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    BACK OF THE BOOK 
 
      
 
      
 
    Married life was sheer torture for Jane. She never wanted a husband in the first place—especially, not so soon after the loss of her beloved parents. However, social norms in nineteenth century England dictated that a young, beautiful heiress needed to have a handsome, successful man by her side. That was the picture perfect depiction of 19th century England.   
 
    Hirsh has acted out many personas in her life, but the one of loyal, discreet servant was by far the toughest act she ever had to portray. It might’ve been easier had she not been head over heels in love with the tragic, young woman, who also happened to be her employer. For survival’s sake, she donned the cloak of discretion and submission, even though her very nature rebelled violently against the injustice playing out before her eyes.  
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    Coventry, 1825 
 
      
 
      
 
     Midhill Manor was the first large stone dwelling ever built in the prosperous sheep farming community of Coventry. Peter Graves, the first owner, thought the name his beautiful young bride had given their home too grand not to make it stand out. A fur trader, he had worked hard and survived many perilous trips to the colonies to amass a substantial fortune. With that, he built Midhill Manor, a double storey house of renown. Noblemen and ladies had dined in these halls, and that rich history had elevated the significance of the Graves name. So, when Jane Graves, great-great-great granddaughter of Peter Graves was born, she took her first steps in this very house. She had her first scraped knee on the step just outside the kitchen back door. She had sat through numerous dull social occasions in the opulent sunroom to appease her strict grandmother. Jane especially remembered the awkward moments in the same room when she had turned eighteen and the suitors came calling. Even then, the house still held its charm for her. She loved everything about it, even that little loose board in front of her bedroom that had heralded her mother arriving when the older woman came to check in on her late at night. 
 
    It creaked now. 
 
    The sound made her body go rigid. 
 
    The door to her room opened and closed. Jane lay still, her head turned away from the door and her heart thundering in her chest. The bed dipped and the scent of cigars and brandy assailed her nostrils. A hand on her hip flipped her over on her back and she kept her eyes closed tightly as a tall, slender body slid over hers. She blocked out what followed. Lucky for her it never lasted very long. He left just as quickly. Jane rose and, pouring water into the basin, washed up. She used copious amounts of rose water to remove his scent, changed the linen, and went to sit before the fire. The thought of remaining in bed made her nauseous. He wouldn’t be back again tonight. 
 
    Her husband. 
 
    Amongst the suitors who came calling was the handsome Corporal Richard Egerton. He had it all; looks and a thriving career in Her Majesty’s Royal Army. The women adored the handsome soldier, but he seemingly wanted only her. 
 
    And he got her. 
 
    Thanks to her Aunt Portia. 
 
    Since then, the house she had loved so much from the time she was a child, had become her gilded cage. Richard quickly showed his true colours after the wedding. She was not allowed to leave the Estate and unexpected visits were prohibited. Visitors to Midhill Manor had to tender their requests at least two weeks in advance. That way he had time to get the cook to care for her injuries before anyone saw them. 
 
    Three years of unceasing abuse had left her silent and withdrawn. Her two cousins stopped coming around when Richard kept making up excuses for them to see her. The only access she had to the outside world was the letters she received from them and the few friends who stuck around. Richard censored her replies, but Jane didn’t care too much about that. It was enough for her to know that there were people out there who were happy. People who laughed, danced and had picnics.  She lived vicariously through every one of those letters. 
 
    Richard didn’t know that. 
 
    For if he did, he would’ve taken that away from her, too. Thus, she maintained a nonchalant attitude every time he brought her a letter. A log fell, shooting off tiny sparks and stirring her from her reverie. She moved to the bed and crawled under the fresh sheets. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet and dark as Hirsh made her rounds, banking the flames in fireplaces, blowing out the lanterns and locking doors and windows. She hated this part of the day. Sound travelled fast when the house was quiet and she didn’t always like what she heard. At least tonight, she was saved from those wretched noises. She quickly finished her tasks and pulled the back door closed behind her as she made the brief trip through the garden to her cottage. Behind her, she heard a door bang shut on the first floor and shook her head. She’d never understand these people with money. Whereas money would buy others some freedom, it seemed to have chained these people in loveless marriages and bitter lives. 
 
    She opened the door to the cottage to the sight of a cheery fire, the smell of a thick stew and fresh bread. Hirsh sighed with contentment. All that was missing at that moment was something that she could never have. However, she would not let that spoil her mood. She locked the door behind her and entered her bedroom to change from her uniform into simple trousers and a shirt. She inspected the uniform, relieved that it was spotless. Early this evening, she had helped the cook to move the pot with stew from the fire pit. Satisfied, she draped her uniform over a chair and made her way to the kitchen. She served herself from the stew and fresh bread and ate hungrily. Afterwards, she took a quick wash in the basin and crawled into bed. She had to be up by four tomorrow morning to open the house and begin her chores. 
 
    In the silence of the night and with no one around, she allowed herself to reminisce about the day. 
 
    And about her. 
 
    A woman so unattainable. Hirsh knew that whatever it was she felt for her would never come to anything. There were too many barriers between them, the biggest of them being that the woman in question wasn’t even aware of her presence. Not in the way she wished. Hirsh closed her eyes. She had tried for the past eighteen months to ignore her feelings for the woman, but they seem to grow stronger as the days passed. There was nothing she had to offer this woman. What did a thirty-five-year-old woman, who lived as a man, have to offer the richest woman in the district? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Maybe it was time for her to move on. Go see what was happening in the Americas. She punched the pillow a few times, assuaging her frustrations, and settled into sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     The garden was alive with sounds and smells. Crickets called out and frogs hummed a deep melody from the nearby fishpond. The aromatic scent of roses hung in the air, tying the nightly tableau together. Jane kicked off her shoes and burrowed her toes into the lawn. She did the same with her other foot and a tiny smile formed on her lips. This was the closest she came to freedom. She always waited until Richard had locked himself in his room and Hirsh, the manservant, had left, before she slipped out of her room. The window of Richard’s study looked out over the garden, and so she avoided the garden during the day. The thought of Richard watching her made her skin crawl. But at night, when everyone was gone, she loved the solitude the garden offered. The hem of her nightdress was getting wet, but she didn’t care. There were no rules in her midnight realm. Her smile grew wider as she ran, halting abruptly so she skidded over the slippery grass. She lost her footing and fell. The smile never left her face. She lay back and looked up at the sky. It was a black moon. The stars flickered merrily, making full use of their opportunity to shine in the moon's absence. She wished she were up there. She had been a moon once, a long time ago; when she was young and full of ideas of what her life would be like. Her smile dimmed. All she wanted now was to be free. She had her fill of love and marriage. She only wanted to be Ordinary Jane for now.  
 
    The wetness of the lawn was seeping into her nightdress, soaking her back. She rose and walked over to where her slippers lay. She didn’t want to stay out too late and rouse Richard’s suspicious. He would arrange for the doors to be locked. She entered the house and slipped up the stairs, avoiding the loose board. 
 
    Back in her bed, she sighed contently and it wasn’t long before sleep claimed her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cigar was strong, but fragrant. Richard took another puff and looked at the tobacconist. 
 
    “I’ll take a box.” 
 
    The man beamed. “Splendid choice, Corporal. That’ll be 8 shillings.” 
 
    Richard kept his face impassive as he acknowledged the price. It was steeper than he had thought. How was he going to explain the purchase to the executor of Jane’s investments? Peter Graves, the old goat, had been a sly one. He might be dead and his remains turned to dust, but he had made sure that his relations were well protected. He had instructed his solicitors to include a clause in the marriage contract of every one of his descendants to deter or expose gold-diggers. The clause stated that the solicitor would monitor the finances of the Graves’ descendants for the first five years of the marriage. Afterwards and only after the Graves’ descendant had expressed their satisfaction with the marriage, would the spouse assume control over the finances. Richard had not known about the clause beforehand and had been livid when notified about it after he had already asked for Jane’s hand in marriage. Had he withdrawn his proposal, he would’ve exposed himself as a gold-digger and would’ve harmed his career. He could still have access to the money, but his expenses were strictly monitored. 
 
    “Shall we wrap it for you, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” He had wanted to stop by the tailor after this for a new jacket, but he had already depleted his monthly expenses of fifty pounds and the month still had two weeks left. He paid for the cigars and left quickly. He didn’t want to go home. It was depressing at home. Jane’s mopping was driving him up the walls. How could he have misjudged the woman so? The first time he had seen her was at a picnic hosted by the Henshaws. The petite blonde with the large green eyes had immediately caught his attention. She was gorgeous and lively. The group that had surrounded her had laughed and joked with her and she had been quick to counter their teasing.  He had left that picnic completely smitten. The next time he saw her had been six months after the picnic. Jane had been different from their last meeting. She hadn’t laughed or smiled with him, but had sat quietly as her aunt had tried to engage him in conversation.  He understood that she had lost both her parents in a freak carriage accident four months prior and he had tried not to pressure her. But, when after six months of marriage she still remained indifferent to him, he had lost his patience. As her husband, he had every right to her body, and he had exercised his right that very evening. Jane had not even tried to fight him off. She simply laid there, looking away from him as he claimed her virginity. His ego, dented by her rejection, had infuriated him and before he could stop himself, he had lashed out. It had taken a month for the injuries to heal. The incident had filled Richard with bitter guilt and shame. He had sworn the housekeeper to silence. Still, Jane had shown no emotion. Except for when he hit her. She would cry out and since it was the only emotion she would show him, he continued to do it. 
 
    And he had not suffered a bout of regret or shame since that first time. 
 
    A horse neighed near him and Richard realised he had crossed the street while lost in thought. He nodded at the carriage driver, who had stopped in time to allow him to cross. He would stop by the Kitty Club for a spell. Rumour had it that three new girls had joined the dance troupe. If he was lucky, Martin, his friend, would be there already. Richard hated drinking alone. The club was bustling with people, mostly men, who came to satisfy their curiosity about the recent additions. He spotted Corporal Martin Snow at the bar, chatting with two dancers. Richard consulted his pocket watch. Maybe he’d stay overnight. Jane had her books and the servants. She wouldn’t even miss him. 
 
    He walked over to join his friend. Martin looked up and waved. 
 
    “Ladies, let me introduce you to my best friend, Corporal Richard Egerton. Richard, this is Daisy and Victoria.” 
 
    Richard grinned and sidled up to the blonde. Martin took out a banknote and handed it to one lady. “Could you ladies get us something ‘special’ while I talk to my friend here?” Richard watched them as they left, his eyes fixed on the full hips of the blonde. 
 
    “If I had a wife like yours at home, I wouldn’t be scavenging around here,” Martin said over the rim of his glass.  Richard pursed his lips. If only Martin knew what he had to do to attract his wife’s attention. 
 
    “You know what they say; every marriage needs a few secrets to keep it lively.” 
 
    Martin laughed. “You made that up, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. But it doesn’t mean it’s not true.” 
 
    Martin shrugged. “I still think you’re the luckiest man I know.” 
 
    Richard was beginning to lose interest in the idea of spending the night in town. Martin picked up on it, because he signalled the bartender and a glass of brandy appeared before him. 
 
    “No more talking about your wife.” They clinked glasses and Richard took a long sip. “Did you get your draft papers yet?” 
 
    “Draft papers? What are you talking about?” Before Martin could explain, the dancers returned and led them to a private room behind the bar. An opium pipe lay on a tray. Richard looked at Martin. When Martin had ordered something ‘special’, he had thought about absinth. Not this.   
 
    “Who’s going first?” Martin looked at Richard. “You look like you need to relax a little. Why don’t you do us the honours?” Martin held out the pipe to him. “Give it try. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to do it again.” 
 
    Richard reached for the pipe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane looked at the clock. Supper was about to be served and Richard was not home yet. She wasn’t going to wait for him. If he didn’t have the decency to send a note to notify her about his absence or delay, then he could eat alone. She glanced at Hirsh and was surprised to find him looking at her. He quickly averted his eyes. Jane shook off the discomfort. The servants were all aware of the state of her marriage and she had caught some of them looking at her with pity in their eyes. She hated when that happened. She may look like a victim, but she wasn’t one. Richard was the victim. A victim of his own darkness. 
 
    “You may serve supper.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” She couldn’t help but notice that he moved fast and quiet for someone so big. He was back again and placed a plate with roasted potatoes, pheasant breast and green beans before her. She nodded her thanks. The food was excellent and she found that she was actually hungry. She was sure it had something to do with Richard’s absence. She ate heartily and drank two glasses of wine with her supper. When she was done, Hirsh took away her plate and brought her dessert. The trifle tasted great, and Jane finished the whole portion. She rose afterwards, thanking Hirsh. She planned on taking a book to her room and read until she dozed off. Jane managed a few steps before she had to clutch the nearest piece of furniture for support. 
 
    She hiccupped and giggled. The six-foot four-inch frame of Hirsh suddenly filled her vision, and she had to look all the way up to his face. Her mouth fell open slightly. Had the man always been this attractive? His short, dark brown hair looked clean and soft. But his face was most fascinating. Strong and striking. Concerned hazel eyes with golden flecks in them studied her closely. Was he married? No one who looked like that could still be unattached. How did she not notice that about him? 
 
    “Mrs Egerton, are you feeling unwell?” 
 
    She smiled. “I don’t think so. And you?” 
 
    For a moment, Hirsh looked stunned before he smiled and Jane blinked. Her manservant was exceptionally good-looking and for the past eighteen months, she hadn’t noticed it. Not that it would’ve made a difference. She has had her fill of men. She never really wanted one to begin with. Yet, Hirsh Miller suddenly captivated her. 
 
    “I’m doing fine, ma’am. Could I assist you to your room?” 
 
    “I’m not going to my room.” 
 
    “I could still assist you wherever you want to go.” 
 
    She looked at him. He really looked worried about her. That was a first. Men had looked at her with many expressions in their eyes, but concern wasn’t one of them. Not even when her parents had died. The looks of pity, calculating greed and lust had turned her stomach. But Hirsh, maybe because she paid his wages, had reason to care about her wellbeing. Since that was the case, she would let him. “The library. I need a good book.” 
 
    He nodded and held out his arm. Jane looked at it with disdain. She didn’t need a man to support her… in any way. Her cool stare made him step back. Jane made her way to the library slowly, while Hirsh hovered near. She had almost toppled over a few times, but Hirsh was close enough to steady her with a hand that disappeared just as quickly. In the library, she consulted the catalogue she had painstakingly put together herself. She frowned at the romance section. Nothing with romance for her. Maybe an adventure. She felt adventurous tonight. She scanned the list of books and looked up. Again, she caught the man looking at her. This time he didn’t avert his eyes. 
 
    “Which one should I get you, ma’am?” 
 
    Jane pursed her lips, considering her choice for a moment. Yes, that’s the one! “The Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennox.” 
 
    He bowed and walked over to the floor to ceiling bookshelves. Jane watched him as he scanned the titles. She didn’t know much about Hirsh. Hadn’t even known that he could read. He was somehow related to their cook, Lizzy Peabody. A cousin’s boy, Lizzy had stated. The two looked nothing like each other. But Jane had seen them interact and had witnessed the deep affection between the two. With Richard in the house, she had learned to move about quietly, and it was on one of those quiet excursions that she caught Hirsh helping the aging cook in the kitchen; peeling potatoes, soaking dishes and dishing up. The man seemed unfazed that he was engaging in what was considered as women’s work. He was as comfortable in the kitchen as he was tending to the garden or fixing the carriage. It seemed there was more to the man than met the eye. 
 
    “Your book, ma’am.” 
 
    Jane realised she had been staring at him, but she refused to feel apologetic at having been caught. She took the book from him with a quiet ‘thank you’ and together they began the arduous journey up the stairs to her room. She kept her eye on the creaking floorboard as she walked towards her room with Hirsh trailing closely behind. As she sidestepped it, she waited to hear it creak under the weight of the servant. When she reached her door and the board had not creaked, she smiled to herself. Observant fellow! 
 
    “Thank you, Hirsh. I’ll be fine from here.” 
 
    He bowed. “Ma’am.”  He walked back the way they had come, dodging the board yet again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Hirsh quickly cleared the table, her heart beating painfully in her chest. It was rare that she got this close to the blonde and every time it happened; it left her emotionally wobbly. She found her aunt in the kitchen, busy storing the leftovers from supper. She stopped when she saw Hirsh. 
 
    “You look strange. What happened?” 
 
    Hirsh placed a kiss on the woman’s wrinkly cheek. “Just hungry. I skipped lunch again.” 
 
    A heavy frown came over the woman’s face. “You need to take better care of yourself, my child. I know you’re big and strong, but you’re still not fully recovered from…”  
 
    “I know, Aunt Lizzy. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “You better. Now let me soak these dishes while you lock up the house. It doesn’t look like Mr Egerton will be returning tonight.” She pushed Hirsh out of the kitchen. With a heavy heart, Hirsh looked up at the stairs. She didn’t like to go up there. Not at night. She hated the noises that came from Jane’s room when her husband was home. The sounds of a woman being raped and beaten were unmistakable. She had temporarily left that part of her life behind for the quietude of the countryside. Only it had followed her here. 
 
    “Hurry up, Hirsh.” 
 
    She glanced in the kitchen's direction and found her aunt shooing her on. She sighed as she climbed the stairs. Mr Egerton wasn’t here, so she’d make it quick. Close the windows and the drapes upstairs. Bank the fire in Mr Egerton’s room. That should not take her long, and then she could go home and relive the odd evening spent in the company of the woman she desired with every fibre of her being. She was leaving Mr Egerton’s room when she heard the soft thud. She froze. But only for a moment, before she rushed to Jane’s room. She listened for a moment and then knocked softly. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton? Are you all right in there, ma’am?” 
 
