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Welcome to the Governess Bureau


You are most welcome, sir or madam.

When the nobility and gentility of England are at their wits end, they send a discrete note to Miss Vivienne Clarke’s Governess Bureau. Only accepting the very best clients, their governesses are coveted by minor royalty, with every governess following three rules:

1.   You must have an impeccable record.

2.   You must bring a special skill to the table.

3.   You must never fall in love…


[image: ‡]
Chapter One


June 1, 1815

The sudden noise was soft; the thud of a reticule falling from a governess’s hands to the carpeted waiting room floor. It was sufficient to startle Miss Rachel Herriot.

She took a deep breath. It wasn’t enough. She tried, fingers tightly clenched in her lap, to take another. Her lungs fought her desire to be calm, tight and fractious, as she sat in the medley of noises in the Governess Bureau’s waiting room.

This was a mistake. She should never have come back.

The nervous chatter of other governesses surrounded her, scraping on her tired nerves.

She didn’t want to answer any questions. She already knew the rumors had spread. Everyone would wish to interrogate her, and she was not yet ready to speak about it.

If she even could.

Finally, Rachel managed to slow her breathing. This had been a mistake. She had been unsure, that very morning, whether she was ready to return to the Governess Bureau.

Return. Rachel smiled wryly to herself, the irony of the situation not lost on her.

Her gaze flittered around the waiting room. To the untrained eye—her eye—it appeared rather more a parlor, but with far too many chairs dotted about the place. Two doors led off the room, one to the hallway, where Rachel had entered, and the other…

The other led to Miss Clarke’s study.

She could not help but notice the gazes flittering over to that door. All the governesses were waiting for their next position, hoping for dukes or earls or, at the very least, an employer with a handsome mansion and impressive income.

Rachel was hoping for something different. A country gentleman. One child. Nothing more.

“You’re Miss Herriot, aren’t you!”

Startled, Rachel attempted to hide how utterly thrown she was by the remark. A governess she did not know—perhaps had known, once—was staring, not bothering to hide her curiosity.

Rachel swallowed. That was the problem with suddenly losing one’s memory; it made predicting friends or foes rather difficult.

“Yes,” she said quietly, not quite meeting the governess’s eyes. “I am Miss Herriot.”

“How fascinating, you must tell me all about it,” said the woman eagerly, moving a seat closer to Rachel. “You just awoke one day and couldn’t remember a thing about yourself?”

Rachel smiled painfully. To be an animal in a zoo was, perhaps, less intrusive. This was the problem of London, of course. The gossip moved fast.

“Not quite,” she said quietly, hoping to attract no additional attention if she could just speak nonchalantly. As though they were conversing about the weather, not the traumatic event now shaping her life. “About six months ago, I recovered from a fever, but it took the memories of the last ten years. I still remember my family, and how to read and write, those sorts of—”

“How terrible for you!” the governess said cheerfully. “Nothing at all? True amnesia?”

Rachel smiled painfully. There was not a single governess she recognized, though one of them might know her. Why did they not rescue her from this irritating, intrusive woman?

“Nothing,” she said lightly, dropping her gaze to her lap. Perhaps the woman would leave her alone now she had sated her curiosity.

It appeared her own rudeness was sufficient to drive away the questioner.

Sniffing haughtily, the governess said, “Well! I only asked.”

Not waiting for a response, she returned to her original seat and started whispering to her neighbor.

Rachel attempted not to groan aloud. Perfect. Another set of rumors undoubtedly created all because she did not wish to subject herself to question after question.

She was an oddity; she knew that. Who had ever heard of a woman waking up and not knowing that ten years had passed?

Someone across the room smiled. A governess a few years older than her, Rachel thought—then her stomach lurched. No, she was not almost one and twenty, but one and thirty. The governess who had smiled was far younger than she. The smile began a snort of laughter as the governess muttered something to her companion. They both laughed.

Rachel’s smile faded. She should not have come.

It was too much to hope that the sudden loss of memory of a woman could be kept from the scandal sheets. Everyone had an opinion, and Rachel had read most of them. Losing a few days during a fever was all well and good, but ten years…

Ten years. Rachel shivered. What happened to a person in ten years? What wonderful memories, highs, lows, adventures, boredom had she forgotten from those ten years?

She barely knew who she was. A third of her life, gone.

She should leave. Return to her lodgings and attempt to see Miss Clarke another day. A quieter day, perhaps, Rachel told herself, with fewer people to gawp.

Standing, she straightened her gown with the effortlessness of a woman who has decided that the room does not deserve her, trying to force the stifled panic down, calculating how long it would take to return to her lodgings. Five minutes, perhaps ten? Ten minutes, and she could hide away in her room and—

“Miss Herriot?”

Rachel looked up. There, standing in her doorway with a frown on her face and a sheaf of notes in her hands, was the proprietress of the Governess Bureau.

Miss Vivienne Clarke.

The whispers and conversations in the waiting room halted. None dared breathe out of line when it came to Miss Clarke. She decided their fates, doling out positions and assignments to those favored, or at least to those who had not offended.

No one wished to leave the Governess Bureau, the most respected institution for governesses in Britain.

“Miss Herriot,” repeated Miss Clarke, her tones icy. “You were going somewhere?”

Rachel swallowed. This was not the time to antagonize the owner of the Governess Bureau. They had worked together for years, apparently. Not that she could remember.

“No, Miss Clarke,” she said meekly.

The older woman sniffed. “Good. I should think not. Come along.”

Turning without another word, she entered her study and left the door open.

It was clear what was expected of her, and though with every step Rachel wished she could escape and return home, she instead obeyed and followed Miss Clarke into her study.

Closing the door behind her, Rachel looked around. It was a beautiful room, light and airy, with large windows overlooking the street outside. There was a globe in one corner, expertly painted with little inscriptions over each country and two or three atlases beside it.

The décor was French, of course. Anyone who was anyone had followed the French style when it had come over the water, but this was tastefully done.

Rachel swallowed. None of it felt familiar, but surely she had been in this room before. She must have. Nothing sparked a memory, made her hesitate and believe she had seen it before.

That was the way. Ever since she had come to herself six months or so ago, every time she turned a corner, she hoped something would spark a remembrance. Would shift her mind to recall something. Anything.

As Miss Clarke settled herself behind her desk, Rachel could not help but glance around the room as though hunting for more clues. A painting, perhaps, to shift something in her mind. An elegant ornament. The tassel on a cushion.

She had been here before. Miss Clarke had informed her, the one and only time she had visited Rachel’s lodgings, severe of face and short in words, that she had worked for the Governess Bureau for five years.

Five years.

Five years wiped entirely from her mind, like chalk from a blackboard. It was all gone.

“Sit.”

There was such emphasis in Miss Clarke’s voice that Rachel felt utterly compelled to seat herself before the desk, her legs obeying. It was rather mortifying—though, Rachel reminded herself, that was probably something all governesses could do.

Had she been able to do that once?

Her eyes flickered over the desk before her. A few ledger books, an inkpot, almost empty, several pens and a quill—

“Had a good look?” Miss Clarke snapped.

Heat seared Rachel’s cheeks. “I…I am just attempting to see if I can jog my memory. Recall anything, make anything seem familiar.”

It was not the best-constructed explanation, but Miss Clarke’s stern gaze softened.

“Ah, yes,” she said. “This all must be rather frightening for you.”

Rachel nodded. That was the worst of it, of course. People’s pity. They looked at her and saw a poor woman who could hardly remember who she was, and they pitied her.

It was excruciating. Rachel wanted to shake them and say, “I was perfectly able to take care of myself when my parents died two—no, twelve years ago! I can look after myself!”

But could she? After losing ten years of her life, any skills, opportunities, friends . . . how would she make her way through the world? How would she support herself?

Perhaps she shouldn’t view it as pity. Perhaps…understanding. A little understanding would go a long way.

“You must accept my apology,” said Miss Clarke stiffly. “I forgot.”

Rachel cracked a small smile. “So did I.”

Miss Clarke laughed, then immediately straightened her face. “Ahem.”

There was silence in the room. Rachel waited, unwilling to break it, unsure whether Miss Clarke had good news or, instead, the rather depressing decision she hoped she would not hear.

There was sympathy on her face. Rachel’s stomach lurched. Well, perhaps it would work in her favor. Perhaps if Miss Clarke felt sorry for her, she would give her an assignment.

Eventually, however, the silence continued far too long for Rachel’s comfort. She could not merely sit here and wait for Miss Clarke to feel less embarrassed. As was often the way now, or at least since her accident all those months ago, it would be up to Rachel to put everyone around her at ease.

Only the smallest flicker of irritation curled around her heart. It should be the other way around, of course, but there it was.

“Please, Miss Clarke,” Rachel said quietly. “It will be much easier if you speak about it openly to me. It is much easier, I find, if we just face it head-on. I have lost my memory.”

It felt strange even now to speak the words aloud.

Lost my memory.

It was the fantastical thing one read about in the less reputable newspapers—of ladies hitting their heads, hundreds of miles away, who then wake up believing themselves to be children because they could not recall the intervening years.

Rachel herself had read about a few of them last year—no, she corrected herself. Eleven years ago. Things were so complicated when one had lost ten years.

She had not believed the stories at the time. They were so fantastical, so nonsensical. Surely medical science had advanced to help such people. Amnesia was no death sentence, even if it had no obvious cure. This wasn’t the seventeen hundreds, for goodness’ sake!

And then…

She swallowed. “Ten years of my life are missing, Miss Clarke, and you were so good as to come to my lodgings to refresh a few of them. I am a governess of the Bureau.”

There was silence. She had hoped the prompt would encourage Miss Clarke to speak, but the woman was gazing so intently, with such curiosity, it was rather disconcerting.

“And none of your memories have returned.”

Rachel hesitated. It was impossible to explain. Sometimes she would eat something, something she could not recall ever consuming, and her mouth would recognize it. Someone had been singing a tune only last week, a ditty Rachel had hummed before realizing she did not know the tune.

Once or twice, when wandering the streets of London to see just how drastically it had changed over the last ten years, she would see a face in a crowd, and her stomach would lurch as though she had seen an old friend.

Then the feeling would fade, and she would question herself, doubt the feeling, wonder whether she would ever retrieve those memories.

Rachel shook her head. “I can remember my life in almost perfect detail until the age of twenty, just a few months before my first and twentieth birthday, and then…a blank.”

Miss Clarke sighed and poked at the sheaf of papers on her desk. “So…forgive me for saying this, Miss Herriot, but that means you have no memory of the Governess Bureau. Your positions. Your training.”

Rachel swallowed. “No, Miss Clarke.”

No memory of how she had earned a living these last five years. What was she to do? No family to speak of, save for a long distant aunt who had cut off her mother. No friends.

That was perhaps the most surprising thing. In the six months since she had come to, as it were, Rachel had been astonished to find that no one had come to call.

No one at all.

The news had got out, as it always did, and Rachel had waited for the friends she had made in the last ten years to come calling with their commiserations, stories of their time together, attempts to jog her memory.

No one had come.

No friends? Rachel had wondered then, and the question had been partially answered when Miss Clarke had arrived, all stiff looks and stilted words.

She had been a governess. That explained why she appeared to have no acquaintances here in London. She had been working in private homes around the country—even out of the country.

But with no family and no friends, Rachel needed to earn her living—and apparently, she was a governess. If Miss Clarke was not convinced she could perform the task adequately…

Well. She would never go to a workhouse, not if she could help it.

She may not have much choice.

Sitting up straighter, Rachel said with feeling, “I am a fast learner, Miss Clarke. I am sure if you wish to train me again as a governess, I will learn quickly.”

Miss Clarke raised an eyebrow. “A fast learner? How do you know?”

It was a rather disconcerting thought. How did she know? Rachel forced down the panic rising in her stomach. If she had known this meeting was essentially an interview to prove her worth as a governess, she would have spent a little more time in preparation.

“I can read and write,” she blurted.

Now both of Miss Clarke’s eyebrows were raised. “And that is supposed to convince me that you would make an adequate governess?”

Rachel slowed down, forcing herself to think carefully about each word. Her head was starting to ache; it always did when she exerted herself.

“I meant,” she said quietly, “my mind has retained many of my skills, even if the memories themselves are slightly…absent.”

Blast. She had heard about Miss Clarke—that is, Rachel had asked around, her nurses, the doctor, the other lodgers in her building. Miss Clarke was notorious.

Oh, for the best of reasons, of course. No one had a bad word to say about her, but everyone was rather…in awe of her, it appeared. Difficult to work with, that had been the consensus, but everyone wished to. Every woman with her letters and a little education was desperate to work for the Bureau.

The Bureau only took the very best.

“I am well educated,” Rachel said, assuming Miss Clarke’s silence was an invitation to continue. “I have a prowess with mathematics, all the social graces, dancing—”

“In short,” interrupted Miss Clarke, “you are as well educated as a lady of one and twenty.”

Rachel nodded mutely. That was little to recommend when she thought about it. It was not as though she had any of the usual refinements a governess of note would need. She spoke neither French nor German, did not play the pianoforte—beyond a few simple scales—and her drawing left much to be desired.

She would not go without a fight, however. She would convince Miss Clarke.

“I seem to know things I do not remember knowing,” said Rachel, hearing the awkwardness of her voice but unable to do a thing about it. She cleared her throat before continuing. “For example, you forbid the cane in the Governess Bureau.”

Where the words had come from, she did not know. The knowledge was within her; she did not remember being told or reading it in an instructional book. But she knew.

Miss Clarke looked impressed. “You say you have mislaid all your memories from the last five years, the last ten. All your time with the Bureau. Yet you know that. How?”

Rachel sighed. “I do not know. I wish I did, Miss Clarke, believe me, but there are things about myself I do not know that I know.”

And the fear she had pushed aside, the fear that accompanied her every waking moment, rose up in a rush of terror.

She did not know.

Ten years gone. Not knowing what mistakes one had made and then learned from—it was frightening. She did not know who she was anymore.

But Rachel could not think on that, not today. Not this moment.

She appeared to have savings; at least she had found money hidden under the bed in the room she had awoken in. But those coins would not last forever. She needed work.

“You would not have asked me here,” said Rachel quietly, “if you did not have an assignment for me. A position has come up?”

It was a long shot. Miss Clarke could quite as easily have requested Rachel’s company to tell she could no longer work for the Bureau.

Miss Clarke examined her closely. “How did it happen?”

Rachel sighed. The same old questions. “I don’t know. I awoke one day in a place I did not know, with no idea how I got there, the final sweats of a fever on my pillow. After a nurse arrived and we conversed for a time, I realized it was not 1804, as I had believed, but 1814. Being1815 now, of course.”

Why had she added that last bit—to prove to Miss Clarke that she knew what year it was?

Heat singed Rachel’s cheeks again. Foolish, foolish girl!

The curiosity on Miss Clarke’s face was off-putting. Rachel was no scientific marvel, no miraculous feat to be studied. She was a lost cause. A hopeless case. A woman who did not know what or who she was.

Despite clearing her throat, Rachel was still under the severe gaze of Miss Clarke. The gaze did not waver, eyes focused on the woman before her as though a specimen in a museum.

Rachel swallowed. It was on the tip of her tongue to inform Miss Clarke that it was rude to stare, but she fought the impulse. She did not need to further sabotage this conversation.

Besides, though it was unpleasant to be stared at, there appeared to be no harm in her. Miss Clarke, so went the gossip, was far more bark than bite.

“I would rather talk about other things,” said Rachel, painfully aware she had only minutes ago encouraged Miss Clarke to speak about it. Blast. She should have thought of that. “My next position, for example.”

“I am not so sure,” said Miss Clarke slowly. “I admit, I worry, Miss Herriot.”

Fear tugged at her heart, but Rachel attempted to ignore it. Miss Clarke was worried? Was Miss Clarke the one who had opened up a drawer and found carefully folded gowns she had apparently purchased but had no memory of ever wearing?

She leaned forward. “I know I can excel in the Bureau, Miss Clarke. I will not disappoint.”

But Miss Clarke waved aside her words. “I meant I am worried for you, Miss Herriot.”

Rachel blinked. Worried…for her?

Miss Clarke sighed. “I may appear heartless, Miss Herriot, but I must say I am not. Strict, perhaps. Dedicated to the reputation of my Bureau, absolutely. But without governesses at their best, the Bureau is nothing. When a governess of mine is unhappy, or unwell—”

“Or has no idea how she spent the last decade,” interjected Rachel wryly.

She wished she hadn’t. A small frown appeared across Miss Clarke’s brow.

“Indeed,” sniffed the owner of the Bureau. “I have to think of your safety, your health. Will working with children impede your recovery? Will it slow the recovery of your memories? Will it, in fact, prevent you from remembering anything?”

Rachel swallowed and leaned back against the wooden chair. It had not even occurred to her, though she was not ready to admit that. The idea of never retrieving those memories…

“The doctors are unsure as to whether it is even possible for me to recall my past,” she said helplessly. “I think, after six months, it is time I faced that I may have to make new ones.”

She had poured as much strength of purpose into her tones as possible, but Miss Clarke did not look convinced.

She had to convince her. Without a position at the Bureau, what hope did she have for supporting herself? Rachel’s mind flickered to the shrinking pile of coins under her bed. No friends. No family. No other means of supporting herself. No memories. No dowry, if she had been the marrying kind!

Rachel straightened and looked directly into Miss Clarke’s eyes. “I can work. I can govern—perhaps not a large family, but certainly one or two children. You have to give me this chance, Miss Clarke. Didn’t anyone ever give you a chance?”

It was too far; she knew it. She should never have spoken so boldly to the owner of the Bureau.

But Miss Clarke blinked. Her mouth fell open, her cheeks tinging pink for the first time—at least, the first time Rachel could remember.

“Of-Of course someone…” began Miss Clarke, her voice losing all its frostiness. “Someone…but it was a long time ago—before your time—and I…”

Her voice trailed away. Rachel waited, unsure whether to speak. The silence grew.

Miss Clarke looked at her hands on the desk and sighed. “As it happens, I have a rather easy assignment on the books. I was going to give it to one of our newest recruits but…”

She raised her gaze to Rachel, who tried not to look too eager. This was not charity, she told herself. Though she had little to recommend her at present, she would prove herself.

“Have you heard of the Quintrells?”

Rachel nodded. She had no idea how she knew the name, but she did. As she opened her mouth, words trickled out which did not originate in her mind. “Relations of the Astors, a very fine family.”

Miss Clarke nodded approvingly. She had, apparently, passed some sort of test. “A minor branch of that family, a widow, has a child. Fourteen.”

One child, old enough to keep themselves out of trouble but young enough to still obey and do what they were told.

Rachel’s heart leapt. The situation sounded perfect. “I’ll take it.”

Miss Clarke’s lips thinned. “You will take it? You know nothing about the family, the assignment, anything.”

“I am learning, Miss Clarke,” said Rachel with a wry smile, “a great deal about the world at the moment. The last I remember, Napoleon had just been crowned emperor—now he has been defeated and exiled! The prince is Regent, when last I remember Parliament debating whether or not to pay his debts. I am finding it best not to worry about what I do and do not know.”

It was a defiant pronouncement, and she would have made it to few people—but it gained a rare smile from the woman before her.

“And that,” she said softly, “is why I hired you in the first place. Resilience. You always persevered, Miss Herriot, no matter what you were faced with.”

A hint of dizziness approached Rachel’s eyes, but it faded the moment she noticed it. Resilience. Always persevered. The wording sounded familiar—though, of course, she had probably had this conversation with Miss Clarke before.

It was a disorientating thought.

“You will give me the assignment? I am eager to return to work,” said Rachel quietly. “There is no time like the present, I always say.”

Her heart thumped painfully as Miss Clarke sighed. “I require weekly reports.”

Rachel could not help but be surprised. “You always required monthly reports before.”

“And how,” Miss Clarke said swiftly, leaning forward, “do you know that?”

It was an excellent question. The knowledge had just been there, waiting for her. She could not have offered the information, yet there it was. Was this what her life would be like now? Never knowing precisely what was going to come out of her mouth?

“I…just know it.”

Miss Clarke nodded. “Let us hope that your other Bureau skills return just as swiftly. Now back to your lodgings, Miss Herriot. You have a journey to prepare for.”
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Chapter Two


June 10, 1815

“You don’t have to do this, you know.” Timothy Astor looked at his sister and attempted what their mother had called “his sympathetic smile.”

It was a struggle. Not that he didn’t feel sympathetic. His sister Moira had more than earned his sympathy this year after such bad news. It was more…well. He wasn’t the sympathetic type. Even though he knew the precise agony she was facing.

Stretching out in the armchair he had dropped into almost an hour before, Timothy watched his sister grit her teeth, so the tears welling in her eyes did not fall.

“You do not have to pretend that everything is well if it is not.”

Timothy could hear the tension in his voice. Well, women were always better at this sort of thing anyway. He wasn’t the shoulder anyone cried on. Never had been. He was usually too busy being…away.

Still, that did not prevent genuine concern from stirring in his heart. Moira Quintrell was the model sister: elegant, refined, and well-married.

Now well-widowed.

The black did not suit her. It stole the color from her cheeks, leaving his sister’s complexion wan. It added to the general gloom of Quintrell Hall, a place Timothy had hoped to leave within two weeks of arriving.

But he was no monster. When you did not make it back to your sister in time to be with her as her husband died, you did not disappear straight afterward.

Even as his own heart broke.

He was a gentleman, and more, he was an Astor. He would make it right.

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Moira said in a stern voice, as though telling him off for insinuating she needed caring for. “I am perfectly fine.”

A tear trickled down her face.

Timothy’s jaw tightened. God damn, if only he was better at this sort of nonsense.

It wasn’t that he was a bad brother. At least, he did not consider himself so, and Moira had never complained—other than his constant traveling. He was never here when anything important happened. Never could be by the family’s side at celebrations or commiserations.

That was the nature of the job, Timothy mused silently, desperately wondering how to stop saltwater leaking from his sister.

A spy never decided where or when he went, how long he was there for, or when he could see his family. Even if he wanted to.

“You’re not fine, are you?” Timothy was not sure if these were the right words. A clock chimed eleven in the drawing room, accentuating the silence. “Are you, Moira?”

He hadn’t looked properly at his sister for a while. One didn’t with family members. They lived in one’s memories unchanging, but no longer. Now he looked closely at Moira, he saw gray hairs where there used to be chestnut brown, lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there before. The sudden loss of Walter Quintrell had affected her far more than he had predicted.

Timothy sighed as though that would solve the conversational eddy they were trapped in. If only he wasn’t weighed down with such guilt. Not that he could have done anything. But he could have been here. If he had simply turned around upon receiving Moira’s letter—already two weeks old—and started his journey back to England, he might have made it in time to grasp Walter’s hand one last time, to be here to comfort those left behind.

He cleared his throat. He had to say something. “You know you can talk to me, Moira. If you want to. If you need to talk about…” God help him. “Feelings. And the like.”

That managed to elicit a dry laugh from his sister. “Goodness, since when did you become so emotional, Timmy?”

Timothy winced. Did a man ever grow out of his childhood nickname?

He had become too emotional these last few months, not that he’d ever admit as much to Moira. Nightmares woke him each night, nightmares of his last time in France. The terrible decisions he had made. The regret he would feel for the rest of his life.

Timothy’s stomach twisted, and he looked outside to the perfectly manicured lawn as though a sight of perfect English countryside would block out the memories.

He mustn’t think about it. He had promised himself, years ago, that he would keep those two worlds separate. When he was home, he was Timothy Astor, gentleman esquire, and all-round entertaining dinner guest.

In France? On his majesty’s service. Undercover, of course. No one looked too closely at a wealthy gentleman meandering around France.

Timothy glanced at Moira and immediately looked away. She was dabbing her eyes with a black handkerchief. She had purchased many of them when Walter died.

“I am quite well,” said Moira, despite all evidence to the contrary. “Yes. Never better.”

Liar, thought Timothy. And well might she lie. God, she was alone when it had happened—alone except for Violet, and she didn’t count.

He should never have left. He should have known, somehow, that Walter would not be here when he returned. He should have returned as soon as he received that blasted letter.

“I should not have let you bear that burden alone,” he said quietly.

He was not one to voice regret often. He was not one to feel it. One could not when making difficult decisions in the field. Little did Moira know that he was bearing the same emotional burden, one he could not reveal.

But he was an Astor. Astors did not abandon their family.

Timothy’s stomach twisted. He must not think about it.

“What’s done is done,” said Moira quietly.

Her eyes drifted away toward the same window he had looked through. As Timothy watched, he knew she wasn’t seeing what was before her but happier times. Times with Walter.

It would be so much easier, he thought viciously, if one did not care about one’s relations. Then it wouldn’t hurt so much to lose them or disappoint them.

He had to move. He could not sit here stewing a minute longer.

Rising to his feet, Timothy moved around the room but was halted by a portrait of Walter. Damn.

“What will you do?”

There was a heavy sigh behind him. “There is nothing much to do, I suppose. I have a life interest in the house until Violet dies, and I think it likely she will marry soon.”

Timothy snorted as he turned to face his sister. “Marry?”

Moira raised an eyebrow. “And why not? Is Violet so unlikeable, you think no one will wish to—”

“No, no, that’s not it at all,” said Timothy hastily, forestalling an argument he had no wish to have. “No, ’tis more…it’s a little early to be thinking of matrimony for your daughter, don’t you think?”

It was disconcerting to think of little Vi marrying at all, now he came to think of it. It was different with Moira; she was almost a decade older than Timothy. He was nearly too young to attend her wedding.

But Vi—marry?

“She is fourteen,” said Moira calmly. “Fifteen at the end of August. I do not believe it long before she is courted by someone—and with a Quintrell name, and an Astor mother…”

His sister’s voice trailed off delicately, but her meaning could not be more plain. The Right Honorable Violet Margaret Astor Quintrell was…eligible?

Timothy almost laughed aloud. It was so staggering to consider. Violet, almost fifteen?

“No, that can’t be right,” he said softly.

Two visits ago, she had only been six, hadn’t she? Or maybe it was twelve…

It was so difficult to keep track. That was the problem with being away on the Continent. You forgot they grew up. He had hoped their ongoing conversation would reduce his feelings of guilt rather than exacerbate it, but it appeared not. “She’s really fourteen?”

Moira smiled gently. “No one could be more surprised than I.”

I highly doubt it, thought Timothy wryly.

“What was that?”

Blast. “Nothing.”

It was easy to fall into the habit of talking to oneself—or at the very least, the horse, when traveling alone. A habit he would need to abandon, Timothy thought, or risk accidentally offending.

“I will stay as long as you will have me, Moira,” he said quietly. “And do what I can to…to help. If I can.”

He wasn’t sure he could, but his sister’s laughter at his proposal was hardly flattering.

“Oh, do not worry, I laugh not at you,” said Moira with a rueful smile. “It’s just…well. You should be careful making that sort of promise, or you’ll never leave! I so rarely have you, I would like you to stay for as long as possible.”

Wonderful as it was to see his sister smiling and laughing, activities in short supply in the months after her loss, Timothy could not help but feel tension spread across his shoulders.

He had been a fool to offer such a thing. Stay as long as his sister would have him? He had already stayed longer than he had intended, and men counted on his return to France.

Not that she knew that, of course. It wouldn’t do to reveal such a thing.

Even if he wanted to stay, and Vi was a cheerful little thing, even if she was fourteen, his spying days were not over. Before long, he would receive a non-descript letter in the post, full of delightful little code demanding his presence in Paris.

That only made this more precious. Who knew how long he would be blessed with it?

“So, you are already planning on leaving, then?”

Timothy jerked around to see a knowing smile on his sister’s face. “What? Me?”

“You’ve gone all quiet,” said his sister mildly. “That’s never a good sign.”

“No, I have some time, and it’s all yours,” he said hastily. The last thing he needed was for Moira to guess where he would be off to in a few weeks.

She nodded. “Good, because I would like your opinion on Miss Herriot.”

Timothy was standing near an armchair as his legs gave way. He collapsed into it.

Miss Herriot. Surely it was a coincidence. Herriot was a common name, wasn’t it?

“Who?” he said, attempting to cross his legs naturally, as though it had been his own decision to sit so rapidly.

“Violet’s new governess. Surely I’ve mentioned her?”

Timothy swallowed, his throat dry and his mouth unable to speak. A double coincidence. That was all it was. Wasn’t it?

He would not think of her. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He had promised himself, once he knew her to be lost forever, that he would never think of her again.

An image flashed through his memory—that stormy night, pitch-black with no moon, rain lashing down, the wind so high it was impossible to hear a person cry out…

Timothy swallowed. He would not think of that night. He would not think of her.

“Timothy?” Moira was examining him with a look of concern. “Are you quite well?”

Timothy willed himself to speak, though his voice sounded hoarse to his ear. “W-Well? Quite well. Quintrell. Quintrell! Hahaha…”

His weak laugh faded away as Moira’s forehead furrowed. Dear God, what had got into him? Back to the matter at hand, man!

“Apologies,” he said gruffly, not quite meeting his sister’s gaze. “You were saying?”

All he had to do was concentrate for a few minutes, and all of this would become clear. It couldn’t be what he thought…it couldn’t be.

“She arrived a week ago and is…good, I suppose,” said Moira with a sigh, as though the plight of the governess decision was the greatest thing weighing on her heart. “She comes highly recommended, with plenty of references, all good names. It’s just…I hardly know how to describe it. There is something strange about her.”

Timothy sat for a few moments before realizing he had made no reply to his sister, who was looking at him expectantly.

For goodness’ sake, he needed to pull himself together. He had crept across Parisienne streets, hidden letters inside his cheeks, and once blown a musket while riding a horse backward! He could have a sedate conversation in a drawing room about Vi’s education!

“Right,” he said, aware that was an inadequate response. “Where did you find her?”

“The Governess Bureau, of course.”

Timothy snorted. This, at least, was familiar territory. “Oh, Moira, you didn’t?”

His sister’s eyed widened. “Why?”

“Oh, that place is going to the dogs. Did you not hear the gossip?”

The moment the words were out of his mouth, Timothy realized he had gone too far. The woman had been bereaved just months ago, he reminded himself bitterly. Does she really need to be told that she has made a terrible mistake with her daughter’s education?

If only he were able to keep his mouth shut. He always went too far, always kept talking about a minute or two longer than he should.

Damn. This was why it was so much easier in London. He had been tempted to stay there instead of coming on to Quintrell Hall—would have, had not Walter died. It was just easier being at the club, or at his lodgings, around gentlemen who didn’t mind if he cracked poor jokes or occasionally swore.

There was one word for life in the country, and that was dull. Why else join his majesty’s service? Anything was better than getting slowly buried alive here in the countryside.

Timothy took one look at Moira and steeled himself to be a better man, a better brother. His sister needed him. He had failed her once. He didn’t need to fail her again.

“I mean,” he said calmly, as though he had definitely not just rethought everything he had previously said. “Yes. Governess Bureau, good. Excellent.”

Moira snorted. “Save it, Timmy. You were never a good liar.”

It was difficult not to smile. Goodness, what would she think if she knew—but there was no possibility the truth would ever be revealed to her. He had promised himself; his older, far more mature, settled, happy sister would never find his troubles darkening her door.

His smile faded. It wasn’t his troubles that had darkened her door in the end, but her own.

Still, the knowledge of what he really did when traveling around Europe was best kept to himself. For all he knew, one day, a French spy would find his way over here and attempt to infiltrate his family.

Timothy realized he had gripped his hands so tightly, he couldn’t feel the ends of his fingers. He released them and saw his skin brilliant white, dark red, then fading to pink.

“So…so you want my opinion on this governess of yours?” Though his voice was a little strained, it did not appear his sister had noticed.

“Spend some time with her,” Moira said shortly. “Watch her, watch Violet. I have myself, but…I wish to know what you think. A man’s opinion is so different from a lady’s.”

Timothy shrugged. It was hardly a difficult task, and if that was what Moira needed, he would oblige—though what she thought he would be able to discern about a governess…

“Of course I will,” he said aloud. “Anything for you, Moira.”

She smiled. “I know. Thank you, Timmy.”

“And don’t call me—”

Timothy did not have time to complete his sentence before his sister rang a small silver bell beside her. The door to the hallway opened as though by magic, and a voice spoke softly in the doorway.

“You rang, Mrs. Quintrell?”

It was only because Timothy was already seated that he did not fall over. He knew that voice. Knew it better than his own. The silhouette was the same, too, all the curves he knew, the lines of a figure he cared for more than anything.

His gasp was quickly turned into a cough as Rachel Herriot stepped into his sister’s drawing room.

White spots appeared in his eyes; his head grew light; his stomach so twisted, Timothy could barely tell whether he was going to faint or wretch.

Rachel Herriot.

It couldn’t be. It was. What in God’s name was she doing here? How was she alive?

Timothy’s heart was pounding so quickly against his ribcage, he was concerned it was going to tear through his chest and drop into his lap. Rachel. Here. His Rachel?

It could be no other. Though he was unsure what to do with himself, every inch of him feeling sparks of tension.

He needed time to think.

As though he could with the woman he had believed lost before him.

Rachel had stepped into the room elegantly, as she always did, Timothy thought frantically. Or was that just his remembrance? These last few months, she had become almost a saint in his thoughts, a woman who could do no wrong. There must have been moments when she irritated him. No one was perfect. But not that he could recall.

Cough finally ended, Timothy looked at Rachel. She was not looking at him but conversing quietly with his sister.

Of course, that was what they must do. Act as naturally as possible. He would take his lead from her, he always did. It was safest this way; he was unsure what she had told Moira.

Yes, better to simply follow Rachel’s lead than accidentally counter something she had already said. That was the intelligent thing.

Timothy blinked. Both Rachel and his sister were staring at him.

It wasn’t just his stomach that contracted this time, but his heart, his entire chest, as though a heavy weight had been momentarily placed on it.

She was so beautiful—she always had been. It had been one of the first things he had noticed about her.

That, and her right hook.

“Are you feeling quite well, Timmy?” asked Moira with concern.

Timothy nodded. Blast, she would call him Timmy before Rachel. Now he would never hear the end of it.

“Good,” said his sister. “Now, I would like to introduce you to Miss Herriot. Miss Herriot is our new governess, helping Violet prepare for the Season. Miss Herriot, this is my brother, the Right Honorable Mr. Timothy Astor.”

For a moment, everything seemed to hang into silence. Then Timothy watched Rachel curtsey to him and, too late, remembered that he had to at least pretend he had some manners.

He rose hastily, almost tripping himself over with his eagerness, and bowed low.

How the devil did she manage to stay so calm? To an outside observer, one wouldn’t even know that they knew each other.

She was incredible. It was difficult not to swell with pride as he watched her, taking all she had learned and putting it into practice to ensure that they were not discovered.

He could not imagine a better day than a day he was looking at her. Rachel. His Rachel. Dear God, to see her again when he thought…

Timothy’s thoughts moved rapidly. He had thought to stay a few more weeks, maybe a month at a stretch—but now Rachel was here, a whole wealth of possibilities opened to him.

Stay at Quintrell Hall the entire summer? A marvelous idea!

Though it would be difficult to find much time alone—and the thought of time alone with Rachel made his manhood stiffen—he could at least converse with her. Hear all her news, discover how she had made her way back to England. Had managed to stay alive.

“It’s…it’s nice to meet you, Miss Herriot,” Timothy said, suddenly aware no one was saying anything.

That was the trouble with Rachel. It was all too easy to get lost in looking at her.

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Astor,” she said softly.

“Miss Herriot is taking great pains with Violet.”

Timothy started. He had entirely forgotten his sister was there. “What?”

Moira frowned slightly. “Violet. My daughter. You remember I have a daughter?”

He laughed weakly. Dear God, this was not what he had expected when he had dared to hope for a reunion! “I would not think Vi would need great pains. She is a wonderful child.”

He had hoped Rachel would smile at his jest. She stared. Less conspicuous.

“Yes, I find her a delightful child,” said Rachel quietly. “Very pleasant.”

It was so unlike her typical boldness that Timothy almost inquired as to whether she was feeling well—but that was nonsense. She was acting aloof, for they were not supposed to know each other. That must be it.

Still, it was a rather awkward situation. How was one meant to be with a former lover in the presence of your sister?

His whole body was burning, his hands foolish. How did hands hang by the side of the body? Did they swing? How had he forgotten how to be a person?

It was only then that he realized the two ladies in the room were no longer paying him any attention. Instead, they were conversing about some sort of dinner arrangement.

“—mourning, you see, so it will have to wait until…”

Timothy attempted to attend, but how could he when Rachel Herriot was once again in his presence? Everything about her was precisely how he had remembered.

“Timothy?”

“What?” he said distractedly, blinking in an attempt to force his mind to focus.

Moira laughed, and Rachel looked down, her cheeks flushed. Was she—was she embarrassed for him?

Dear Lord, this was a disaster.

“You must forgive my brother. He has been away and has only recently returned,” said Moira with a smile.

Timothy smiled himself. Now that was more like it. That was the Moira he knew, witty, slightly scathing, yet totally harmless.

“Indeed,” said Rachel quietly. “And where have you been, Mr. Astor?”

And there was the Rachel he knew; daring, pushing the boundaries of what was expected. She was bold to ask such a question, and in public, too!

“France,” he said with a carefree smile. “Have you been?”

It was ridiculous. It was wild. It was just like old times.

“No,” said Rachel with a mechanical smile. “How nice for you.”

It really was remarkable. She was so calm, so aloof! Even the best cross-examining judge in the country would be hard-pressed to say they had any connection before this time.

“That will be all, Miss Herriot,” said Moira with an incline of her head. “You must wish to get back to your work.”

“Indeed,” came the calm reply. “As I say, there is no time like the present.” Rachel curtseyed and quietly left the room.

“So? What do you think?”

Precisely what Timothy thought he could not say—not to Moira, not to anyone. It was too lewd, too desperate to know the touch of Rachel under his fingertips again.

“No time like the present.” Dear God, he thought he would never hear her say that again. One of Rachel’s sayings, the thing she always said before a mission.

He swallowed. Six months—no, more than that, since he had touched her. Too long. They would need to speak privately, and soon, or he would go absolutely mad with desire for her.

“Fear not,” Timothy said with a smile for his sister. “Though I have not quite got the full measure of your Miss Herriot yet, I will make sure to spend time with Rachel—Miss Herriot. As much as possible.”
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Chapter Three


June 23, 1815

There was something rather irritating about capped sleeves.

Rachel had always thought that, even when they had first become fashionable. Without access to one’s own smoothing irons, it was almost impossible to get the gathered tucks entirely equal on both sides.

The small looking glass afforded to the bedchamber of the Quintrell governess did not make the endeavor easy. It was so narrow that Rachel could only see one sleeve at a time, and eventually, she gave up.

It did not matter anyway. The important things were coming back to her.

She saw a small, slow smile in her reflection. Coming back to her or coming to her for the first time. It was difficult to tell.

Rachel smoothed the folds of her gown and tried to hold onto the feeling of remembrance she had yesterday when discussing a town in France with her young charge.

She had no memory of the place. Had never been taught about it. Never been there. Yet she had quite clearly described the cathedral there, in intimate detail, in a discussion about architecture and the Catholic Church.

Rachel closed her eyes as though that would help her remember. A light lurch in her stomach, a tingle on the back of her neck, and the information was there. As though it had been waiting for her.

It was most disturbing. What else did she know?

Taking a deep breath, Rachel opened her eyes and left her bedchamber, closing the door quietly behind her. She should be grateful. It was difficult for any woman to gain entrance to the Governess Bureau, and after such an unusual experience, she knew Miss Clarke had placed great faith in her.

But as she wandered down the corridor toward the staircase, Rachel could not help but feel uncomfortable. Not that the Quintrells had been anything less than welcoming.

But still. There was something about being in someone else’s home . . . the constant reminders that you could not sit there, touch that, read that. Always feeling a stranger—no. More like an unwelcome guest.

Selfish woman, Rachel scolded herself silently as she reached the top of the sweeping staircase. You had nowhere else to go and little coin to see you through the summer. The least you could do is be grateful!

And she was. The situation was better than she could have hoped for.

No horrible master; no gentleman of the house whose wandering hands sought a soft part of his servants. No master at all, though Rachel could find no joy in that. Not with the mistress, who seemed a kind woman, always wearing black.

Most importantly, Rachel reminded herself as she swept down the staircase, just one child. A girl, and best of all, old enough that she barely needed a governess at all.

As she descended, the sound of a pianoforte rose in the air. Rachel smiled. It was pleasant to hear such beautiful music—especially as she did not play herself. It was rare to have a child so eager to practice. If there was one thing she had learned about Miss Violet Quintrell, it was that she did not appreciate being told what to do.

The door latch to the music room was cold against her skin. Rachel entered the room and saw Violet, her long hair trailing down her back—soon to be pinned up, once she was out in Society—seated at the piano, concentration written across her face.

Rachel slipped inside and tried not to make a noise, but it was sufficient distraction for Violet to raise her hands and look up. A frown appeared briefly on her forehead until she recognized the intruder.

“Oh, it’s you.”

Rachel inclined her head. “I was not expecting you to be practicing so early.”

A neutral statement. No praise, or Violet would instantly vow she would never practice again. No censure for potentially waking the household, or she would surely play fortissimo at the earliest opportunity.

A delicate balance, being a governess.

Violet grimaced. “My mother makes me.”

Rachel was not fooled. Mrs. Quintrell was, by all accounts, a gentle mother who rarely interfered with her daughter or the running of her home, which endeared her greatly to her staff.

“I think you like it, really,” Rachel teased softly.

Goodness, she could remember being that age. Fourteen—almost fifteen. There was only one purpose to her life, and that was to be as contrary as possible. Whatever an adult around you said, you were quick to disagree.

Strange. It felt like only a few years ago, but it was half a lifetime ago.

“I do like the pianoforte,” admitted Violet with a wry smile, “but I don’t like being forced to practice. Mr. Branner always said thirty minutes in the morning, thirty minutes in the afternoon. I always did twenty-eight, just to spite him.”

“Perhaps that is why you are not as good as you could be,” said Rachel in a gentle tone. “All those two minutes add up.”

A startled look appeared on Violet’s face. “Do you think so?”

“No,” said Rachel with a laugh. “I do apologize, Miss Quintrell. I am only teasing.”

“Oh, Violet, please,” said the girl with a smile as she raised her hands to the pianoforte once more. “Miss Quintrell sounds so stuffy.”

Without another word, she started playing again—a beautiful folk melody. Rachel knew it, vaguely, as one knows all folk tunes. They meander along the scale so beautifully.

Rachel rose and moved toward the pianoforte. It was so mesmerizing, watching someone play. Some intricacy, such delicacy, such power.

Without thinking about it, she sat beside Violet on the pianoforte stool and raised her own fingers to the piano. They knew where to go. Gently at first, then with a little more bravery, her fingers picked out the bass harmony of the piece, moving in slow rhythm to perfectly balance the light tune above it.

It was five minutes later or an hour. Rachel could hardly tell. The piece came to its conclusion, the beautiful notes fading away into the air.

“Now why did you not tell me you played the pianoforte?” asked Violet with surprise, turning to her governess. “There are so many duets I have wished to play!”

Rachel swallowed. There was that uncomfortable tingling on the back of her neck. She had learned the pianoforte, then. Not that she could remember. She could not even tell Violet what the notes were, but her fingers—the muscle memory—had known for her.

What else did her mind know that she did not?

She smiled brightly. “Well, I have only been here a short time. It is not possible to tell you everything!”

“Still, I have asked you to play with me before,” Violet persisted with all the dedication of a toddler. “And you have refused!”

Rachel swallowed. She had to distract her. Violet was not an unkind child—really, she was not a child any longer. She was the picture of her mother—chestnut hair and wide blue eyes, but with a little more grit under the surface. That must come from her father.

Grit that meant she hardly ever left a conversation alone.

“Have you had breakfast?” asked Rachel, changing the subject.

Violet shook her head, her curls bouncing off her shoulders.

Rachel nodded. What a relief. “In that case, go along and breakfast with your mother. I will meet you in the drawing room afterward, and we can discuss the correct topics of conversation between you and a newly introduced gentleman.”

Violet rose obediently but made a face. “I don’t want to be out, Miss Herriot. Why do I need to gad about and make pleasant conversation with boring old men?”

It was the same critique Rachel had heard a thousand times before. Society was designed by the older generation. These young things wanted excitement and laughter, not dull conversation over cucumber sandwiches. Trips to the races or betting on boxing or cards or walks in forests where a gentleman and a lady could accidentally find themselves alone…

That was what the young people wanted.

Rachel smiled. A few months ago, she would have considered herself a young person. Now ten years had crept up on her. It was most unfortunate.

“The drawing room,” she repeated. “After breakfast.”

“I said—”

“I know what you said,” interrupted Rachel with a smile that nevertheless brooked no argument. “And you know what I said. You may not wish to be out into Society, but your mother thinks differently. You can tell me all about the gentlemen of the area.”

Violet made a face Rachel knew her mother would not approve of. “So I must?”

Rachel sighed. There was something innate within her, it seemed. Something from her governess training, perhaps? Something within her knew to look past the pleading look on the girl’s face and see the woman she would be within a year. A woman who would need to know how to navigate Society’s rules and restrictions without—hopefully—losing who she was.

Rachel had never desired to be rich. Enough to get by, that was what her own mother had always said. There were too many locks on a gilded cage.

“All the gentlemen of the area,” Violet was muttering as she put away her pianoforte music. “So, you know who to pair me off with, I suppose?”

A smile crept across Rachel’s face. She had wished for a sister growing up. Another Miss Herriot to gossip with, laugh with, create imaginary worlds, and blush with when the baker’s son looked at them…

“Not quite,” she said. “More so you can tell me which gentlemen we need to avoid when you do come out into Society!”

A grin cracked the sour expression on Violet’s face, and she giggled. “Truly?”

Rachel nodded. “Remember I am on your side, Miss Violet—and your mother is, too. I am here in this household to make your life easier.”

The girl sighed. “You know, I did not wish to have a governess when my mother suggested it, but it’s rather nice to have someone else on your side. Especially when…well…”

She swallowed, her eyes downcast.

Rachel said nothing. It was not her place to be the first to speak her father’s name to Violet; she would have to wait until the child was ready for that herself.

Besides, Violet’s relief was nothing compared to her own. Finding a child like Violet Quintrell and no other children in the household was a miracle as far as Rachel was concerned.

“Breakfast,” she said in a mock stern voice. “Then matchmaking. Off you go.”

After putting away the last of the pianoforte music, Rachel closed the door to the music room quietly and stepped across the hall. She would not be having her breakfast with the family, of course. That would be rather irregular. No, Mrs. Wright was waiting, hopefully with a warm bowl of porridge.

It was toward the kitchens, therefore, that Rachel began to walk, but she was not able to get very far. In a sudden movement she could not have predicted, someone grabbed her from behind, her mouth and shriek covered by a strong hand.

Nausea rose in her stomach as Rachel fought back, struggling against the unknown and unseen assailant behind her. Despite her kicks and her desperate attempts to scream, she could neither make a noise nor get herself free.

Panic clouded her judgment. Any attempt to escape became impossible as the hands dragged her toward a side corridor that went off the hallway.

This was going to end terribly, Rachel knew. Anyone grabbing at a woman in this way did not wish to discuss the weather. They wanted to—to do terrible things.

Boldness grew as the determination not to permit such untoward things from occurring rose within her. She struggled further, her one free hand scrabbling at the strong hand over her mouth as the door to the hallway shut.

“Be quiet, can’t you?”

It was a man’s voice—but of course it was a man’s voice, Rachel thought wildly, no woman would be so outrageous as this.

But the tones of the voice sunk into her mind. It was a voice she knew. A servant?

The hands released her so suddenly, she almost staggered against the wall, taking as many steps away from her captor as she could. She had to free herself from—Mr. Astor?

He was sucking on his hand. “Ouch, Rachel, by God! What are you playing at?”

Her, playing at? Rachel attempted to catch her breath as she stared at the man who had just given her the greatest fright of her life. What was the mistress’s brother doing, grabbing at servants and pulling them into corridors?

She had been relieved at the lack of a master, but were there perhaps other dangers in Quintrell Hall?

“What on earth did you think you were doing?” she managed to breathe, leaning against the door. Her hand found the latch. If she needed to escape into the hall, she could.

She would not permit him to touch her again.

But Mr. Astor did not look offended at her harsh remark. “I didn’t know how else to get you alone.”

“Alone?” repeated Rachel.

Alone? He was a madman, surely—he wasn’t making any sense. Why would he wish to speak to her alone—unless…unless speaking wasn’t precisely on his mind.

Confirming her suspicions, Mr. Astor stepped forward and crushed his lips upon hers.

It was all so quick, Rachel did not have the time nor presence of mind to escape into the hall. This was hardly the action of a rational gentleman!

But the kiss…it was something unlike she had ever known.

Not that she could remember. For all she knew, Rachel had indulged in a few stolen kisses with gentlemen who had sufficiently wooed her and courted her, but as far as she could recall, this was her first kiss.

And what a kiss. Mr. Astor’s hands were cupping her face upward to his own, his lips dominant, passionate, exacting what he wanted and giving pleasure back in return.

And what pleasure. Rachel found herself melting into his arms, the kiss utterly overwhelming her. His tongue teased playfully, no hesitancy whatsoever.

As though he knew precisely what she wanted.

Rachel’s eyelashes fluttered as she leaned into Mr. Astor, her lips parting, ripples of pleasure awakening parts of her body which had never—

But this was ridiculous! She was being passionately kissed by a gentleman she barely knew after he had dragged her into a corridor!

The moment her mind caught up with her, the kiss could not continue. Rachel’s eyes snapped open and her hands, starting to drift to his lapels to pull him closer, shot out to push Mr. Astor away.

He did not look happy. “What the devil was that for?”

His cheeks were flushed, his eyes narrowed, but that did nothing to diminish the intoxicating good looks of the man. Rachel swallowed. If only he had not given her precisely what she would have wanted as a first kiss—a gentleman who was confident, who knew what was he doing and how to please.

Mr. Astor took a step closer to her as Rachel attempted to get back both her breath and her sanity. “What is wrong with you?”

That prompted a response. “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?”

If she was not much mistaken, an expression of hurt crossed Mr. Astor’s high cheekbones. “With me?”

Rachel nodded, heart fluttering. She should not have enjoyed that. “Yes, with you! Do you kiss all your sister’s servants like this?”

She attempted to pour into the comment all the judgment and shock she felt, but for all the impact it had, she may as well have complimented the man!

Mr. Astor had the gall to laugh. “Oh, don’t worry, you are special, Rachel.”

Rachel could feel her cheeks flushing, betraying her and revealing her discomfort. This was insupportable! How was she supposed to maintain her presence in a home where a gentleman thought it was appropriate to speak to her like that!

So…so intimate.

“If you think you can make an arrangement with me, Mr. Astor, for…for that sort of thing,” Rachel said as coldly as she could manage while wishing to run a hundred miles in the opposite direction, “you are very much mistaken. How dare you!”

The lolling smile on Mr. Astor’s face slowly faded. “Arrangement? Why would I need an arrangement?”

The arrogance! Rachel thought it was most unfair that he was able to stand there in his elegantly cut jacket and expertly tied cravat, looking so handsome. It was most infuriating to be irritated with such a good-looking gentleman.

“You will never do that again.”

Mr. Astor’s brow furrowed. “Rachel?”

“And don’t call me that!” she snapped.

And not just, she told herself silently, because it was completely inappropriate for any gentleman, let alone a virtual stranger, to do such a thing but because…because it sounded rather nice on his lips. Something she could get used to.

Pull yourself together! Rachel swallowed. They were standing in a servants’ corridor, where they could be discovered any moment. This was not the time to get lost in a man’s eyes!

Even if they were periwinkle blue…

Rachel cleared her throat and did her best to glare at the offending man. Marvelously good kisser or not, this was not the time to become tangled up with a gentleman of ill manners.

She had her reputation to maintain—more, the reputation of the Governess Bureau.

She mustn’t think about permitting a gentleman to kiss her like that. Rachel knew just how fortunate she was to be permitted back into the Bureau, and she was not going to lose her position, perhaps any position in the Bureau again, due to an…indiscretion.

The man had dragged her out of the hall where anyone could have seen. The man was a walking indiscretion.

It was a rather wonderful kiss, though, whispered a traitorous part of her.

Rachel affixed Mr. Astor with a stern look. “Please. My name is Miss Herriot.”

