltrane House, locked
inside Coltrane House, for God’s sake—and with Merry
telling him a pair of ghosts had hidden the key?

“I’m going out of my mind,” he said, backing away from
the door, from Merry. “I’m acting like an idiot, a complete
fool—and I’m actually believing, just for this one moment,
that two men who died over six months ago have just saved
my life. Because I’d hang for what I want to do to Henry
Sherlock, Merry. I swear to you—I’d hang.”

“Oh, Jack...”

“And to leave you?” He pulled her into his arms, crushed
her against him. “How could I hear what I ve just heard, and
then leave you here alone? Oh Christ. Christ, Christ,
Christ!”

“It’s all right, Jack,” Merry said, rubbing at his back as
she held him tightly. She was trying to absorb some of his
pain, just as she’d always protected him from himself, from
his own mad temper, his impulsiveness—his blockheaded
stupidity. “It’s all right, it’s all right.”

He let her soothe him for a few moments, moments dur-
ing which he tried to collect his thoughts, lose some of the
red haze of near madness that had swept over him when
Merry had told him what Henry Sherlock had said. “We’re
not brother and sister, Merry,” he whispered into her ear as
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he gently pushed back her riot of curls, pressed his lips
against her soft white skin. “You’ve got to believe me in
this, sweetheart. You were born Meredith Fairfax. We’re not
brother and sister.”

He released her, slowly, unwilling to let her go if only for
a moment, then led her over to sit on the rug in front of the
fireplace. “My father—August. I feel cleaner calling him
August. He told me something that last night, Merry, the
night I agreed to marry you even after knowing I was ruin-
ing your future, even as I was perhaps saving your life, sav-
ing Kipp’s life, Cluny and Clancy’s lives. That was bad
enough, that he’d threatened to turn us all over to the hang-
man. But his little story—and he told it with such drunken
glee, Merry—made everything worse, ten times worse.”

“But he didn’t tell you that we’re brother and sister?”

“No, Merry, he didn’t, I swear it. And Sherlock knows
the real story, damn him; he was there to hear all of it. I've
had time, in these last years, to investigate the story August
did tell me, and because of that I at least know that, thank
God, we’re not brother and sister. Even August wasn’t mon-
ster enough to tell that lie.”

He ran a hand through his hair, absently pushing it away
from his face. “God, what I’'m going to tell you almost
sounds unimportant now, after the monstrous lie you’ve
been told. But, at the time, it was enough to have me agree-
ing to leave England, perhaps forever. And that story, that
truth, has kept me away from you since my return, coward
that I am. I thought, believed, you’d hate me once you knew
the truth, even as I knew I couldn’t come to you, love you,
without telling you that truth.” He looked at her, shook his
head. “Will I always be such an idiot?”

Merry wiped at her eyes, ran the back of her hand be-
neath her nose, just as she’d done as a child and had suc-
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cumbed to tears over some small, childish tragedy. “Tell me
the story August told you. [—I’m listening, Jack. Truly.”

They were half kneeling on the rug, their knees touching,
the small fire burning brightly in the grate, giving the large
chamber its only illumination in the ever-increasing dark-
ness. The world had narrowed to include only the two of
them, and the story Jack had to tell.

“After—after I’d finally agreed to the marriage,” he said,
taking Merry’s hands in his, “August told me something he
had done seventeen years earlier. The year you came to
Coltrane House, Merry, the year you became his ward. |
never wanted you to know, but I couldn’t be with you, be
married to you, without first telling you the truth.”

He paused, wishing he didn’t have to tell her, even while
knowing that there could be no more secrets between them.
Not if they were ever to have any small chance at happiness.

“Your father, William Fairfax, lost his wife when you
were born—just as August had lost his wife when I was
born, not that August cared one way or the other. For some
reason, however, this shared experience served to draw your
father close to August when they met in London, until the
point where he actually made August your guardian if any-
thing should happen to him. I think August deliberately set
out to gain your father’s confidence—I’m sure of it. Be-
cause your father was a very wealthy man.

“You lived in Sussex, by the way, born to a baron’s sec-
ond daughter and an earl’s nephew. You had a family, Merry,
your mother’s family, who tried, for some time, to take you
away from your father and, later, from August. But your
father’s will prevailed in the end, and you lost your family.
They’re all dead now, Merry, and you never had the chance
to meet them.” He squeezed her fingers. “You lost so very
much. The estate where you were born went to some distant
male cousin on your father’s death. Over the years you lost



WAITING FOR YOU 287

your inheritance, your dowry, your right to enter Society and
make a brilliant match.”

Merry’s bottom lip began to quiver and Jack’s heart
plummeted to his toes, knowing that there was more to tell,
worse to say. “Within a month of making August your
guardian, the two men were hunting when there was an ac-
cident. One of the gun carriers tripped, the gun went off, and
your father was shot in the back. Killed.”

“An accident? Was it an accident, Jack?” Merry was
being forced to take in a lot of information—and at the same
time rid herself of Henry Sherlock’s cruel misinformation.
But she had a good mind, a clear-thinking mind. And every-
thing had to be said, said immediately, that night.

“No, Merry, it wasn’t an accident. August arranged the
whole thing, hired the man who did the actual shooting—all of
it.” He closed his eyes, saw his father’s leering face as he’d
told him the truth. “You were brought here within days of your
father’s funeral, hidden away here while August began spend-
ing your money. Do you understand now, Merry? Your whole
life changed because of my father. You’re an orphan, because
of him. You grew up in near poverty, thanks to him. You grew
up wild, without a woman’s touch, without a chance for any-
thing except rape at the hands of one of August’s drunken
guests.

“Your whole life would have been different, happier, if it
weren’t for August Coltrane. That’s why I fought the mar-
riage, Merry, why I kept fighting it for five long years, even
when, deep inside, I knew that I loved you. That I’d always
love you. There’s a whole world waiting beyond Coltrane
House, a whole world you’ve yet to experience, that you de-
serve to see. I can’t let August’s greed trap you here, no mat-
ter how much I might want you to stay. I want you to have
everything, Merry. Everything you deserve, everything Au-
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gust denied you. Everything 7 denied you by agreeing to our
forced marriage.”

Merry shook her head, sighed. “Oh, Jack,” she said, mov-
ing closer to him. “You’re right. You are an idiot. A sweet,
wonderful idiot. But do you ever really listen to yourself?
Do you ever really listen to anyone? A few minutes ago, I
said I love you, even as I believed I was losing you forever.
I believe you said you love me. Not as children. Not the way
it was before. A newer love. A better love. A man and a
woman, loving.”

He made to push her away, even as he longed to draw her
closer. “Merry,” he said reasonably, “you need time to think
about this, think about all of it. Until then, I cannot in good
conscience—"’

She pressed a hand against his mouth. “I’d like you to
shut up now, if you don’t mind. I have a few things to say to
you.”

When he reluctantly nodded his agreement, she removed
her hand and smiled into his face. “You told me a sad story,
Jack. A sad, terrible story about people I never knew, a
world I can’t even imagine. Coltrane House is my home, the
only home I’ve ever known. You 're the only family I’ ve ever
known, Jack, the only family I’ve ever wanted or needed.
Don’t you tell me I could have had a better life somewhere
else. I couldn’t. I couldn’t give back a single day of the life
I’ve had here and not miss that day with every fiber of my
being. I kept Coltrane House for you, Jack, not me. I kept it,
worked for it, cried over it, because it was a part of you.
Even when I hated you, I loved you. First as a child loves
and, later, as a woman loves. When Henry told me what he
told me tonight . . .”

Her voice broke for a moment, then she recovered her-
self. “I wanted to die, Jack. Just go somewhere and die. I
wanted to run, run as fast and as far as I could—just the way



WAITING FOR YOU 289

you did. I thought I understood why you’d left, the shame
that forced you to leave. But I never experienced such
shame for myself until tonight. I didn’t want to face you,
couldn’t bear to see you even one more time.”

Jack reached out his hand, stroked her cheek. “If you had
gone—if you’d gone without a word, without explain-
ing...”

“We could have lost another five years,” she said, cup-
ping her hand on his.

“Never,” he said, drawing her closer, feeling his heart
heal. “I would have chased you to the ends of the earth.”

Her smile lit his world. “Yes, you can do that, being a
man and all. We women, however, aren’t allowed to go har-
ing off to exotic places.”

“Oh, all right. I suppose Philadelphia could be called at
least a little bit exotic,” he said, returning her smile even as
he moved closer, closer, until their mouths were nearly
touching.

“Perhaps one day you’ll take me there, and I can see for
myself,” she whispered as her eyelids fluttered shut.

“Fine,” he said, his mind and his heart fighting for su-
premacy. “Right after we strangle Henry Sherlock,” he said,
then let his heart win the battle as he captured Merry’s
mouth with his own.

He was gentle because this was his Merry, his treasure,
his love. She was his, had always been his. He would pro-
tect her. Cherish her. Never hurt her. Never again. Never,
never ever, hurt her.

He lifted her in his arms, carried her to the bed, laid her
down amid piles of satin and lace, pushed aside ruffled slips
and worn nightrails as he joined her, took her in his arms,
kissed her hair, her cheeks, her throat.

Her mouth.

He could worship that mouth for a lifetime. He ran his
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tongue over her top lip. Suckled at her full bottom lip, draw-
ing it into his mouth until he could feel her smile, hear her
soft giggle. Her arms lifted, encircled his neck, and he eased
more fully against her, convinced her to open her mouth,
allow him entry. He caught her sighed breath, drew it in
deeply, made it his own.

He fumbled with the buttons on her shirt. Nervous, bum-
bling. Holding himself back, longing to move forward.

She was here. In his arms. Willingly, wonderfully in his
arms. His best friend, his lover, his wife.

Somehow, their clothing disappeared. Somehow, her
high, full breasts were exposed to his eyes, his touch, his
worshiping mouth. Somehow, he was between her legs, legs
she had curled around him, wrapped around him. She held
on to him without fear, without hesitation, allowing him to
guide them both, lead them both.

A lifetime ago he’d taught her to crawl, to walk.

Now he would teach her to fly.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” He whispered the words
against her ear, even as she nipped at his throat with her
teeth. “I don’t ever want to hurt you. I don’t want you to cry,
not ever again, Merry, not in this lifetime.”

She lifted herself against him, pushed against him,
helped force the entry he’d been delaying, dreading, longing
for, would have gladly died for. He felt her stiffen with mo-
mentary shock, felt a slight shudder skitter across her skin.
“Now, Jack,” she whispered against his sweat-slick skin as
she pressed her head into his chest even as she pulled him
closer, closer. “Show me. Teach me. Let me know you be-
lieve I'm a woman now.”

“Oh, God.” Jack tried to swallow, but couldn’t. He tried
to move, but his body wouldn’t respond. He nipped at her
throat, shaped her with his hands as, slowly, he came back
into himself, traveling back through time, through space,
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through memory. This was Merry he held in his arms. His
Merry. His life. His hope, his love, his very existence.

He had been alone before she’d come into his life, had
been lost during those years he’d denied himself what he’d
known he’d wanted since she was fourteen. A child, who
longed to be a woman. He’d wanted her since he’d been a
clumsy youth, who didn’t know what to do with that earnest,
open, loving child, so that he’d begun to push her away, then
had run from her for good reasons as well as bad.

“You,” he whispered as, at last, he began the age-old
movements that were now so new, so fraught with tension,
with longing, and yet with gentleness. “It was always you,
Merry. Always. My love. My own sweet love. My only
love...”

Time vanished into a void. The Coltrane marriage bed,
that had seen so many loveless unions, floated into that
nothingness, filling it, changing it, capturing a moment in
time that would last for a lifetime.

Love became passion, passion turned to need, and the
need was fed by more love. Always more love. Tender fury
ripped through Jack, guided him, led him to the brink—then
held him there as Merry cried out, shuddered in his arms.

Only then, with her holding on to him, sobbing his name,
did he drive into her with all of himself, giving all of him-
self. As Jack’s body arched, as his seed buried itself deep in-
side her, Merry cried out once more, her fingernails ripping
into his back, branding him as hers for now, for forever.

He collapsed against her, trying to catch his breath, and
he felt her stroking his hair, pushing it back from his face as
she gifted his cheek with small kisses.

And then she laughed.

“What?” he said, raising himself up on his elbows, look-
ing down at her face through the curtain of his own dark
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hair. Her smile was wide and happy and very, very loving.
“What’s so funny, Merry?”

She ran a finger over his forehead, then down the length
of his nose. “Oh, nothing,” she said, then giggled. “It’s just
that I’ve realized that I've finally found a much simpler way
to tease you out of your dark moods. I mean, do you still
really want to get up, go out, and strangle Henry Sherlock?”

Jack felt his temper rise again, but he was in control of it
now, in control of himself. With Merry by his side, loving
him, the largest heartache in his life was gone. With Merry
to love him, there could be no dark clouds. None that could
hurt him at least, or be more important to him than Merry.
Being with Merry. Loving Merry.

“Jack? Answer me. Do you still want to go strangle
Henry Sherlock?”

Yes. Yes, he did. But he had another way to destroy him.
If Walter was right, there was a better way.

Jack leaned down, kissed her. “Maybe tomorrow,” he
said, sliding his hand up and onto her breast even as he
pulled her onto her side, into his arms. “Yes. Definitely to-
morrow.” He kissed her again. “I’ll deal with Sherlock to-
morrow. After breakfast. A very late breakfast.”



Act Four

“Once more unto
the breach, dear friends,

once more . ..”

The wheel is come full circle.
—William Shakespeare






Chapter Twenty-five

“<YJf we should fail—"”

““We fail? But screw your courage to the sticking-
place and we’ll not fail.” Jack and Merry still need us, to rout
Sherlock, to capture the Forfeit Man.”

“All right, if you say so, Clancy.” Cluny looked at his
good friend and ghostly companion. “Um . . . where is that,
anyway?” he then asked. “The sticking-place, that is? I'm
thinking we should probably know where it is, if we’re
going to be screwing our courage to it.”

The next thing he knew, Cluny was feeling an open-hand
cuff across the back of his head, which was Clancy’s long-
established way of answering unanswerable questions. And
s0, with his courage lurking about somewhere, looking for a
place to screw itself to, the chubby little ghost sighed in res-
ignation and followed after his friend as they both headed
for the stables.