    There was a brief silence, and then she heard footsteps come to the door. The door opened to reveal the woman in her nightclothes. Hirsh swallowed nervously. The blonde hair was loose and cascaded down the slender shoulders. Hirsh fought hard not to see how far exactly it reached down her back. With the glow of the fire behind her, a soft halo surrounded Jane’s head, which made her look like an angel. 
 
    “I was trying to bank the fire.” The green eyes were wide and a little bleary from the wine. 
 
    “I’d be happy to do that for you, ma’am.” She noticed the blonde hesitate before she stepped back and allowed Hirsh to enter. Keeping her eyes focussed on the fireplace, Hirsh ignored the fact that room smelled fantastic. Crushed rose petals and all woman. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that Jane had followed her and was standing to the side. Hirsh quickly and expertly tended to the fire to heat the room. She stood and walked to the door. “Goodnight, ma’am.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Hirsh.” 
 
    She was breathless when she reached the downstairs. She completed a quick walkthrough of the ground floor before she moved to the kitchen. Lucky for her, Aunt Lizzy had already left and a small package with bread and cold meats waited on the table for her to take with for her supper. She wasn’t in the mood to lie to her aunt any more than she already had. She locked the kitchen door behind her and followed the winding garden trail to her cottage. After a quick supper of a cold pheasant breast and cheese sandwich, she dragged the large barrel bath in front of the fireplace and filled it from the enormous cauldron of water she had left warming over the fading coals earlier. She threw a few logs on the coals and tended to it until a cheery fire burned in the fireplace. After she had undressed, she sank into the warm water and laid back with a sigh as she closed her eyes. 
 
    The image of Mrs Jane Egerton swam into focus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard felt like crying. Why couldn’t he have this with Jane? The woman under him responded easily to his touch and his kisses. Why did Jane have to make him hurt her? Why couldn’t she allow herself to love him? To want him? The unexpected pain of a scratch to his face jarred him from his musings. He was shocked to find his hands clamped around the blonde’s throat. Her eyes were bulging and her lips had turned a sickly blue. She was clawing at his hands. Horrified, Richard quickly loosened his grip and rolled off from her. 
 
    “I’m… I… I’m sorry.” He reached for the sheet to cover his nakedness, but the girl didn’t seem to be bothered by hers. She made a dash for the door before he could say anything else. Richard looked at his hands. They were trembling. What had he done? This was a side of him he couldn’t afford to become public knowledge. To the world, he was a successful career soldier with a beautiful and loving wife at home. He didn’t frequent whorehouses nor did he brutalise prostitutes. He would be in big trouble if… 
 
    “What the hell, Richard!” Martin was half-dressed and his hair was mussed as he burst into the room. He closed the door behind him as he stepped further into the room. “Do you have any idea what this looks like?” 
 
    Richard closed his eyes, wishing he had time to get dressed. He already felt vulnerable as it was. “I don’t know what happened, Martin. Really, I just…” 
 
    “If this were to go public, you could be in a lot of trouble.” He combed his fingers through his hair. “People will start making assumptions.” His eyes were dark with concern. “They’ll scrutinise your life; your marriage.” He said the last with a slight edge in his voice. Richard was frozen with horror where he sat on the bed. If people cared to look closer at his marriage, they would not like what they found. He needed to assure Martin before his friend got it in his head to take a closer look himself. 
 
    “You need not worry about that. It was just an accident.” 
 
    Martin didn’t look totally convinced, but he nodded. “Good, because this is the kind of thing that can get you kicked out of the military.” 
 
    Icy dread settled in his chest as he stared at Martin. “I can’t… That can’t happen. I…” 
 
    “Then you need to make it right with Victoria. I told her you would find her once I’d spoken to you.” Martin walked over to the chair where Richard’s clothes sat, neatly folded, and threw them on the bed. “Get dressed. You need to get to Victoria before she decides to talk to anyone else. It told her to wait at the bar and talk to no one. Not even Daisy.” 
 
    Richard dressed in record time, unaware of the troubled look Martin directed at him as they left the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh sat up, wondering what had woken her. She got out of bed and walked over to the window. She peered into the darkness towards the main house. She was just about to leave, when she saw the shadow moving from the stables to the house. She glanced at the clock on a nearby cabinet. It was two in the morning. Who would skulk around at this hour? She dressed quickly and left her cottage. Just as she reached the backdoor leading to the kitchen, she saw a light going on in one of the upstairs bedrooms. She frowned. That was Jane’s room. She was still looking up at the window when she heard the sounds. There was no mistaking what was happening in the room. Soft, muffled cries followed the sound of a fist hitting flesh. Her eyes hardened when she heard cloth tearing and a soft protest. 
 
    More punches followed. 
 
    The protest stopped. 
 
    The creaking sound of bedsprings were loud in the silence of the early morning. Hirsh stood under the window, waiting and listening. She waited until the end; until the bedsprings quieted. Then she waited until the soft sobs ended. The clock read four when she returned to her cottage. She stirred the coals and started a new fire. All the while, deliberately keeping her thoughts blank. For if she had to think of what her beloved had endured tonight, she would enter the house, as stealthily as she was trained to do, and slit Richard Egerton’s throat from ear to ear. Instead, she made herself a strong, sweet tea and sat by the fire. It would be useless to go back to bed when she had to be up in less than an hour.   
 
    An hour and a half later, she was making her way up the stairs to open the windows on the first floor. It was as quiet as a tomb. Mr Egerton was sleeping off the part of the night that had kept him from home for most of the evening. The lady of the house would not be seen for the rest of the day. It was a common occurrence at Midhill Manor that Jane was indisposed after a late-night visit from her husband. Hirsh gritted her teeth as she completed her tasks. She carefully sidestepped the loose board in front of Jane’s room, but froze when the door creaked open behind her. 
 
    “I… I need your help.” 
 
    Hirsh turned on her heel. “Tell me what you need, ma’am.” The door opened wider and Hirsh wanted to cry at the sight. Both the blonde’s eyes were swollen shut, her face puffy and discoloured. She also noticed that the blonde’s nightdress was inside out. She must’ve dressed hurriedly after her ordeal. Knowing that the woman couldn’t see her, Hirsh gently touched her hand. 
 
    “I’m thirsty, but I…” The blonde lowered her head. 
 
    “I’ll help you, ma’am. Would it be acceptable if I come into the room with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” She stepped aside and almost tripped over her feet. Hirsh reached out to steady her and led her to the bed. She had been in the room so many times, but today, she felt that she couldn’t stand it. It felt cold and unfriendly as opposed to its usual warm, sweet-smelling interior. She filled a glass with water and brought it back to the bed and gently touched the rim of the glass to the blonde’s lips. She ground her teeth when the other woman drank thirstily from the glass. Jane was parched and not knowing how to get to the carafe of water, had suffered alone and in silence. She quickly looked away from the broken woman before her. “Thank you, Hirsh.” 
 
    She smiled tenderly. “No thanks needed, ma’am. Let me get a fire going while I’m here. Afterwards, I could send Mrs Peabody up to assist you, if you like.” She took the delicate hand in hers and led her to the other side of the bed. “Will you allow me to help you back into bed, ma’am? It will take a while before the room warms up.” 
 
    She started the fire, all too aware of the woman lying quietly in the enormous bed. When she left later, the blonde had fallen asleep. She looked peaceful, or at least a little more comfortable. If only she could do more for her beloved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tea wasn’t strong enough; the eggs too hard and the room too cold. Richard knew that it was his guilt that made him scream and rant like that. He was uncharacteristically ashamed of his behaviour this morning, but the frustration he had felt had needed an outlet. After his talk with Martin, he had gone to the bar to speak to Victoria. When he got there, the bar had closed and the blonde nowhere to be found. He had anxiously searched the surrounding taverns and inns for her. When he came up empty-handed, he decided to go home. The quiet tranquillity of the house at that hour had irritated him further, and he ended up in Jane’s bedroom. She had been sleeping so peacefully; the book she had been reading was resting on her chest. She awakened when he lit the lantern. First, there was confusion, then fear and finally, contempt. 
 
    The manservant entered and placed a fresh pot of tea before him. He returned soon after with a boiled egg. The large man didn’t look at Richard as he served him. Richard was getting used to the servants being distant and cool with him after every episode. It made him wonder sometimes if they would try to poison him for hurting their mistress. He gave the egg and the teapot a wary look. After his tirade this morning, maybe it would not be such a good idea to hang around. He could ride into town and see if he could track down Victoria.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh watched from the garden as Egerton rode past her and down the path that led to Coventry. Her grip on the handles of the shears was so tight she could feel it digging into her skin. In her previous life, a pig like Richard Egerton would find himself in a ditch somewhere, bleeding heavily from a gaping hole where his genitals used to be. She swallowed a few times to suppress the rage that boiled to the surface. As long as he wasn’t on the estate, Jane was safe. Now, if only he could have an accident on the road. Like being thrown from his horse and landing on his neck. 
 
    She reached for the tankard of iced water next to her and took a long drink. One day, that man would push her to do something terrible to him. But until that day came, she was going to stick to the promise she had made herself many years ago. She wouldn’t kill unless it was to protect her and her own. Unfortunately, no matter how much she willed it, Jane Egerton was not hers. Nor would she ever be while that vile creature still breathed. 
 
    “That is a thunderous expression, if ever I’ve seen one, child.” 
 
    Hirsh turned to find her mother’s cousin standing behind her. Aunt Lizzy was eager to take Hirsh in when she needed a place to recuperate from her unexpected brush with the Royal Navy off the coast of Spain eighteen months ago. She had needed somewhere to heal while she waited for the search to lose momentum. 
 
    Imagine her surprise when she arrived on the Estate and found that the newly wedded master of the manor was an army officer. It brought her immense pleasure to be hiding right under their noses with them, utterly clueless of her true identity. But the time to leave was almost upon her. She might not kill Richard, but there was no way she was leaving Jane with him, unprotected. If Jane wouldn’t come with her, then the only other option was to make sure that Richard Egerton left the Graves Estate. 
 
    “He’s not worth whatever fate you have planned for him in your head, my child,” Lizzy said and placed her hand on Hirsh’s shoulder. “It is almost time for you to leave. Don’t burn this bridge unless you won’t be returning here again.” 
 
    Hirsh nodded. Aunt Lizzy was right. As long as Jane was here, Hirsh doubted she could ever stay away. Anyway, there were a hundred ways to make sure a man like Richard Egerton didn’t come back here ever again.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    II 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jane stared at her reflection in the mirror. It had taken two weeks, but she was almost completely healed. There was a soft knock on the door and she called for the person to enter. She stiffened when Richard walked inside. He wore a suit and had his walking stick with him. He couldn’t meet her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be staying over in town for the next two days.” 
 
    She nodded. He looked at her and took a step closer, but she moved away from him. An unreadable emotion flashed in his eyes, but it disappeared just as quickly. 
 
    “I’ll be back on Sunday.” 
 
    Jane exhaled deeply when the door closed behind him. Two days free of Richard. She could eat and drink what she wanted and stay out late until the cold chased her inside. Suddenly filled with energy, she rushed through her morning routine. As she entered the dining room, she noticed that Hirsh was already setting a place for her. Her servants knew her too well. Usually, she wouldn’t come down for breakfast when Richard was home. His presence so early in the morning made her queasy. She took a seat at the table. Maybe she should ask the cook to prepare a picnic basket for lunch. She hadn’t been to the stream in a long time. Afterwards, she could pop in at the local schoolhouse. Her mother had started the small school for the tenants’ children, but it grew quickly and soon was taking in children from neighbouring estates. Before she got married, she had made it a point to visit weekly and play with the children. The visits became fewer because of Richard’s hard handling of her.  In the end, she stopped her visits all together because she couldn’t explain her absences to the children anymore. 
 
    Hirsh entered and placed a plate with eggs, ham and cheese in front of her. She looked at him and he smiled faintly. 
 
    “The cook thought you might appreciate the treat, ma’am,” he said warmly. 
 
    Jane smiled at him. After the gentleness he had shown her that morning, something had changed between them. She looked at him with fresh eyes now. It was new to her to find a man with such a vast capacity of gentleness. She had relived that moment many times over in the past two weeks. His large hand felt so strong and reassuring as he had led her to her bed and tucked her in. She couldn’t see him, but his clean scent had been comforting. He had made her feel safe. 
 
    “Please thank Lizzy for me.” She made a large dent in the food on her plate, well aware of Hirsh’s gaze on her. When she pushed the plate away, he removed it and returned quickly. 
 
    “Since the weather is so beautiful, Cook wanted to know if a picnic basket would interest you.” 
 
    She blinked at the man. It was as if the cook had read her mind. She smiled as she nodded. “That would be lovely. Thank you.” He turned to leave. “Hirsh?” 
 
    He spun on his heel. “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “I would also like to pay a visit to the schoolhouse this morning.” 
 
    He nodded. “I will have the carriage ready for you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” When she was alone, she grinned. It felt good to be pampered like this. She left the dining room and went upstairs to get ready for her trip to the schoolhouse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The theatre was closed for the day, and Richard was tempted to scream and kick the door, but knew such behaviour wouldn’t go down well with the highborn ladies and gentlemen passing by on the pavement. He surely didn’t drag himself out of the obscurity of poverty to throw it all away only because he couldn’t control his temper in public. A group of young ladies passed by him and he noticed a few of them throwing flirtatious glances at him. He preened under the attention. Richard was well-aware of his looks. He might not have been the most affluent of all of Jane’s suitors, but he knew he had cut quite a figure in his military uniform. That had made him stand out. He grimaced. That also seemed to have been the only victory he had scored with his beautiful wife. 
 
    “Corporal? Corporal Egerton, sir.” 
 
    Richard turned and saw, with some dread, Jeremiah Mortimer crossing the street. The man still looked spry for someone in his mid-forties, and it surprised Richard to find more than a few female gazes directed at the man. Rumour had it that Jeremiah used to be quite the ladies’ man back in the day. Still was, it would seem. The man came to stand before him. He was tall enough to meet Richard's level gaze. His steely grey eyes were sharp and assessing. 
 
    “Good day, sir.” 
 
    “Good day to you too, sir.” He looked around them. “I seem to have missed your visit to my office last month, Corporal.” 
 
    Richard pursed his lips. He was obliged by law to visit the man’s office at the end of every month, but he didn’t have to like it. 
 
    “Yes, it completely slipped my mind, what with the upcoming parade to commemorate the birthday of the queen and all.” 
 
    The man nodded slowly, an enigmatic look in his eyes. Richard knew that the man could see right through his lie. 
 
    “I understand, but this is the third time this year, Corporal. I would hate to report your breach to the relevant authorities and thus muddle up everything for you and Jane. It is a court-mandated directive that you submit your expense claims to my office in a timely manner.” 
 
    Richard smiled through the indignity that burnt a hole in his stomach. “I understand.” 
 
    Mortimer smiled, a cool tug of the lips. The man didn’t like him, and he wasn’t even trying to hide it. A family friend of the Graves, he was against Jane marrying him and had said so from the beginning. Had it not been for Jane’s aunt who found him ‘delightful and handsome’ to press the issue, he wouldn’t have gotten very far with Jane. 
 
    “Then I shall expect to hear from you at the end of this month. Failure to provide my office with the relevant documents will result in no more funds being made available to you as a penalty for the two months that you neglected to submit your claims. I will also apply for an extension of two more years to manage Jane’s financial affairs.” The man watched him closely for a moment, before he bowed his head. “I wish you a wonderful day ahead, Corporal Egerton.” 
 
    The man swaggered off, leaving Richard with a frozen smile on his face and murder on his mind. It took some effort for him to shake off his interaction with Mortimer and walk down the pavement towards Martin’s boarding house. He caught a flash of a blonde curly head across the street and blinked. Victoria! He hurriedly crossed the street. The blonde disappeared into a butcher’s shop. He quickly slipped in after her and came to an abrupt halt. There were at least six other people in the shop. He couldn’t drag the woman out of here, demanding to speak to her. Luckily, Victoria seemed to have a standing order, for she approached the counter and collected a package. When she turned and saw him, her eyes grew wide with alarm. She tugged nervously at the scarf around her neck. He held up his hands in a non-threatening gesture. 
 
    “Good morning, Victoria. Could I invite you for tea at the teahouse across the street?” When she hesitated, he looked around. “Please.” 
 
    She tightened her hold on the package and moved passed him to the door. Outside, she turned to face him. “What do you want with me?” she hissed. 
 
    “To apologise.” He looked around, noticing they were drawing unwanted attention. “Please, let me buy you a cup of tea.” It hadn’t been a good idea to leave things to cool off for two weeks before approaching the woman again. The dancer appeared even more distrustful of him now.  
 
    She shook her head vehemently. “I don’t want to be alone with you.” 
 
    Richard was losing his temper. The stupid woman wanted him to beg. “We won’t be alone. There will be lots of other people.” 
 
    Victoria gave him a frosty look. “Your esteemed peers, I take it. The ones you hope to impress?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure where this was going. “I promise you, all I want to do is to apologise to you for what happened.” 
 
    Victoria shook her head. “Keep it. I don’t want your apology.” She walked away and Richard remained rooted to the spot. What did she mean by that? Everyone wanted an apology. Everyone! And Jane, the small voice asked. Does that courtesy not extend to her?  Richard felt his anger churn inside him. Jane again? Since he had married that woman, he drifted between two extreme emotions. Anger and humiliation. He looked up and saw Victoria’s blonde curls disappear amongst the throng on the pavement. As he stood, looking after her, he felt eyes on him. He glanced across the street and found Jeremiah Mortimer staring at him, a pensive look on his face. 
 