Mr. Astor rolled his eyes. “Fine, I will, whenever my sister or Vi is—”

“Absolutely not,” interrupted Rachel. Really, did she have to spell it out to him? Did the man know nothing about decorum?

There was nothing more irritating than a well-bred gentleman who had turned his back on all respectability, Rachel thought, trying not to catch the man’s eyes. Such a waste.

“You will address me as Miss Herriot, and only Miss Herriot, at all times. Regardless of who else may be in the vicinity,” Rachel said sternly, utilizing her best governess voice.

There. That should do it.

Yet the response she had expected from Mr. Astor did not come. He did not laugh nor step toward her with roguish confidence. Instead, his face had fallen. There was a hint of sadness that she did not quite understand, along with a tinge of frustration.

Frustration, with her?

His voice was low when he finally spoke. “I never thought you would turn against me. You surprise me, Ra—Miss Herriot.”

Rachel’s mouth fell open. What was happening—this was entirely nonsensical!

If she could have taken another step away from him, she would have done. “Turn against you? There has been some terrible mistake, Mr. Astor, or else you are still drunk from yesterday. I don’t even know you!”

Her words echoed down the corridor, spoken with defiance and boldness. Rachel could hardly believe she had said them. She was not one to speak out of turn, nor make a fuss, but really!

Was there more to this household than met the eye? Rachel’s thoughts meandered wildly; Mrs. Quintrell and Miss Quintrell had seemed perfectly normal, even pleasant, and the few servants she had spoken with daily were quiet, demure, and welcoming.

But this man…this Mr. Astor. What did he want with her? Why did he treat her like a lightskirt, just ready for the asking?

“You…you don’t know me,” he repeated slowly.

Was the man a fool? Rachel tried to slow her breathing. It did not appear Mr. Astor was about to be overcome with a desire to sweep her into his arms and kiss her passionately again, which was probably a good thing. Almost certainly a good thing.

“Until a few days ago, sir,” said Rachel as calmly as she could, “I had never met you.”

A twinge of confusion graced her heart at that moment, though. That was not, potentially, the entire truth. Was it possible that she could have met him in the last ten years?

She had never been to Surrey, as far as she could recall. Had he perhaps visited a home in which she had served? He knew her first name, after all, and the way he had kissed her…

Mr. Astor was staring as though she had grown a second head. “Never met me?”

Rachel swallowed. Ah. How was she supposed to explain this one, then? She had given her mistress a few details—only those which would be useful, of course—but she had not expected to retell the tale.

If only she could move through life without being gawped at. Ah well, there was nothing for it now.

“I suffered an illness a few months back,” she said quietly, finding herself unable to meet his stare, “and I have…lost some memories. If we have been introduced in the past, Mr. Astor, I am sorry, but I no longer recall that introduction.”

There was silence. Eventually, Rachel gained the courage to look up, only to see abject astonishment on Mr. Astor’s face.

Now that was interesting. He did know her, then—and he had kissed her and expected to be kissed in return. Heat returned to her cheeks, but despite her embarrassment, Rachel continued to think. He knew her.

“But you remember, don’t you?” she said quietly, taking a step forward. “You know how we met—we have met, haven’t we, Mr. Astor?”

For a heart-stopping moment, she was certain he was going to say something, reveal how she had spent the last ten years—but he stepped back, warmth and openness disappearing from his face.

“My mistake,” he said in a distant voice. “My apologies.”

Rachel took an unconscious step forward. “Mistake?”

Mr. Astor nodded. “How dreadfully embarrassing—I mistook you for someone else, I’m dreadfully sorry.”

Before she could reply, he had stepped past her toward the hall.

Rachel found she had placed her hand on his arm to halt him in his tracks. “You do know me, don’t you?”

She looked into his blue eyes, dark blue now, swirling with uncertainty.

Rachel’s stomach jolted painfully, and that dratted tingling on the back of her neck returned.

“I do not know you,” Mr. Astor said quietly.

The door shut behind him, leaving her in silence and solitude.

Rachel leaned against the wall. Though she would admit it to no one else, she would dearly love to repeat that kiss again—the power, the determination, the way he took what he wanted.

She shivered. Perhaps coming here was a bad idea after all.
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Chapter Four


June 28, 1815

“Oh, Timmy, you’re simply not paying attention!”

Timothy blinked. “Wh-What?”

Now his vision came into focus, he saw before him a rather irate sister, who glared as she thrust her cards onto the baize table between them.

“I said, do you want to play whist, and you said, erm, and I said only if you wanted to,” said Moira in a long rush, attired in a dark blue gown. “So I expect you to pay a little more attention to the game!”

Timothy opened his mouth, considered what possible defense he could mount without admitting what he was actually thinking about…and closed his mouth.

What was there to say? His sister had beaten him at cards again, something she knew was only because he was not giving the matter his full attention, but the reason why his mind continued to wander was not the remarkably pleasant weather or the sounds of gardeners lightly deadheading outside the orangery windows.

It had been Walter’s idea to have an orangery in the first place, and Timothy had thought him mad at first. But even he had to admit, it was rather delightful. Made even more enjoyable thanks to the presence of a certain woman within it.

His stomach lurched as he smiled painfully at Moira. “My mistake, but I cannot be held accountable for you getting so much better at the game.”

His sister eyed him suspiciously. “Why do I think you are attempting to flatter me?”

“Only attempting?” Timothy tried to sound hurt. “Dear me, I am losing my touch.”

His sister grinned as she pulled the cards toward her. “Fine—I will trust you to heed our game long enough to get through one. Do you wish to deal?”

Wordlessly, Timothy took the cards and began to shuffle them. Yes, that was best. As long as he was trying to keep occupied, his eyes wouldn’t be tempted to drift off to take in the beautiful sight of…

Miss Rachel Herriot.

Damn. A few cards slipped to the baize green table as Timothy’s fingers stumbled, unable to shuffle and look at the silent governess sitting in a corner beside an orange tree.

All she was doing was sitting. It was completely against all reason that his attention would be attracted to her time and time again—but it was Rachel.

Violet was seated beside her and leaned over to ask her governess something about the embroidery in her hands. Timothy watched, transfixed, as Rachel smiled and took the embroidery from her young charge; her nimble hands swiftly perused the problem and then, with no hesitation, deftly adjusted a few threads to solve it before handing it back to his niece.

Timothy swallowed. Was there anything more attractive than competence?

“Timothy?”

Rachel had returned to her own occupation, reading a great tome whose title he could not see. He did not need to. It was not the book captivating all his attention. No, it was the woman holding it. Her delicate fingers grasping the cover, occasionally leaving it to turn a page. The way a curl drifted down past her face, continuously being pushed back behind an ear and falling down again. The curve of her lips—

“Timmy!”

Timothy dropped all the cards and turned to see Moira glaring.

“Wh-What did you say?” he attempted with a weak smile.

His sister gathered the cards and started to shuffle them. “What has got into you?”

His weak smile faded. There was absolutely no chance he would tell her the truth. “Just tired, that’s all.”

Tired of lying in bed trying to fathom what on earth had happened. Tired of wondering whether that kiss he stole—for he had to admit to himself that it was stolen—would be his last.

Exhausted, trying to understand how a woman could lose ten years of memories.

“I’ll deal,” said Moira with a sigh. “I don’t know. You must be sleeping badly to be this foolish.”

Timothy nodded mutely. Who was he to argue? For a short moment, a short, heady moment, he’d had Rachel back again. Back in his life. Back in his arms.

After the tragedy that had wrenched them apart, to have her restored to him…

But then she was wrenched away. She wrenched herself away, fear and distrust in her eyes that he had never seen before.

It did not make sense. It had hurt to hear her words shot at him with misgivings and loathing, but if it was true, if she really had no memory of him whatsoever, his actions were bold in the best light and almost criminal in the darkest.

“There,” said Moira pointedly, “are your cards. Are you sure you can—”

“Yes, yes, thank you,” Timothy said hastily, picking up his cards and swallowing the retort he would have made to a cad at his club. “Let’s play.”

He managed to play almost adequately for about ten minutes, but soon his mind wandered again.

Ten years. Losing one’s memory did happen, but in all the cases he knew of, it was due to age and infirmity. Rachel was only thirty years old. How could that happen?

Disbelieving her had never crossed his mind. He had seen the fear in her eyes. He had seen that look before. Marseilles, if he remembered correctly when all hope was lost and—

“Oh, Timmy!”

Violet snorted with laughter, and Timothy shot her a mock offended look. She pretended to look apologetic, then snorted with laughter again. Rachel whispered something in her ear, and her giggles subsided.

Timmy. It was a foolish name for an uncle, Timothy thought wryly. Besides, he couldn’t see what he had done wrong now.

“How have you managed to shuffle the knaves into the deck?” Moira looked at the card he had just played. “Oh, really!”

Timothy swallowed. Here he was, professing that he was staying at Quintrell Hall because his sister and niece needed him, and what was he doing?

Mooning over a governess.

At least, that is all they would see—though how anyone could look at Rachel and see only a governess was beyond him. Why, he had watched her defeat three men at poker…

His heart skipped a beat, painfully constricting. That was then. This was now. This Rachel looked shy, not bold. What had she lost, besides her memories? Her bravery?

“You’ll be saying soon you would rather play chess,” said his sister, interrupting his thoughts. “Perhaps this is all a ploy—playing so badly I will have no choice but to acquiesce to playing that ridiculous game.”

Timothy had to smile. “I would have a better chance at beating you at chess.”

“I know,” said Moira with a smile. “And that’s why we’re playing cards.”

“I can play!”

Violet had evidently put aside her sewing, for she approached the table without it.

Her mother raised an eyebrow. “I was not aware you knew how to play whist.”

“Miss Herriot taught me,” said Violet with all the pride of a child who had been taught a new trick and was rather eager to show off.

Timothy was glad of an excuse to look at Rachel. Her book had lowered as she heard her name, so he was blessed with the full view. Dear God, but he had missed her.

As though she could intuit the intensity of his thoughts, Rachel’s cheeks flushed.

Timothy crossed his legs. Goddamn it.

It was maddening to be so close yet not laugh with her, talk to her, hear her brilliant thoughts. Not that it was his sister and little Vi who were the problem. For all she knew, he was a blaggard who made such advances to every servant. Though the thought curdled his stomach, she would be well within her right to think that if she recalled nothing of their history.

Would she ever remember him? Was it better, perhaps, that she did not?

Sunlight streamed through the orangery, bathing them all in a delightful warmth. A few beams of light seared through the orange trees themselves, dappling Rachel in a green and orange glow. The late evening sun was still bright, at least for now.

Timothy’s jaw tightened. It was agony, being this close to her but unable to touch her—yet he could not leave her. Thoughts of retreating to town were pushed aside. He had to be close to her, had to try to understand what had happened.

“See, here, you need to get…” Violet was explaining the rules of the game to her mother in an attempt to demonstrate her competence.

It was a welcome distraction. Moira was easily upset these days, and with perfectly good reason—but it was becoming rather a challenge to keep her occupied all the waking hours. Without distraction, she was liable to mope.

Besides, a distraction from him meant he was once again free to look at—

Tension shot across his shoulders. This time when his gaze meandered over to Rachel, he was not afforded the opportunity to stare in delight as she read her book. She was staring right at him. Her eye met his boldly at first, then defiantly as color tinged her cheeks.

He smiled. That was his Rachel. She had every right to fear him. If he had been some other gentleman, a cad who had no interest in treating her with respect, she should fear him.

Timothy’s heart ached for her. She trusted no one, had no one to confide in. He knew what that was like. That had been his own life before her.

Now after her.

After that wonderful kiss and awkward discussion, he had wondered in the privacy of his bedchamber if it was just a marvelous coincidence. Same name, similar face. It must be possible, in theory. He’d heard some rather strange rumors about the Countess of Clarcton.

But it wasn’t possible. He knew that kiss. He knew every inch of that woman and precisely what she liked, and before her mind had caught up with her, before the shock and surprise made her step away, Rachel Herriot had leaned into that kiss. He knew it. Had felt it.

“I said, do you wish to play with us?”

“Yes,” said Timothy instantly, unsure precisely who us was but hoping it would include Rachel.

It did not.

“I’ll deal,” said Violet eagerly.

Timothy watched her. It was strange. He had considered her a child. It had come as rather a shock to discover that Violet was grown and clearly ready to join Society.

Well, almost. She required a few refinements, which is why his sister decided to hire a governess. Far cheaper than a finishing school, not that Vi needed such drastic treatment.

After all, she had only recently been taught the rules of whist and continued to thrash him most spectacularly.

“You didn’t have to let her win,” murmured Moira under her breath, as her daughter crowed with delight at her triumph.

Timothy shrugged. “I didn’t,” he said frankly.

He would have said that even if he had. It was so rare to see Vi smile nowadays—but then, she had lost her father. No child was spared that pain, though it affected them all differently. He had been in France when his parents had died. Thinking about it, that meant it had been Moira once again to organize the funerals.

He had a rather terrible habit of doing that.

“Another game?” asked Vi eagerly.

Out of the corner of his eye, Timothy watched Rachel close her book, rise from her seat, and slip to the door to the house. She closed it behind her. In an instant, the orangery changed. All the energy and spark had left, leaving the place feeling flat.

Moira sighed. “Violet, off you go.”

Violet’s hands paused, halfway through dealing out new hands. “What? Why?”

Her mother’s face brooked no opposition. “Off, Vi.”

Her daughter obeyed, though with very bad grace. Splattering the cards all over the table and glaring ferociously at the adults, Violet stomped toward the same door which Rachel had just exited through and slammed it behind her.

Moira winced. “Not quite the ladylike style I would wish for her.”

Timothy could not help but laugh. “Oh, I don’t know. She’s memorable, isn’t that one of the challenges young ladies face in society?”

His sister sighed as she began to gather up the cards. “So, what do you think?”

He hesitated, but just for a moment. It was all very strange, thinking of Vi as an adult. As someone’s future wife—that was even more frightening.

Still, they had to grow up, didn’t they? Children. They did not stay children forever.

“I think she is almost ready,” he said. “There’s no time like the present, after all.”

Timothy had believed his words to be helpful—at least, relevant. It appeared not.

“Not Vi,” said Moira exasperatedly. “The governess!”

His heart fluttered for a painful moment as he looked at his sister with fear. Had he been found out? Had he been so obvious in his admiration for Rachel that his sister had realized he had a prior connection to her?

Damn and blast if he had—it would ruin his chances to spend more time with Rachel, to understand what happened to her. Try to decide what he was going to do about it.

Only after a few moments of panic did his sister’s request float to the top of his mind.

“I would like your opinion on Miss Herriot.”

He smiled weakly. “Ah. The governess.”

Timothy swallowed. His opinion. As if he needed further excuses to look at Rachel, to spend time with her, to examine her. It was going to be more difficult to keep away.

“Yes, the governess,” persisted Moira, putting the playing cards back in their box. “You said you would consider her for me. What do you think?”

Timothy swallowed. The truth was not called for here. “I think…I think. Very interesting, I would say. Good at what she does. A good governess.”

Even he could hear how pathetic he sounded. Dear God, he would need to get a grip on himself if he was going to stay much longer at Quintrell Hall. Rachel already thought he was a monster who approached any young lady, and now his sister thought he was a complete fool.

Moira rolled her eyes. “I already knew all that—she came from the Governess Bureau, she was hardly going to be bad! I’m paying through the nose for her, Timmy, as I am sure you could guess. I asked whether she is a good governess for Violet—or companion, really.”

A good companion?

Timothy gripped his hands together in his lap for fear of spilling his wonderful memories of Rachel. Running through the fields in France on a rare day off. Slipping into a church to hide from a certain gentleman and cramming themselves, almost dying of laughter, in a single confessional booth.

Kissing under the starlight of French darkness…

He swallowed. “I-I think she is a fine companion.”

If his sister heard the quaver in his voice, she ignored it. In fact, she looked remarkably pleased at his words, which was a rarity.

“Good,” she said decidedly. “Good. I was worried that…you know, hiring her was the first decision I made. After Walter, I mean.”

And at that moment, without any desire from his sister to make him feel bad, Timothy felt truly awful.

Here he was, wondering whether he could convince Rachel to allow him to kiss her again, self-centered, when sitting before him was a widow. Not any widow: his sister. She had supported him and encouraged him throughout his childhood, defended his French…visits to their parents—and when she needed him, he was more interested in his lover than his sister.

He was a cad of the worst degree.

“I would say you made an excellent decision, under pressure, with little support,” he said quietly. “And it does you credit. I do not believe you could have made a better choice.”

Moira smiled, her eyes suddenly glistening in a way that made Timothy panic. Not tears, not again. He was never very good with tears.

Thankfully, his sister squeezed his hand. “Thank you. I…I needed to hear that.”

Timothy smiled and squeezed her hand in return. He attempted to put a lot of unsaid things into that moment, things he did not have the words to say. It was not who he was.

Still, Moira seemed to understand.

Taking a deep breath, she glanced outside at the dying embers of the sun. “It must be late. I think I will to bed.”

Timothy nodded. It was all too easy, in these summer months, to confuse daylight with daytime. It was probably near ten o’clock. Time for him to retire, too, with the hope he could prevent himself tossing and turning for hours, thinking about Rachel.

He was unsuccessful. Upon rising the next morning, with bloodshot eyes and a throbbing headache, Timothy promised himself he would spend no more time with Rachel—with Miss Herriot—than necessary.

It was getting ridiculous. He was no whippersnapper, no green-gilled fool of one and twenty. He was more than a decade older! He needed to stop acting like a fool and like the man of this household, a role he had accidentally slipped into, it appeared.

It was a brilliant promise to himself, and one he might have kept. But it was rather difficult to avoid someone who lived in the same house. That was why after breakfast, when Timothy thought he would spend the day reading novels he had been unable to obtain in France last year, he almost disturbed Rachel—Miss Herriot—and Vi as they sat in the library.

Fortunately, the door was ajar, so he heard their voices before opening the door.

“—absolutely sure I have to?” Vi was complaining.

“Shakespeare is one of the greatest playwrights this world has even known, Violet.”

There was a heavy sigh. “But why does he have to be so dull! And Milton, too, ’tis as though they have gone out of their way to be as insipid as possible!”

Timothy smiled. There must be something generational in reading tastes.

“I will admit, they do not entertain me as others,” he heard Rachel say in a quiet voice. “And that is why I will be teaching you some of the most important parts, so you can speak in company as though you have read them.”

Something twisted in his heart as Timothy’s aching increased. That was his Rachel. She always knew how to bend the rules in a genteel way to get what she wanted.

Dear God, staying away was nigh on impossible. Even if they weren’t housed in the same place, how could he? She was his own, his very own—or at least, she had been.

Now she looked at him with cold indifference.

How could he stay here, forced to suffer like this day after day? Her tantalizing distance was sweet agony to his soul, and the thought that one day she would come to him and ask him to make love to her…that kiss, heated not purely with his passion but with her own…

Timothy shivered. In that instant, she had known him, even if she had forgotten him entirely. After enduring what they had together, surely she would remember him again?

“—is Paradise Lost, one of his greatest works,” Rachel was saying inside the library. “It explores the idea that a perfect moment or a perfect world can exist—but once you lose it or it is destroyed, you can never get it back.”

Timothy’s shoulders sagged. He shifted just an inch, sufficient to gift him with the sudden view of Rachel, seated in an armchair across from his niece. Sunlight poured through the window, and her curls were illuminated like an angel in a medieval painting.

Had he lost her forever? Was she his Paradise Lost: a perfect moment now destroyed, unable to save? Precious moments, their intimacy, the secrets they had shared—was it all gone?

Timothy swallowed as the conversation inside the library washed over him. If Rachel said she had lost her memory, then she had. It was all wiped out. Though it was agony for him, it must be terrifying for her. Only now was Timothy realizing just what losing all that time could mean. Not knowing who she could trust, where she had been, what she had done.

No wonder she had looked at him with fear and confusion as he had kissed her.

Once, they had run the gauntlet against the French, had stolen those papers from that Lille mansion; ferried refugees out of France disguised as their servants. They had feared for their lives and made passionate love.

She had been bold, energetic, clever…and all of that was gone.

Timothy’s jaw tightened. Gone for now. Was it still within her? Could it be brought forth? Could he help her remember it all, bring her back to herself?

Taking a deep breath and pushing open the door, he stepped forward to see Violet’s face properly. She looked delighted.

“Hullo, you,” he said cheerfully. “What are you up to?”

“Oh, just discussing a book with Miss Herriot,” Violet said airily. “Paradise Lost, by Milton. Perhaps you know it?”

Dear God, she was going to take society by storm, thought Timothy wryly. Every gentleman under the age of forty, and perhaps a few over, needed to be careful.

“Indeed,” he said smoothly. “I find it a rather sorrowful book—didn’t you?”

“I suppose it is sorrowful in a way,” said Violet, pretending to consider. “Yet it is an interesting allegory for the state of industrial change, do not you think?”

She looked at Rachel a little too triumphantly, but she did rather well, even Timothy had to concede. Blast it. She was a menace.

Rachel glanced at him, and he winked, eliciting a smile. For an instant, it was just like old times—but then the governess remembered herself. Her smile was replaced with flushed cheeks, and she rose to walk to the window.

Niece forgotten, Timothy followed her. “You have taken great care with your charge, Miss Herriot. I commend you.”

When she replied, Rachel spoke in icy tones. “I am a governess, of course, I have.”

Silence fell between them, but not the gentle, relaxed silences he knew so well. No, this was uncomfortable, purposefully so. Blast it.

Ten years wiped away—and not just for her. For him, too. How devastating he had met her mere months after her first and twentieth birthday. She had no memory of him at all.

“And…and what will you cover with my niece next?”

“Why don’t you ask her?” came the stilted reply.

His face must have been visibly astonished, for Rachel did smile. “Miss Quintrell is almost a woman out in society,” she said quietly. “Don’t you think she may like to be involved in the final preparations of her own education?”

Timothy smiled. It was so like Rachel, seeking to give the power of choice back to a woman. “I…I will ask her.”

Rachel nodded but eyed him warily as he continued to stand where he was. “But you’re still here, talking to me.”

Timothy swallowed. Why was she able to do this to him? Render him utterly incapable of wit. “Yes, I know.”

Their eyes met and, in that instant, a flash of something occurred that Timothy could not explain. A heat, a knowing, an understanding. Some knowledge deep within them, a tension only they could break.

Dear God, he wanted to kiss her again—but he mustn’t. No, there were parts of those ten years she must never know. The last few months…

“You…you shouldn’t look at me like that.” Rachel’s voice was barely a whisper.

He swallowed. “Yes, I know.”

How long he stood there, he could not tell. The next moment Timothy was conscious of, he was slamming the door of the library shut behind him as he leaned against the wall, heart racing, a bead of sweat trickling down his forehead.

Dear, God, he had almost…it was a blessing in disguise that Vi had been there. If they had been alone, he would have pushed Rachel against that window and…

He wiped the sweat away. Perhaps it would be a better idea to return to London.
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Chapter Five


July 2, 1815

The morsels of potato, chicken, and a rather rich sauce, which had made the kitchen smell wonderful all day, were delicious. Rachel was not going to deny that.

But for some reason, she could barely eat.

She was hungry. Somewhere in her past, she knew, she had known hunger. There was a familiar ache to her stomach if she missed a meal that her body seemed to understand.

When or how it had occurred, she could not remember. Surely no position would be with a family who would intentionally starve their staff. Probably.

But even as she sat in the resplendent red dining room in Quintrell Hall, eating dinner with the family as she did every Sunday, Rachel found she could barely clear her plate. Not that her gaze left her plate. She could not risk the possibility of looking at Timothy. Mr. Astor.

Thankfully, for now, he was in deep conversation with his sister.

“—really should go,” he was saying, eyes bright. “I have heard the performances are truly spectacular, even if they have lost Miss Patrick.”

“Miss Patrick?” replied his sister, taking a sip of wine. “I heard tell there was some scandal about her, did you know it? You must have done, you were in London, weren’t you?”

“Not only was I there, but I have since met the lady in question—a lady, now, of course,” said Timothy. “But the real scandal was…well. Ahem.”

Rachel could no longer resist temptation. She looked up and saw Timothy glancing at Violet with an awkward expression. He really should know better than to speak of such things before her: actresses and scandals! Hardly the correct dinner conversation for a young mind.

Though if the neighbors here were anything like those where she had grown up, Rachel thought wryly, they would be discussing the exact same thing. Maybe it was safer for Violet to hear her first piece of adult gossip from a friendly source.

As it was, Timothy—Mr. Astor, she must remember to call him that—clearly thought better of it. He took a gulp of wine, coughed, then forced a large mouthful onto his fork.

“I forget,” he said blandly.

“No, you don’t,” said the intelligent Violet, looking between her mother and her uncle. “You haven’t forgotten. You just don’t want to tell me.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” said Timothy with his mouth full.

Violet frowned but thought better of speaking back after a look from her mother.

Rachel suppressed a smile. There was something rather wonderful about families. It was rare she was able to peek inside the secrets of another—though she probably had done as a governess at her previous postings. She just couldn’t remember.

“I thought church rather quiet today,” said Mrs. Quintrell, evidently in an attempt to maintain an element of decorum at the dinner table. “Very quiet.”

“I suppose that is because it is looking to become haymaking season, and many of the villagers will be preparing for it.”

Rachel blinked. Did such a statement come from Violet’s mouth?

“How on earth do you know that?” asked Timothy in shock.

“Yes, I suppose it could be,” said his sister mildly. “A little early, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would,” said Violet imperiously.

Rachel hid a smile as Timothy looked between the women in utter confusion.

“How in blazes do you—”

“Oh, Timmy,” said his sister dismissively with a wave of her hand. “Fancy you not knowing a thing like that!”

Rachel took a mouthful in case she was tempted to laugh. Really, it was most amusing to watch Mr. Astor be teased by his family. It made him seem far more…human, somehow. Not just a handsome gentleman with impeccable attire and terrible manners.

“I know that!” he protested. “I just don’t understand how the child does!”

The child in question rolled her eyes. “I live here, Uncle Timothy. You think I would not know the seasons? Everyone here does—if the harvest is not made, terrible things happen!”

Rachel had to raise an eyebrow. Violet had undoubtedly experienced her fair share of personal disappointments, but she could not believe the girl had ever known an empty table.

“And I’m not a child,” added Violet in her best haughty voice. Rachel knew it was her best, for she had walked in on her practicing. “I’ve grown up in the country all my life.”

Rachel looked to see what reaction this sparked in her uncle and was not disappointed. He was smiling. It was such a tender look, more often reserved for father and child, that Rachel was rather touched.

A bachelor with no children. No wonder he clung to this small remnant of his family, why he was so patient with Violet. It warmed her own heart to see the connection they shared.

A blink, a shift of his head, and Timothy’s gaze met hers.

Heat spread across Rachel’s décolletage and up her neck. It was so unfair she had never grown out of the terrible habit she’d endured as a child. No grown woman should have to put up with such indignity as blushing like this!

She looked at her food. This was ridiculous. Here she was, in the best position she could have hoped for—a pleasant family, comfortable home, good wages, a placid charge…

And she was dancing with fire whenever she looked at that man. With so little to do for Violet, it was natural her attention should wander, but they should absolutely not be wandering toward a gentleman, let alone a gentleman like that!

A man who took her into his arms and—

No, Rachel told herself. A conversation between the siblings began, but she did not care to follow it. She was too busy attempting to calm her thoughts.

There were governesses in the Bureau, surely, who would dearly love to have even a smidgen of her good fortune with this position. What she should focus on were the simple things…a pleasant child, a kind mistress, the food on her plate, the softness of her bed. A bed that could admit one other person; a gentleman who kissed her so passionately she almost—

No. Rachel cleared her throat in an attempt to dislodge the thoughts from her mind.

“Miss Herriot, are you quite well?”

Rachel saw the well-meaning concern of her mistress and hastened to assure her she was quite well.

“You need wine,” said Mrs. Quintrell decidedly. “Wine for Miss Herriot.”

Before she could object to such a rich delicacy, Timothy had reached over and poured red wine into the glass before her. Rachel ensured to keep her gaze fixed on her plate, and only out of the corner of her eye did she see his hand carefully holding the bottle.

She swallowed. It would be rude now not to take a sip, but she had no wish to speak to him. No wish at all.

She sipped the wine. It was good. “Thank you, Mrs. Quintrell.”

“You were saying?” Mrs. Quintrell said, jolting her brother into speech.

“I was saying? Yes, I was saying—the horses. I think they need a little more exercise, Moira. They have been cooped up in those stables too long…”

Rachel allowed the conversation to wash over her. She couldn’t ride anyway.

Ten years. Ten years had gone, and even now, she was only just starting to understand the loss she had experienced. Perhaps she never would.

It was, after all, a third of her lifetime. Just wiped away, as though it had never occurred. There was no one to ask, no one to tell. Just a vague sense, sometimes, that she had done something before, like with Violet and the piano.

Yesterday, when the family was dining, Rachel had crept along to the music room, opened the pianoforte, and attempted to play. Very little had returned to her. A few scales, a ditty she thought was a sailor’s song, though where she could have got that, she had no idea.

For some reason, it did not come. The memories refused to be unearthed.

Was this what it would be like for the rest of her life?

“Eat up, Miss Herriot,” said Violet in a low whisper. “You’re falling behind.”

Rachel smiled, grateful for the whispered hint, and took another mouthful. Why, only last Sunday, she was last to clear her plate and had to suffer the indignity of being watched as she finished her last bite.

As she licked her lips to capture the juices of the sauce, a memory seared into her mind—of those same lips being captured by a gentleman who knew precisely how they tasted.

Rachel’s nape tingled as she tried to show no emotion whatsoever. That kiss. The further she tried to put it from her mind, the more it continued to intrude.

It was hardly surprising; it was the most astonishing thing to happen to her in all her life—except for the loss of memory, of course.

She could not be blamed for thinking on it. Gentlemen did not, as far as she knew, go around kissing their sister’s servants. Even when she had asked delicately of the housekeeper, Mrs. Wright, about the nature of Mr. Astor, she had mentioned nothing untoward.

“Oh, Mr. Astor? Goodness, it’s been a long time since he’s been here or stayed this long,” Mrs. Wright had said cheerfully when Rachel had inquired. “Never here, and when he is, he’s gone in a flash. Hardly knows the child.”

It was strange. In the few moments Mr. Astor was present—playing cards with his sister, singing with his niece at the pianoforte, at dinner on Sundays—there was nothing untoward about him. He seemed like a perfectly rational gentleman.

A gentleman who knew precisely what a lady needed to quiver under his touch.

Rachel pushed that thought from her mind as she took her final mouthful. Why was he never here? He appeared to like his sister well enough, and he practically doted on his niece in his own way.

Perhaps it was the brother-in-law. Rachel had not yet asked about Mr. Quintrell, not seeing it as her place, and no one had offered any information. Perhaps there was a falling out between the two gentlemen, and Timothy had no longer been welcome here.

It would certainly explain why Mrs. Quintrell seemed so pleased to see him.

As though her thoughts were so intense they were audible, Mrs. Quintrell remarked, “You know, I am surprised at you, Timmy.”

Timothy looked around hurriedly as though he had been caught out in a terrible indiscretion. “What? I haven’t done anything.”

“I meant,” said Mrs. Quintrell rather severely as her daughter giggled, “that I was surprised you have stayed with us so long. Your presence is, as ever, a delight, but it is a gift we receive so infrequently.”

Rachel glanced at Timothy. There was no criticism in those words. It appeared her mistress enjoyed her brother’s company. It must have been her husband keeping him away.

“Yes,” piped up Violet, leaning back and clutching her full stomach in a most unladylike way. “I think the longest I saw you before this, I was only nine.”

“It cannot be that long ago,” said Timothy dismissively.

His sister shook her head. “Actually, I believe it was longer. 1807? Perhaps longer.”

“I was certainly not ten years old,” said Violet with all the decisiveness of a child who had decided relatively recently that she was no longer a child.

Rachel watched the family discuss—or more accurately, debate—the timeline between them as she placed her knife and fork gently on her plate.

Eating with the family. A great burden for a governess, particularly if the family were cold, or rude, or condescending, or objectionable for some other reason.

For herself, it was…uncomfortable. Though the occasion was only once a week, it was a stark reminder that she was a servant being offered a treat rather than an equal whose presence was desired.

Besides, it was not as though she was a lady of leisure. There were plenty of things she needed to do, tasks which could not wait until tomorrow. One, in particular, was hanging over her head, though it was—much like the dinner—supposed to be a supportive exercise.

The weekly letter to Miss Clarke.

Rachel had no memory of her time as a governess when a monthly report was required, but that was the standard, though she knew not how that information was lodged in her brain.

Once a month. Heavenly, compared to the detailed reports she was forced to write every seven days to the proprietress of the Governess Bureau.

Every fact was scrutinized, every sentence remarked on. It was exhausting, receiving Miss Clarke’s letters, but only slightly less than writing her own. It was a stressful task, and therefore one which should be completed as soon as possible.

As soon as she could find a polite excuse to leave the dining room, that was.

“—my best to be around more from now on,” Timothy was saying, leaning back and placing his hands behind his head. “After all, there are three ladies keeping me here now.”

For the briefest of moments, the gentleman caught Rachel’s eyes. It was so quick, in fact, that for a moment, she believed she had dreamt it.

Once again, her cheeks darkened. Best to stay silent. It was always easier to stay silent, at the moment. There was far less chance to make a fool of herself if she said very little.

Every sentence she spoke was an opportunity to accidentally offend or say something wildly out of turn. She had quite surprised Mrs. Quintrell only days ago by not knowing how many children the Regent had.

Well, how was she supposed to know? Ten years had disappeared from her memory!

“Three?” repeated Mrs. Quintrell.

Oh, goodness. Rachel took another sip of wine, a mistake for she had no wish for a lighter head.

“Three—what does that mean?” Violet looked at her mother then her governess.

Rachel hoped desperately that she would not put the three of them together. Wordlessly, she met Timothy’s gaze.

It was a connection for but a moment, but it seemed sufficient.

“Mean? Nothing, nothing at all,” said Timothy with all the ease of a gentleman who knew his worth and place in life. “I’m enjoying myself, that’s all. I’m just being daft, Vi.”

“As usual,” said Mrs. Quintrell, though there was a hint of a smile on her face.

Rachel said nothing. Fire had erupted in her veins, heating her from the inside out.

It wasn’t nothing. He wasn’t being daft. She knew what he meant, and it was mortifying for the gentleman of the house to make such allusions to her like that, and in public!

How dare he? Righteous anger filled her veins along with the embarrassment, and Rachel knew it was the wrong day to wear a crimson red gown. Soon she would match it!

He knew something about her. Timothy Astor did not appear, according to the meager sources Rachel had at her disposal, to be a bad man. He was not even foolish or foppish.

“How dreadfully embarrassing—I mistook you for someone else, I’m dreadfully sorry.”

That had been a lie. She knew it—knew it at the time but had been so shaken by the bizarre turn of events that she had not the breath nor the courage to speak. There was something between them in their past, there must be. They must have met, been close once, intimate even if that kiss was anything to go by.

A gentleman must have known a lady very well to pull her into a corridor and take possession of her mouth with such certainty, such determination. It was not their first kiss if the intimate way he knew she wanted to be kissed was anything to go by.

Which suggested, Rachel thought, unable to help herself, that he knew how she wanted to be touched in other areas as well…

The chair screeched behind her as she suddenly pushed it back.

“Miss Herriot?” said Mrs. Quintrell with surprise.

Rachel took a deep breath. All she had to do was stay calm. “I apologize for startling you, Mrs. Quintrell, but I am afraid I am needed elsewhere.”

Her mistress blinked. “Elsewhere?”

Rachel nodded. If only she had thought of something vaguely meaning to say. “Yes, I have…I have preparations to do. For Miss Quintrell’s further education.”

There was a heavy sigh from Violet. Clearly she was excited by the prospect.

“I see,” said Mrs. Quintrell. “Well, thank you, Miss Herriot.”

With great relief at the expectation of being freed from their company, Rachel had only managed to take one step away from the table before another voice arrested her legs.

“Actually, I have a letter I need to get into the post,” said Timothy, rising far more genteelly and throwing his napkin onto the table. “I will see you ladies later.”

“B-But…” spluttered Rachel, with absolutely no idea what she was about to say next.

He could not think of joining her…could he?

After bowing to his sister and niece, Timothy strode over to the door and opened it.

His face was the most irritating, most condescending thing Rachel had ever seen.

“After you, Miss Herriot,” he smirked.

Drawing herself up and reminding herself that she was the one who had first decided to leave the table, and he was the one following her—and not the other way around—Rachel attempted to walk around the table in the most demure, quiet way.

It belied the fury beneath. Why was he intending to follow her, or was this just a remarkable coincidence? Either way, she would not permit him to—to make assumptions.

And that was why, the instant the dining room door closed with a crisp snap, Rachel rounded on him.

Fury she could never recall feeling fueled her as she prodded a finger harshly against Timothy Astor’s chest. “What do you think you’re playing at?”

Evidently, the man had not expected to be rounded upon by a governess several inches shorter than him. His eyes widened, eyebrows disappearing into his hair.

“How dare you?” hissed Rachel.

It felt wonderful saying something, defending herself. A thrill of excitement tingled at the edges of her fingers and toes. This was so unlike her; she was not the sort to speak boldly to anyone! Yet it made her feel more alive than anything—except, perhaps…

“Goodness,” said Timothy in a low voice but with a wry smile. “Are you the one accosting me this time?”

There was a flirtatious lilt in his voice that Rachel could not ignore, though she did her best to pretend that the tingling across her body didn’t spark.

This was not why she had come here—nor why she wished to speak to him. This couldn’t go on, all these looks, all these hints. It had to stop.

“You know me,” she said quietly, not taking her eyes from his own. “Actually know me, I mean. From before.”

Timothy’s face fell. Cold darkness swept over him, his arms crossed. “You are mistaken.”

“I am not,” said Rachel in a low voice. The last thing she needed was for Mrs. Quintrell to ask why she was interrogating her brother. “You know me, Mr. Astor, don’t you?”

She watched him swallow.

“No.”

She watched the lie in his eyes. Why was he hiding the truth from her? What could there possibly be that she should not know?

Taking another step toward him, Rachel did not take her gaze from him as Timothy stepped back. “I know you are lying. Why are you lying to me? What are you hiding, Mr. Astor?”

Though she knew she was acting wildly—and quite the opposite to how Miss Clarke would expect her governesses to behave—butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

Was Timothy able to reveal to her just what she had been doing the last ten years—other than at the Governess Bureau? What did he know about her that she had forgotten?

But it was not to be so easy. A lolling smile fell upon Timothy’s face. “You always knew when I was lying.” Horror painted his features as his mind caught up with his tongue. “I mean—”

“I knew it!” Rachel forced herself to take a breath, or she was likely to expire with the excitement. “I knew it, the moment you…when you…”

Oh, blast. Why was he smiling like that?

“When you kissed me,” she said reluctantly.

Timothy’s infuriatingly handsome smile returned, his arms still crossed. “What if I have never met you before in my life, but I just wanted to kiss you?”

Rachel swallowed. She had been the one to step forward to be close to him, a decision she was now regretting. The intimacy of their conversation was only heightened by the proximity of their persons. Why, all she had to do was reach out and—

“Y-You wouldn’t,” she managed to say. “No gentleman would do that.”

“But what if I am no gentleman?”

They were inches apart now. If Rachel breathed too deeply—not something she felt able to do, in the circumstances—her breasts would graze his arms.

Oh, goodness. How was she still standing as she looked into those eyes, blue as the sky, filled with desire, and lust—but also recognition. As though she was home, and he had been away too long. As though he had been waiting, through a stormy night, only for her to return at dawn.

He knew her. Not only that, but he knew about a part of her life that she had lost.

She had to make him tell her.

“You…” She breathed.

Timothy uncrossed his arms and lowered his voice without looking away. “Yes, Rachel?”

It was hearing her name that helped her to focus. No gentleman she had known for a matter of weeks should be speaking like that to her.

“You must tell me what you know.”

She could see the hesitation in him, the temptation to speak, yet the stronger inclination to keep quiet.

“I cannot,” he said quietly, his gaze dropping to her lips. “There is nothing to tell.”

“But I—” Rachel broke off quickly. It was the only sensible thing to do, as a door had opened further down the hall to reveal a maid.

Only then did she realize just how close she was to the Right Honorable Mr. Timothy Astor.

Flushing with embarrassment as though she had been caught in bed with him, Rachel took a step back. A few awful seconds went by, elongated by her shame, as the maid walked across the hall, her eyes downcast so as to not look at her betters, then another door shut behind her.

“But I need to know,” Rachel said quickly, picking up precisely where she left off. “Do I not have the right to know about my own life?”

Perhaps it was that tug at his heartstrings that prompted guilt to tinge Timothy’s face. “And…and if you’re wrong? If this is just a coincidence of appearance?”

Rachel snorted, then coughed to mask the indelicacy. “Don’t give me that, Timothy—Mr. Astor. You recognize me. You know me. You…you kissed me.”

“And I would very much like to do so again.”

Rachel blinked, startled. The honesty pouring from his tones was hypnotic, as was his mere presence. How was he able to do this to her?

She found herself leaning toward him unconsciously, desperate to be touched again.

But then something popped into her mind…“You owe me.”

Where the words had come from, she did not know. It did not matter. They had such a strong effect on Timothy that she wondered what on earth could have happened between them.

He blanched, as though she had said something truly hurtful. “I-I…I do not.”

It appeared guilt would not work. Rachel decided to try pleading next, her heart starting to flutter. She was so close, it appeared, to learning more about who she was. About the woman she had become.

“Please, Mr. Astor,” she said, allowing all her desperation to show on her face. “I…I don’t know who I have been for the last ten years.”

He wanted to tell her. At least, a part of him did. Rachel could see it in his eyes.

“You owe me,” she repeated. Well, it was worth a try. It, at the very least, elicited a reaction.

Timothy drew a deep breath before he turned away. “No.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Six


July 8, 1815

There was something about a library. Timothy had always believed that, even when a small child. The library at Myrtlewood Manor had been sadly neglected over the last ten years, as more and more of his time was spent in service to his country across the wilds of France.

But the one at Quintrell Hall had been carefully tended by its owners for several generations, leading to shelves piled with books, manuscripts, treatises, and charters from when Quintrell Hall was just a rather larger house than the others in the village.

Books in French, German, and Latin. There were a few in Spanish, and even one Timothy had found one late afternoon during his last visit in a script he did not recognize.

Most importantly, and perhaps why the Quintrell Hall library was so prized by him, Timothy found most of the inhabitants gave it a wide birth. That meant solitude.

Finally, some time on his own. Timothy sank gratefully into the worn-out armchair with frayed embroidery at the edges, a little of the wooden frame showing at the very ends of the arms where the fabric had been worn away entirely. It was late afternoon, perfectly acceptable timing to help himself to old Walter’s brandy supply. He was the one, after all, making it possible for the English to smuggle the liquor out of France.

Silence. Solitude.

Not easy things to find when one was living in a household preparing for a young woman to come out into society.

He had been here weeks now and had made no plans to depart—but that meant he was beginning to despair of ever truly being alone. Finally, he had discovered the library was—

“Ah, there you are, sir.”

Timothy groaned as he saw the housekeeper in the doorway. “I am not, Mrs. Wright.”

The good woman frowned. “But Mrs. Quintrell was wondering—”

“Not here,” said Timothy, shaking his head for additional emphasis and winking to see whether that old trick would work. “Understand?”

The faintest of blushes colored the lines of the housekeeper’s cheeks. “Oh, I-I see! Sorry my lady, my mistake! He’s not here!”

She called back to the hall as she closed the door behind her, and Timothy gave a sigh of relief.

Being around people, it was exhausting! Being truly alone was starting to become a luxury he could ill afford; never something one had to worry about when on the road in France.

France. His smile faded as he thought once again of the perilous trips his comrades were making to further the British cause. How were they faring without him? Were they retrieving those they were sent to save? How many nobles in France were attempting to escape?

A flicker of guilt seared his heart. He had not abandoned them nor forgotten them, though they could, perhaps, be forgiven for thinking so. He had, after all, promised to return within three months, and that had been nigh on seven months ago.

It was not safe to send letters. They would have to trust him.

A shadow passed over the library as Moira, in the gardens, walked past the library. Timothy smiled sadly. She was…doing well, that was the only way he could think to describe it. She still wore the dark purples and dark grays appropriate for mourning.

Time would not entirely heal those wounds, he was sure, but it was a relief to see her smile almost every day now.

Losing one’s partner in life. Timothy knew how devastatingly painful that was. The ache, the hole inside one’s heart. The knowledge nothing would ever be the same again. The questions whether a day would no longer hurt to live because they were not by your side.

Timothy swallowed. And once again, through no fault of his own, he had managed to meander in his thoughts about Rachel. Blast.

Rubbing a finger against his temples, he attempted to remind himself that thinking any more about Rachel—or Miss Herriot, as he was forced to consider her—would only bring him grief.

It was torture, the sweetest torture ever created, to live here in Quintrell Hall; to see Rachel every day; to know just how much she had lost by losing her memory; to know she did not belong in the stuffy sitting rooms of Society…yet be incapable of doing anything about it.

“You should go back to France,” he told himself in a low whisper, his eyes closing. “Or at least London, you fool.”

How could he leave? How could he turn his back on Rachel just when she needed him the most? After losing her before, in circumstances so painful, those he had agonized over in the dead of night when tears came more willingly than in daylight…

Timothy opened his eyes. The library was unchanged. He sipped his brandy. He would be a fool to simply abandon her now. He was not that sort of gentleman.

“You owe me.”

Those three words Rachel had uttered reverberated around his mind, and Timothy’s fingers ceased massaging his temples abruptly. His mouth was dry.

How on earth she knew that, he had no idea. She had said she lost her memory, yet she knew enough, deep inside herself. It was painful to know that despite losing all recollection of him, Timothy’s face was enough to elicit the knowledge within her that he had betrayed her.

“You owe me.”

It curled his heart painfully just to think of it. She did not trust him. Though she knew nothing of him, her heart told him he was not a man to be trusted.

Even if she was right, it hurt.

Eventually, he would need to tell her something. Rachel was not a woman to cease speculating, and it was possible that in her imaginings, she could conceive of something far worse than what had actually happened.

A smile crept over his face as he thought about that interrogation they performed of the French spy. Pain wasn’t necessary, Rachel had said. All you had to do was ask nicely.

He could never have imagined that—

“Oh! Uncle Timothy!”

Timothy looked up, startled. His reverie had been disturbed, but of all people in the house to do so, it was by, perhaps, the least offensive.

Violet stood in the doorway, a little sheepish. “I do apologize. I did not realize—”

“Oh, it’s fine,” said Timothy with a smile. “Just come on in quickly and close the door. I don’t want your mother, nor any of the servants, finding me here.”

Perhaps he should have been more precise in his instructions. He certainly would have been if he had known that standing just behind Violet was—

“Miss Herriot and I won’t disturb you,” promised his hapless niece as the two ladies slipped inside and closed the door. “We just wanted to read. You’ll hardly notice we’re here.”

Timothy grimaced a smile. Perhaps someone else could ignore the elegant governess in a delicate gown of muslin, but she was easily the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

Damn. His solitude ruined.

As though she was able to precisely surmise what he was thinking, Rachel murmured, “I will sit quietly over here, Mr. Astor.”

Timothy swallowed. Hardly notice she was there? Did she have any idea what she did to him? How easily she distracted him? How she made it impossible for him to think any rational thought while he was in her presence?

Timothy was not one to call himself a fool, but he did so now in the privacy of his own mind. Of course, she didn’t. That was the point.

While he had been fighting his foolish instincts, Rachel had slipped to the other side of the room and settled herself in such a large armchair she disappeared from view.

Well, at least he could pretend he didn’t know she was there.

His heart betrayed him instantly, fluttering painfully, as though wishing to remind him that the woman he loved was mere feet away, though completely ignoring him.

Damn and blast it all to hell.

“I thought you could do with some company.”

Timothy blinked and looked at his niece, who had a pitying expression on her face.

Dear, Lord, he was in for it now.

He snorted, however, to hide his concern and pointed to the seat opposite him. “Feeling sorry for me?”

“Yes, a little,” Violet said honestly as she sat. “You’re always on your own, Uncle Timothy, and when you’re not here, you must be alone in London.”

It was almost impossible to keep his face straight, but Timothy managed it. Alone, in London? The child was an innocent. How Moira thought she was ready to enter Society, he had no idea. The girl must never have been to the capital!

Alone, in London? When half the world was there with more servants, gentlemen, ladies, balls, whores, merchants, soldiers and sailors, lawyers, bankers, tailors, and seamstresses than one place could hold? The place was bursting at the seams!

But he could not say that. Not only because that was precisely the sort of description, he knew, that would make it enticing for Violet—but because she was likely to repeat such things to her mother, and though Timothy would admit it to no one, he was a tad fearful of Moira, even after all these years.

Older sisters remained intimidating, no matter how big you grew.

“You are your mother’s daughter,” he said aloud, “thinking of me like that.”

Violet nodded sagely. “Yes, she does worry, doesn’t she? She made herself ill from worry once when I had a fever. She ended up bedridden longer than I was.”

And then she had to go and say things like that. This was why, Timothy mused, ladies were such complex creatures. Even one as young as Violet was at once childish and on the other hand, entirely an adult—with all the perception of a gentleman in his fifties.

He swallowed. It was moments like this that reminded him that not only had his sister Moira lost a husband, but Violet had lost her father. Suddenly, and almost without warning, and with the doctors able to do nothing to prevent his decline. It must have been awful. His heart twisted for her, a child—a woman, almost, who had shown signs of grief but seemingly had never been overwhelmed by them.

Violet was far more ready for Society than he was.

“You are a good child, you know that,” he said softly.

Violet did not flush, as she perhaps would do in a few years when she had learned to be coquettish about compliments. Instead, she nodded. “I do try. Of course, I have the misfortune to be a daughter.”

Timothy sat a little straighter in his armchair. Dear Lord, they were actually going to have a conversation. If only he was better prepared than this. If only he could think straighter, without the distraction of the hidden governess on the other side of the room.

“Misfortune?” he repeated. “I do not think it so bad.”

His niece shrugged. “I suppose not in and of itself, but if I had been a son, I could keep this place for my mother. As it is, it will go back to the Quintrell family.”

The way she spoke—so calmly, without irritation or malice—was so far above her years that Timothy wondered whether she had overheard such talk in the past. Whether or not it had been her parents, or perhaps the servants, it certainly felt unlike her.

But then, he reminded himself, he hardly knew Violet. He thought her a child, a babe in arms. Someone who would be clinging to the skirts of her mother, peeking out at him.

“That is the trouble with being a woman,” said Violet slowly. “I have thought about it much since…since my father died. You are lumbered with all the hard work of running a household, bearing children, all of that,” Timothy had to smile at this, “but you have none of the pleasure of owning it. Not really.”

Dear God, he would have to watch himself around her. She was quick, far quicker than he had thought. That was the Astor in her, Timothy thought with pride. No offense to the Quintrells, excellent family, but the Astors were known for their quick-wittedness. It was why so many gentlemen had wished to marry Moira.

“Can I have one of those?”

Timothy saw Violet pointing at his brandy. “Good grief, what would your mother say?”

“I wouldn’t know,” replied Violet archly. “I have never asked her.”

His laughter filled the room, joined swiftly by that of his niece. Dear God, the boys were going to have to watch out with this one. He was sorry, in a way, that he wouldn’t be in the country when she did finally come out into her first Season. It would be a sight to behold.

“And when precisely do you turn fifteen?” he asked in a mock stern voice.

Violet shrugged. “Soon. If my mother is considering me sufficiently adult to come out, then surely I am old enough to try a brandy?”

There was just a hint of wheedle in her voice, just enough to scrape on the edges of Timothy’s resolution.

It was a wonder women weren’t running the world, he thought to himself. They knew how to play men remarkably well. Or perhaps it was more complex than that. Perhaps they didn’t like the idea of running the world, so allowed men to get on with the difficult jobs.

That seemed more likely.

“I can remember your mother at your age, asking almost the same question to our father,” said Timothy with a wry smile. “Your grandfather.”

“And what did he say?”

Timothy laughed at the memory. “That my sister was not permitted strong spirits until she was married because that was when she would need them!”