“Did you see her in the gardens this morning, Clancy?”
he asked, for at least the tenth time. “Wasn’t she lovely?
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Wasn’t she grand? So in love, so very happy. ‘Sits as one
new-risen from a dream.””

“Did you see Jack, locking himself in his study with that
Walter person all the day long, the two of them reading
through ledger after ledger, even those old dusty ones they
found in a cabinet? It’s not like my Jack to be poking
through old books—not when any fool knows he’ll find his
best answers by pointing a pistol under Henry Sherlock’s
chin and asking him politely.”

“He’s learning, Clancy. Learning to fight a new way, win
a new way. He has to, what with Squire Headley to contend
with and all.”

“You see that. I see that. How I wish you could have
whispered as much in Merry’s ear, so that we wouldn’t be
heading out highwayman hunting again tonight. And while
you’re telling her all of this, Cluny, you might also want to
mention to her that it isn’t nice to tell whopping great fibs to
her husband, making him think she’s sitting in a tub when
she’s really running about, searching for this new Forfeit
Man.”

Cluny sighed, knowing Clancy was right. But he also
knew that Merry had been shutting the pair of them out all
day, not letting them close once she’d politely thanked them
for locking the doors last night. It had been up to the ghosts
to locate her, to follow her to the stables after dark, to watch
as she saddled her horse and made ready to ride out alone.

“We have no choice but to follow after her, do we?” he
said, surrendering the last of his misgivings. *“ ‘One for all,
or all for one we gage!’” And then he tugged on Clancy’s
sleeve. “You know, I've yet to find this sticking point, so
perhaps there are no answers to some questions, and I dearly
love the Bard, you know I do. But, Clancy? Could you at
least tell me this, please? I’ve been wondering for ever so
long. What’s a gage? Or is it that you don’t know, either?”
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“Curse you, Cluny, am I supposed to know everything?
Now come on.” Clancy hopped up behind Merry as she
walked her mount out of the stables, then held out a hand,
urging Cluny to join him. A moment later, all three were on
the roadway, heading off into the darkness, heading off into
the unknown.

It was a pleasant enough trip, for as long as it lasted.
Merry was moving fairly fast, as the moon was bright and
the horse knew the route. Cluny might have voiced some
concern earlier that Merry might not appreciate their com-
pany that night, as she hadn’t seemed to want it all the day
long, but Clancy had no such fears. Indeed, as they made
their way to the roadway, he was so pleased as to turn to
Cluny and announce: “Ah, just as it was for us long ago,
good friend. Remember? ‘Thus far into the bowels of the
land have we march’d on without impediment.””

Which was just about three seconds before the pair of
ghosts hit what seemed to be an invisible wall, at which time
they were knocked backward, head over heels, landing in
the dirt as Merry and her mount passed over the border be-
tween Coltrane land and the rest of the world. She actually,
Clancy saw, turned in her seat, and waved, cheeky brat that
she was.

Clancy let his head drop back and lay flat on his back,
staring up at the stars. “ ‘Give me another horse!’ ”” he com-
manded, once he could catch his breath. “‘Bind up my
wounds!””

“Wounds?” Cluny, who had likewise been lying supine,
gazing at stars—how close they seemed, as if dancing in a
circle directly above his head—crawled over to minister to
his friend. “‘Give me your hand, and let me feel your
pulse,”” he quoted, grabbing for his friend’s now wildly
flailing arm. “Oh, no pulse. Of course. Forgot that. You
don’t have a pulse. Neither do I, come to think of it.”
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“Nor do you possess a brain,” Clancy declared feelingly,
getting to his feet and brushing imaginary dirt from the seat
of his second-best costume, the royal blue velvet, and al-
ways a personal favorite. “Well, that’s that, Cluny,” he said,
turning to start walking back to the house. “She’s on her
own now, God help us all.”

The new Forfeit Man was a reliable sort. He always
struck within a mile of Jack’s own favorite spot for coach-
robbing. It was the single best stretch of roadway for lar-
ceny, after all, with the sharp turn, the steep hill that made it
imperative that a coach traveling the road in either direction
slow to a near crawl.

It wouldn’t be impossible that the highwayman could
strike along some other roadway, but he’d been consistent so
far, and Merry had no reason to believe he would change his
tactics that night. Not that Squire Headley, a coward to his
marrow, had so much as organized a small party of men to
patrol the roadway, to seek out the robber and capture him.
No, not Squire Headley. He was much too busy listening to
his sermon-spouting, Jack-condemning Sarah, and reading
anonymous notes.

Merry knew Jack would flay her alive if he knew what
she was doing. She’d considered this fact from every possi-
ble angle all the day long. She’d then decided that, as she’d
never really listened to him in the past when her mind told
her to act differently, there was really no point in denying
her own instincts now.

Besides, it was partially his fault.

He really shouldn’t have left her alone so long, left her in
charge of herself, left her to her own devices. A year, maybe
two, and she would have been everything he remembered.
But she’d been her own person, been forced to be her own
person, for five long years. She loved Jack. Loved him with
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all her heart and soul. Loved him more, after the night
they’d spent together, than she had believed it possible to
love anyone, even Jack.

But she wasn’t going to sit home and mind her embroi-
dery hoop or whatever it was wives did, not while Henry
Sherlock was out to destroy her husband. And most certainly
not after Henry Sherlock had told her the most terrible lie a
person could tell.

Aloysius had explained everything to her that afternoon.
He’d explained that Jack believed Henry had been stealing
from the estate, had probably been stealing from it for thirty
years, ever since Awful August had stupidly, drunkenly, put
the man in charge. Walter and Jack were convinced of this
thievery even though they’d yet to confirm it, which was
why they were locked in the study, poring over the ledgers.
For no matter how clever the crook, Aloysius said, crooks
always make a mistake.

Jack and Walter were out to find that mistake. The key to
Henry Sherlock’s downfall was to be found inside those
ledgers. All they had to do was find it.

Which, Merry had agreed then and still agreed, was a
commendable plan. A very civilized plan. Just the sort of
plan a man like Walter would devise, and a man like Jack,
who had come into his maturity under Walter’s tutelage,
would agree to follow.

To a point. That’s what Merry worried about. That’s what
had Merry so nervous that she hadn’t eaten all day, even as
she’d allowed Honey to giggle and fuss and say that young
lovers never did have much of an appetite for food. Other
things, yes, but not food.

How long would Jack be content to find his justice in ex-
posing Henry as a thief? How long before he broke the
promise she’d extracted from him that morning after they’d
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made love, the promise not to confront Henry with his terri-
ble lie nor beat him into a jelly for having frightened Merry?

Besides, this civilized plan of Walter’s did not extend to
exposing Henry as the new Forfeit Man. Squire Headley
was an idiot, and one who probably wouldn’t know one end
of a ledger from another. But a trussed-up Henry Sherlock,
clad in his highwayman clothes, stuffed inside the coach
he’d been about to rob and delivered to the man’s door—
well, even Squire Headley could understand that sort of ev-
idence.

She felt badly about leaving Cluny and Clancy behind,
about having shut her mind to them as she’d learned to do,
but this was a mission she planned to perform on her own,
without interference. Cluny and Clancy were helpful sorts,
good souls, both of them, but she might have to end up
shooting somebody, and she really didn’t want the ghosts to
see that.

So she’d lied to her husband, she’d refused Cluny’s and
Clancy’s company, and she’d ridden off into the night,
bound and determined to rid Jack’s life, her life, of the one
man who stood between them and perfect happiness.

It wasn’t until she’d tied up her mount and taken up po-
sition by the side of the road on the nearly rotted tree trunk,
that Merry began to consider the uncomfortable notion that
perhaps her escape from Coltrane House had been just a lit-
tle too easy.

Jack knew her. He knew her very well—even better after
last night, after an unforgettable night of loving, being
loved. The realization had her blushing in the darkness, so
she pushed that thought away and concentrated on the fact
that he knew her. And yet, knowing her, he’d calmly said
good night to her and gone back to that mountain of ledgers.

Why?
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Merry sat very still, not making a sound, barely breath-
ing, until she heard a twig snap somewhere behind her.

“You can come out now, Kipp,” she said, sighing, then
waited until Kipp levered one long leg, then the other, over
the log and sat down beside her.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he said affably enough. “Lovely
night, isn’t it? I brought some meat and cheese with me.
Want some?”

Merry shook her head, tamped down her anger. “Jack
sent you, didn’t he?” she said, accepting a thick wedge of
cheese. “He knew what I was going to do, and he sent you
to watch over me.”

“Actually,” Kipp drawled, slipping the small knife back
into his boot top, “we weren’t quite sure where you’d go.
You could have gone straight to Sherlock the moment Jack’s
back was turned, bent on having the man’s liver on a spit.
Not that I'd blame you. I’d like to do the same myself. I've
been watching the stables all afternoon, in fact, waiting for
you. Not my most pleasant afternoon, considering that the
only concealed spot was downwind of the manure heap, but
friends must endure these things, you know, when they’re
called upon. If you’d turned off the road, heading for Sher-
lock, I was to stop you by any means possible. I really ap-
preciate not having to do that, sweetheart. So—we’re here to
capture the highwayman, right? We could go home now, I
suppose. But, as long as we’re already out and about?”

Merry didn’t bother to answer him. “When did Jack see
you, speak with you?” she asked instead. “He didn’t leave
me until almost noon and, as far as I know, he’s been clos-
eted with Walter for all of the day and evening. I imagine he
sent you a note, telling you of Henry’s horrible lie to me, and
of how Jack is convinced he’s somehow been stealing from
the estate? Yes, that must have been it. A note.”

Kipp nodded his agreement, his handsome face going
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momentarily hard with anger at the mention of Sherlock and
the inexcusable lie the man had told her. Then he smiled.
“Not until noon? Really? Shame on our Jack, being such a
slugabed, especially when there’s a Sherlock to be punished.
Marriage to you must have at last wrought a near miracle on
our hotheaded friend’s temper. My congratulations, sweet-
heart.”

Merry felt heat creeping into her cheeks again, but
quickly banished any thought of embarrassment. This was
Kipp, after all. Her friend and confidant. “I think he’s very
happy,” she said, leaning her head against Kipp’s shoulder.
“Happy enough not to want to do anything rash, or stupid,
that might destroy that happiness.”

Kipp laid an arm across her shoulders, giving her a slight
squeeze. “While, for you, happiness has sent you out to at-
tempt just about the most harebrained bit of ridiculousness
you’ve ever conceived. And, remembering how you once
took it into your head to hoist a pair of Awful August’s
breeches to the top of the flagpole—that’s saying some-
thing.”

Merry giggled, burrowing into Kipp’s shoulder even as
she put her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “Oh,
Kipp—I'm so happy! Last night I thought my world was
over, my life was over. And now?” She pushed herself away
from him so that she could look up into his face. “You can’t
imagine it, Kipp. You just cannot imagine how wonderful it
is to be in love. Totally and completely in love, and being
loved in return.”

He touched a finger to the tip of her nose, then ran it
down over her lips, tapped lightly against her chin before
pulling his finger away; before releasing her completely, be-
fore standing up, taking three deliberate steps away from
her. “You’re right, sweetheart. I can’t imagine such a thing.
You and Jack deserve every happiness.”
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Too late, Merry realized what she’d done, what she’d
said. She got slowly to her feet, walked over to him, laid her
cheek against his chest. “I’m sorry, Kipp,” she said quietly,
tears pricking at her eyes. “I’'m so sorry. But I’ve thought
about this. You don’t love me. Not really. I want nothing
more than to be here, at Coltrane House. You enjoy the
country, I know, but you also couldn’t survive without Lon-
don. The parties, the excitement . . . Aramintha Zane?”

He laughed as he took hold of her shoulders, peered
down into her face through the darkness. “I suppose you’re
right, Merry.” He bent down, kissed her cheek. “You and
Jack belong together, were always meant to be together.
And,” he added, smiling at her, coaxing a smile from her,
“for better or worse, I do believe you even deserve each
other.”

“Oh, Kipp,” Merry said, wiping at her eyes. “Jack and I
are so lucky to have you in our lives. Thank you.”

He waggled his eyebrows at her. “Well, now,” he said
lightly, “if it’s thanks you want to offer—would you con-
sider inviting Lady Susan to Coltrane House for tea? Any-
thing—anything—that will get her out of my house? It’s not
that she’s not a fine woman. She’s even quite a devotee of
Aramintha Zane’s novels—but she’s looking at me much
too closely these past days. Almost hungrily. I’ve begun to
wonder if perhaps I have a peach pastry tied around my neck
that I’ve yet to notice.”

“Oh, Kipp,” Merry repeated, this time laughing at his
silliness. “Let’s go home. I must have been out of my mind
to come out here in the first place. I'm a real wife now, and
I’ve got to learn to depend on my husband to know best how
to protect us. Especially when that husband sees straight
through my plans and sends you out to watch over me. Be-
sides, even the new Forfeit Man can’t be expected to ride
out every night. Come on. We’ll ride to Coltrane House to-
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gether, and pull Jack away from those damnable ledgers for
a—Wait? Did you hear that?”

Kipp quickly pulled her down beside him, drawing a pis-
tol from his waistband even as he was motioning for her to
be silent.

The sound came again. The jingle of harness, the sounds
of voices raised in anger. Holding tight to Kipp’s hand,
Merry followed him as they made their way through the
trees alongside the path, heading in the direction of the
noise.

Even with the moon no longer quite full, it was easy to
see the coach that had drawn to a halt not quite seventy-five
yards down the road. Coach lanterns lit the area well
enough, in fact, for Merry to get a tolerably good look at the
highwayman holding an evil-looking weapon on the coach
driver, who sat on the box, his hands pointed toward the
heavens.

The highwayman silently signaled for the driver to climb
down from the box and approach the horse. A moment later,
his head neatly rapped by the butt of a pistol, the coachman
lay on the ground, unconscious.

“Bastard,” Kipp breathed. “Cowardly bastard.”

“It’s not Sherlock,” Merry whispered, disappointed.
“He’s too tall, too thin to be Henry, don’t you think? Damn.
Damn and blast, Kipp—it has to be Henry.”

“Not necessarily. Did you really think he’d do his own
dirty work, sweetheart?” Kipp asked her, even as they
moved closer, inch by inch, watching as the highwayman
dismounted, walked toward the coach door. “Now stay
here—I’ve got to help whoever is inside that coach. It’s the
gentlemanly thing to do, you understand.”