    Now he’d done it. The shark smelled blood, and he would keep on circling Richard, chipping away at his sanity. He needed a drink. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The schoolhouse was painted in bright, cheery colours. Jane remembered her mother mixing the paints herself. Her mother remarked that the dreary dark and grey shades of life would soon enough encroach on the children’s lives, and that they should rejoice in the privilege of bright colours while they were still young and unencumbered. Jane yearned for her mother at that moment. Charlotte had been a wonderful woman and an exceptional mother. Motherhood wasn’t something Jane craved. There was nothing she feared more than conceiving with Richard. It terrified her that Richard's brutal nature would taint her son, if it was even possible. But she would not take the chance. That’s why every night before she went to bed, she inserted a sponge soaked in vinegar to stop his horrid seed from taking fruit in her womb. 
 
    She wanted her child to be born from love. Not a harsh, painful coupling that left her feeling raw and degraded. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton? Ma’am?” 
 
    She looked up. Hirsh stood outside with the carriage door held open for Jane. He looked alarmed, his hazel eyes filled with a mysterious emotion. Jane held out her hand and Hirsh helped her out of the carriage. When she stood next to him, he dwarfed her. She gave him a small smile and proceeded down the brightly painted cobblestoned path to the large stone structure. Depictions of flowers, smiling suns, and butterflies adorned the walls of the room that housed the children. She had been a teenager when she had helped her mother paint the school, and Jane would always treasure the memories of those carefree times. Not once during those three days it took to finish the project, when she and her parents had laughed together and chased each other with dripping paint brushes, had she thought a day would come that they would be taken from her. She stopped and quickly brushed at the tear that had slipped down her cheek. She felt Hirsh behind her. It was curious how she found his presence to be so non-intrusive. He waited, patiently. His compassionate silence offered much needed comfort.  When she had composed herself, she glanced over her shoulder at him. He was watching her intently. 
 
    “I’m fine now. For a moment there, I missed my mother.” She looked back at the schoolhouse. “We painted the building together.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She inhaled deeply. “No more tears for the rest of the day.” She marched up to the door and knocked. It opened to reveal a beautiful brunette with large, soulful dark eyes. Jane’s presence on the doorstep had startled her. 
 
    “Good morning, Ms Putter.” 
 
    “Mrs Egerton?” She swallowed as she blinked rapidly. “Please… please. Come in. Children, we have a special guest for today.” When Jane entered, she smiled as the children surged to their feet and rushed over to hug her. She stooped so she could hug each of them. The love given so freely brought tears to her eyes. When she freed herself from the students, Jane turned to Hirsh, who was holding a large basket that Lizzy had packed for the children. He brought it over to her, and she turned to the teacher to inform her about the basket ingredients. To her surprise, the woman’s eyes rested longingly on Hirsh. Oh! It would seem she had unwittingly stumbled upon a secret courtship? She noticed that Hirsh appeared unruffled by the attention as he placed the heavy basket on the teacher’s table. Ms Putter quickly composed herself and smiled at Jane. 
 
    “My cook thought since I was coming this way, we could clean out our biscuit and boiled sweets jars for the pupils.” She heard excited murmuring coming from behind her. “I trust you will make sure they all share in the bounty.” 
 
    “Certainly, ma’am. Thank you very much.” She turned to the children. “Mrs Egerton also brought you a wonderful surprise. Now, what shall we do to show our gratitude?” 
 
    The children’s hands shot up. “We could sing for her.” 
 
    Ms Putter smiled. “That’s an excellent idea.” Two boys brought chairs over and placed them in front of the teacher’s blackboard. Ms Putter turned to Jane. “If you and Mr Miller would take a seat right here, please. I’ll have you know that they are the best seats in the venue.” 
 
    Jane took the farthest seat, leaving the one closest to the teacher for Hirsh. It stunned her, however, when Hirsh ignored the seat and stepped around to stand guard next to her chair. She looked up to him and he nodded at her. She threw a surreptitious glance at the beautiful teacher. The woman looked dejected by Hirsh’s reaction and was trying her best to hide it behind a wide smile. Jane’s mood plummeted at witnessing that. Were all men only out to hurt and use women? She had thought Hirsh was different.  
 
    Apparently not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh immediately picked up on the change in Jane’s mood. What had started off as a wonderful day visiting the schoolhouse and then a picnic by the stream, had become suddenly clouded after their schoolhouse visit. Jane was also giving her stony stares when she dared to get too close to her. Thus, she stood a few metres away, looking on as Jane dined on the contents of the picnic box. 
 
    She had not been looking forward to visiting the schoolhouse, knowing she would bump into Emily. She had successfully avoided the woman for the past three months. What a disaster! Had it not been for Richard Egerton, five tankards of beer and the alluring scent of an aroused woman, she wouldn’t have been in this situation. Hirsh stood straighter when Jane rose and walked alongside the stream. Keeping her distance, she followed behind the blonde and tried not to make any noise to provoke the woman’s ire. After a few minutes, Jane stopped and hugging herself, looked out over the water as a family of ducks swam by. A trout startled the ducklings out of formation when it surfaced next to them, causing Jane to chuckle softly. Hirsh felt her insides melt at the sound. That soft laugh was worth a thousand visits to the schoolhouse. Jane turned and looked at her. Hirsh stopped breathing and lowered her gaze. 
 
    “Please come closer, Hirsh.” 
 
    Her head snapped up and Jane gestured for Hirsh to join her. She briskly made her way over to the blonde. Jane’s green eyes searched hers as Hirsh held the assessing gaze. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me here.” Hirsh nodded and turned to leave. “I know you didn’t want to be at the schoolhouse.” Hirsh turned back to face Jane. She had a peculiar look in her eyes. “For obvious reasons.” 
 
    Emily. Hirsh had been aware of the way the school teacher had looked at her. That was the reason she had stayed as far away from Emily Putter as she could. Their indiscretion had been just that. A careless encounter that had left Hirsh regretting her moment of weakness. Now, the one person she didn’t want to know about that was asking her about it. She clenched her jaw. If she didn’t answer, she neither admitted nor denied anything. Hirsh stood quietly, her gaze not wavering, and waited for Jane to make her next move. The younger woman gave a sad, brief smile. Hirsh knew then that Jane had decided about her. And she wasn’t sure she liked the thought of being placed in the same boat as that despicable husband of hers. 
 
    “Could you bring me my painting supplies, please? I think the pond looks beautiful from this angle.” 
 
    Hirsh nodded. “Ma’am.” It was with a heavy heart that she made her way to the carriage. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Martin opened the door, a wave of alcohol fumes and spent passion hit Richard in the face. A sense of envy immediately overcame him as he brushed past his friend and entered the small room. Martin looked like a man who had slept little the previous night. That was a common symptom of being young, single and handsome. Martin brushed a heap of clothing from the chair onto the floor. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have anything to offer you, my friend,” he said as he walked over to the washbasin to wash his face. Richard took the time to look around the room. This was what he had, but then he thought he needed a bit of pedigree to better his chances in Her Majesty’s army. Three years on, he was worse off than before. He had a wife who cringed at the very sight of him. He had money, more than anyone in the district, but he couldn’t spend it at will. To top it off, he was constantly on alert that someone would find out about his treatment of his wife. That could see him kicked out of the military and have his in-laws file dissolution papers. 
 
    “We need to drop in by the garrison to see if we’re listed to take part in the birthday parade of Her Majesty. If we’re in, we might make a few shillings for our trouble and get a free meal thrown into the mix.” Martin reached for a towel and dabbed at his face and neck. “How did it go with Victoria?” 
 
    That whore had put him in a black mood. “She refuses to talk to me.” 
 
    Martin’s froze, his face holding an alarmed expression. “What do you mean she doesn’t want to talk to you? It happened two weeks ago. Do mean to tell me you hadn’t spoken to her since that night?” 
 
    “Just what I said,” Richard snapped and walked over to the window. It overlooked the so-called downtown area, an area known for its whorehouses, drinking holes and risqué performing houses. Martin lived in extreme proximity to all his vices. Whores and alcohol. 
 
    “You need to make her talk to you, Richard.” 
 
    Martin sounded genuinely concerned now. As he should be. If Victoria whispered her secret to anyone with loose lips, it would destroy Richard. He would have to move back to impoverished rural village life to stay with his parents and work the fields with his brother. He shuddered at the mere thought of getting dirt under his nails. 
 
    “What more is there to do? She doesn’t want an apology.” 
 
    “Money? Did you try to offer her money?” 
 
    Richard frowned. He barely had enough money in the month to take care of himself. Where would he get the money to buy the whore’s silence? But if that mean that he need not revert to abject poverty, he was willing to forgo his drinking and whoring to silence Victoria. “No, I didn’t offer her money.” 
 
    Martin placed his hand on his shoulder. “Then do that. I doubt she could resist such an offer.” He walked over to the bed. “We should find her and get this settled before we go to the garrison.” 
 
    Richard felt a bit of hope spring to life inside him. That was why he counted Martin as his best mate. The man was loyal to a fault and had the ability to think on his feet. Now, all he hoped was that the whore agreed to an affordable sum. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The painting was coming along well. She had managed to capture the liquid stars made by the rays of the sun hitting the water at an angle to make it look like there were tiny sparkles floating just under the surface. It would seem that this was to be her best work ever. She stepped away from the easel and smiled. Yes, it was definitely her best work to date. 
 
    She turned to ask Hirsh for a drink, only to find to her surprise that the man had already moved her picnic basket closer to where she was painting. The blanket looked incredibly inviting spread under the shadow of the tree, so Jane deserted her painting to help herself to more of the food and a glass of spiced cider. Hirsh remained a few paces away. He appeared utterly relaxed with the breeze playing in his dark hair and his wide-legged pose, but Jane knew better. The man was conscious of Jane’s every move; even her shameless scrutiny of him right now. He had a manner of focusing on her and her needs that was strangely reassuring. He made her feel safe.  
 
    She hated to think of him being anything like Richard, but his callous treatment of Emily Putter spoke differently. She didn’t understand too much about the goings-on between a man and woman, but she knew that a woman wouldn’t look at a man like that unless they had been intimate. She took a sip of her wine, studying her manservant closely. Maybe comparing him to Richard had been rash of her. If he had been like Richard, the school mistress wouldn’t have looked at him like that. She would’ve ran screaming from the room. Not that it was much of a comfort, but she was lucky that Richard wasn’t a big man like Hirsh. She couldn’t imagine the kind of damage he would’ve done to her. 
 
    She glanced at the painting that stood in the sun and the thought of leaving the cool comfort of the blanket in the shade, made her hesitate. After the filling meal and the second glass of crisp cider, all she wanted to do was take a nap. She could resume painting afterwards. She stretched out on the blanket and allowed the chirping of the birds and the gentle splashing of the nearby stream to carry her off. She was unaware of Hirsh coming closer to sit a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The theatre was a dark, cavernous space when not in use. A burly man was sweeping the areas between the seats to clean up the waste of the previous night’s revelry. The barman was stocking his bar and cleaning glasses. On the stage, a group of dancers were going through a dance routine. Richard noticed that Victoria wasn’t amongst them. Daisy was, and she ran from the stage to give Martin an exuberant greeting to the delight of her friends. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Don’t tell me you haven’t had enough yet, Corporal Snow?” 
 
    Martin gave her an affectionate squeeze. “I’m fine for now, maybe later tonight I’ll come by for a private show?” 
 
    The brunette gave him a deep kiss. “That could be arranged. Now, I need to go back on stage. See you later.” 
 
    “Quickly, Daisy.” Martin pulled Daisy away from where Richard stood. “I’m looking for Victoria.” 
 
    “Why?” Daisy threw a disdainful look at Richard. “What does he want with her? Hasn’t he done enough already?” 
 
    Martin seemed to deflate at the realisation that Victoria had already told Daisy. “He wants to make things right with her.” 
 
    Daisy didn’t seem convinced.   
 
    “We need you up here, Daisy. Get your fanny over here now!” A fiery-looking redhead called from the stage. Daisy waved at the girl before she turned her attention back to Martin. 
 
    “Men like him are like a disease with no cure in sight, Martin. Unless you want to go down with him, you should find yourself a better sort to hang out with.” Richard looked away before anyone could see the rage on his face. She walked away, but turned before she took the stairs to the stage. “She’s in her room. Just don’t leave her alone with him.” Martin blew her a kiss and came over to him. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he apologised with a sheepish look. 
 
    “No need for an apology, Martin. Shall we?” 
 
    They took the stairs behind the stage that led to the private accommodations of the dancers. Richard still remembered which room was Victoria’s. Martin held up his hand when they came to a stop outside Victoria’s room and knocked. 
 
    “Victoria, are you in?” There was a moment of silence. “Come on now. I know you’re in there. Daisy told me you would be in.” 
 
    A key turned in the lock and the door swung open. Victory looked much as she had earlier, and her eyes narrowed at the sight of him. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “Wait a moment, Victoria, and listen. He’s here to make you an offer.” 
 
    “What kind of offer?” Victoria sneered. Richard could hear doors opening down the hallway. 
 
    “The kind that is best not discussed here in the hallway,” Martin replied. Victoria hesitated for a moment too long, and both Richard and Martin were becoming concerned that she would send them away. She finally stepped aside and they entered quickly. The room was neat and smelled fresh. A total contrast to Martin’s room. For a moment, Richard felt genuine regret at having let a woman like Victoria slip through his fingers. She was beautiful, responsive in bed and tidy. She would’ve made a great mistress. 
 
    “What is your offer?” 
 
    Richard stepped forward and she took a quick step back. “I want to say how sorry I am for what happened that night. I don’t know what came over me, but I accept full responsibility and want to make amends.” 
 
    Victoria was quiet for a moment, her eyes hard as they studied him. Then she scoffed. “You want to know what came over you?” Richard swallowed. “It was you. You are the enemy. The look in your eyes was one of absolute glee at the sight of my terror. You enjoyed it.” She shuddered. “Your poor wife…” 
 
    Richard had enough. “LEAVE MY WIFE OUT OF THIS!” Both Martin and Victoria jumped. He took a calming breath. “How much do you want?” 
 
    Victoria blinked and glanced at Martin, who was frowning at Richard. Maybe he shouldn’t have yelled at the woman, but by the gods, she knew exactly what made him tick. He lowered his gaze and sighed. When he looked up again, it was to find Victoria standing behind Richard. 
 
    “I don’t want this man in my room. I never want to see him around here again.” She gave Richard a venomous glare. “I will think about your offer and let Martin know. He will collect the money from you and bring it to me. As for you, I never want to see you again. If you come within a hundred paces of me, I will yell out your secret to anyone who cares to listen.” 
 
    Richard’s hands curled into fists before he turned and left the room. He would wait for the Martin at the tavern across the street. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh sat quietly chomping on a blade of grass as she listened to sound of Jane’s even breathing. She was tempted to look at the sleeping woman, but she knew that she wouldn’t like it if someone ogled her in her sleep. Jane trusted her enough to let her guard down around her. Gawking at her whilst asleep would be the ultimate betrayal. She had retrieved a sheet from the carriage earlier to cover the painting and soaked the brushes in case Jane wanted to continue with her painting after her nap. Looking around, she smiled. This was one of her favourite places on the estate. She liked to come here for a swim when it was too hot to sleep in the evenings. She would stretch out on her back and dream of bringing Jane here to make love to her on the soft, sweet-smelling grass. Hirsh grinned. At least some part of her daydream had come true. She was here at the stream with Jane, who was fast asleep on a picnic blanket under the shade of a tree. 
 
    That was more than enough for her right now. The sound of soft humming brought her to her feet. Someone was coming. She stood and frowned when she saw who it was. She hurried towards the person. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton is asleep. Please don’t wake her.” 
 
    Emily frowned. “And what were you doing while she was asleep? Or did the two of you…?” 
 
    Hirsh turned away from the woman. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with Emily and her irrational jealousy. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hirsh. Please, let’s talk.” Emily whispered loudly and Hirsh stopped. She really didn’t want to wake Jane. If allowing the woman to sleep uninterrupted meant she would have to talk to Emily, then she would do it. She retraced her steps back to the brunette. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “I wanted to apologise for how things ended between us.” The dark eyes filled with tears. “You won’t believe how often I wish I could turn back the time and stop myself from doing what I did. You were ignoring me and I thought your aunt, being a woman herself, would understand my dilemma. I shouldn’t have lied about being pregnant.” 
 
    Hirsh kept her face impassive. “But you did. Unfortunately, we can’t turn back the clock.” 
 
    Emily wiped at her wet cheeks. “I was angry and desperate.” 
 
    “That you were,” Hirsh agreed and threw a glance over at where Jane was still sleeping. They were far away from her not to disturb her and still close enough for Hirsh to come to the blonde’s rescue should she need her. When she returned her gaze to Emily, she sighed. The woman had a now-familiar look in her eyes. 
 
    “Is it her? Are you saving yourself for her, Hirsh?” The woman sneered at her. Hirsh only shook her head and cursed herself for every having laid a finger on the woman. Since their liaison, Emily had slept with several men on the estate, but none of them had stuck around long enough for a more permanent relationship. Smart chaps. Emily’s jealousy would turn anyone crazy. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it? You hoped that the fair lady would leave her husband for you.” She chuckled. “Or maybe you hope to step in as a replacement while her husband is whoring in town.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Emily.” Hirsh walked away. With no target for her vitriol, Emily had lingered for a few moments before she stomped off.  
 