His laughter continued after his jest, but for some reason, Violet did not laugh. His chuckles died away. There was nothing like stony silence for one’s jest to silence a man.

“Do you think that?” Violet asked seriously. “Do you think marriage is that sufferable, that women, and men by all accounts, are often driven to drink?”

Timothy’s stomach twisted. Ah. This was very much a conversation for her father. Or mother. Anyone, in short, who was not him.

It wouldn’t be so awkward if he wasn’t highly conscious of a tall-backed armchair on the other side of the library. A tall-backed armchair presently hiding the one woman he ever…

Well. Even though he couldn’t see her, she would certainly be able to hear him.

“I wouldn’t know,” he said quietly. “A question best asked to your mother.”

Timothy sincerely hoped that would be the first and last of the matrimony questions.

“I could be married soon,” said Violet, persistently ignoring his unspoken request that the subject be dropped. “And my mother won’t talk about those sorts of things at the moment. Not after father…not recently, anyway. Why have you never married, Uncle Timothy?”

God save him from inquisitive nieces.

But no matter how much he attempted to concentrate, he could not prevent the memories from soaring into his mind.

That night, late as they looked up at the stars, another mission complete and the knowledge they would be back on England’s shores for her next position at the Governess Bureau. He had asked her to marry him.

She had said no. She had laughed as she had replied, and he had considered that an encouraging sign. Lovesick fool that he had been.

He had hoped that it was just her way of encouraging him. Of putting off real life until they were back in England.

Rachel had walked back into his life at Quintrell Hall, and Timothy knew he should be grateful but…it wasn’t her. Not all of her. So much of what had made Rachel herself, the boldness, the brashness, the desire to help others no matter the cost…

It was all in there, somewhere.

Though he looked at her in the same way as he had done before—as though she was the only thing keeping him on this planet—she saw him as nothing but a strange gentleman living in her place of residence.

“Uncle Timothy?”

Timothy forced himself to concentrate on his niece before him. “Off you go now.”

Violet narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, ‘off you go now’?”

“I’m sure it’s past your bedtime,” Timothy said without glancing at his pocket watch.

He expected her to argue, to contest it was not late enough for her to go to bed; that she was almost an adult now, and should be able to stay up far later than before.

But she didn’t. Violet rose with a smile. “I am sure it isn’t,” she said baldly, “but I suppose it was a rather rude question. Goodnight, Uncle Timothy.”

He wasn’t able to breathe a sigh of relief until the door was closed behind her. Goodness, he would have to keep his wits about him whenever conversing with her.

“She will be a wild one.”

Timothy’s smile was unconscious as he heard Rachel’s voice. “She already is.”

He would never have done it if Rachel had not been the one to speak first. But she had. She wanted him to notice her, he was sure of it.

And that was why Timothy rose, almost empty brandy glass in hand, to the sofa by the tall-backed armchair where Rachel sat.

He saw the change in her immediately. The tension in her shoulders, her wary eyes. The way she looked as though she was being cornered rather than being courted. It was almost enough for Timothy to retire, to leave her be. He had no wish to truly inconvenience her.

But not quite enough. His own desire to be close to her, to be a part of her world, was overwhelming. Even if he could see by the growing frown on Rachel’s face and the sharpness of her look that she had not yet forgiven him for holding back information about her past.

Timothy swallowed. All of that, plain as the nose on her face, and yet…

Yet, he could not stay away. It had been that way the first time they had ever met. He had been drawn to her from across the dancehall in Paris, her charge clutching her hand. He had introduced himself, and she had been unimpressed, and that had always been the way throughout the entirety of their acquaintance.

He loved her, Timothy was sure, a little more than she loved him.

It was a miracle, having her here, alive. A miracle he didn’t understand, but wasn’t that the point of miracles? That you did not question, did not ask for proof or evidence.

You just accepted it, gratefully.

“You don’t have to look at me like that,” Rachel said stiffly.

Timothy tried not to look as though she was the woman he had known for almost ten years. Tried to see her as she was now. Before she became the Rachel he loved.

It was a tricky task.

“What are you reading?” he said, glancing at the book. That was it, a neutral topic.

Rachel lifted the cover slightly so he could see. “A novel by Radcliffe.”

He smiled. “Adventure. Excitement.”

She nodded. “Yes. Much more pleasant to experience it in a book rather than in real life, I would think. Not that I would know.”

Timothy opened his mouth but then closed it hastily.

The Rachel he knew—the Rachel she had become—would never have said that. She enjoyed adventure and danger far too much. There were times when he was the one holding her back, changing their plans to be far more conservative.

Was he pining after a dream? A Rachel who would never come back?

“You look at me sometimes—yes, like that,” said Rachel quietly. The library had fallen into semi-darkness. “So seriously. As though you are grieving. As though I am a ghost.”

Christ and all his saints above, Timothy thought ruefully, she was always able to do that. Always able to see through him. To see past the lies, the bravado, the pain.

“Does it hurt you to see me?”

“Yes,” replied Timothy without thinking.

He needed to be careful. If he allowed his tongue freedom—and after the glass of brandy, that was far more likely—he was liable to say something he would regret.

If only Rachel wasn’t so tantalizing. If only she didn’t look at him, bold in her own way, as she had been when he had first met her.

“You did not find me,” she said quietly. “When I was ill.”

Timothy swallowed. This was dangerous territory. He had promised himself he would not give her any details, any of those secrets.

“No one did.” Rachel’s voice was—not precisely sad, more surprised. “I was alone in the world for months after the fever. After my memories had left me. I wondered what sort of life I had led over the last ten years that no one, save my employer, came to find me.”

Oh, this was impossible. How could he reassure her that many people had in fact been frantically looking for her—but, it turned out, looking in the wrong place? She had been in London, not France, and it was a big country.

Timothy knew he mustn’t reveal anything—but did he not reveal something, albeit small, every time he looked at her?

She was beautiful. The chestnut hair, the soft curves…but she was not his Rachel. Not the woman he fell in love with. That woman was gone.

He had to stop seeing her as his own, stop the possessive desires within him, and treat her as she was treating him. A stranger.

“You have had an unusual experience, that is true.”

It was such a pathetic statement, and Timothy wasn’t surprised Rachel raised an eyebrow.

“And you still aren’t going to tell me anything, are you?”

Timothy breathed out slowly. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because it is too painful.” There, he did it again. He spoke too quickly with Rachel, unable to hold himself back.

“Painful for me, or for you?”

Timothy’s heart had been pattering uncomfortably throughout this conversation, but now it was missing beats at random, causing his entire chest to constrict with pain.

It was nothing to the emotional agony he was enduring. He was surprised he was not crying out with the anguish.

“I…I don’t…both, I think.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Timothy knew he should leave her, go upstairs, stop himself before he said anything else foolish.

He couldn’t. Every moment with her, even as she was, was precious. Not to be wasted.

Rachel closed the novel in her lap slowly. “Do you not think I deserve to know?”

Of course she did, but he was not going to be the one to tell her. Not that her loyalty has changed, surely not—but her bravery had. She wasn’t brave enough to think of such things. To hear such news.

To know what might have been.

Finally able to master himself, Timothy stood up. “I am to bed.”

There was a challenging smile on Rachel’s face. “Retreating?”

His stomach lurched as the remembrance of that terrible day seared his mind.

“Retreat! Everyone fall back—everyone! Rachel? Who’s seen, Rachel?”

“I…” Timothy swallowed. He would control himself. He would. “Yes. Retreat.”

There was such depth to her eyes, he knew if he looked at them much longer, he would fall in—but it was impossible. She owned him, had taken possession of him long ago.

“Why do I have the impression,” asked Rachel quietly, “that we have retreated from each other in the past?”

And that was the final straw. He had lingered too long. “I am sorry, Miss Herriot, I cannot help you.”

Timothy bowed curtly and strode out of the room, upstairs, and straight to his bedchamber. He rang the bell over the fireplace.

“Yes, sir?” asked his valet minutes later.

Timothy sighed heavily. “A bath, my man. Cold. Now.”
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Chapter Seven


July 15, 1815

“And be careful,” Rachel warned, glancing at the sun. “If you spend much more time out here, your mother will be having words with me.”

It was warm. Too warm. She should have left her petticoat off this morning as she dressed. The July weather was continuing with high temperatures, so high the fields around Quintrell Hall were, as Violet had said, preparing for harvest.

“You will overheat, perhaps faint if you become overwhelmed,” said Rachel with a stern look at her charge. “Violet, are you listening to me? Violet?”

Violet opened her eyes. She was lying underneath the oak tree on the blanket they had placed there a few hours ago before the sun had risen so high and so hot.

Now her eyes were open, Violet rolled them. “I am absolutely fine, Miss Herriot, I promise you.”

Rachel bit her lip. It was much cooler in the shade, though it wasn’t even luncheon yet. The day would continue apace with heat, and if Violet found herself overwhelmed…

“I truly will be sufficiently cool here,” added Violet, flopping onto her stomach and opening her book. “I’m going to read, quietly and contentedly, for a few more hours.”

Rachel was amused to see the book in question was Paradise Lost. It had worked then. Her plan to subtly remove the burden of reading the book from Violet’s shoulders had, in fact, piqued her interest. Violet’s face softened as she concentrated, reading the beautiful poetry.

Well, perhaps she had been a governess for the last five years after all.

As soon as you suggested something to young people on the cusp of adulthood, the first thing they wished to do was the opposite. Though she was not a gambling woman—at least, not as far as she knew—she would have put a bet on Violet being drawn to the book when she knew it was no longer required of her.

It was a triumph! Mrs. Quintrell had thought so, at the very least, which was gratifying. She had been effusive in her praise. “Oh, Miss Herriot, you have worked a miracle there.”

And Rachel had flushed. It was her first real accomplishment as a governess—at least, the first she could remember.

“I just removed the instruction,” she had said quietly to her mistress. “No child wants to feel ordered about, and Violet won’t be a child much longer.”

Though there were still elements of the childlike habits about her—her legs waving in the air, Rachel noticed, as she read on the blanket—it was hard to refute that very soon, there would be gentlemen callers approaching Quintrell Hall for introductions to the young lady.

“If you are sure,” Rachel relented, seeing it was impossible to argue with Violet now she was immersed in her book. “Just remember, your mother will be unhappy with both of us if—Violet, are you listening? If you do not move the blanket around with the shade. Violet!”

Violet rolled her eyes. “I said I would be fine, Miss Herriot.”

Rachel smiled. Miss Quintrell was a very difficult person to dislike, something that would surely come in handy when she entered Society and insulted someone accidentally. It would be something small—declining a particular gentleman’s hand to dance when she should have accepted or winning a game of cards when she should have feigned a loss.

As a curl was caught by the subtle summer breeze, she reminded herself that she had never attended Almack’s or balls or card parties. She must have done. She just couldn’t recall.

“Go on, Miss Herriot,” said Violet without looking up as she turned a page. “You said you needed to write your letter to Miss Clarke.”

Rachel sighed. She did need to write a letter to Miss Clarke; she always seemed to need to write a letter to Miss Clarke. Not a day went by when she wasn’t either worrying about the reception of her last letter or concerned about what to include in the next one.

“I could always bring my paper, ink, and pen out here,” she mused, a frown of concern across her forehead. She was Violet’s governess. She probably shouldn’t abandon her.

Violet sighed and finally closed the book. “I…well, I have so little time on my own, Miss Herriot, that I actually thought—no offense meant, of course—that it might be quite pleasant to…well. Be on my own for a little bit.”

Her face was a picture of well-mannered pleading, and Rachel knew she would relent.

Of course she would. There were precious few moments when a lady could be truly alone. Alone with her thoughts. In a house like this, a mother in mourning and “Uncle Timothy” lurking around every corner, waiting to prepare her for some a great entrance into Society…

No wonder the girl wanted peace and quiet.

“I understand,” said Rachel quietly. “I will leave you to it. Just—”

“Move the blanket and don’t allow myself to get overly hot,” said Violet, gaze already returned to her book. “I know.”

Rachel suppressed a smile. It seemed like only yesterday when she, too, thought all adults were foolish old things who had forgotten what it was like to be young. She had been without parents by Violet’s age, or just about, and still had been certain she could wend her way through the world with very little concern. How wrong she had been.

Though it felt like only a few years ago, it was more than a decade. Rachel blinked. Gone so quickly.

“Your letter to Miss Clarke,” Violet said without looking up.

“Yes, yes, that is where I was going,” said Rachel hastily.

The gardens at Quintrell Hall were not overly large, but they were perfectly suited to the house. A formal lawn, a kitchen garden, a rose garden leading into a winter garden, and just off the lawn, a sunken garden with a most pleasing aspect—should one be standing—onto the fields, now waving with corn ready to be shorn.

This meant it took Rachel but a few minutes to reach the house. There were several doors overlooking the garden, which was a security menace, as she had heard the butler muttering. It also meant that it was far easier than it ought to be to accidentally overhear a conversation going on inside when one was walking in the garden.

“Merde!”

Rachel halted. The voice was one she knew, yet it was different, harsher than she remembered, and in an entirely different tongue.

“Merde, merde, merde! L’imbécile!”

She was outside the billiards room—or Rachel thought she was. Quintrell Hall was higgledy-piggledy in nature, and she had not actually been within that room. But from what she could see through the mullioned windows, it looked like the billiards room. It also looked like there was a gentleman inside who was having an argument with himself.

“Plus j’essaie de leur dire, plus il devient évident que ça ne sert à rien de parler du tout! Zut!”

Rachel blinked. Eavesdropping was hardly a ladylike activity, much less one encouraged in polite society—yet she had never heard Mr. Astor speak that way. Not only was there more anger in his tones than she had thought possible, but he was speaking a language other than English.

“Stupid ball!”

That, however, was in English. Rachel took a few steps forward and saw, to her utter delight—delight swiftly forced down—that he was not shouting at a person, which would have been most shocking, but at the balls on the billiard table.

“Go where I send you!”

Rachel watched as Timothy, clearly unaware she could see him from her vantage point, strode around the table with cue in hand. His brow was furrowed, all his attention being paid to the small round balls before him.

He was losing against himself. What strange beasts men were, Rachel thought. Just when she thought she had a modicum of understanding, they would do something bizarre.

“Merde!”

They always did take these things so seriously, Rachel pondered as she watched him pace back up to the other end of the table. Everything was life or death with them.

Was this a way to make life more interesting? Ladies certainly had more than their fair share of actual danger, especially in childbirth. Whereas men…they had to create these strange little games, which often came with a gambling agreement or some sort of bet.

Anything to make things more “interesting.” Rachel shook her head. What a world to live in when you had to create possibilities for danger because your life was so sedate.

“You stupid thing, go in the direction I say!”

Rachel could still hear the words, hear the intonation of anger, hear the frustration pouring into every syllable. But she could do more than that. She could understand him.

“Whenever I go left to right, that’s the problem,” muttered Timothy, his brow still furrowed as he lined up his next shot. “Never get that right.”

She could understand him. She could understand French?

Rachel put a hand to the brickwork to steady herself. A sudden dizziness had overwhelmed her, making it difficult to stand. Her legs felt weak. Her knees actually shook.

It was, after all, a shocking revelation. After not having any knowledge of the French language—at least, as far as she was concerned—to hear someone speak French like a native and understand it? It was madness. It was impossible.

“Aha!” Back in the billiards room, Timothy—Mr. Astor—had clearly done something he believed impressive. “That’s more like it!”

The dizziness was not abating, and it was becoming more difficult for Rachel to stand. She leaned against the wall, warmed by the July sun. She spoke French?

“You know, I think this table has been tilted since I was last here,” muttered Timothy, still rattling away in French. “Definitely different angles than that which I’m accustomed to.”

Thank goodness he had not noticed her, her thoughts muggily steeped like a thick broth, every thought taking longer and longer to reach her. The last thing she needed was for Timothy to start asking questions when she was starting to understand. She spoke French. She must have learned it in the last decade—or perhaps a week after her memory had faded.

She could not tell. It was all a mystery to her, a shadowy time she could not penetrate.

How had she even forgotten? Rachel swallowed, some of the dizziness starting to dissipate as her senses started to right themselves.

It didn’t make sense. None of this made sense, yet here she was, standing out here with no idea what she had spent the last ten years doing, and there he was, muttering French she could understand almost perfectly.

Rachel hesitated. Her instincts, which had—at least from what she recalled—always been good, were telling her to go inside and speak to him. Attempt to persuade him through any means possible to tell her precisely all he knew about the last ten years of her life.

It was probably not a good time. No gentleman liked to be disturbed at billiards.

She deserved to know. Her life, locked away, and he had the answers.

Rachel swallowed. It did not hurt that Timothy—Mr. Astor—was a remarkably good-looking man. It was hardly a hardship to spend some more time looking at him.

And he was her only chance, as far as she knew. No family, no friends, or acquaintances who had come to visit during her illness.

No one else could give her information about the last ten years. Miss Clarke knew a little—all the uninteresting things, dates, and names of those she had served the last five years.

But there was so much more. There had to be. Rachel was no expert, but she could not believe that a person could live ten years in England and leave no mark on the world.

Besides, nothing Miss Clarke had told her had jogged her memory in any way. A few weeks with the Quintrell family, and she knew she played the pianoforte and spoke French.

Much good that could do her.

Rachel sighed and let go of the wall. To her great relief, her legs were steady enough to hold her. That tingling in the back her neck had returned, but the dizziness had gone.

Well. If she was going to do it, there was no time like the present. Forcing a smile that teased but not so much that the man would get ideas, Rachel steeled herself for a confrontation.

Perhaps today, Mr. Astor would be in the mood to tell her something. Perhaps she could give him a nice sharp shock to encourage him to tell her more. Whatever she tried, it had to be better than lurking here outside the window.

Taking a few steps with a deep breath, Rachel opened the door into the billiards room.

Timothy had just spectacularly failed to pot a ball as he looked up. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Yes, you did not know I was here?” Rachel replied in halting French.

It was strange, reaching deep within herself to a place she did not know to pull out the French words. Her grammar was atrocious, she was sure, but it was clearly comprehensible.

At least, that’s what the shocked expression on Timothy’s face told her. “It’s…by Jove, it’s strange to hear you speak French after…”

Rachel waited, but he did not continue. If only he would give her a few details.

“After?” she repeated, her smile widening.

This was unlike her. Or perhaps it wasn’t. The steps to seduce a gentleman, to smile, to twist one’s figure slightly to exaggerate one’s curves…they all fell naturally into her step as though Rachel had been bedding men for a living.

A shiver ran up her spine. Perhaps she had, once.

She watched Timothy swallow. Was that how they had met?

“Never mind,” he said, slipping into English and straightening up, ignoring the billiards table for the first time since she had halted by the window. “It doesn’t matter.”

He turned away as though to leave, but Rachel was too quick for him. Stepping around the table, she blocked his path to the door. “You knew I spoke French, then?”

He betrayed himself in his face, even before he spoke. “You did not?”

His utter disbelief made Rachel’s cheeks flush. How could he speak to her like that? Hadn’t he been listening? Did he not know that there was almost nothing she knew about herself—more, that that was why she was so persistent in asking for his insight?

She had never felt more on the back foot—well, perhaps other than her first conversation with Miss Clarke when she had arrived at her lodgings at the end of her fever.

“You don’t know me,” the Governess Bureau proprietor had said stiffly.

And Rachel had shaken her head. She had known so few people, almost no one, she was not entirely sure whether she should be worried about offending this austere older woman.

And Miss Clarke had sniffed and told her about the Governess Bureau and the work she had done, and Rachel had believed her.

She would have believed anything, so hungry was she for some truth about herself.

Rachel swallowed. Timothy was watching her closely, as though expecting her to either rage at him or burst into tears. She was determined to do neither.

She would be mistress of herself. He was the one who should be on the back foot, she told herself. He was the one who knew about her yet refused to share that information. He was the one in the wrong.

“No,” Rachel said quietly, refusing to give into her anger. “I did not know.”

“But you understand?”

She smiled. There was something so charming about the way he smiled—not that she should be so easily taken in. Blast. “Yes, I understand.”

“The mind is a wonderful and confusing thing,” Timothy said lightly, placing his billiard cue onto the table.

Rachel nodded. “I would hazard a guess I know that better than anyone in the world.”

The curiosity in his eyes was impossible to ignore. Or perhaps it was just the intensity of their connection, for there was a connection. What it was, Rachel could not tell. The kiss hinted at something delectable and indiscreet. Perhaps that was why he was eager to keep his silence. Perhaps he regretted it.

The thought pained her far more than she had expected.

Partly to push the thought from her mind, Rachel stepped forward. “How did I learn French? You know, don’t you?”

Timothy shrugged carelessly and turned back to the table. “I’ve said before, I have no wish to get involved in this.”

“But you are,” said Rachel, following his movements to the other side of the table.

A careless hand accidentally knocked a ball, and she saw a flicker of annoyance in Timothy’s eyes.

Bother. The last thing she needed to do was antagonize him.

“This is ridiculous! I don’t know how to make you understand!” Rachel threw her hands in the air, her frustration finally overriding her better nature. “A part of me has been taken, you understand, without me wishing it, and I cannot get it back unless you help me!”

She had not intended to sound so desperate. With every passing day, it became more apparent that without the help of another, she would be trapped without this knowledge, doomed only to repeat the same mistakes, the same frustrations…

The same mistakes. Was Timothy Astor one of those mistakes?

He shrugged once more. “I am sure someone else—”

“Who?” interrupted Rachel. She placed her hands on the edge of the billiards table, leaning toward the man who was willing to kiss her, just not help her. “I have no family left living, apparently no friends. It is as though I stepped out of existence for ten years and then dropped back onto the earth! Why? Why do I have no friends, but you of all people know me?”

It was difficult to keep her voice calm, and Rachel was fully aware she had not managed it. Maybe that was beneficial. Timothy looked remarkably upset, silently staring at her and not replying to her question.

Rachel’s heart began to flutter. Was this the advantage she needed?

Not taking her eyes from him, she stepped around the table slowly. “Why do you kiss me like we have kissed before? As though you know me, every…every inch of me intimately?”

There was something between them, something deep she didn’t understand.

Something he was keeping from her.

As she reached his side of the table, Rachel’s eyes never leaving his own, Timothy sighed and dropped his gaze. “I…I cannot tell you, Rachel.”

“Why not?”

His gaze snapped upward. “Don’t get angry with me!”

“Who would blame me?” Rachel bit back, forgetting she was a servant in this house, and he was a gentleman. “Of course I am angry! Who wouldn’t be? I want you to tell me who I am, who I have become over the last ten years.”

“And if you don’t like what I have to say?”

The words echoed around the room. Rachel stared. There was a buzzing from a fly caught in the window by the door.

Her heart was beating frantically, but her mouth seemed unable to speak.

“And if you don’t like what I have to say?”

“What did you say?” she breathed.

Timothy appeared to regret saying it at all. “I just…what if you don’t like what I have to relay? What if ignorance is bliss, if not knowing will make you happier?”

His words did not make sense. Rachel could not understand—of course it was better to know. Anyone would wish to know.

Timothy stepped toward her. “Have you considered I might have your best interests at heart?”

Trusting Mr. Timothy Astor. She would have thought that impossible the first moment she had met him; he was just a gentleman, a member of the family. When he had kissed her so violently, so suddenly, she would have said he was not a man to be trusted at all.

But the more time she spent with him…he exuded trustworthiness. He did not even have to say it. Anyone who met Mr. Astor would believe him a gentleman worth trusting.

Rachel hesitated, biting her lip as she tried frantically to think through the heat of the day and her mixed emotions. Yet, of course, there was one simple reason why she should trust him: he could have lied.

The first time she asked about herself, he could have lied; told her they met once at a house party that her previous employers had hosted, they had shared a kiss, and that was it.

He could have lied. How would she have known? She would have believed him, would have ceased asking him. That would have been the easy way out—and he had not taken it.

Rachel swallowed. “I will convince you, I’ll…I’ll make you a bargain.”

Timothy laughed. “You will? My dear Miss Herriot, what do you have to offer me?”

Before she could reply, she watched his gaze move from her lips to her…person.

Rachel took a step back. “Fine. This conversation is over for today.”

“For today?” repeated Timothy as she stormed to the door.

“For today!”

Only when she reached the safety of her own bedchamber did Rachel permit herself to relax. What a man. How he managed to do that to her—to make her heart flutter, her stomach churn, to make her doubt herself with every passing moment.

She had come inside, Rachel reminded herself, to write to Miss Clarke. Then she should go outside and ensure Violet wasn’t turning the color of her name. Pulling a sheet of paper onto the small desk hurriedly, Rachel sat, dipped her pen in the ink, and tried to think.

Dear Miss Clarke,

I hope you are well and that the London weather is treating you kindly. It is incredibly hot here in Surrey, so much so, I am taking great care to ensure my charge does not overheat herself. It is a trying thing, as you can imagine, as Miss Quintrell has a love of the outdoors and a penchant for reading, which is growing daily.

Mrs. Quintrell is happy with my progress, and I find I have slipped into the rhythm of the house precisely as you instructed.

Although the plans for Miss Quintrell’s coming out party are

Rachel’s pen halted. She had run out of ink but did not move it to the inkpot. Her thoughts had meandered.

How did she speak French? She must have spent some time in France; indeed, Miss Clarke said that on one of her assignments, she had spent three months on the Continent.

But to learn the language that fluently in three months? It was not possible.

Rachel’s gaze moved over her letter, then to her pen, then her arm. There was a small scar, almost circular, near her elbow. She could not remember how it got there.

With a sinking feeling, Rachel realized there must be other parts of her body which had changed, irrevocably, and yet she would not know how or why or where.

She would never understand herself until she knew everything.

Swallowing, she dipped the pen back into the ink.

Although the plans for Miss Quintrell’s coming out party are coming along nicely, Mrs. Quintrell has not yet requested my input into the plans, and so other than caring for her daughter and choosing a wider selection of books, I have done little.

I do, however, have plans to improve and expand Miss Quintrell’s knowledge of society. We have begun different card games already, in which she is most adept.

In fact, her uncle, Mr. Astor, once said

Mr. Astor. Blast. She should not have written his name. Rachel bit her lip but then sighed before she continued. It could not be helped.

In fact, her uncle, Mr. Astor, once said that she was advanced for her age, which as you can imagine, was pleasing for me to hear, as her governess. I find him most unlike his sister; blunt and irritating when he chooses to be, yet there is a kindness in him which does, I believe, run deep.

Rachel’s mouth fell open. What—she had permitted her mind to wander, and the words had just flowed from her pen. What a disaster! She couldn’t send that to Miss Clarke!

But she couldn’t cross it out. She was running low on paper as it was, and her wages had not yet been fully paid.

A flicker of rebellion sparked her soul. She would just have to hope Miss Clarke did not read the entirety of her letters in great detail.

However, I may be too harsh on him, for I see him little.

I would appreciate it, Miss Clarke, if you would be so kind as to send me a list of all the positions I have held as a governess and the dates for which I served there. In particular, I would be interested to learn if I have spent any time in France.

Yours faithfully,

Miss Rachel Herriot
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Chapter Eight


July 20, 1815

Timothy breathed in deeply and stretched his arms as he closed his eyes. This was freedom.

What had he been thinking last week, believing that hiding in the library would give him the sense of solitude he sought? A library? Any number of people would want to retreat into that room, as was daily proved.

No, this was much better. This gave him the sense of liberty he had sought the moment he had arrived at Quintrell Hall—not that he had any complaint to make against his sister.

There was nothing like nighttime in the country. London, Paris, any city or town really; they were full of light, noise, laughter, the sound of drinking songs, and drunken fights.

But out here? Nothing.

This was freedom. No one to ask him foolish questions like “does this gown suit my figure” or “well, how many people do you think we should invite to the dinner?” No oppressive sniffs about his cravat not being correct—or as Moira would say, fashionable. No valets getting upset. No nieces sneaking into the billiards room and attempting to drink a glass of brandy, accidentally taking too large a gulp and spraying it across the baize…

Timothy raised a hand to his head. Goodness, the last few days had been exhausting.

There was something about other people that was so…tiring. So constricting. He hadn’t noticed it until he returned from his first mission in France. He had spent almost a month entirely alone, only seeing others when it suited him.

It was heavenly.

Reappearing in London was a shock to the system he had never recovered from.

That was why the night called to him. Timothy started to wander toward the winter garden. There was nothing like a midnight stroll for truly emptying the mind and allowing all the woes and questions of the day to slip away.

Nothing seemed that important when one was looking up at the stars.

Timothy smiled. Perhaps that was another reason he enjoyed being outside at night. The stars never changed, never asked anything of him, never demanded he perform a certain way or say a certain thing. They were just…stars.

Tilting his head back and breathing in the heady nighttime scent of wisteria, Timothy picked out a few of his favorite constellations. Orion. The Seven Sisters. The Pole Star. There they were, sparkling in the darkness, unperturbed by the goings-on of people. Moving across the night sky sedately, never rushing, never dawdling.

Timothy sighed. It was comforting in a way that he could not explain.

He would conduct another circuit of the garden and enjoy the solitude, then retire. He would need sufficient sleep to face his sister in the morning.

Not that she was particularly frightening, thought Timothy with a wry smile as his boots crunched on the gravel of the winter garden. It was more that she was beginning to consider possibilities for Violet a little beyond his ken.

Dinners, invitations, which neighbors to permit into Violet’s social circle this early, which needed to be introduced gradually…

Even Timothy had been unable to feign interest forever.

Timothy unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves, feeling the knot of tension in his stomach dissipating as he did so.

Finally. The chance to be uncouth, he thought with a wry smile. To be disheveled, to not worry about a single button missing. It was strange what one missed. He had believed he would miss the adventure of France, the secrecy of missions, the sense of being helpful, of supporting the cause.

And he did. He missed all those things.

But he also missed strange, daft things. He missed the relaxed atmosphere of wearing what he wanted, when no one knew he was an Astor. He missed slipping into a tavern, having an undisturbed drink, and slipping out again. He missed eating a hearty stew of indeterminable meat rather than the finickity meals Moira had served here.

Most of all, he missed—

“Rachel,” he breathed.

He had not actually intended to speak aloud when he turned the corner out of the rose garden onto the lawn—when the figure of the governess, walking by herself away from him, had appeared in his sightline.

He had no wish to disturb her nor to undergo her persistent questioning. If only he could slip away without her noticing. If only it were possible to avoid her…

But he did not move. Timothy found he could not; he did not wish to. The dappled moonlight falling softly to the ground painted her in such an elegant light, the sweep of her skirts highlighting her beauty, that it was difficult to look away.

No matter how he tried to resist her, he knew it would not last long. With each passing day, he was becoming more intoxicated in her presence. The longer he stayed here, the more difficult it would be to decline her frequent requests for information about her past.

Information he could not give her.

A meeting out here, in the dark, would certainly be far more embarrassing to him than to her, Timothy thought ruefully. He had been avoiding her with increasing success ever since that disaster in the billiards room.

He should not have spoken to her after her discovery she spoke French. It was altogether far too close to the truth. A truth he would not reveal to her.

She had been fortunate he had been able to resist throwing her onto the table and ravishing her, the bold way she had looked at him…

“I will convince you, I’ll…I’ll make you a bargain.”

“You will? My dear Miss Herriot, what do you have to offer me?”

Timothy swallowed as Rachel continued to walk slowly away from him. He wanted her so much. He had thought the ache would dissipate, but no. The more he saw her, the more he remembered what he was missing by being apart from her.

It was a strange sort of bereavement. Knowing the woman you loved is, for all intents and purposes, dead—yet seeing her twin walking around before you. Even now, he was getting wild ideas of kissing her again in the moonlight, far away from the house and civilization. Perhaps then she could be amenable to…

Though he knew he should retreat back into the rose garden and make his way back to the house, he could not move. All he could do was watch her. Surely, she would not turn around, in any event.

A cloud slid across the sky, revealing the moon and bathing them in light. Though the change made no noise, Rachel turned.

Blast.

“Who’s there?” she called.

He had no wish to frighten her. Still, he needed a moment to bring together all his self-control. This was not a love tryst, a planned opportunity to make love. This was just a walk—two walks, really, which had collided. Rachel did not want him. He had to remember that.

Timothy stepped forward. “’Tis only I.”

She visibly relaxed as she recognized him.

Damn. Even that small gesture was enough to arouse him, stirring his manhood in a way only Rachel could. She trusted him, deep down, even if she did not know it.

“Oh,” she said, a little uncertainly. “Hello.”

Timothy sighed. Well, there was nothing for it. They would have to endure a semblance of a polite conversation. It was most irritating, but there was nothing for it.

He stepped forward, ensuring to stop a few feet away. He had no wish to lose control and attempt to kiss her again. Even if she would permit it. If only the setting wasn’t so damn romantic…

“I apologize for disturbing you,” Timothy said in a quiet voice, conscious of his unconventional attire.

Rachel looked wary. “Please do not worry. The garden is large enough for the two of us.”

Timothy nodded but said nothing. What was there to say? She could walk away from him at any moment, but she just stood there.

A smile of sorts crept over her face, but it was gone in an instant. Instead, Rachel tilted her head back and looked at the stars.

He had expected her to say something, anything. But she just continued to look upward, revealing her elegant neck. Timothy swallowed. He couldn’t just stand here staring, could he?

“What…what are you doing?” he asked lamely.

Rachel did not look at him. “Looking at the stars.”

“I can see that,” Timothy said defensively. Dear Lord, why was she always able to do this to him? Utterly control him by just…being. “I wondered why.”

A true smile crept over her face now, a smile that had absolutely nothing to do with him, or anything else on this earth, from what he could see.

“I know it is strange,” she said quietly, “but…I always feel as though I do my best thinking at night. You probably think that odd.”

Timothy’s heart twisted. She had always done her best thinking at night. One of their more daring escapades had been conceived only about twenty minutes before they had enacted it—an idea Rachel had got when outside pumping water from the well in the safe house.

She was still his Rachel.

There was so much he missed, so much he had believed gone with her memory. Yet it was all there. Somehow, somewhere inside her was the Rachel that he had seen grow and develop and flourish.

If only she trusted him to unlock it—and, Timothy thought wryly, if only he could do it without revealing absolutely everything about their connection to each other.

That was the challenge, of course. Choosing what to reveal and what to conceal.

Unlocking those parts he missed the most but leaving the rest untouched…the last thing he wanted was for her to remember everything—his betrayal.

Was that selfish? An uncomfortable tension was preventing his lungs from working properly. Why was he always thinking about himself? When was the last time he had thought only and truly about her?

Timothy swallowed as he continued to gaze at the woman before him. There were painful memories in there, too. Painful remembrances she was now free of, unlikely to be hurt by. Memories she would not wish to recall, he was certain.

He owed it to her to keep those from resurfacing. That was a blessing in disguise, wasn’t it? And she had adapted, hadn’t she? Joined the Governess Bureau again, found a position. In his sister’s home.

Timothy clenched and unclenched his hands. No, it was best to leave her as she was. Rachel had received what so many people desired, a second chance.

Besides, he thought wryly, there were some memories in there that were hardly conducive to seeing him in a good light. She might not like him very much if she could recall their entire acquaintance.

“I…I will leave you to it,” he said aloud.

“No,” she said softly, surprising Timothy so completely that he stopped dead in his tracks. “I like a bit of company.”

Timothy hesitated, still in half a mind to return to the house. Company was not precisely what his rapidly accelerating imagination had in store.

Being so attracted to a woman who saw you as naught but a source of information was a rather challenging problem, he had to admit. Keeping his hands to himself—other than that poorly timed kiss—would be no problem. He was no cad. But keeping away, preventing longing building within him, preventing the need for long, cold baths…

That he was not so good at.

Timothy smiled. Well, in for a penny…

“Have you seen Andromeda?” he said, pointing. It certainly wasn’t helping him forget that such an intoxicating woman was standing before him.

In fact, it delivered quite the opposite. Rachel stepped to his side to look in the same direction as him, her shoulder pressed against his.

Timothy swallowed. If someone had told him a year ago that Rachel standing beside him, fully clothed, would make his manhood stiffen like this, he would have thought them mad.

“Andromeda?” she said, her face mere millimeters from his own. “Yes. There’s Alpha Andromedae and Mirach.”

Doing all he could to maintain his breathing and not reveal to her just how exhilarating this intimacy was, Timothy blinked and looked at the constellation.

He wasn’t going to ask Rachel how she knew that. He wasn’t entirely sure she would be able to answer; it was he, after all, who had shown her how to find them in the night’s sky. He had no desire for another debate or argument or whatever it was they were able to slip into so easily. All he needed to do was nod, agree, then go back to the house.

So why wasn’t he doing that?

The internal struggle within Timothy grew; the desire to stay with her, to spend every precious moment with Rachel because he did not know when it would be his last, overwhelmed the knowledge that this would lead, in one way or another, to tears.

Timothy swallowed his desire to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless.

“I always feel safer outside at night, isn’t it strange?” Rachel said softly. Her breath tickled Timothy’s neck, and he shivered. “I believe it is supposed to be the other way around for ladies, isn’t it? We are only meant to feel safe inside. We are taught to fear the night.”

Timothy shrugged, a shiver going down his spine as his hand brushed against hers with the movement. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that is what ladies are encouraged to think and believe but not you. You are different from most ladies.”

She laughed at that as a wave of panic rushed through Timothy’s stomach. Was that offensive? Had he accidentally been too harsh, too cutting?

But as he glanced at her, he saw nothing but a smile dancing on those red lips. “Yes, I suppose so. It is certainly true now, at any rate.”

It was not a talent, not something one could learn, though he had attempted to ape it a few times over the years. No, it was a gift. It was a part of her.

Even when he had first met her, that hot, stuffy night, he had been intimidated by her beauty, utterly lost in her eyes. He had attempted to speak, he could remember, but had been unable to. She had laughed and asked him what manner of gentleman was this, who stood and gawked at young ladies.

She had made him laugh, and that had loosened his tongue. It had been easy ever since that moment. It always would be.

“I hope…I hope you are happy here,” Timothy found himself saying in a quiet voice.

Blast. He had to learn to get a hold of himself around Rachel Herriot!

She looked at him, face close to his own. “What here, with you?”

A most uncharacteristic flush tinged Timothy’s cheeks. Blast, did he have to sound like such a fool?

That was what she did to him, of course. Made him feel the fool. He was always on the back foot with Rachel; she always had the upper hand. Even if she did not know it.

“N-No,” he said, hating the stutter in his voice. “I meant here, at Quintrell Hall. With my sister.”

“Oh, I see.” She looked away. “Yes, it’s pleasant. For now.”

Timothy swallowed. They were like a pair of green chits at Almack’s, trying to understand whether the other wished to dance without actually asking the questions.

It was juvenile. It was pathetic. It was just as it had been.

Was this right, Timothy wondered. Our courtship beginning all over again, though this time I would have the slight advantage of knowing how it had been before? Would I be able to woo her, court her, love her into returning my affection…a second time?

“I am still deciding whether to continue on as a governess,” Rachel said, her words cutting through his thoughts, “though I have no other discernable skills. It may be more difficult than I believe to find another occupation that I can rely on, unable as I am to do anything.”

Timothy smiled, despite himself. A series of images flashed through his mind: Rachel picking locks with just a pin pulled from her hair; Rachel cocking a gun that was far too heavy for her; the way she could flirt them out of trouble or into a manor.

He swallowed. But she had forgotten how to do all those things—that she could do all those things.

Could one person learn the same things twice? Surely those skills were just locked up there within her, ready and waiting to be used again…

“Well,” he said uselessly. Blast it all, what could he say to that? “How did you become a governess in the first place?”

He had tilted to look at her as he asked the question, and it was like a thunderbolt.

Timothy was surprised he had not fallen to the ground. In that instant, as their eyes met, her bright ones looking up at him, the stars reflected in her pupils. It was as though they had never been apart. As though he had never left her all those months ago; as though she had just stepped into another room for a few moments, out of sight just for a minute, then returned to him.

A rush of passion, of devotion seared through Timothy’s veins, burning into flames, forcing him to accept what he had attempted to ignore the moment he had seen her in Moira’s drawing room.

He loved her. More than himself, more than anyone he knew. More than he thought it possible to love another person.

He loved Rachel, and though it was painful, loving a person when they were no longer the person you had fallen for, the love did not fade.

Loving a woman when much of her was gone was not a choice, he was starting to realize. If one’s affection was dependent on a person staying exactly the same, it was not love.

But this was. He would love her, he knew now, looking at her in the moonlight, the same moonlight they had spent so many loving hours, whatever happened. Whether she loved him or not. Whether she remembered everything or not.

“—good employment to support me as I grow older,” she was saying, looking back at the stars. “Though I admit, I did think being a governess would be a steady and respectable way to do it. That is why I joined the Bureau—at least, that is what Miss Clarke has told me.”

Timothy smiled. It was close enough to the truth, he supposed, though a garbled version of it. Not even Miss Clarke was privy to the whole truth.

What could be more innocent, they had thought, than an English governess in France? It was the perfect story, Rachel had argued with him all those years ago. Yes, it would require them to be apart from each other a little more often than they would like—but was not the cause enough?

Timothy’s smile faded. She didn’t remember that. The bold Rachel he knew, the brash Rachel who would charge into a situation and work out the details later, was gone.

He blinked. She was watching him closely with a smile.

“You know,” Rachel said quietly, “I wanted to apologize.”

It was so different from what he had expected her to say, and Timothy found himself genuinely startled. “Apologize? What on earth do you mean?”

“Well, I haven’t exactly gone about this the right way. About asking about my past, I mean. I could have attempted to seduce you to get the information, but who has the time?”

He laughed at that, and she giggled with him—and it was like stepping back in time and having his Rachel back.

Their laughter died away naturally as a nighttime breeze rustled past them. Rachel shivered. Timothy did not think; he did not have to. Instinct overtook him, and he put his arm around her.

God, it was good to touch her again.

Rachel looked at him, eyes wide but lips silent. Timothy dropped his hand.

Blast.

“We were something to each other once, weren’t we?”

It was not within him to lie, but his throat was suddenly so choked up, it did not seem possible to speak without betraying himself. He nodded, looking at the stars. Their brightness would not dazzle him as she did.

“I…I know you probably have no wish to know me in that way again,” came the quiet voice of Rachel, “but I need to know. I am asking you, on behalf of that woman you once knew. Don’t…don’t you think she would want you to help her?”

It was expertly done. Whether Rachel knew how clever and manipulative she was being, Timothy did not know. Perhaps it was an innate part of her character, he could not tell.

All he knew was that this approach was far more effective than anything else she had tried, because she was right.

The Rachel he knew would expect him to do anything for her, and he would. He always had. Except tell all the truth.

He hesitated. He should have known if he chose to remain at Quintrell Hall, that it would come to this. It was his own fault, and he could not leave. He would never leave her now.

“I can tell you some of your history,” Timothy said quietly, marveling at how pretty she looked. “But I don’t know the rest.”

“And I am supposed to be happy with that, am I?”

He nodded. “That is all I can offer.”

A brilliant smile appeared on her face, and for a wild moment, he was certain she was going to kiss him—but before he could be proved right or wrong, a rustling noise behind them made them step apart.

Timothy’s eyes raked the hedges of the rose garden behind them. Were they being watched? It was indecent of them to be out here, alone, in the dark—and he was improperly dressed! What if he had ruined her reputation, caused her to be sent back to the Bureau in disgrace?

These wild thoughts were accompanied by a painful fluttering in his chest, but as Timothy looked carefully, he saw…

A rabbit. It lolloped out of the hedge and blinked at the two of them before unconcernedly nibbling at the lawn.

Rachel breathed a laugh of relief. “I thought—”

“So did I.”

Their eyes met, and Timothy wished, not for the first time, that he could kiss her with the wild abandon he had been so accustomed to.

“Well,” she said softly, taking a step away and toward the house. “I should be getting back. You can begin telling me the story of myself tomorrow.”
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Chapter Nine


July 22, 1815

“And what happened next?”

Rachel’s gaze drifted over the paintings on the walls of the drawing room. All those austere faces she did not recognize; Violet’s ancestors, she had to assume. What was it like to live in a house where one’s family looked down in judgment?

The painted Quintrells certainly looked severe. Rachel examined one in particular. She had found it the most charming. Only yesterday, she had examined it closely and seen the name “Walter” on the little gold plaque at its base.

Violet’s nose; Mrs. Quintrell’s late husband. He looked kind. Softer than the others. As though he truly wished to hear what his conversation partners would like to say.

“Miss Herriot?”

Rachel blinked. Violet was staring incredulously from the sofa. “I beg your pardon?”

It really was too embarrassing. How long had she been sitting there, saying nothing, while Violet attempted to gain her attention?

“I do apologize, I…” Her voice trailed away. There was no reason her words kept getting lost halfway to her tongue if one discounted a certain gentleman…

Violet snorted in a most unladylike way. She flushed at the sound, then swallowed. “I am sorry, Miss Herriot, it is just…you were talking about poetry. The poetry of Milton, beyond Paradise Lost. It was interesting, do not tell my mother I said that, then you just…stopped.”

Rachel swallowed and wondered whether there was a likely excuse that she could trot out that Violet would believe. Probably not. The girl was far sharper than most people twice her age. She certainly inherited that from the Astor side.

Still, the knowledge that Violet could see right through her delicate white lies did nothing but increase Rachel’s embarrassment.

It was happening more often, she knew. She would just have to hope that Mrs. Quintrell had not written to Miss Clarke to complain of her governess’s inattention.

Rachel hoped to goodness Violet, who had disappeared back into her copy of Paradise Lost, had not noticed. It was bad enough Mrs. Wright had remarked on Rachel’s inattention.

“Miss Herriot, are you quite well?” she had asked only yesterday as the servants had breakfasted together.

Rachel hoped no one had noticed her miss her mouth with her porridge spoon.

The beady-eyed woman stared, unflinching. “It is just that you seem momentarily distracted at almost every turn. Are you not sleeping well?”

“No,” said Rachel, gratefully grasping at the excuse. “No, I am not sleeping well, but otherwise, I am quite well, Mrs. Wright.”

It was not entirely a lie. Her nights had been frequented by strange dreams, dreams in which Timothy—Mr. Astor—played a crucial role, though not one she could understand. The enigma of his presence in swirling dreams of darkness and chaos plagued her.

A shadow across the room, a figure walking past the window. Rachel jolted to see a gardener, a hoe over his shoulder, walking past. She sighed and tried to slow her breathing.

This was ridiculous. The trouble was, of course, that in many ways, she was only just one and twenty. That was all the memory she had, Rachel reminded herself, and it was quite natural for a woman of one and twenty to get flustered around a handsome gentleman.

A handsome gentleman from one’s secret past who kissed as only a rogue could…

But the truth was, she was not one and twenty. She was one and thirty—a spinster, according to Society! It was a sobering thought, but there it was. She should not be getting hot under her stays merely at the presence of a man who was pleasant to look at.

Especially when the only times she had seen him the last few days, since that spine-tingling encounter in the moonlit gardens of Quintrell Hall, had been in the company of his family.

It was not quite simmering looks over the breakfast table—even Rachel was not so foolish to expect such luxuries—but it had been close. The way he had looked at her as she had taken Violet through the finer points of whist…it was a wonder she had held her cards at all.

Rachel sighed, her gaze floating to the windows, looking out on the winter garden. She had never experienced a longing like this, a longing just to be with someone. Not to demand anything of them, although she would certainly not say no to any further details on her past—but it was more than that. She was drawn to him in a way she did not understand.

Violet turned a page, not looking up from the poetry before her.

Rachel smiled. Nowadays, she was rather inconveniently focused on Timothy. Try though she might to convince herself it was only because he held secrets of her past, she knew it was more than that.

She liked him. She liked the kindness he paid his sister, the mischief he egged on in Violet. She even approved of the way he treated the servants until the rather unfortunate reminder that she herself was a servant appeared in her mind.

Ah. She should remember her place. He was a gentleman, a true member of the gentry, with far more important things to worry about than whether the governess of his sister was falling a little bit in love with him.

Rachel blinked. She was never very good at lying to herself. Truth was an unfortunate habit and one very difficult to break.

“Poetry,” she said into the silence, as though no time had passed. “Yes, I was talking about poetry, wasn’t I.”

Violet frowned as she looked up from her book. “Lord, that was ages ago. Are you feeling well, Miss Herriot? You seem…off. Do you need to lie down?”

Lying down would sadly not help, thought Rachel. The last thing she needed was more silence and solitude to think of Timothy Astor.

The truth was, she had never felt more out of sorts.

Timothy Astor, however, made her feel all at sea, as though the ground was constantly changing under her feet. As though nothing would be the same again. As though nothing had been how she had thought in the first place.

And yet…all that imbalance, all that uncertainty, all that confusion—it disappeared the moment she was with him.

If she could only be alone with him all of the time, then she would feel better. Rachel smiled to herself. Even she, in her foolish fancies, could see that was a terrible idea. The very last thing she should be doing.

It was strange—to be so close to someone, yet not know them at all. They must have been lovers. It was the only conclusion that made any sort of sense. Why she had permitted herself to lose her reputation, to succumb to the pleasures he could give her…

Well. She was no fool. It was obvious. Just one touch from Timothy, and she was wondering when that heady moment could be repeated.

When he could touch her again. Kiss her again. Pull her into his arms and—

“What are you thinking, Miss Herriot?”

Rachel flinched. Violet was staring with the curiosity of a child—a child who would surely know all about how a gentleman and a lady…

“It’s just,” continued Violet with a smile, “you look remarkably focused on your thoughts, and they seem pleasant, so I wondered what they were?”

It was the artlessness of a child spoken with the artfulness of a grown woman, Rachel could not help but think. Violet was playing a dangerous game. She knew when to play the child and when to demand her rights as a young woman.

Dangerous indeed.

“You know, Miss Herriot, sometimes it feels as though you are not that much older than I am,” said Violet, an intrigued look on her face. “As though we could be sisters.”

It was a very pertinent remark, not that Rachel would admit as much. She was clever, Violet. Far more intelligent than her mother gave her credit for, though that was the way of all mothers and daughters.

Because Violet was right. In terms of experience—or at least, experience Rachel could remember—there was but five years between them, not fifteen. They could have been sisters. How different things would have been. Would she and Violet share their secrets, their hopes and dreams? Would Violet reveal any particular gentleman or family she wished to impress, something Rachel had been unable to pull from her?

It was strange, gazing into a looking glass and seeing lines around one’s eyes that you didn’t remember. As though time had crept up without you noticing.

“I am far too old to be your sister,” Rachel said aloud with a wry smile, as though Violet had made a joyful jest at her expense. “Though I admit, you are certainly learning the habits of us old ladies. You have been reading that book almost all day.”

Violet shrugged. “I like it. I don’t know why you thought I wouldn’t.”

Rachel had to repress a smile. Her technique continued to be successful if Violet had not yet realized Rachel had tried to keep her away from the book precisely to make it enticing.

“I shall not do so again,” she said mildly. “I like poetry, too. There are some recommendations I can make you.”

She must review the library. Rachel was unaware of the latest poetry; she had no wish to be criticized by Mrs. Quintrell for failing to give Violet a thoroughly modern education.

And on the topic of education…

Rachel sighed. It was pleasant, sitting in the drawing room and avoiding the heat of the day. But there were parts of Violet’s readiness for her entrance into Society that were not quite complete, and it was her responsibility as governess to remedy that.

“Violet,” said Rachel quietly.

The girl looked up from her book. “You’re going to give me some sort of horrible lesson, aren’t you?”

Rachel did not bother to repress this smile. “I’m afraid so—but fear not, this will not be Herculean in either number or intensity. It is only that there is a part of your education that I have ignored, and I can no longer in any conscience continue to do so.”

This gained Violet’s interest. She closed the book, making sure to slip an embroidered bookmark inside—and looked her governess seriously.

“Goodness,” she said. “Are you going to tell me about…about men and women?”

It was mightily unfair, Rachel thought, that Violet should ask such a question with—for a change—no guile whatsoever, just as Timothy Astor happened to walk past the open drawing room door into the hall.

Heat, overwhelming and uncontrolled, swept across Rachel’s body. It was only a matter of time until…yes, there it was. The heat reached her face. Blast it all, she was the governess; she wasn’t supposed to get embarrassed by such things!

“No,” she said decidedly. “Well. In a way. Come on, we’ll need to find another room.”

“The morning room,” she said aloud as they stood in the hall, Violet waiting for her next instructions. “I think that will be big enough.”