Merry narrowed her eyes, realizing that, if there had ever
been any romance in the notion of capturing the highway-



WAITING FOR YOU 305

man, it had vanished the moment she’d seen the coach
driver fall to the ground. “Couldn’t you just shoot him?”

“I can’t. The brake’s not set, for one thing, and the driver
is lying too close to the wheels. A gunshot could set the team
racing off down the road. I won’t risk that unless it looks as
if the bastard means to harm the occupants of the coach.
Now stay here, all right? Don’t move an inch, put yourself
anywhere close to danger, or else, even if I live through this,
Jack will kill me.”

“No. It’s my fault you’re here, and I’m going to help. Or
were you just going to walk into the roadway and bid every-
one a good evening, then politely ask the man to hand over
his weapon?”

Kipp’s smile was dazzling. “Something like that,” he
said. “You know me so well. Here—take this rock, and wait
for my signal. Then throw it at the miscreant. Oh, and try not
to hit the horses, all right?”

“Kipp—" Merry began, then rolled her eyes as he broke
free of her grasp and stepped out onto the roadway, into the
light of the carriage lamps. “Oh, Kipp,” she moaned quietly,
watching as he struck a pose, a lace handkerchief dangling
from his left hand, his right held behind him, the pistol
cocked and at the ready.

“Good evening! Lovely night for a robbery, what? Moon.
Stars. A coach. Everything that is needed, and all right here,
ripe for the picking, yes?”

“I don’t believe it. That’s a line from his stupid novel.
He’s out of his mind,” Merry whispered, drawing her own
pistol and aiming it directly at the highwayman, who had
whirled about to glare, wide-eyed, at Kipp. Well, at least
now she knew the plot, what was expected of her. She only
hoped the highwayman knew he was about to be captured,
and didn’t attempt to rewrite the ending of the story.

“Now, now, my good man,” Kipp warned as the high-
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wayman leveled his pistol at him. “Think, if you will. Fire
that nasty-looking pistol, and the horses will bolt, sending
any hope of an evening’s profit barreling down the road, out
of reach. Much better, don’t you think, simply to agree to
split the takings?”

The highwayman, most of his face hidden behind black
silk, pointed a finger at Kipp. “Split the takings? With you?
Why should 17

“Out of the goodness of your heart? No. I didn’t think so.
Perhaps if I told you that my cohort in crime is, even as we
speak, aiming a pistol at your heart? Might that serve to con-
vince you? Oh, cohort—now might be a good time to make
yourself known.”

Merry looked at the rock in her left hand, then at Kipp,
who had stepped slightly to his right, giving her a clear sight
of the highwayman. She could skip stones across a stream.
She could hit a target with an arrow. She could shoot toler-
ably well. Certainly she could successfully toss a rock at
something as big as a highwayman.

She laid down her pistol, then spit into her hands, just as
Jack had always done. She stood up, and launched the rock
as hard as she could, then ducked back down into the bushes
even as her makeshift weapon collided with the target. She
knew the rock had made a flush hit, because she heard the
highwayman yelp in unexpected pain.

By the time she’d jumped back up again, the highway-
man was lying on the ground beside the coach driver, the
two of them both “asleep.” Standing beside them, Kipp was
inspecting the hilt of his pistol as if for cracks in the hand-
carved ivory.

“We did it! We did it!” she shouted, running into the
roadway and flinging herself at Kipp, nearly knocking him
off his feet. “Oh, Aramintha, you darling fool, we caught the
Forfeit Man!”
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The sole occupant of the coach, a wealthy merchant from
Dorset traveling to see his brother, alighted and stood wip-
ing his forehead, still shivering in fear for his heavy purse if
not his life. Kipp bent down and stripped the black silk from
the highwayman’s face.

Merry’s smile faded, and her joy disappeared with it.
She’d been right. The highwayman wasn’t Henry Sherlock.
He wasn’t anyone she had ever seen before in her life.

“Everything would have been so much easier if it had
been Henry,” she said as Kipp pulled off his neckcloth to use
in lieu of rope and began tying the man’s hands together be-
hind his back.

“Not easy to please, are you, sweetheart?” Kipp teased,
even as he bowed to the merchant, who had recovered him-
self enough to begin thanking his rescuers, profusely. “Per-
haps if I'd been shot? Maybe then you could join this dear
man in his hallelujah and thank-you-good-sir chorus? Noth-
ing too much, you understand, as I’'m by nature a humble
man. But you could offer me something? I did, after all, step
straight into the path of certain death—and all while putting
my life into your hands. I think, upon reflection, that I am
either very brave—or very stupid.”

“You’re a wonderful idiot,” Merry said, shaking her
head, Kipp’s levity making her smile for a moment. But
only for a moment. “But it should have been Henry. Squire
Headley could have had him hanged for robbery, and Jack
wouldn’t still be reading and plotting and probably finding
something that makes him lose his temper entirely and go
haring off to choke the man. Because that’s what he’ll do in
the end, you know, Kipp. He might be trying his best not to,
but Henry almost destroyed us with his lies and his thefts.
And sooner or later, Walter and Aloysius aren’t going to be
able to convince Jack that putting the man in gaol is suffi-
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cient punishment. I know Jack, Kipp, and he’s not behaving
like Jack. But he will, sooner or later.”

She sat down in the dirt and glared at the unknown high-
wayman. “Oh, why couldn’t you have been Henry? I so
needed you to be Henry.”



Chapter Twenty-six

« ere. Here it is at last, Walter, the very first mention of
MacDougal. Christ, I'd begun to think we’d never
find it.” Jack poked a fingertip at the name Henry Sherlock
had written into a ledger twenty-seven years earlier. “Five
hundred thousand pounds in return for a mortgage on
Coltrane House. Now, why do we need to know this?”
“Simple curiosity, Jack, and the need to keep you occu-
pied while I made my last calculations.” Walter pulled the
ledger closer, adjusted the spectacles that rode low on his
nose. “Yes, yes, that’s it, the first mention. We’ve already
seen the yearly entries for the payments of interest owing
on the loan. Thirty thousand pounds a year, and without a
single deduction in the principal. Twenty-seven years, at
thirty thousand pounds a year. Add blockhead to your list of
condemnations of your father, Jack, for it certainly fits.”
Jack ran a hand through his hair, absently cursing the
loss of the narrow black ribbon he’d tied in it earlier in the
day, now long since lost. “Nobody can spend or gamble
away that much money, Walter, not even August. We al-
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ready know he had over one hundred thousand from Merry
in the space of seventeen years, with notations that these
were all legal expenses necessary to her upkeep. This loan
from MacDougal. The money you and I loaned the estate to
keep it from falling to his creditors. Other mortgages that
were paid off over the past twenty years. And the estate was
always profitable, even in the worst years. Yet the expenses
are all there, eating up all the money the estate produced.”

He sat back in his chair, flung out his hands. “How in
hell is Coltrane House still so in debt? I want to see some
sign of cheating in these ledgers, Walter. I want to see
where Sherlock has been dipping his fingers into the
Coltrane pie. But I don’t see it. I just don’t see any evi-
dence, anything we can prove.”

Jack stood up, tossing the last ledger onto the desktop.
“I’'m going to see him. I'm going to see him, and I’m going
to break him into very small pieces. Not because of
Coltrane House or the way he’s been stealing from us, but
because of what he tried to do with Merry last night. Christ,
if you could have seen her face! I never should have let you
talk me out of it, Walter. Even if we could understand what
he’s done, we can’t prove anything. The men I hired to look
into Sherlock’s background haven’t found anything. I’'m
glad they were able to give me the information about
Merry, so that I could tell her about her family. But they
haven’t found the last piece of the puzzle of Henry Sher-
lock, because there is no last piece of the puzzle.” He lifted
his hands, let them drop. “Nothing. We’ve got nothing.”

Walter kept his head bent over the ledgers he had spread
out in front of him, only lifting a hand in Jack’s direction as
he said, “Sit down, Jack, and stop acting like a hotheaded
youth. I think I’ve gotit. Yes . . . yes ... ’ve got it. There’s
only one possible explanation.” He sat back in his chair, his
smile broad. “Henry Sherlock is James MacDougal.”
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“What?” Jack did as he was told, sitting down once
more. “Where did Sherlock get five hundred thousand
pounds to lend to August?”

Walter’s smile grew even wider. “He didn’t. Didn’t lend
him five hundred thousand pounds, that is. He only said he
did.” Obviously feeling quite pleased with himself, he
stood up and began to pace back and forth behind the desk
as Jack watched. Watched, and listened.

“I never could trap a hare worth a damn, Jack. If I"d had
to spear a fish or starve, I’d have starved,” Walter said,
stopping to look out the window, into the darkness. “I could
never see the point of running everywhere when I could
ride. And I never considered deer hide to be my notion of
either personal physical comfort or sartorial splendor. But,
oh, how I adored numbers. From the moment the good Rev-
erend found me after my parents died of the Englishman’s
measles, found me and took me in to live with him, I dis-
covered my destiny in numbers. Figures. Neat columns, all
adding up. Checks and balances. The lovely, exquisite sci-
ence of it all.”

“I know, Walter,” Jack sad, trying to be patient as his
friend told him a story he’d heard before, had enjoyed be-
fore, yet felt impatient with now. “Numbers never lie, never
cheat. Numbers are pure. Better than women, to hear you
tell it—not that I ever believed that part. Now, tell me what
your pure, honest numbers said to you that told you Sher-
lock is also MacDougal.”

Walter turned away from the window, gestured toward
the ledgers. “It’s all in there, if you look at it correctly.
Sherlock must love numbers, too, because he felt the need
to write out all the checks and balances, even those he’d
made up out of whole cloth. He wrote down every real
penny he stole, balancing it penny for fictitious penny with
the loans he invented—without a cent of the supposed loans
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ever really hitting the Coltrane coffers. Nonexistent funds
in, real funds out—mostly, real funds out. He didn’t hide
his thefts, he cataloged them. Very neatly, actually. That’s
probably why I didn’t see it sooner, as I was looking for
sloppy mistakes. But once [ did . .. once I did...”

Jack raked both hands through his hair, then shook his
head, shook off his frustration. “You’re not going to tell me,
are you? You’re going to hold this all close to you, rejoic-
ing in your brilliance, and slowly drive me insane.”

Walter sat down once more, spread his hands out in front
of him, the teacher about to explain a basic series of facts
to his student. “Assume for a minute, Jack, that Coltrane
House has always been self-sufficient. Assume that Henry
Sherlock, for all his dishonesty, was actually a very fine
manager, that even August’s wild expenses were not
enough to jeopardize the estate. And your lovely wife, the
dear Merry, was also a competent manager, just as she said,
just as you and I could both plainly see when we arrived
here to find an estate that could not possibly be better run,
better controlled.”

“Then why the loans? The mortgages? And why, if the
estate i1s so damned self-sufficient, is Coltrane House itself
about to fall down around our ears?”

“Numbers, Jack,” Walter said, indicating the ledgers
once more. “Numbers, and a drunken, stupid, oblivious Au-
gust. Numbers, and a young woman who believed what she
saw, what she was told. This has been going on for more
than two dozen years. It would take hours, days, to show
you exactly what I mean, precisely what I found. Suffice it
to say that you trust me, and that I’ve found what you’re
looking for, all right?”

Jack nodded, agreeing. It had been a long day. A very
long, frustrating day that had come after many long, frus-
trating days of poring over these same damn ledgers. He
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wanted to find his wife, wanted to hold her, to love her. “Go
on, good master,” he said facetiously. “Your pupil is listen-
ing.”

“Thank you, Jack. You’re a fine student—when you
choose to be. Now. To keep this as simple as possible, I'll
tell you that Merry’s money—her father’s money—never
saw anything except the insides of Henry Sherlock’s pock-
ets. The supposed five-hundred-thousand-pound mortgage
never truly happened—although the yearly interest defi-
nitely was paid. To Henry Sherlock. The loans you and I
made to the estate ended up in Henry Sherlock’s pockets.”

“If you say so, although the ledgers don’t reflect that. At
the least, we do know that the interest payments written in
the ledgers are a lie, considering the fact that our Newbury
and Gold have yet to receive a penny in repayment,” Jack
said, nodding his head. “Still, I was astounded to hear him
say that those two mortgages amounted to nearly one hun-
dred thousand pounds, when we both know they only to-
taled twenty-five thousand. I thought we had him that day,
Walter, I truly did. But then I realized we’d have to find a
way to prove what he’d done, and explaining to the squire
that we were actually Newbury and Gold—well, you’ve
seen the man. He’d never understand the half of it.”

“I know, Jack, I know. But, to get back to what I’ve
learned? Slowly, surely, and quite regularly, every penny
the estate earned and he could somehow justify went di-
rectly into Henry Sherlock’s pockets. It was only when Au-
gust’s wild expenditures outran the estate’s earnings that
things got, well, sticky. At those times, Henry actually had
to cough up some of his own funds—his own stolen
funds—to keep Coltrane House afloat. How that must have
galled him. Truth to tell, Henry was probably the first to re-
joice when August died, and the gambling debts and such
finally stopped.”
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Walter picked up one ledger, turned it around so that
Jack could read it. “Anyway, that’s what I finally noticed,
Jack. The regularity of the payments—except when Au-
gust’s real expenses got out of hand, at which time the pay-
ments were abated, just until more money could flow in
from the natural income generated by the estate. These reg-
ular payments, Jack, were all made to a recurring set of
names. Year after year after year.”

Jack nodded, beginning to understand. For all that he
was a creature who loved the earth, felt most at home when
working the land, riding his estates, he still had a competent
head for figures, for business. Walter had made sure of that.

“A creature of numbers, your Sherlock,” Walter contin-
ued, “and an orderly man. MacDougal received thirty thou-
sand pounds once a year. A Simon March has been paid five
thousand pounds a quarter for the past twenty years, except
for the times he paid monies into the estate, when the estate
was in trouble. And there are three others—William Hollis,
Edward Blacker, Richard Leeds. And they’re all Henry
Sherlock, Jack, I'm sure of it. It’s the neatness of it, the or-
derliness of it all. Real loans tend to be much more hap-
hazard.”