    She dropped her head on her knees and closed her eyes. It had angered her beyond possible to hear Emily talking about Jane like that. Crude and disrespectful. It made her stomach turn. It also made her wonder when she had become prudish. Her friends would laugh their heads off if they hear about this.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane observed Hirsh through the slits of her eyes. He looked like he was about to be sick and she couldn’t blame him. Spending her time alone in a big house with her nemesis had heightened her senses, especially her hearing. On quiet nights, she could hear Richard moving around his room across the hallway in the evenings as he got ready to come to her room. It had become a survival technique for her. Another habit was her ability to sleep lightly. Thanks again to her loathsome husband. 
 
    She had been aware of Ms Putter’s approach long before Hirsh had stood to confront the woman. Their conversation had been enlightening and disturbing. As she overheard the woman’s accusations, she had silently begged Hirsh’s forgiveness in her heart. A man like him should not have to endure the abuse from such a woman. No wonder he had avoided her earlier at the schoolhouse. Speaking of which. She should place an advert in the newspaper for a new schoolmistress. After today, there was no way she could leave such a woman in charge of the small ones. First thing she would do when she got home, was to write a termination of services letter to Ms Emily Putter. She had to work a month’s notice as per her contract to allow them to find a suitable replacement. Jane’s attention returned to the man who sat quietly a few paces away, his head resting on his knees. Before she could stop herself, she called out to him. 
 
    “Hirsh?” 
 
    The dark head snapped up and Hirsh surged to his feet. “Ma’am?” 
 
    Jane sat up. “Are you unwell, Hirsh?” 
 
    “I’m fine, ma’am. Thank you.” 
 
    She studied him closely. His handsome face was impassive. She held out her hand for him to help her to her feet. She looked around her. By the location of the sun, she had been asleep for at least an hour.  
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to rest.” 
 
    He gave her a faint smile and nodded curtly. “It was a pleasure, ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh, Hirsh,” she said with a chuckle. “You even lie beautifully. I’m sure you were bored out of your mind.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled, but he remained silent. There were a few grey hairs mixed with the rich mahogany locks, which made him quite a few years older than her. Before she could engage him further in conversation, he had moved and was standing a few paces away. Jane walked over to her covered painting, grateful for his thoughtfulness. She knew now that he was unmarried and that was surprising. It made her wonder how much truth there was to Ms Putter’s words. Could her discreet servant be secretly in love with her? She glanced over at Hirsh. He wasn’t even looking at her, and his handsome face appeared as if carved from stone. As she regarded him, it struck Jane that she didn’t know much about the man. Except that there were unexplored depths to him, that she was sure should probably remain hidden.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    III 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
        
 
    Richard was nursing his second brandy when a sombre-looking Martin entered the tavern. He waved his friend over and watched the man weave his way through the tables to him. Richard couldn’t help but wonder what that stupid whore had told the man. As Martin took a seat, Richard gestured for the serving girl to bring him a new brandy. Martin looked troubled. 
 
    “And? How much does she want?” 
 
    Martin raked his hands over his face. “A drink, first.” When the brandy arrived before him, he tossed it down his throat and immediately ordered another. That worried Richard greatly. Martin was a happy-go-lucky fellow, and he loved sipping his drinks. Whatever his friend was working up the courage to tell him, would not be easy to hear. 
 
    “She wants a hundred pounds every month for as long as she lives here.” 
 
    Richard frowned and calmly took a sip from his drink. Inside, he was seething. A hundred pounds every month. Was the woman insane? There was no way he would pay her that. He was aware of Martin watching him, waiting. He finally sat back and met his friend’s gaze. 
 
    “I will not pay her that.” 
 
    Martin’s drink arrived, and he took a long sip. “It’s that or nothing, my friend. If you don’t pay her, she’ll spread the story until someone, maybe even the Garrison Captain, decides to investigate the rumour.” 
 
    “She’s trying to extort money from me. I could say the same about her.” 
 
    Martin shrugged. “You could, but what about the fact that you tried to kill her?” 
 
    Bitch! Maybe he should’ve just ended her miserable life that night. “It’s her word against mine.” 
 
    Martin's eyes filled with doubt. “She showed me the scars, Richard. Your nails cut into her as you strangled her. ” 
 
    He looked away. They were friends, but this was not a part of his life he wanted to discuss with Martin. What would Martin think of him if he knew that assaulting his wife was the only way he could get her to have sex with him? “It was an accident.” 
 
    “From what she told me and what I saw, it was more than an accident,” Martin pressed further. He reached for his drink and took a sip. “And Jane…” 
 
    “What about Jane?” Richard snapped. He didn’t want to give anyone an excuse to ride over to Midhill Manor to interview Jane. He wasn’t sure all the bruises from the last incident had faded completely. The only way he could stop this was if he got away from here. Tomorrow morning, he would sign up to another unit that was about to ship out. Maybe all this nonsense will have died down by the time he returned. 
 
    “How is Jane? Is she doing well?” 
 
    “Of course, she’s fine. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Martin’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Maybe because she’s been absent from public since your wedding. Add a few rumours of you brutalising women to the mix and there is no coming back for you from that.” 
 
    He had to admit that Martin made sense. He didn’t know how, but he must pay Victoria. Maybe if he spoke to Jane, she could put in a kind word for him with Jeremiah. He could get an extension on his fifty-pound monthly stipend. 
 
    “You can tell her I’ll make the payment.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
        
 
    Jane sealed the letter and rose from behind her writing desk. She walked into the kitchen and came to an abrupt halt. Instead of the petite form of Lizzy at the cooking fire, it was her hulking manservant. 
 
    “Hirsh?” 
 
    He spun around, his face shining from the heat of the fire and steam coming from the pot cooking over the hot coals. He quickly loosened the apron and came over to her. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “What happened to Lizzy?” 
 
    “She was feeling unwell. Doctor Pritchard is with her right now.” 
 
    “Oh no,” she murmured softly. Lizzy had been with them since Jane was a little girl. She placed the letter on the table and took the back entrance to the garden as a shortcut to Lizzy’s cottage. The doctor’s carriage was outside the cosy house. She knocked a few times and heard footsteps from inside. The aging features of the doctor appeared. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton. Good day to you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good day, doctor. I’m here to see Lizzy. Hirsh said she was feeling under the weather.” 
 
    The doctor stepped back to allow her entry and led the way to the small bedroom. Lizzy was in bed, propped up with pillows. She gave Jane a wan smile. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m so sorry, but I couldn’t drag myself out of bed this morning.” 
 
    Lizzy had been in bed since this morning? Then who made her breakfast? The picnic basket? Oh, and the children’s treats? Hirsh? Did Hirsh do all that, drive her around and stand guard while she slept in the shade? What an unexpected surprise. The food had been exceptional all day and from the aroma that came from the pot on the fire, dinner would be quite a treat, too. 
 
    “No worries about that. Hirsh took good care of me today. All I want is for you to get well soon.” 
 
    Lizzy grinned proudly. “I’m so happy to hear that. I taught him to cook at a young age when he and his mother stayed with me for a while.” 
 
    The doctor came over with a glass containing a milky concoction. “This will make you sleep like a baby. Come tomorrow you will be rested and raring to go.” He turned to Jane. “She was on the brink of utter exhaustion. A day’s bed rest should show a significant improvement. If by tomorrow, the dizziness still prevails, I would suggest she remain in bed and give it one more day of full rest.” 
 
    Jane nodded. “I will personally see that she only returns to work once fully rested, doctor.” 
 
    After a few more instructions, the doctor left and Jane took the chair next to Lizzy’s bed. The older woman gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m not sure what he made me drink, but I like it.” Jane playfully slapped the old woman’s hand and giggled. “To hear you giggle again, lightens my old heart tremendously.” 
 
    Jane looked away. She couldn’t remember when last she had giggled. Maybe that night she got tipsy and Hirsh had to shadow her all the way to her bedroom. Strange, how only her servants made her laugh nowadays. 
 
    “Why do you tolerate this, child?” Lizzy took Jane’s hand and squeezed it. “You have everything to offer and yet you remain with someone who fails to see your true worth.” 
 
    She had asked herself that same question many times over, and the answer had always been the same. She deserved it. No one wanted a woman who couldn’t please her husband. Richard was right. She was broken and people cast broken things aside. No one had the time or patience to repair them. She was lucky that he still gave her the time of day. As much as she despised him, he made sense. Not once since she had met him, had she felt any desire for him or any of her suitors. She had been damaged from the start. 
 
    “He’s the only one who wants me.” 
 
    Lizzy squeezed her hand hard. “That’s a lie. He’s telling you all these lies to keep you from questioning his behaviour.” 
 
    “But it’s true, Lizzy.” Her eyes welled up. “I’ve shown no interest in any of the men who came calling. My aunt told me I had to make a choice and quickly before all the men walked away and never came back.” 
 
    “Stupid cow!” Jane’s eyes grew as big as saucers. “Not you, my love. That aunt of yours. If your mother had been alive, she would have drowned Portia in the stream for forcing you to get married.” The language used shocked her a little, but it made Jane giggle at Lizzy's idea of what her mother would have done. “It’s true. We spoke a lot, your mother and I. She only wanted you to be happy. If being a spinster was what would make you happy, she would’ve wanted that for you.” Lizzy blinked rapidly. “This thing is making me sleepy.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should sleep.” 
 
    “But there is still so much I want to tell you.” 
 
    “Some other day, when you’re rested and back on your feet,” Jane insisted. 
 
    “When I’m back on my feet, then you are my employer and I won’t have the freedom to talk to you like we do now.” 
 
    Jane smiled. That was true. The only other times they spoke like this were when Jane was recuperating from the beatings and Lizzy would slip upstairs to sit with her. 
 
    “How about if I give you a one-day pass to talk to me freely like we are doing right now?” 
 
    “Give me a date.” 
 
    Jane shrugged. “How about on Sunday two weeks from now?” 
 
    “Fine.” She closed her eyes. When she spoke again her words slurred a bit. “Just do me one favour.”   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Be careful of Hirsh.” 
 
    Jane went cold. Hirsh? She swallowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Hirsh is dangerous…” A soft snore sounded and Jane almost screamed in frustration. She had wanted to hear everything. What made Hirsh so dangerous? Jane sighed and pulled the covers up to the old woman’s chin. She’d ask her tomorrow. She quietly left the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip to the garrison was a waste of time. They were both not selected for the parade, and there were no ship-outs of any units until autumn next year. That was seven months away. They decided to have lunch at a small nearby tavern. 
 
    “How long am I going to live on twenty pounds a month?” Martin lamented as he placed a few pence on the table to pay for his meal and drink. 
 
    “Maybe if you found a steady girl, you’d spend less money on whores. The drinks are much cheaper than the women,” Richard offered around a mouthful of pork and potatoes. 
 
    “That would mean sleeping with one woman every night.” Martin looked like he had bitten into something very unpleasant. “That won’t do for me.” 
 
    Richard smiled as he chewed his food. “Then don’t get married. Once the hype of the wedding is over, then that’s it. Everything fizzles out.” 
 
    They ate in silence. The tavern was loud and because of its proximity to the garrison, was a favourite of the soldiers. Richard focussed his attention on a group of young soldiers at a nearby table. One of them was trying hard to cajole a beautiful serving girl to sit in his lap, but the girl was firm in her refusal and the boys laughed it off as she walked away. Richard envied the men. Why couldn’t he do the same with Jane? When he realised that she wasn’t interested, why couldn’t he have just laughed it off and moved on? She wouldn’t have stopped him from seeking attention elsewhere. But his ego couldn’t handle the rejection. He had to show her he was man enough, and now she had broken him. Not the other way around. Richard doubted he would ever be with another woman without feeling the urge to punish her for his wife’s indifference. 
 
    “Was that what happened?” 
 
    He turned to Martin. “What?” 
 
    “Your marriage.” 
 
    Richard sighed and pushed the plate away from him. Why couldn’t Martin just let it go? “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Richard looked away. He abhorred pity. “It happens in every marriage. That’s why you find so many married men in brothels. It’s our home away from home.” 
 
    Martin grabbed his tankard. “In that case, let’s drink to me dying at sea and never falling victim to that affliction.” 
 
    “I could drink to that,” Richard said with a soft chuckle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door swung open and Hirsh grimaced inwardly. Emily’s face quickly switched from expectation to surprise. She peered around Hirsh to see if she was alone. Her whole demeanour changed, becoming more seductive. She studied Hirsh through hooded eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to come in?” 
 
    Hirsh shook her head. “I’m here to deliver a note from Mrs Egerton.” 
 
    Emily’s face immediately became closed off. She reached for the letter. “Do you know what it’s about?” 
 
    “No, but since I’ve delivered it, I should go. Goodnight.” 
 
    She was halfway up the drive leading to the manor house when she noticed that the light was on in Egerton’s room. Alarmed, she increased her pace, her heart beating wildly in her chest. Where was Jane? Was she safe? The questions poured through her mind as she entered the house through the kitchen. It was eerily silent, and Hirsh’s hands curled into fists. That was a bad sign. She moved to the foyer and looked up the stairs to the first floor. It was too quiet. She moved to the dining room and the sight that greeted her, made her growl under her breath. There was an overturned chair and broken glass shards on the floor. Hirsh shook with rage, but before she could move, the door to the study opened and the lanky form of Richard Egerton exited. Their eyes met and held for a moment, before Richard moved towards the stairs. Hirsh listened as he climbed the stairs, her eyes not straying from the library door. When she heard the man reach the landing, she briskly moved to the library. Jane stood at the window looking out into the darkness. Hirsh cleared her voice before she spoke; not wanting to startle the woman. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton?” 
 
    Jane didn’t turn to face her. “Yes.” 
 
    Hirsh found herself not knowing what to say next. She couldn’t ask the woman how she was doing. Servants didn’t do that. It was not their place to insert themselves in the lives of their employers. But Hirsh wanted to hear the woman express her state of mind. 
 
    “Are you well, ma’am?” 
 
    She could tell she had startled the woman, because she glanced at Hirsh. It was brief, but Hirsh had seen the glistening tears on her cheeks. It was, however, the look in the young woman’s eyes that troubled Hirsh. They were vacant; almost dead. 
 
    “Did you deliver the letter?” 
 
    “I did, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She lifted a hand to her face, but dropped it quickly. Not quick enough, though, for Hirsh had noted the heavy tremble in the delicate hand. She knew she was overstepping her boundaries, but she ached to be closer to the woman. 
 
    “Are you well, ma’am?” she asked again. This time Hirsh didn’t censor her tone and allowed the urgency to show. 
 
    Eyes, filled with a wealth of anguish, rose to meet hers. Hirsh saw the hesitation and allowed the woman to decide. Jane turned slowly from the window. “I fell and injured myself. Would you be able to help me up the stairs, please?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Hirsh restrained her rage and bloodlust as she approached the woman. “I might have to carry you, ma’am. Could you tell me where your injuries are so I do not aggravate them further?” 
 
    Jane quickly looked away and when she spoke, she sounded detached. Almost as if she was talking about someone else’s injuries. “My chest, stomach, and ankle.” 
 
    Hirsh nodded and stepped closer. The wince from Jane at Hirsh’s nearness didn’t go unnoticed by the tall woman. Gently, as if she was catching a falling sparrow chick out of the air, Hirsh lifted the woman in her arms. Jane kept her gaze fixed on her face as Hirsh carried her up the stairs. Keeping her expression schooled in a blank mask, she counted the steps to Jane’s room to hold her temper in check. When they reached the room, she gently placed the woman on the bed and walked over to the closet to remove her nightgown. Turning back to the bed, she found Jane looking at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “You… you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    Hirsh looked at the flimsy cloth in her hand. “There is no one else, ma’am, and I will not forgive myself if you were to endure an uncomfortable night because you had to sleep in your clothes.” She lay the nightgown out on the bed. “I’m sure that together we can find a way around impropriety to make you more comfortable, ma’am.” 
 
    Jane looked at the nightgown and back at Hirsh. She searched her eyes, and Hirsh could see the uncertainty and fear in the green gaze. 
 
    “I won’t hurt you, ma’am. Nor do I want to add to your discomfort,” Hirsh began, “but I can’t in good conscience leave you like this. So, please, I beg you to allow me to help you.” 
 
    A long silence followed in which they studied each other. Jane’s gaze was hooded, whereas Hirsh kept hers open. She almost sighed with relief when Jane finally acquiesced with a curt nod. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” 
 
    “I will undo all the ties, clasps and buttons. Then I’ll close my eyes and ask you to hold on to me as you remove the clothing. Will that help?” 
 
    Jane’s lower lip was trembling noticeably as she stood. “Yes.” 
 
    At that moment, Hirsh wanted nothing more than to comfort the frightened woman, instead she nodded. She held her hands up, drawing Jane’s gaze. It would help assuage the woman’s fright to know where Hirsh’s hands were at all times. With deft skill and as fast as she could, Hirsh undid the hooks at the back of Jane’s dress. Next came the laces of her shoes and finally the hooks on the corset. She gently turned Jane around and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I’m done. I will close my eyes now, ma’am. Please, be careful not to stray too far and hold on to me when you feel you’re about to lose your balance.” She gave Jane’s shoulder a firm squeeze before she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the ceiling. She listened out for sounds and when none came, she sighed softly. “I doubt you want me to help you undress with my eyes open, ma’am.” 
 