“Big enough?” repeated Violet, her brow furrowed.

Rachel did not reply. Yes, it should be large enough, she thought as she stepped across the hall and opened the door. If she just pushed that side table back, along with that armchair… This home had no ballroom.

“Here, help me move this,” she said, heaving the armchair to no avail. “Violet.”

Violet obeyed, though in rather bad grace, and after the armchair had been pushed against the wall, she said, “This is about dancing, isn’t it?”

There was such foreboding in her tone that Rachel could not help but smile—a smile that widened as she turned to look at her charge and saw a sour look on her face.

“It isn’t that bad,” she said gently, moving to the center of the room.

Not according to the heavy sigh Violet gave as she joined her governess. “I suppose not, in theory. It’s just…well, whenever there is dancing, my mother said I should join in, but I didn’t know how, and there was never anyone to teach me. She and Father…”

Her voice trailed away, her eyes downcast.

Rachel bit her lip. It was the first mention by Violet of her father in any context, but she hardly looked as though she wished to continue on that topic.

Walter Quintrell. From the little Rachel had garnered from the servants, he had been a likeable enough man, utterly at odds with her assumptions about Timothy’s infrequent visits.

Either Mr. Quintrell had been a pleasant gentleman, and there was some other reason that Timothy had stayed away—not one she could immediately think of at the moment—or everyone was merely being polite, and Mr. Quintrell had been most unpleasant.

But Timothy did not strike her as a gentleman who would abandon his sister if she had ended up married to a brute. So, what kept him away?

Rachel looked carefully at the child—woman—before her. It was awful to lose a parent at any age, but a sudden illness when one was a child…

Mrs. Quintrell was still in mourning, of course, but had moved in the last few weeks to dark purples and blues. It would not be long before it would be appropriate to ask her mistress a few gentle questions about the master she never knew.

“I can understand how daunting this is for you, Violet,” said Rachel softly. Her charge had been so insistent that she drop the “Miss Quintrell,” except when in company, and it was becoming more and more natural. Rachel had not yet gained the confidence to invite Violet to call her Rachel, however. Some lines, no matter how faint, should not be crossed.

“You will learn to dance in time,” she continued in a gentle voice. “I am not going to rush you, nor expect immediate excellence. It’s just something to start. A new skill for this new season of your life.”

Violet nodded.

That was the marvelous thing about that age, Rachel remembered. At times vibrant and at other times shy, the world was starting to open up, and it was exciting and frightening all at the same time. It felt like only yesterday. In a way, it was.

Rachel cleared her throat. “So, is there a dance you would like to learn first?”

What she did not remark upon was her surprise that the girl had learned no dances at all. Why, most girls her age would have, at the very least, a few country dances under her belt.

Perhaps Violet was aware of that. Perhaps that was why she appeared so nervous at the thought of finally learning a few steps. Dancing was, after all, one of the most intimate things one could do with a gentleman to whom you had just been introduced.

Your hand in his, your body close to his, the beat of the music, the tension in one’s arms, the eyes of the world upon you…

Heady stuff, Rachel thought. The idea of being that close to a gentleman, knowing he could be the one with whom you eventually dance a much more intimate, more sensual…

“Miss Herriot?”

Rachel blinked. Violet was staring at her with concern.

“You stopped again,” she said helpfully.

Rachel cleared her throat. It was bad enough daydreaming about Timothy when he was in the same room as her—it was ridiculous to allow her mind to wander when he wasn’t even here!

Besides, she had promised herself she would not think about him.

“Look,” said Rachel as much to herself as to her charge, “there is no one here to watch us, laugh at us, or wonder what we are doing. The perfect opportunity to learn.”

A sullen expression had appeared on Violet’s face as it became clear that Rachel was serious about the dancing lesson.

“There isn’t any music,” she said mulishly.

Rachel looked around her. There wasn’t even a pianoforte on which someone could play. If only the music room wasn’t so small. If only there was another sister who could play the pianoforte.

She certainly couldn’t. Her secret experiments with the instrument had proven that she seemed only able to play the blasted thing when she wasn’t concentrating on it. Anyway, even if she could play the pianoforte, then there would be no one to teach Violet the steps.

This had all seemed much simpler when she had first thought of it.

“We’ll count,” she said in the firmest voice she could manage. “One, two, three, four, that sort of thing. Right, stand there.”

Rachel stood beside Violet and slowly showed her the opening steps of the longways country dance, counting softly under her breath as she did so.

“And step backward—there, that is all you need to do to open the dance,” said Rachel with a smile.

This, at the very least, she could remember. She had learned to dance as a very young child, for her parents loved to dance, loved to attend the Assembly Rooms whenever a band of musicians agreed to play for the townsfolk.

It was wonderful, using a skill she could actually remember.

“Now you do it with me,” said Rachel, still standing beside her charge so she could be mimicked. “One, two, three, four…”

Violet, it turned out, was not a quick study. Though her fingers moved swiftly and elegantly across the keys of the pianoforte, it was much more difficult to encourage her feet to obey the simple instructions her governess gave her—but within ten minutes or so, Violet’s sullen look was replaced with a gruff smile.

“Excellent,” said Rachel warmly. “Now, you keep doing that, and I will be the gentleman and show you his steps.”

The moment she stepped away from Violet’s side, the girl instantly stopped.

“Keep going,” Rachel said encouragingly. “One, two, three, four…”

It appeared, however, that Violet was incapable of performing the opening steps she now knew so well unless her governess was standing beside her.

“But you were doing so well,” Rachel could not help but say as she returned to her charge’s side.

Violet bit her lip. “It…it takes me a while to learn how to do things. That’s why my mother never tried to teach me to dance after…after she tried once.”

Ah. There it was. There was usually a reason for these things, and Rachel knew it would come out eventually. So there had been an attempt to teach Violet to dance before, and it apparently had not gone well.

There was nothing like a bad experience to encourage someone never to try again.

Rachel took a deep breath. “Well, it doesn’t matter, in my mind, how long it takes someone to learn something. As long as they are trying.”

Violet smiled weakly. “I am trying.”

“I can see that,” said Rachel. “Now, let’s try that again. One, two, three, four…”

Whether it was nerves, or innate clumsiness, or just a lack of particular skill, it did not matter how many times they went over the steps; whenever Rachel attempted to leave her side and become the gentleman in the dance, Violet’s feet became tangled.

It was nerves, Rachel could see that; but it was rather frustrating for both of them.

“Any ideas what we can try?” she said eventually.

Violet inspected the carpet carefully. “I mean…it would be much easier if someone could stand before me and another beside me, but there isn’t anyone, is there?”

“Can I be of some assistance?”

Rachel’s stomach lurched as the one person she did not need to see that day—particularly in a dancing scenario—poked his head around the door.

Violet frowned. “Uncle Timothy?”

“No,” said Rachel firmly.

Her instincts prompted her to speak quickly, but she wished she hadn’t.

Timothy Astor raised an eyebrow as he stepped into the morning room. “And why on earth not?”

Rachel opened her mouth but had nothing to say. No words appeared as she attempted to think of a way to explain that being close to him was wonderful but doing so in the presence of another was torture.

And the idea of dancing with him…

No. It could not happen. If she got that close to him, she would surely lose all self-control and find herself kissing him.

What she thought, however, no longer seemed to matter.

“That’s a brilliant idea!” Violet rushed to her uncle and pulled him to the center of the room.

Rachel smiled hesitantly as Timothy winked. “What are you two fine ladies up to?”

“W-We…” If her voice wasn’t able to get a hold of itself, she may as well just leave the room. Rachel swallowed. “I am teaching Miss Quintrell—”

“It’s the poxy old country dance,” said Violet with a huff.

“Violet!”

“Well, it is,” said the girl, unashamed despite her governess’s rebuke. “You know it, don’t you, Uncle Timmy?”

“It’s your mother who calls me that, not you,” he said affectionately. “A country dance, eh? What are you using for music, Miss Herriot?”

Rachel glared. He was enjoying this; she could see it in his eyes. She couldn’t understand this man; half the time he was avoiding her or telling her he needed to stay away or something like that—and the rest of the time, he was teasing her most dreadfully.

Most wonderfully.

“You be the gentleman,” said Rachel aloud, pointing to the spot opposite his niece, “if you can,” she added under her breath before saying, “and I’ll stand beside Miss Quintrell to show her the steps. Ready?”

Timothy’s gaze met hers. “Born ready.”

It was a mercy she had nothing more complicated to say than “one, two, three, four,” or Rachel would have been unable to speak.

As it was, they managed to get along quite well, Violet watching her own feet carefully and Rachel studiously not looking at the gentleman opposite them until Violet made a small mistake and stepped heavily onto her uncle’s toes.

“Oh, I am so sorry, I did not mean to—”

“Don’t you worry about it. My boots are made of stronger stuff,” said Timothy easily. It was impressive how quickly he was able to get his niece smiling again. “Come on and watch out for that bit next time…there you go!”

Remarkable, thought Rachel as she slowly stepped away from them while still counting. For a man who had barely visited, he had a natural affinity with his niece.

With anyone. Was there any person Timothy Astor could not charm?

He had certainly charmed her. Twice, Rachel thought ruefully.

“Look, look, I’m doing it!”

“Excellent work, Miss Quintrell,” managed Rachel.

She was no longer needed to count. It appeared, now that they had found a rhythm, her charge was more relaxed. Timothy brought a presence; that was the only way she could describe it. A presence to every room he was in. No matter what happened, one was always painfully aware he was close.

“And there you go!” he cried with a smile as they came to a halt. “I really do think you’ve got it, Vi, well done.”

There was a weary smile on Violet’s face. “You really think so?”

“I know so,” he said with a laugh. “Now, be off with you. Too much dancing, and your mother will come at me with a rake for exhausting you.”

“I do have some poetry I’d like to get back to,” she said with a giggle. “Thank you, Uncle Timmy.”

This time he did not correct his niece, and the girl slipped out of the room before Rachel could say anything. That left her with…

Timothy held out a hand. “Shall we?”

It was a foolish idea. A ridiculous one. There was no music, no reason to continue, and his mere presence was doing delightfully confusing things to her heart.

Rachel did not think. She took his hand, his fingers searing heat through her own, and they began to step together in the dance they had been teaching Violet.

Nothing could have prepared her for such intensity of feelings. There was no music, but there did not need to be. As she stepped forward and back, Timothy meeting her perfectly at every juncture, just as the dance demanded, everything slotted into place in the world. This was where she belonged. Her heart soared, her spine tingled, and when she placed her hands in his own, it was as though they belonged there, as though she was not dancing but coming home.

When it came time to release her, however, Timothy did not. His movement came to a halt, his gaze fixed on hers.

Rachel swallowed. “Let go.”

“No,” he whispered.

Her heart was pattering so loudly, she was surprised he could not hear it. Perhaps he could. “Anyone could see.”

“I don’t care.”

He wanted to kiss her; she could see it so plainly in his eyes, she almost believed he had said so. It would be ridiculous to give into such temptation, but Rachel was tired of resisting such a sweet promise.

Leaning toward him, Rachel lifted her lips to his.

“Do…” Timothy’s voice was hoarse, and he swallowed before continuing. “Do you know why you want to kiss me?”

Rachel’s eyes had naturally closed as she had grown closer to him, her fingers still entangled in his. She swallowed. What was it drawing her to him? What secrets was he hiding?

Why was it that every moment she was not with him, she wanted to be, and whenever she was with him, she hardly knew what she wanted at all?

“No,” she breathed.

For a heady moment, she thought he would kiss her, share the same wondrous sensations he had surprised her with weeks ago when she had first arrived at Quintrell Hall.

“Then,” Timothy breathed, desperation in his voice palpable, “I cannot kiss you.”
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Chapter Ten


July 28, 1815

“Well then, what do we have here?” Timothy entered the room for luncheon. His stomach had been growling all morning—his own fault, he had accidentally missed breakfast—and he breathed in the heady smells of cucumber sandwiches and tea.

There were some things about the English that never changed.

Moira looked up from her newspaper. “My word,” she said dryly. “Someone is remarkably chipper today.”

There was no real malice in her words, and Timothy sat opposite his sister with a smile that could not be deflated. Not today, at any rate. Not by anything his sister could say.

“No explanation?” Moira said, disappearing behind her newspaper again.

Timothy allowed himself to sigh happily, certain in the knowledge that Moira would ignore him as long as she had the newspaper before her. “No. Just happy.”

Happy. It was an emotion he had grown accustomed to in France whenever he could live a little freer than the Astor name permitted. When he could actually do something, something tangible for the British cause. When he had Rachel by his side.

It was easy to be happy when one had the love of your life, then it had been so easy to slip into misery when he had lost her. The thought of a life without Rachel…

And now, here she was. Returned to him.

“Eat something,” came his sister’s words behind her newspaper. “Cook is worried you’re upset with him. You never eat breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” said Timothy blankly. “Oh, breakfast.”

Food seemed so uninteresting when there was a Rachel in the world. If one wanted to spend quality time—any time—with a member of this household without the rest of the household knowing, one had to try a few things.

Late at night had worked once, but it had left both himself and Rachel with terrible yawns the following morning; not something one wanted Moira to remark on.

They had attempted to linger after church, walk back slowly together, but the irascible Violet had wished to tell her uncle all about her growing prowess in dancing, and Timothy had been forced to listen.

Sometimes in the early morning he was able to catch Rachel alone.

Why, just that morning, he had waited in the hall, hopeful a maid would not discover him and raise the alarm at a gentleman up before seven o’clock, when Rachel had come down the staircase …

Timothy had not understood it then, and he could not put words to it now. Perhaps it was the headiness of summer affecting his mind. Perhaps there was something in the air, as the swallows dipped over the lawn as they stepped outside, as the blackbirds sang, and the robins fought over their territory.

Something in the air.

He and Rachel had walked in silence for a few minutes, just wandering across the lawn, their footsteps leaving paths in the summer morning dew until Rachel finally spoke.

“I’m not entirely sure what to ask.” She spoke in an almost apologetic voice. “Not knowing what questions to ask is half the problem.”

Timothy had smiled. It was rather peculiar, but he was not going to merely offer up information. She would need to ask, and that way, he could keep some of the more important things to himself.

She did not need to know everything. Not yet.

“I know it seems a little strange,” he said in a quiet voice as they had entered into the rose garden. “It’s just…I just don’t want to offer you things you don’t want or need to know.”

Timothy could hear the uncertainty in his voice, knew his indecision about precisely what she could know about herself was palpable.

Rachel smiled. “You are still trying to hide something from me, then.”

It wasn’t a question. “Clearly,” said Timothy as lightly as possible, “but perhaps not very effectively.”

She laughed, and his stomach lurched most painfully. He knew that laugh so well. Had known it for years.

He paused, studying a rose. Its orange blossoms, prized by his sister for being quite exotic, were starting to fade. The central petals were perfect, but those on the outside were starting to fray with time and wind and sun.

He was not going to lose control. He was not going to give away far too much information to the woman he once loved. That he still loved.

He turned toward her. Rachel was examining a different rose, one of purest deep red. Her eyelashes fluttered closed as she leaned to inhale its scent. The early morning sunlight pooled over her, bathing her in an ethereal glow.

Dear God. He was never going to be free of her, even if he wanted to be.

Not that he did. But still. Rachel had a hold of his heart which would never let go.

“Are you watching me?” she asked without opening her eyes, a laugh on her lips.

“Of course.” Timothy smiled, though it was marred by regret and guilt. He had been certain for a time that he would never hear that laugh again, that he had lost his chance.

That he should have gone back for her. Looked for her. Hunted for her. Torn France apart to find her. It simply wasn’t possible for a woman to go missing like that. Was it?

Timothy swallowed, tasting bile in his throat. It’d been dangerous; he’d had no choice.

So dangerous, whispered the hateful voice at the back of his mind, that you could leave her behind? So dangerous that you had no compunction in escaping to England, unsure where Rachel even was?

Timothy pushed aside the thought. It did not matter now, did it? She was here. Safe.

She had lost almost all her memories, to be sure, but…

Yes, said that horrible voice. Rather convenient for you, isn’t it? She’s forgotten all about your treachery. About how you abandoned her in France, how you lost her and did not return for her.

“So, how did we first meet?” asked Rachel.

Timothy blinked. She had straightened up and was now watching him closely, as though she would be able to tell if he was lying.

She always did before—and here, in Quintrell Hall, Timothy suddenly remembered. She had known he was lying before. Best to stay as close to the truth as possible, then.

“Over eight years ago,” he replied nonchalantly. Well, it was technically true. Ten years was more than eight years. “At a ball.”

Rachel made a face. “Goodness, I expect I wasn’t very impressive as a dancer.”

“You did not dance at all,” said Timothy quietly.

Her eyes met his. There were so many questions, he could see them all. So much wondering, so little she knew.

“That sounds like me,” she said softly. “So, almost a decade. You know me well.”

He swallowed. Their first kiss, that had been the moment he had known he would never be free. They had been pretending to be engaged to be married; a good enough disguise and had prevented anyone from looking for a sole male operative in the Loire area.

That kiss…the confidence she’d had, pulling him into her arms and kissing him so passionately that the soldiers had been forced to look away…

It had been so real. Within a year, it was.

Timothy cleared his throat. Rachel was waiting patiently for his reply. “A long time.”

“A ball,” mused Rachel, starting to walk around the rose garden, her delicate hands reaching out to touch a few of the leaves. “Perhaps it was one of my first balls in London.”

“Paris,” corrected Timothy, then immediately cursed his eager tongue.

What had possessed him to reveal that information! What was he thinking?

Rachel had looked around quickly. “Paris? Paris in France?”

Try as he might, Timothy could not think quickly enough to remove himself from this entanglement. He would simply have to attempt to work his way through it.

There was a look of intrigued curiosity across Rachel’s face. “Really? What was I doing in Paris? What’s it like? Why were you there?”

And this, thought Timothy to himself, was why he should never have agreed to this. He should have remained steadfast, refusing to reveal anything of her past.

It would only raise more questions. Questions he could not—would not—answer.

“Oh, I’m not entirely sure,” he said vaguely, waving a hand. “Something to do with the Governess Bureau, I think.”

There. Now they could talk about more interesting things, such as—

“No…no, that can’t be it.” Rachel was shaking her head slowly, a furrow across her brow. “No, Miss Clarke told me that I only joined the Governess Bureau five years ago, and she has given me a list of all the families I have served. It only goes back to 1813.”

Timothy swallowed and avoided having to speak for a moment by kicking at the gravel in the rose garden.

Blast, blast, blast it all to hell. This is why he should have said nothing to her. The moment she started to ask questions, he should have high-tailed it to London. Of course, it didn’t help that the only reason she knew they had any sort of past was because he kissed her.

An act he desperately wanted to repeat…

This was a huge mistake. He should shut his mouth, return to the house, and leave for London as soon as the servants were up.

“Five years, eight years, what’s the difference?” Timothy found himself saying.

This was getting out of hand. But he should have known. He never had any self-control when it came to Rachel.

“So, you don’t know me that well, then,” said Rachel, an eyebrow raised. “If you’ve only known me for five years. ’Tis quite a difference, in my opinion.”

He knew her opinions better than she knew them. He knew which ales in French taverns she enjoyed and which she could not be paid to drink. He knew how she shifted in her sleep, three times at least, to get comfortable, no matter how downy the bed.

He knew every freckle on her skin, that delicate place near her elbow where a bullet had grazed her arm. She had bled horribly that night, and Timothy had been afeared of losing her—but in the morning, it was but a scratch.

There was a scar there now. Timothy knew it. He knew what she dreamt about.

But perhaps, no longer. He blinked, and the Rachel he knew before swam out of focus, and the Rachel before him, slightly suspicious and with no idea of their history, appeared.

“I…” Timothy not only had no words to say but no breath to say them.

She had quite literally taken it away. It was growing impossible to look and merely see a woman he could get to know again. She was all tangled with the memories of the Rachel he knew.

Was this a mistake? Timothy swallowed, attempting to clear his throat at the same time. He needed to speak. He needed to take back control of this conversation.

Rachel smiled. “You are not very good at keeping secrets, are you?”

Timothy breathed a laugh. If only she knew. His life had depended, on occasion, on his ability to keep secrets, and he had always done remarkably well. That is, until Rachel.

“Fine,” she said, twisting on her heels and starting to walk along the path. “You don’t wish to tell me any more about how we met, that is plain enough, even if I do not understand it. What can you tell me about my friends? I must have some.”

An innocent enough question, but Timothy hesitated. Friends. A dangerous word.

It was always easier for operatives not to have friends, beyond other operatives, of course. That way, no one noticed when you were gone. It was not a rule, as such. There were few rules in enemy territory when one was fighting for one’s life. But still, it was usually safer for all involved if there were few entanglements beyond those who already knew the truth.

He kept up appearances whenever he found himself back in London, naturally. Timothy tried to see a few people—the Earl of Clarcton, the Duke of Kilerth…

Friends. He had barely managed to maintain any sort of connection to his family, his own flesh and blood, let alone worrying about maintaining dull friendships with dull people, whose greatest excitement was the new cut of the pelisse this year.

“Friends,” Timothy said aloud, playing for time.

Though it was unusual for a lady such as Rachel to be friendless. His stomach twisted with guilt. He had led her down this path, had invited her into a world of danger and intrigue, one she wanted.

Did she want it now? Or, now that she looked back on a life she could not remember living, did Rachel grieve the loss of friendships far more?

“Friends,” he repeated. “No, no…no friends, as far as I am aware.”

They had turned a corner and had entered the winter garden, all rather pitiful in July, but it still had some remarkably elegant trees. Timothy attempted to focus on them. Better that than losing his head by looking.

He had to, however, when Rachel let out a heavy sigh. “Goodness, how disappointing. I had hoped I was at least partially interesting.”

Timothy blinked. Her words did not make sense. “I beg your pardon?”

There was a wry smile on her face. “Well, who reaches their thirtieth year unmarried, uncourted, with no friends? I must have been very dull to have reached such an achievement.”

She spoke with such heaviness, such finality, that Timothy’s heart twisted in his chest. “I do not think so.”

“Yet you offer no evidence to the contrary,” she pointed out as they stopped by an old apple tree, right on the edge of the kitchen gardens. “No winning stories, no hilarious tales, no mention of friends who have since died. Just you.”

Oh, that would have been genius, thought Timothy ruefully. A friend who had died! That would have been such an easy lie to tell. Perhaps that was why Rachel could have lost her memory—oh, the possibility had been right there!

Cursing himself for missing an opportunity to tie up his half-truths, half-falsehoods into one neat bow, Timothy instead defended Rachel from her presumed dull self.

“I don’t think it was like that.”

Rachel sighed. “You are too kind, Timothy—Mr. Astor.”

“Timothy.”

He should not ask her to call him that. It was a mistake.

One he could not regret now she looked at him with. “Indeed. Well, Timothy, no friends in almost ten years? No, you are kind to attempt to protect me from the truth, and I can see why you did not wish to distress me. Friendless after a decade. I must have bored people to tears or betrayed them so utterly they wished to have nothing to do with me.”

It was a harrowing statement. Panic filled Timothy’s lungs as he desperately tried to consider what his response should be. His mind, usually rapier quick, failed him.

“Ahaha,” he laughed weakly. “I do not believe it was that, Rachel. I…I just think you preferred your own company.”

Even he could hear the pathetic note in his voice, but apparently, Rachel did not. Her expression, at first harsh and cold, softened.

“I suppose that is true,” she said quietly. “I have definitely noticed that I prefer my own company over most others, though I intend no offense against your sister and niece.”

“I am sure none is taken,” said Timothy awkwardly.

The sun was rising quickly now, bathing the gardens in light and warmth. The early dawn chorus was over. Gardeners would start to arrive soon. They should return to the house.

His footsteps did not change direction. “Let’s talk about something else.”

It was a weak attempt to cheer her. What else could they discuss without veering too close to the truth?

“You think something else could be as interesting to me as my own history?” asked Rachel, pausing at the edge of the kitchen gardens onto the lawn.

“Perhaps not,” said Timothy truthfully. “But I was thinking more of your future. What you want to do, where you want to be.”

His words were betraying him again. It wasn’t Rachel’s future but their future together that he wanted to discuss, his heart revealing more than he had originally wished. What could they be to each other now? Could they ever return to the closeness they once had or was their inequality of memory something that would keep irrevocably apart?

“My future,” mused Rachel, leaning against the redbrick wall. “With no past behind me, I am not that eager to think about the future. I am far more interested in the present.”

It could have been a mistake, her fingers brushing past his own. Timothy tried to tell himself that it was only that—an innocent mistake.

A mistake that made tingles fly up his spine as though he was a man of only twenty.

He must not think of the dancing they’d indulged in. He must not think of that kiss he had taken.

He needed to control himself. He was a grown man, for goodness’ sake! He could manage not to kiss a beautiful woman, couldn’t he?

“Do you know why you want to kiss me?”

Timothy cleared his throat loudly, but it wasn’t sufficient to dislodge the desire growing in his chest. It was a small mercy he hadn’t kissed her now. He couldn’t do that to her. It wouldn’t be right.

Kissing a woman who knew there was a past between them but didn’t know what exactly.

No. He would be no man if he took advantage. No matter how much he strained to do so.

She felt the connection between them, and that was impossible to deny, but without knowing any of the details, that was all it was. A feeling, a sense from the past.

“Fine,” said Rachel lightly.

Timothy straightened up. He was absolutely not going to kiss her. Probably.

“I tire of conversation about me. Let’s talk about you.”

The tension in his shoulders dissipated. “You have met my family,” Timothy said with a shrug. “There is not much else to say about them, I suppose.”

“There are no others?”

He shook his head. “No. Well, not in this branch of the Astors, anyway, and the Quintrell main family keeps a distance from my sister. They always have, ever since Violet appeared as a girl and not the expected boy.”

Try as he might, it was a challenge to keep the ire from his words. Violet had been a gift, every child was. The idea she could be passed aside by the dominant Quintrell line had irked him beyond belief.

Walter should have been stronger with them.

“And no friends?”

Timothy shrugged again. He never thought much of it. “No close friends, no. Plenty of acquaintance, as you’d expect with the Astor name, but friends? I wouldn’t say so.”

It was only after a few moments of silence that Timothy realized Rachel was examining him closely.

“What?” he asked defensively.

A smile crept over her face. “You and I are very similar, I suppose. No family really, or very little in your case. No friends, barely any acquaintances. I suppose that is why we have this…connection.”

Connection. That was one way of looking at it, but once again, they had circled back to a topic he wished to avoid: the two of them. Together.

“There was a connection,” he said quietly. In the distance, far enough away that he could not hear them, a gardener started to make his way to the borders around the house. “I said I was happy to speak of the past, but that…that does not mean we can return to the way things were.”

“The way things were,” Rachel repeated.

She was still looking at him closely. Timothy’s neck burned. How could she look through him like that?

“I do not think I exactly understand the way things were, but I’m starting to guess.”

If only he could tell her just what she meant to him—but that wouldn’t be fair.

Timothy took a deep breath and decided on mock irritation. “Damnit woman, you’re not asking questions, you’re prodding with statements, hoping I’ll spill some sort of magic beans!”

Rachel laughed—the same laugh. The laugh he knew so well.

“I have to go inside,” Timothy said regretfully. If only mornings could belong to them, just the two of them. No intruders, no expectations from family. “I’ll be missed.”

“Yes,” said Rachel quietly, her eyes not leaving his own. “I suppose you will.”

The silence elongated just long enough to be uncomfortable.

“Well, I wish to walk a little more,” said Rachel, looking away. “There are some beautiful roses we passed that I would like to look at again. Good day, Mr. Astor.”

Timothy smiled. The mock severity of her tone was teasing, enticing. Far too enticing. “Good morning, Miss Herriot.”

“Timmy? Timmy, can you hear me?”

Timothy blinked. He was not standing outside the kitchen gardens; he was halfway through luncheon with his sister. A half-eaten cucumber sandwich was in his hand, though it appeared to have been sedentary for several minutes.

Moira had placed her newspaper onto the table and was glaring most ominously.

“…I beg your pardon?” said Timothy weakly.

His sister frowned. “You have been totally lost to the world these last few minutes! What on earth could you have been thinking about?”

“Oh,” he said with a vague smile. “Lots of things.”

His words did not calm his sister’s temper. If anything, she looked more suspicious. “And when are you leaving?”

He had to laugh at that. “Trying to get rid of me?”

“Not at all,” said Moira with a genuine laugh now. “No, it is more…well, I quite enjoy your company, but you never normally stay in one place. I wondered whether you might disappear off in the night, as you have done before, without a word of warning.”

Timothy swallowed. He certainly had, and in many ways, he should.

So why did he feel as though the one person in the world who truly needed him was right here?

Movement in the corner of his eye made him twist in his seat. Rachel and Violet. Wandering out onto the lawn. They appeared to have a picnic basket held between them.

If only he could be with them instead of this stuffy luncheon with Moira.

“You were thinking of staying for Violet’s coming-out ball, perhaps?”

Timothy grasped at the excuse. “Yes—yes, that is precisely what I was thinking. I would like to stay for Violet’s ball—yes.”

Relief washed over him as Moira smiled prettily, and he saw the young woman he had watched go off with Walter Quintrell after their wedding, all smiles and hopes.

“You are a kind man,” said his sister warmly. “And now I can be sure you can help me plan it. Miss Herriot can help, too. She has surely been instrumental in previous such balls.”

Timothy’s heart skipped a beat, and he brought the sandwich to his mouth to prevent the need for speech.

Excellent. More excuses to spend time with Rachel.
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Chapter Eleven


August 2, 1815

There was something so freeing about skipping.

Rachel’s heart beat faster, partly due to her exertion as she skipped down the hallway, partly due to the fear of being caught.

But she was doing nothing wrong, just…odd. There were few adults, let alone governesses, who understood the true freedom of skipping along a corridor.

Though she had been here at Quintrell Hall only a few weeks, she already felt far more at home here than she ever had in London. Being around people she did not recognize, walking down streets which had changed drastically since she could last remember…

It was incomparable to being here. She knew the corridors of Quintrell Hall better now than anywhere she had ever lived. There were no feelings that she “should” remember anything—instead, she was learning. Learning about the house, the people within it, everything was new, fresh, with no mistakes.

Except for Timothy.

Her heart constricted at the thought of him as she came around a corner, and the paper between her fingers slipped accidentally to the floor.

Drat. Rachel came to a slow stop. The letter to Miss Clarke returned to her fingers, and she straightened up, her cheeks flushing. Because of the skipping. Surely that must be it. It couldn’t possibly be because her thoughts had, once again, wended towards the man of the house. The man she found was possessing her thoughts, her dreams, her desires…

Rachel turned the letter over in her hands. Whenever she thought of him—of Mr. Astor, which was precisely what she should be thinking of him, not this Timothy nonsense—her traitorous knees went week. It was foolish, yet there was nothing she could do to change it.

If she had that sort of self-control, she wouldn’t be in this predicament in the first place. She could simply breeze past him as though he was another footman lining the halls.

But he meant something to her, far more than she thought possible.

Oh, people fell in love at first all the time. They had to believe that, thought Rachel as she continued more sedately down the corridor. Lords and ladies were only introduced a few times normally before a match was made, so it was pleasant to believe love, at first sight was not only real but something they had experienced.

Better that than accept one was about to marry a stranger.

But Timothy wasn’t a stranger, was he? She had known him before. They had been lovers—and she had just forgotten him. While the memories were not returning, feelings were. Flooding her veins with affection, tricking her into believing she had known him all her life.

As though any moment, she would remember him again.

Rachel swallowed her thoughts as she entered the hall. Nonsense. She had a job to do, and that was to help prepare Violet for her future—the future that awaited every young lady of rank and fortune. The marriage market could be cruel, and Violet was young. She had to help her any way she could.

As she placed the letter on the table by the door to be franked by Mr. Evans, Rachel blinked. She had seen something from the corner of her eye which had not registered.

Taking a few steps, a door came into view. The door was open, and inside the room, she saw a gentleman sitting before a chessboard, brow furrowed, gaze affixed on the pieces.

Timothy.

Rachel’s heart twisted. He was so handsome, so charming—and a little odd. Though the chessboard was clearly midway through a game, there was no one with him. As far as Rachel could see, the room was otherwise entirely empty.

She watched him for a moment, drinking in the sight with the luxury of not needing to keep on her toes as they verbally sparred. That tousled chestnut hair. That straight mouth, always so harsh when he was concentrating, when he was not entertaining the world.

She knew his face as keenly as her own. How?

Was it because he was becoming more dear to her with each passing day? It was a frightening experience to fall so deeply in love with a person who was holding something back from you. Frightening and wonderful and glorious.

And lonely. Rachel knew he did not love her—at least, he did not reciprocate. There was an imbalance in their interactions she could not describe but felt, nonetheless.

“I can see you,” said Timothy mildly without looking up.

Rachel laughed, embarrassed. “Well, I was not hiding.”

It was a stupid thing to say. What had possessed her to say something so foolish?

It did not seem to matter. Timothy looked up, his eyes meeting hers, and a smile graced his lips. “Well, that’s a relief, for if you had told me you were attempting to hide, I would have been forced to inform you just how awful you were at it. What are you up to? Where’s Violet?”

Rachel stepped into the drawing room and closed the door behind her. “Miss Quintrell is in town with her mother. I believe they will be there most of the day, choosing new gowns.”

Timothy pulled a face. “Cometh the hour, cometh the gown, I suppose.”

“Now, really!” Rachel scolded him with a mocking smile as she stepped forward. Not too close, though. Not if she were to retain any control… “’Tis a serious business, coming out into Society, and at such a young age, too. I would not envy Violet—Miss Quintrell—such a task. She is right to be nervous.”

If Violet had thought about her entrance into Society before this year, it would surely have been on her father’s arm, her mother beside her, all smiles and joyful celebration. It would be different now. No father at all, her mother in mourning and therefore unable to attend every ball or invitation…

Rachel swallowed. Perhaps that explained Timothy’s lingering presence. Mrs. Wright said herself, she had never known the man to stay so long. Perhaps Rachel was not the reason behind that, no matter how much she may wish it—perhaps he was staying to be a part of Violet’s entrance into Society.

It made sense. She was a lowly governess with some mysterious history with him, but Violet was his own blood, his sister’s child. That was the reason, surely, that he stayed at Quintrell Hall. Wasn’t it?

“What are you gawping at?”

“You,” Rachel replied simply.

Timothy laughed. “I should have known—you never had much guile.”

“Really?” asked Rachel, taking a step closer. “Never, even when you first met me?”

Her inquiry was softly made, but it was enough to remind Timothy of himself. He seemed to catch himself, sitting straighter before clearing his throat.

“I mean,” he said, dropping his gaze back to the chessboard. “Not as much. In a way. You should ignore me, Rachel, my words waffle.”

The very idea of ignoring him was so impossible, Rachel did not even attempt to debate it with him. “I could never ignore you.”

Her words were soft, with naught but honesty. It was perhaps the honesty that startled him. Maybe he had not been expecting such frankness in her tones—or it was the softness, the lack of energy in her words.

Whatever it was, Timothy looked up. Rachel could not look away, her gaze captivated by his own. His eyes were dark, piercing, as though attempting to read her mind. She let him look, holding nothing back. She was not the one with secrets.

What was this? Love? Lust? Mere confusion, unaccustomed as she was to being looked at in such a way?

She wanted to look away, break the connection, try to understand it in the comfort and privacy of her own room, but she could not. She wanted more, not less.

“Sit…sit,” said Timothy in a cracked voice. “Ahem. Won’t you sit down?”

He indicated the seat opposite him, and Rachel hesitated. She really should be preparing another book for Violet to read; she was chronically under-read, and it would show in polite company if the conversation went in that direction.

She had duties to perform, even if he did not. She knew this. And then she sat.

“What are you doing?” Rachel asked. “Playing chess by yourself?”

“Practicing,” came the reply as Timothy focused on the chess pieces before them.

Rachel frowned slightly. “Practicing? On your own?”

He nodded without looking up. “Sometimes the best way to practice is on your own. Solitude is not its own reward.”

Her heart twisted as she watched him move a piece from one side of the board to the other. Solitude. Well, she knew something about that.

But Timothy…he was a handsome, charming gentleman from a good family with a good reputation. He must have his own home, his own friends.

What could he possibly know about solitude?

Yet she could see it on his face. In the lines around his eyes, in the harshness of his mouth when he was riled. He had been alone in one way or another. It didn’t make sense, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

“You have been lonely, haven’t you?”

Timothy glanced up, and Rachel felt a spark of understanding flow between them. She understood him without his explanation—for the first time.

“You have always been aloof, always distant,” she said quietly, not looking away. “But that’s kept people at a distance, and that can be lonely. That leaves you on the outside looking in, doesn’t it?”

Her heart was pattering, but Rachel did not regret her words. They were true. She may not know why, but she could feel the weight of truth within them. Timothy did not deny them. He could not. For the first time in their acquaintance—at least, their acquaintance this time round—she had the upper hand.

He cleared his throat. “We were talking of chess.”

“We were indeed,” agreed Rachel, unwilling to push him further than comfortable.

There was something vulnerable in the way he had just looked at her. As though she had accidentally uncovered a truth she did not understand, but he was afraid she soon would. A truth he had hidden.

A truth about her?

The silence around them lengthened for a moment until Timothy broke it.

“Well,” he said with a shrug. “Why don’t you play with me?”

“Play—play with you?”

“Why not?” Timothy said with a winning smile, his equilibrium apparently regained and his charming boyish smile once again on his face. “You were the one pointing out I was playing alone. Why not rectify that for me, and practice with me?”

“Oh, but I couldn’t—”

Rachel’s words did not seem to matter. Timothy was no longer looking at her; with one hand he started to move the pieces around the board, presumably back to their starting positions, whatever that was, and with the other, he started to loosen his cravat.

“Damned thing,” he muttered to himself. “My valet always ties them too tight. I’d always prefer to do it myself.”

“I know,” Rachel said sympathetically.

Timothy’s hands froze. “How do you know that?”

Rachel opened her mouth, then closed it again. There was no answer. She could not put into words how that knowledge slipped into her mind, but it did.

A blackbird squawked outside the drawing room window, likely at some unassuming gardener who had no desire to disturb its nest. The sound brought Rachel back into the room.

She was sitting with the master of the house, for all intents and purposes, in the drawing room, about to play chess. This could be a perfectly normal, respectable conversation.

If she didn’t allow her emotions to get in the way…

“Chess,” she said firmly. “Who goes first?”

“White goes first,” said Timothy, his brow still furrowed, as though attempting to guess what she was thinking. “Here.”

He turned the chessboard around so that the white pieces sat before Rachel. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what happened next, but before her mouth could assemble a coherent question, her right hand moved one of the smallest white pieces forward two squares.

Her hand returned to her lap, and her eyes widened. Why had she done that?

Without giving her a second glance, Timothy frowned at the board, then moved one of his smallest pieces two squares forward, too.

“Where did you learn to play chess?”

“I don’t know,” Rachel said quietly.

It was most disconcerting. It was the pianoforte all over again. If someone asked her about it, she wasn’t sure whether she could even name all the pieces on the chessboard before her, yet she knew what they all did. She could see the patterns of how to win, how to lose.

She knew what he was going to do, and Timothy obliged by moving the little horse two steps forward, then once to the right. How had she known he would do that?

“You don’t know?” Timothy repeated.

Rachel shook her head. A prickle of discomfort grazed her heart. The books, the piano, even French…they all made sense in a way. She was a governess; it was expected that she would have skills in those areas. But chess?

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about winning,” said Timothy with a smile. “This is just practice for me. It’ll be pleasant to have someone else moving the pieces for a change.”

Rachel said nothing at first but moved a piece she was almost sure was called a bishop. “Thank you. I am pleased to help.”

The game continued. When Rachel took his first piece, Timothy grinned, that charming, lopsided grin that made her heart flutter.

“Well done,” he said warmly. “Nicely played.”

Would she feel such affection if she had just met him? Rachel could hardly imagine what it would be like if she had met him here. To an outsider, to her own knowledge, she had.

Yet, there was such depth to their understanding. She knew him on a level no one else matched. He was a part of her life in a way no one else could be—even if she wanted to escape him, there was a thread of memory, so transparent she could barely see it, that tied him to her.

“Goodness, another one?” said Timothy with surprise as she took another of his pieces off the board. “Well done.”

Rachel could do nothing but smile. She was starting to wonder if, no matter how charming he was, she was actually starting to beat him at this chess thing. Though the patterns rose in her mind, she could not understand them. She merely followed them.

“And another! My word, I shall have to start paying attention!” Timothy’s words were light, but there was a genuine hint of concern.

Rachel’s smile grew. It was dangerous being around this man. She would have to be careful. It was all too easy to slip into being so relaxed, so at ease in his presence, she could forget she was a servant. A nobody in his world.

Besides, she thought as she moved her queen—that’s what it was, a queen—across the board to take another pawn, how could she trust Timothy Astor?

Her gaze raked over him as he moved his rook—a wrong move. He knew so much about her, more than she knew about herself. Yet, he refused to tell her. The details of her life she wished for so badly were hidden from her, his refusal to impart them confusing yet absolute.

Why would he keep that to himself? Why would he prevent her from knowing?

Was it possible it was Timothy Astor’s secrets that he was hiding, and because their pasts were entangled, it was impossible to reveal her truth without divulging his own?

What was he hiding?

Her fingers moved swiftly to take his adventurous rook.

Timothy smiled. “I thought you would do that.”

With the supreme confidence only a gentleman who had been playing chess for years could attain, he moved his knight to take a white pawn.

Rachel said nothing. She moved her bishop, free now the white pawn had been removed, to take Timothy’s queen.

His face fell. “Ah.”

A smile danced over her lips. She was certainly no chess expert, but she was evidently better than Timothy. Interesting.

“Oh, goodness, was that a good move?” she said guilelessly.

Timothy’s face contorted as he attempted not to reveal just how instrumental it had been. “Passably good, yes, I would say. Not masterful, of course, but you are a beginner.”

“Hmm,” nodded Rachel, as though she understood. She saw the smile return to Timothy’s face. Once again, he was willing to underestimate her.

As she pretended to look confused for her next move, she allowed another pawn to be taken. It did not matter. She had plenty of pawns to lose, and she could already guess at what he would attempt next.

Timothy did not disappoint.

“You know,” said Rachel in a slow voice, “the more I get to know you, the more I think that we were…important to each other.”

He looked up nervously. “I beg your pardon? No, we weren’t. What did you say?”

She could not help but smile. “I can always tell when you are lying, Timothy.”

Rachel had not intended to use his name. It was rather rebellious, but it was so natural on her tongue that she knew, in that instant, she had used it countless times before. Timothy. Timothy and Rachel. What had they been to each other, truly?

Where this boldness had come from, Rachel did not know, but she could sense the truth by Timothy’s reaction. His gaze refused to meet hers, focusing instead on the game.

“I said I would tell you some things about you, not everything.”

“But that is the question, isn’t it?” Rachel said softly. “What are you choosing to tell me, and what are you hiding? What are you hiding, Timothy? You might as well be honest. There’s no time like the present.”

That, for some reason, put a smile on his face. “You always say that.”

“Well, it’s true!” There was only a hint of frustration in Rachel’s words as she spoke, leaning forward to take another of his pawns. Really, he was most careless.

“You have to trust me,” said Timothy quietly. He still refused to look at her, but there was vulnerability in his tone. “Trust me that what I tell you is all you need to know. I…I don’t want to hurt you.”

Rachel nodded. She had expected him to say that. “And I don’t want to hurt you either, but I’m sorry.” In an elegant movement, she moved her queen forward. “Checkmate.”

Timothy stared, incomprehension across his face. “I beg your pardon?”

Rachel looked pointedly at the board.

As he did so in turn, a laugh erupted from his mouth. “Dear, God!”

“I do apologize,” said Rachel, a touch of embarrassment grazing her cheeks.

It was rather forward to checkmate the man of the house when he had only invited her to play with him for practice! Miss Clarke would surely say she was being forward. No other governess would have done such a scandalous thing.

No other governess knew him like she did.

“Please, no apologies for such a masterful game,” said Timothy with a laugh, moving the pieces to their starting positions. “I’ve not seen you play so well since I taught you in—”

It was only then that he managed to stop himself, but the damage was done.

Rachel stared. “In?”

It was him. Timothy. He had taught her to play chess; she should have thought of that; it should have been obvious the moment she started to play with him!

“In Paris,” said Timothy with a wry smile. “There. Something you didn’t know.”

The heat of his gaze overwhelmed her. Paris. There it was again. What happened in Paris? Were they lovers there?

“I…” Rachel attempted to speak, but she couldn’t. This was a mistake; she had stayed too long. “I must go. I have to prepare for—oh!”

She managed to rise from her seat and walk toward the door to the hall, but Timothy had been just as swift, and was now pinning her against the wall.

“Timothy,” Rachel breathed, looking deep into his eyes.

His chest against hers, his hands pinning her wrists to her sides, everything within her gloried in the connection she did not understand. Her mind swimming, her heart racing, Rachel licked her lips and saw the impact it made on Timothy as he groaned against her.

“Do you want to kiss me now?” he breathed.

“Yes.”

Yes, with everything in her. She wanted him, she wanted to kiss him, know that pressure upon her mouth once more, feel the tingle of his touch.

“And do you know why?”

This time Rachel did not bother to respond—at least in words. She closed the gap and kissed him fiercely with all the pent-up passion that had been building in her for days.

It was glorious, everything she wanted. Timothy’s lips knew precisely what she wanted, teased every ounce of pleasure from her, and the familiarity and the sensual giddiness she felt was wonderful.

“Timothy,” she breathed as the kiss ended, but she could say no more as another kiss entangled their lips together.

Minutes later, or perhaps hours, Rachel could not tell as she was pressed against the wall with nothing but pleasure to enjoy, Timothy murmured, “Oh, Rachel…”

“Were we lovers?” Rachel asked. “In Paris?”

The slamming of a door. Two voices, both female, muffled through the wall but close. Rachel’s heart sank. Mrs. and Miss Quintrell had returned.

The connection was broken. Before she knew what was happening, Timothy had stepped away, straightening his cravat. Rachel could barely stand, the wall holding her up, her head dizzy with all the pleasure and unanswered questions.

“Oh, Timmy, there you are,” said Mrs. Quintrell as she opened the door. “And Miss Herriot, excellent, you can give me your opinion. I believed Violet should have five gowns, at the very least, in pale whites and creams, you know what I mean, but Violet—”

“I prefer the silks!” interrupted her daughter, throwing herself onto a sofa and rolling her eyes. “Mama seems to think that winter dances will require…”

Rachel attempted to follow the conversation, but her eyes followed Timothy. With a smile and a wink, he slipped out into the hall and abandoned her to the topic of gowns.
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Chapter Twelve


August 4, 1815

He should be listening. Timothy knew that. With every word that drifted his way, he knew he should be paying better attention to what Moira was saying. It was probably important.

“Well, of course, that simply couldn’t be tolerated,” his sister was saying in that forceful tone she always had when someone crossed her. “The moment I realized he had no intention of…”

Timothy nodded. It sounded like the sort of thing he should be agreeing with—some sort of slight, as far as he could understand, made by someone he had never met.

Perhaps it would be easier to pay attention if it were not so hot. Or if he knew all the individuals involved. Or if Rachel was not seated on the other side of the drawing room.

Technically she was seated beside Vi, but Timothy had learned years ago that he could fade out all others whenever Rachel was nearby.

Though they were silently reading, occasionally murmuring something to each other as they came across interesting parts, there was nothing more disruptive to Timothy’s thoughts.

Hence his ignoring of Moira.

“—can you believe? I could hardly countenance it. It was fortunate Lady Romeril…”

He should be thinking of what Moira was talking about. What was she talking about?

“As you can imagine, the retribution was swift,” said his sister.

Retribution? What on earth did Moira know about warfare?

“Hmm,” said Timothy, in the hope that this would be a suitable response.

From Moira’s smile and emphatic nod, it was. “Precisely what I thought. I should have noticed at the beginning that all he could say was rot, for I would not have heeded when he…”

Heeding was not something Timothy was particularly adept at. Not when his mind was too busy racing with thoughts of Rachel, pressed against him, her lips entwined with his own, every part of him wanting—

He shook his head as though ridding his ears of water. If only he could dislodge thoughts of Rachel that easily. He mustn’t think of her. Not kissing her, not holding her, not slowly undressing her, the layers peeling away to reveal—

“Are you listening?”

“What?” said Timothy, sitting upright and looking around as if a pistol had gone off.

When his gaze came to rest on his sister, he saw to his dismay that she was scowling.

“I said, are you listening?” she repeated. “I suppose your response is answer enough.”

“What? No—I mean, yes,” Timothy amended. Blast, he should really have been paying attention, but he was hardly about to admit that he had allowed Moira to rabbit on and on to herself. He wasn’t a complete fool. “Yes, I was listening.”

The sharp look in Moira’s eyes suggested she was not easily convinced. “You were?”

Timothy nodded. “You think I wouldn’t listen to my sister in her hour of need?”

His sister’s eyes narrowed. “Hour of need?”

He should have paid attention to the prickles of panic at the edges of his heart. Perhaps then he would have been able to take his eyes away from Rachel and the exquisite way she held a book and more on the growing danger signs from Moira.

He did not. Rachel filled his mind, drowning out all sense he should have clung to.

“Yes,” he said stoutly, meeting his sister’s eye. “Yes.”

“So, you agree?”

Ah. Timothy swallowed, attempting to buy time by moving his left leg over his right.

Damn. Agree? Of course he agreed. Hadn’t she been complaining about something for what felt like hours? He would agree with her. What woman did not wish to be agreed with?

The last thing he needed was for Moira to guess that he had not been listening.

“Of course I agree,” he said to his sister with emphasis. “Yes. I agree.”

For a heart-stopping moment, he wondered whether he had ill-judged the entire situation, but then Moira broke into a smile—one so carefree, so light, that it caused Timothy’s heart to judder in his chest.

“I knew you would understand,” she said warmly. “Of course, some people will think I am rushing, yet who can say how much time should be taken? I believe that one has to take each individual situation to heart, and then consider…”

And on she went. Timothy did try this time; his eyes glazing over and tuning out his sister’s words were nothing to do with her, of course. It was entirely him.

How could he concentrate when he was in the same room as Rachel?

Rachel. Every day that passed was another day he congratulated himself that he had not told her all, revealed the terrible truth of what happened that day they were separated.

And his self-control was fading fast. Each time he passed her in the corridor, that knowing yet unknowing smile on her face; every time he sat opposite her for Sunday lunch; whenever his niece suggested he ask Rachel something…

“—no one could blame me, I am sure, especially if they knew the circumstances. I mean, I cannot wait around forever, can I? I thought when I said to…”

Timothy sighed. If only he could lie to Rachel. That would be much easier, but it was impossible to lie to her. How could one tell a falsehood to someone you cared so much about?

Lying to the world was easy. Lying to Rachel…

“Right,” said Moira decidedly, so suddenly that Timothy jumped. “It is decided then.”

Timothy nodded as though he had been paying attention to every syllable. “Good.”

Precisely what was good, he was unsure.

“Violet will have to go upstairs to get ready. Miss Herriot, can you help her with that?”

“Of course, Mrs. Quintrell,” Rachel said quietly, laying down her book.

Stomach twisting painfully, Timothy looked between her and his sister. Rachel, leave? This was precisely the opposite of what he wanted.

“Ready?” he said with a broad smile. “Ready for what?”

“I knew you were lying,” said Moira with a smug shake of her head. “You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve been saying, have you?”

Caught in the act. There was nothing for it, Timothy thought helplessly, but confess.

“Well,” he said awkwardly, feeling the tension in his shoulders. “Not exactly.”

Moira sighed. Timothy waited for her chastisement, but it did not come. Instead, an increasing look of despondency covered her face.

“I am sorry,” he said quietly. “I should have been listening, and I wasn’t. Forgive me.”

Moira’s gaze met his, and she smiled weakly. “’Tis no matter.”

“No,” Timothy said urgently. It was important she understood. “You would not have been speaking to me if it were not important. Please, tell me again—I promise I will attend.”

There was a rather discomforting knowing smile on his sister’s face. “This time.”

“This time,” said Timothy. “Sorry.”

Moira sighed. “I was asking if you think Violet should join the dinner I am hosting tonight. Lady Galcrest cannot attend, so we are one lady short.”