He rummaged through the pile of ledgers on the desk,
pulling out three of them, slowly dropping them one after
the other into Jack’s outstretched hands as he spoke. “Here
are the years Henry had actually to pay into the estate in
order to keep his greed afloat. Three times, Jack—twenty-
one years ago ... five years ago...and again only two
years ago, when prices dropped so badly after the war.
That’s what proves it to me.”

“Can we prove this to anyone else?” he asked, looking
up at Walter. “Any of it?”

Walter took off his spectacles, laid them on the desktop.
“That’s the unfortunate part, Jack. I don’t think we can. Any
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more than we can prove that all those gaming debts we’ve
seen registered in the ledgers were real. Merry may have
been working to put even more money in Sherlock’s pock-
ets. But I don’t think I’d tell her that. You’ll need more than
Lord Willoughby watching over her to keep her from rac-
ing off to throttle the man. You’d probably need an entire
regiment, poor girl. Not that she could have known. It took
me weeks to figure it out, myself, and I'm very good at
what I do. Henry had me pretty dazzled with details before
I could see the larger picture.”

Jack looked at the ledger pages a moment longer, then
pushed the book away, sat back in his chair. “So, if we can’t
prove any of this, Walter—what’s the sense of it? How have
we helped ourselves?”

Walter lifted his lapel, sniffed at the pink rosebud that
resided there. “Well, dear boy, for one thing, we won’t be
paying Sherlock that thirty thousand pounds anymore on a
sham mortgage. I don’t know about you, but I'm feeling
rather gratified to know that. After all, if we can’t produce
proof, he also can’t produce MacDougal.”

He sat back, steepled his fingers. “You have to admire
the man, his genius. August made a shambles of this house,
and Sherlock let him. After all, why waste good money re-
pairing what was soon to be broken again? And, having this
house fall into disrepair bolstered the fact, in Merry’s eyes,
in ours, that the estate was in real trouble.”

Jack listened with half an ear, his mind trying to wrap it-
self around the reasons for Henry Sherlock’s thievery. “He
was building himself a fortune,” he mused aloud, rubbing at
his chin. “But it was more than that. He stayed here, even
after August was gone. Built his mansion here.”

He looked at Walter, who was smiling a slow, wide
smile, as if proud of his pupil. “It isn’t just the money,” Jack
said, his eyelids narrowing. “He wants Coltrane House. He
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wants the whole thing. He’s been planning, and waiting, for
almost thirty years. And he came so close. So close.”

Jack stood up, began to pace, even as Walter had done
before him. “If I hadn’t returned, if I hadn’t come back here
when I did, MacDougal—Sherlock—would have taken
over the estate at the end of the year. God, Walter—how he
must have loved seeing me. No wonder he kept writing to
me, telling me to stay away a little longer, that Merry
needed more time to stop hating me.”

He stopped pacing, turned to glare at his friend. “But we
can’t prove any of this? Is that right, Walter? That is what
you said, isn’t it?”

Walter took off his spectacles, laid them on the desktop.
“I think we can confront him with what we now know,” he
said carefully. “That would frighten him, perhaps, but it
wouldn’t do much more than that. His plan worked only
when you were young, and then if you weren’t here. I don’t
think Sherlock is a violent sort, not by inclination. But he
needs you dead now, Jack. That much is also obvious, so
much so that he’s resurrected the Forfeit Man in hopes of
seeing you hang, even pointed Squire Headley in your di-
rection. And so, much as I have always believed in logical
approaches to problems, it would seem that your dear wife
has the right of it after all. We need to capture the Forfeit
Man.”

There was a knock at the door, and Maxwell entered,
bowed to Jack. “You wished to know when Mrs. Coltrane
returned, Master Jack. His lordship brought her back safe as
houses a few minutes ago. She’s in her dressing room now,
and Honey has prepared a bath for her.”

Jack looked to Walter, who was once more shuffling
ledgers on the desktop. “We’re done here?” he asked, torn
between wanting to find a way to rid them of Henry Sher-
lock and an almost overwhelming desire to see his wife as
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she lazed in a hot tub, covered in bubbles. It wasn’t, per-
haps, the sort of logical thinking Walter so prided himself
on, but each man had to have his own priorities.

He rubbed a hand across his chin, remembering that,
with all that was going on in his life these past twenty-four
hours, he hadn’t made time for Rhodes to shave him today.
“A bath seems like a good idea,” he said, then asked
Maxwell to please have a tub prepared for him as well, in
his dressing room. “That is, Walter, if you don’t mind?”

“Oh, go—go,” Walter said, closing one of the ledgers
with a snap. “We’ll continue this in the morning.”

Jack was already out of the door, before Walter had fin-
ished speaking.

The satin coverlet on the high, wide marriage bed was
turned down, the sheets strewn with rose petals. Candles
burned on every table, lined the mantel above the fire, stood
in front of the mirror over one large chest, the candlelight
reflected in the glass. A bottle of wine sat on the table be-
side the bed, two crystal goblets at the ready.

Clancy looked, sighed, touched a finger to one of the
half dozen vases of freshly cut flowers, and pronounced the
chamber ready, even as Cluny, his arms full of rose petals,
danced about, spreading the fragrant blossoms over the car-
pets, flinging them hither and yon with what only could be
called ghostly abandon.

“You think so?” Cluny asked, stopping to survey the
handiwork the two had wrought in twenty happy minutes of
ghostly concentration and only a few unfortunate hiccups.
“Perhaps the kitchen cat—Ilying in front of the fire. That
would be a nice touch, don’t you think? But no. ‘To gild
refined gold, to paint the lily, to throw a perfume on the
violet, to smooth the ice, or add another hue unto the
rainbow—""
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“Enough! Enough!” Clancy protested. “Besides, I hear
stirring in Merry’s dressing room. It’s time to go.”

Cluny’s bottom lip came out in a pout. “Go? But I
thought—"

“We can’t stay, Cluny. Merry will take one look at what
we’ve done, thank us politely, Jack will join her—and the
next thing you know we’ll both be climbing out of the well.
In other words, we can’t stay.”

“Can’t? Not even for a minute? Just long enough for
Merry to see what we’ve done?”

“No!”

“Oh. . .. uh-oh! Too late, Clancy. Here they come.”

Merry had her head buried against Jack’s throat as he
carried her into the room. He’d surprised her just as Honey
had been helping her into her dressing gown—his old
dressing gown—but any hint of embarrassment she might
have felt disappeared into giggles as Honey had looked at
Jack, had seen that he, too, was clad only in a dressing
gown. The maid had blinked, screeched, bobbed a hasty
curtsy, and run from the room.

Jack hadn’t said a word. Words hadn’t been necessary.
He’d simply come to Merry, smiled at her, and lifted her
into his arms. He smelled of soap, and she had slid her hand
into his still-damp hair, which hung to his shoulders. He felt
solid beneath the plush velvet of the dressing gown, and yet
she wasn’t at all frightened, at all nervous. This was Jack,
and he loved her.

She heard the sound of the door to the dressing room
being kicked closed behind them, and knew that she’d soon
be lying on the bed, lost in Jack’s arms, lost in the magic of
love. There was really no reason for words. None at all.

“What in bloody hell happened in here?”

Merry sighed, lifted her head, looked at the room, then
buried her face against Jack’s body once more. “Cluny and
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Clancy,” she said, trying not to giggle. “It couldn’t be any-
one else. Aren’t they sweet? I imagine this is their way of
giving us their blessing.”

The next thing she knew, Merry was standing on her
own two feet, looking at one rather belligerent male.

“Merry,” he said, his lips barely moving, “I understood
when you were six, and insisted that you had a friend
named Patricia who was truly responsible for every
naughty thing you ever did—even if nobody else could see
her. I humored you when you were twelve, and said that an-
gels had sung you to sleep each night after you’d fallen
from that tree and broken your arm and the pain kept you
awake. I even kept myself from arguing with you when you
said Cluny and Clancy had locked me in here last night. But
do not tell me that they had anything to do with this.”

Merry walked over to the bouquet of daisies that sat on
her dressing table, bent down, sniffed their fragrance. “All
right, Jack. I won’t tell you that.” She straightened, turned,
and asked him directly: “So, who did do it? Honey? Mrs.
Maxwell?” She leaned toward him, grinning. “Aloysius?”

“Christ,” Jack said, walking over to the bed, sitting down
on the edge—on the one place not entirely covered in rose
petals. “All right, Merry. For the sake of argument—and
only for the sake of argument—Iet’s say that, just for this
moment, I believe you. Are they still here?”

Cluny floated down from the ceiling, where he had been
pulling faces at one of the cherubs painted there, and
danced a short, lively jig in front of Jack, who paid him no
notice at all.

Merry hugged herself, trying not to smile. Poor Jack.
She closed her eyes, concentrated. “Yes,” she said at last,
giving in to the smile. “They’re here. Take a deep breath,
Jack, smell the camphor. It’s there, hiding under the smell
of all these flowers.”
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“She’s always saying that.” Clancy floated down from
his own perch, sniffed at his sleeve, then at Cluny. “And
she’s right. Would you believe that, Cluny? She’s right!”

“Camphor, of course,” Jack said, rolling his eyes. “All
right, Merry. They’re here. And now they’re gone. Because
I’ve just wished them away. I can do that, can’t I? Didn’t
you say they listen to you?”

Merry pulled one daisy from the vase, twirling it be-
tween her fingers. “They listen to me, Jack, because I be-
lieve in them. You, however, don’t believe in them. No
matter how much you might want to be kind, to humor me,
you don’t believe in them.”

He moved over, made room for her to sit down on the
edge of the bed. “So it’s useless for me to tell them to go
away, is that what you’re saying?”

“Unless you believe, yes. Of course, I can’t be sure, but
something makes me feel as if I'm correct.”

She watched as Jack thought about this for a moment,
seemed to digest what she’d said. “I want them to be here,
you know. With all my heart, I want them to be here. Oh,
very well.” Jack smiled, squeezed Merry’s fingers, then
stood up, spread his arms wide as if to encompass the entire
room. “Thank you, gentlemen, for all of this,” he said,
sweeping his invisible audience an elegant bow.

And then he became deadly serious, his voice losing any
trace of humor as he added, quite solemnly, “Thank you for
everything you’ve done, for the way you’ve comforted
Merry, protected her in my absence. Thank you for all
you’ve taught me, all you’ve shown me, for the worlds you
opened to me. And Clancy? Cluny? Thank you for being
here when I needed you, for all the years you made a fright-
ened little boy feel safe, even loved. I'll never, never forget
you.”

Cluny looked at Clancy, and they both smiled. “He
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might not truly believe we’re here, old friend, but he does
love us. That’s enough, isn’t it?”

“It is, indeed, old friend,” Clancy answered quietly. “It is
indeed.”

Merry blinked back tears as she tugged on Jack’s sleeve
to gain his attention. “I do love you, Jack Coltrane,” she
said as he smiled at her, looking young and rather sheepish.
“Now, for pity’s sake—tell them to go away for a little
while.”

“No need to ask twice,” Clancy said, quickly pulling
himself back to attention and leading Cluny across the
floor, then pushing him straight through the window, has-
tening to follow after him. “Rather a nice, safe float to the
ground, I say, than ending up in Maxwell’s pantry, watch-
ing him pick at his nails with a kitchen knife.”

“I still don’t smell camphor,” Jack said, standing in front
of Merry, holding on to both her hands.

“Neither do I, not anymore,” she said, scooting more
fully onto the mattress, pulling him with her, and uncaring
that her dressing gown had fallen open, revealing her
thighs.

“Then they’re gone? We’re all alone?” Jack’s smile was
positively wicked as he left go of her hands, stripped off his
dressing gown.

“All alone, Jack,” she said, watching as he lay down be-
side her on the bed, his masculine body surrounded by pink,
yellow, and red rose petals. “Alone enough that I can say
that I’ve forgiven you for sending Kipp after me tonight, to
watch over me like some nursemaid. Even as I’'m sure you
forgive me for wanting to be of some help to you. Now,
should I tell you what Kipp and I did tonight, what we dis-
covered? It’s really important.”

He leaned toward her, began nibbling at her earlobe. “I"d
rather you didn’t, sweetheart. Unless you’d like to listen




322 Kasey Michaels

while I tell you what Walter and I found after a day and half
a night of paging through dusty ledgers yet again? It’s im-
portant, too.”

She wrinkled up her nose in distaste at the thought of
anything quite so boring, even as a giggle escaped her.
Jack’s warm breath was in her ear, sending shivers down
her spine, tickling her even as an only recently experienced
yet already-welcome warmth spread in her belly. “You
wouldn’t dare tell me all of that tonight,” she said, abruptly
sitting up, only to turn to him, reach down, and unerringly
find that certain, marvelously ticklish spot just above his
waist.

They rolled back and forth across the bed like puppies
tumbling together in a meadow, rose petals clinging to bare
skin, hands moving to tickle, to tease . . . and then to caress.
To reach. To find. To stroke.

Jack’s breath was harsh in Merry’s ears as he came to
her, as she moved beneath him, as together, as a new, in-
separable one, they explored a world of pleasure without
pain, a universe devoid of plots or worries or enemies intent
of robbing them of their happiness.

Merry held on to him, held on tightly so that she wouldn’t
be lost forever in a world of sensations that grew and grew,
became more urgent. She held him, felt his muscles ripple
beneath her fingertips, felt the strength of his thighs as he
slipped between her legs. He rolled over, so that he was
suddenly on his back, so that she was suddenly, unexpect-
edly, sitting above him. Still one with him. Still wildly, glo-
riously one with him.

Her eyes closed, her head thrown back, she felt his
thumbs teasing at her nipples, his hands cupping the weight
of her. Then they moved lower, slid down her belly, found
their way to the heart of her, the heat of her.

“Jack—" she began nervously, but then wave after wave
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of sensation claimed her, holding her to him even as she felt
herself spin off into the unknown. “Oh, God—Jack.”

He held her, held her tightly, allowed her to collapse
against him. She was unable to catch her breath as her body
continued to move without her direction, to pulse, to
clench, to become so fluid she could no longer tell where
her own body ended and Jack’s began.

And then he moved inside her. Slowly. As if there was
all the time in the world for pleasure, and he planned to
make good use of every last minute of it. He pushed him-
self into her, deeply, then withdrew. Returned. Teased.
Brought her body back to life even as she thought there was
no more sensation possible.