    A few moments later, she could make out the rustling of clothes. Hirsh stiffened slightly when she felt a small hand land on her shoulder. The touch didn’t last long, but Hirsh’s heart was still racing madly long after. 
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    “I’m opening my eyes now,” Hirsh announced. Jane was dressed in the nightgown and her loose hair tumbled down her back. Hirsh reminded herself not to stare. She nodded and reached out, only to have Jane flinch. Hirsh froze. “I only want to help you into bed.” The anger, she had pushed to the back, surfaced with a vengeance. Jane swallowed hard, loud enough for Hirsh to overhear. “Would you feel more comfortable if I left now, ma’am?” Jane quickly dropped her gaze and Hirsh took a slow step backwards. “May I at least assure myself that you’ll be comfortable tonight?” Jane looked confused. “I’ll bring everything you need within reach. Could I get you something for the pain?” 
 
    Jane shook her head. Hirsh understood that the woman didn’t trust her husband not to return while she was incapacitated by a pain reliever. That meant Jane would suffer for the duration of the night. Hirsh’s heart was breaking she moved around the room, transferring the water decanter and the chamber pot closer to the bed. She turned back to Jane and pointed to the bed. Jane tried to take a step and tilted dangerously to the side. Hirsh caught her and in a smooth movement swung her up in her arms and lay her on the bed. She pointedly ignored Jane’s gaze as she tucked the woman in. Only when she was done, did she meet Jane’s eyes. 
 
    “Goodnight, ma’am.” 
 
    Hirsh was at the door when a soft ‘thank you’ reached her ear. She silently closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane lay awake long after Hirsh had left. The manor was quiet, except for the familiar creaking of the house. When she was growing up, she loved listening to the house ‘talking’ to her when everyone else was fast asleep. It felt like it was telling her about its day. The people it sheltered. The secrets it had been privy to. Everything. 
 
    That had long changed. 
 
    Now the sounds scared her. 
 
    Mainly, because the creaking mimicked the sound of Richard’s footsteps when he stepped on the loose board in front of her room during his nightly visits. She closed her eyes and the events of the evening flashed before her eyes. Richard’s arrival had been a surprise. She had expected him to stay in town for two more days. But his premature return should have warned her. Jane tried as best as she could to keep her servants from crossing paths with Richard, but she couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve happened had Hirsh been home instead of delivering the letter to Ms Putter. She had noticed the flashes of anger in her manservant’s eyes after every episode, but he admirably had not reacted on it… not yet. 
 
    She moaned softly as she turned on her side. Richard had been especially brutal this time around. There had been a frantic air about him. It was evident in his speech and his eyes. He had tried to solicit her help to convince Jeremiah Mortimer to increase his monthly allowance. It was a hopeless cause, and she had told him so. Richard hadn’t appreciated her candour. What was strange about the entire event, was that he had been careful not to leave bruises on visible areas; something that had not bothered him before. Afterwards, he had told her he needed her monthly stipend more than she did since she never left the estate. Jane wanted to remind him it was thanks to him she lived like a captive in her own home, but she had held her tongue and instead fought hard not to faint from the pain. 
 
    And then there was Hirsh. 
 
    Gentle Hirsh. 
 
    He was the complete opposite of Richard. Yet, Hirsh was still a man and after Richard, Jane was not willing to allow another man close again. A yawn caught her by surprise and Jane sighed. 
 
    The day had started off so wonderfully; only for it to end with Richard’s unanticipated return. As she drifted off to sleep, hazel eyes with golden flecks flitted before her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah was a light sleeper. 
 
    Once a soldier, always a soldier. Thus, when his senses prickled, the first thing he did was to reach for the pistol under his pillow, only to find it gone. He sat up quickly, sweeping the dark room. 
 
    “I mean you no harm, Mr Mortimer.” 
 
    Jeremiah frowned. “Breaking into my house in the dead of night is a rather strange way of showing it.” 
 
    There was a slight movement in the shadows. “I had to see you and the late hour wasn’t going to deter me.” 
 
    The voice was grave and slightly muffled, as if the person was speaking through a cloth. He was probably masked. That wasn’t a comforting thought either.  
 
    “Well, you have me at a disadvantage, with no means to defend myself should the need arise.” 
 
    “It won’t. As I said earlier, I have no ill-intentions towards you, Mr Mortimer. I’m here to talk to you about Mrs Jane Egerton.” 
 
    That made Jeremiah’s blood run cold. What did his midnight visitor know about Jane? “Jane? What about Jane?” Jeremiah swung his feet off the bed. 
 
    “I believe it’s time you pay your ward a visit.” 
 
    Jeremiah fisted his hands. “Why? Did something happen to her?” 
 
    “Yes, she married a monster.” 
 
    Bloody Egerton! He had his misgivings about the man. Found him too eager to please. He had tried to get Portia, Jane’s maternal aunt, to postpone the wedding so he could ask around about the young, handsome corporal. But to no avail. Portia had pushed for the wedding. 
 
    “What did he do?” he hissed through his teeth. “Did he hurt her?” 
 
    The shadowy figure moved again. “When you go to see her tomorrow, do not take no for an answer. There is a female doctor in town; take her with you so she can conduct a full examination of Mrs Egerton.” 
 
    Jeremiah heard the ill-concealed rage in the voice and he realised at that moment that his visitor, albeit uninvited, was not an enemy. Anyone who cared that much for Jane was a friend of his. He relaxed completely. He had a full day of meetings tomorrow, but he had just received an incentive to cancel them all and ride out to the Graves Estate. 
 
    “You care for her.” 
 
    “Someone should,” came the quiet reply. 
 
    Jeremiah liked the faceless person even more. When Jane stopped attending public events, he had thought she preferred it that way. A lot of women withdrew from the social scene soon after their marriages. He prayed Vincent could forgive him for not having been more attentive in his task to protect his daughter. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to see me. You have my immense gratitude for being there when she needed someone. I understand you want to remain anonymous, but I wish I could buy you a drink one day.” 
 
    “If you want to thank me, then make sure you get her away from that man.” Jeremiah heard the window opening and shook his head. He always made sure that he locked up properly at night, even the windows. His masked visitor was obviously skilled in getting into locked places. He wanted to run over to the window to catch a glimpse of the person as they cross under the gaslights lining the streets. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    Out of respect for them and the reason they came calling, Jeremiah would respect his request for anonymity. He glanced at the large clock in the corner. It was too late to go back to sleep and too early to go into the office. He thought of Abigail Adams, the only female physician in town, and smiled. 
 
    Just a few hours ago he had slipped, unnoticed, from the small house of the lovely doctor. He truly liked Abigail. He rarely remained longer than a few months with a lover, but the headstrong, thirty-seven-year-old physician captivated him. What had drawn him to her was her unrepentant joy for life. She adored her freedom just as much as she loved no-strings attached sex. That, he realised, was what kept him going back to her. She had no interest in being tied down, even if he was beginning to see dreamlike apparitions of her in his house, in his bed; holding a child to her breast. Jeremiah shook his head and climbed back into bed. 
 
    He trusted Abigail to be discreet about what they would find at the Graves Estate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard opened his bedroom door and glanced at Jane’s room. Shame, hot and disturbing, briefly flooded through him. Why couldn’t Jane be less aggravating? She kept exploiting his vulnerabilities until he couldn’t stop himself from punishing her for it. He straightened his shoulders. She had asked for it. He continued down the hallway and down the stairs. The moment he entered the dining room, he caught the eye of Jane’s manservant. The man gave him a blank look after a very curt greeting. Richard hesitated for a moment. There had been a look in the man’s eyes last night when they had met outside the library. He shook off his unease and steeled himself. He was the master of the house, and the man was only a servant. 
 
    “I’ll have eggs this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Richard watched as the manservant left for the kitchen. The man was intimidating and it was time for him to let Jane know that her servant had to go. There was no way that he, the master of the house, should feel threatened in his own home. He took a shaky breath and went to sit at the table. The doorbell rang at that instant and Richard threw a look over at a clock on a nearby cabinet. Nine o’clock. Who would call so early? The manservant went to answer the door. 
 
    “Good morning. Jeremiah Mortimer, here to see Mrs Jane Egerton.” 
 
    Richard froze. A high-pitched ringing started in his ears at the full knowledge of what it would mean for him if Mortimer were to meet with Jane. He hadn’t checked on Jane after their disagreement in the library. However, he was convinced she wouldn’t be fit to receive guests. How she managed to get to her room was still a puzzle to him. He had to keep Mortimer away from Jane. 
 
    He surged to his feet and made his way to the entrance hall to intercept Mortimer. The moment he rounded the corner and met Jeremiah Mortimer’s gaze, he knew by the set of the man’s jaw and the coolness in his eyes, that there was no way this man would leave here without having seen Jane. What brought him here anyway? Jeremiah hadn’t set a foot on the estate in two years. Did Jane send him a letter? No, that was not possible. It had already been late after their argument and Jane coddled her servants too much to have sent one out at that hour. 
 
    “Good morning, Mortimer. What brings you here?” He tried hard to sound jovial and welcoming and hoped he was succeeding. 
 
    The solicitor nodded “Good morning, Corporal. I’m here to see Jane, but seeing as you’re here too, maybe we could also look into the expense claims.” 
 
    Those bloody expense claims! Now that the man was here, he had no excuse not to produce the relevant documents. That was another problem since he had exceeded his allotted stipend for the third time in three months. He, however, smiled and nodded. 
 
    “You saved me a trip into town.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now,” Jeremiah glanced at the manservant, “could you let Jane know that I’m here to look in on her.” 
 
    The manservant made a move for the stairs and Richard chuckled. “I left her sleeping when I came down for breakfast, and I doubt you’ll get her out of bed before noon.” 
 
    Jeremiah shrugged. “That actually serves me quite well.” He turned to the woman next to him. Richard had been so busy trying to block Mortimer’s access to Jane that he hadn’t even noticed the woman with him. She looked vaguely familiar. Older, but still very attractive. “I brought Dr Abigail Adams with me. Doctor, meet Corporal Richard Egerton.” 
 
    A physician. The man brought a physician with him. Did he know something?  “Dr Adams, welcome to my home.”  He glanced at Mortimer. “A physician? Is there something wrong with Jane that I don’t know about?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to determine. To date, six women in the district have come down with a type of infection that affects mostly women. The symptoms are difficult to define and in most cases, the women were struck down before they even knew they were ill. When Dr Adams told me about that, I was instantly thinking of Jane. Since she rarely leaves the estate, I thought bringing the doctor to her would save her a trip into town.” He said the last with a cheeky grin. “So, since we have three more houses to visit, I would like for Dr Adams to get started.” He turned to the manservant. “Could you show the good doctor to Mrs Egerton’s room, please?” 
 
    Not sure how to respond to that, Richard could only stare in mute apprehension as the doctor followed the manservant up the stairs. 
 
    “Now, about those expense claims…” Mortimer said with a jovial smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    IV 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
        
 
    Jane’s entire body throbbed with pain. 
 
    She had known, from previous beatings, that it would be difficult to get out of bed this morning. Just how difficult, she didn’t expect. She glanced longingly at the decanter, which was only an arm’s length away. There was no way she could reach it without fainting from the pain. The soft knock made her slowly turn her head towards the door. Lizzy! She had perfect timing. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    She blinked, surprised, when instead of Lizzy, a strange woman entered her room. She gave Jane a warm, reassuring smile. 
 
    “Mrs Egerton, I am Doctor Abigail Adams and a close friend of Mr Jeremiah Mortimer. He was the one who brought me here this morning.” 
 
    While the woman spoke, Jane had taken the time to study the woman. She was much older than Jane. Maybe even by a decade or so. That, however, had not affected the woman’s beauty. Her long, dark locks were styled into a fashionable coiffure. A few grey strands delicately laced through the wealth of dark, rich locks. Warm, intelligent dark eyes added to the woman’s allure and strangely, Jane felt herself relax. Now that she knew who the woman was, the question that remained was why she was here? 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Doctor. I must add that you have me at a disadvantage as to the purpose of your presence in my chamber.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Mr Mortimer wanted me to examine you since he has heard of some infectious disease outbreak in the district.” 
 
    Jane frowned. “I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” the woman said. “He mentioned that you rarely left the estate and would not be aware of the outbreak.” She threw her arms wide. “So, here I am.” 
 
    “Where is Jeremiah?” Jane was getting worried now. If the woman examined her, she would immediately detect that something was amiss. There was no way that she could dupe the doctor. 
 
    “He’s waiting downstairs with your husband.” 
 
    That made her eyebrows shoot up. Richard was downstairs with Jeremiah? If only she could be a fly on the wall. The two men despised each other. It must be a horrific experience for Richard to be waiting downstairs, knowing that his cruel treatment of her was about to be exposed. That, coupled with the man who had the power to disband their marriage on grounds of maltreatment, must be pure torture. The doctor approached the bed and Jane held up her hand, but couldn’t stop the soft gasp that fell from her lips as the action caused a fresh wave of pain to shoot through her body. The older woman’s eyes sharpened, and she hesitated for a moment, before she ignored Jane’s wordless protestation and lifted the bedding.   
 
    Jane closed her eyes, feeling her face growing warm. She couldn’t stop the doctor, even if she tried. She hurt too much to do anything but lie still. When she pressed on Jane’s stomach, Jane couldn’t stop the soft cry the touch brought forth. Doctor Adams moved further down and cool air hit Jane’s legs when she gently lifted the nightgown. Strong hands lifted her hips to move the nightdress pass Jane’s hips. The woman’s hands suddenly stopped, and when the moment dragged on longer than necessary, Jane opened her eyes. The dark eyes were hard as they surveyed her body. Jane followed the woman’s gaze and found herself confronted by the mass of dark bruises. She slowly looked up at the woman. 
 
    “I slipped and fell on the stairs.” 
 
    The woman gave her a humorous smile. “The stairs must have had hands and impeccable aim to have created such localised injuries.” 
 
    Jane blushed. There was no way of fooling the woman. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Doctor Adams sighed. “What do you want me to do? I’ll do anything you want, but I won’t lie to Jeremiah.” 
 
    A weighty silence came over the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Hirsh entered the kitchen, she found Lizzy looking forlornly at the plate of congealing eggs. She glanced up and glared at Hirsh. 
 
    “What took you so long? They are completely ruined now.” 
 
    Hirsh smiled. “I doubt he will be in the mood for eggs now. I need a fresh pot of tea for our guests.” 
 
    “Guests?” 
 
    Hirsh nodded. “Mr Jeremiah Mortimer and the lady doctor.” 
 
    Lizzy blinked slowly. “A doctor? Why?” 
 
    “I overheard Mr Mortimer tell Egerton that there was some kind of an outbreak in the area and he wanted to ensure Jane had been spared.” 
 
    The older woman looked pensive. “Maybe that was what I had yesterday.” 
 
    “Maybe. Now, about the tea…” 
 
    “Yes, the tea.” Lizzy poured boiling water from the pot simmering on the coals. “Maybe I should let the lady doctor examine us both, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m as healthy as a horse, Aunt Lizzy.” 
 
    The woman chuckled as she measured off a small heap of tea. “Wait until you’re my age. You’ll see so much more of the doctor than you care to admit.” 
 
    Hirsh’s mood darkened. “Sadly, we can’t say the same about Jane.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw her aunt freeze and turn to face her. 
 
    “What did you do, Hirsh?” She placed her hands on her hips. “Are you the reason they are here?” Hirsh made a promise to herself that she wouldn’t lie to her aunt unless it was a life or death situation. This moment didn’t qualify as such. 
 
    She walked over to the door and pulled it closed. “I returned from an errand last night to find that Egerton had returned. I saw that the dining room, where I had left Jane, was in disarray.” She inhaled deeply. “Just as I was about to go in search of her, he stepped out of the library on his way up the stairs.” The poignant image of Jane’s solitary figure at the window haunted her dreams last night. All she could think about was what would Jane have done, had she been alone? Would she had spent the night the library? Hurting and alone. “She was badly hurt. I had to carry her up the stairs and tuck her in.” 
 
    Lizzy’s eyes filled with tears. “How bad?” 
 
    “I had to help her undress. That should speak for itself.” 
 
    “Oh, Hirsh,” Lizzy whispered. She came over to burrow into Hirsh’s arms. “In that case, I’m proud of what you did.” 
 
    The soft clearing of a throat made them both turn to the door to find Jeremiah Mortimer standing in the doorway. He threw a concerned look at Lizzy. 
 
    “Lizzy? Everything in order?” 
 
    Lizzy quickly wiped her eyes and smiled. “Yes, Mr Mortimer. It’s good to see you again, sir. What can I do for you?” 
 
    He glanced at the teapot. “I was hoping to beg for a cup of tea. It feels like ages since I had my first cup this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Right away. Hirsh, get the tea out there!” 
 
    Hirsh lifted the tray and left with the solicitor following behind her. Richard wasn’t waiting in the dining room. After placing the pot on the table, she turned to find Jeremiah studying her closely. 
 
    “Could I ask you something…? Hirsh? It is Hirsh, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hirsh kept her expression blank. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Jeremiah pointed to the ceiling. “How often does Mrs Egerton fall ill?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question, sir.” 
 
    Jeremiah moved closer. He was a few inches shorter than Hirsh. “How will you describe life in the Egerton household?” 
 
    What a blatantly invasive question? “I’m not paid to speculate about my employers’ lives, sir, so I don’t.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Fair enough. Now, about the tea. Does it perhaps come accompanied by a hearty country-style breakfast?” 
 
    Hirsh nodded. “I’m convinced it does, sir.” 
 