Timothy glanced at his niece. It could not be more obvious by her frown and the slump of her shoulders that she had not only heard her mother’s suggestion but thought little of it.

He swallowed. Violet did not want to attend. Her mother wanted her to. Oh dear.

His niece cast him a beseeching look worthy of any actress on the London stage.

Timothy sighed. He would do a great deal to help his niece and would consider it his honor to protect her from the world as best he could. But protect her from her mother?

“I am sure Violet would prefer to dine—her first public dinner, at least—at a smaller gathering,” he attempted anyway.

It was no use. “Nonsense,” said Moira brisky. “She can meet all our neighbors in one go. Anyone who is worth meeting, anyway.”

“Meet them?” came the irritated snark from his niece. “Mother, I meet them weekly at church! Whenever we are in the village, I meet them! There won’t be a single person—”

“Nonsense,” said his sister calmly, as though she refuted her daughter every day. Which she probably did. “You have not been formally introduced. It will be entirely different.”

Violet sighed and rolled her eyes.

Only then did he allow his gaze to linger on the woman seated beside her. She smiled.

Timothy melted into his chair, his legs becoming mush, his spine liquid. How was it possible for a woman to have this effect on him—a woman who had no knowledge of him! No real knowledge, at any rate. It was like falling in love all over again.

Every instinct in his bones fought with his better nature—the dark masculinity within him that told him to take what he wanted, especially if she was offering it to him on a plate.

But he was not that man. Not anymore.

“I really don’t think,” Timothy began, attempting to return to the conversation.

Moira had other ideas. “Yes, that is rather the problem, isn’t it? Miss Herriot, Violet will need her hair attired properly. Do you know the latest London styles?”

Timothy’s mouth fell open as his niece began to complain, but Moira was too quick.

“No, Violet,” she said firmly. “We have waited long enough. It’s time you grew up.”

Timothy’s fingers gripped the arms of his chair but said nothing. This was his sister’s home; she was perfectly within her right to dictate these sorts of things to her own daughter.

Still, he could not help but hate the harshness in his sister’s voice. There was pain there and a determination to hide it—even if she did not manage it.

She was a widow. Sometimes it was easy to forget. Guilt rushed through Timothy’s veins. He had seen so little of Walter, off in France as he so often was, that it was easy to forget that she had been wed for so long.

She had lost the person she loved the most. If anyone knew how she felt, it was him. He should have pity on her. Timothy swallowed the retort he had been about to make and forced his heart to soften. It couldn’t be easy, making decisions for your daughter when you thought each step would be taken with another.

Violet rose with a heavy sigh. “Fine. I suppose. Though I won’t enjoy it.”

She stomped out of the room, Rachel following in her wake with hands folded.

Timothy’s eyes followed them. No matter how much he attempted to tell himself that he was only looking out for Violet, that he was worried about her, his gaze lingered on Rachel. On the woman he was fast becoming utterly dependent.

Again.

Before Rachel closed the door behind them, however, she was halted by these words.

“Oh, and you’ll need to attend, too, Miss Herriot.”

Both Rachel and Timothy turned with surprise to Moira, who looked perfectly serene.

“Why?” Timothy spoke the word before he could stop himself. His cheeks tinged with heat as the two women stared at him.

Damn it all. He needed to be far more controlled when around Rachel, or he would start to attract suspicion.

“Me, Mrs. Quintrell?” Rachel said, her eyes wide. “N-No, I am sure—Miss Quintrell is perfectly able to—”

“No, she is not, something you know perfectly well,” said Moira. “Do not worry, Miss Herriot, I do not hold you accountable. You have not been with us long enough. Someone must look after Violet, and I will be far too busy attending to our guests.”

Timothy snorted and found himself saying before he could think, “Really, Moira! Either Violet is old enough to attend this dinner of yours, or she is not mature enough to come without a chaperone. Which is it?”

He could tell immediately that he had been too harsh. A sweeping swift look of hurt graced his sister’s face, and then it was gone.

Oh, God’s teeth. He should never have opened his mouth. If only he had been listening, he could have told his sister to do what she wanted, and that would be an end to it.

“You do what you think is best,” Timothy said gently, hoping his sister wouldn’t ask about his change of heart. “It’s your dinner.”

Moira took a deep breath. “Yes. It is. Miss Herriot, I will expect you and Violet at seven o’clock. You too, Timothy.”

Timothy’s jaw dropped. “What—what have I done?”

His sister frowned. “’Tis hardly a punishment, I hope, to be invited to one of my dinners! Come, Timmy, you must have noticed. If both Violet and Miss Herriot attend, we will be a man short. You’ve been lying around doing nothing for weeks. You can oblige me now.”

Protestations, it appeared, would be completely useless. Avoiding his sister’s dinners had been simple enough usually; he was rarely here long enough for one to be arranged. Only one had occurred during this visit, a small, quiet affair. Appropriate for a widow in mourning.

But there was nothing for it now. He had to think about what was best for Moira and for Violet. He couldn’t be selfish all his life. Probably.

That was why, a few hours later, when Timothy stepped into the hall, he prepared himself for an evening of dull company, tepid conversation, and thankfully delicious food. That was all he could hope for. Anything more would be an unexpected pleasure.

“There you are,” said Moira as she tugged at her shawl. Black, of course. She may be hosting a dinner, but she was still in mourning. “Help me with this wretched thing, won’t you?”

Timothy could not help but smile as she reached him, still irritably tugging at her shawl, which simply wouldn’t stay straight.

“Why on earth have you held a dinner if you don’t want to dress up in this sort of ridiculous outfit?” he said good-naturedly, moving behind her to untangle the woolen shawl from a dropped hairpin which was creating the difficulty.

Moira sighed. “I’m a Quintrell, though that may have escaped your notice. I have a reputation to maintain.”

Timothy shook his head ruefully as he disentangled the shawl. “I suppose you do.”

At any moment, Rachel would come down that staircase, ready to join them. What would she be wearing? More importantly, what would be underneath?

His sister sighed, lines of worry around her eyes. “Do you think she’s ready?”

“Rachel?” Timothy said without thought.

Moira’s frown was severe. “Violet.”

“Ah.”

“Ah, indeed,” said Moira peevishly, tugging her shawl closer, despite the warmth of the evening. “Fifteen years old, that was when I entered Society. It doesn’t seem long ago.”

“I admit, I find it strange,” Timothy said quietly. “I still consider her a child.”

The rumbling sound of carriages on gravel interrupted their conversation.

Moira sighed. “They’re here.”

Timothy nodded. “Let the mob appear.”

“Oh, I’m more than a match for them.”

He had to smile at that. He doubted his sister had ever seen a mob in her life—an honor he sometimes wished he had never been blessed with. There was nothing so terrifying as a real-life mob, particularly if they were spitting French and holding pitchforks.

As it was, Moira’s guests were nothing like a mob, other than the fact that they descended on his sister as though they had not seen her for months—which, Timothy realized, was probably true.

“Darling, it’s been an age!”

“—and you look so well for it, when you consider—”

“—you must have heard, it’s been absolutely everywhere!”

Timothy grimaced a smile through the boring gossip, and before he knew it, was seated around the dinner table with the benefit of good food to accompany the dull chatter.

“…I knew for a fact he was lying, and the moment he was caught in the act…”

It was a mystery to Timothy why Moira had bothered to invite a single individual here—except perhaps for the shy, almost silent boy seated beside Violet, who was opposite him. He looked as though he had been dragged here by his own parent.

The trouble was, of course, that beside Violet was Rachel.

Timothy cleared his throat and took another sip of wine. All he had to do was not look at her. It was not so difficult, was it?

The footmen placed a rather complex looking pike dish before the guests, and Timothy’s stomach rumbled as he picked up his fish fork. At least the food was good.

As he glanced up, he saw Violet reaching hesitantly to the several forks that lay to the left of her plate.

“Ahem,” said Timothy, clearing his throat loudly.

His niece looked up, a deer in the face of hunters. He looked down pointedly at the fork he had picked up, then at the gap in the forks beside his own plate.

Violet’s gaze dropped to her own forks and selected the correct one with a smile.

“I shouldn’t be allowed out, really,” she said in a low voice so that only Timothy, Rachel, and the boy beside her could hear.

Timothy chuckled. “A few extra refinements, then you’ll be ready.”

“You think so?”

Despite all his best efforts, his gaze caught Rachel’s eye. “I know so.”

With a sinking, guilty feeling, Timothy found he hoped Rachel had heard him. What sort of uncle was he if he could only say encouraging things to family if it impressed a woman?

“Tell me about yourself, Mr. Bamford,” said Rachel, looking firmly away and speaking instead to the gentleman on her other side.

“Oh, me,” said the gentleman with a heavy sigh. “Where to begin! I would have to find out more about you first, Miss Herriot, so I knew how best to entertain you…”

It was natural to be jealous, Timothy told himself, fingers gripping his fork tighter and tighter as he watched Rachel converse with the gentleman so easily. Natural to want her to himself. Natural to want to wrench the man limb from limb.

Jealousy wrenched through Timothy’s stomach, but he knew he could say nothing. She was not his to protect, not anymore. Besides, he was in public, at his own sister’s dinner. What would the world say if he were to reveal a preference for a governess—a servant?

Rachel laughed, and Timothy’s manhood twitched, half angry, half aroused.

A servant? She was so much more than that. A spy, a whirlwind, a passionate woman who had once dared him to leave her behind if he didn’t trust her.

A wry smile crept over his lips. All that was locked inside her, and whether it emerged or not, he would always love her. If only they could return to the way things had been.

A sharp pain in his shin brought Timothy back to the table and tears to his eyes.

“Uncle Timothy!” Violet was glaring from across the table. “Eat!”

Timothy looked around. Most of Moira’s guests had almost finished this course, and he had barely started it. He needed to focus. He needed to get a grip.

His stomach rebelled at the sudden influx of food. The delicious taste still wasn’t enough to distract him from Rachel, who appeared to be ignoring him. She would never forgive him if she knew the full truth.

Timothy pushed the thought aside.

Two courses later, he was finally able to catch her eye. Rachel smiled as he raised his eyebrow, but she said nothing and continued to speak with the man beside her.

Timothy placed his fork down, all appetite suddenly gone. He was no blaggard. He had no wish to prevent her from speaking, that would be ridiculous, except…

Except it wasn’t. If she knew what they had been to each other—if he could keep all her conversations, all her moments…

Some time later, Violet yawned as she leaned back in the sofa. The drawing room felt rather strange and empty now so many people had left.

“Time for bed for you,” said Rachel firmly.

“I’ll walk you two up,” said Timothy hastily, rising.

He caught Rachel’s attention, but she said nothing. Did that mean she wished him to accompany her? It was exhausting, always looking for signs that she wanted him, that he meant something more than just an intriguing enigma.

“Well, I should really speak to Mrs. Wright,” said Moira with a yawn very similar to her daughter’s. “Well done, Violet.”

Though she tried to hide it, Timothy could see his niece was rather pleased with the praise. He hid a grin of his own.

It was a stroke of luck that Violet’s bedchamber was approached first when walking along the upstairs corridor. It meant Timothy could cheerfully wish his niece a good night’s sleep, then continue on alone with Rachel.

Admittedly, they reached her bedchamber disappointingly quick.

“Timothy,” she said quietly.

Timothy nodded eagerly, feeling every inch the fool he was. “Yes?”

“Should…should I be apologizing to you for speaking to Mr. Bamford?”

She could not have constructed the question in a way to more embarrass him, Timothy thought bitterly. What a fool he was.

“No, of course…well. Maybe if—no, of course not.”

Rachel laughed gently in the semi-darkness, their way lit only by a single candle in a bracket on the wall. “You cannot lie to me, remember. I could see it painted over your face just how upset you were. Everyone could.”

“Everyone?”

Rachel leaned toward him, whispering in his ear, making his neck shiver. “That gentleman is married, Timothy. More importantly, the gentleman I want is…is you.”

Timothy’s eyes widened in shock to hear such blatant desire as Rachel leaned back and opened her bedchamber door. The look she gave him was…

He swallowed, trying to think of the coldest morning he had ever experienced while sleeping rough in the Limagne plains.

“I…” Say yes, goddamnit, just say yes! “No, Rachel. I can’t.” It took every whit of self-control to say it, but he managed it. Fool that he was.

Was that—was that disappointment on Rachel’s face? “Good night, Mr. Astor.”

The door closed heavily behind her, and Timothy leaned against it in utter frustration. How much longer could he do this? Torture himself with Rachel’s presence without reaching out and taking what he wanted—what he had always had?
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Chapter Thirteen


August 11, 1815

Rachel sighed heavily. “I suppose you can look after yourself for a few hours?”

She would never have dreamed of speaking in such a way to her charge when first she arrived. Miss Quintrell, as she had called Violet then, was the reason she was there. The idea of speaking to her so directly, with a languid tone in her voice thanks to the heat of the day, would have been absolutely unthinkable.

A lot could change in several weeks. Besides, Violet was such an obliging girl, so happy to put Rachel at ease, that she found herself treating the girl—hardly a girl, really—more like a younger sibling than a responsibility for which she was paid a wage.

The charge in question looked up from the book in her lap, a large one of poetry that Rachel had never seen before. “What?”

Violet blinked as she spoke, as though she had entirely forgotten not only that Rachel was there but that anyone else existed in the world at all.

Rachel smiled. Well, it was the weather for it, after all. The sun had been up many hours, warming the terrace and verandah—an addition Mrs. Quintrell had informed her that her husband had insisted on making—where she and Violet now sat.

The shade gave them a little protection from the elements, but it was still stifling hot. She wondered how Violet could take in a single word from that book.

“I said,” Rachel repeated with no consternation, “I suppose you can look after yourself for an hour or so?”

Violet snorted at her, like she often did.

“You were impressive at dinner last night,” said Rachel mildly, testing the waters.

They had not discussed the evening. Until now, Rachel had preferred to wait to see whether Violet would mention it herself, but her curiosity got the better of her.

Violet made a face and did not look up from her book again. “I suppose so. I had thought I was more prepared, but it turned out…Uncle Timothy had to show me a few forks.”

Rachel ensured her outward appearance was sedate. It was natural to feel warm, she told herself. It was a warm day. It had nothing to do with…with him.

“A few adjustments are expected,” she said. “Only a few nudges in the right direction at your first dinner in Society is good, Violet. You should be proud of yourself.”

There it was—the smile of a girl realizing she would soon be in the world, a woman.

Violet’s smile disappeared as swiftly as it had come. “Maybe.”

She turned a page, and Rachel stifled a laugh. It did not matter when you were born, it appeared; when a girl started to approach that delicate time when one became a woman, embarrassment was never far away.

Still, it could not be more obvious that, though Violet feigned detachment, she very much wished to discuss the dinner more.

Rachel glanced through the window into the morning room. She could just make out the clock: two o’clock. She still had time before Mr. Evans would collect the post.

“You sat next to a Master Bamford, did you not? What was he like?”

The poetry book was immediately discarded. “Master Bamford? Why do you want to know about—has my mother asked you to…I barely spoke to him.”

The high color which had appeared in Violet’s cheeks told Rachel more than she ever needed to know, but that did not mean she would cease her questioning.

Violet was an only child. This may be the first and only time, Rachel thought, she could experience the joy of discussing such things with someone who approached a sibling.

Goodness knows, she would have loved having such a connection at that age.

“I just thought I would ask,” she said lightly. “I think I heard from your mother that he is the heir of a neighbor of yours. Is that correct?”

There was no hiding that flush. Violet’s book was left in her lap, and she smiled shyly at her governess. “I…well. I do not believe he was a very good conversationalist. I think.”

Rachel waited. It was difficult not to pry, but Violet had to reveal the information. There was nothing more irritating than one’s thoughts being interrupted when one was deciding precisely what to reveal and what to conceal.

“I…well, I think he was quite nervous, actually,” murmured Violet in a low voice, her gaze lowered. “So was I. He was pleasant to converse with, even if it was a bit difficult.”

Rachel waited, but there did not appear to be any more from the embarrassed girl.

Well, could she remember those types of conversations? They had been all she had enjoyed—or endured—at that age until she lost her memory. She had to assume in the intervening years she had enjoyed good company. No one else had claimed her acquaintance, and even Timothy—Mr. Astor—refused to reveal the exact nature of their connection.

Bother. She was thinking about Timothy again. After her wine-induced and rather bold invitation, which had been so clearly rejected last night, he should be the last thing on her mind.

Rachel watched Violet twist her fingers in her lap. A little nudge, perhaps, to see precisely where the land lay. “You liked him, then.”

Before her charge could answer, a figure appeared, striding across the lawn. It was Timothy. She did not need him to come any closer to recognize him, and thankfully, he did not. He appeared to be meandering from the stables to the sunken garden.

“Yes, I liked him,” admitted Violet in a low voice. “He was very handsome and—well. Charming, I suppose. Even if his conversation left something to be desired. But when he got talking…it was interesting. I don’t know.”

Rachel did not need to hear more. “I know precisely what you mean.”

Had she not experienced the very same thing with Violet’s uncle? She could not put into words the connection they shared. It was beyond words, beyond thought, pure feeling.

“Well,” she said aloud briskly, as though she had not just been lost in her own scandalous thoughts about a member of the Quintrell household, “I suppose all you can do is hope to have more conversations in less stressful environs and see whether you…like him.”

Violet narrowed her eyes. “You’re not trying to play matchmaker, are you? Are you sure my mother hasn’t put you up to this?”

Raising her hands as if in surrender, Rachel could not help but smile. “What, I? Matchmaker? I have no idea what you are talking about.”

“Not very convincing, I’m afraid.”

“Well, you know your mother will be,” said Rachel, honesty seeping into her words. She probably shouldn’t be this direct, but… “Wouldn’t you prefer to have your own choice?”

Choice. It was something Violet would have less and less of as she grew older, depending on the husband she chose. Rachel was under no illusion that a married woman was defined by the status and the decisions of her husband. If Violet Quintrell married well—at least, to Rachel’s mind, married a malleable and good-natured man—she could at least have the chance to be happy.

Violet sighed. “I suppose so.”

Rachel glanced at the lawn in the hope of seeing Timothy, but he was gone.

Sighing, she had to admit to herself that it was probably good that he was no longer there to distract her. She had been rising from her seat to do something, though she could not for the life of her remember what.

Ah, yes. That stupid letter she had promised to write this afternoon. She would have to remember to delicately ask Miss Clarke not to require such close supervision as weekly letters. They were such a drain on her time. Surely, she was to be trusted now?

“Well, whether you wish to marry him or not—”

“Rachel!”

“—I still need to finish my report to Miss Clarke,” said Rachel without missing a beat. “Goodness, how I dislike writing those.”

She flushed. It was, after all, not seemly to be so openly dismissive of a task set by her employer. Miss Clarke could easily have denied her the opportunity to return to the Bureau.

Worse, it was a terrible example to set Violet.

Violet, however, seemed unperturbed. “Goodness, a report on me?”

Rachel laughed as a warm summer breeze rustled by. “No, quite the opposite. A report on me! To ensure Miss Clarke is confident in my abilities.”

It was rather awkward, really. Mrs. Quintrell had a vague understanding of her background, but there was no need to tell Violet such details. Perhaps one day, she would. When she was married and having children of her own.

“Well, couldn’t you just lie?” asked Violet, absorbed once more in her book. “Just say everything is going wonderfully well?”

Rachel placed her hands on her hips, a mocking smile teasing her lips. “My word, Miss Quintrell, do you mean to say you don’t believe everything is going wonderfully well?”

She frowned in that mocking way children so often liked, and Violet was obviously young enough to still be amused.

Chuckling, she said, “I suppose so. Yes, Miss Herriot, I will be quite fine here with my poetry. Go on, write about how fantastic you are, or whatever it is you write.”

Without another word, she disappeared behind her book.

Rachel was still smiling as she rose, the wicker weavings creaking. She was fortunate, really. Actually liking one’s charge was not guaranteed at the Governess Bureau.

The possibilities of what one could face…it didn’t bear thinking about. Crowds of children—twins! Younger children who required absolutely everything done for them. Siblings who spoke in their own secret language, for which the governess was punished, even though there was nothing any adult could do.

Rachel shivered slightly as she stepped into the cool house. Of all the children she could have been given to care for, she was relieved it was Violet.

By the time she reached her bedchamber, she felt almost rational again—until she opened the door quietly and remembered that less than four and twenty hours ago, she had opened it before Timothy and invited him in…

Heat scalded her cheeks. She should not have done such a thing.

Shutting the door hastily as though that would block out the memories, Rachel knew that should he have accepted her offer, there would have been no regret within her heart. How could there be? To have such a connection, to express the tension between them, to finally make the connection which seemed eternally on the edge of a precipice…

Perhaps she was inventing things. Perhaps she should have done more to tempt him in. Rachel smiled to herself as she crossed the room. She was not the seductress sort. To be sure, there were certainly governesses in the Bureau who had a certain reputation for enticing gentlemen visitors of their masters, but the thought of actually bedding an employer!

Rachel shook her head, though she was the only one in the room. It was unthinkable.

Except it wasn’t. Was Timothy her master? No, though the temptation to throw herself into his arms was growing daily.

“This is foolish,” Rachel reminded herself, moving to the small desk in the corner and looking at the half-written letter which lay upon it. “Foolish!”

And she was foolish to notice the effect she had on him. Foolish to wish to increase it. Foolish to continue trusting a man who quite evidently did not trust her.

Rachel sighed and dropped her gaze to the letter. What had she already written?

Dear Miss Clarke,

Thank you for your recent letter. I am glad to hear the heat in London is not so insufferable that you are unable to work. I admit myself relieved to be in the country, where there is a little breeze to cool one.

I am pleased to report that Miss Quintrell is coming along wonderfully, her refinements for Society improving daily. Her dancing, in particular, has been commented on by her mother as drastically changed for the better, and her dedication to poetry reading has created very interesting conversation, which I believe will be a credit to her. I believe her musical talents are also advancing, though I am not an expert in these matters.

Rachel swallowed. The memory of when she sat beside Violet and started to play the piano, without any real thought, returned to her. How had she managed that? What other insight and understanding was trapped within her, only able to escape when she least expected it?

There was no point in worrying herself with that now. No matter how many times she asked that question, the answer was likely to be the same. She did not know.

Returning to the letter, Rachel’s eyes scanned over the next paragraph.

Miss Quintrell has had a practice of dining in company since I last wrote to you, which was a great success. I know this, as I had the joy of being personally invited to attend by Mrs. Quintrell, which was a great honor. I am fortunate to have such a kind mistress.

And that was all she had written. Miss Clarke would expect more, always desired at least two sides of the paper, and Rachel had only managed to cover one side with her delicate and neat hand.

Picking up her pen, Rachel tried to think carefully about what she would write. Her immediate thoughts were to ask for more details about her past, a desperately held wish she had attempted to avoid in previous letters.

For Miss Clarke would know about it, wouldn’t she? Rachel must have returned to the Bureau occasionally, must have had conversations with the proprietress. Even a name, a location would be useful.

Anything. Anything to unlock the mystery inside her.

And wouldn’t Miss Clarke have records of all her past reports, as well as her previous assignments? There must be something in there which could help her understand who she had become these last ten years.

The memory of the pianoforte flittered into Rachel’s mind again. There had been something rather strange about that—a sensation that all the hair on the back of her neck was standing up for. The sense that the floor had shifted, yet at the same time, that everything was perfectly natural. As though she belonged there. As though sitting and playing the pianoforte was as natural as breathing.

Almost everything felt difficult and learned, as though she had to dredge it from her mind with a struggle. But playing the pianoforte and playing chess—those felt natural.

Being with Timothy felt natural.

Rachel laid down her pen, making sure it didn’t splatter ink across the small desk. Timothy was hiding something, something important, or else he would not be going to such lengths to do so. What was it?

How could she feel so safe with—how could she trust a man who was purposefully keeping some of her life from her?

“Because it is too painful.”

Her heart skipped a beat. There was pain in her past, clearly, even if she could not remember what it was. Pain he wished to protect her from. Pain he wished to hide.

Surely Miss Clarke would know, too? Rachel picked up the pen without thought, twirling it in her fingers as she continued to think.

It was difficult to believe that the owner of the Governess Bureau would not know about something so painful that Timothy refused to speak of it. A loss, perhaps? Had she been engaged to be married to someone who tragically died?

She could not think of what else it could be. A bereavement was, naturally, the obvious solution. But of who? Her parents had died before she had turned twenty. Before her memories turned hazy.

Perhaps she had committed a crime of some sort! The thought seared through Rachel’s mind like a scalding iron but did not ring true. What crime could she possibly have committed?

A dry chuckle echoed in her chest. She was neither bold nor foolish enough to do anything which may attract the law. She may have lost a decade of memories, but she was certain she knew herself better than that.

It was due to the twirling of the pen that she noticed it again. That strange scar by her elbow. The one she could not remember incurring.

Her stomach lurched. What else did she not know about her body, about herself, which Timothy may wish to hide? Was it perhaps not a crime, but something else he was attempting to keep from her? A child, perhaps?

Rachel placed a hand over her stomach. Was it possible? How would she know?

Was that why, perhaps, he had refused to lie with her yesterday…because they had suffered a loss?

Her body was certainly far older than she had remembered, but there appeared to be no signaling marks that she had ever come close to becoming a mother.

For a wild moment, her thoughts untamed by society or rules or regulations, Rachel allowed herself to think of just that. A child, hers and Timothy’s. Their chestnut hair mingled together, his nose perhaps, and her lips. His smile. Her laugh. His swift intellect and her caring nature.

A shiver moved down her spine. She should not think such things. It was reckless.

Something that would never be.

After all, she was not getting anywhere with Timothy; she could not even persuade him to tell the full truth of how they knew each other, much less encouraging him to lie with her!

Her report to Miss Clarke. It had to go off in today’s post, and if she did not make haste, she would surely miss it.

I am growing in confidence as a governess with each day, Miss Clarke, but I believe I would excel if I had more details about myself and the last ten years. My strengths, weaknesses, what previous employers have said about me.

Receiving a short summary of my reports, in truth, would be a great help to me. I must ask for this information of my life, Miss Clarke, for I believe I will struggle in time without it. These details are crucial. Please send them enclosed within your reply to this letter.

I remain as ever, your dedicated and faithful servant,

Miss Rachel Herriot

Rachel placed down the pen and looked at the letter. It had all the details Miss Clarke required: insight into her charge’s improvement, a sense she had been accepted by her mistress.

And the plea for more insight into herself. It could be ignored, that was true, but Rachel had a feeling that the owner of the Bureau would not be so cruel.

She was one step closer to finding the truth.
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Chapter Fourteen


August 17, 1815

The candle by the window flickered as a gust of wind managed to creep its way around the panes in the library. It was late. Far later than Timothy had realized. He wouldn’t be here, trying to find slots for all the books to return to their shelves, if Violet had just done what he had asked.

It had been earlier that morning. He had stridden into the library in the vague hope Rachel might be there, only to trip over the large stack of books carelessly left in the doorway.

“Violet!”

His shout had immediately produced his niece, who looked down at him with a puzzled expression. “Goodness, Uncle Timothy. What are you doing down there?”

Trying not to feel as ridiculous as he undoubtedly looked, Timothy rose and brushed the invisible dust from his sleeve. “I was down there,” he said, pointing a finger, “because you have left books lying around!”

Violet did not look particularly upset by his words.

“Please, before I break my neck, put them back on the shelves!”

He had marched away without waiting to hear his niece’s answer at the time which, now he came to think about it, Timothy thought wryly in the semi-gloom of the evening, had not been a clever idea.

That was why he was here, fool that he was, clearing up after the child.

There was something pleasing about slowly returning the room to rights. Each thunk of a book placed on a shelf brought him closer to his goal, and Timothy was holding the last few books in his arms when the candle flickered, flickered again, then guttered.

The room fell into darkness.

“Blast,” muttered Timothy, trying to recollect the layout of the room. “Damn it.”

He had spent too much time in the darkness, creeping about, trusting his wits and the light given by the moon to be too concerned about a little darkness in a library.

Within a minute, his eyes had adjusted. Where there had previously been only blackness, he could now make out the sofas, the unmatched armchairs that had been unceremoniously chosen for the room, and the final stack of books.

In a strange way, Timothy thought as he moved about the almost-pitch-black room, he almost preferred it. There was something disconcerting about acting the part of the gentleman.

True, it was what he was born to. He was an Astor—wealth, property, and a name that many were desperate to acquire through matrimony. His stomach squirmed. Dear God.

But it was never a role that sat right with him. It was only years after cringing at hearing his name shouted across the schoolroom at Eton did he find where he belonged…and now being away from France for so long was starting to take its toll.

France. Where he was important. Where he made a difference. With Rachel.

Timothy swallowed as he placed a book on a shelf. Poetry with biology. Well, Violet would find it. It was her own fault for not putting the books away in the first place.

He should be in France. Timothy knew it deep in his soul. He should be slipping some information into a man’s pocket, retrieving gossip from laundry maids to share with his men, and helping more refugees out of the country. Instead, he was here, tidying up a library.

And the worst of it all…

The last book slid into place. The worst of it all, Timothy thought doggedly, refusing to permit himself to hide from the thought, was that he had never felt more at home. He was actually enjoying it. Enjoying the sedentary, familial life. What was wrong with him?

“You fool,” he murmured to himself as he dropped into an armchair by the empty grate. “You know precisely what.”

Rachel.

It was her presence which made the entire place feel like home, as it never had before. It was Rachel’s smile that kept him waking each morning, eager to come downstairs, chance meetings through each day.

Rachel. Timothy’s heart returned to that awkward patter he now knew so well. How had he ever become accustomed to her presence in France? Why had he not treasured every single moment, every glance, every touch?

Because he knew he had never expected it to end.

As though summoned by his very thoughts, the door opened. Light spilled in from the hall, but when the door closed, the figure standing there had no candle with them.

Rachel. She stepped across the room to a specific shelf, muttering under her breath something that sounded like “Paradise Lost,” without saying a word to him.

Timothy’s shoulders tightened. He had no wish to startle her, but the opportunity to speak with Rachel alone and in the dark was too good to miss. Even if he would not touch her. A promise he regretted the moment he had rejected her invitation into her bedchamber.

He cleared his throat.

Even in the dull gloom of the library, Timothy could see the panicked look on Rachel’s face as she hastily turned toward the sound. “Who’s there?”

It was painful to see her first instinct was fear, to believe she could be in danger. A remnant from their time in France, perhaps? Was panic and fear so ingrained in her now that she had no other basic reaction other than those? Would she ever learn to lose those fears?

Timothy rose, hoping her eyes were adjusting to the darkness. “’Tis only me, Rachel. Miss Herriot. It’s Timothy.”

Could he sound more pathetic? What was wrong with him! The cringe rippled across Timothy’s body as he listened to the idiotic words which had managed to escape his mouth.

He should leave. If that was his opening statement, it was downhill from here.

“Oh,” said Rachel quietly. “Oh, Timothy. I was looking for a book on constellations. Violet mentioned she had left it here.”

Definitely a wealthy husband needed, Timothy thought privately. Sending Rachel to find a book, really?

“Constellations,” he repeated.

He had intended to say something far more profound. Something about the stars being beautiful but not as beautiful as her. Or the stars revealing our fates. Like his fate to love her.

Perhaps it was a good thing none of those thoughts reached his mouth. Now he thought about them, none seemed particularly inspiring.

“Yes, constellations,” said Rachel in a quiet voice, as though it was perfectly natural for someone to repeat back her words like a fool.

“Constellations,” said Timothy, hating himself with every syllable.

Was this what he was reduced to? Had he been away from Rachel so long that he was entirely incapable of saying anything meaningful?

Clearing his throat, he attempted it again. “Constellations.”

Blast it all to hell. He was going to go down in history as the most idiotic, pathetic, foolish man who ever—

“That’s it,” said Rachel softly, a smile creeping over her lips. “You have seen it, then?”

Panic flared in Timothy’s stomach. Where had he put that book? It certainly wasn’t with the sciences, he knew. He should have paid attention, should have done the job properly.

He should have made Violet do it.

It was the perfect opportunity. Any chance to be with her, to connect in a way they had before—it was one he should not take. He knew that. Keeping his distance, maintaining the aura of distinction, that was vital.

Such a shame he was not going to do that.

“The book is over here,” he said aloud, the memory returning in an instant.

He had taken a few steps toward the shelf in question, hand out to find the book, when he stopped short. His extended fingers had met something in the air—Rachel’s fingers.

Heat seared through him, a tension, a frisson that he knew so well and had once believed he would never feel again. Rachel. Her touch was enough to floor him. It was fortunate he could barely see her, or else his senses would inevitably betray him.

“I…or…”

Rachel blinked. She, too, had reached for the book, her fingers now mingled with his in a way Timothy could barely understand. He looked for his own fingers but could no longer tell them apart.

“Or?” Rachel repeated his word.

Or…

“Or,” he said more boldly, lowering his hand to break the connection between them. “Or we could spend time outside, in the gardens, and I could show them to you.”

His gaze flickered over to the moonlit night. This was a mistake. It was beautiful out there, the green grounds bathed in moonlight, making the gardens look black and white.

He shouldn’t suggest this. Hadn’t he already struggled not to reveal the truth to Rachel? Had it not already been a challenge to keep his distance?

Timothy knew the answer to all those questions. The question he could not answer was whether Rachel would accompany him.

She had followed his gaze to the window to look over the lawn, and he saw the smallest hesitation on her face. She bit her lip.

He wanted her. He needed her. He could not have her.

While those three truths remained, he had to take solace in whatever moments he could steal from her. Steal from his better self.

Rachel took a deep breath. “A little midnight stargazing. Why not?”

Though she did not speak them, Timothy could almost hear the additional words: “what harm could it do?”

Their acquaintance was strange now. Everything he knew or thought he had known about Rachel, was gone. That it was still all within her was in no doubt.

The invitation into her bedchamber, the one he bitterly regretted refusing, proved that.

“Outside?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Timothy hastily, stepping to the library door in the hope he would recall what manners, speech, and thought were. Dear God, if only he could act like a rational man…

The blanket box in the hall creaked slightly as Timothy opened it but not loud enough to cause any alarm in the household. No one appeared as he pulled a blanket out and placed it over his arm. No one forbade them from leaving when he opened the front door. No one, save himself, gasped as Rachel slipped her hand into his as they stepped onto the gravel walk.

Never before had such a light touch been so deeply felt. Timothy could not bring himself to look down at the fingers now finally intertwined as they should be.

As their footsteps crunched across the gravel, he could not shake off the feeling that they were lovers, sneaking out of a house party.

And in a way, weren’t they? Were they not two inhabitants of the same home? Wasn’t the tension growing between them completely impossible to deny?

Had he not ravished her body enough times to know precisely where to touch, where to kiss, where to stroke to bring her to ecstasy?

“The sunken garden,” he found himself saying, as though he had a plan and was not moving through time like a leaf in a river current. “That will be the best place, I believe.”

Only now did Timothy allow himself to look at her. Rachel. Her hand entwined with his own, the book on constellations left behind in the library. What else had they left behind? Their cares, their concerns? Their fears over what they believed Society expected of them?

The sunken garden was a popular feature of English gardens. Why, Timothy had one himself at the Astor seat. The earth was removed in a shape, a circle in his garden, a rectangle here, and plants were grown which preferred the dark and damper ground.

They could be dangerous, though. Why, if a child stepped into a sunken garden and could not get out again alone, they could be stuck there for many hours. It was usually impossible to see inside a sunken garden from the house.

Timothy swallowed, his fingers tightening around hers. Rachel squeezed back.

When they reached the garden, Timothy was surprised to see it was far deeper than he had remembered. At least three feet deep, half the height of a man, and edged with hostas.

There were almost no windows on the north side of the house. They would be completely hidden. Anything they indulged in here would be unnoticed by all others.

“Here we are,” he said unnecessarily.

His voice seemed to boom in the silent garden, despite the softness of his voice. It was just the two of them here. Just them.

Rachel smiled. “What a clever idea, Timothy.”

He shivered to hear his name on her lips. How many times had he heard it? Hundreds? Thousands? Spoken in anger, in haste, in passion, in that teasing air he loved so much?

But he could not assume this nighttime encounter would end precisely in the way he wanted. Even if he allowed himself to hope, Rachel had received his rebuff only days ago. Was it likely she would be open to another attempt at affection?

Rachel released his hand. “I admit, I had no idea it was so deep.”

Timothy swallowed as he stepped into the garden, the lawn dipping slightly under his weight, the grass here sodden at the edges, and held out his hand.

“May I?” he asked, his eyes fixed on hers.

There was a teasing smile on her face as she once again took his hand. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Laying down the blanket in the center of the space, where the lawn was dry and crisping brown after days of sun, Timothy cleared his throat. There were words, he was sure, which would help him navigate this conversation.

“The moonlight is so bright,” said Rachel in a steady, almost conversational voice.

Timothy could hardly believe it. How was she able to stay so calm when his own heart seemed to be pounding painfully?

She stepped past him to the opposite side of the blanket. “Almost like daylight.”

Every line, every curve became infinitely more visible as Rachel first sat, then laid on the blanket, looking at the night sky. It was as though Timothy was no longer there, as though the stars had captivated her attention entirely.

“Are you not going to join me?”

It was the second invitation in one week, but this time Timothy was more prepared. He wanted her. Had done the moment she had walked back into his life, seemingly from the dead.

But was it right, he wondered as he sat himself down and slowly lowered himself onto his back. Shouldn’t he at least pretend to wish to stargaze first?

There were only a few inches between them. Timothy had not paid much attention to the blanket he had pulled from the box in the hall. It was not a large one.

Losing control was not an option, Timothy told himself in the silence. He was not an animal, enslaved to his instincts. He had a will, knew right from wrong.

And it would be wrong, very probably wrong, to permit himself to indulge in the pleasure he knew Rachel could give him. He had to maintain a distance. Sharing himself with her while holding back the truth…

That would be wrong.

“Right,” he said, surprised to hear his voice so calm after the flurry of thoughts that had invaded his mind. “Constellations. Which do you know?”

An elegant hand rose from the ground. “Orion, of course. And there’s the Plough.”

Timothy nodded. Almost every schoolchild knew those two. It was calming, in a strange way, to revert to this pedestrian educational topic. Not France nor the lives they led there or the secrets between them.

Just stars and constellations. Just learning. Rather fitting for a governess.

“From there, it should be easy to find the North Star,” Timothy found himself saying.

“There,” said Rachel firmly.

She remembered it all. Just as he had taught her.

“And that is all I know, really,” Rachel said quietly. “It’s strange. I have this sense that I know more—like with the chess. But I am not able to find it within myself, no matter how much I look. No matter how hard I try to remember, it…slips out of reach.”

Her hand returned to the blanket, grazing Timothy’s. He was not going to make the offer. He had been a fool to reject her those nights ago, but he could not in all good conscience offer to her now.

She had to come to him.

“Well,” said Timothy aloud, desperately scrabbing about his memory for another constellation. “What about Quadrans Muralis?”

Without saying a word, Rachel lifted her hand once more and pointed to it. There was no hesitation, no concern she may not find it.

“I thought you said,” Timothy said quietly, “you did not know any others.”

There was a heavy sigh next to him. “So I did.”

What was it like to be Rachel in this moment? Try as he could, it was impossible for Timothy to comprehend it. An unusual experience, that was what she had called it. Unusual? Almost unique. He had never heard of a person who had so drastically lost a portion of their memory. Temporary amnesia, yes, but this? Nothing could compare.

“It must be strange, not knowing things like that. Not knowing you know it,” Timothy said quietly, becoming entangled in his own words. “Not knowing yourself.”

“Not knowing what I know,” Rachel said in a humorless voice. “Not knowing what to do, where to go, who to trust, what I have learned over the last ten years…”

Her voice trailed away. There was sadness there but no self-pity. That was one of the marvelous things about Rachel, Timothy had always thought. She never wallowed.

“You can trust me.”

“I know, Timothy.”

If she could not hear the fluttering of his heart, she was being polite. Timothy was sure there were some in the house who could still hear it. It only increased in speed when the words he knew he had to say formed in his mind. Once they were spoken, there would be no taking them back. Even if he wanted to.

Wanted to? Timothy smiled at the ridiculous thought, and Rachel smiled back. She was Rachel. Why would he ever wish to take these words back?

He should never have left her behind. He should have gone back the moment he realized she was not behind him.

That was the beauty of hindsight. He could not change the past, but the future?

“You…you wanted to know more about yourself. More about your life.”

Rachel nodded. Timothy could see the stars reflected in her eyes.

“We…” He was going to say it. No turning back. “We did know each other. We knew each other well, and I…I loved you.”

There. The words were spoken. Words he should have said long ago. Struggling to face Rachel was not something he could have believed, but after the way they were parted…

Timothy saw the bravery he knew was inside Rachel start to emerge. Instead of balking at the intensity of his words, instead of fleeing frightened, she merely nodded.

“I…I can see that,” she admitted softly. “But then, where were you when I was ill? Why were we not together?”

She could have asked a million questions, Timothy thought ruefully. Just not that one.

“We were separated against our control,” he said quietly. “We had discussed a few times what would happen if we were separated, but…I think it was a difficult topic for both of us. The idea that we wouldn’t be together—I could hardly countenance it, and you forbade me to speak of it again.”

Rachel’s smile was too knowing. “I forbade you?”

Timothy laughed. “Fine. I didn’t wish to talk of it. I thought it would…I don’t know…”

“Tempt fate?”

He swallowed the fear, the terror he had felt. The weeks searching for her in France. The return to England in the certain knowledge he would never see her again.

Yet here she was.

“Having you back,” he said softly, “it’s like a miracle. Returned from the dead.”

“Dead? What happened when we were separated, how did it happen?”

Ah. “I mean,” Timothy said hastily, “after I tried to find you.”

Further words felt impossible. Nausea overwhelmed him; the fear in his memories became the panic of his present. How could he explain to her just how hard he looked?

“But you didn’t rescue me.”

Each syllable was a bullet to his chest. Timothy let out a gasp of pain but found he was still living. How was that possible?

“If I could have changed things—found you, made love to you one last time…”

Only then did he realize the thoughts which had swirled around his mind had been spoken. There was a knowing smile on Rachel’s face, one which only broadened as she spoke.

“Well, I’m here now. No time like the present.”
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Chapter Fifteen


There was something incredibly freeing about being with Timothy. Everything she was felt more natural, her every movement more at ease.

There had only been one thing holding her back—his own reticence. Timothy had not wished to tell the truth, and there was nothing more off-putting about a gentleman.

But not anymore. She could see in Timothy’s eyes just how much it hurt him to reveal those words, to admit to her that he had been unable to protect her.

How much pain was trapped inside that admission?

“We were separated against our control…”

Though there was pain at the revelation that it had been their separation that had caused such a terrible illness, Rachel felt she had known all along. It made sense. Being wrenched from the man she loved was sure to create havoc on her mind. No wonder when she came to from her fever, she had blocked out those painful memories. Memories of losing him.

Now she had found him again. Timothy Astor. Her Timothy.

Rachel smiled as she waited for Timothy to respond. Yes, there were still questions. Rachel was not sure where they had been separated. London was large, to be sure, but as lovers surely, he knew where her rooms were? Why was it difficult to find her?

But while these questions swirled in her mind, there was an undercurrent of calm acceptance. The agony on Timothy’s face told her the truth—that he really had attempted to rescue her, to find her, to restore himself to her side…and had failed.

What was it like, a gentleman—an Astor, to boot—to fail at something?

It was clear he blamed himself, which was foolish but understandable. Though Rachel felt no ill will toward him, it explained so much.

As she waited, Rachel found she felt more equal to him than she ever had before. She felt at odds not knowing her past, and he felt guilty for keeping it from her.

None of that mattered now. She had known that instinctively days ago when she had invited him into her bed. He had refused her then. Surely he was not going to refuse her now?

Mere inches separated them. Rachel forced herself not to reach out and touch him—a challenge in itself. There he was, lying next to her.

If only she could be entangled in his arms. Rachel shivered, the anticipation of pleasure almost as intense as the sensation. To feel herself enclosed, surrounded by his strong arms. To know herself safe. To feel his heartbeat pound against hers.

Where she belonged.

Rachel swallowed. The silence had gone on for too long now, and Timothy seemed no closer to an answer. Any answer. She knew what she wanted, had seen countless times in his own eyes the desire to take her to his bed.

So why did he not say yes? Why did he not accept her offer of herself? Why did he hold back, resist temptation, refuse himself the greatest pleasure a person could experience? Heat flooded her veins as Rachel waited. She had no memory of such things, of course, but if her imaginings were anything like the truth…

“I said,” Rachel offered, wetting her lips, unable to wait for his response any longer, “I’m here now. No time like the present.”

Why did he say nothing? Was she mistaken, perhaps, in assuming Timothy’s desire for her? But hadn’t he said, mere moments ago, that he wanted to make love to her?

Slowly, as though he was a startled fawn who could bolt at any moment, Rachel reached out a hand to take his. The moment they touched, she felt his affection. She may not remember how this started, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want it, whatever it was, to continue.

“You knew it was me the moment I arrived here, didn’t you?”

Timothy tilted his head to look at the stars, but he nodded.

Rachel smiled. “I knew it. I knew the moment you kissed me, as though…as though you had kissed me before. As though you were accustomed to kissing me. As though where I belonged was…”

In his arms. Why was it so difficult to speak? Yet she had no memory of the sweet nothings they had likely whispered together, no remembrance of the moment they had both revealed their feelings to each other. It was all new and yet so familiar.

“I mean, y-you knew precisely how I wanted to be kissed.” A flush crept over her cheeks, but Rachel found she was nowhere near as embarrassed as she thought she would be.

Her first kiss. Her second first kiss with Timothy.

He was chuckling softly. “You looked startled until you sank into my arms. You wanted that kiss.”

“I did,” she whispered. “I…I like it when you kiss me. I want you to kiss me now.”

For a moment, she was certain she had pushed him over the edge, given him the excuse he needed to pull her into his arms and kiss her so passionately they would make love.

But instead, Timothy took a steadying breath. He pulled away his hands, folding them on his chest.

“Rachel, I…I have almost no self-control when it comes to you, I admit,” he said quietly. “It’s shameful, really. A grown man, totally undone by a pretty face.”

“I would hope I am more than a pretty face,” said Rachel, leaning on her side and propping her face on her elbow. “We have known each other for years, Timothy. You know me better than anyone.”

Why had he invited her out here, with the blanket, the pretense at stargazing, if he truly wasn’t going to take his chance to be with her?

“If I am going to keep away from you,” he continued doggedly, still refusing to look at her, “then I mustn’t kiss you.”

Why must he punish himself, Rachel wondered as she turned to lie on her stomach. Why did he have to forbid their joy, comfort, connection?

Her arm rested alongside his. There were but two layers of cloth between them, preventing his skin from touching hers.

A soft breeze rustled the trees, but it was still warm. The night’s chill had not yet descended. A perfect night to make love.

“But what if I don’t want you to keep away from me?”

There was a heavy sigh beside her. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

She could not help but laugh. “Oh, don’t be a martyr, Timothy! I may have lost the last ten years, but I know…I know what making love is, what it means between a man and a woman. I know once you cross that line, you can never go back, never find that innocence again—unless you are me, of course.”

A slow smile crept across his face, but Timothy remained silent.

Rachel swallowed. She was not one to beg, but if he pushed her to it…

“Please, Timothy,” she whispered. “Please. I am asking you. I want you.”

There was no more room for self-restraint in her heart. He was everything she wanted: a path to the past, a kind and caring gentleman, and most importantly, one who made her body feel alive again every time he touched her.

And they had made love before. This was a return rather than a scandalous advance.

Leaning over, hardly believing she was being so bold, Rachel delicately brushed her lips against Timothy’s. A light kiss, that was all.

All she had intended—Timothy appeared to have other ideas. Whether it was the pleading, the gentle wearing down of his resolve, or the kiss itself, Rachel was not sure.

All she knew was that his arms moved around her, pulling her close, the heated sensation of his chest pressed against hers utterly overwhelming her as the kiss deepened, growing in ardor as they lost themselves in each other.

She was home. Rachel knew it; this was the place she should have been all along.

“Rachel,” Timothy whispered.

She moved her legs so that she covered him completely, and in the movement, she felt the hardness between his legs. Her relief—that he wanted her, that she had not been mistaken in her assumption—was so great that, coupled with the passion raining down from his mouth, she found herself crying out with joy.

A shot of memory rocketed through her mind, half image, half sensation. An image of what she was experiencing now, but with a shiver of pleasure that she had never felt before.

Or had she? Surely, she had—of course she had. This was hardly the first time they had kissed passionately, Rachel reminded herself. Even if this was her first time, so to speak.

Timothy broke the kiss. “You are—I did not mean to rush—”

His concern was painted in the burrowed lines of his brow. He cared for her so much.

“Let’s just say,” she said, lowering her head to nip a kiss at the corner of his mouth, “that I have an inkling of what this is about to be like.”

Timothy grinned. “Well, I’m thrilled to have a second chance to impress!”

Their mingled laughter echoed around the sunken garden, but Rachel had no fears that their joy would reach the house. They were far away—in another world. A world in which only they existed. It was going to be heavenly.

In a swift movement that made Rachel cry out in laughter, Timothy tipped her over onto her back and moved between her legs. As she looked at him, a joyful smile on his face that told her he was committed to her in a way she had never expected, happiness radiated through her body.

This was what she wanted. To belong. To find her past, to find what she had done the last ten years. And here he was.

“You may have forgotten,” said Timothy breathlessly, “but I am going to show you again just how much I care for you.”

The kiss he bestowed upon her was deep, passionate, and entirely consuming. Rachel clung to him, her fingers entangled in his hair as his tongue teased greater pleasure from her than she knew possible—but then she gasped, the kiss ending as suddenly as it had begun.

“Timothy?”

She pushed herself up on her elbows to see what was happening. The warm and welcome pressure of his chest against her breasts had disappeared, but he had not left her.

Timothy was moving to her knees, then her ankles. His fingers scrabbled to find the hem of her skirts, and only then did Rachel have an inkling of what was about to happen.

“Timothy?” she whispered, all bravado gone.

“Rachel,” said Timothy with a wickedly handsome grin as he gently moved her skirts to her knees. “You can tell me to stop at any time, you understand?”

Rachel nodded without understanding. Why would she want him to stop? If he was going to give her pleasure, anything as nice as when he kissed her, then—

“Timothy!”

She could not help but cry out as his lips met her secret place. The idea he could—it had never crossed her mind. Rachel fell back, her elbows giving way to the ripples of pleasure now pouring through her body as Timothy’s tongue slowly started to tease against her.

Bunching her fingers into the lawn as though that would give her any semblance of self-control, Rachel closed her eyes to think of nothing but the ecstasy building within her. Where it was going, she had no idea—but that it was going somewhere, and she would go with it, was absolutely certain.

The rhythm changed. Quickening, deepening with her. Rachel could think of nothing but the closeness they were sharing and the pleasure that was unfolding.

“Yes, yes,” she murmured, then as her body started to shiver and rock with the crest of something she did not understand, “Timothy!”

It was too marvelous, too wonderful.

Eyes fluttering open, the starry night sky appeared in Rachel’s vision. The world was the same, yet she had irrevocably changed. They both had.

Finally able to prop herself up, Rachel gazed upon the man who had given her pleasure without expecting anything in return. Timothy was smiling, a knowing look on his face.

“That…that was…”

“I know,” he said softly.

Had any two people been so connected, so at peace with each other? In the whole history of the world, Rachel did not think it was possible. There was so much about him that she loved. So much she had yet to discover.

Timothy had returned to her arms, a wide grin on his face. “I always loved doing that.”

“I…I can see why!” Rachel managed to say.

That there was such intimacy to be shared, such pleasure to be given and received…it was a wonder that everyone wasn’t doing it!

“We can stop there if you want, we don’t have to—”

Timothy was prevented from saying anything else as Rachel’s instincts overtook her. Pulling him into her arms, she kissed him passionately, wildly like he did, exploring his mouth, discovering new ways to make him shiver—to give him pleasure.

Her fingers moved to the buttons of his shirt, attempting desperately to undo them.

“I had some fun,” she managed to pant as the first two buttons came undone, “but isn’t it time you did, too?”

A third button opened, and Rachel’s eyes saw chest hair—but her fingers were captured, and she looked into the surprisingly serious eyes of Timothy.

Serious, full of desire, but also restraint. His gaze startled her.