“I'love you, Merry,” he whispered into her ear as his hips
lifted, lifted again—moving faster, going deeper. “I love
you, I love you, I love, love, love—"

Laughing, crying, she captured his mouth with her own.



Chapter Twenty-seven

Jack contentedly nibbled on Merry’s ear, whispering non-
sense to her as she lay on her back beneath the satin cov-
erlet, trying very hard not to wake up. She haltheartedly
slapped at his hand as he slid it over her naked body, hinted
at his intentions. It was morning, and probably a lovely day
beyond the room-darkening draperies, but she was obvi-
ously in no hurry to see it.

He was in no hurry either, as a matter of fact. The world
could wait. Henry Sherlock could wait. He knew, with his
mind, that he was being foolish, perhaps even dangerously
foolish. But he had just discovered Merry, discovered love.
And a man in love could always find an excuse for foolish-
ness. He moved closer beneath the sheets, slid his hand
across Merry’s flat belly.

Merry grabbed his hand with both of hers, squeezed it
tightly. “Jack?”

“Hmmm?” he murmured, stroking his tongue down the
length of her slim throat.
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“Jack!” Her fingers nearly crushed his. “Do you know
this man?”

“Man?” Merry’s question—and her strong grip—broke
into his mood. “What man?” He raised his head, looked at
Merry, saw her blue eyes wide with astonishment.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but this is the second day running
that you have not been where you were supposed to be when
I arrived to wake you, as I’ve been charged with waking you
at seven each morning. As well you know, sir, for it was you
who instructed me thusly. I never saw you yesterday, sir. Not
to shave, not to bathe—although I understand you did fi-
nally indulge in some sort of slapdash ablutions late last
night. Without summoning me, sir, which I consider an af-
front even if I should never have even considered rising
from my bed at that hour. Not with all I do for you the whole
day long. Pressing neckcloths. Polishing boots. Pulling
those disgusting burrs from your jackets.”

“Oh, God.” Jack closed his eyes, rested his head on
Merry’s shoulder even as she dragged the covers more com-
pletely around her. Then he turned, looked across the room
at the small, thin man who stood just inside the dressing-
room door, wringing his hands, his bottom lip trembling
with emotion.

“I cannot continue in this manner, sir,” the man warned,
his voice beginning to quaver. “I simply cannot. The up-
heaval of it all! I need an orderly existence. My nerves—
well, they’re overset, that’s all. Overset. I shall require
breakfast in my room, sir, and perhaps a day in bed as well.
You do understand, don’t you sir?”

“Yes, yes, I understand. Now go away, all right? I’'ll have
someone else ready my bath, shave me. Or I'll do it myself.
Lord knows I know how.”

“Sir!” The word was a sob of despair. “Not ask me? Not
use me? Oh, how could you, sir? Well, let me tell you, I shall
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be waiting for you in your dressing room at quarter past the
hour. Shave yourself? I should perish of the shame, sir. Per-
ish!”

By this time, Jack was holding a hand across Merry’s
mouth, to keep her giggles silent. He only released her after
the door to the dressing room slammed shut, leaving them
alone once more.

“Oh, Jack,” Merry exclaimed, sitting up in the bed, so
that her bare breasts were most immodestly and quite de-
lightfully exposed to his sight. “Who on earth was that?”

“Rhodes,” Jack said, admiring what he believed to be the
loveliest view in nature. “My valet.”

“I’ve never seen him. I remember that you’ve mentioned
him, but I’ve never seen him. Well, with seventy-five rooms
in this pile, I suppose that isn’t quite as extraordinary as it
could be. Does he really breakfast in his room? Who serves
him?”

Jack began kissing Merry’s arm, the side of her breast. “I
have no idea. Somebody must, I suppose. Umm . .. you
taste good. Slide back down here, sweetheart, I’ve decided
to breakfast on you.”

“Jack!” She slapped his hands away, pushed at him so
that he fell onto his back with a frustrated groan. “Where on
earth did you find him? Why did you keep him after you
found him?”

He gave up, knowing that somehow Rhodes had become
the morning’s topic of conversation, and that Merry wouldn’t
let him alone until he explained. “Walter and I purchased a
town house in London, remember,” he said, sitting up,
punching at the pillows before leaning against them.
“Rhodes, it seems, came along with the house and the rest of
the servants. Walter took the curricle in the stables for his
own, and gave me Rhodes in return. I thought it a splendid
bargain at the time,” he ended, sighing as he raked a hand
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through his hair, “but now I’m rethinking my supposed bril-
liant negotiations, and Walter has yet to let me hear the end
of it.”

“A town house in London? Oh, yes, I remember now.
You were going to give it to me. I think I’ll forgive you for
that, if you tell me about the place.”

He grinned at her, delighting that she hadn’t hit him for
his cavalier idea of tossing a sum of money and a residence
at her, then sending her away for her own good. “You’ll like
it, Merry. And quite a good address in Mayfair, to hear Kipp
tell it. Would you like to go there, see it?”

Merry snuggled against him, reminding him of his earlier
plans for this morning. “Do you know that I’ve never been
more than five miles from Coltrane House, Jack, not in my
entire life? Would I like to travel to London? Goodness, but
you ask silly questions.”

She kissed his chest, gave him a swift hug, then sighed
theatrically. “But, first, I suppose we have to convince
Henry it’s time for him to tell us the truth. Unless we can
convince the Forfeit Man to tell Squire Headley who hired
him. Do you suppose spending a night in the Willoughby
Hall cellars, trussed up like a Christmas goose, has made the
man at all talkative?”

Jack was still having difficulty believing that Kipp and
Merry had actually captured the highwayman. He had al-
lowed Merry her small adventure, knowing that Kipp would
be close behind, guarding her. But he had never, not in his
wildest imaginings, supposed that Merry would do more
than catch cold as she sat beside the roadway, awaiting the
Forfeit Man.

By the time Jack had heard Merry’s explanation of her
night’s work, and by the time he had all but leapt into a shirt
and breeches—Rhodes was otherwise occupied, sipping tea
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in his bed—Kipp had sent a note telling him he’d taken the
highwayman to see the squire.

This Jack learned from Walter, who, it seemed, had not
bothered to go to bed at all, and was still ensconced in the
study, reading through Coltrane House papers.

“I still can’t believe it,” Jack said, falling into the chair
he’d left not all that many hours ago. “Kipp, single-handedly
capturing the Forfeit Man. I could just as easily imagine you,
Walter, riding up on the winning nag at the village’s yearly
fair.”

“Yes, yes, that would be something to see, wouldn’t it?”
Walter agreed, throwing Jack a quelling look. “But I think
you’d rather see this,” he said, shuffling through stacks of
papers until he came up with a sheaf of legal-looking docu-
ments. “Here you go, Jack. While Kipp is busy delivering
the Forfeit Man to Squire Headley, why don’t you amuse
yourself with a bit of reading?”

“In a minute, Walter,” Jack said, taking the papers, plac-
ing them on his lap without looking at them. “You’re sure
Kipp told you the man he captured said he’d been hired by
Henry Sherlock?”

Walter sighed, sat back in his chair. “Actually, Jack, his
lordship told me that the man had said he’d been paid by
some white-haired cove what lived in a bloody damn man-
sion and who hadn’t paid him half enough blunt to have him
hang for him.” He sniffed at the wilting rosebud in his lapel.
“Or something like that. You do realize that it won’t be long
before Sherlock realizes something is amiss, when his
henchman doesn’t come home to roost this morning?”’

“I do. And I also realize that the so astute Squire Headley
isn’t going to believe our highwayman over Henry Sherlock,
a respected member of the community. Or believe me, for
that matter. His so-Christian Sarah wouldn’t let him. Even
Kipp is known far and wide as a bit of a loose screw, so that
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I doubt even his title will help us. I didn’t have the heart to
tell Merry any of that, of course, as she’s happily believing
that Henry will be on his way to prison before luncheon is
announced.”

“In which case, I suggest you read this copy of your late
father’s will. All in all, Jack, I’ve had an interesting night, as
I roamed these rooms, unable to sleep. I stumbled across the
papers earlier this morning, in the music room of all places,
stuck in with a stack of music books. I can’t imagine why we
didn’t ask to see it before, or why Sherlock would have left
it lying about. I’ve decided, however, that August must have
read this copy, stuffed it away in the first place he found,
then went off to drink himself stupid yet again. Read it,
Jack. I believe we’ve found that last missing piece of the
puzzle.”

Jack looked down at the papers, then at Walter. “You’ve
already read it? Perhaps, then, you could tell me what I
should know?”

“Oh, allow me, Walter, please,” Aloysius Bromley said,
walking into the room and taking up the chair beside Jack’s.
“It’s quite interesting, John, reading the two of them.”

Jack picked up the papers, began to read. “The two of
them?”

The old tutor wrapped his long scarf more tightly around
his thin throat, then smiled sadly. “I read the will Sherlock
showed me years ago. Indeed, he had me witness your
father’s signature. The will was quite simple, deeding every-
thing to you. I supposed that blood won out at the end, and
August preferred keeping the property in the family. I'd like
to say he did it because he loved you, John, but you’re a
grown man now, and beyond such pleasant fantasies.”

“Then, last night—early this morning, actually, I found
this copy, one for a more recent will,” Walter said, taking up
the story. “Dated, as a matter of fact, not five days after you
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left England. Our friend Aloysius, I probably do not have to
point out to you, was not asked to witness this second will.”

Jack rose, went to the drinks table to have a glass of wine.
It was only eight o’clock, clearly too early for imbibing, but
he suddenly felt the need to wet his dry throat. “Go on.”

Walter sighed. “Always so impatient. I could read you
the paragraphs that differ from the will Aloysius witnessed
so many years ago—they’re long and dusty and very legal-
sounding. But what it comes down to is that, on top of the
land given to Sherlock, if you were to die without issue,
Jack, Henry Sherlock inherits the entire estate. Merry was to
be given a small income for life and a cottage in the village.”

Jack put down the wine decanter without opening it. “If
were to—why, that miserable son of a—"" He broke off, rub-
bing a hand over his mouth, taking in the depth of Henry
Sherlock’s conspiracy to gain control of Coltrane House.

Jack returned to his chair, sat down. “For years, gentle-
men. Sherlock must have been planning this for years.
Telling me Merry was safe, but didn’t want to see me.
Telling me the best thing I could do for Merry would be to
stay away, never come home. Knowing what August had
told me, knowing how guilty I felt for all that happened to
Merry’s father, to her. I only wonder that he didn’t kill me
that night, and have done with it.”

“I wondered the same thing myself, John,” Aloysius said,
sighing. “I finally decided, after Walter told me of the false
loans and such, that it would have been too soon. August had
just gained control of Meredith’s inheritance, thanks to your
marriage to her. Sherlock probably needed time. Time to
raid those funds carefully, time in which to draw up the new
will. Time for August to die.”

“Yes, time for my father to die. And we couldn’t both die
at the same time; that wouldn’t be neat, or orderly,” Jack
said, thinking out loud. “And I didn’t die, although no one
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in England knew I was alive, except for Sherlock. But that
was all right. He had his land when August died. He built his
house, furnished it, even as this house fell deeper into disre-
pair. He slowly established himself as someone with enough
money to eventually purchase Coltrane House. No one
could suspect him of anything illegal, not when he’d fought
for so long to help Merry. He could afford to move slowly,
because even Merry’s fine management couldn’t produce
enough money to pay this year’s interest on the mortgage to
MacDougal—to him. Another few months, gentlemen, and
Coltrane House would have fallen into Sherlock’s hands like
a very fine, ripe plum.”

“I'm sorry, John,” Aloysius said sadly. “I should have
seen something . . . I should have known. But Sherlock has
always seemed so loyal, so trustworthy. And he did save
your life that last night.”

“Did he?” Jack sat slumped in his chair. “Consider this,
Aloysius, if you will. Sherlock was always there to help, but
it was always after the fact. Once he’d gotten what he
wanted, and he definitely wanted Merry’s dowry, definitely
wanted me out of England.”

“After the fact?” Aloysius repeated. “By God, John,
you’re right! He allowed Cluny and Clancy to stay, but only
after Meredith was already here. He fought for you to be
able to go away to school, but only after you’d grown old
enough to take a hand in the running of the estate, only after
you were old enough to possibly be in his way. He mar-
shaled everyone to break down the doors that last night and
save you from August, but not until after the ceremony had
been completed. Well, he certainly established himself in the
role of savior to Coltrane House, didn’t he? And all the
while, he was lining his own pockets, waiting for the time to
be right.”

Jack nodded his agreement, then stood up, threw down
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the copy of the will. “Walter, Aloysius, pack a change of
clothes and be ready to leave here in an hour. Merry will be
going with you.”

“Leave?” Walter asked. “To go where?”

“To London,” Jack said shortly. “To our town house in
London. An hour, gentlemen. No more.” Then he got up, not
bothering to excuse himself, and went in search of Merry.
She had promised to be a very good, dutiful wife, and stay
safely inside Coltrane House all day long, overseeing the
workmen.

Because, whether Kipp was successful in convincing
Squire Headley or not, Henry Sherlock had to know by now
that his plan was in trouble, that his hired henchman would
most probably talk, giving him away, and that his hopes of
owning Coltrane House had just vanished.

After nearly thirty years of plotting, of patience and plan-
ning, Henry Sherlock was probably not going to react very
well to that knowledge. He could run away, Jack supposed,
but he couldn’t see Sherlock leaving his fine mansion, leav-
ing behind all he’d worked for, schemed for, for nearly thirty
years.

He could deal with Sherlock, Jack was confident of that.
He could and would deal with him. But, first, he had to get
Merry safely away from Coltrane House. Away from what
was certain to be a rapidly approaching danger.



Chapter Twenty-eight

Merry heard Jack’s sharp, confident steps on the tiles
outside the Main Saloon and sent up a silent prayer
that they’d fade as he continued past the closed doors, on his
way to somewhere else.

But it wasn’t to be. The doors opened and Jack stepped
through them, saying, “There you are, sweetheart. I'm afraid
I’m going to have to ask you to—"

“Hello, John,” Henry Sherlock said from his seat on the
couch. “Good of you to join us.”