    She quickly left the dining room to order breakfast, all the while wondering how Jane was doing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane lay quietly as the woman examined her, occasionally touching a tender spot that made her flinch or moan. To take her attention off the pain, Jane indulged in the many thoughts that ran through her mind at the same time. Amongst them was the fact that she actually liked the woman’s touch on her naked skin. It differed from Richard’s. She mentally shook her head. Everything was different compared to Richard. Her senses tingled slightly at the nearness of the woman as she assessed the female doctor. She was beautiful. It also stirred something in her to see the soft curves of the woman’s breast as it lined the bodice of her dress. There was a subtle smell of fresh rose water that wafted up to tease Jane’s nostrils when the woman moved. But it was her touch that Jane found most fascinating. Light and gentle. There was only one other person who touched her like that. 
 
    She stiffened slightly, causing the doctor to look up from where she was applying ointment to the bruises. 
 
    “I’m trying to be as gentle as possible, Mrs Egerton.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” 
 
    The woman smiled and continued with her work. Later, she wrapped a rather large bandage over Jane's chest, covering everything. She stood back and looked at her handy work. “The bandage will keep your chest secure and help your cracked ribs heal nicely. It needs to stay on for the next two days, after which I’ll be back to replace it.” She moved away to wash her hands. When she turned back to the bed, her face was set in stone. “And now, we need to talk about something very important.” She took a seat on the bed. “I know that you didn’t take a tumble down the stairs, Mrs Egerton.” 
 
    Jane pursed her lips and looked away from the older woman’s penetrating stare. It was humiliating enough that her servants knew about this. It was another thing to have someone outside her immediate circle know about her inability to please her husband, thus rousing his ire. She was broken, and that was her shame to carry. 
 
    “Many women think they are to blame for the obvious shortcomings of their spouses,” Doctor Adams continued. “They are so very wrong.” 
 
    She said the last part with such vehemence that Jane turned to the woman. There was a fire burning in the dark eyes and the woman’s face appeared even harder. 
 
    “I was once, a long time ago, in the same position as you. When he killed the child in my womb, I realised that he was at war with himself and that the baby and I were simply collateral damage in a battle he was losing.” The woman leaned closer; her tone urgent now. “I went to a solicitor as soon as I was well enough and asked for a divorce, stating my reasons and supplied the testimony of the doctor who had treated me countless times over the course of my marriage.” 
 
    Jane was stiff with fear as she listened to the woman’s personal account. Was that what her life would be like? Could it get worse than it already was? 
 
    “You’re lucky that you have a wonderful, caring man as your solicitor. He loves you deeply and he is experiencing a lot of guilt for not having looked in on you before today.” She smiled tenderly, a clear sign of just how close the good doctor and her godfather really were. “Knowing him, he will carry that guilt with him forever.” 
 
    “It’s not his fault.” 
 
    “I doubt he’ll see it that way.” Doctor Adams came to her feet. “I’ll ask someone to send you up a hearty breakfast while I speak to Jeremiah.” 
 
    Speak to Jeremiah? What was she going to tell him? It would destroy her if word spread that she was being brutalised by her husband because she couldn’t perform the most basic of marital rites. 
 
    “Doctor…” 
 
    The woman snapped her black bag close and turned. “Please, call me Abigail.” 
 
    Jane swallowed hard. “Abigail, could you perhaps not tell Jeremiah about… about…” She sighed. “I’m not ready for anyone else to know.” 
 
    Abigail came closer to place her hand on Jane’s shoulder. “I think the time for that has gone, my dear. He already knows. All he needed was a physical examination of you to support his case for court.” She gave Jane’s shoulder a squeeze. “See you on Monday.” 
 
    Jane pulled the covers over her head as soon as the woman had exited the room. She needed to speak to Jeremiah. If he were to set divorce proceeding in motion, her aunt would be very cross with her. Richard had been her aunt Portia’s choice, and it would devastate her to find out about this. She couldn’t break her aunt’s heart like that. 
 
    Jeremiah would surely understand that. 
 
    He knew Aunt Portia very well. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard was anxious. 
 
    He had come to the study under the pretext of looking for the expense claims, but all he could think about was what was transpiring in Jane’s room. He raked his fingers through his hair. He shouldn’t have returned last night. He should have stayed away until Sunday, as he had planned. Curse that stupid bitch, Victoria, whose extortion had upset him so much that he came back home instead. He blamed her for all this. Thanks to her, he would lose his wife, his income and may even face a dishonourable discharge from the military for his atrocious conduct towards a lady. 
 
    A thought struck, and he threw the papers in his hands onto a nearby table. If Jane hadn’t sent her servants out to call Jeremiah, then that left only one other person. He growled deeply. The woman wanted to destroy him, and she had found the means to do so. 
 
    Well, she would not get away with it. He stormed out of the study and up the stairs. Halfway up, he passed the doctor and there was no mistaking the look of absolute disgust on her face as she glanced at him. 
 
    Victoria would pay, he promised silently as he walked to his bedroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah stood when Abigail entered the dining room. He watched her closely, trying to gauge her mood. His heart plummeted at the stony look on her face as she took a seat opposite him. 
 
    “Tea?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    He skirted the table to serve her and gently brushed her shoulder as he did so. When he was seated again, he broached the topic. “How is she?” 
 
    “Not good.” Abigail took a sip of her tea. “You know I don’t like to beat around the bush, Jeremiah, so I’ll just come out and say it. My examination of your goddaughter concluded that she has suffered brutal beatings and perhaps even rape over a very long period. She was abused as recently as last night. Excluding the cracked ribs and bruises, I’ve discovered signs of previous beatings to her face.” 
 
    Jeremiah quickly placed the cup down and surged to his feet. “That… that vile maggot! The coward! I’ll teach him a lesson to …” 
 
    “Calm down, Jeremiah. You don’t want to make things worse for her than they already are.” Abigail came around to take his hand. She looked up into his face, her eyes dark with pain. “He has humiliated her enough. If you beat him up, people will talk and that would reflect badly on her.” 
 
    Abigail was making a lot a sense. If only the burning shame in the pit of his stomach would let up. He squeezed Abigail’s hand and when he looked up, the hulking figure of Jane’s manservant stood in the doorway. For a moment, there was a flash of rage in the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Is everything in order, sir?” 
 
    He nodded at the man and waited for Abigail to take her seat before he followed suit. “Thank you.” 
 
    The man disappeared back into the kitchen, and Jeremiah looked at Abigail. “I apologise for my outburst.” 
 
    “I understand. You care for her deeply.” Abigail served herself from the breakfast dishes. “The best way to make sure that this never happens to her again, is to get that man out of her life and inform the Royal Army about his brutal treatment of his wife. He doesn’t belong in polite society.” 
 
    Jeremiah blinked at the intensity in Abigail’s tone. She was looking down at her plate, but her white knuckled grip on the fork spoke volumes. This was personal for her, Jeremiah realised. Abigail could relate with Jane’s situation, because she also went through the same experience. Images of Abigail cradling his head tenderly against her naked breasts when they lay in bed and Abigail laughing as she ran around the room pummelling him with a pillow, flashed through his mind. Rage surged to the surface at the thought of anyone abusing the spirited woman. He reached for his cup, but aborted the action quickly, when he noticed how hard his hand was shaking. Abigail seemed to have noticed too, because she covered it with hers. 
 
    “Who was he?” he hissed. 
 
    “Someone long dead to me and not worth your time and anger.” 
 
    Jeremiah took a shuddering breath. He needed to settle this issue and get Jane away from that monster. Then he needed to speak to Abigail about making their liaison permanent or semi-permanent, whichever way she wanted it. She needed to know that he was serious about her and that he treasured her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh gently knocked on the door, angling the tray in such a way so she could reach the doorknob when invited to enter. She was nervous about seeing Jane again after last night. Undressing the woman and tucking her into bed had been the closest she had ever been to Jane since joining the household. Would the woman be self-conscious about seeing Hirsh or would she pretend it hadn’t happen? 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The curtains were drawn, allowing bright sunlight into the room. A few embers smouldered in the fireplace and the room smelled strongly of ointment. Hirsh turned to the bed and found Jane sitting up, her eyes wide as they watched Hirsh. Not sure what to do, Hirsh held up the tray. 
 
    “Breakfast?” 
 
    Jane nodded as a slight blush crept up her cheeks. “Thank you.” Hirsh walked over and placed the tray on the bed, only to notice that Jane’s foot was trying hard to push the chamber pot under the bed. The blonde’s face grew even redder. She placed the tray on the bed and bent down to push the pot under the bed. Afterwards, she wet a cloth at the bowl and brought it over to the bed. She held out her hand and smiled reassuring when Jane hesitated. Jane offered her hands and Hirsh wiped them before returning the cloth to the washbasin. Once Jane was ready, she placed the breakfast tray over her lap. Hirsh collected the bowl and the cloth and was halfway to the door when Jane spoke. 
 
    “Hirsh.” 
 
    The call, so unexpected, almost made her spill the water in the bowl. “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “Thank you for last night… and for all those other times.” 
 
    Hirsh smiled warmly and noticed the woman's eyes widen. “You’re welcome, ma’am.” 
 
    She left the room with a soaring heart. Jane would be fine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The theatre was busy since it was Saturday and the owners expected a full house for the evening’s performances. A group of men were building a wooden contraption on stage. As Richard moved closer, he realised it was a hanging platform. Strangely, the sight of it made a chill chase down his spine. He spun around and left the theatre in search of the nearest tavern. 
 
    The one he found was not one he frequented much. The clientele were mainly farmers from nearby estates, and the diversion came from a gaggle of rough-looking serving girls with hard eyes. He hesitated in the door, since it wasn’t only the crowd that was rough, but the smell inside left a lot to be desired. 
 
    “Something cold to drink, sir?” 
 
    He turned and found a young blonde with shrewd eyes watching him. She wore the same off-white dress as the other serving girls. Richard was about to decline the offer, but then the girl smiled and he quickly changed his mind. She had a full set of white teeth, and if he looked past the hard glint in her eye, she wasn’t an unpleasant-looking girl. 
 
    “Yes, I would like something to drink.” 
 
    She grinned and held out her arm. “Then let me help you find a table, kind sir.” 
 
    Richard beamed as she led him deeper into the dark interior of the tavern. This was what he liked. A woman who knew how to treat a man and who bent over backwards to please him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah yanked the glasses off his face and sat back. Immediately upon their return from the Graves Estate, he had started on the draft divorce request for Jane. He had tried to see Jane before their departure, but Abigail had advised him otherwise. Jane, she had said, was looking for a way to stay his hand about the divorce and if he had gone to see her, Jane would have tried to talk him out of it. 
 
    He rubbed over his eyes. Would Vincent ever forgive him? Jeremiah had been just as proud as Vincent when Jane was born. It was a jubilant occasion for all who attended, especially for Jeremiah, whose own birth into an old family of barristers, hadn’t been such a joyous affair as Jane’s. Vincent’s quiet weeping as he cradled his tiny daughter, had brought tears to Jeremiah’s eyes, and that was the moment he had fallen in love with the baby girl. If the tiny human could render a big, imposing man like Vincent to tears, then the girl was a veritable miracle. 
 
    A soft hand landed on his shoulder and gently kneaded the tense muscle there. He rose and turned to face Abigail. She had crawled back into bed upon their return, citing exhaustion after having been up till the early morning hours to deliver a baby. Jeremiah had left her to sleep and retired to his study. But now that she was awake, he wanted to discuss something urgent with her. By the look in her eyes, she knew he had something heavy on his mind. 
 
    “Jane’s situation must weigh heavily on you.” 
 
    Jeremiah exhaled softly. “Yes, that and other things.” 
 
    “Other things? Could you be any more ambiguous?” she teased as she ran her hands down his chest. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Her caresses stopped as she met his eyes. “Me? What about me?” 
 
    “I want to ask you something, Abi.” He could feel her withdraw. The woman was skittish about anything that hinted at an emotional attachment. That had to change if Jeremiah hoped to build a more enduring partnership with her. “But I promise that I will respect your answer.” She searched his face for a long moment. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready to belong to a man again, Jeremiah.” 
 
    Jeremiah smiled. “More reason to get married to me then.” 
 
    Abigail didn’t appear to share his amusement. “I’m serious.” 
 
    The humour fled Jeremiah’s eyes. “Then what can I offer you that will make you want to stay with me? My heart, perhaps? Strange thing is, it’s already yours. My home? It’s an empty shell unless you’re here.” He pulled her closer. “My body? You had staked your claim the first time you kissed me. Everything I have, my love, is already yours.” She looked terrified, and he felt his heart sink a little. That was not the reaction he had hoped for. “Like I said earlier, I will respect your answer and it won’t affect my feelings for you.” 
 
    There was a long silence. During that time, Jeremiah used all the willpower he could muster not to fall on his knees and beg as the seconds ticked on. Abigail seemed to pull herself together. 
 
    “What is your question?” 
 
    He blinked. That was quite unexpected. He had to think hard to phrase his question in such a way so as not to scare her again. “I wanted to ask you if you would want to be my…” Jeremiah scratched his head. He was making a mess of this. “I’m trying to ask you to be with me in a more permanent or semi-permanent way.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side, her eyes deep and dark. “Permanent or semi-permanent?” 
 
    Jeremiah loosened his tie. It was getting really hot in the room. He glanced at the fireplace. There were a few embers glowing amongst the ashes. “I’m asking you to be with me, Abigail. I’m willing to accept any arrangement, as long as it means that I could be with you and show my feelings openly.” He looked back at her and found her standing with her eyes closed. “This was obviously not a good idea. I beg you to forgive me for assuming too much.” He felt his heart breaking as he said that. Could this bloody day get any worse? “I’ll give you some time to recover from this horrid moment. In the meantime, I’ll see about lunch.” 
 
    He quickly slipped from the room, before he allowed the tears that threatened to fall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane felt a lot better after her bath. She was holding on to Lizzy as the older woman gently dried her body. Lizzy hesitate when she reached Jane’s bandaged upper body. The woman had carefully avoided the area during the bath.  Jane’s heart constricted at the sight of pain that flashed across the woman’s face. 
 
    “I’m fine, Lizzy.” 
 
    Watery blue eyes quickly lowered. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “We’re alone.” Jane placed her hand on Lizzy’s. “It’s just Jane.” 
 
    “Not today, ma’am. Today I won’t be able to be unprejudiced about a lot of things.” 
 
    “Then be honest.” 
 
    Lizzy was quiet as she finished her task of drying Jane. She walked over to the bed and returned with a clean nightgown. The room was quiet as Jane studied the older woman. There was a slight tremor in the cook’s hand when she buttoned up the nightdress. After her parent’s death, Lizzy had stepped in and filled the role of surrogate mother for the young, orphaned heiress. Everything went well until Jane’s aunt stepped in and started talking about marriage and Jane’s place in society. Lizzy, Jane remembered, was not happy with the idea at all. She had wanted Jane to take her time and make a suitable choice. However, Aunt Portia was insistent. She had even overruled Jeremiah. Jane was leaning heavily on Lizzy as the older woman led her back to the bed. When she took a seat on the bed, she pulled Lizzy down with her. 
 
    “Please, talk to me.” 
 
    “I have nothing new to say, child. Nor do I believe it’s my place to encourage you to end this brutal existence that you find yourself in.” 
 
    Jane held the other woman’s gaze. Everyone wanted her to end her marriage, but no one could give her any guarantee of what her life would be like afterwards. Who would stay with her? Lizzy would grow old one day and leave. She would have to bring strangers into the house to take care of her and her needs. The thought made her shudder. 
 
    “What will I do without a husband?” 
 
    Lizzy scratched her greying blonde head before she answered. “The world is changing so fast now. It’s not necessary anymore for unmarried women to chase a wedding band if all they crave is companionship, my dear.” 
 
    Jane face heated instantly and she glanced away. “That’s… that’s not what I meant.” She was quickly regretting giving Lizzy the opportunity to speak freely. 
 
    “Well, in that case, you don’t need him. If the aim is not to procreate, then I think you could find yourself a companion with whom you could travel and enjoy the wonders of being young, beautiful and rich.” Lizzy came to her feet. “There are so many options out there nowadays.” 
 
    A companion! She had never thought of that, but she’d heard of such liaisons. Jane couldn’t imagine how she would go about finding herself a companion. She would die first before she would approach someone with such an offer. No, that wasn’t for her. Lizzy was almost at the door when Jane remembered something, she had wanted to ask the woman. 
 
    “You said something to me yesterday that unsettled me a bit.” Lizzy’s eyebrows shot up. “You said I should be careful of Hirsh. That he was dangerous.” Lizzy’s eyes widened. “What did you mean? And be honest, please.” 
 
    Lizzy exhaled loudly. “It was becoming difficult for Hirsh to see you being mistreated like that. I feared that one day he would do something regrettable.” 
 
    That completely stunned Jane. Hirsh was considering protecting her against Richard. She felt a strange glow in her chest at the thought of her quiet manservant willing to defend her. She couldn’t remember ever having had such a fierce protector after her parents’ passing. Someone who would risk so much for her wellbeing. 
 
    “Why would he want to risk being hanged?” 
 
    Lizzy smiled warmly, her eyes glowing with pride. “Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Long after Lizzy had left, Jane was still reeling from the knowledge that Hirsh had considered sacrificing his own life to shield her from Richard’s wrath. She had not seen Richard today, but she was sure he was livid at the unexpected visit from Jeremiah. He would surely seek her out later. The prospect made her shiver. 
 
    It would seem Abigail was right. Her life could get worse. She closed her eyes and lay back against the pile of pillows. Even then, she couldn’t allow Hirsh to go to the gallows for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard was having the time of his life. 
 
    This was all he had ever wanted. A good life, surrounded by good friends, strong ale and willing women. He landed a loud smack on the lips of the woman in his lap, making her cackle with glee. A serving girl plunked a plate with pork knuckles before him and he eagerly dug in. As a dirt-poor soldier, pork knuckles and cheap ale had been the order of the day for a night out. The most expensive commodity was the bargirls, who asked three pence for a quick drunken tumble in the backrooms. 
 