“Look, Rachel,” he said urgently in a low voice. “We don’t have to—”

“But I want to.”

Rachel had not intended to interrupt him, but it was important he understood. Important he knew just how willing a participant in all this she was. Important he felt as desired as she did.

Besides, it was…unfinished business. Whatever had been between them, she did not want it to simply disappear, to melt away like morning frost in autumn because she had not retained the memory of him.

They should have been together; she could see that now. They belonged together.

It was painful to be apart.

Attempting to calm herself, Rachel took a deep breath. “I want this, Timothy,” she said quietly, holding his gaze. “I want you. But if…if you don’t want me, I—”

She had said enough. Precisely what it was that she had said which was so convincing, Rachel was unsure—but she could well see the effects of her words.

Timothy kissed her passionately, drawing her close for a heart-stopping moment before pulling away. The only reason Rachel did not complain was the reason he had pulled away.

His breeches were undone in a moment, pushed down to his knees to reveal the hardness Rachel had felt as they lay together in each other’s arms.

She did not have time to be shocked or frightened. Timothy had pushed up her skirts and entered her before she could say anything, think anything, and then all conscious thought disappeared.

For this was heaven. Crying out at the intensity, of the closeness, of the relief to have him within her, twitching, moving, sparking remnants of pleasure highly reminiscent of when his tongue had touched her, Rachel closed her eyes, unable to take it.

“Rachel?” Timothy had halted all movement, and as Rachel opened her eyes, he looked concerned. “Have I hurt you?”

Hurt her? Pain could not be further from her mind. Hurt her?

“Not at all,” Rachel said breathlessly, her hands reaching for him, desperate to bring him closer. “I want more. I want you.”

It was the permission he needed. Slowly at first, gently moving within her as though to prepare her for greater ecstasy, Timothy kissed her neck and grew the warmth within her.

Now Rachel knew what was to come, she was eager for more, her hips twisting to create the most impact. Her breath caught in her throat, Timothy’s moans growing louder as the rhythm intensified.

“Timothy,” she breathed, hardly able to think, only conscious of him and the stars above her, “I’m close, I’m—oh!”

Was this how it had happened the first time? As Timothy’s thrusts pushed her over the edge, and she fell into delicious oblivion once more, Rachel could not help but wonder whether this was how they had made love the first time. The very first time.

If she had any breath left within her, she would have asked.

Timothy nuzzled her neck. “God, I love loving you.”

Rachel smiled. “It feels like we’ve had a lot of practice.”

Though she could tell he achieved this only with great effort, he stopped thrusting into her for a moment and gazed into her eyes, propping his head with his elbow.

“The very first time you kissed me—”

“I kissed you first!” Rachel said, astonished, her body tingling from their lovemaking.

Timothy chuckled. “Of course! From that very moment, I haven’t touched another woman. You’re the only woman I want.”

And that was when she knew irrevocably that she loved him. That nothing would be the same again now that they had found each other—for a second time.

No matter what the world attempted to throw at them, they would conquer it together.

Lifting her lips to be kissed, Rachel welcomed him back into her arms as she murmured, “I’m just so grateful we found each other again.”

And now, she thought privately, I will never have to be alone again. Never wake alone again, never feel abandoned or betrayed. Timothy Astor. The man who loved her so much that he didn’t know what to do with himself when they were apart.

“Yes, we did,” murmured Timothy before kissing her lightly just beneath her ear. “And now I’m going to show you just how much I missed you.”

How many times the crests of pleasure washed over her, Rachel did not know. Too many to count. Not enough to satisfy.

It was only after he thoroughly exhausted her that Timothy moved against her with such pressure that she cried out his name again, and this time her voice was mingled with his.

“Timothy!”

“Rachel!”

They lay there for several minutes until Timothy rolled away from her with a sigh.

“I only came here to show you constellations,” he said with a wry smile. “I swear.”

Rachel laughed as the glow of their lovemaking rippled through her body. “Of course I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t…”

She wanted him. She needed him. She had him.

“If I gave you ten minutes,” Rachel said, “could I get you to see stars again?”

Timothy chuckled and kissed her shoulder. “I forgot how insatiable you were.”

“Better get used to it.”
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Chapter Sixteen


August 18, 1815

Timothy ran a hand through his hair as he tried to piece together the evening. So much was a blur. Gentle conversations interspersed with kisses that trailed down Rachel’s neck. The way she knew what she wanted, asked for it, demanded it as he brought her closer to the edge.

The way she looked at him, as though she had known all along.

Just when he had been convinced he had lost her forever—the real Rachel, the woman he had known and loved for so many years—had been given back to him.

Even better, there was no need to tell the full story of their separation to gain her trust. He could never have dreamt of a better reunion.

Yes, whispered a traitorous voice in his mind. Very convenient for you. Rachel believing you and not asking questions. Precisely what you wanted, isn’t it?

The bitterness crept into his heart, poisoning the joy he had been reliving.

Timothy dropped his head into his hands. He always knew he was a cad—that was what made becoming a spy so easy. Lying for a living? Pretending to be someone you were not, all for the good of your country? He could not sign up fast enough.

But this was different. This was Rachel. He had never crossed his own morals before, never felt the need to check his instincts. His instincts had never led him into such a quagmire.

Timothy swallowed, tasting the bile of regret and uncertainty on his tongue. Loving Rachel, it appeared, was not enough. Doing right by her was not simple, leaving him alone in a medley of half-made decisions and desperate hopes.

No one would blame him, Timothy told himself, if he wanted to keep a few of these details to himself. They were, after all, private. No one could blame him for what happened—in the rush of the moment, who knew what they would do in his place?

Who knew whether they would have been brave or stupid enough to go back for her?

Timothy twisted in his bed, attempting to get more comfortable, eyes dragging with tiredness. It had been almost dawn when they had stumbled inside, after all.

No, it was best that he kept the minutiae to himself. If he had just met a lady he was interested in courting, he would hardly trot out all the facts of the very worst of himself.

Best foot forward, that’s what he should focus on. He would never do that again, after all, and Rachel was perfectly fine, other than a few memory problems.

He had Rachel—had her back in his life and in his arms. Wasn’t that enough? Wasn’t that all he wanted?

There was a pain in his back. Timothy attempted to find a position in his pillows and cushions that wasn’t painful but gave up after a few minutes. Despite the discomfort, he smiled ruefully. The aftereffects of a rather wild night.

He permitted himself another half an hour to lick his wounds and glory at his victory before rising and calling his valet. He was dressed and was cheerful when he entered the breakfast room.

An emotion, it appeared, that was in short supply.

“There you are! Just when I need you, you decide to have a lie-in and absolutely refuse to be there for me in my hour of need!”

Timothy blinked as Moira snapped from the breakfast table. “I beg your pardon?”

It was such an unfair accusation, he barely knew where to start, but as he advanced toward the table, he noticed two things.

Firstly, neither Violet nor Rachel were down yet, which meant he had a few moments to compose himself, steady his tongue before it launched into any foolish declarations of love.

Secondly, there were lines of worry across his sister’s forehead, which had not been there yesterday. There was a letter in her hand from paper that looked particularly fine.

Oh, dear. Bad news, then?

“Tell me all about it,” said Timothy heavily as he sat beside his sister. “You know perfectly well I have no idea what you are talking about, Moira, so before you berate me for it, you may as well tell me what I have done. Or haven’t done. Or will do.”

Moira sighed. “Why do you have to be so…so damned logical!”

Timothy raised an eyebrow. Goodness. His sister was ruffled. “Practice. Hand it over.”

He took the proffered letter and attempted to read it while Moira huffed and puffed behind it. Whatever the letter contained, it had certainly upset her a great deal.

My dear Mrs. Quintrell,

It would be my honor if you and your daughter would grace us with your presence tomorrow evening for young Bamford’s ball. He is coming out into Society a little earlier than we had expected but would consider it a wasted evening if you and your charming daughter were not there.

I remain, as ever, your affectionate neighbor,

Bamford, Esquire

Timothy turned the piece of paper over. There was nothing written on the other side.

He quickly scanned the words again. Would be my honor…grace us with your presence…affectionate neighbor… What was Moira getting herself so worked up about?

“Now, you see,” she said dramatically. “An absolute disaster!”

Timothy opened his mouth, considered what to say to such an unreasonable response, and closed it. One day, he would understand women. But not today.

“A ball!” exploded Moira in an apoplexy of agony. “A ball, Bamford’s ball!”

The name rang a distant bell, but Timothy grasped it. “Bamford, you say? Was Vi not seated beside such a young gentleman at that dinner you made me—you kindly invited me to?”

“Please pay attention, Timmy. It is most provoking to have to explain everything to you time and time again.”

“But this is a perfectly acceptable invitation to—”

“Yes, yes, all very good,” said Moira, snatching back the letter and crumpling it into her hand, “but how will we ensure they are married?”

Timothy laughed. This was the wrong reaction. Moira’s glare could have boiled a kettle, and he avoided her gaze by reaching out for the teapot and pouring himself a cup.

“You must be joking,” he said gingerly, testing the waters. “Vi is so young. She isn’t even officially out yet.”

“It’ll be a matter of days,” shot back his sister. With a set of tongs, she viciously attacked the bowl of potatoes before her, dropped three onto her plate, then another three onto his. “And then she’ll be out, officially.”

Timothy looked carefully for any evidence of a jest on his sister’s face.

Dear God. He had only just managed to solve one of his women problems, and now Moira wanted to place more than a few potatoes on his plate.

The responsibility of helping Violet become a married woman! Heaven forbid.

“Oh, ease up, Moira,” he said in the hope his tone would aid her into joviality. “You have Vi for a few more years, then she’ll be gone! You’ll be alone. Is that what you want?”

Perhaps not the wisest choice of words. Timothy heard how desperately depressing they were, and as he looked up from the bacon which he placed beside his potatoes, he saw Moira’s face drop.

“But…but won’t I have you?” she asked. “You’re not leaving me again, are you?”

Timothy swallowed. There was no easy answer to that question. Once Violet was married, she would no longer require a governess, would she? Rachel would be free to do what she liked—to return to the Governess Bureau and find herself another position, or perhaps…

Join him. Not in France, Timothy thought quickly. She had forgotten too much; she was a risk. But Myrtlewood Manor. A home, a place they could build together. His wife.

There was something remarkably—and unexpectedly—uncomfortable with his cuffs. Timothy pulled at them as though that would dislodge the strange feeling inside his chest.

Fortunately, perhaps, he was not able to say anything to Moira before the door opened and two ladies entered.

“Look at this!” Moira said, waving the letter so vigorously it fell to the floor.

Rachel stepped lightly across the room, picked up the fallen letter, and passed it to Violet. Rachel did not look at Timothy.

Which was probably for the best, Timothy told himself. He did not yet understand his own sensibilities about the matter, had not planned what to say next. If he would kiss her.

All that was out the window now. Rachel was too busy looking curiously at Violet, who had sat on the other side of her mother and was now carefully perusing the letter.

It did not take long. Before her eyes had meandered to the bottom of the letter, two red dots had appeared on her cheeks.

“We don’t have to go, do we?” she asked quietly, looking at her mother. “It’s on my birthday, my fifteenth birthday. Do we have to go?”

“Of course we have to go!”

Timothy was attempting to catch Rachel’s eye as she sat beside her charge, but it was impossible. Her gaze was downcast, avoidant not only of his own but everyone’s.

Was it possible…did she regret what they had shared last night?

Panic, sharp and bitter, filled Timothy’s lungs. Dear God, if she regretted what they had shared—no protection had been taken, no care to prevent a child. It hadn’t occurred to him; lust and desire and devotion mingled together in his heart had prevented any rational thought.

Timothy placed his fork down, hand shaking too much to convey food to his mouth.

He should not have taken her at her word. Rachel regretted that she had shared herself, though he had given such pleasure plenty of times before. But this was different. This was her first time. Had he been too rough? Too dominant? Too playful?

Timothy swallowed. Rachel was staring at her plate as the debate between mother and daughter continued around them.

“—absolutely insist—”

“You can’t make me!”

Did she now regret it?

“—nothing for it, Timmy,” Moira said, her use of that damned nickname forcing her words into his skull. “We will have to go to town.”

Timothy blinked. “Town?”

His sister sighed. “How many times? Pay attention so I am not forced to repeat myself over and over again! Yes, town, Timmy. Town! Gowns, for the ball!”

Violet looked at her uncle urgently. “I don’t have to go, do I?”

Her look of desperation meandered to her governess, and Timothy looked at her, too. Rachel’s eyes were downcast. It was more than her position was worth to defy her employer.

Employer. It was strange, even now, to think of Rachel as a servant. Being a governess was a rather useful cover, that was all. Every spy had to have one.

“Please, Miss Herriot,” Violet was saying. “I’m not ready for a ball, am I?”

Timothy watched Rachel carefully as she attempted to navigate this difficult scenario. Just how close were the two of them, anyway? Violet and Rachel. From memory, Moira grew to be great friends with her governess. Was there a chance that she would tell his niece…

No, surely not.

“Breakfast, then pelisse,” said Moira decidedly, shouting down every protest from her daughter. “We will leave in an hour or so.”

There was a mutinous look on his niece’s face, but Timothy could see she would not rebel against her mother. It was pleasant, he supposed, for a girl her age to have a new gown.

Perhaps she would wait until the gown itself had been purchased before kicking up another fight. Timothy smiled. That would be the Astor way, and he saw a huge amount of his family in his niece.

“And may I add,” continued Moira, “how sorry I am, Miss Herriot, that the Bamfords did not give you the courtesy of an invitation.”

Timothy stiffened. Why was it that whenever the attention in the room was on Rachel, he could not remember what to do with his hands? What did one do with hands, anyway? How did you hold them at a table? In one’s lap?

“My dear Mrs. Quintrell, I would never have expected such a thing,” said Rachel smoothly. “I would’ve been surprised to be included. In truth, I am grateful for a quiet evening.”

Only then did her gaze flicker over to Timothy. Only then did he understand.

Of course, she had not met his gaze before this moment! She had no wish to reveal to his sister just how their intimacy had been growing over the last few days.

Moira wouldn’t understand. She didn’t know about his spying activities in France, she wouldn’t understand his craving for danger and excitement, and he certainly wasn’t about to admit that he had been courting Rachel for not days, not even weeks, but years.

“And you, too, Timothy.”

Timothy blinked. Moira had said something, possibly important, but he had been too lost in Rachel’s eyes to heed anything else. “What?” he said stupidly.

Moira’s glare was quite incredible to behold. “Enough talk about whether Violet is old enough to come out into Society—I am beginning to think I should return you to the nursery, Timmy! Are you listening to anything in this conversation?”

Timothy smiled awkwardly as Violet snorted with laughter. “My apologies, Moira, I…I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

He was not going to look at Rachel. He was not going to look at—

“Hmm,” sniffed his sister. “Well, as you have seen for yourself in the letter, you were not invited either, which I consider very rude. They know you are here. They met you at that infernal dinner.”

“Your dinner,” remarked Violet mildly.

Her mother shrugged. “Still. I will have to send a note to the neighbors to ensure they extend the invitation, but I hope you will not decline it on principle, Timmy, because they did not invite you in the first place.”

Timothy glanced at Rachel. Fortunately, his family was watching him, waiting for his reply—so they did not see the wicked look Rachel shot him across the table.

His stomach lurched as his manhood stiffened, all thoughts of spending evenings quietly alone with his thoughts entirely forgotten.

A night alone with Rachel . . . with Moira and Violet out of the house. Dear God, he could not have hoped for such riches.

“What a shame,” he said calmly. Surely, they could guess at his excitement? “Perhaps for a future event they could include me, but I have no wish to make things complicated. The guest list is drawn up, and additional faces will undoubtedly eat them out of house and home.”

Moira raised an eyebrow. “Still determined to stay as aloof as possible from Society?”

Christ and his saints, yes. “I’m sure I’ll find a way to entertain myself.”

It took all his self-control not to smile as he looked over at Rachel.

The next evening while he was in the billiards room, he heard a commotion in the hall and rushed out to investigate.

“Ah,” he said with a smile. “Oh, dear. A rare, endangered bird is loose in the house.”

Violet, beneath a huge clump of feathers in her hair, glowered. “This is your fault.”

“My fault?” grinned Timothy, leaning against the wall. “How is this my fault?”

“If you had demanded an invitation, I could have stuck by you and refused to attend due to their rudeness,” said Violet mulishly. “As it is—”

“Happy birthday, by the way,” said Timothy with a wry smile. “I know you’ve already got your gifts, and we had a nice luncheon, but remember—today is your birthday. No one is allowed to spoil it. Any young men don’t give you respect, you point them to me.”

Violet sighed. “The one person most likely to ruin it is—”

“Doesn’t she look simply wonderful?” declared Moira as she emerged behind her own halo of feathers. “The very latest fashion, you know, Timmy.”

“So late the bird only just died,” said Timothy helpfully.

Violet snorted. “This ridiculous thing? Oh, Mother, it was perhaps in style twenty years ago, but huge feathery wig things are no longer in fashion!”

“And how would you know?”

“I just know!”

What had begun as a hilarious chat was starting to become fractious, and Timothy hastened to calm tempers. “Violet is not officially out yet, Moira. Do you think it appropriate to have her so fashionably dressed? She will be much admired, but then…people may talk…”

Allowing his voice to trail away delicately, Timothy ended with a raised eyebrow.

Moira’s face immediately fell. As she turned to look critically at her daughter, Timothy shot Violet a wink. His niece stifled a giggle.

“I see what you mean,” said Moira slowly. “Yes. I am sorry, Violet, but you will have to leave the feathers behind—no arguments.”

With patent relief, Violet pulled the monstrosity of feathers from her hair, causing a few curls to escape their pins. Altogether, it was a far more genteel look.

“And do not stay up,” Moira ordered her brother as the front door was opened by the butler. “I intend to stay until the dancing finishes. Come on, Violet.”

Violet made one more face before turning to the door and obeying her mother. A great silence covered the house as the door shut behind them. The instant he heard the carriage depart and he was sure they were gone, Timothy took a deep breath. Now to find Rachel.

She would be waiting; he was sure of that. Ready for him.

Timothy could not put his finger on why he was so sure. That certainty started to fade as he poked his head into the library, the billiards room, and the morning room, all to no avail.

Only when he opened the door to the drawing room did he smile.

“There you are,” said Rachel with a lazy smile, seated by the chessboard. “Ready?”

“What for?” asked Timothy as he stepped inside and closed the door.

Rachel’s laugh was balm to his soul. “Well, I seem to remember you taught me chess, but you’ve had a few extra years of study. Want to play another game?”

A long evening concentrating on a chessboard while the world’s most beautiful woman sat opposite him, tantalizingly out of reach, was not precisely what Timothy had had in mind for this evening.

Seating himself opposite her, Timothy could not help but notice the curve of her breast as she leaned over the chessboard. Every curve, every inch of her skin he knew so well—almost as well as the turn of her mind and the instincts that ruled her.

He swallowed. This was not the time to lose his head.

“Why not make this interesting?”

The words had not been conscious but had poured from some deep recess of his mind.

Rachel smiled. “Am I not interesting enough?”

“Far too interesting,” Timothy said with a laugh, “which is why I think you have the advantage. But I was thinking of something a little different.”

This was bliss—teasing Rachel, alone in the house. They could do anything.

“Do you mean strip chess?”

Timothy almost fell from his seat. The wildest thing on his mind had been penny wagers—strip chess? Where in God’s name had she heard of that before?

“I-I beg your pardon?” was all he could manage.

Rachel’s smile became knowing as she tilted her head. “You lose a piece on the board, you remove an item of clothing. It’s quite simple.”

“We’re in the drawing room,” Timothy found himself saying. Since when was he the shy, retiring one?

Rachel shrugged. “All the servants are away or abed. They were given the night off by your sister. We are alone.”

Alone. It was a state he had feared when he had believed Rachel lost forever. Timothy was finding it difficult to recall the true meaning of the word alone.

Swallowing his reticence and hoping to God Moira didn’t return early from this damned ball, he reached forward and moved a pawn.

Never before had Timothy been more desperate to remove Rachel’s pieces from the board, with the teasing treat of viewing more of her with each victory—but he was to be disappointed. Within twenty minutes, the only clothes scattered across the carpet were his cravat, jacket, and waistcoat. Rachel, on the other hand, was fully dressed.

“I wish I could see you naked.”

Rachel’s lips curled into a seductive smile. “Then you will have to play better chess.”

Perhaps she became distracted; all Timothy knew was that he captured a pathetic pawn with his next turn.

“Finally,” he breathed.

Rachel met his eyes and slowly, luxuriously…removed her necklace.

“Now, wait a moment!” protested Timothy, feeling his desire for her only grow despite the pitiful removal. Without the necklace, he had a clearer view of her décolletage… “I hardly think that is fair!”

She laughed as she watched his outrage. “Oh, very well.”

Rachel lifted a foot, balanced it precariously on the edge of the table upon which their chessboard sat, and slowly pulled down a sheer stocking.

Timothy swallowed. She was doing this on purpose.

But she was underestimating him. He was far easier to bed than all this.

“I can’t stay away from you, Rachel.”

A mischievous glint shimmered in her eyes. “Then don’t.”

The chess pieces scattered across the floor as Timothy rose in haste, tipping over the table as he reached for her. It took no time at all for his hands to find her waist, but instead of pulling her into him as she no doubt expected, Timothy took great delight in throwing her onto the sofa beside them.

He pinned her to it with his body before she could protest—not that she seemed likely to. Timothy’s mind exploded with pleasure and repressed desire, and he quickly captured her mouth and bestowed kisses down her neck.

“I want you,” Rachel panted, attempting to pull up her skirts with her free hand. “Now, Timothy, now!”

He did not need further invitation. Breeches undone and body craving her, Timothy sunk himself into her and moaned into her mouth.

As he moved, building the tension he knew would have the ultimate reward, he saw from the corner of his eye that Rachel was clutching the edges of the sofa, her knuckles white. Only then did she let out a low moan.

He couldn’t help it. Despite his best intentions, he poured himself into her, thrusting heavily, desperately trying to hold himself back to ensure her pleasure, until—

“Timothy!”

It was the permission he needed. Relieved he had managed to bring her to climax before himself, Timothy let go.

“Rachel!”

For the second time in three days, Timothy exploded into the woman he knew he could not live without before collapsing onto her and finding welcome within her arms.

This was something he could happily do for the rest of his life.
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Chapter Seventeen


August 23, 1815

And so, I remain yours faithfully,

Miss Rachel Herriot

With a long swoop, Rachel finished off the letter and thanked God she had not dropped a bottle of ink over this one. She would never truly get all the stains out of her gown, but the first version of the letter was absolutely destroyed.

Thankfully, it had not been a long one, and Rachel had been able to remember almost all of it, making the repetition less arduous than it could have been.

Dear Miss Clarke,

Thank you for your recent letter. I am glad to hear you are well, though sorry to hear another governess has been returned to the Bureau. I am sure it is merely a coincidence, and the Governess Bureau will soon be restored to its rightful place in Society.

Everything here goes well. I have found happiness at Quintrell Hall; my mistress is very kind, and Violet continues to grow in confidence as she ventures out into Society. I do not believe it will be long before she is officially out, though Mrs. Quintrell has requested I stay until an engagement is announced, at the very least. I hope this gives you confidence that I and the Bureau are well respected here, at least.

I grow more comfortable with the household with each passing day.

As Rachel’s eyes skimmed the page, her cheeks flushed at that particular sentence.

With one member of the household in particular.

Not that she would ever tell Miss Clarke or anyone! Her intimacy with Timothy was beyond words. Even they had not given a label to what they had found with each other.

If such words even existed.

None of that was Miss Clarke’s concern. A flash of embarrassment sparked through Rachel’s heart at the thought of anyone knowing, but particularly Miss Clarke.

Though she had not been in London long after her illness, she was there long enough to hear the rumors. The Governess Bureau, it was said, was losing its prestige. Ladies were refusing to procure governesses from such a place after marriages between governesses and members of their master’s household started to occur.

Worse, marriages between governesses and masters.

The idea would have scandalized her—did indeed scandalize her when she had overheard the rumor whispered in a teashop in London.

But now she was here and had found Timothy…well, it was not as though she was taking Timothy from another woman, a lady whom he could marry.

Forcing the thought away painfully, Rachel tried to concentrate on the letter. She knew Miss Clarke’s rules about falling in love. Every governess of the Bureau did…

You must never fall in love…

But this was different. She had fallen in love with Timothy a second time; it was more a return to love, than falling in love. They already belonged to each other.

She was not hurting anyone by finding happiness with him, least of all the Bureau. Miss Clarke must have known about it, surely. She was an impressively clever woman. Surely she was aware of her mutual affection with Mr. Timothy Astor?

It was all too confusing. A headache was starting to build at the base of her neck, as it always did when she attempted to think too closely about what was real about her past.

Best she thought no more about it. Her gaze returned to her letter.

I grow more comfortable with the household with each passing day. My gratitude to them for welcoming me knows no bounds, though I admit I wish Mrs. Wright, the housekeeper, was a little less direct in her questioning of me.

The trouble is I have no answers for her. I am still attempting to understand my past, but as I am sure you can appreciate, that is almost impossible.

Though my memories do not return, I believe I know enough of myself to be content.

And so, I remain yours faithfully,

Miss Rachel Herriot

Rachel folded the letter and placed it carefully into the envelope. She meant every word of that letter, sparse though it was, but it was strange to think she would eventually have to give up all hope of her memories returning.

Amnesia. Not something she thought she would ever have to face, but with Timothy beside her, anything was possible.

What were the chances that after all this time, of wondering why she was so alone in the world, without any memories or friends, that he was here, waiting for her? After he believed she was lost forever, and when she was only just starting to understand who she was?

“You look mighty happy all of a sudden.”

Rachel jerked back to the room. That was the trouble with agreeing to sit and listen to Violet practice the pianoforte while she finished her letter to Miss Clarke—in pencil this time, so there could be no accidental ink spillages.

“Happy?” Rachel repeated, as though the repetition would make it easier to concoct some sort of lie to hide the truth.

Violet was not convinced. “Happy. Your face, it’s smiling. Your letter is amusing?”

Though it held nothing of interest, certainly nothing that could reveal why Rachel was beaming, she folded the letter quickly and stuffed it unceremoniously into the envelope.

“Happy,” Rachel said again, hearing the foolishness in her tone but unable to do anything about it. “Well, there is much to be happy about, isn’t there?”

“Much to be happy about?”

Rachel wished she was a more proficient liar. “Yes. The weather is marvelous, and I enjoy living here, in your mother’s house. I am happy.”

Violet frowned at the pianoforte and did not recommence her playing.

Why was lying so difficult?

For a moment, Rachel considered what telling the truth would mean. Spilling her secret, betraying Timothy’s trust. Revealing herself to be a hussy, a harlot who would happily open her legs without a ring.

Betraying Mrs. Quintrell’s trust and the faith Miss Clarke had placed in her.

“Why, if you are offended by my happiness, Miss Quintrell, I shall attempt to restrict it,” Rachel said in a teasing tone. “Far be it from me to displease you with my contentment.”

Violet giggled. “That’s not what I meant!”

“No, no, I shall resign myself to unhappiness forever, if it pleases you,” said Rachel, waving a hand imperiously. “Though, of course, seeing you pleased would please me, which would offend you. What a pickle we have found ourselves in.”

Violet’s laughter rang out. There. It was not precisely a lie, as such, but it was not the truth. Now all she had to do was address this envelope and—

“Just because you are amusing does not mean I don’t see through you,” said Violet quietly, picking out a scale at the top of the piano, the light notes meandering through the air. “My mother may be oblivious, but I am not. I know what’s going on.”

Every inch of Rachel’s body froze. No. Surely not.

“I have no idea,” said Rachel with as much strength as she could muster, “what you are talking about.”

Her gaze met Violet’s, and there was a strength there, a knowledge that had not been there before. She had aged, her young charge, far beyond what Rachel remembered from even a week ago. Something had happened.

“By the way,” said Violet lightly, as though her words were inconsequential as she played a minor chord, “you have not asked me how the ball went, and that was days ago.”

Ah, perhaps that was it. As gentle guilt flowed through her veins, Rachel wondered whether Violet was merely hoping someone would ask her—her first ball, despite the fact she was not formally out. It was truly a momentous occasion. As a governess, she had been lax.

“Of course,” she replied smoothly. “Well? How was it? I believe you returned late that night, so you must have had a good time.”

Violet grinned. “I’ll tell you all about it once you tell me the truth.”

It would not work. There were some things you always kept from others, such as there was no room downstairs in Quintrell Hall where Timothy had not made love to her…

Besides, Violet was a child!

“I am not a child, you know,” said Violet severely, demonstrating the unnerving habit her uncle had of reading a person’s mind. “I’m full fifteen years of age, which is young, but my mother was married by seventeen, and Bamford says—I mean…you never know.”

The envelope containing Miss Clarke’s letter was forgotten. Rachel stared at Violet, whose cheeks were starting to flush something terrible.

Well. She did not need Violet to tell her precisely what happened at the ball—the truth was written all over her face.

Did her mother know? Rachel could hardly believe Mrs. Quintrell to be ignorant of the facts, but then there were plenty of corners and hidey holes in any home. Plenty of places where innocent—or not so innocent—encounters could occur.

“You kissed him, didn’t you? Young Bamford.”

It was more a statement than a question. Violet flushed almost as darkly as her name.

“He was the one who kissed—I mean, no! No, of course not!” spluttered Violet, rising from the pianoforte and moving about the music room, her hands clasped together.

Within moments, her ill-humor cracked into laughter. “You cannot tell my mother!”

Rachel joined in her laughter; there was something remarkably freeing about laughing as young—or not so young—ladies about the antics at a ball. Perhaps she should have insisted to Mrs. Quintrell that she accompany Violet, she mused.

“You must promise!” Violet looked a little affronted that Rachel had not spoken. “You must promise not to tell my—”

“Do I look as though I would do that?” interrupted Rachel with a grin.

Violet hesitated, dropping back on the pianoforte stool but not lifting her hands to the instrument. “No. I don’t know. Are not governesses supposed to report back to their masters? Mistresses, even?”

Was she? Rachel could not recall any such rule or regulation. Surely Miss Clarke would have emphasized its importance if it was truly something she should consider. After all, the proprietress of the Governess Bureau was aware of her charge’s age and station in life.

But as she looked at Violet, all excitement and nerves, she could tell nothing untoward had happened. No, there was no concern there—and Mrs. Quintrell would soon have to learn that as her daughter grew older, she would henceforth be less of a child.

“And do you like Master Bamford?” Rachel asked gently.

Violet flushed again. “I…I do not rightly know. How could one tell whether you like a person or not—I mean in…in that way?”

This, at the very least, was not a difficult question. All Rachel had to do was turn her thoughts to a certain someone within the house.

“Your stomach flutters.” She spoke at first quietly, allowing the remembrance of those first emotions—at least, those emotions from the second time, but the only ones she could recall—to seep through her. “Your heart murmurs, and you think it is just because you missed a step perhaps, but it continues to flutter. Then your mouth becomes dry.”

Violet was looking with great interest, and Rachel found she warmed to the subject. It was pleasant to speak of Timothy in this way.

“And then it becomes more than physical, one’s emotions entangling with one’s body,” Rachel continued, warming to her theme. “His absence becomes this sort of ache one cannot ignore or escape. You want, you need to be with them all the time, for being apart becomes painful. You grow jealous of everyone around them, stealing their time away from you, because everything, even the most dull moments, are better when that person is with you.”

How had she managed without him? All those months in London, when she had thought the emptiness within her was a lack of friends, and it was a lack of Timothy all along.

“Then…then you realize you cannot live without that person,” finished Rachel with a sad smile, “because that would be like death.”

Violet was watching her carefully and tilted her head as she spoke. “You are in love, aren’t you?”

“No,” said Rachel immediately, but there was nothing she could do to prevent the flush from rising up her chest.

“You’re flushing.”

“It’s the heat of the day.”

“You always flush when you’re lying.”

Blast the child, how dare she speak to her like this—even if it was true. “I flush a great deal in this weather.”

“That is true,” said Violet dispassionately. “But you are lying, aren’t you? You’re in love with my uncle.”

Panic, sharp and eager and all-consuming, rose in Rachel’s heart.

She would lose her position. It was the best governess position she could ever have hoped for, and now she was about to lose it—and perhaps not gain another. Would Miss Clarke understand the weakness she had fallen into?

Probably not.

How had she managed to make it so obvious? Rachel tried desperately to think of all the times she and Timothy had been over-familiar before the family—but perhaps that was not it at all. Perhaps they had been seen. Perhaps the whole household knew, all the servants, the butler, Mrs. Wright…

Maybe Mrs. Quintrell already knew. Would Violet have told her mother?

“I-I don’t know what you’re—”

“Please, Rachel, do not worry,” said Violet, all the bravado gone from her voice as she looked at her governess anxiously. “I haven’t told anyone, and I won’t. Not if you don’t want me to.”

Only then did Rachel’s breathing start to slow. Still, she was wary. She had clearly made the mistake of underestimating Violet Quintrell, and she would be a fool to do so again.

“You are far more astute than you look, aren’t you?” Rachel said with a rueful smile.

Violet grinned. “Everyone underestimates me because I’m a girl or because I’m young, but I have eyes.”

Did the whole world look at her and realize that she had fallen in love? Had she been so careless?

Violet’s laughter interrupted her thoughts. “Oh, Rachel, please—it is because of my uncle that I know. Goodness, he’s head over heels for you, isn’t he? He cannot take his eyes off you, no matter what’s going on. You’re quite the distraction!”

A discomforting sort of relief made Rachel laugh at this pronouncement; half worldly, half childlike, Violet’s amazement that her uncle could be so careless was nothing to the joy rising in Rachel’s soul.

He loved her. Timothy loved her and loved her so much it was obvious to those around them! Mingled with relief that it had not been she to compromise them, emotions heady with power threatened to overwhelm her.

Rachel swallowed, attempting to remain calm. He loved her. He loved her.

“It’s…well, it’s all very silly, I suppose,” she said aloud. There was no need to let Violet know the depth of their affection.

“Silly?” repeated Violet. “Not if you love each other.”

There were many fine and impressive retorts to this, Rachel was sure. It was just that she could not think of any right now.

Not as her heart skipped, her stomach lurching at the same time, and that irritating yet glorious tingling feeling on the nape of her neck all came together to render her entirely speechless.

Rachel attempted to gain equilibrium, but it was difficult.

“Not if you love each other.”

If only it were that simple. If they loved each other. Well, as far as Rachel could see, they did love each other. But where did that leave them? There had been no conversations about the future, about permanency, or even…marriage.

She had never thought to ask. The mere fact that they were able to find each other, after all this time, returning to an affection that he evidently thought had been lost to him…

Their next steps seemed primarily to be…well. To love each other.

Violet was watching her with a smile she evidently believed was knowing. While Violet may understand affection and desire and love in a childish way, she was still so young, with so little experience of the world. She could not understand passion and betrayal and loss.

Though how could she? Rachel swallowed again. In truth, she had but a few years advancement on Violet when it came down to years actually remembered. Fifteen, one and twenty; it was not that different, not really.

Who was she to lecture Violet on her understanding of love?

“—think it’s very romantic,” Violet said.

Rachel smiled weakly. “Romantic?”

Violet nodded. “A gentleman, a man who has never to my knowledge ever come close to falling in love, and the governess. Two hearts divided by station, but united in affection…”

Was it love? It certainly was from Rachel’s side, and Violet had said Timothy loved her. But how could she know? Should she ask him? Was he waiting for her to breach this topic with him, allowing her to take the lead, to guide them to a happy conclusion?

“—isn’t really anyone else to tell anyway,” Violet was saying. Rachel forced herself to focus on her charge; this may be important. “The only person I could even think of telling was my mother, and I don’t think she’d understand.”

It was an astute remark, one that Rachel was pleased to hear. There was some sense in the girl then.

“I would prefer to keep it a secret,” Rachel said, surprised to hear her voice steady and calm. “For now, at the very least.”

Violet nodded. “I understand.”

And she really seemed to. Perhaps it was the shifting nature of the relationship between a governess and her charge, Rachel wondered. Maybe this was entirely normal; but it seemed as though they were equals, rather than instructress and child, at the moment.

But the moment faded.

“I still can’t believe it,” Violet giggled. “You and my uncle!”

Rachel smiled. “I am still waiting to hear about you and your Master Bamford!”

The laughter disappeared from the girl’s face. “He’s not my Master Bamford!”

“I don’t know, a kiss at a ball,” teased Rachel as she watched the corners of Violet’s mouth turn up. “You’re not going to tell me anything about him? I thought you believed him rather dull after your conversation at your mother’s dinner.”

“He’s…he is nice. Very nice. He is more talkative when alone.”

“Alone?”

“Yes, I managed to—I mean…” Violet’s voice trailed away as Rachel burst into peals of laughter. “Rachel, don’t laugh!”

But she soon joined in with her giggles, and the two of them laughed and laughed until there did not appear to be any chuckles left within them.

It was the most Rachel had laughed in a good long time. Since she had recovered, now she thought about it. Only then did the thought cross her mind that if she and Timothy were to marry at some point in the future, then Violet…

Violet would be her niece. It was a thrilling thought to have someone related to her. Family.

Her thoughts were interrupted quite abruptly by Violet’s next words. “Do you think you will marry my uncle?”

Rachel opened her mouth but then closed it again. No, she was not going to permit herself to guess. Not when she had only just found Timothy again.

Had he proposed marriage to her in the past? He had hinted as much, which meant that she had declined him. What had she been thinking?

How long had they been lovers? There was so much Rachel did not know about them—what they had shared, promised, revealed. In all the confusion of discovering their mutual regard, Rachel had not thought to ask.

It was the second time for him, after all. First time, again, for her.

“Your…your uncle will not offer me his hand,” said Rachel, the words coming to her as certain as oil separates from water. It was clear, though she could not explain how. He would not propose marriage to her. She just knew it.

Violet was watching her closely. “I am not a fool, Rachel. I know what…what men and women do together. And I can see the desire on my uncle’s face when he looks at you.”

It was all Rachel could do to hope that Violet did not see the same passion in her eyes when she looked at Timothy.

“I have no title,” she said.

“Neither does my uncle.”

Rachel had to laugh at this. “Being an Astor is a title in itself.”

Yet now the girl had put the thought in her head, it was impossible not to consider. Married to Timothy, becoming an Astor. It was a fine idea, even if it would never happen.

“Well, I think it’s a splendid idea,” said Violet with great satisfaction. “You will marry my uncle. I’ll tell him just how clever I think—”

“Absolutely not,” said Rachel firmly. Time to get a handle on this conversation. “Violet, I have indulged this far too long. Your minor scales, please, and no more talking.”

Violet met her gaze and appeared to be considering whether it was worth an argument for a moment. Rachel raised an eyebrow as she refused to drop her glare.

It was Violet, therefore, whose gaze lowered. “Yes, Miss Herriot.”

The rather begrudging tone was swiftly replaced by the pianoforte.

Rachel breathed a sigh of relief. That was too close for comfort. And she had missed the post.
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Chapter Eighteen


August 24, 1815

With a smooth movement, Timothy shot the billiard cue forward and watched with great satisfaction as the ball he had been aiming for fell swiftly into its pocket.

There was nothing quite like it. The movement of the cue, the obedience of the balls, the way the table started as a patchwork quilt and slowly revealed the green baize…

It gave one the sense that all things were within one’s control, as though anything could be achieved if the precise measurements and balance was known. This afternoon, he had potted every single ball at a stroke. No misses, no awkward fumbles, no disappointing thunks as a ball hit the rails rather than the hole.

Timothy could not recall playing so brilliantly, and it felt wonderful.

Almost as wonderful as last night. He recalled the intricate lovemaking he and Rachel had indulged in.

He had not expected her. They had been restrained all day, even managing to avoid each other before his family. Perhaps that was why their desperation was so overwhelming.

He had not expected the knock. When Timothy had looked up from his bed, eyes half full of sleep, he murmured something nonsensical.

“I’m in bed,” was what he could remember.

Lips attached to his own were more than enough of a reward, and he had posed no opposition.

They had made love quietly, muffling their whispers, holding back their cries of delight as they found ecstasy again and again, clutched together under the tangle of blankets, love pouring between them, untamed and unwilling to end…

A ripping noise brought Timothy back to the present, and he looked with dismay at the huge tear he had caused in the billiard’s table.

Not that anyone would blame him. Rachel Herriot was more than enough of a distraction for any red-blooded man, and he’d had his fill of that distraction just last night.

In a way, it was like being in France again. Oh, most of their friends knew the truth. He and Rachel had not kept it a secret; they were not able to anyway, the way they behaved.

Looking at Rachel was to reveal one’s affection. He was surprised no one at Quintrell Hall had said anything about it.

Timothy tried to focus once again on the billiards table. He was having such a good run, too, and now thoughts of Rachel were entirely disrupting his game. All this sneaking around, trying to keep the fact that he was completely in love with the governess—a forbidden love.

The whole thing made him feel alive again. Timothy had died when he had thought Rachel had gone from this world. Stuck in mourning, unsure how his life would ever move forward again, he had instead found her for a second time.

“I thought you were in a good mood,” said a voice behind him.

“I am,” he said aloud, potting another ball before turning to smile at his sister, leaning against the doorframe. “Come in, why don’t you disturb my happiness.”

Moira snorted as she stepped into the room. “It’s my home, Timmy. I can go wherever I please.”

She settled herself in one of the leather armchairs that typically held a spectator to the sport—or at the very least, the gentleman not currently at the table—and gave her brother a long, piercing look.

It was easier to turn around than to face it, Timothy decided, pretending the table was taking up all his interest. He hoped to God Moira hadn’t noticed the ugly tear in the fabric.

Timothy cleared his throat as though that would dislodge the thoughts of Rachel. It was most inappropriate to be thinking such things. Doing such things, on the other hand…

“Don’t mind me,” said Moira, cutting across his meanderings. “Just carry on.”

She was in one of her funny moods. Timothy had learned to avoid them when a child—not that it had been difficult. There was such an age difference between them; there were few years in which Moira lived at home, unmarried, and Timothy was old enough to be conscious of other people’s emotions.

Still, she had said to continue. As he moved around the table, once again avoiding the tear, he tried his utmost not to think about Rachel.

Another ball shot into the pocket. Timothy blinked. So lost he had become in his thoughts, he had barely noticed himself aiming.

He needed to focus. Moira would never have disturbed him without a reason.

Still, Timothy darted around the table with a spring in his step. He had found her—and most importantly, she had no idea of the great betrayal she had endured at his hands.

“You can’t just sit there all evening,” he said jovially to his sister as she raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you give me a match?”

Moira sniffed. “How on earth do you think we could enjoy a game with that great rip across the baize? You are careless, Timmy. Besides, you know I have never played billiards. That was always…that was Walter.”

Timothy took a shot and examined his sister. It was not like Moira to reveal her emotions; she was just not that sort of person. She was more the stoic type; all Astors were.

Disasters happened, recovery followed. An Astor always continued.

“I…I wish you could be happy again,” he said lamely, placing the cue on the table.

It was an action he immediately regretted. What did one do with one’s hands when having such an intense emotional discussion?

Moira sighed. “I know. It’s just…you wouldn’t understand. To lose your spouse, and so suddenly…’tis a terrible loss. I hope you never understand it.”

Something akin to guilt twisted in Timothy’s heart. It was tempting, in this moment, to reveal he knew precisely what it was like. She had been through so much.

“You are right,” said Timothy, choosing his words carefully. “I cannot know what it is to lose a spouse like that.”

Moira nodded. “But you are happy, aren’t you?”

“I won’t be if you don’t want me to be.”

“Timmy!” Moira shot him a look. “You always were a terrible liar. As if you could regulate your emotions just to please me.”

Timothy smiled weakly. It was a delicate skill, convincing everyone around you that you were a bad liar as you lied through your teeth to them. He was an excellent liar—especially when he said he was bad at lying.

If Moira had any inkling just how wild his life had been, where he had traveled, what he had done to survive…she would have no qualms about his inability to lie. Plenty of qualms in other quarters, of course, but that was beside the point.

“Right you are, Moira,” he said vaguely.

His sister’s gaze looked even more fierce, despite the growing gloom in the room. The sun was setting; the long, hot day was finally coming to an end. It was happening earlier and earlier these evenings. Autumn was but a month away.

“You have the air of a very suspicious man, you know that,” said Moira lightly. “But then you always have, I suppose.”

Timothy laughed as best he could. Well, she was right to be suspicious. So much of his life was a secret.

As long as she was ignorant of his connection with Rachel, he could happily lie about anything. It would be…awkward, to say the least, but he was accustomed to living the lie.

The truth was far too difficult to face.

“I knew you would get to this point eventually,” said Moira sadly. “I had hoped it would take much longer, of course, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

Timothy’s stomach lurched. Dear God, had she realized—no, he had been careful, they both had. He kept intending to ask Rachel whether she had revealed their mutual affection to his niece, but whenever he was with her, all he could think of was—

“Wh-What do you mean?” he managed to say, panic forcing him to say something.

His sister sighed. “Well, normally whenever you feel this buoyant, this joyful, it is because you are about to leave for wherever it is you end up most of the year.”

Timothy physically sagged, his shoulders drooping as relief swept over him. Of course. That was what she thought. That he was about to return to France, to his comrades there.

“I’m not leaving,” he said instinctively—then wished he had not.

Blast. If he could have just stayed quiet, he could have left and taken Rachel with him. Damn it all.

“You’re not?”

“You know I will not stay here forever,” said Timothy hastily, attempting to cover his initial comment. “This is not my home, after all, but yours. I have responsibilities elsewhere.”

Precisely what those responsibilities were, he had never said, and Moira had never asked. Land-owning things, she probably presumed. Landlord things. Thank goodness he had Donnelley for that, his trusty steward. Old Donnelley was better placed to run a manor and its tenant farms than half the members of the House of Lords.

“I am sure you do, and I am selfish to keep you from those responsibilities. It would be easier to bear the parting if I had an idea when I will see you again, rather than…wondering.”

She had raised a hand in the air to denote the long passage of time.

Timothy hesitated. Never before had he been so tempted to reveal the truth to his sister. It had felt like a game, right at the beginning. Become a spy, go to France, and live a life often forbidden to gentlemen of his rank.

See the world, meet people, double-cross, and then double-cross again—rescue French nobility, move traitors to London. Keep people safe. Do the king’s work.

It had all been so heady, so fine. It had only increased in excitement when he had met Rachel. When they had built lives together as spies.

“Where is it you go, Timmy?” Moira asked quietly. “I have not intruded before, but perhaps that was because I had my family to care for in that time. With Walter gone and Violet grown, I wonder. What keeps you from Myrtlewood Manor and London all this time, for I know you are not there. Where do you go?”

There was no glory to be found in such work; he had known that from the beginning, but it was not glory he sought. No, it was reassurance. Moira was right; it was cruel to merely leave her each year with no knowing when she would next see him.

Or if she would.

Orders had come—had been coming for weeks now, growing more insistent with each letter.

They wanted him back in France. If only they knew who he could bring with him.

“If I knew myself when I am to depart, I would tell you,” Timothy said cheerfully.

This statement did not appease his sister. “Fine. Keep your secrets, much good may they do you, Timmy. I am going to bed.”

Timothy nodded. That appeared to be the safest course of action. His mind was so full of ideas and hopes, of fears for Moira and Violet, confusion over whether to return to France with Rachel or at all, that he did not entirely trust his tongue.

“Night,” was all he managed, but he was alone before he could get the syllable out.

Before he knew what he was doing, Timothy had placed the billiard cue on the rack. It was late, later than he had realized. Only a few lamps burned along the corridor.

He tapped quietly on Rachel’s door. It was perilously close to Violet’s room, for a start, and that girl was far too clever by half.

Secondly, Mrs. Wright was not above prowling the corridors at night to ensure maids kept to their quarters. Timothy had discovered this to his peril a few years back when he had crept downstairs to the kitchens to retrieve some hot milk.

It was fortunate for Mrs. Wright that it had been on his way down, rather than his way up, that she had caught him. Timothy had jumped so violently he would have doused the housekeeper in almost boiling milk.

“Rachel,” Timothy whispered into the darkness. “Are you there?”

The door opened a crack. Rachel looked a little disheveled, however, her hair tied in a messy plait down her neck, and there was a shawl around her shoulders.

A shawl? In the summer?

“You are unwell,” Timothy said.

Rachel shook her head. “No, I am—I did not think we would see each other tonight.”

Timothy could not help but feel disappointed. Since when did they keep their affections from each other?

“Tired of me?” he attempted to quip.

Rachel smiled. “Of course.”

Something of his disappointment must have shown in his face, for Rachel looked down with embarrassment before speaking. “I…I am on my flux. I wasn’t going to say anything but…I do not want to make love. I want to curl up with a warm brick. Now, what do you want?”

There was no tension in her voice, just terseness.

Timothy bit back his curt response. He knew enough of women’s bodies, and Rachel’s in particular, that she would truly not appreciate any show of grandiose affection if he attempted to storm into that bedchamber.

For this night, at least, it was barred to him.

“Where do you think we will go after here?”

A look of concern spread across Rachel’s face. “After? After Quintrell Hall? Has your sister said something? Is she unhappy with my service? Does she wish to rid herself of me?”

“No! No, not at all,” said Timothy hastily. This was a mistake. Yet still, his tongue stumbled on. “I just—I meant in the future. When Vi is wed.”

There was a knowing look on Rachel’s face as she murmured. “Not long, then.”

“What?”

“What?” repeated Rachel with a blank face, as though she had just recollected herself. “You were saying?”

What was he saying? It was difficult to recall, and Timothy had the vague feeling that this was a terrible time to have this conversation. And yet have it, he would…

“My point is,” he said quietly, hoping to goodness Mrs. Wright didn’t hear them, “that when it is time for you to leave, whenever that is, I thought we could…could leave together.”

Did she understand? Were the memories of their time together in France starting to return?

Rachel had startled eyes. “I-I don’t know exactly what you are asking.”

“I do not believe I do either,” said Timothy, his voice suddenly hoarse.

He swallowed. There was so much he had not told her, so many things he had thought it not safe to reveal. At least, not yet.

“I can’t stay here forever,” Timothy found himself saying, “and neither can you. That is why—I was thinking, when we leave, we leave together. We love each other, don’t we?”

“Are you,” said Rachel slowly, clutching her shawl to her, “asking me to marry you?”

Ah. He should have seen this conundrum. He could hear his blood rushing through his ears, his heart pumping louder and louder.

Blast. This was a mistake. This was the last thing he ever considered revealing. How would he ever manage to tell her that they were already married?

“Ah,” said Timothy slowly. His tongue did not manage to get any further.

Speak, man! But the words were impossible to find. Even if he did decide to tell her the truth—that they were already man and wife, and that every moment they were together, he felt closer to her than ever before—would it not be strange?

Would Rachel not think, logically, that he was lying, or teasing—or attempting to take advantage? He looked at her, bright eyes and curious expression. She was so beautiful, so elegant. So perfect.

So unpredictable. The old Rachel, the one he had fallen in love with the first time; he had known her intimately. Timothy could have predicted every word that woman said and got most of it right, barring any adventures.

But this one? This Rachel?

“You do not have to propose marriage. That is not what I meant,” said Rachel, her gaze dropping. “Look, I am…I am tired, Timothy. I am going to bed. See you in the morning.”

The door was closed before he could say a word.

Soon. Soon, he would have to tell her the truth, the full truth. Timothy knew he could hold it back no longer; she trusted him, and Rachel deserved to know the complete history of the person she trusted. That she loved.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow, he would tell her.

Then she would make the decision whether to leave with him. And if she declined?

“I knew it.”

Timothy straightened hastily and looked around for the speaker, ready to defend himself—only to see Violet in her nightgown, frowning with her arms crossed.

He sighed. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

Violet’s frown disappeared immediately. “No, but I think you are playing games with Rachel, and I don’t like it. I think you should marry her—as soon as possible.”

Timothy laughed wryly. “I agree with you.”
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Chapter Nineteen


August 25, 1815

When Rachel awoke the following morning, it was with two thoughts in mind. Firstly, that she had slept incredibly poorly. Secondly, that she hated having her flux.

Sitting up, she propped herself against her pillows and took a slow, calming breath.

It seemed as though…as though she had been offered the hand in marriage of Timothy Astor.