“Don’t, Jack,” Merry warned quickly, as Jack showed
every sign of lunging straight at Sherlock. She pointed
across the large room, to the French doors leading outside to
the gardens. The doors she had opened earlier, to catch a hint
of breeze, only to have eased Sherlock’s entry into the
house. Two rather large, loutish-looking men, both holding
pistols, stood just inside the doors, lounging against the
wall. “He’s not alone.”

“Yes,” Jack said, looking at the two men as they walked
over to stand directly behind the couch where Sherlock sat,
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their pistols trained straight at Jack’s heart. “I can see that.
Are you all right, sweetheart?”

“I'm fine,” Merry answered, then smiled. It was absurd.
It was all so absurd. They were in their own house, for pity’s
sake. Nothing could happen to them in their own house.
“How are you, darling? Do you think I should ring for
Maxwell, perhaps ask him to bring our guests a tray?”

“Or a trough,” Jack said, his tone light, his eyes hard.
“Henry, you’ve eaten from the Coltrane trough before,
haven’t you? All but leapt in with both feet, to wallow
there.”

“Oh, please,” Henry said, rising from his seat even as he
motioned for Jack to join Merry on the facing couch.
“You’re not amusing, either of you. There, that’s good. Sit
down, John, and stay there, and we’ll wait for Squire
Headley together.”

Merry reached out, took hold of Jack’s hand, knowing
her fingers were ice-cold, shaking. “Henry is here because
he has somehow heard that Kipp captured the Forfeit Man.
I can’t imagine how he heard so quickly, can you? But to
continue. He’s convinced, Henry says, that you hired the
man to rob coaches for you, and he wants to protect me from
you until the squire comes to take you away, which he’s
equally convinced will happen very shortly. Isn’t that kind
of him? Even if he did feel it necessary to hold a pistol di-
rected at me in order to keep me from warning you of his
presence.”

“Thus our two armed friends?”” Jack nodded to each man
in turn. “How interesting. But it won’t work, Sherlock. Kipp
persuaded the man to confess, and it was your name he sang
out, not mine. He’s undoubtedly singing that same name to
the good squire right now. You probably should have paid
him more, don’t you think? Lord knows you had the where-
withal, even if it came from someone else’s pocket.”
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Jack stood up, and Merry stood with him, still holding
tightly to his hand. “Now, before you rush off, Sherlock, let
me tell you what else I know. I know about the lie you told
Merry—and I’d kill you for it if I didn’t already know that
you’re going to hang for your other crimes. I know about the
will you had August sign five days after Merry and I were
married. You remember that will, don’t you, Henry? The
will that names you as heir should I take ill and die, or meet
with an unfortunate accident—or hang. Amusing isn’t it, in
a way. The noose is there, but it’s now your neck and not
mine that will be stuck into it.”

Merry watched hot color run into Sherlock’s normally
pale cheeks, saw his usual air of confidence evaporate be-
fore her eyes. She felt Jack squeeze her fingers even as he
took a step closer to her, wordlessly urged her to step to her
left, moving away from the couches, closer to the fireplace,
closer to the French doors.

Above them, high up at the ceiling, the chandelier shiv-
ered as if the prisms had been caught in a breeze.

“What to do, what to do?”” Cluny was saying as he all but
leapt into his friend’s arms, quaking with fright. “ ‘I would
give all my fame for a pot of ale and safety.” ”

Clancy carefully disengaged himself from Cluny’s tight
grasp. “You’ve got no fame, you idiot.”

“No fame?” Cluny looked crestfallen for a moment, then
brightened. “Perhaps the ale at least? But, no. We’ve got to
save these dear children. This is why we’re still here, I'm
sure of it. To save our Merry and Jack. But how, Clancy?
How?”

Even with her mind full of questions and her heart
clogged with fear, Merry felt it, felt Cluny’s and Clancy’s
presence. She sent up a small prayer of thanks, squeezing
Jack’s hand one more time, so that he looked at her.

If ever there was a time for him to believe, truly to be-
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lieve, it was now. She cast her gaze upward, toward the
chandelier. Hoping he understood. Feeling her heart lighten,
leap into her throat when he nodded slightly, showing her
that he did.

“Did you see that, Cluny? They looked up here, the both
of them. And Jack—1Jack winked at me. You’re right, they’re
counting on us.” Clancy puffed out his thin chest, lifted his
chin. “I always knew this day would come. This is our time,
Cluny. Our time to shine!”

“Give it up, Sherlock,” Jack said, easing Merry yet an-
other step toward the French doors, and away from the
chandelier. “You won’t convince Squire Headley, and you
won’t convince a court, not once we’ve laid out thirty
years of ledgers that prove your crime. Because I know,
Sherlock, I know it all now. You’re no longer dealing with
drunken August, or a hotheaded youth, or a naive young
girl.”

Merry glared at her husband, although she knew this
wasn’t precisely the best time to point out to him that she
rather resented being termed a naive young girl.

“I know about MacDougal—all the money you stole
from the estate over the years. Now, why don’t you just sim-
ply surrender,” Jack suggested amicably, “send these two
fellows away, and we can discuss things like civilized men?
Perhaps there’s more to it, more that I know, and I don’t
really want you punished. At the least, I don’t want to have
a direct hand in that punishment. Rather the way you’ve al-
ways operated, Henry, isn’t it? At least until lately.”

Civilized? Jack was being civilized. Her Jack? This wasn’t
like him. It wasn’t like Jack at all. But it was nice. Merry
actually began to relax, until Henry Sherlock spoke once
more.

“Clever boy. Headley’s an ass, you’re right about that. I
can’t put my faith in having him coming here to arrest you,
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more’s the pity. That was a miscalculation on my part. But
you seem to forget, John, just who is holding the weapons.
Now sit down, the pair of you.”

Henry stood up, pulled a pistol from his waistband, lev-
eled it at Jack. ““You couldn’t stay away, could you? You had
to come back. You had to ruin everything. Just as I had it all
in my grasp, just as I was about to have everything I’ve
planned for, worked for. Well, you can’t have it. I built
Coltrane House into the most profitable estate in all of Lin-
colnshire. 7 kept the estate running even as August tried his
damnedest to throw himself into bankruptcy. Drunken sot.
Ungrateful bastard.”

Merry couldn’t take her eyes off the pistol Henry was
waving about recklessly, knowing that Jack could be dead at
any moment. And then Jack spoke, and she wanted to kill
him herself. Did he have to antagonize Henry? Did he have
to dare being angry with the man?

Because what Jack said was, “August wasn’t half the bas-
tard you are, Sherlock. Telling Merry that she and I are sis-
ter and brother? I didn’t come after you when I heard that
monumental lie. I listened to my friends, to my wife. I let
them convince me that there was a better way to destroy you
than with my bare hands, a more civilized approach to the
matter. A few moments ago I even agreed to let you leave,
walk away, because of something I’ve just figured out, a
stunning burst of knowledge that turns my stomach.”

Merry looked at Sherlock, saw his fingers tightening
around the pistol. “Jack, stop. Please stop.”

“It’s all right, Merry. I have to tell Henry here something
else now, even knowing what I now know. My wife is
wrong. My friends are wrong. My way is the right one. And
that’s what I’'m going to do, Henry. I'm going to drop you
where you stand.” He paused for a moment, then spoke
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again. “Although I wouldn’t be averse to a ghost of assis-
tance.”

And then, as Merry closed her eyes, sure Jack had killed
himself out of his own mouth, she heard the telltale tinkle
of the chandelier. Realizing what Jack was trying to do, she
opened her eyes, looked up at the chandelier that hung
over the facing couch, watched as it began to tremble, to
shake.

“Although you might be applauding my performance,
gentlemen,” Jack said, pushing Merry away from him,
“might I suggest that now would be a good time to bring the
curtain down?”

“Can we do it, Clancy?” Cluny asked, doing his best to
jump on the chandelier even as he tugged on the chain hold-
ing it to the ceiling. “I don’t think we can do it. I’'m too ner-
vous, and about to get the hiccups.”

“No you won’t, and yes we can.” Clancy spoke quickly,
furiously, as he laid a hand on Cluny’s arm. “But not this
way. We’re not strong enough this way. We’re going to
have to will the chandelier to fall, the way we willed the
flowers into the bedchamber last night. I know we’ve never
done anything this important before, we’ve never done evil
to do good. We may not be able to, I don’t know. But we
have to try, Cluny, we have to try. Take my hand, Cluny,
take both my hands. Close your eyes—and for God’s sake
hold your breath! Now, for Jack ... for Merry . .. for all
the years, and all the love . . . concentrate, Cluny. Concen-
trate.”

“What in bloody hell?” one of the two armed men asked,
looking up at the chandelier as it began to tremble, to shake.

The second man, not even as articulate as his companion,
merely stared, his mouth dropped open.

Sherlock also looked at the chandelier, then shifted his
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arm, aiming his pistol at Merry even as he moved away from
the couch. “Cursed damned house!”

It all happened in the space of three heartbeats. Just long
enough for Jack to throw himself in front of Merry, trying to
shield her. Just long enough for the chandelier to break loose
from its moorings. Just long enough for the sound of a sin-
gle pistol shot to be lost in the larger sound of a man’s
scream and the tremendous crash of heavy brass and three
hundred crystal prisms hitting the floor.

Merry felt Jack flinch even as he grabbed her, threw her
to the floor. But he was up again just as quickly, running
after Sherlock, who had somehow escaped the falling chan-
delier. The two armed men had also evaded the danger, al-
though both had somehow lost their pistols in the process.
They were standing stock-still, looking at the chandelier, ob-
viously too stunned to move.

“Jack—wait!” Merry screamed, trying to rise, getting
tripped by her own skirts, cursing and sobbing as she strug-
gled to her feet only in time to see Jack disappearing into the
gardens.

“Merry, what happened? We heard a crash and—bloody
hell, Aloysius, would you look at that!” Walter exclaimed.

“Those men, Walter,” Merry said, feeling stupid, feeling
frantic. She looked down at her hand, saw that there was
blood on it, more blood on the carpet. Jack had been shot.
The stupid man had let himself be shot. “Do something with
them!”

“It would be my pleasure,” she heard him say, even as
she ran from the room, chasing after Jack. She raced through
the overgrown gardens, her feet nearly flying as she ran
down the path, broke out onto the wide, sweeping lawns be-
yond.

And then she saw them.

They were fighting. Not the sort of fight she’d seen in ink

tL)
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drawings in August’s study. Jack and Sherlock were brawl-
ing. Wrestling. Hitting each other, falling to the ground,
rolling over and over in the grass.

Sherlock kept standing up, dragging himself to his feet,
running a few steps before Jack would chase after him,
tackle him, bring him crashing to the ground once more.

It was a silent fight, a bloody fight, and it seemed to go
on forever. Walter and Aloysius joined her, watching along
with her.

And the fight went on.

“He’s hurt,” Merry said, as Walter slid an arm around her
shoulders, pulling her against him as she longed to give in to
impulse and launch herself into the fight, no matter how
much Jack would hate her for it. “It’s his left arm, Walter—
do you see it? He’s been shot. He can barely lift his arm any-
more. We’ve got to stop this!”

“He won’t thank us, Merry. This is Jack’s fight, and we
must let him fight it,” Walter said, and she bit back a sob,
flinching as Sherlock landed a blow to Jack’s left shoulder,
sending him to his knees. He tried to hold on to Sherlock’s
legs with his good arm, keep the man from running away,
but he obviously didn’t have the strength.

“Now we have to stop him—he’s running away!” Merry
shouted, breaking free of Walter’s protective embrace.
“Oh,” she then said, stupidly beginning to smile. “Never
mind.” She lifted her skirts and began trotting in Jack’s di-
rection. “Come on, we’ll help Jack.”

“You help Jack,” Walter said, stripping off his dark
brown jacket to reveal a pair of very muscular arms beneath
his neat white shirt. “I find that, unenamored as I am of such
physical exertion, I feel a great need to chase after Sherlock
and finish the job Jack started.”

“No need, Walter,” Aloysius said, even as he followed
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after Merry. “Merry understands. Sherlock’s heading
straight for the ha-ha.”

The trio reached Jack’s side just as he was staggering to
his feet, reeling about like a drunken sailor, watching Sher-
lock’s progress as he held on to his injured left arm. Blood
saturated his sleeve and was beginning to drip from his fin-
gertips. “He’s heading for the ha-ha, Merry,” he said, then
collapsed to his knees. “I only hope I don’t pass out before
I see this.”

“What’s a ha-ha?” Walter asked Merry, who was kneel-
ing beside Jack, ripping a length of material from the bottom
of her slip in order to tie it around her husband’s arm.

“A rather ancient, remarkably simple bit of architecture,
actually. A ha-ha, my friend, is a submerged fence,” Aloy-
sius explained, tossing the end of his scarf over his shoulder
as he pointed in the same direction Sherlock was heading,
his gait uneven, his head pushed forward, as if he couldn’t
remain upright in any other position. “In this case, a rather
deep pit dug all the way around this side of Coltrane House,
with a fence running along the base of the pit, and meant to
keep the sheep and other animals from wandering too close
to the buildings. It doesn’t obstruct the view, as a real fence
would, you understand. I don’t think Sherlock, in his agita-
tion, remembers that it’s there. After all, it has been in a sad
state for years, barely a ditch at all.”

Merry tied the strip of material tightly around Jack’s arm,
even as she, along with the others, watched Henry Sher-
lock’s progress. He kept looking back over his shoulder as if
checking for pursuers even as he continued his mad flight.
“He really isn’t paying any attention, is he, Jack? And he
couldn’t know that we’ve repaired it, dug the trench deeper
just last week. Should we warn him?”

“Warn him? We’ll haul him out, sweetheart, but that’s all
we’ll do.”
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“Good,” she said, satisfied, then watched as Henry con-
tinued to run across the grass. She watched, smiling, until he
abruptly disappeared, tumbling into the six-foot-deep ha-ha.

“So,” Walter said after a moment, bending down to help
Jack to his feet. “That’s a ha-ha, is it? Well, all I can say to
that, much as it pains me, is ha. Ha-ha.”



Chapter Twenty-nine

“ ow is he? Will he die? Weedy, hedge-born apple-john.
Wouldn’t bother me if he died.”

Cluny floated over to check, looking down assessingly at
Sherlock, who was sprawled on one of the couches—the one
not smothered in chandelier—and appearing very much the
worse for his tumble into the ha-ha. “ “With the help of a sur-
geon, he might yet recover, and prove an ass,”” Cluny said,
not too unhappily. “Uh-oh, here comes the Indian. Do you
think he’ll scalp him? I could watch that. Yes, I could.”