    Life had been so simple back then. 
 
    “Drink up, soldier,” the woman whispered. “We have a lot to do before you leave.” 
 
    “Leave? I don’t think so.” 
 
    The woman cupped his face and gave him a deep, lustful kiss. “That’s good to hear.” She waved her hand in the air. “Another round over here, Suzie.” 
 
    As the woman signalled for more ale, the action lifted her breasts and drew Richard’s eyes to the curvy globes. He watched with rapt fascination as the hard-tipped nipples peeked out at him. He licked his lips as he imagined what they would taste like. What it would be like to feel them scrape over his tongue as he tasted them. He felt a stirring in his loins. The blonde in his lap looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “Now I’m convinced that you’ll stay.” 
 
    Richard met her gaze head-on. “Would it be worth the while?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Richard would enjoy this day. Everything else would have to wait until tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    V 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “More wine?” 
 
    Abigail looked up and smiled. “Only a little. I have to go by Mrs Orton’s to see how the newborn is faring.” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and rose to top up the glass. They continued eating in silence, but Jeremiah was aware of every little sound and movement coming from the woman sitting opposite him. They had finished the main course, and the plates had just been removed, when Abigail spoke. 
 
    “I can’t marry you, Jeremiah.” 
 
    The pain was crippling, but Jeremiah managed to smile through the hurt and nod. “I understand. Please allow me to apologise for …” 
 
    “However, I am not opposed to a mutually exclusive arrangement with you.” 
 
    Jeremiah slowly lifted his head from his plate to stare at the woman. He searched her face to convince himself that he had heard her correctly. She met his stare with a level gaze. “Do you mean it?” 
 
    “I enjoy being with you,” Abigail said quietly. “I like you.” 
 
    She liked him. Jeremiah dropped his face in his hands and sat there for a moment, trying to steady his frayed nerves. That was a start. 
 
    “Jeremiah?” 
 
    He looked up and found her looking at him with dread in her eyes. 
 
    “Say something.” 
 
    He got up to kneel next to her chair. “You won’t regret it.” 
 
    The dark eyes filled with tears and Abigail lay her hand against Jeremiah’s cheek. “I know.” She leaned down and their lips met in a light, warm kiss filled with promise. Now that Jeremiah had an idea of what had caused Abigail to become so guarded, he knew that it would take some time before the doctor was ready to love again and to utter those words. Jeremiah would wait for as long as it took. In the meantime, he would love this woman until she was giddy with happiness. He came to his feet and after planting a kiss on Abigail’s cheek, returned to his seat. 
 
    “I have a few errands to run today, but I would love to have dinner with you, if you have time.” 
 
    Abigail smiled. “I do. You could even stay for dessert.” 
 
    Heat exploded in the pit of Jeremiah’s stomach at the look in Abigail’s dark eyes. He would live every moment for the rest of his life to make this woman happy. 
 
    “I would love to stay for dessert, my love.” 
 
    The doctor blushed prettily and Jeremiah wished time would standstill at that moment so he could experience it again. Abigail Adams didn’t blush. That was the first thing that struck him about the gorgeous woman when they met at the Mayor’s Fundraising dinner eight months ago. Whereas the other women there had fawned over him or at the least threw coy looks his way, the doctor had ignored him. When their hosts seated them next to each other at dinner, he had turned on the charm and found her to be a fascinating conversationalist. She had spoken passionately about her patients and was fiercely protective of her private life. When the night had wound down and as everyone was filing out of the mansion to find their carriages, it had delighted Jeremiah to find that the doctor would walk home and that her house wasn’t far from his. He had offered to escort her home and as he deposited her on her front door step; she had turned and gave him a penetrating look. 
 
    “The dessert at the function was rather disappointing, I might have something more satisfying to offer.” 
 
    His breath had hitched at the blunt proposition. There had been no coyness; no blushing. Only desire. Jeremiah had accepted the offer and had spent the most memorable night of his forty-four-year-old existence in Abigail’s arms. 
 
    Thus, to see the woman blush now, was a treat. It was clear at that moment that Jeremiah had risen from the status of lover to partner. Another change was that she cared about how he perceived her. He would have loved at that moment to lure her up the stairs and show her just how much he cherished her and that he didn’t want her to change at all. 
 
    However, he had several appointments to keep, that couldn’t wait. His visit to the Magistrate was first on the list of his afternoon errands and afterwards, he hoped to make a stop at the Royal Army Garrison before he met up with Abigail again. But he didn’t want to leave Abigail without letting her know that he adored her and couldn’t wait to be with later tonight. 
 
    “I love you,” he said, watching her eyes widen in surprise. He calmly returned to his lunch, acutely aware of the stunned woman staring at him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh dumped her head into the barrel of water and shook her hair out. A sharp shriek made her laugh as her aunt tried to shield herself against the cold spray.  Hirsh closed the space between the two of them and lifted the older woman off her feet. She was happy. So happy that she wanted to sing at the top of her voice. Her visit to the solicitor’s home last night had paid off. It wouldn’t be long before Jane would be free from that wicked man. It was either Jeremiah Mortimer step in and save Jane, or it was up to Hirsh to deal with Richard Egerton. As satisfying as it would have been for Hirsh to make the man relive every moment of agony Jane had suffered at his hand, she doubted Jane would’ve looked kindly upon the person who had made her a widow. 
 
    “You are in a good mood, Hirsh.” 
 
    Hirsh grinned. “I have reason to be happy.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” The woman’s expression turned sombre. “But you know that even now, you should not get too close.” 
 
    The careful warning put a considerable damper on Hirsh's mood, but a spark of hope still smouldered. She was sure that Jane would run should she ever find out who Hirsh really was. A beautiful, rich heiress would rather kill herself before she allowed an aging female pirate captain to woo her. Maybe Jane would even prefer the viciousness of Egerton over Hirsh’s hidden lifestyle. 
 
    She slowly lowered Lizzy to her feet. Her aunt pulled her into a tight embrace. “I didn’t mean to make you sad, my child. I only wanted you to remember why you’re here.” 
 
    Hirsh sighed. She was hiding from the British monarch’s forceful suppression of piracy and smuggling. It had been her second-in-command’s idea to hide where the King wouldn’t think of looking; the English countryside. The rest of the crew had gone into hiding in Europe, awaiting orders from her. Hirsh had contacted her aunt, who was happy to have her around for a much longer visit than the usual two weeks every year. Her visit coincided with the retirement of Jane’s old manservant, Lloyd Harper. Lizzy recommended Hirsh for the position while they were searching for a more permanent replacement. 
 
    That was eighteen months ago. 
 
    The news of late was that King George was becoming increasingly annoyed with the Navy’s inability to track down The Raven, even as thirty of His Majesty’s ships were crisscrossing the oceans in their search. Hirsh’s spy, planted close to one of the Naval Brigadiers, predicted that the King would abandon the search soon. Once that happened, Hirsh would take to the sea and return to her West-Indies hideout. 
 
    A sharp pain lanced through her chest at the thought of not seeing Jane again, but that wasn’t something she wanted to deal with at the moment. It was time for afternoon tea. She told her aunt so and watched as the woman walked back to the house. Hirsh took the time to pack up her gardening tools and carried them over to the shed. She turned back to the house and froze when she found Jane watching her from the window of her bedroom. Hirsh cursed under her breath as she dropped the implements and briskly walked to the house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane anxiously looked at her bed, knowing that she wouldn’t make it back to bed before Hirsh arrived. She had seen the surprise, followed by a dark, determined look when Hirsh had spotted her. She tested her weight on her swollen ankle and bit back a cry. 
 
    The sound of Lizzy’s joyous shout and the carefree laughter had been too much to resist. Those were sounds that never rang through this house and Jane wanted to inspect the scene for herself, her swollen ankle be damned. 
 
    Now she was trapped at the window with her manservant coming to reprimand her for moving about on an injured ankle. Jane knew that even if she wanted to, she couldn’t pull rank over the man. Not when he so obviously was concerned for her wellbeing; apparently to the point where he would risk his life to take on her husband. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door, and it surprised Jane to find herself smiling. She tried to suppress her inexplicable elation before she invited Hirsh inside. He still looked slightly damp as he stared at her with hooded eyes. 
 
    “How can I assist you, Hirsh?” 
 
    He carefully approached her. “You’re not supposed to put any weight on your injured ankle, ma’am. May I help you back to the bed?” 
 
    Jane sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    That made him hesitate. “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Please, help me over to the bed.” She held out her hand, and it amazed her again how gentle he could be when he swung her up in his arms and carried her over to the bed. He smelled faintly of sun, roses and rich soil and Jane realized that she loved the earthy scent on him. When he had tucked her in, he asked her permission to stoke the fire. Jane studied him as he kneeled with his back to her. His wet hair was dripping onto his neck and she noticed a few grey strands at his temples. She wondered how old he was. He abruptly looked over his shoulder and their eyes locked. The contact was brief, but it left Jane slightly shaken. What was happening here? There was no way that she was interested in her manservant. Whatever came out of Jeremiah’s visit this morning and the pressure on her to make a conscious choice about Richard, one thing was certain. She wasn’t in the market for another man, no matter how gentle and attentive. 
 
    Hirsh rose and nodded at her before he walked to the door. Jane closed her eyes. She was getting more confused by the minute. The day was turning into a disturbing wave of sensations for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The office was neat and airy, speaking to the principles and training of the man sitting behind the large desk. Sergeant-Major Henry Steed was the second-in-command of the garrison and an old friend of Jeremiah. They had served together in many battles until an injury a decade ago, forced Jeremiah out of service. As a result, he still walked with a slight limp. A grin formed on the man’s face as he studied Jeremiah. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t let me get away with cleaning you out at poker last week, Mortimer. Shall I assume you’re here to issue another invitation?” 
 
    “No, you’ve won fair and square,” Jeremiah said with a chuckle. 
 
    The man’s grin faded slowly. “Then I should probably be direct and ask. What did my men do?” 
 
    Jeremiah shook her head. “Only one. Corporal Richard Egerton.” 
 
    “Egerton? He’s married to the Graves heiress, isn’t he?” 
 
    “We’re talking about the same man,” Jeremiah breathed. “As a matter of fact, it’s his conduct as a married man that brought me here today.” 
 
    Henry sat back in his chair with a frown. “I must warn you, before we go any further, we’re poorly equipped to give out martial guidance to our men.” 
 
    “I fully understand. However, having served myself, I’m aware that the code of conduct of the Royal Armed Forces extends to the treatment of women and children.” The soldier pursed his lips. “I acted on information from an anonymous source and visited his home this morning. The source advised that a physician should accompany me which, in hindsight, was quite helpful.” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “Egerton was sitting down for breakfast, while his battered wife was lying in bed upstairs with cracked ribs and a swollen ankle.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, Jeremiah!” The man looked horrified. “Do you have documentation of the injuries and witness statements to support this? 
 
    “I do. I’ve submitted the original documents with the Court Registrar, but I could have a copy ready for you as soon as the Parliamentary transcriber has itemised them.” 
 
    “Have you seen her yourself?” 
 
    “The doctor advised me against it.” 
 
    Henry shook his head. “We’re talking about General Vincent Graves’ daughter, Jeremiah. This shouldn’t have happened to her. Pierce will be livid if he hears of this.” 
 
    Fleet Admiral Martin Pierce and Vincent Graves were childhood friends. The man would break Egerton’s neck for what he had done, and that would cause a stir. That was most assuredly a position Jane would not appreciate to be in. “Maybe this could be kept as quiet as possible for now.” 
 
    “I concur. Pierce is not known for his subtlety.” He exhaled noisily. “Get the documents to me and in the meantime, I’ll call in the scoundrel and have him detained until we have resolved this.” 
 
    Jeremiah rose. “Thank you, Sergeant-Major Steed. I will be sure to deliver the documents as soon as they are available.” 
 
    Jeremiah left the barracks knowing full well that the transcriber would have the documents sent to his office early tomorrow morning. That, however, didn’t mean that he would hand them over to the military right away. He had anticipated that Steed would propose a temporary confinement of Egerton. It was standard military policy.  A few days away from home, without his comforts, would be a rude awakening for the man. 
 
    The pieces were falling into place nicely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard was impatient. The cheap ale and the proximity of the woman in his lap had fed his arousal, and he was ready to find release. If only the woman hadn’t been trying to delay it by repeatedly calling for more rounds of ale. He ran his hand up her thigh. 
 
    “Let’s go someplace more private.” 
 
    The girl giggled. “The day’s still young, soldier.” 
 
    “More reason for us to pace ourselves.” He gently helped her off his lap and stood. He couldn’t wait any longer. Taking the blonde’s hand, he led her through the tables to where he had seen some male patrons steer other female servers. They entered a narrow corridor with several closed doors. Grunting and cries rang out from behind the doors. “Where should I go?” 
 
    She took over and led him to a small room. The moment the door locked behind them, he pounced on the girl. He roughly squeezed her small breasts, smiling when she groaned softly. He squeezed harder and this time she tried to push him away. 
 
    “Not so hard, soldier.” 
 
    Richard glared at the girl. “Don’t tell me what to do.” He fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head back to deliver a bruising kiss. He hated it when women assumed that they could tell him what to do. He felt the blonde trying to push him away, but he tightened his grip on her arms. When the kiss ended, the girl began to struggle. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this anymore.” 
 
    “What?!” He shook her a little. “You whore! I’m getting my money’s worth whether you like it or not.” 
 
    She shook her head as she tried to get to the door. “Let me go.” 
 
    “You owe me.” He pushed her towards the bed then lifted her dress and when she screamed, he placed his hand over her mouth. He didn’t care that it almost covered her entire face, because all that mattered was the fire in his loins. It didn’t bother him that the girl was thrashing under him, clawing at his hand and kicking out. He clamped down harder on her mouth as he attempted to unbutton the front of his pants. The moment he released his manhood was also the instant he realised that the girl had stopped struggling. He blinked a few times to clear the haze that was shrouding his mind. The girl lay still, eerily still; her eyes wide open. Richard felt a numbness settle over him. His heartbeat sounded loudly in his ears as he lifted his hand from the girl’s face. He waited for a moment, praying that the girl would blink and take a deep breath. The seconds marched on and still, the girl lay motionless before him. The stillness of death settling over her.    
 
    “Oh, no… please!” He fell back, tripping over his feet and landing hard on the dusty floor. Dropping his face in his hands, he sobbed. With sobriety came terror, and the most chilling thought of all, was that he could have avoided this. If only he had released the girl when she had asked him. 
 
    A three pence whore had brought about his end. He couldn’t allow that to happen. He glanced at the body on the bed and for a moment a deep sorrow filled him at the senselessness of the girl’s death. Wiping his tearstained face, he schooled his expression into one of satisfaction. As he left the room he was met by some amused stares. Seeing that as the perfect time to leave, since no one would question a man leaving here after he had his most basic needs met, Richard made for the door. He was a few feet from a clear escape when a shrill cry rang through the room. 
 
    “He killed Milly.” 
 
    Twenty pairs of eyes turned to him and Richard ran for the door. It had rained outside, and he slipped through the mud as he tried to cross the street. A mass of angry voices came from behind him as the patrons made good time catching up with him. He reached the walkway and although he didn’t know where he was going; he knew where he wasn’t going. Prison. He wouldn’t survive a day in there. The mob behind was gaining on him when Richard made a dash down the walkway, only to round a corner and run into a group of soldiers. He locked eyes with the soldier nearest to him, a young man he had seen a few times at the barracks and knew that his time was up. They were here for him. 
 
    “Corporal Richard Egerton, you are to appear before Sergeant-Major Steed immediately.” The mob rounded the corner and knowing he had to make a choice, Richard approached the soldiers. Prison didn’t seem like such a terrible choice at that moment. 
 
    “He killed my sister,” a large bearded man shouted at the soldiers. “He must pay for that.” 
 
    The soldiers glanced at each other, and a pair of manacles appeared quickly. One of them clamped his wrists roughly. 
 
    “What’s happening here?” Richard’s heart sank at the sound of the familiar voice. “Richard?” When he didn’t answer, Martin turned to one soldier. “Mansfield? What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Sergeant-Major Steed issued a warrant for his arrest. However, it would seem the Corporal got himself implicated in a murder, too.” 
 
    “Murder?” Martin asked carefully, his expression incredulous as he glanced at Richard. “That’s preposterous.” 
 
    “No, young mister,” the burly man, who earlier identified himself as the dead girl’s brother, spoke up. “He killed my sister. Her body’s not even cold yet.” 
 
    Martin looked horrified. “For heaven’s sake, Richard! Is it true?” 
 
    Everyone was staring at him; the ruckus having attracted more people to join the group. “It’s all a misunderstanding, Martin.” 
 
    “Tell that to my dead sister!” the man shouted, and that seemed to fire up the rest of the group who pressed forward. The soldiers quickly aimed their rifles at the men. 
 
    “In that case, allow us to arrest him and take him away,” Mansfield bellowed over the noise. “I am sending a man with you to investigate the scene and to report back to our Sergeant.” 
 
    “I’ll go, too,” Martin offered and the crowd fell silent. “I want to see for myself what he is accused of. Afterwards, you can accompany me to the garrison to communicate our findings.” 
 
    The mob seemed satisfied with that, and with a last glance at Richard, Martin and another soldier followed the men back to the tavern. 
 
    So, this was what the end of his life looked like? As they led him away, he caught a familiar face in the crowd. Daisy had a satisfied look on her face. Richard looked away and meekly followed the soldiers. 
 