“I can’t stay here forever, and neither can you. That is why—I was thinking, when we leave, we leave together. We love each other, don’t we?”

Rachel tried to consider as calmly as she could, though this was admittedly difficult.

Matrimony.

She had thought about it. What young lady wouldn’t?

Rachel smiled as she hugged her stomach. She could not remember meeting Timothy, at least for the first time. What had she thought of him? Had he been dazzling as he was now—or had Timothy, too, changed and grown in the last ten years?

Rachel shifted in her bed, the cramps tingling at the edges of her perception but not intruding.

Love, yes. She did not need words to feel it from him—but matrimony?

Was it odd that she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about the thought? Young ladies were, Rachel was sure, supposed to jump for joy at the mere thought of a gentleman being willing to offer his hand, his name, his life.

And she did love him. If there was any man to offer such things to her, Rachel knew she would want it to be Timothy.

So why was there this uneasy feeling within her? As though she had not quite remembered something, but it was burrowing away in her mind, trying to reach her?

It was most unsettling. It was not an unpleasant sensation. Rachel could not put her finger on it, but something held her back, made her wonder whether this was quite right.

Closing her eyes to concentrate, Rachel searched her memories and her heart for any reason why she would feel this way.

After several minutes of searching, the only hint of an idea she could grasp onto was that it all felt so…familiar. As though she had dreamed this before.

Rachel gazed around the bedchamber. It was far more handsome than she had expected for a mere governess. How much more luxurious, a voice in her mind whispered, would the bedchamber of Mrs. Astor be? How much more velvet, trimmings, gold leaf, mirrors, for the wife of Timothy Astor?

Being married to Timothy—it was impossible to imagine. Her mind kept meandering back to the practical effects she would be surrounded with rather than the man himself.

Married to Timothy.

It was only then, as she attempted to guess what that kind of life would look like, that Rachel realized there were many things about Timothy about which she had no idea.

Where did he live? He had mentioned Myrtlewood Manor, but where was it? What was it: manor house, mansion, castle? Terrace, Rachel thought with a wry grin. It could be. She had no reason to suppose it was not.

What was he like, as a man? Was he independent, abandoning her for days on end as he disappeared off with his friends? Was he financially independent? Did he have employment, though Rachel could not believe this to be the case. If so, he was woefully neglecting it.

What were his friends like? Here Rachel’s imagination entirely abandoned her. She had such little experience of gentlemen at all, let alone in general. Would they be pleased he had wed, glad he had settled down…or mock him, perhaps, for his choice of servant-bride?

A discomforting knot appeared to be tying itself around her stomach, though perhaps that was to be expected during her flux.

Yet despite this lack of knowledge, Rachel was completely sure of one thing: she had never trusted anyone as she trusted him. Rachel glanced at the curtains where sunlight was making a brilliant attempt to intrude upon her morning.

Timothy had not actually offered her his hand, had he? She tried desperately to remember the precise wording he had used last night, but she had been tired and in pain.

“Nonsense,” she told herself firmly under her breath as she staggered from the bed and stomped over to the window. “Getting your heartstrings all tangled over nothing, Rachel.”

The curtains tugged open, revealing a beautiful day. In all her days at Quintrell Hall, she was yet to experience a bad one. Sunny day after sunny day rolled past, with rain—a sure relief for the gardeners—falling gently some evenings.

The lawn stretched out before her; a few trees dotted about it giving shade to those of the household who appreciated the outdoors but had no wish to tan their complexion. The borders were filled with herbaceous plants, roses, peonies pouring out their scent. Petunias, a little unusual for an English country garden, were abundant, probably seeding themselves last autumn.

And in the distance, the sunken garden.

Rachel smiled. She was happy here. Happy not only where she was but how things were. Being Violet’s governess was giving her joy, and it was only likely to increase as Violet came out into Society and started dazzling the populace.

After such turmoil in her life this last year, Rachel mused, why was she wishing for change? She had found peace and rest and employment to keep her days busy—and love.

That was surely all she needed. At the end of the day, whatever future she and Timothy could have…nothing was certain. It was unknown.

And she had had enough of the unknown to last a lifetime.

When Rachel descended the staircase in a light muslin day gown, about an hour after she had awoken, it was to interrupt a storming shouting match between mother and daughter.

“—don’t understand me at all!”

“You’re not even trying to understand my position, young lady!”

The hall appeared more like a stage than anything else—Mrs. Quintrell standing by the door, dressed for visiting, though it was early. Her bonnet had, Rachel was sorry to see, a few of the ridiculous feathers Violet had almost been forced to wear to the ball.

Violet, on the other hand, was standing in the doorway of the breakfast room, holding onto the doorframe.

“Violet Margaret Quintrell, you are my daughter, and while you live in this house, you will obey me!” said Mrs. Quintrell.

Violet’s scowl became, if possible, even more pronounced. “Shan’t.”

“There is no such word as shan’t!”

“Let me find you a dictionary, Mother. Just think of all the things we’ll learn together!”

“Violet!”

This last word was echoed by Rachel, breath caught in her throat at her rudeness.

Even Violet appeared to realize she had crossed a line. Her cheeks were already scarlet, but now her gaze dropped as the clear shame overwrought her.

“I just…I meant…” she said to her feet. “I do not want to see him.”

“Of course you do,” said her mother dismissively.

Rachel stood at the foot of the staircase warily. This was the first argument between mother and daughter that she had been privy to, and it was clear where her loyalty should lie.

With Mrs. Quintrell, of course.

Rachel swallowed. Diplomacy. Something she knew almost nothing about.

“Reason with her, Miss Herriot,” Mrs. Quintrell said in a pleading tone.

Violet rolled her eyes. “For goodness’ sake, Mother, you cannot expect the governess to do that!”

Even Rachel flinched. Violet clapped her hands to her mouth as though astonished the words had actually emanated from her lips, and Mrs. Quintrell went pale.

“I…I secured for you one of the best governesses in the country,” managed Mrs. Quintrell, thrusting a finger at Rachel, who wished she wouldn’t. “The best governess, not to replace me but to aid me in finding you the best husband!”

“Well, what’s the point?” blurted Violet, tears pricking her eyes. “What’s the point in finding a husband if he’s just going to die?”

Before her mother or Rachel could say a word, Violet burst into angry tears and rushed across the hall, up the stairs, and along the corridor. In the distance, a door slammed.

Rachel swallowed. That conversation could not have gone any worse, in her opinion. She was almost afraid to look at Mrs. Quintrell but then saw her mistress almost composed.

“Well,” said Mrs. Quintrell helplessly, her hand dropping to her side. “Well.”

Rachel took a step forward, then halted. Dear Lord, this was not a situation she was trained in, surely? Even Miss Clarke could never have predicted an argument like this.

How did one comfort a widow after her only child had thrown such words at her?

“Mrs. Quintrell,” said Rachel softly. “I do not believe she means what she says. Any of it. She is overtired if you ask me.”

Mrs. Quintrell nodded vaguely. “Has Violet said anything to you? About her father?”

Rachel hesitated. If only she had broached the subject with Timothy, understood the family dynamic behind all this. It was most irregular, being asked opinions like this—but then, she was Violet’s governess. She probably spent the most time with her, day to day.

“It…it is more what Violet does not say about her father, which I believe is important,” said Rachel as gently as she could.

Her mistress nodded. Silence hung between them, thick, full of hurt, pain, and loss.

Rachel took another step forward but halted. She was hardly of a social position to console the woman. She could not understand what it was to have a spouse, let alone lose one.

“It is hard,” Mrs. Quintrell said quietly.

Rachel nodded as though she knew anything about it. “I did not see it as my place to say anything, so I hope you will forgive me for speaking now, but…but I can see the pain in your lives, Mrs. Quintrell. The pain will out in different ways, and Violet is so young.”

Her mistress took in a slow, jagged breath. “I was married young, Miss Herriot. Moved away from my family, my friends, and neglected to make new ones. I was so—so wrapped up in my husband. A love match. A rarity in my generation.” She smiled wistfully. “And now I’m alone.”

“You have your brother,” said Rachel, her heart only twinging slightly with guilt.

Mrs. Quintrell snorted. “Yes, until he leaves us. He is never usually here this long, in truth, and I am rather accustomed to him. I thought he had a mistress somewhere,” and red-hot jealousy seared through Rachel’s heart, “but if he did, he has cut ties with her, it seems.”

Mrs. Quintrell had come to a stop and was clearly expecting a response.

“I…It sounds as though you are lonely and have not shared your grief, Mrs. Quintrell.”

“Do you think so?” snapped her mistress.

But Rachel was emboldened. If there was any chance she could one day be wedded to Timothy—as unlikely as that seemed—then Mrs. Quintrell would be her sister-in-law. They would be related, and conversations of this kind would not be surprising but rather expected.

She would have a friend, at last.

“I do think,” said Rachel calmly. “I am no expert, Mrs. Quintrell, and would never claim to be, but I think you lost something precious when your husband died, and you are even now in danger of losing a precious connection with your daughter if you do not learn to talk about him with her. That…that is what I think.”

She paid Rachel’s wages! What would her response be to such a direct statement of her conduct?

Mrs. Quintrell sighed. “I don’t…you are probably right.”

Relief rushed through Rachel’s veins. “I am?”

“Do not sound so surprised,” chuckled the lady before her. “Goodness, Miss Herriot, you are rather clever, aren’t you? Where have you been hiding all this insight and fortitude?”

Rachel smiled awkwardly. “I merely observe, Mrs. Quintrell, ’tis nothing impressive.”

“You know what I think, Miss Herriot?”

Rachel shook her head, hoping it was not that she should leave and return to the Governess Bureau for her impertinence. Surely her mistress would not be that cruel…

“I think,” said Mrs. Quintrell with a wry smile, “I should have hired you as my companion rather than as a governess for Violet. I could do with a friend who speaks plainly.”

The heat that now tinged Rachel’s cheeks was of a different source.

It was a great compliment. Was this her chance to secure her position here at Quintrell Hall? Whether to Bamford or another gentleman, Violet would be married in the next few years. Being the companion of Mrs. Quintrell, however, could last her—well, not quite a lifetime, but near as could be.

Timothy’s face appeared in Rachel’s mind, causing her whole body to spark with desire. Was that her choice, then? Wife to Timothy or companion to his sister?

“I know there never feels like a good time to talk to Violet about her father,” said Rachel, sidestepping the topic of companionship for now, “but as I often say, there’s no time like the present. Why do you not go upstairs and—”

“Moira, there you are,” said Timothy as he strode down the stairs two at a time.

Rachel flushed. This was not the timing for a gentleman to enter the conversation, least of all Timothy, who had no idea what had previously occurred.

“Oh, Timmy,” said Mrs. Quintrell, quickly wiping away a solitary tear that had managed to escape down her cheek. “I—”

“What’s going on with all you ladies this morning?” asked Timothy easily, entirely missing Rachel’s frantic wide eyes, telling him to stop. “Why is Violet sobbing upstairs?”

Try as she might, Rachel did not appear able to catch his eye to make him stop talking, but it was too late now.

Mrs. Quintrell’s face fell. “She’s still crying?”

“You knew she was crying?”

Rachel took a step between them. Turning to her mistress, she said in a low voice, “Mrs. Quintrell, may I make so bold as to suggest that you go upstairs and comfort her?”

She may as well have been asking her if she could sell fish down at Camden Market.

“Comfort her?” repeated Mrs. Quintrell in shock. “I-I don’t know how—”

“I’ll go,” volunteered Timothy cheerfully.

Rachel eyed him severely.

“Or not, as the case may be…” he corrected.

“Mrs. Quintrell,” said Rachel firmly. Time she got these two siblings in order. “I believe it is vitally important for you to go and speak to your daughter, to speak of the things that hurt and have not yet been spoken of. I say this as both governess and companion.”

Her mistress’s lips curled into a wary smile. “You do, do you?”

Rachel nodded. “It cannot be any worse than it is already.”

These last words were whispered, and she watched Mrs. Quintrell swallow. Would she be able to find it within herself to speak to Violet as she had never spoken before?

The matriarch of the family took a deep breath. “Right. Yes. Right you are, Miss Herriot—and not a word to that brigand, he cannot be trusted.”

As she marched upstairs, Timothy looked behind him. “She can’t mean me?”

“Of course she does,” said Rachel absentmindedly, watching Mrs. Quintrell turn the corner upstairs. It would not be an easy conversation. The important ones never were.

“But what have I done?”

Rachel turned to look at Timothy, who looked pathetically bewildered. She forced down a smile. This was no laughing matter. “You know, I haven’t the faintest idea.”

Timothy’s brow furrowed. “What’s going on? Why is Violet crying? Why is Moira walking around as though she’s been struck by lightning?”

It was a rather apt description, Rachel had to give him that. Not that she would tell him that. “It’s their business, Timothy. What’s shared between myself and my employer—”

She was unable to continue, though for the nicest reason. Timothy was kissing her, a warm, gentle, welcoming kiss that spoke not only of passion and desire but of devotion.

When it ended, Rachel blinked. “What was I saying?”

“Nothing of importance,” murmured Timothy with a lazy smile. “All this ‘between myself and my employer’ nonsense. The only things that matter are those between a man and his woman.”

Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. What did that mean? Could it be a suggestion of…but no, she would not see signs that were not there. Growing hopeful for something that had not even been offered was a fool’s game. Even if she knew what she would like it to be.

“Well, if you won’t tell me,” said Timothy briskly, “you will accompany me.”

He made for the front door, grabbing Rachel’s hand and pulling her along.

“Where are we going?”

“I’m going for a ride,” said Timothy with a grin as he pushed open the front door. “It’s a glorious day, and I have spent far too long inside. You, too.”

As they hurried around the side of the house toward the stables, Rachel knew whatever question Timothy asked, she would say yes. How could she say anything else?

“But if I don’t remember how to ride,” Rachel said as they approached the stable door, “how will I manage it?”

Timothy shrugged, releasing her hand to push open the door. “You know, I haven’t the foggiest idea. I don’t!” he added with a smile as she laughed. “But I have complete faith in you, Rachel Herriot. You are a governess of unusual experience.”

There was something in the way that he said it. “You’ve said that before. What did I do, Timothy? What is it you still haven’t told me?”

For a moment, he hesitated, gaze raking over her face. Then that old smile returned.

“I just meant you’ve lost so much of your memory, but you still beat me at chess,” he said easily as they entered the stable, with its warm straw smell. “It’s all in there somewhere.”

“If only I knew how to unlock it,” Rachel said ruefully, though in a low voice.

There was something about a stable; like a church, one felt the instant need to lower one’s voice when one stepped inside. There was a horse in the stall closest to them. Before Rachel knew precisely what was happening, Timothy had saddled it, helped her onto a mounting block, and placed her upon it. She was high, too high from the ground.

“Timothy?”

“You’ll be fine,” said Timothy, turning his back to saddle up his own horse.

The beast below her seemed entirely at ease with a person on its back, even one who had little idea what she was doing there. She reached out and patted the horse’s neck gingerly. The horse nickered, as though telling her everything would be fine.

“Ready?” asked Timothy with a grin as he brought his horse alongside hers.

Rachel opened her mouth to say that she was absolutely not ready—how could she be, with no idea what to do?

Yet before she could even begin to articulate this, her hands picked up the reins and with a gentle tap of her ankles, her horse moved forward.

“See?” said Timothy gently. “A natural. Come on.”

Rachel could not understand how her body knew how to do this. It was like attempting to sail a ship in an ocean, riding a horse, yet her ankles and hips knew enough to move the horse out of the stable, just behind Timothy’s, and onto the lawn.

“Where to?”

A rush of mischievousness flowed through Rachel.

“Catch me if you can!”

Kicking at her steed, Rachel’s lungs filled with excitement as her horse rushed forward at the precise moment that Timothy shouted, “No—wait!”

But she was not going to wait. Her horse seemed to understand her desire for speed, breaking into an immediate cantor, then gallop, propelling across the lawn, trees rushing by far quicker than they had any business doing.

And it was wonderful. The wind through her hair, the seamless movement beneath her. Rachel knew at that moment that not only could she ride and ride well, but she loved it.

“Rachel!”

Timothy’s voice behind her was faint, unable to catch up, and Rachel laughed in the giddiness of it all as she turned the corner around the house and—

Violet! Standing in the lawn, unaware of the horse’s approach, and the girl let out a scream as the horse attempted to slow, twisting and shaking, and all Rachel could do was grip the reins and hope that she could hold on, and there were screams and shouts, and the horse rose in the air, front legs askance, and she was flying, flying through the air, the reins slipping through her hands—

And then everything went black.
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Chapter Twenty


August 28, 1815

Despite the steps Timothy took back and forth, back and forth along the corridor, nothing could quell his nerves.

Nerves? They could not be described as nerves. Panic, barely contained panic rushed through him. Every breath he inhaled was transformed into bitter regret.

What had he been thinking?

As he reached the end of the corridor, Timothy made an abrupt turn, nose almost touching the wall he came so close to it, and then began his pacing to the other end.

He should never have taken her to the stables.

“But I don’t know how to ride.”

Timothy pulled a frantic hand through his hair, rubbing his eyes. It had been days since the terrible accident. Two days during which he had not slept, barely ate. Unconscious of one hour to the next, merely waiting, waiting in terror for the news he knew would come. He should never have allowed her on a horse.

“Timothy?”

“You’ll be fine.”

Timothy screwed up his eyes, then opened them, trying to remove the memories from his mind. Branded into his soul, he would never forget the hand he had in hurting her.

And Nelson? Of all the horses to put her on, he had chosen Nelson?

Timothy reached the wall and turned, body exhausted but feet refusing rest.

Rest was for good men who had done no harm. He no longer counted in that category.

His own stupidity and cowardice had lost him Rachel Herriot last year, and just when he found her again, though he had no right to…he had lost her again.

Timothy paused as he passed the door. Murmuring voices—one he knew, Moira, another he assumed was the doctor. What else was there to say?

His hands clenched into fists. There was only one thing preventing him from barging into that room and beside his wife where he belonged, and that was respect for Moira.

Until she knew the truth, he couldn’t storm into a room where a servant—a female servant, no less!—was laid in bed. Besides, what was it that the fool of a doctor had said?

“Patient, doctor, and mistress of the house only,” the old man had said sternly, looking severely over his spectacles at Timothy when he had asked whether he could see Rachel that morning. “What use do you think you will be, if I may be so bold, Mr. Astor?”

And Timothy had opened his mouth and been desperate to say that surely any woman would want her husband by her bedside, particularly if she was injured…

The words had faded on his tongue. This was not the time. He had intended to tell Rachel on their ride. Timothy had envisioned a sedate, romantic meander down the lanes toward the woodland that hugged the Quintrell estate on two sides.

There, perhaps in a dappled glade, he would have explained the full truth of their history, their marriage, and all that she meant to him. And now…

“Don’t argue with the doctor, Timmy,” Moira had said, her hair in a tangled plait, no thought to style or sensibility, her worried eyes darting to the door where she was clearly eager to be with her patient. “Just let the man do his work. I am sure Miss Herriot will be quite well.”

Quite well. Well, Timothy could not blame Moira for speaking so to him. She did not know what Rachel was to him—she barely knew what Rachel was. He was still discovering things about her, even after all these years.

She was so precious. Like a precious gift he should have taken the greatest care of her of all. And now…

Timothy attempted to sit in one of the rickety chairs his sister had always said she would get rid of, and Walter had always insisted remain in the house. Their compromise had been to scatter them along the corridors, and Timothy tried to make use of one now.

It was no good. As soon as he tried to sit, needles prickled his skin, forcing him upright and moving again. Only when pacing did Timothy find any modicum of peace. It never would be, not while Rachel was at death’s door.

Damnit man, Timothy chided himself. You don’t know Rachel is at death’s door. She could be well within hours!

That was the trouble, wasn’t it? A head injury, the doctor had said last night, before Timothy had lost the ability to concentrate, and the words had just washed over him. A head injury. Most dangerous to anyone, let alone Rachel, who had been so unwell in the last year.

Timothy had tried to volunteer these details, and Moira had filled in a few gaps even he did not know—precise dates, apparently, of when Miss Herriot had come to herself, in London, after a long fever…

But not the whole truth. No one knew that story, Timothy thought wretchedly. Neither he nor she knew precisely how she had managed to get from France to London. A mystery that would never be solved.

Pain, sweet hot pain, seared through his chest. He was going to lose her.

She was alive. He must take solace in that; he would know if she was dead. Moira would tell him. He would feel it in his heart, wouldn’t he?

Timothy halted, leaning against the wall, exhaustion utterly overwhelming his bones. He had not known last time. At least, he had thought she was gone, yet she lived. If he had known, would he have gone to find her?

He pushed the thought away with a wave of his hand. Of course he would. But would he have found her? Would he have known it was in London, of all places she had reached?

Timothy swallowed. His mouth was dry, his complete disinterest in food or drink finally catching up with him. She was alive. That was what Moira had said a few hours ago.

“Still alive,” she had said whilst rushing past in the hunt for clean towels.

Still alive.

But that sounded, Timothy realized with horror, that it was a close thing. As though death’s door was holding Rachel, as though at any moment she could tilt one way or the other…

Timothy closed his eyes, barely able to stand, so consuming was his agony. What could he do? Ride to London, find a better doctor? There was no knowing what this country gentleman was doing. Ride to Myrtlewood Manor and never return? There seemed to be only one outcome of love, and that was pain, and he could not stand it anymore, he could not—

The door opened. Timothy’s eyes snapped open and saw Moira. He raced toward her.

“No, Timothy,” Moira said heavily. “No change.”

Timothy sagged against the wall. His sister had closed the door so quickly, it was impossible for him to catch a glimpse of Rachel within.

Now he looked at Moira, he realized she was just as exhausted as he was, perhaps more. While neither had slept and had little sustenance, Moira had been tending Rachel.

“She is still asleep,” said his sister. “She has not woken. Not once. ’Tis as though her body has decided sleep will heal all.”

Timothy swallowed. When he spoke, his voice was cracked from lack of use over the last few days. “And…and the doctor cannot wake her?”

When Moira shrugged, it was that sort of helpless shrug one gives when one doesn’t know if the question can be answered. “How does one wake a person if they do not wish it?”

“But the doctor, he must know how to—”

“I’m sure he does,” interrupted Moira with a wearing sigh. “But he seems to think the best thing to do is merely let her sleep. Sleep until her body is ready to wake.”

Timothy swallowed down nausea. This was all wrong. Moira was speaking to him as though he were a casual observer, someone who was merely curious, rather than invested so heavily he thought his heart was breaking.

She was dying. There was no other explanation. If she could recover, then would not her body allow her to wake? Why drift off into indeterminable sleep if she was ever to waken?

He needed to do something, anything. If shouting from the rooftops that she was his would do any good, then he would do it without question—but what could be gained from such an outburst? How could he help her, injured as she was?

All that would do is upset his sister. Rachel hadn’t wanted anyone to know…at least, the Rachel he had first fallen in love with. It had seemed something so precious, something that only the two of them knew.

“Don’t tell your family, not yet,” she had whispered outside the church where they had made their vows. “I want you all to myself for a little longer.”

And then she had been taken or disappeared or injured, Timothy was not sure which—and when Rachel stepped back into his life, she had no idea who he was or what vows they had made to each other.

Timothy swallowed. “What can I do for her?”

Moira frowned in her tiredness. “Do for her? Why would you do something for her?”

There was no coherent answer he could offer. Do something for her. It was pathetic. Of course, he couldn’t help her; it was his fault she was in this situation in the first place.

He shrugged helplessly. “I just feel so…so…” How could he put this restless energy into words? How could he express just how futile everything seemed to be—the idea of breakfast, or birds singing, or the fact that tomorrow would follow today—as she lay here? “I must be able to do something. Put me to use.”

Apparent understanding dawned on Moira’s face, and she reached out to touch her brother’s arm gently. “You cannot blame yourself, Timmy.”

Timothy swallowed. How little she knew.

“This situation…it is not one anyone could have predicted,” Moira said softly. “You cannot blame yourself merely because you wished to give Miss Herriot the treat of horseback riding, even…even if it was not the best-considered plan.”

Timothy swallowed his retort that the Rachel he had known was the best rider in all of France, able to fire a pistol behind her as she leapt over a fence or hedgerow—

Visions of Rachel, all the Rachels he had known, flashed before his eyes. Rachel cantering gleefully, her hair rushing back behind her. Rachel crouched over her steed in the dead of night, navigating a forgotten road to find a deserter. Rachel galloping across miles and miles of French plains to get a message to one who needed it before anyone discovered they were spies. Rachel smiling at him just days ago as she saw Nelson, the opportunity to learn something new about herself.

A whole part of his life, and hers, was a secret. Forgotten. Their unusual experience together was now rent asunder, completely alien to each other.

And Moira—she knew none of it. As much as he wanted to tell her all that Rachel had achieved, how she had kept England safe from the French all these years…

But he couldn’t say that. He couldn’t say anything. Now even Rachel could not recall it. It was as though the truth had died with him. Just as long as she didn’t die…

“Yes, that’s it,” Timothy said aloud uneasily. “I feel guilty because I took her riding. Yes, fine. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”

Moira glanced back at the closed door and bit her lip, evidently thinking hard. Then she shook her head. “I am keeping her as comfortable as we can. If we knew her people, we could send for them—I have written a letter to Miss Clarke, but it will be days before we receive—”

“She has no people,” interrupted Timothy curtly.

His sister blinked. “Goodness. How do you know that?”

It was a foolish error to make. As nonchalantly as he could, Timothy shrugged through the pain of his heart breaking. She was his family, and he was hers. Her only family. Now he was unsure whether she still wished to be his wife.

“I have conversed with her, as you requested,” he said quietly. “The topic arose.”

Moira sighed. “Then you are a far better employer than I, for ’tis only now I realize how little I know of her. I am hopeful Miss Clarke will have a clearer idea of how to proceed.”

Timothy’s stomach lurched at the mention of Miss Clarke. The Governess Bureau matriarch, the proprietress and owner of the whole place…and the instigator of the three rules.

You must have an impeccable record. You must bring a special skill to the table. You must never fall in love…

He had known about them…well, it felt like forever. Ever since Rachel first joined the Bureau, a perfect cover for journeys to France. She only had to suggest to a master that their child would improve their French with a month-long stay in Paris, and off they went.

Miss Clarke’s rules. Well, Rachel was brilliant and had more special skills than most men Timothy knew. But as for falling in love…

The door opened. Timothy tilted his head in an attempt to see into the room, but it was dark, and the door snapped shut immediately.

The doctor had appeared. Timothy had to blink a few times to ascertain that it was indeed him, his exhaustion starting to weary his eyes.

“Doctor,” said Moira, stepping toward him eagerly.

“Well?” said Timothy at the same moment, accosting the doctor just before his sister. “How is she? What’s going on? Will she be all right?”

The doctor raised his hand to stem the tide of questions. “Please, sir. Calm yourself.”

Timothy swallowed. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask whether the doctor had any calming draughts for himself—what he wouldn’t give, this moment, for a full night’s sleep…

But that could wait. First, he had to know.

“Well, doctor?” repeated Moira, her voice brittle. “What do you think?”

The man hesitated. Timothy watched as he removed his spectacles, rubbing the glass on his unbuttoned waistcoat, then returned them to his face—a face just as tired as theirs, although with perhaps less emotion.

Timothy’s stomach lurched, his hands heavy, the weight of the knowledge preceding the doctor’s voice. She was lost to him, then.

“She has awoken,” said the doctor quietly.

Timothy managed to reach the door before his sister, his hand clamped on the latch as her fingers scrabbled against his.

“Timothy Astor, move over!”

He ignored her protests. There was nothing that could halt his steps now, not now he knew Rachel was returned to him—that despite all his foolishness and cowardice and terrible luck, he was not going to lose the most precious woman in the world.

The door opened, and Timothy stepped through it, slamming it behind him with no thought to the patient in the bed, lying in the dark. There was a key in the lock. He turned it.

The door handle moved, then jerked, but to no avail.

“Timothy?” Moira said uncertainly. Only when she tried the door again did her voice become sharp. “Are you out of your wits? You can apologize to Miss Herriot later!”

“What has he done?” came the confused voice of the doctor, then after some murmuring, “Get out of there, young man, I need to see my patient!”

Their voices faded into the background as Timothy slowly turned to look at the bed.

“Rachel,” he said in a jagged voice.

As his eyes acclimatized to the darkness, she became more certain, her edges less blurred, and more the Rachel he knew. She looked exhausted. Propped against some pillows, a heavy bandage around her head, she looked at him with some surprise.

“Where…where am I?”

She spoke in French. It was good French, the accent Timothy knew and loved.

Relief swept through him as though he had been sunk into a warm bath, all the cares and panic which had been his constant companions for the last few days finally sloughing off.

“Where am I?” she repeated. She was looking at him hazily, which perhaps meant her sight had been affected.

Timothy smiled. She had the power of speech, though, and a little confusion after such a fall was to be expected, wasn’t it? This was all what one could expect. She was groggy, perhaps, but she was comfortable here.

Not for long, though. If this incident had taught him anything—other than to avoid Nelson at all costs—it was that he had lived enough of his life in the shadows.

It was time to take Rachel home as his wife.

“You don’t know where you are?” he said slowly. He chose French, as that appeared to be her language of choice. And why not? Very expressive language, French.

Rachel shook her head and winched. “No. Oh, sore.”

“You cannot expect too much from her!” came the frantic whisper of Moira through the door. “She’s had a terrible accident, she—”

Timothy ignored her. He had eyes only for Rachel. “You are in your bedchamber.”

With wide eyes, Rachel looked around her. “My bedchamber?”

Her speech was not slurred. Yet, she looked confused.

“I don’t recognize it,” she said slowly.

Relief was still seeping through Timothy’s bones, and he felt a lightness he could not remember overcoming him. She was here.

“Timothy James Astor, you open this door, or I’ll—”

Timothy unlocked the door. It did not matter now. Rachel was safe; she was well. They had the rest of their lives to discuss the details. He would speak for the rest of his life in French if that was what it took. Whatever Rachel needed.

“How are you feeling?” he said quietly, moving to sit in the chair beside the bed.

Rachel looked at him, then at Moira.

“I didn’t know she could speak French,” his sister whispered from the doorway.

“The real question,” Timothy said slowly, the thought starting to dawn on him, “is whether she can speak English.”

It did happen this way sometimes, didn’t it? A person was injured, and though they recovered, some things were never quite the same. How would Rachel be different this time?

Rachel’s eyes widened. Her gaze turned to him. “You.”

It was difficult not to beam. The recognition in her eyes warmed his heart, giving him the reassurance he so desperately needed. Soon he would sleep, safe in the knowledge that Rachel had returned to him.

Her gaze narrowed as she switched to English. “Why did you not come to find me, Timothy? I haven’t seen you in days.”

A lump caught in Timothy’s throat. He was not going to cry. He would master himself.

“No,” he said gently. “It’s only been a day since the accident.”

“Accident?” Rachel lifted a hand to her head, her fingers brushing the bandage. “Oh.”

“She doesn’t remember the fall,” Moira hissed. “Everything will be a blur to her.”

Timothy ignored her, attention on Rachel. She didn’t recall the fall, but that meant…

“Why didn’t you come back, Timothy?” Rachel asked in a quiet voice, full of hurt. “It was only a few minutes, and I know it was dark, but…you didn’t come to rescue me.”

Timothy’s stomach dropped. No. It could not be.

“Why did you abandon me?” she whispered, pain in every syllable. “Why, when the French came, did you leave me?”

He could hardly believe his eyes—only his sister’s confused murmuring behind him assured him that Rachel was actually speaking.

“Why did you abandon me? Why, when the French came, did you leave me?”

But she did not know that. The Rachel he had met, wooed, and loved here, at Quintrell Hall, had not been able to remember that—unless… Unless her memories had returned.

The lump in his throat became a blade. He should have told her. Dear God, this was all wrong—he should have told her everything as soon as he found her again! Fool that he was, so absorbed in his own status and his own prestige, he had not wanted her to think ill of him.

“I-I went back for you,” Timothy stammered, hating that Moira was here, knowing she was confused. “I went back, but you had gone—but Rachel, that was months ago! We’re at Quintrell Hall now. All that is behind us.”

“Behind us?” The fear had not left Rachel’s eyes, and she looked not comforted but more panicked. “Months ago? What date is this? Who are you, Miss?”

“She’s had a terrible knock to the head,” said Moira quietly. “She’s lost her memory.”

“No,” said Timothy in a weak voice. “She’s gained it.”

This, then, was to be his punishment. Whatever memories Rachel had made since she had recovered from her fever in London…they were gone. Their reconciliation, the Quintrells, their lovemaking in the sunken garden, chess, whispered promises… All gone.

But Rachel had gained the ten years she had once lost. That meant for her, Timothy had only just abandoned her. At least, that is clearly what she thought had happened.

“Rachel, I can explain,” he started slowly. “I…I went back for you. I looked everywhere, everywhere I thought you may have taken shelter. But you were gone.”

The pain of betrayal was in her eyes, but Timothy made himself look at her. He had to. He had no idea, now, how much more time he would have left to look at her.

“But I was there only a few days,” said Rachel, her voice high. “Just a few days!”

“It’s almost September, September of 1815,” Timothy said gently. “Over a year.”

Rachel looked wildly from him to the other individual in the room. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe either of you!”

“Miss Herriot,” said Moira quietly.

Timothy’s heart twisted. This was his comeuppance. He should have known he would not be gifted a chance with Rachel twice; his own hubris, his desire to impress had ruined him.

“You can leave,” said Rachel with that boldness he had always loved in her—a boldness which had gone since she had first lost her memory. “Go.”

Moira placed a hand on Timothy’s arm. “I don’t know if I should go. She is clearly confused. I’m hesitant to leave you alone with her.”

Rachel laughed, and Timothy knew what she was about to say before it came. “Why on earth wouldn’t you want to leave a husband alone with his wife?”

The hand on his arm tightened. “Wife?”

“We are in England, aren’t we?” Rachel said, twisting her head painfully.

Moira nodded in silence.

“Timothy, you lied to me!” The accusation was not hurled, but plaintive, the pain real in Rachel’s voice. Timothy could not stand it. “You—you promised! You said you would tell everyone when we returned to England—we have returned, haven’t we? What’s happened?”

The genuine fear in her voice was awful. It clung to the walls, to Timothy’s heart, to everything he was. She had trusted him, and he had let her down—not just the once, but twice.

“You…you are married to my governess?” Moira asked faintly.

Rachel narrowed her eyes, that boldness propelling her. “Who the hell are you?”

It was too much. Timothy’s soul could hardly stand it. Rachel returned to him, his wife, the bold and direct woman he had loved—but at the cost both of the shy, quiet Rachel he had grown quickly to love and the secret of his cowardice and betrayal.

He couldn’t be here. Not with Rachel glaring at him and Moira staring and the whole world waiting for his fall.

“I can’t take this,” he muttered and left the room, snapping at the man hovering outside the door. “The patient will see you now. I doubt she’ll want to see me again.”
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Chapter Twenty-One


August 30, 1815

No matter how much she stared at the ceiling, Rachel could not make it more familiar.

Everyone was acting as though she should know it, but it was difficult to tell whether she should trust them. It could be a French trick. Who knew what they would be willing to do to break the spirit of one of their captives?

England, indeed. There was no chance she was back in Blighty. Why, they would have had to move her from the Limagne plains to the coast and across the Channel, and that was impossible in just four days!

Four or five days. Rachel lifted a hand once more to the bandage around her head. Perhaps it had been five days—but surely, no more than that. Swallowing, her throat felt dry. That woman had brought her water, hadn’t she?

Tilting her head slightly, Rachel blinked, and a bedside table came into focus. On it was a jug, a pretty floral painted thing, and a glass. With great difficulty and a slight pounding in her head, Rachel poured herself a glass and drank eagerly.

That woman was English—Moira, that was her name, wasn’t it? But that was easy; there were plenty of English people in France. If she had turned against her country, that was her affair. She couldn’t convince Rachel she was in England; she was not so easily fooled.

Rachel leaned back against the pillows, her sudden exertion tiring her far more than she had expected. Everything ached; or at least, everything felt as though it had recently ached, and was only now starting to feel like normal again.

Everything was out of focus. Looking at the ceiling, Rachel blinked. The soft white ceiling came back into view. She looked around. The bed she lay upon, the side table, the little desk in the corner with what appeared to be ink splotches—none of it was familiar.

Not a single person who had graced this room was known to her—except Timothy.

Timothy. Pain ricocheted through her as though a bullet had entered her heart. She had waited for him, waited for days, and with each passing hour, the rescue she had been certain was coming did not arrive.

He had not come to rescue her. It was a bitter thought, but bitter still was the realization he had clearly been close, for here he was!

Rachel pushed the bedlinens away. She had been cold then, but she was warm now—too warm. Far too warm for October, now she thought of it. Timothy had said it was August, didn’t he? But that didn’t make sense. How could it have gone back in time?

A movement, just out of the corner of her eye. Rachel flinched, turning to face the attacker—but it was just the curtain. It moved slightly in the warm breeze. As it shifted, a bright beam of glorious sunlight pierced the room.

Summer sun.

Nothing made sense. Someone was lying to her, Rachel was sure, and for the first time since they had first met in that dazzling Paris ballroom, she wondered if Timothy…

No. She would not think it. She had to hold onto something, and her husband would never betray her. Not on purpose.

There was only one way to discover the truth about this weather. Slowly, painfully, and with many pauses to prevent dizziness overwhelming her eyes, Rachel sat up, lifted her feet over the side of the bed, and twisted to a sitting position.

She took a deep breath. She was not going to be sick. She was mistress of her body.

The moment she stood up, Rachel wondered whether she had made a terrible mistake. That had been some fall she’d had if the Moira woman was to be believed. Her head spun as she rose, forcing her to drop back onto the bed and catch her breath.

It took another two tries before she could remain upright, and she waited there for a few minutes before attempting to take a step.

Rachel was wearing a rather pleasant nightgown, which was soft against her legs as she took another step. She had not brought anything like this to France, not this time. She was supposed to be undercover as a French peasant. So where had the lace come from?

It took several minutes and nine steps to reach the window. It was not far, but Rachel found the smaller steps, almost a shuffle, the easiest way to move. Her head still ached as she placed her hands on the windowsill, a welcome relief.

Rachel took a deep breath. She opened the curtain.

The blinding light prevented her from seeing anything for the first minute or so. How long had it been since she had seen daylight? It streamed into her eyes, fogging her mind, making it impossible to see a thing, despite how many times she blinked.

Gradually, however, the blinking started to make a difference. A garden scene came into view, almost white yellow at first, then fading into green. And then Rachel knew.

She was in England. One could not falsify an English garden like that. Why, look at the roses and the croquet hooks pressed into the English lawn. She could see a kitchen garden, apple tree branches peeping over the red brick wall—and was that a sunken garden?

One did not find gardens like this in France.

Rachel found her breath caught in her throat and focused on breathing for a moment, her fingertips still clutching the windowsill.

So. They had not lied, Timothy and this doctor of his, and Moira, whoever she was. She was in England, and it certainly appeared to be August. Roses did not lie.

As her gaze roved across the charming scene, Rachel willed herself to recognize some of it, any of it. But though individual elements were as familiar to her as her own face, none of it together was a place she knew. She had not been here before, wherever here was.

Movement. Once again, her expert reflexes, dulled a little by the injury she had sustained, shifted into gear. On her left was a horse. A rider trotting slowly across the lawn.

Rachel shivered. There was a riding accident, wasn’t that what Timothy had said?

As she stood there, warm in the glow of the sun, she could recall something of a ride. The thrill of the chase, Timothy behind her. But they were fleeing the French, weren’t they?

No. No, there was happy laughter in this memory, faint as it was.

And—Rachel could not recall why, but something had happened. Something had gone wrong, the horse had bucked, and she—but why wasn’t Timothy there? Why was he not there to rescue her, as he always was?

The barn—or was that a different memory? She had managed to find her way into a barn, but that was a wet, cold, damp memory. She had waited there, hidden amongst the straw, waiting, knowing that Timothy would come and find her. He always had. She had rescued him a fair few times, but this time she had been the one in danger.

It was all so confusing. Rachel opened her eyes. The English garden swam into view.

She had been sopping wet—it had been raining. Fear had thundered in her lungs as she had waited for the French to find her, yet it was warm when she had fallen from the horse.

Rachel cleared her throat as though that would clarify the confusing memories soaring through her mind. Whatever had happened, she had expected more of him. Timothy. Her husband. But he had just disappeared; he had not returned for her. And now it appeared he had traveled to England—but why?

Raising a hand to her head as though to steady her thoughts, Rachel wondered if it would ever become clear. The memories were mingled, confusing, seeping into each other as she fell from a wet horse and hid in a sun-filled barn. But neither of those were right, were they?

Rachel blinked. She had become so lost in her thoughts that her eyes had no longer been taking in the view from the window.

Two figures. Two figures she knew, at least, one she knew better than her own self, and one she was becoming accustomed with. Timothy and that Moira woman.

They were walking arm in arm slowly, their heads moving in rapid conversation. They did not look up as the horse rider passed them, nor when a bird—a blackbird, from what Rachel could see through the mullioned windows—flew by them.

She watched them curiously. Timothy with another woman. It was a sight she had rarely seen in France or London. They had kept to themselves. All they had wanted was each other. No one else compared.

Moira said something, and Timothy nodded. A spark of jealousy rushed through Rachel’s heart, but she attempted to dislodge it rather than fan the flames.

What was he doing, bringing his mistress here, to the sickbed of his wife!

But he had an explanation. Of course he did. Timothy always had one. His sister.

Well, it was true Timothy had a sister; or at the very least, there was a sister, a decade or so older than him, of whom he had talked about much. Moira Quin…something.

Rachel could recall the letters he had received from her. He had always smiled when reading them, and she had been glad at the time. Any gentleman on such pleasant terms with his sister was surely a good man. Now, seeing them there, his sister so elegant and refined…

Rachel swallowed. Her nightgown, or at least the nightgown she was wearing, had felt so special, so soft. Now she compared it to the glorious muslin gown Moira was wearing, noticeable even through the glass and from a distance, her own apparel was…

Well. Dowdy.

Hidden from her vantage point, Rachel felt strange watching her husband meander around the lawn with his sister. As if she were a spy, though she was, it appeared, a welcome guest. It was a literal window onto a part of Timothy’s life that she had never known before.

Everyone had secrets. Hers were pedestrian—a flirtation which had gone nowhere, a falling out with her father, the sort of secrets every girl had by five and twenty.

But Timothy…

Her legs were starting to ache, but she was determined to stay standing just a little while longer. How she had been brought to England, she was not sure. But it must have been Timothy, hadn’t it? Why else would she be here in his sister’s home?

But that did not make sense. Timothy had his own seat, didn’t he? Myrtlewood Manor. Why wasn’t she there? Why weren’t they beginning a new stage of their marital life there?

Rachel tilted her head as she watched her husband turn the corner and promenade back across the lawn before her, sister still on his arm.

Perhaps it was Miss Clarke. The thought shot through her as though it had been there all along, just waiting to be discovered.

Yes, that would make sense, Rachel mused, placing her head on her hands and elbows on the windowsill. Miss Clarke would certainly be concerned if a monthly report did not arrive.

Rachel had never intended to become a spy; she had sort of…fallen into it.

Yes, Miss Clarke must have sent for her, or at the very least, sent someone to discover her. She would not have sent any instructions pertaining to Rachel’s husband…the very idea…

A twist of regret seared her stomach. Perhaps she should have told her. Miss Clarke. True, her marriage was a direct contravention of the third rule…You must never fall in love…

They had always been so careful. No one in England had ever known they were wed, and though a few of their friends—other British spies, accustomed to dissembling and misdirection—had surely guessed, none of them knew for sure. No one did.

Movement. Rachel stood hastily as the two small figures below her waved. They were looking at her. She could just make out a smile on her husband’s face.

She did not wave or smile back. How could she? Everything they were to each other was in question now. How could she remain wedded to a man who did not come to rescue her—if they were even married on English soil. She was not entirely sure how it worked when one was married in a French church.

Timothy’s wave slowed, then slowed again, until it came to a complete stop. His arm fell to his side, and his head bowed.

His sister beside him put an arm around him, and they turned away from the window.

The door behind her opened.

Instincts roaring to life, a decade of living by her wits and the trust of a few good men around her erupting in her mind, Rachel twisted quickly and lifted her hands to her face as though to punch the lights of whatever intruder had decided to infringe on her privacy.

Lights—bright lights, stars in her eyes. Her head swam, her dizziness overwhelming her, and she could not see the intruder, but she must defend herself, she must—

“Careful,” said a voice. A young voice? “Back to bed for you.”

Guiding hands, soft and warm, touched her arms, and Rachel had no choice but to obey the gentle tug and stumble forward into blinding light. She was turned around and pushed, and the sensation of falling and terror washed over her until she touched the bed. She was seated on the edge of the mattress.

It took perhaps a full minute for the dizziness to abate and her sight to return.

Rachel blinked. Her vision was back, but it could not be accurate. A woman—no, a girl—stood before her. She was Moira, but she was not Moira. A daughter?

“You don’t know me, do you?” said the woman. Girl.

Rachel swallowed, but the hesitation did not give her sufficient time to consider a response. The woman was wearing a gown of the latest fashion, her puffed sleeves and long empire line making her appear older, perhaps, than she actually was.

Even seated, the world seemed slightly unbalanced. It was most disorientating, almost frightening, being in the presence of someone who knew you, apparently, but was no more familiar to you than a stranger from the street.

She blinked. The woman did not appear any more familiar.

But no, there was something. Something about the eyes, perhaps. It took Rachel a moment to recall it, but then the face of Moira seeped into her memory.

“No, you don’t know me,” said the woman slowly. “Do you?”

Rachel opened her mouth, then closed it again. How long had she been unconscious? Timothy had said it was the end of August, and she had no reason to doubt him. But she could not have been asleep, for want of a better word, all that time, could she? So, had she been awake, but the memories wiped from her mind? Was that possible?

“I…I do not know you,” Rachel said eventually, unable to sit in silence with the stranger any longer. “Should I?”

The woman stepped forward. “I am Violet. Violet Quintrell.”

Quintrell. That was Moira’s surname—a daughter then. With a jolt of understanding, Rachel realized just what that meant.

Moira’s daughter. Timothy’s niece. And therefore…her niece, by marriage.

They were relations.

The girl, for she could not be eighteen, smiled wistfully. “How strange to introduce myself to a woman I have known for months.”

Rachel stared. The words all individually made sense, but when put together, it was absolute nonsense. “Months?”

Violet nodded.

This was too much. Despite the bravery she had grown in the battlefields and sleepy villages of France, Rachel suddenly felt exposed, vulnerable. She moved along the bed to its head, tucked her feet in, and pulled the linens to her chest.

Why did that feel so much better? Why was it that getting into bed could immediately make the world easier to face?

“Rachel?”

She looked up. Violet had sat on the end of the bed, far enough away not to be a threat but close enough to look Rachel in the eyes.

Rachel nodded. “Yes?”

The woman looked hesitant. It was understandable. How many people found themselves in this sort of situation, Rachel wondered. It certainly was an unusual experience and not one she would wish on her deadliest enemy.

Or maybe she would. It was so disorientating, so frightening, the perfect defense.

Rachel looked at the woman before her carefully. Yes, now she knew she was Moira’s daughter. She could see the resemblance.

“I can see the Astor in you,” Rachel found herself saying.

It was a rather impertinent thing to say, but Violet did not appear to mind. She laughed.

“Yes, my father always used to say that. I think he rather liked it. He said my mother was the most beautiful woman he ever met, and if I grew up half as pretty, I would do well.”

There was sadness tinging her merriment. Rachel’s head was starting to hurt, but she tried to focus on the girl before her.

Past tense. It was all in the past tense.

“I haven’t met your father yet,” she said. “At least, I do not think so. Where is he?”

Violet flushed “He…he died last year.”

Blast, Rachel thought. A faux pas unlike her, though, she supposed as the invalid, she would receive more grace than normal.

So, Moira was a widow. That would explain the dark clothing and perhaps why they were here. But why had not Timothy mentioned his brother-in-law was dying? She would have thought he would want to return to England, be close to his sister—support his family. But she could not recall him mentioning a desire to return to England or his brother-in-law’s illness.

So many secrets. All his. She was a secret to his family, his family’s woes unknown.

“I…I think I am your aunt,” said Rachel awkwardly. “By marriage, I mean.”

Violet giggled. “Which is strange, because I have been encouraging you to flirt with my uncle! If I had known you were already married…”

Rachel stared. Encouraging? They did know each other, then—but why would she need to flirt with Timothy, and why would this girl encourage it? It was most confusing.

“Encouraging me,” repeated Rachel slowly. “Then…then I have been here some time? For us to become so intimate, I mean, for you to encourage me to…to flirt.”

Violet sighed heavily. “I keep forgetting that you don’t remember. Yes, you came here—oh, months ago, as my governess. You didn’t remember the last ten years, my mother tells me, but I did not know that at the time. What’s it like not to remember anything?”

Rachel’s mouth fell open. A loss of ten years? Ten whole years?

And then something akin to understanding, though not complete, started to dawn on her. But if she had lost ten years…

She would have forgotten France. Forgotten being a spy, all their friends, the work they had done there—forgotten Timothy. Forgotten her husband. It was an earth-shattering thought, one which made the room swim for a moment. Rachel gripped the bedlinens in the hope that would settle the room.

It did, but it could not settle her churning stomach.

A piece of the puzzle had been found, but not everything. How had she escaped France? How had she rejoined the Governess Bureau, for it was Miss Clarke apparently who had secured her this position.

Did she know? Did she suspect that she and Timothy…

“I really like you,” said Violet conversationally. “I am glad that we are related.”

Rachel smiled weakly. “It’s nice to meet some of Timothy—your uncle’s family.”

“I can imagine. I’m sure Uncle Timothy told you all about us!”

Rachel’s smile faded. “Not really. It was like getting teeth out of a stone.”

Her young niece nodded sagely. “Men can be like that.”

Laughter echoed around the room for what Rachel could only describe as the first time. “My word, Violet, how on earth would you know that? You cannot be more than sixteen!”

“Fifteen,” corrected the girl with a haughty look, which quickly fell apart as she laughed. “I am officially out—or at least I will be next week. If the ball still goes ahead.”

“And do you have any beaus?”

Rachel had intended the words as a jest, but Violet flushed so darkly that it was quickly apparent she had hit her mark.

“Goodness, I suppose I shall have to tell you all over again,” said Violet, her gaze dropping to her hands in her lap.

“Well, you’ll have to tell me tomorrow,” said Rachel bracingly. If she was going to be a part of this family, then she may as well start as she meant to go on.

“Why not now? There’s no time like the present.”

Rachel’s mouth fell open. Hearing one of her own phrases repeated back to her…

Violet smiled. “I got it from my uncle. He said a wise, beautiful woman told him that.”

Heat rushed through Rachel, mingled with happiness and trepidation. So Timothy had not entirely kept her a secret, then. She had influenced him, perhaps, far more than she had realized. No time like the present.

“You know all about my uncle, I suppose?”

Rachel breathed a laugh. “I used to think so, yes.”

Violet nodded sagely. “What does he do when he’s not here? He is with you, I suppose, for we have no idea where he goes or what he does there.”

Rachel hesitated. It was all too confusing, but of one thing she was clear; Timothy had certainly not informed his family of their spying antics in France.

“I…I couldn’t possibly say,” she said weakly.

Violet sighed. “I suppose he will always be a mystery to us.”

Rachel nodded without saying anything. Yes, Timothy Astor was truly a mystery.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


August 31, 1815

Timothy sighed and wiped his sweating brow with his forearm. His cufflinks had been removed, and his sleeves rolled up, and the muggy humidity of the day was not helping.

But it was done.

Timothy looked slowly around his bedchamber—that was, the guest bedchamber which had been his home these last few months. Now it was almost empty, as it had been when he had first arrived. All pleasing furnishings and a few books scattered about the place, and nothing more.

Everything he owned was now in his trunk.

It was a small miracle he had managed to get everything in there, now he thought about it, but he had brought very little—several changes of clothes, but that was about it.

Now only one thing remained, and that was to inform Moira.

Timothy grimaced as he dropped onto the end of the bed, which he had stripped of its linens. The bare mattress squeaked as it lowered against his weight.