“You sent away a physically battered and heartbroken
boy,” Walter said as he stopped in front of the couch, looked
down at Sherlock. “And he returned a man. Not at all what
you expected. The son is not what his father was, and that
was your mistake. But, then, it had all been so simple for
you, hadn’t it? For all those years. You couldn’t imagine
anything but one success neatly following after another.”

Jack listened to his friend speak, even as he sprawled in
a chair, allowing Merry to dab a cold, wet cloth against the
cut on his lip, and his bruised and rapidly swelling eye.
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She’d already bandaged his arm, which had been a bloody
wound but not a serious one, the ball having passed straight
through his flesh. “It’s a pity Aloysius felt the need to lie
down, or else he’d be here to listen to this. However, if you
think Walter’s praising me, sweetheart,” he added quietly,
“you’d be wrong. He’s patting himself on the back for hav-
ing taken up that broken youth and making a man of him.”
He smiled, then winced as his lip split open once more.
“And he’d be right to take any credit there may be.”

“Shhh,” she warned, dabbing at his lip again. “Don’t
talk. What will happen now?” she asked, then winced at her
own question. “Well, you can talk, I suppose, as long as you
try not to open your mouth. He’ll hang, won’t he?”

Jack nodded, his mood solemn. “Oh, yes, Merry. Henry
is going to hang. Several times, if that were possible.” He sat
forward, taking the cloth from her hand. “Ah, here’s Kipp,
with the good squire in tow.”

He nodded to Kipp, who gave him a faint, negative shake
of his head. So, that’s the way it was going to be? Perhaps it
was for the best. There were still too many unanswered
questions, one of them the most important of all. “I’m glad
he’s here,” he said, keeping his voice deliberately light-
hearted. “Now we can settle this.”

“Settle this?” Merry took hold of his arm, tried to push
him back down in the chair as he moved to stand up. “Are
you out of your mind, Jack? You’re not going to settle any-
thing. Henry is a bad man, we know that. The squire knows
that, and that’s all that’s needed. You’re going upstairs, and
you’re going to bed. Now.”

“Isn’t that sweet, Clancy? Hear how she loves him.
Loves him enough to beat him over the head if she has to,
just to take care of him. My mother was like that, you
know.”
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“Hush, Cluny. Something’s havey-cavey here. I don’t
know what, but Jack isn’t happy. Why isn’t he happy?”

Jack felt as if he’d been tossed down a flight of stairs—
twice—but he carefully bent down, kissed Merry’s cheek.
“Later, sweetheart. I don’t ever want to see Henry Sherlock
again, so we’re going to settle this now.” He looked over at
the couch, to where the man lay in an untidy heap, his right
leg in a rude splint, his head wrapped in bloody bandages.
“Besides, I need to know if I’'m right about something, even
as I hope I'm not.”

Merry opened her mouth to protest, but was cut off by
Kipp’s enthusiastic greeting. Sighing, she stepped back, al-
lowing Kipp to embrace Jack—at which point Jack did
flinch in pain, not that he minded his friend’s display of af-
fection. It covered the fact that Kipp was also whispering
something into his ear.

“Well, well, well,” Kipp said, stepping back and looking
around the room. “Quite a party I’ve missed, wasn’t it? How
nice of you to send someone to fetch the squire and myself,
however belatedly. Would anyone care to tell me what hap-
pened here? We could start with the chandelier, I believe.”

“Yes, yes! Tell him about the chandelier, Jack! Tell him
what we did!”

“He can’t do that, you idiot,” Clancy said, cuffing the top
of Cluny’s oft-abused head. “Who’d believe him?”

“Only if Jack agrees to sit down,” Merry said, glaring at
her husband. “I mean it,” she added, wagging her finger at
him just like—Jack’s smile split his lip open once more—
well, just like a wife.

Jack returned to his chair, knowing his wife was not
above pushing him into it. Besides, in his weakened state, he
might just fall down, and then he’d never hear the end of
it—not if he knew Merry.

“You look like you could use a drink, old sport,” Kipp
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said, and promptly went to the drinks table to pour out sev-
eral glasses of wine, which he then offered to the company.
“Not you, Sherlock,” he said, “or those two trussed up over
there. Who are they, anyway? They look as if they’ve been
beaten with rather large clubs.”

“They’re two more of Sherlock’s hirelings,” Jack said,
accepting a glass. “I believe there were three Forfeit Men,
not one.”

Kipp raised one well-defined brow. “Three? Well, that
would explain the different methods of robbery, wouldn’t it?
Which one kissed the squire’s daughter, do you think?” he
asked, leaning down to half whisper in Jack’s ear. “We
should make sure the law goes lightly on him, yes?”

As Kipp walked toward the two men who sat on the floor
in the far corner of the room, their hands and feet tied in
stout ropes, Jack warned, “Don’t do it, Kipp, don’t ask. I
need allies at the moment, not enemies. Not if we’re going
to sort this all out.”

Merry followed after Kipp, standing beside him as they
both looked at Sherlock’s henchmen. “Walter beat them
both into flinders, Kipp. In less than a moment, to hear
Aloysius tell it, although I wasn’t here to see. Isn’t that re-
markable?”

“Walter?” Kipp turned, bowed to the Indian, who re-
turned the gesture, then faced the two captives once more.
“Gentlemen, allow me to introduce you to a better man. His
name, in case you missed it, is Wulli—what—yes, well,
something like that—and it means good fighter. But, then,”
he ended, smiling as only Kipp could smile, “you probably
already know that, don’t you?”

“Good lad, his lordship, if a bit of a rascal,” Clancy said.
“If we were to stay here, we could probably help him.”

“Help him do what?”

“Find a woman to love, of course. ‘But, O, how bitter a
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thing it is to look into happiness through another man’s
eyes.””

“Oh,” Cluny said, looking at Kipp, seeing the man’s
smile, the faint shadow in his eyes. “Yes, you’re right. He
needs someone to love, doesn’t he?”

“If you’re quite done?”” Jack prompted as Merry began to
giggle at Kipp’s nonsense. “Squire Headley? I would appre-
ciate it if you would be witness to what I most sincerely
hope will now be Henry Sherlock’s confession to murder.
You do want to make a clean breast of things, don’t you,
Sherlock? After all, you were rather brilliant, in a decidedly
evil way, and quite successful for a lot of years. Surely you
want to talk about it—especially as you’re going to hang for
your other crimes, whether you confess to murder or not.”

Sherlock tried to push himself up on the couch, but could
only groan, then fall back against the cushions. “Go to the
devil, Coltrane,” he gritted out, glaring at Jack. “You can’t
prove anything.”

“I don’t have to prove anything, Sherlock, as the results
are the same for you whether you confess or not,” Jack re-
minded him. “Highwaymen hang. Isn’t that correct,
Squire?”

“Eh? What?” The squire quickly finished his drink,
looked questioningly to Kipp, then nodded, even as he
wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Oh, yes. Yes. That’s the
law, all right. Scaring my Anna like that—oh, yes, Coltrane.
Hanging. That’s the law. But you said murder, Coltrane.
Hang for that as well, of course. Who was killed?”

“My father, I believe, for one,” Jack said, surprised to
feel a pang of regret, of sorrow that he had never, not in his
whole life, been able to look at that man with anything even
vaguely resembling respect, or love. “And you killed him.
Didn’t you, Henry?”

“Oh, very well, as I'm going to hang anyway,” Sherlock
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said, sighing. “Yes, John. I killed him. Why not? All those
years. All my work, my plans. And he kept trying to ruin
them, ruin Coltrane House. I'd watched, twice before, while
he almost lost the estate. My estate. My genius saved it every
time, my ideas, my plans, not that he was ever grateful. I
wasn’t going to stand back and do nothing while he at-
tempted to lose everything a third time. The only good thing
that man ever did was to die.”

“Jack?”

Jack smiled at Walter, who was looking at him in some
confusion. “It’s all right, Walter. I'm all right. I wasn’t sure
a moment ago, but now I am. It wasn’t a drunken tumble
down the stairs while my father was in London, as we’d
heard. Henry killed August.” He stood up, unable to remain
still, even as he felt his reserves of strength slipping away.
He really should be in bed, just as Merry said. Just a few
minutes more—then it would be over.

“But how?” Kipp asked. “How did you guess?”

“It was something Walter pointed out to me last night. I
don’t know why, but it all has suddenly fallen into place for
me, become logical, if ugly. Do you remember, Walter?
Three times, you said. Three times during the past years
Coltrane House was nearly lost, the estate was nearly bank-
rupted—by August’s excesses. For Sherlock was always a
good manager. Weren’t you, Sherlock?”

“A good manager, and a bad, bad man.” Clancy sniffed.
“ ‘A rascally yea-forsooth man.””

The man’s features hardened. “You should be grateful to
me, Coltrane, you know. I saved the estate. I worked so
hard. And he’d gamble it all away, every penny we had,
everything we didn’t have.”

“Yes, you did work hard. I’ll grant you that. And for lit-
tle appreciation. So you began taking a few pennies for
yourself when times were good,” Jack continued as Sher-
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lock once more sank back against the cushion someone had
placed behind his head. “More than a few pennies. August
killed Merry’s father the first time he needed money, and
you probably knew about it, didn’t you? God knows you
may even have helped plan the crime. Her money kept you
well and happy for a long, long time. And then, five years
ago, you arranged for Merry and me to marry the second
time the estate was in real trouble, which released even more
of her inheritance for your use. What I couldn’t understand
until last night, until today, was why you didn’t have me
killed, why you were content with simply having me ban-
ished. That was generous of you, Henry, but stupid.”

Sherlock did not react well to being called stupid. “You
were as good as dead when I put you on that ship,” he re-
sponded angrily. “Besides, who could have believed that
you’d ever come back? Hotheaded young fool! By rights,
you should be drunk in a gutter—or dead.”

Jack smiled as Merry slipped her hand into his. “T sup-
pose I should thank you for underestimating me. Tell me,
when did you turn from simple greed to the notion that dup-
ing a drunken man and lining your own pockets wasn’t
enough? When did you decide you had to possess the estate
yourself? Was it the day you finally found out the truth, or
did you always know it?”

“I don’t want to talk anymore,” Sherlock said, turning his
head toward the back of the couch. “You know so much—
you tell me what I did, and when I did it.”

“All right,” Jack said, accepting another glass of wine
from Kipp, then sitting down once more. “I’1l tell you what
I think happened. I think you were the one who convinced
August to kill Merry’s father. I think that you later con-
vinced August that a marriage between Merry and me was
the best way to get more money for the estate. After all,
when the estate was in trouble you had to suspend your
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small incomes you’d come to depend upon. The payments to
the fictitious William Hollis, Edward Blacker, Richard
Leeds—all of them you. The supposed interest paid to the
equally fictitious MacDougal—none of it could be yours,
not if Coltrane House were to fall into bankruptcy. You also
planned the rest of what happened that last night, didn’t
you?”

“What’s the boy talking about?” Squire Headley asked.
Kipp just waved away the man’s question, handed him an-
other full glass of wine. “But I don’t understand what the
boy is talking about. I’ve just come here to have somebody
hang for what he did to my daughter.”

“I earned that money,” Sherlock said, glaring at Jack,
speaking quickly, as if he’d been longing to say the words
for thirty long years. “Every last penny. Fighting with that
drunken sot, watching him destroy the estate. Riding horses
through the planted fields—up the main staircase of this
house. The gambling. The women. God—the women!”

He raised his hands, bunched them into fists. “You
weren’t on that ship for more than twenty minutes before I
realized—Dbefore I understood that now, now I could have it
all. For years I thought building my own private fortune was
reward enough, revenge enough. But it wasn’t. I didn’t want
this pile—it’s ugly, ruined. But if I could have the land?
That’s what I needed, what I deserved. The land, the land I
built and protected, the land I knew, loved. And my own
house. My house. My land. Not yours, John. Mine.”

Sherlock’s eyes glittered dangerously, and Merry moved
closer to Jack, sitting on the arm of the chair as if to protect
him.

“I was patient,” Sherlock continued, the center of every-
one’s attention, and seeming to enjoy that attention. For so
long he had been a cipher, a shadow figure; needed, but un-
noticed. “I’d been patient for a long time. What were a few
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more years? It didn’t matter; I'd know when the time was
right. I drew up a new will for August. I needed that will. I
needed time to arrange things, plan. A measure of time be-
tween the will and August’s death, so that no suspicion
would arise, no questions would be asked. A measure of
time between his death and my takeover of Coltrane House,
time in which to establish that I had sufficient funds for such
a large purchase. But that was all right. It had to be neat. It
had to be orderly. And I wanted to be sure there would be
enough money for my house. That was important. But it
took me a long time to decide to actually do it, to know that
I actually could kill him.”

“It’s numbers, not the actual money,” Walter said, nod-
ding. “Some of us simply need the numbers to be right. The
checks, the balances—and the timing. I understand.”

Sherlock shot Walter a murderous look. “I don’t need you
to understand. And you’re wrong, Indian. You’re so very,
very wrong.”

“Be nice, Sherlock,” Jack warned tightly, even more sure
now that he was soon going to hear what he didn’t want to
hear. “Nobody likes you very much. Now, we’ll continue to
proceed slowly, all right? What happened to ruin your fine
plans? Your orderly progression, as it were?”’

Sherlock rubbed a hand across his eyes, sighed. “He lost
thirty thousand pounds in a single night of faro. He’d
promised—no more gambling. Promised me! Thirty thou-
sand pounds—in a single night. I never wanted his blood on
my hands, but I knew I couldn’t wait for him just to die. I
couldn’t wait for word to come to me that you’d died as
well. Coltrane House was going to be lost—again. I couldn’t
allow that. There’s an end to patience, you know.”

He pointed a finger at Merry, who shrank back, pressed
herself against Jack. “Still, I was prepared to be patient
again with you. More than patient, while I built my house,
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while I bided my time. But you hung on, refused my advice
to stop fighting and just sell the estate. And you,” he contin-
ued, glaring at Jack. “More than her, you were my mistake.
I was mere months from having everything I'd planned
for—mere months! Why couldn’t you at least have been
your father’s son?”

Jack leaned an elbow on the side of the chair, rested his
chin on his fist. And said the words. “Why should I have
been, Henry? You weren’t.”

Sherlock’s face went so white Merry thought he was
about to faint. “Jack?” she asked, turning to look at him
questioningly. “What are you suggesting?”’

“The same thing Henry suggested to you, sweetheart,” he
told her, putting a hand on her arm. “I wondered how he’d
come up with such an insane story, that August could have
cuckolded your father. And then it struck me—it was a story
Henry found quite easy to believe. Shall we finish this now?
How long, Henry? How long were you working here, work-
ing as August’s trusted employee, before you found out you
were his bastard son? How long before you decided that you
deserved all the money you were stealing? How long before
you convinced yourself that you were justified in killing
your own father? Although I will thank you for shrinking
from fratricide, at least until today.”

“I don’t kill children, I only take what’s mine.” Sherlock
set his jaw, closed his eyes. “Our father littered the country-
side with his bastards, never giving them a second thought.
But not me, John. Not me. He knew who I was, at the end of
it, just before I pushed him down those stairs. You should be
thanking me, do you know that? And I’m not going to say
another word, brother. It’s over now, so what’s the point?”

“I agree,” Jack said, sighing. The last piece of the puzzle
had slipped silently into place. “I think I’ve heard enough,
that we’ve all heard enough.”
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“More than enough, I'd say,” Kipp agreed, looking to
Squire Headley for his confirmation. The squire, still ap-
pearing somewhat confused, nodded, got to his feet.

“I can tell him now? Is that what you mean?” the squire
asked, pointing to Sherlock. “I can tell him that the man
your lordship captured never said a word about Sherlock
here having anything to do with this Forfeit Man business?”

“What?” The question came from three people: Merry,
Walter, and Henry Sherlock.

Jack merely smiled, feeling the last of his tension slowly
leaving his body, even as exhaustion began to claim him.

“That’s right, my dears,” Kipp said, his grin wicked.
“Our esteemed squire traveled here with me, still intent on
believing in Jack’s guilt. If Sherlock hadn’t confessed to
murder? If he’d somehow convinced the dear squire that he
had come here intent on proving that Jack was the Forfeit
Man, only to be nearly killed by him? Ah—one can only
wonder what would have happened then, can’t one?”

“Brothers. Who would have thought? Who would have
known? Well, that’s it then, isn’t it, Clancy? ‘The wheel is
come full circle.” We probably should be packing, don’t you
think? We can leave now with happy hearts.”

“Yes,” Clancy said slowly, watching as Jack, leaning
heavily against Merry, slowly walked from the room. “I sup-
pose so. I only wish we could say good-bye . ..”

“You do know how lucky you are only to be wounded,
don’t you?”

Merry watched Jack as she asked the question, watched
his slow smile even as he tried not to wince while she tied
the ends of the sling together behind his head.

“But you love me,” he said, easing back against the pil-
lows she’d piled against the headboard.

“Yes, I love you,” Merry told him. “But that doesn’t
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mean I don’t want to throttle you. Why didn’t you tell me
what you knew? About your father, about Sherlock—about
all of it?”

“Because I wasn’t really sure?” he responded, grinning.
“Or don’t you want to know that I was just talking, just say-
ing whatever came into my head, all the while hoping Sher-
lock would betray himself in front of Squire Headley—who
still, I think, believes I was the Forfeit Man.”

“Well, you were.”

He sat forward slightly, just enough to reach her as she
sat on the bed beside him, lightly kiss her on the tip of her
nose. “Yes, sweetheart, but we’ll keep that our own small se-
cret, won’t we?”’

“I suppose,” she said, easing back onto the pillows with
him. “Just as we’ll let Walter and Aloysius believe that the
chandelier just happened to come down when it did because
it was going to fall down sooner or later anyway.” She
closed her eyes, shivered. “How could you have done any-
thing so reckless? One minute you didn’t believe in Cluny
and Clancy, and the next you literally put your life into their
hands. If that chandelier hadn’t come crashing down when it
did—”

“But it did. I believe in you, Merry, and if you said they
were in the room, then they were in the room. Besides, |
smelled the camphor—or at least I convinced myself that I
did. And now it’s all over, and I’m going to go to sleep. As
you said, sweetheart, I'm a wounded man. You should prob-
ably treat me very kindly for the next few days, a week at
the very least.”

“All right,” she said, snuggling against him, her heart full
of love for him, yet still feeling faintly frightened, knowing
how close she had come to losing him. “I’ll be very nice to
you for a few days. Then I’ll kill you.”

“That’s my Merry,” Jack said, smiling at her. And then he
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sat up straight, his eyes wide. “My God, Merry, I don’t be-
lieve it. Merry? Do you smell it, too? Smell the camphor?”

She lifted her head, smiled. “Yes. Yes, I do. They’re here.
Cluny and Clancy are here. I think they’ve come to say
good-bye.” She sat up in the bed, looking around the room,
knowing she couldn’t see the two ghosts, but unable to stop
herself from searching for them. “Thank you, my dearest
most wonderful friends,” she said as she blinked back tears.
“Thank you for all of the years, for all the loving care—and
for saving us this one last time. We both thank you, we thank
you so very much.”

“She said that well, didn’t she, gentlemen?” Jack said,
kissing Merry’s hand. “I know what you’d say in return, if
you could talk to us. ‘Good night, good night! parting is
such sweet sorrow.” And so I'll say good night, and God-
speed, gentlemen.” He sighed deeply, then eased back
against the pillows once more. “I always thought I had no
real father, Merry. But I did. I had four of them. Aloysius,
Walter, and these two magnificent gentlemen. Do you really
think Cluny and Clancy are going to leave us now?”

She nodded, snuggling close to him. “I could be wrong,
Jack, but I believe they’ve stayed to see us happy, to finish
the job they started so many years ago. Now it’s time for
them to rest.”

“They deserve it. They deserve everything good in this
world, and in the next. I love you, Merry,” Jack told her,
aiming a kiss at her cheek even as his eyes began to close.

“I know, Jack. I’ve always known,” she told him quietly,
smoothing his hair back from his forehead. “Now go to
sleep, darling.” It was about time, she thought as his eyes
shut, considering the fact that she’d laced his tea with lau-
danum so that he could rest, put the unsettling findings of
this long day behind him.

“Did you hear all of that, Clancy?” Cluny said, as the two
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ghosts hovered at the end of the bed, dressed in their best
costumes, looking fit and ready to travel. “We’re magnifi-
cent gentlemen.” He pulled a huge handkerchief from his
pocket and blew his nose. “And my little Merry. So wise, so
loving. I’ll miss her so.”

Clancy sniffled a time or two himself, taking in his last
sight of Jack, of the boy he remembered, of the man he’d be-
come. “We did our job well, Cluny. That’s all we could hope
to do.”

“Where do you suppose we’ll go now? I always thought
we might get to Heaven, but who can be sure?”

Clancy looked at the two young people lying in the bed.
Jack was already asleep, poor injured boy, and Merry was
fighting to keep her eyes open as she snuggled close beside
him. “T don’t know, Cluny. Maybe we just find some sort of
peace. That could be boring, don’t you think?”

Just as Clancy had said the words, there was a slight
sound behind them, and both ghosts turned around, to see
that the wall had opened up, to let in a view of the night sky.

“Clancy?”

Clancy took Cluny’s hand, feeling a need to walk toward
that night, that darkness that slowly faded as, in the distance,
objects began to take shape.

“Do you see it, Cluny?” he asked, excitement growing in-
side him. “A stage. A glorious stage. And an audience—do
you see them? They’re all sitting there, waiting. And . . . and
that’s our wagon. Look at it, Cluny—all shiny and new, bet-
ter than new. Cluny and Clancy, Traveling Shakespearean
Players. Ah, isn’t it grand!”

Cluny felt himself floating, Clancy gliding along with
him. They were outside Coltrane House now, floating
higher, ever higher. “I see it, old friend. I see our wagon—
and Portia! Lord bless us, Clancy—it’s Portia!”

“We’re going home, Cluny,” Clancy said quietly. He
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turned his head, looked down at Coltrane House, took one
long, last look at the two sleeping figures who had traveled
their own long journeys, only to come home to each other at
last. “We’re all home now.”
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The two nattily dressed gentlemen entered Hyde
Park through Park Lane, curly-brimmed beavers
jauntily tipped on their heads, canes lazily swinging
at their sides, their air of sophisticated boredom
half-feigned, half=all too real.

One dark and handsome. One fair and more than
handsome; almost pretty. Both of them titled, both
of them wealthy, popular, self-assured.

Blessedly unattached.

They stopped, posed, sniffed the air like any buck
hoping to pick up a scent. Exchanged meaningtul
glances. Touched assessing fingers to their cravats,

shot their cuffs. Proceeded on their way with con-
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sciously relaxed saunters, and yet with alert, watch-
tul eyes.

Part predator. Part prey.

Hyde Park had once been a hunting ground, full
of deer and boar and wild bulls. Over the centuries,
many duels were fought beneath the trees as the
morning mist gave way to a watery sun. There had
once been fortifications there, military camps dot-
ting the thick grass.

Footpads had once owned the Park, until Charles IT
enclosed the entire area with high walls and
William IIT had the happy idea of lining the route du
roi with over three hundred lanterns hanging in the
trees.

Now the Park presented a place of peace, of ex-
quisite landscaping, of bridle paths, carriageways,
and quiet walks, the air perfumed with the scent of
thousands of flowers. The sun-kissed waters of the
large, ornamental lake named Serpentine had been
the creation of Queen Caroline, who had ordered
the damming of the Westbourne so that she and her
family could relax aboard either of the two yachts
that had once bobbed on its surface.

Yes, Hyde Park was a lovely, tranquil place.
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But, as the two men well knew, it remained very
much as it had begun . . . a hunting ground.

“Oh, do cast your gaze over there, Kipp,” the
dark-haired gentleman prodded, nodding to their
left. “Not that I need direct you, for I'm convinced
we can both snift out the desperation from here.”

Kipp Rutland did as his friend bade him, lazily
cocking his head in time to see a rented hack all but
running away with its driver, the always hapless and
definitely pocket-pinched Sir Alvin Clarke. The
man dressed as best he could, which meant that his
collar and cuffs were probably on their second turn-
ing in order to disguise their fraying edges. Obvi-
ously a cow-handed driver, he hung on to the reins
for dear life as he tried, quite unsuccesstully, to cap-
ture the attention of a young debutante and her
protective mama.

“You know, Kipp, young Clarke has as much
chance of winning a first at Newmarket with that
nag as he does of snagging Miss Oliver in his thread-
bare matrimonial net,” Brady James, Earl of Single-
ton declared, not without some small trace of pity.
“Thank the good Lord I've sworn off marriage, or
else that could be me making a cake of myself.”” He
shuddered, elegantly.
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“If your comment is meant as some sly, back-
handed sympathy directed toward me, Brady,” Kipp,
who was also the Viscount Willoughby, said as they
continued along the pathway, “I will accept it gladly,
and with both hands. Now, do you see any prospects
for your dear friend?”

Brady’s grin was wicked. “Me? You expect me to
pick your bride?”

Kipp tipped his hat as an open carriage chock-
tull of giggling ladies drove past. “Why not, Brady?
I've always admired your taste. Except for that satin
waistcoat you had stuck to yourself the other night.
I really believe you should have rethought that
choice before appearing in public.”

“Silk, not satin, and my valet is over the moon
with his new gift. Teach me to listen to my tailor’s
suggestions when I'm half in my cups. But shall we
return to your suggestion that [ am to select the fu-
ture Viscountess Willoughby? Just long enough for
me to decline the honor, you understand.”

Kipp smiled. “And you call yourself my friend?
I’m hurt, Brady, cut to the quick. Oh, very well, if
youd rather not. Will you at least bless me with
your opinion as we peruse the available ladies?”

“And how shall I peruse the ladies, I ask you? In-
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vite them, oh, so politely, to please throw back their
heads and open their mouths, sos that I might in-
spect their teeth? No, I think not. Besides, I want
you to tell me again why you believe it so necessary
to bracket yourself this Season.”

Kipps smile faded. Hed already given his friend
Brady some silly reason for wishing to marry, some-
thing about tiring of bedding women, then having
to get up, get dressed, and toddle off home again.

But at least part of the truth was that Kipp had
promised his mother, on her deathbed, that he
would marry before he turned thirty, and secure the
title before he reached the ripe old age of thirty-
five.

Hed turned thirty some six months past, and his
promise to his mother had been haunting him ever
since. He didnt personally care if the Rutland
name died out, if the Willoughby title went to some
deliriously grateful distant cousin in Surrey. After
all, he wouldn' be there to watch, now would he?

No. Hed be sitting on a cloud, beside his mother,
abjectly begging her forgiveness as she delicately
wept into her wings.

So he would marry to keep his promise to his
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dead mother. That truly was one reason behind his
just-begun foray into the marriage mart.

But it wasnt the only reason, probably not the
main reason.

“I told you, Brady, I need an heir,” Kipp said
now, watching as three more open carriages passed
by, each with its gaggle of debutantes trying to do
their best to appear haughty, and only succeeding in
looking as desperate as Sir Alvin had. “I happened
to get a peek at my Surrey cousin,” he continued,
tibbing easily, “and I must tell you, my friend, I
shudder to think of that bovine man sitting in my
chair, slopping up my wine. Or feeding it to his
hogs as a special treat, which seems more likely.”

“All right, lie to me,” the earl said affably. “I can
accept that. But are you sure you wish to enter into
matrimony with anyone I would choose? Because
there’s this little red-haired dancer in Covent Gar-
den—"

“Upstanding, Brad,” Kipp said, laughing. “My
wife must be upstanding. Not perpetually horizon-
tal. Horizontal I can and do find on my own, thank
you.”

“Upstanding. Upright. Passably pretty? I should
think youd want at least passably pretty. And not
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too deep in the pocket, or too full of her family’s
consequence, Kipp, or else she’ll have a will of her
own, and God knows you dont want that in a wife.
An orphan. Yes, an upstanding, well-bred, passably
pretty orphan. With good teeth, for the sake of the
children, you understand. Nothing worse than a
peer with teeth like a donkey.”

Kipp smiled his appreciation. “Ah, Brady, I knew

I could count on you. Now, shall we begin?”
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