Tell Moira. If only it were that simple. Had he ever managed to bring himself to actually speak the words to his sister, the countless times he had left Quintrell Hall?

No, he would merely pack up his things, order a footman to carry them down, and slip off in the night. Or early morning. Once just before luncheon, thinking of Moira for a good while as he sat in his carriage, rattling down the road to London. How long had she waited for him, luncheon going cold, thinking he had merely become engrossed in a book or went on a ride or was finishing a rack of billiards?

But not this time. Leaving Quintrell Hall without warning had made sense in the past; he had been returning to her. Rachel. His true home.

Besides, Timothy did not like saying goodbye. It always carried within it some hint that it could be the last time one ever spoke those words. Moira didn’t help, for tears often filled her eyes.

Walter was gone, but Moira seemed more…accustomed to it. He could think of no other word to describe the equilibrium she had found. Violet was being courted, to absolutely everyone’s surprise except Violet. But worst of all…

Timothy drew a deep breath as though that would give him the ability he needed to endure what must come.

Rachel. She did not trust him. He could see it in her eyes—or at least, he had seen it in her eyes, that first time he had seen her after the accident.

His wife. Timothy’s stomach lurched at the thought, an uncomfortable mixture of desire and pain. It had not mattered to him whether or not she recalled him, whether she knew him properly. Whether she knew him at all.

The worst memories, those he had been grateful had gone, had returned to her. His abandonment, or at least that was what she thought it was. How could he explain to her how wrong that was? How he had gone back for weeks, scouring where he had last seen her.

His fingers gripped the pillow. He had made her fall in love with him once in France. He had managed to make her fall in love with him again at Quintrell Hall. He wasn’t sure whether he could do it a third time.

Timothy’s heartstrings tightened at the mere whisper of a thought that he may not manage it. That Rachel could walk away from him, heart untouched, soul unbound to him.

There were unusual circumstances, plenty of them. Timothy heard the most bizarre things every day, read about them in the newspapers. But then there was their unusual experience. Surely no one had ever endured this—to lose his wife, only to gain her for a brief summer, just to lose her again.

Timothy swallowed, his mouth dry. No, he was alone.

Within the week he would be in France and discover just what had occurred in the almost year since he had left.

No point planning, he told himself bracingly. No point hoping. No point in wondering whether Rachel would miss him.

“Your wife, Timmy!” Moira scolded yesterday, as only a sister could. “Your wife!”

Timothy had sighed as they sat drinking port over the dining table. “My wife.”

Moira had evidently expected more than that. “Your wife!”

“Yes!” he had replied tersely. “Not that she would own that, for is still Miss Herriot.”

It had been painful to realize it, but Timothy was no fool.

They would need to remarry in England to prove to everyone they were truly wed. But would Rachel…

Perfect strangers. Timothy had to laugh dryly, even if it pained him. His laughter echoed in the newly emptied bedchamber. More than a stranger. Was there a word for someone who was once closer to you than you could imagine and now no longer trusted you?

She would build a life here, Timothy was sure. A life without him.

“You have to be patient with her,” Violet had told him sternly when the accident had first occurred, and it had become clear to the household that Rachel had lost all recollection of her time at Quintrell Hall. “She’s undergone a great ordeal.”

Wise words from the little woman, but Timothy could not wait forever. He had requested access to her rooms several times—at first polite, servile, then passionate and loving, then at last demanding and outraged.

It had made no difference. Rachel did not wish to see him, therefore, he would not be given admittance.

She was quite within her right to do it, of course. Rachel. For all she was convinced, he was a terrible man.

She had called him “that man” apparently. One day when Moira and Violet had gone in, he had waited outside her door, just desperate to hear the sound of her voice.

“Is that man still out there?” he had heard Rachel ask.

That man. The phrase cut him to the core in a way no insult had. He had slunk away, deflated. That Rachel could say such a thing…he had thought she would love him forever, as he would always love her. But forever wasn’t very long when one kept forgetting the past.

A prickle of pain, joy, something in between, curled around his heart. Timothy rose, unable to stay still any longer, moving to the windowsill to look out over the garden.

It did not help. All he could think of now was their wild lovemaking under the stars in the sunken garden, a corner of which he could just make out from here.

“I love you,” he had whispered the day they had wed over a year ago.

And Rachel had smiled with shining eyes and said, “And I love you. Forever.”

Pain—but this time it was more insistent. Physical.

Timothy looked at his hands. So tightly had he been clenching his fists, he had drawn blood with his nails. He brushed his palm on his breeches and saw, to his dissatisfaction, the streak of blood across the fawn material.

Damn and blast it. He should go. Every moment spent here was another lesson in agony. He would not do this to himself. Tormenting himself by staying was no longer an option.

Striding across the room suddenly, as though he had been given marching orders, Timothy snapped his trunk shut and fumbled to close the clasps. The buckles strained against the heft of the trunk, but he was able to close it.

Atop the console table by the door was a letter. Timothy placed it in his pocket. He would leave it by the front door with the rest of the post for Moira. She would find it there.

Whether she would be angry, or upset, or both—or perhaps something more—Timothy was not sure. Whatever the emotions, he would not be here to see them.

Moira would forgive him in time, he was sure. Sisters were like that—somehow unable to hold a grudge longer than a week, something he had discovered when much younger and since, shamefully, used to his advantage.

By the next time he came to visit—if he made it out of France, of course. There was always a chance that he would never see the shores of Dover again. Always a possibility that his commitment to the cause of England would one day be absolute…

As he entered the hall, he did not immediately notice the woman who was standing nearby.

She did not look at him, however, so Timothy thought he could be forgiven his rudeness. It was only as he placed his trunk by the front door that he straightened up and saw the woman peering at a painting hanging further down the hall.

She was about Moira’s age; handsome, in that way a pretty girl becomes a handsome woman. Though silver streaked her hair and a few lines creased around her eyes as she looked carefully at the landscape, she was rather magnificent.

“My sister is out visiting today,” said Timothy. “I am afraid you will have to come back another time.”

Precisely why he had timed his exit thus. Moira had gone, and soon, so would he.

The woman turned to him. “Mr. Astor. It was you I came to see, not your sister.”

Someone here to see him—moreover, a lady? For, that she was a lady could be in no doubt. No mere miss wore a gown of that splendid muslin.

“Me?” he repeated blankly.

Was that a hint of amusement on the lady’s face? “You, Mr. Astor.”

For a moment, Timothy wondered if she could be a spy herself. She certainly seemed very comfortable in her surroundings. She held his gaze with complete calm, something few women would ever deign to do.

“I believe you must have me mistaken for one of my cousins,” Timothy said smoothly. He didn’t have time for this—his carriage was waiting outside, and he wanted to be off. Before he changed his mind. “There are plenty of Astors in London whom I have no doubt you would want to see. I am afraid I am off.”

Turning away from the woman after bowing his head, Timothy reached for the bell—

“I think not,” came the woman’s brisk voice. “Mr. Timothy Astor, French spy? Or at least I should say, English spy against the French.”

Timothy froze. It was not possible. Turning slowly on the spot, he took in the smug-looking woman. Suddenly, with just a few strides, he closed the distance between them and grabbed her arm. She made no retort as he dragged her roughly across the hall and into the drawing room, no utterance of astonishment as he slammed the door behind them.

“How in God’s name do you know that?”

Without breaking her smile, the woman pulled her arm free. “Really, Mr. Astor,” she said calmly. “There is no need to take it like that.”

Blood was raging through Timothy’s veins, and he did not care if he was rude, he did not care if he spoke roughly to this complete stranger. Who was she? What did she know? Did that knowledge put either himself or—and his stomach dropped at this—or Rachel in danger?

“By thunder, there is,” he said in a growl. “Answer my question.”

The woman did not appear affronted at his harsh way of speaking. Quite to the contrary, she seemed almost to expect it.

“Really, Mr. Astor, you must think me incredibly dull,” she said lightly, pulling off her gloves as though she intended to stay. “You think I have not worked it out after seeing Miss Herriot go back and forth to France? I am known for my intelligence, true, but I do not believe it takes a genius to see the truth beneath the lies.”

Timothy stared. She was speaking nonsense. No one could possibly have guessed—they would have to have an intimate knowledge of Rachel’s movements, and…

Dawning, slow, vague, and embarrassing, started to appear in his mind.

“Ah,” he said rather helplessly. “Miss Clarke.”

The proprietress of the Governess Bureau inclined her head. “The very same.”

Timothy drooped. There they had been, congratulating themselves month in and month out about their usage of the Governess Bureau.

“The perfect cover!” Rachel had called it. “For who would guess that a mere lowly governess could be keeping state secrets?”

Miss Clarke, it turned out.

Timothy took a closer look. She was handsome, but in that tired, world-weary way Moira often had. Her eyes were piercing, with rather more intelligence than in most men.

Most men combined.

“Now,” said Miss Clarke briskly. “How is my governess?”

Timothy could do nothing but sink into the chair beneath him. This was all too much, as though Moira and Rachel weren’t two worlds colliding. Now Miss Clarke was here?

“My governess, Mr. Astor.”

Of course. Moira wrote to the Governess Bureau. What else did she know?

He should have thought of that. He should have asked Moira to wait a few days before sending the letter—dress it up in concern over sending accurate details once they had a little more time to see how Rachel recovered.

He should have departed the moment he realized Rachel would never love him again.

“Mr. Astor?”

“I-I believe Rachel—I believe Miss Herriot is improving,” amended Timothy hastily, hardly aware of what he was saying.

Miss Herriot. Yes, that was what she would be from now on. For the rest of his life.

Miss Clarke frowned as she took a seat without asking to be invited to do so. “And does she know who she is?”

Timothy shrugged. He was the last person to answer that question. “Mostly. I think.”

The frown opposite him deepened. “You think?”

There was nothing like the feeling of helplessness when faced with an intelligent and badgering woman, Timothy had always thought. It was why he had never given matrimony a consideration until…until he had met Rachel. This interrogation was the last thing he needed.

Rachel had told him about Miss Clarke. Her description hardly matched the vision of stern womanhood before him. There were few people who could glare, really glare at an Astor. Lady Romeril was one. Any member of the Royal Family.

Now he would have to add Miss Clarke to that list.

A wry thought trickled through his mind and made him smile. Dear, God, if Miss Clarke ever tired of the governessing world and decided to become a spy…

Formidable indeed.

“Mr. Astor, I instruct you to think again,” Miss Clarke said curtly.

“She won’t permit me into her room. How am I supposed to know how she is doing?” snapped Timothy, pushed behind his admittedly thin endurance. “She thinks I abandoned her in France!”

“And did you?”

Fire sparked in his bones. “Absolutely not! I went back for her, and she wasn’t there, and I spent days looking for her, weeks, but couldn’t find her! You think I would just leave her there?” The words spilled from his mouth untamed, uncensored. He would never have spoken this way, but he was exhausted, emotions wrung to their very core. “I-I thought she had died. I thought she had been taken hostage and was dead. I mourned her!”

Only then did Timothy realize he had been shouting. Thank God Moira and Violet were out visiting the neighbors. A wedding soon between the house of Quintrell and the house of Bamford, if he was any judge.

Though he had most rudely shouted, Miss Clarke did not appear offended. She was examining him most closely. “I suppose you know the rules of my Bureau?”

Timothy couldn’t help but laugh. “Your Bureau is famous for its rules.”

Miss Clarke sniffed. “You must have an impeccable record. You must bring a special skill to the table. You must never fall in love. I suppose you have heard that over the last few years, many of my governesses have married their masters or family members. Scandals, every time. Even you, spending most of your time in France, you must have heard.”

Timothy nodded. “I am surprised the Bureau is still running.”

It was cruel, perhaps, but Miss Clarke snorted, shaking her head as though he was the hundredth person to suggest that. “We won’t be much longer,” she said darkly, “if I do what I am about to do.”

Timothy was not precisely in his right mind as he snapped, “What are you going to do? Harass me for not taking care of your precious governess? For I tell you now, Miss Clarke, Rachel is a thousand times more precious to me than she could ever be to you!”

She waved away his words. “I have never done this before, ’tis against all the rules, the rules I myself have set but…you should marry Rachel.”

Timothy stared. He could not have heard those words correctly. Surely not. Marry Rachel? Miss Clarke thought he should—no, he had misheard. “I-I beg your pardon?”

Miss Clarke sighed heavily and moved her gloves to her other hand distractedly. “Marry Rachel. You heard what I said.”

It was fortunate perhaps that she did not know the whole truth, Timothy mused. In one country at least, they were already married.

But all the fight had gone out of him now. He could not fight what fate had dealt him.

“She fell in love with me once,” he said listlessly. “I thought—I hoped I had managed it a second time, but a third? No, Miss Clarke. I am afraid I do not believe that is possible.”

“Men are so useless,” Miss Clarke said with a heavy sigh.

Before Timothy could even think about arguing with her, she placed her reticule on her knee. Reams of paper flowed from it. Gathering them together, she thrust them at Timothy.

“Read these,” she instructed.

Timothy looked down. The papers were letters. He could see Violet’s name in them time and time again and occasionally his sister’s. They were in Rachel’s hand.

“These…these are governess reports,” he said foolishly. How many times had he seen Rachel write them? “They are for your eyes, not mine.”

Miss Clarke tutted. “Did I stutter? Read them!”

Uncomfortable reading another’s private correspondence, Timothy could not help but sift through them. In between remarks about the weather—always hot—and progress on Violet’s preparations to come out into Society—always positive—there were…

Mr. Astor is quite charming and makes me feel comfortable here.

I was thanked by Mr. Astor warmly. He puts me at my ease as I could not imagine.

Mr. Astor’s kindness in the matter was gratefully received, I can tell you.

And more, each letter containing more mentions of him.

I feel as though I know Mr. Astor of old, although that is impossible.

Trusting Mr. Astor’s judgment is easy. I wonder if he has advised me on this before.

I am sure I know Mr. Astor, Miss Clarke, and I would appreciate your help in understanding where I could have encountered him. A previous assignment, perhaps?

With each passing day, I am sure Mr. Astor and I have been great friends, and I will trust him now no matter the cost. It would take a great deal to make me forget him again.

Timothy swallowed. She had…she had been coming back to herself. Rachel had started remembering. Not in words, not in specific memories, but in emotions. The sense of trust and belonging had grown. She had found her way back to him—and she could do it again.

He looked at Miss Clarke with tears in his eyes. “Thank you.”

Miss Clarke gave him a thin smile. “There was once a time…well. I wish there had been someone there to encourage me to have faith, to trust in someone. My life…well. It could have been very different.”

It was such a strange remark from the owner of the Governess Bureau that Timothy was filled with curiosity, but he had no wish to pry.

Instead, he rose. “I must see her at once.”

Miss Clarke rose also. “You must see her in a few days.”

Timothy frowned, all eager excitement in his bones. “Why not now?”

“Timothy Astor, that woman has had a terrible fall!” Miss Clarke scolded as though he was five years old again. “Miss Herriot has suffered a terrible blow to the head, and you wish to rush in against her wishes and upset her?”

Timothy’s shoulders drooped. “Ah.”

“Ah indeed,” said Miss Clarke peevishly. “Wait. Be patient. She is a governess of unusual experience, and if you want to win her, truly win her, you will have to be patient.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three


September 26, 1815

The shawl was rough underneath her fingertips. Rachel did not recall when she had chosen this shawl. It certainly wasn’t hers, at least not to begin with.

“I am not sure whether this is a good idea,” she said aloud, as Violet fussed around her, pulling the shawl a little higher around her neck.

“Nonsense,” said Violet with all the confidence of her mother. “An evening stroll will do you good.”

They were standing in the hall, Mr. Evans, the butler, lighting candles in the sconces. Though not dark outside, it would be in an hour, and the poor man had enough candles in Quintrell Hall to light. Better to start now.

Rachel frowned. “I really would rather remain indoors.”

Where it’s safe. It was silly, really. When Rachel had first found herself in a strange place with a bandage on her head, she had, of course, stayed inside. She needed to recover.

When the bandage had been removed, but the memories did not return, the doctor had recommended she spend as much time as she could in rooms she knew, with people she knew.

So followed agonizingly awkward weeks with Mrs. Quintrell—Moira, Rachel corrected. And Violet. And sometimes lurking in the edges, saying nothing, Timothy.

Timothy. Her heart contracted. She would not think of him. Even if her feelings toward him were…confusing.

But she had not left the house. The garden, the lane, all that lay beyond the front door, were a mystery to her. She barely remembered them and had not visited them until now.

“What if I get lost?”

Violet tutted as she adjusted a hairpin that had become Loose in Rachel’s hair.

If the rumors were anything to go by, a proposal for Miss Violet Quintrell would be arriving any day from that gentleman but a few miles away.

He seemed like a nice chap. Rachel had seen him once, walking on the lawn with Violet, her mother and his mother walking about ten paces behind them with Timothy, respectfully giving the young couple as much space as could be expected.

Timothy had looked at the window then, and Rachel had taken a step back, her heart racing. Her feelings toward him were…strange. Passionate but confused. Deep, yet new.

A squeeze on her hand. Rachel blinked and saw Violet smiling gently.

“I honestly think you will feel much better for the stretch of your legs,” Violet said quietly. “You’ve been cooped up here too long, Rachel.”

Rachel nodded. She could hardly argue with that—she couldn’t remember the last time she had put boots on.

She looked down. The tips of her shoes were just peeking out from her long skirts. These boots fitted her, fitted her perfectly. They were nicely worn in but not by her. At least, not from what she remembered.

It was like a stranger had stepped into her life for a few months, just to keep it going, and now she was expected to take over and begin living again. But what had that stranger done?

“You need to become accustomed to the outdoors again,” said Violet briskly. “Besides, I think you’ll enjoy it. The garden isn’t entirely over, and there are some wonderful colors out there. Simply marvelous.”

Even Rachel could hear the falsely bright tones of her friend. She could not think of Violet as her charge; she had no memory of being her governess.

A wry smile crept across her face, though her heart was starting to flutter at the mere thought of going outside.

Why was that? Was being cooped up inside really so terrible? Why was there terror in leaving these safe walls and facing the outdoors again?

“I think,” she said dryly, “going outside is the easiest thing I will be accustomed to.”

Violet laughed, her voice echoing around the hall. “Oh, don’t talk such rot!”

“It is not rot!”

“Yes, it is,” said Violet confidently, offering Rachel a pair of gloves. These, at least, Rachel did recognize. She had purchased them in Lyon—or stolen them. She could not remember. “You managed to keep going last time, and this being the second time, I would think you are better practiced than anyone at picking yourself up and trying again.”

There was some truth to that, no matter how much Rachel did not like it. She had forgotten everything once, it seemed, and come here with little idea what she had done in life and no comprehension of what she had done in France.

And no memory of Timothy, that irksome little voice at the back of her head reminded her, as though she could forget that. Forget, remember. It all seemed rather similar now.

“Ready?”

Rachel swallowed. No, she wanted to say.

I’d rather be here, where a chance encounter with Timothy could occur.

The thought had flitted through her mind before she could do a thing about it.

She could not deny it. Her fascination with him was growing with every passing day. The Timothy she knew, had known for almost ten years, would have rushed forward, demanded her love, questioned her loyalty—or worse, simply disappeared into the night if she had not acquiesced to his version of events.

He was a proud man. A bold one. One she admired, loved almost as soon as meeting him.

But that man was gone. This Timothy was quiet, gentle. He hung back in conversations, waited for her to speak. Listened to her opinion and did not question it.

And none of those characteristics were new, except…

Except he had not demanded love, that little voice reminded her. And that was what she had expected. Love, or at the very least, the request of it.

She had expected him to propose they wed herein England at the earliest opportunity. That they leave his sister’s home and travel to his own.

Rachel shivered. And she wanted that. She did. It was all so strange.

“Rachel?”

“Yes, yes, I am quite well,” Rachel said to reassure Violet, who looked concerned. “It’s dusk. I should be going if I am to go at all.”

Violet nodded. “Good.”

Rachel’s gaze flickered over to the window by the front door. The stars were starting to appear even as the sun only just started to descend below the horizon.

“There’s a warm breeze out,” said Violet quietly.

Rachel nodded. “Good. Good. What are you going to do?”

Was that a tinge flushing Violet’s cheeks? “My mother wishes to talk about…well. Matrimony, that sort of thing. And her and father. And her hopes for me. It’s all very silly.”

Rachel squeezed Violet’s hand this time. “It does not sound silly at all—it sounds wonderful. Precisely what a mother and daughter should be talking about. Perhaps you’ll have an evening visitor. Bamford, perhaps.”

Her friend’s cheeks darkened. “Maybe.”

It was impossible not to laugh at that. “Oh, to be young again!”

“You’re not old!”

Rachel laughed again. “No, I suppose not. Older than you, however, yet not old enough not to smile at such suggestions. I suppose if I am about to rejoin the world again, really enter into it, there is no time—”

“Like the present,” Violet joined in.

“I suppose I shall have to stop saying that!”

“Not at all,” said Violet kindly. “It’s one of my favorite things about you. Now off with you. The doors won’t be locked for hours, so you spend as much time as you want. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

And out the door Rachel stepped…

Her footsteps crunched as she approached the lawn, then softened as she stepped onto the green verdure. There was not another person to be seen. In the gentle evening, birdsong rose above her from the trees.

How long would she be able to enjoy such a place? It was a painful thought, but not one she could ignore. As Rachel meandered slowly along the border around the house, she had to admit that Moira was particularly gracious in permitting her to stay this long. She had been her governess, true, and in a way, she was her sister-in-law…

Her family if she wished it.

Rachel swallowed, trying to ignore the remembrance of Timothy’s words.

“Rachel, I can explain. I…I went back for you. I looked everywhere, everywhere I thought you may have taken shelter. But you were gone.”

Tilting her head, Rachel looked at the stars. There they were, in all their sparkly glory, just as she remembered them. At least they would never change. Unyielding, marching across the heavens. Dependable. Reliable.

Unlike her. In the last fourteen or fifteen months, everything had changed.

She had married Timothy Astor. She had lost all memory of Timothy and her governessing days and her time in France. All those precious memories; it was difficult to imagine her life without them.

Yet, she had managed. She had continued, apparently, from what Moira and Rachel had told her. She had adapted.

And then the second accident. Even now, Rachel could not recall what had happened. She had pieced the story together from what Violet, always rather pale when she recounted her side, had told her—along with vague flashes of memory, more emotions than images.

Yet there were the stars. Rachel picked out the Seven Sisters, dancing their way across the heavens. They would always be the same. No matter what unusual experiences she managed to find, they would be there.

Footsteps.

Rachel’s instincts rose, twisting hastily to face her potential attacker, fingers pulling her shawl around her as though that would do anything to stop them, and—

Timothy appeared from around the corner. Timothy, his waistcoat buttons sparkling in the dying sunlight, his jacket open, cravat untied, handsome face smiling, yet with none of the confidence she knew of him.

Her stomach lurched. The love had not gone, then. She had wondered whether it would, after their strange story. His abandonment which was so unlike him; the way he had wooed her a second time; and now this.

What was he doing here? Violet had said, just days after her accident, that her uncle had been leaving—but here he was, every day the same.

And she loved him. No matter what Rachel thought, her feelings would not change. Her love for him would, it appeared, transverse all logic and a few memory losses.

But did he care for her? After leaving her in France, injured, alone, in the dark…

After finding her here, he had not told her the truth, had not revealed what they were to each other. True, he had apparently wooed her…

“Hello,” Rachel said stiffly.

She had not intended the word to be so cold. Timothy halted a few yards away, evidently able to see in her face and hear in her voice that she had no desire to be disturbed.

“Do not concern yourself, I…” Timothy swallowed. “I won’t talk to you for long. I just…I wanted to explain.”

“I don’t think you can explain,” Rachel began, her stomach twisting. She did not want him to explain; in that moment, explanations became somehow unnecessary. Unwanted.

How could she expect him to explain? How could the vagaries of life be explained?

“Well, I would like the chance to do so,” said Timothy, entirely misunderstanding her. “Will you permit me to walk with you, just for a few minutes?”

Rachel hesitated—not because she had no desire for him to walk with her, but because her emotions did not permit her a ready response.

Excitement, fear, nostalgia, desire—they all rushed within her untamed, tangled, inexpressible, and yet the only things she could feel.

What could Timothy say that would explain his betrayal? What did he wish to share with her that would make any difference to their time together?

Even if they could not reconcile, even if their paths diverged from this place on, she would always love him and only him. He had her heart, even if he had lost it once. No one else could ever take that place.

She nodded.

“Why don’t we…” Timothy looked around. “Yes, the Adonis bench, here. One of Moira’s foibles, throwing benches all over the place, but this one is comfortable. Here.”

He gestured with one hand, and Rachel walked forward, heart fluttering. Whatever he was going to say, she would at the very least listen and try to understand. Even if it hurt. Even if she could not understand precisely why he had done what he had done.

Feathering her skirts out around her, Rachel sat on the bench. He had been right; it was comfortable, the carefully carved wood supporting her back.

If only her nerves could be so supported.

Timothy flicked his tailcoats out and sat beside her. Not too close, but close enough to speak low, as he did. “I went back for you, Rachel.”

Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. No preamble then; straight to the topic at hand. His abandonment of her in France.

“When I realized you were not behind me, you…you cannot imagine the terror I felt in that moment. I searched—for days. Several weeks, actually.” A rueful smile covered Timothy’s face. “I was sure you were in the village, that you would have sought refuge there, and by God, I turned it inside out looking for you. I combed every hedgerow. I even forced my way into a few churches.”

Rachel listened, the words ringing in her ears—a ring of truth.

“No one had seen you,” Timothy said helplessly. “I could not understand. I was sure I had missed you, or…well. I believed you had died, actually. Been buried as a pauper in the church graveyard. I considered digging up a few of the fresher graves, but—”

“I never made it to the village.”

Rachel had not intended to speak. The words had just slipped out.

Timothy stared. “Never made it?”

She shook her head. “I…I was hiding in the barn, outside the village. The north side.”

His face was a picture of agony. “The barn? Dear God, I passed it so many times…”

Timothy’s voice trailed away as though unable to even countenance the thought. His eyes closed.

And it was then, not due to any clever words or persuasive expressions, that Rachel believed him. He had gone back for her. It was clear in his pain, the self-loathing that he had not even considered the barn.

Oh, that he had found her. How different things might have been, thought Rachel wretchedly. They would never have been apart—her memory perhaps never lost.

“What happened?”

Rachel swallowed. It was not an easy question to answer. “I reached the barn…it was raining. I was wet through, and I was certain you would find me, so I slept.” She saw from the corner of her eye Timothy’s hands clench in his lap. “When I awoke—it is hazy, you must remember, but I recall someone finding me, a man, wishing to…”

Timothy let out an expletive that he would certainly have never uttered if Moira or his niece were in earshot. He pulled from his pocket a stack of letters tied together with a ribbon Rachel vaguely recognized as one of her own, but he said nothing else.

“He didn’t…he didn’t hurt me. I struggled, and a farmhand came in and fought him off, and I—I must have fainted, for I can remember only darkness after that.” Rachel hesitated. It was all so long ago—it felt like a thousand years ago. Yet it was only a year or a little more. “When I awoke, I was in London—at least, that is what I have been told. The next thing I remember, I was here, at Quintrell Hall. Months later—almost a year later. I have no idea how I was able to escape France. I was so sure you…you would find me.”

It had taken all her self-control to prevent her voice from becoming harsh, but the pain of not being found was still raw. To her mind, it had been but last month.

Rachel forced herself to look at him. “Do you know what happened?”

Timothy had to cough to clear his throat before he spoke. “Only part of it. I think there will be parts we’ll never know. I don’t know how you got out of France, but you appeared in London months ago. No one knew you, but eventually, the Governess Bureau claimed you.”

She had to smile wryly at that. “I suppose Miss Clarke was pleased to see me.”

“She was.” There was real sincerity in his words. “You had been missing for months, and you couldn’t remember the previous ten years—”

“Violet said I could not remember the Governess Bureau or anything which had happened in France,” interrupted Rachel. “Or…or you.”

She shivered, though it was a balmy autumnal evening. The idea of losing that much of her memory! Of losing herself! How had she been able to do anything? How had she known who to trust?

“I must have been frightened,” she said, hardly aware of what she was saying.

Timothy shook his head. “I don’t think you know how to be frightened, Rachel.”

There was such devotion in his voice.

“I knew in that barn.”

They fell silent. The birdsong rang out above their heads as the sun continued to set.

“I…I want to trust you, Timothy,” Rachel said. She had to say the words; he had to know how she felt, how lost she was without him. “I want things to be back how they were but—it’s difficult. As far as I can recall, you did nothing for me.”

“It’s ironic, really,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Strange. After losing those ten years, you’ve now lost the time that I spent helping to bring you back to yourself. I know you cannot take my word for it, but…well. I thought these might help.”

The stack of papers in his hands were offered to her. Rachel took them, hardly knowing what they were. They were letters. Letters in her own hand.

“I…I wrote these,” she said slowly.

Timothy nodded. “Your words.”

Pulling apart the gentle bow in the ribbon, Rachel’s gaze flickered over the letters.

Mr. Astor is quite charming and makes me feel comfortable here.

I was thanked by Mr. Astor warmly. He puts me at my ease as I could not imagine.

Mr. Astor’s kindness in the matter was gratefully received, I can tell you.

She had fallen in love with him all over again. He had been patient and kind and loving, without any expectation of affection. It even appeared as though he had attempted to be aloof at the beginning to protect her.

“I…I don’t know if I know you,” Rachel said helplessly, her traitorous heart shouting that she adored him. “Each time I think I do, something happens!”

“You’ve fallen in love with me twice before,” said Timothy. “I’m willing to go again.”

Rachel laughed as she looked into his eyes. “You must be joking.”

“I never jest.”

“But—but Timothy, we’re spies, and I can’t remember what I was doing six months ago!” Rachel said desperately. It all seemed to roll toward an inevitable conclusion, and she loved him, but was it enough? “I can’t go back to that life!”

“I know,” said Timothy simply.

She waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. “So, what will we do?”

He reached out, his hands clasping her own. It was warm and disorientating and as though she had come home. “Darling, I’m an Astor. We don’t have to do anything.”

Rachel swallowed. “K-Kiss me.”

It was gentle and loving and reverential and belied deep passions lying under the surface. She closed her eyes, losing herself to the heady sensations of his lips on hers. Where they belonged.

When the kiss ended, Rachel could think of nothing to say but a rather breathless, “Timothy. Timothy, are we married here, in England?”

“I don’t know,” mused Timothy with a mischievous grin. “And I’m not sure I care.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


October 28, 1815

“Are you asleep?” a peevish voice asked beside him.

Timothy laughed, chuckles rippling through his back as he lay on the blanket looking at the stars. “You think I could ever fall asleep with you snoring beside me?”

A not so gentle shove pushed him off the blanket onto the slightly damp lawn of his London townhouse garden.

The stars came in and out of focus as he rolled, breathing in the sweetness of a garden putting itself to bed for the winter. So, too, did the figure of a woman lying on the blanket.

A woman with chestnut hair, a thick blanket over her, and a wide smile on her face.

Rachel. His heart contracted even at the mere thought of her after all these years. It was impossible to live without her—impossible to look at the world and envision it without her. One could not simply walk away from a decade of affection.

Besides, it was their wedding night.

Timothy crawled back over to the blanket as Rachel’s giggles filled the air. “Now, that was not very polite, was it?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Rachel, a teasing smile on her lips. “I thought it rather witty, myself.”

His swift kiss was returned with ardor, but Timothy managed to restrain himself as he lay beside her, turning back toward the stars. Their bright lights would be eclipsed by their lovemaking soon enough. They had all the time in the world now. Finally.

Rachel lifted her hand, her wedding band glinting in the light from the candles they had brought outside. “I will admit, I feel more like a wife this time.”

“This time?”

“Well, you know what I mean,” Rachel said happily, allowing her hand to fall and clasp Timothy’s. “I suppose this is our second wedding night.”

Timothy smiled. So it was. One wedding in France, a rushed, wild affair when death had been stalking them, and they finally decided to make their affections permanent.

Nothing could feel more permanent than his feelings. Even after all their unusual experiences, there was nothing that could break the tenderness he felt for her.

“Not that you can always remember our first,” he pointed out as a gentle gust of wind made the candles around them flicker.

Tilting his head, Timothy saw something fade across Rachel’s face—then it was gone as quickly as it had come. Perhaps now was not the time for merriment. Perhaps it was too soon, too early for them to jest about such things.

Still, it was true. Rachel’s memory was no longer a dependable thing. Whether from the illness and fever from her time in the French barn, or the riding accident, or both…

No one could tell. Not even the best doctors he could find in London, no matter how many guineas he poured into their laps.

Her memories would come and go, but enough of them remained, always, for her to know that she loved him and he her. That was all that mattered.

“Well, if I cannot remember the first one,” said Rachel finally, “then you will have to make this one worth my while.”

A shiver of anticipation rushed through Timothy’s body. Dear God, he wanted her.

“And what a wonderful wedding it was,” he said aloud.

Rachel sighed. Her hand enclasped in his felt perfect, as though she should have been there every step of his life. As though without her, there was nothing he could do—and with her, the world should tremble.

Yet it was he who was trembling.

“I was particularly grateful that your sister attended. After all the nonsense you put her through—”

“I put her through!”

“—I was relieved, to be honest, that she accepted our invitation,” continued Rachel stoically.

Timothy shook his head. “I will never understand how Moira puts up with me.”

“She will have to give me tips.”

“More likely that you should give Violet some,” he said easily. “Although I wouldn’t put it past Moira to wed again if the right sort of gentlemen should come along and make an offer she could not refuse. Though I think it will be Violet’s wedding we attend next.”

Rachel sighed again. “Well, they are all gone now. All those guests. How do you know so many people?”

“I don’t,” Timothy said firmly.

It had always been a jest of his mother’s whenever their father had hosted anything. Half the ton was invited because they knew the Astors, and the other half was invited in case they wished to know them in the future.

It used to drive her wild with preparations, and Moira had always vowed she would marry no Society gentleman. Perhaps that’s why Walter, a country squire, was so appealing.

When it had come to their own wedding day, Rachel had wished for something quiet, something genteel. Timothy had been in total agreement.

It was Moira, however, who had got her own way in the end.

“But you hated affairs like this!” Timothy had protested.

Those protests were glared down by his sister, several lists in her hands and a furrow across her brow. “I did not say I was not a hypocrite, Timmy. I said there are six additional seats I need to find, and I cannot conceive as yet where to place them! Now go and make yourself useful, and go and sit quietly somewhere.”

“How will that help?”

“Get out from under my feet, Timmy.”

Despite Moira’s vague proclamations that the wedding would be exhausting and absolutely impossible to achieve in the time she was given, the day had been rather wonderful.

Now they were alone. Husband and wife. Even the servants were given a week’s holiday.

For the next few days, it was just the two of them. Rachel and Timothy Astor.

“Look, Orion.” Rachel’s soft words disturbed his thoughts.

She was right, there was the man in the stars, his belt gleaming in the autumnal sky.

“You know,” he said conversationally, “during that time at Moira’s, you forgot some of your constellations.”

“Nonsense.”

“’Tis true, as I stand here—well, as I lie here!” said Timothy.

Rachel shook her head; he could feel the movement in the blanket. “I used the stars to navigate in France. How could I ever forget them?”

“I swear, on my honor!”

“Oh, you and your honor,” teased Rachel, nudging him with her elbow. “I have no reason to believe you have any honor left, you blaggard! You’ve used it all up to woo me over and over again!”

“Third time’s the charm!”

Timothy turned to look at her—his wife. She was facing him, too. A quick kiss, a moment of intense joy, and then he looked at her with a wide smile.

His wife. Love filled every inch of him.

He had managed it. Rachel would always be his, and most importantly, he would always be there to take care of her. The rush of protective love was so strong, Timothy hardly knew what to do with it. Part of him wanted to wrap her in cotton wool, place her inside a tower, and never let her leave.

The thought of anything else happening to her after she had endured so much…

It was unconscionable.

“You’re awfully quiet.”

Timothy swallowed and tried something Violet had recommended during those long weeks of convalescence. He tried direct honesty.

“I don’t know how to protect you,” he said quietly, squeezing Rachel’s hand. “And that frightens me.”

Why not be vulnerable with the woman who loved him?

“Did you ever consider that I was the one to protect you?”

Timothy’s heart, frozen in fear, immediately softened. “Rachel, I—”

She was in his arms, he did not know how, and he clung to her as he had never clung to her before, for she was everything. Rachel, the smell of her skin, the softness of her hair, the passion she poured from her lips…

The kiss was over far quicker than Timothy wanted. His hands had moved from her waist to her buttocks, so deliciously soft, and there was nothing he wanted to do more than fall into her, bring her to pleasure—but Rachel was looking at him rather sternly.

“What?” he said defensively. He really had to work on that.

Rachel smiled. “I have a few more questions.”

Timothy groaned. The woman could push him to the very limit of endurance. Here they were, all nestled in blankets in his—in their garden, after they had exchanged vows and rings in the house of God.

And she wanted to talk?

“Fine,” he said, regretfully pushing Rachel off him. There was no possibility of having a logical conversation with her like that.

Not unless the conversation was intended to go in one direction…

“Women like you,” Timothy said with a wry smile, lying back on the blanket, “are made of questions!”

Rachel’s laughter was a balm to his bruised nerves. “Of course! Timothy, I am a governess, and I was,” and here she dropped her voice, despite their solitude—one never knew who else was listening, “I was a spy. I always want to know more!”

Timothy could not argue with that. Arguing with Rachel was rather like swimming upstream. You could maintain your momentum and position in the water for a time, perhaps even a long time. But eventually, you would tire.

“Fine, go on then,” he said with a sigh. “May as well get all those questions out of you before anything else happens.”

“Violet,” Rachel said firmly, as though that was abundantly clear.

Timothy waited for the rest of the sentence, but none seemed forthcoming. “Yes? My niece. I have one. Just the one actually, which is a relief after all her nonsense—”

“Timothy! Did you have anything to do with introducing her to your sister’s neighbor?” Rachel asked with mock severity. “Far too coincidental, if you ask me, the two of them so close in age, so close in locale…”

Well, at least he could never claim that his life with Rachel would ever be boring.

“Dear, God, no,” he said cheerfully. “You think I’m a matchmaker? If anything, it’s your fault!”

Rachel blinked. “Me?”

“Well, you and Moira,” Timothy amended. “No, Violet and that whippersnapper were seated beside each other at a dinner my sister hosted. You were there, actually.”

“I was?”

Timothy nodded. They were going to have many conversations like this, he knew, and he would never tire of them. “You were seated by the younger gentleman’s father and a most boring man, though I say so myself.”

There was a low giggle from his companion.

Their laughter rang out around the garden, their own little paradise, as the stars moved in the heavens above them. This was all he wanted. Far more than he deserved, at any rate.

“Well, I shall be glad to have had a small part of it when I watch them wed.”

Timothy had to snort at that. The idea, as though women could merely snap their fingers, and weddings would erupt around them!

There was no sound from Rachel. He twisted his head to look at her, suddenly aware that she was far too quiet for anything so innocent. There was a knowing smile on her face.

Timothy’s stomach dropped. No—he was barely accustomed to the thought of Violet being out in Society, let alone being wed?

“No, I don’t believe it,” he said automatically, as though that would make it less true. “Not Violet—the girl is barely fifteen!”

“She is a little young, to be sure, but they may decide to be engaged for a year or so until the gentleman in question has his property established by his father,” said Rachel quietly, “but still…”

It would be a strange day indeed to sit in church and watch little Vi become a wife.

“I’m not sure if I’m ready for that.”

“Men never are,” said Rachel, her knowing smile becoming mischievous. “Do you think she will ask you to give her away?”

Dumbfounded did not entirely describe the sensation falling into Timothy’s stomach as her words registered in his mind. Him, give Violet away?

It would make sense, though it would never have occurred to him. He was her only male relative—oh, there was a cousin on the Quintrell side, but he was younger than Violet.

“What else have I missed from my stay at Quintrell Hall?”

Rachel’s question cut through his thoughts, and Timothy was immediately transported back to the moment he had pulled her into the servants’ corridor and kissed her so passionately, so possessively—the relief to find her, to find his wife had been so great, he had been unable to control himself.

“How dreadfully embarrassing—I mistook you for someone else, I’m dreadfully sorry.”

Timothy swallowed. Probably best if he didn’t mention that—he could hardly imagine she would be impressed by his rather hasty affections.

“Have I told you that you thrashed me in chess?” he said instead.

“Of course I did! You are terrible at chess, Timothy.”

“I was the one who taught you!”

“And the student quickly surpassed the master,” Rachel said with a grin.

Timothy sighed happily. He would never tire of this—the explanations, the revelations of their time together which they had forgotten. Perhaps one day, he would be telling her about this. The conversation on the blanket under the stars, as they discussed life and love and all the things she had missed.

Perhaps their love affair would be one long story, and he would happily tell it.

“Goodness me, that so much could happen in those intervening months!” Rachel said with a sigh. “I still do not know how I managed to convince Miss Clarke to accept me back into the Governess Bureau. I mean, at the time, I had no memory of ever joining it.”

The memory of Miss Clarke appearing at Quintrell Hall and dictating to him precisely what he needed to do to ensure Rachel’s affections—or at the very least, the chance to win her back—flashed through his mind.

He owed her a huge debt, one he was unsure he could ever repay. Without her genteel yet firm interference, he would have ruined everything. Disappeared, gone, leaving Rachel alone once more. What had he been thinking?

What a fool he had been. What a mistake he had almost made.

“I suppose there are a few things only Miss Clarke will be able to answer,” Timothy said slowly, “but there will be some things that we never know.”

She kissed his shoulder, and Timothy shivered with the anticipation of pleasure. Delightful though this conversation was, he would not be able to restrain himself for much longer. He would have her and have her soon. He had gone far too long without hearing her cry out in rapturous ecstasy.

“Rachel Astor,” he said quietly, turning to her and seeing a faint blush across her cheeks at the sound of her new name, “there is nothing I would like more than to be with you every day of your life, whether you remember me or not.”

And he meant it. Every word. Even if it would cause him pain in the future to see himself slowly erased from her mind. He would be there to watch it.

“I don’t deserve you.”

Timothy shook his head. “I am the fortunate one—I could make you fall in love with me a thousand times, and I still wouldn’t have earned you. You are everything, everything in the world to me.” She had to know; it was important that she knew just how precious she was. “I will never stop loving you or trying to deserve you.”

It was almost like another wedding, another set of vows—their third. So far.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” Rachel said softly.

Timothy sighed ruefully. “Eventually.”

Rachel’s smile was kind and loving. “Well, you know what they say—”

“If you say there is no time like the present, I will make you scream.”

A mischievous look appeared across Rachel’s face. “There’s no time—”

Timothy stopped her words with a kiss, warm and passionate and wildly in love with her. It deepened, Rachel welcoming him in not just with her arms, which moved around his neck, or the twist of her jaw to give him passage, but with her moan of pleasure.

“You know,” said Timothy, breaking the kiss despite his body crying out for relief, “we’re man and wife now. I can make you cry out in pleasure any way I want.”

“Out here?” asked Rachel, eyes slightly wide with surprise. “Where anyone can hear us? I dare you!”

He needed no further invitation. Rachel’s squeals of delight echoed around the garden as Timothy started to pull up her skirts.
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Epilogue


December 12, 1815

Rachel dropped into the chair absolutely exhausted, far too hot, and with a smile on her face. “No, I have said, no! I simply cannot dance a single step!”

“Nonsense,” beamed her husband, his own cheeks flushed at the exertion. “Come on, you used to race over fields and run along streets and—”

“And I was a fool then, and I refuse to be now,” said Rachel, pushing back a curl of hair escaping a hairpin. “I am not accustomed to this. I have lost all my stamina!”

“My darling wife, this is Almack’s!” said Timothy with mock severity. “I believe it has a rule that beautiful ladies must dance every single dance, which leaves you no choice!”

The rabble around them drowned out their voices. Everyone who was anyone was at Almack’s tonight, an absolute crush of people that made it a small miracle that they had found a chair.

Fanning herself with her gloved hands, Rachel wished desperately she could remove the thick silk. Still, her eyes were bright and her smile broad as she looked out at the scene before her.

Almack’s. People in the latest fashions, the gentlemen charming, and the women beautiful. Drinks flowed aplenty, and there were cheers emanating from a room where she had espied card games. From where she was seated, it appeared the balcony was packed with couples hoping for a private encounter and were, instead, making what looked like awkward small talk with other couples hunting for the same thing.

“You can’t really mean to sit this one out!”

Rachel smiled wearily. “I do indeed, and if you insist on dancing, you can find yourself another partner.”

Something tugged at her heart as she imagined it. Timothy dancing with another.

She had never considered herself a particularly envious or jealous person, but now she had her husband, his ring on her finger, it was a heady thought, having to share him.

“Honestly, I just need to rest for this one dance, and then I will have the energy to dance the next one,” Rachel promised.

The lady seated beside her fortuitously rose after being invited to dance by a blushing young man, and Timothy took advantage of the gap and sat beside her.

“I should have known you would not have the stamina to dance every single dance,” he said in a low voice, his teasing breath warming Rachel’s neck in a most delightful way. “You are better suited to ducking into alleyways to meet with secret correspondents in France than this nonsense!”

Rachel laughed and replied in an undertone, “Yes, or teaching mathematics! Come now, Timothy, make yourself useful if we are not to dance this one—you may fetch me a glass of punch, and I will thank you for it.”

In what appeared to be an impetuous movement, Timothy did the unthinkable in public and kissed his wife on the cheek. Then he was gone, disappearing into the crowd in the general direction of the punch table.

Just when she thought she could not be happier, Timothy did something like that to make her feel even more fortunate.

He was everything she could ever have wanted. Passionate, brilliant, determined, and most importantly, in love with her. Just when she had thought she had lost him forever, that she was lost forever, he had come for her.

Admittedly, not in the way she had initially thought. It had been a complex courtship when one thought about it. They were together now and would be for the rest of their lives.

Her love for him knew no bounds, and his own ardor for her merely increased her own. She was honored to bear his name, to wear his ring. To be his wife.

While she waited for Timothy to return, Rachel looked lazily at the crowd. Most of the faces were unknown to her, and she amused herself for a moment in guessing the ranks of the conversationalists by the modes of dress or how quickly one acquiesced to the other.

She blinked. That was—wasn’t that Miss Anne Gilbert?

It was. At least the features were the same, and Rachel had always believed she would know Miss Gilbert anywhere.

But that couldn’t be right. This woman was absolutely dripping in diamonds: two diamond necklaces, a bracelet, and what appeared to be a few diamond pins in her hair. Moreover, she was dancing with someone Rachel did recognize—the Earl of Clarcton.

Their smiles whispered at something far more interesting than merely a governess and her master. Well, well, Rachel thought wryly. What had happened in her absence at the Governess Bureau?

That was the awkward thing about living in London. One had the misfortune of running into people with whom she had spent time during her convalescence upon returning from France. The fact that she had no memory of that time was rather inconvenient.

She was only now starting to catch up with the gossip from the Bureau, and some of it was very surprising. It was said by many that the Bureau’s reputation was suffering, and Rachel could see why. If Miss Gilbert was now the Countess of Clarcton, there would surely have been a great scandal—wasn’t he already married?

Miss Elizabeth Fletcher had a child, which made Rachel’s jaw drop when Miss Clarke mentioned it in passing within one of her letters, and it had taken a few questions delicately put to Moira to discover that she had married—and married a lord!

Rachel blinked. It couldn’t be. It was because she was thinking about governesses she knew, that was the reason she thought she saw—but no, it was Miss Clarke, here at Almack’s.

What on earth was she doing here?

She knew what the right thing to do was. The trouble was, she wasn’t going to do it.

It took until she was a few yards away from Miss Clarke to realize what was happening; Rachel saw it in the surprised expression in her eyes. Before she could say anything, turn away, or hastily start a conversation with someone else, Rachel had reached her.

“Miss Clarke.”

“Mrs. Astor,” the owner of the Governess Bureau said with a cold expression.

But Rachel was undaunted. She had to speak. “I wanted to thank you, Miss Clarke, for helping me get back on my feet when I returned to England and for accepting me back into the Bureau. You had no responsibility to do so and…well. I am grateful.”

If only she had not said all that in a rush. It was rather incomprehensible, but Rachel felt the weight of the words on her heart, which lightened as she had said them.

A debt like that could never be repaid, but an acknowledgment of it was a start.

“And for helping with Timothy,” Rachel added. “I don’t know what you said to him, but…thank you.”

In the hubbub of the room, she was not sure whether the older woman had heard her.

However, after a few heart-stopping moments, Miss Clarke nodded. “Yes. Well. It could end the Governess Bureau, of course, but that could not be helped. One more marriage and I believe the whole thing will close.”

Guilt rent at Rachel’s heart, but it was softened as her gaze caught sight of Timothy over the woman’s shoulder. How could she ever regret such a man?

“Still,” said Miss Clarke crisply, drawing Rachel’s attention, “if I believed in true love, I would say you have it.”

“In that case, it is my great pleasure and sadness to tell you that Timothy and I are married.”

Her smile was met by one far too knowing. “I know.”

“We actually…well…” Rachel said hesitantly. “We actually married in France a little while ago.”

That was something Miss Clarke did not know. “Ah,” said the Bureau proprietress quietly. “Well, in that case, there is only one thing I can do to try to save the Governess Bureau. It would be wild, and it would be a risk—but I think I don’t have any other choice.”

Miss Clarke had spoken quietly with no sadness in her voice, just a rather wistful expression. It was perfectly designed to elicit Rachel’s curiosity.

The Governess Bureau was in genuine trouble then—but Miss Clarke had a wild and radical plan to save it. What on earth could it possibly be?

“What will you do?”

A flush, only slight but still dramatic, appeared on Miss Clarke’s face. It was the first time Rachel had ever seen her show such emotion—at least, the first time she could remember, and that was not saying much.

“Never you mind,” said Miss Clarke curtly. “Go back to your husband, Mrs. Astor, and,” as a smile tweaked her lips, “be happy.”

The older woman inclined her head and turned and disappeared into the crowd.

Rachel remained where she stood. Guilt, ever so slight, tugged at her heart. Was it possible that her marriage to Timothy would really close the Governess Bureau? It was one of the rules, after all: no falling in love.

The trouble was, she had loved Timothy long before she had ever heard of the Governess Bureau. What was she to do? What would Miss Clarke do to save her precious—

“Never,” said a hearty voice, “do that again.”

Rachel turned to see Timothy behind her. “What, speak to Miss Clarke?”

Only then did she see the crease of concern across Timothy’s forehead, the fear in his eyes.

“No,” he said, offering her one of the punch glasses. “Don’t disappear on me like that! I returned to the seat only to find you were gone, and I couldn’t see you!”

Rachel started to laugh, but her mirth quickly died away as she saw the genuine fright on her husband’s face.

Kissing his nose and ignoring the startled gasps of those around them, she said, “No matter what happens, you must know I will always come back to you.”

The crease across Timothy’s forehead disappeared. “I suppose so. You know, I have a suggestion for our next trip.”

Rachel took a sip of her punch, then raised an eyebrow as she looked at her husband. “Trip? Or assignment?”

They had discussed returning to France, of course. Discussed it. The dangers, the excitement, the contribution they could make to the cause. Still, they had not entirely decided.

Timothy was grinning. “Do you want to know?”

Rachel shook her head wistfully. “It’s always an adventure with you, isn’t it?”

“Funny, I was about to say the same thing,” said her husband, draining his punch and placing it on a passing footman’s tray. “Now, will you dance with me or not, Mrs. Astor?”

This was one of the moments she hoped she would never forget, Rachel decided. Here, in Almack’s, surrounded by all these people—that didn’t matter.

What mattered was the man before her. The man who filled her with such joy, who made her feel so safe in a world that felt so dangerous. She was precisely back where she belonged, even if she had not known it at first.

Timothy Astor. The man who would always come back for her, no matter what.

“Why, of course, Mr. Astor,” she said, handing her half-drunk punch to a woman passing her who stared in confusion. “But only if you promise to dance with me every single day for the rest of my life.”

Timothy took her hand and squeezed it as they started toward the line of dancers. “By God, being married to you is an unusual experience!”

“Good,” said Rachel as she squeezed his hand back. “I hope it always will be. I hope I always remember just how precious these unusual experiences are. Forever.”
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