    Like a sheep to the slaughter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house was dark and quiet as Jane made her way down the stairs and to the back entry. It was an indicator that Richard wasn’t home yet. Ignoring the intense pain in her ankle, she limped to the door and carefully turned the doorknob. The night air was cooler than she had anticipated and the cold cut easily through her thin nightdress. The dew soaked her bare feet, but she didn’t mind. She would get used to the cold, eventually. Sooner than later, actually. 
 
    Jane savoured the slow walk through the garden, even stopping to listen to the night sounds. A cricket choir. The call of an owl. When she reached her destination, a chorus of frogs greeted her. The pond’s mirror-like surface reflected the moonlight, giving it a tranquil appearance. She knew better, though. Jane spent a lot of time fishing here with her mother and, later with Lizzy, when she was younger. The pond was deep and her mother forbade her to swim here, scared that Jane would drown. 
 
    That was what she hoped to test tonight. 
 
    She took a deep breath and stepped into the shallow water. It was freezing cold, but that wasn’t going to foil her plans. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The knock came just as Hirsh was about to step into the steaming bath. It had taken her an hour to boil enough water to submerge her tired body in the wooden barrel. With the excitement of the day, Hirsh was eager to release the tension that had built up over the past two days. A nice, hot bath was exactly what she needed. She gave the bath a longing look as she shrugged on her clothes. They wouldn’t interrupt this late at night unless it was important. She clenched her jaw. 
 
    Jane! 
 
    Had the scoundrel returned? If he had, she would… The knock sounded again. 
 
    “Hirsh!” 
 
    It was Lizzy. Hirsh quickly went to the door. “Aunt Lizzy? What happened?” Lizzy was in her nightclothes. “Come in; it’s cold outside.” 
 
    “No time. You need to go find Jane.” 
 
    “Jane? Where is Jane?” The feeling of dread made it almost difficult for Hirsh to breathe. 
 
    Lizzy’s hand shook a little as she stroked over her hair. “I was closing my window when I saw her slip out of the house. She was only in her nightdress. I… I have a bad feeling about this, Hirsh. She…” 
 
    “Which way did she go?” 
 
    “Towards the pond. Please… hurry!” 
 
    Hirsh had already taken off running, not waiting around for Lizzy to say more. Low-hanging branches slapped at her and pulled at her clothes as she ran as quickly as desperation could push her in the pond's direction. She turned a hedge, and the pond came into view. She immediately spotted the white shape floating in the middle of the even surface. 
 
    Oh no, no, no! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A sliver of light shone under the door, as Jane looked around her. What was a door doing the middle of nowhere? She turned back to the door. Should she knock first or could she simply enter? She looked over her shoulder. It was pitch black behind her and it felt as if the darkness was advancing on her. Goose bumps broke out on her skin. The door seemed to be the only way out. Jane turned the doorknob. 
 
    The door swung open, and the scene that greeted Jane brought tears to her eyes. She was back in her bedroom; the one from her youth. She knew that, because she had donated the bedding to a hospice in Coventry on her eighteenth birthday. The room felt cosy and Jane was convinced it was thanks to the woman sitting on the bed. 
 
    “Mother.” Her voice broke as tears flooded her face. 
 
    “Come closer, my darling.”   
 
    Jane stumbled over to the bed and into her mother’s arms. The woman smelled wonderful and familiar; an exotic mixture of orchids and vanilla. When the embrace ended, Jane looked at her mother. She didn’t think she would ever tire of looking at her. Charlotte Graves was a beautiful woman. She was the total opposite of her daughter, who got her light colouring from her father. She was even prettier than Jane remembered. 
 
    “Why are you here, Mother?” 
 
    Charlotte cradled Jane’s face between her palms, using her thumbs to wipe at the tears. “I’m here to tell you it’s not your time yet, my angel.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Then how am I able to see you and talk to you?” She touched her mother’s hand. “Touch you?” 
 
    “You’ve crossed over, but only for a brief spell.” 
 
    No! She went through all the trouble for nothing. She couldn’t go back. There was nothing waiting for her back there. She shook her head. “I don’t want to go back. I can’t go back. There’s nothing waiting for me when I go back.” 
 
    “I know about your husband.” The woman’s eyes turned cold. “Portia will have a lot of explaining to do when she gets here.” She kissed Jane on the forehead. 
 
    “I can’t go back, mother. My life is becoming a threat to the lives of those around me.” 
 
    “I beg to differ, my child. Your life and well-being are important to the people who matter. You can’t do this to them.” 
 
    Fresh tears flooded her cheeks. “I’m scared for them.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I assure you they can take care of themselves and you. How else did you think Jeremiah got wind of your husband’s deplorable behaviour?” 
 
    Jane blinked. “Are you saying that one of them…?” She halted. She knew deep down who it was. Hirsh. It made little sense that Jeremiah would come for a visit after an absence of two years. Not to mention, the timing which coincided with one of Richard's beatings. “How do you know?” 
 
    Charlotte laughed. “We have nothing but time over here, child.” 
 
    “I miss you.” She studied her mother’s face, wanting to commit the image to memory, so it would last forever. 
 
    “I miss you, too. Your father sends his love.” 
 
    Jane fell back in her mother’s arms at the mention of her father. He always had such high hopes for her. Vincent Graves was a remarkable man, and he believed Jane would be extraordinary too. It was a relief that he wasn’t here to see her now. She sighed deeply. 
 
    “I’m failing at everything, Mother,” she muttered against her mother’s shoulder. “I failed my husband and my marriage. I couldn’t even kill myself properly.” 
 
    Strong hands on her arms held her at arm’s length. Charlotte’s face was stony as she looked at Jane. “You didn’t fail at anything. Your marriage was a mistake because your husband is not your soul mate. He deserves what’s coming his way for his treatment of you. About taking your own life,” Charlotte shook her head slowly. “Everything has its time. Love, happiness and, most certainly, death. It is not your time yet, because you skipped the first two stages. Your soul mate and the love of your life is waiting for you. After all the fear and hurt, you deserve to be happy.” 
 
    “That won’t happen, because I’m not getting married again.” 
 
    “Who said anything about getting married,” Charlotte said with a wink and Jane blushed at the meaning behind the act. Her mother sounded like Lizzy. “My time over here has made me rethink a lot of things. I find that I’m not much for conformity and societal…” Charlotte’s image began to shimmer and Charlotte smiled affectionately. “It’s time.” 
 
    Jane threw her arms around her mother. “I’m scared, Mother.” 
 
    “Don’t be, my darling. Happiness awaits you, and I want you to grasp it with both hands. Live and love like your father and I did, Jane. Don’t let fear hold you back.” Charlotte gently loosened Jane’s arms around her. “You need to go back and live. Your mate is waiting for you. We’ll meet again when it’s your time.” 
 
    A blinding light filled the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh was crying as she turned Jane on her side and thumped her back to get her to cough and expel the water in her lungs. Still, Jane remained unresponsive; her face ashen. Not willing to give up yet, she repeated the technique she had seen the ship’s doctor use countless times. 
 
    “Please, my love, don’t die on me,” she begged softly as she repeated the resuscitation technique. “Please, live. Please.” 
 
    A grateful sob escaped her lips when Jane coughed, and Hirsh quickly turned her on her side. She was numb with relief as she rubbed Jane’s back while the younger woman vomited up water. Hirsh tenderly brushed the wet strands out of Jane’s face. She was very pale and goose bumps covered her body. As soon as Jane had stopped coughing, she lifted the woman in her arms and briskly walked towards the house. Hirsh hesitated when she reached the back door. She had to get Jane indoors fast, but she couldn’t bring herself to take the woman into the big house. There were too many hurtful memories there right now. Nor was she ready to let the woman go. She turned and walked toward her cottage. She would have a lot of explaining to do tomorrow, but there was no way that she was leaving Jane alone in her bed in an empty house. She looked down at Jane. The woman’s eyes were closed and she was shivering. 
 
    Hirsh was surprised to find Lizzy sitting in front of the fire when she kicked open the door. The older woman squeaked and stared wide eyed. It was actually good that her aunt was here. “We need to get her out of those wet clothes.” She walked to the small bedroom and placed Jane on the bed. “Use one of my shirts.” 
 
    “Hirsh?” 
 
    “Not now, aunt Lizzy. Please help her.” She pushed the woman towards the bed. “She’s freezing.” 
 
    That seemed to snap Lizzy into action. Hirsh respectfully left the room to stoke the fire. Afterwards, she peeled off her own wet clothes and climbed into the now lukewarm water. She sighed when she felt the heat drive the cold from her bones, but knew that she shouldn’t linger too long. Lizzy might need help with Jane. She was getting dressed just as Lizzy called out for her. 
 
    Her heart shattered when, as soon as she entered the bedroom, she heard Jane sobbing. Jane was covering her face with her hands as she wept. The sound of her sobs mingled with the rattling of her teeth, disturbed Hirsh. Lizzy looked like she was about to cry herself, and Hirsh went to kneel next to the bed. She gently stroked the damp locks from Jane’s face. When the weeping continued, she got up and collected Jane in her arms with blankets and all. Jane’s sobs stopped abruptly, and she opened her eyes. Their gazes locked, and Hirsh wondered if maybe she had been presumptuous in bringing Jane to her cottage. She waited, breathlessly, for Jane’s reaction. The seconds ticked by as they silently regarded each other. The only sound came from the clattering of Jane’s teeth. Hirsh was becoming a little dizzy from a lack of air, when the blonde blinked and rested her head on Hirsh’s chest. A soft sigh close by made Hirsh glance at her aunt. It seemed she wasn’t the only one who had been anxious about Jane’s reaction. 
 
    She was mindful of the young woman’s injuries as she cradled Jane against her chest and carried her to the fire, where she took a seat in the large rocking chair. She carefully wrapped the blankets around the shivering woman and held her close. Jane was quiet as she stared into the fire. Hirsh settled into the silence and pushed the chair into a slow rocking motion. Lizzy came over with a small bowl of soup, which she placed on a nearby table. Her concerned gaze flicked from Jane to Hirsh and she nodded before she left the cottage. The silence, combined with the heat of the fire and the rhythmic rocking, had lulled Hirsh into a light doze. The lethargy of the past two days creeping up on her. Jane’s voice startled her back to wakefulness. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    It took Hirsh a few moments to grasp what the blonde meant and once she did; she took a few more seconds to formulate an answer. In the meantime, Jane didn’t move her gaze from the fire. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was fair for you to kill yourself over a worthless man such as your husband.” 
 
    Jane was quiet for a long time. When she spoke again, what she said rocked Hirsh to her core. 
 
    “Richard wasn’t the reason I tried to kill myself.” She inhaled deeply. “I did it because of you.”  
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    Jane felt Hirsh’s flinch, and realised at that moment that she could have formed her statement better. He must think her ungrateful, considering everything he had done for her. She slowly turned her head to look at him. Hirsh’s expression was unreadable, but she could tell that she had wounded him. That was the last thing she ever wanted to do to him. 
 
    “I wasn’t very clear earlier and I realise that I must have given you the wrong impression. I apologise for that.” 
 
    Hirsh blinked slowly. “What did you mean?” 
 
    “I did it to protect you.” His eyes widened in surprise, before a sliver of doubt crept into them. “Lizzy warned me you might harm Richard to protect me. Knowing that such an act could send you to the gallows, I didn’t know how else to stop it from happening.” 
 
    She watched as Hirsh’s eyes filled with pain. “Losing you forever would hurt me more than anything.”   
 
    Stupefied, Jane could only stare into the handsome face. Her mother’s words rang loud in her ear. Could Hirsh be the soul mate her mother had referred to? That couldn’t be possible, but the longer she stared into the hazel eyes, the truth began to shimmer through.     
 
    “No,” she said weakly as she pushed off Hirsh’s lap. The quick move made her head spin and a sharp pain shot through her ankle. She swayed and desperately grabbed around for something to steady her. When the dizzy spell passed, she found that she was clinging to Hirsh. Jane took a limping step back and shook her head. “This can’t be. I… I… need… the house. I need to go home.” 
 
    “I understand, ma’am,” Hirsh replied calmly and picked up a blanket which he wrapped over Jane's shoulder. “It’s cold out tonight, ma’am. Let me get you a pair of socks.” He left her standing there as he disappeared into the bedroom. Jane looked down at herself. She was wearing an oversized shirt that reached her knees and she was barefoot. Hirsh returned and knelt before her. When she hesitated, he looked up at her with hooded eyes. Things had changed between them. Hirsh might have been her employee, but over the past two days they had fostered a fragile bond. To see him guarded like this was disquieting. She placed her hand on his shoulder and lifted her foot for him to encase it in a thick, woolly sock.  It took a while to slip the socks on, because of her swollen ankle, and then he walked to the door and held it open for her. Jane hesitated. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    She hated the thought of spending the night in the big, cold house, not knowing if Richard would return. But she didn’t have a choice now, did she? She had asked to leave. With a mental sigh, she took a step and uttered a soft cry when she put some weight on the injured foot.  Hirsh caught her in his arms and carried her along the curving garden path to the big house. Jane was quiet as she studied Hirsh’s face. He was handsome and honourable. She trusted him and felt safe in his presence. However, a romantic liaison between them was out of the question. She was a married woman. There was also the issue of social order. Her family would not survive the scandal. Even if Jeremiah was successful with the divorce, Jane wouldn’t be so naïve again to allow another man into her life. She’d had enough of the male species to last her a lifetime. It was unfortunate that a wonderful man like Hirsh had to get hurt. Truth be told, Hirsh must’ve known the chances of her returning his affection were miniscule. Societal barriers should have been his first clue. 
 
    Hirsh entered the bedroom and gently lay her on the unmade bed. She had been in bed earlier, waiting for Hirsh to lock up and leave, so she could sneak out and go to the pond. 
 
    “I need to start a fire to warm the room.” With deft skill, he stoked the fire and turned to her. “Will you need help to change for bed?” 
 
    She shook her head. The shirt would have to do. It was already warm, and she liked the musky scent that clung to it. It was very comforting. 
 
    “Goodnight, ma’am.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Hirsh.” 
 
    The door closed softly behind him and Jane lay back against the pillows; her mind a chaotic mess of thoughts and memories. She would need some diversion from this mental torment, otherwise sleep wouldn’t come for her tonight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh stood outside the door for a moment, before she moved away to the stairs. She turned back to glance at Jane’s door. She would have an unobstructed view from here and the front door. Egerton wouldn’t be able to slip past her. She sank down on the step just as the clock chimed eleven times. As she sat in the silence afterwards, she sorted through her thoughts and came to a conclusion. 
 
    It was time to put Midhill Manor and its beautiful mistress behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sound of small feet next to his ear made Richard surge into a sitting position. The cell was dark, but from the sounds that surrounded him, the floor seemed to have come alive. Earlier, when they brought him into the cell, he’d spotted rat droppings in the corners. Rats were a common plague in prisons.  He knew that, because he started out as a prison guard before his enrolment in the military. The prison back home wasn’t as big and dreadful as this one, but he was sure it didn’t matter to the detainees. Being robbed of one’s freedom was not pleasant.     
 
    He heard a key turning in a lock, followed by footsteps. Richard pulled himself up, so he was leaning against the wall. The garrison’s prison was unoccupied, except for him. Whoever was coming this way came to see him. He saw the beam from a lantern against the walls before the person stepped into view. He had hoped that his visitor would be Martin. The silence stretched between them. 
 
    “You could have had a great life.” Jeremiah Mortimer’s voice was flat. “Very few men have been as lucky as you.” 
 
    Richard studied the older man. He wore an expensive suit and his dark hair, with the grey at the temples, was perfectly cut. Jeremiah Mortimer was the epitome of a successful gentleman. He was leaning easily on his fancy cane as he studied Richard. Faced with the prospect of a life he could’ve had, but never would, irritated Richard.   
 
    “Why are you here, Mortimer?” 
 
    “I had heard what happened earlier, and had to come see for myself.” Jeremiah’s eyes hardened. “Had I not been made aware of your deviant behaviour, Jane would have easily ended up like that poor girl in the tavern.” 
 
    Had he not been made aware? Someone told him? But who? Victoria didn’t know what was happening at Midhill Manor. It couldn’t have been that old woman, the cook? Maybe the manservant? That man hated him no matter how hard he tried to hide it. 
 
    “Was it the manservant?” 
 
    “Does it really matter anymore? I think you have bigger problems to concentrate on now.” 
 
    Richard’s jaw clenched. He was sure it was the bloody manservant. The maggot was probably hoping to worm his way into Jane’s affections. The thought of someone else touching Jane suddenly filled him with a violent rage. “It was that man; her manservant. It’s true, isn’t it? Poor thing hoped he could share Jane’s bed.” Richard laughed; the sound almost maniacal to his own ears. “But I have news for him. She is my wife and no-one… NO-ONE… touches her, but me.” He fixed a fiery gaze on Jeremiah. “As for you and your underhanded dealings to steal my wife from me so you could palm her inheritance, you won’t get away with it.” The man turned away, about to leave. “Where are you going? I’m not done yet!” 
 
    Jeremiah turned, an unreadable look on his face. “But you are. Done, I mean. With all the evidence against you, I’d say you will hang. There’s no need for me to see if there is anything to salvage about your case. Jane will understand when I tell her that.” 
 
    Richard watched helplessly as the light left with Jeremiah, throwing him and his impotent rage in complete darkness. He moved over to the flimsy straw pallet, feeling something scurrying over his legs. The visit had disturbed him too much to care about the critter sharing his bed. 
 
    Jane. 
 
    Her light; her inherent goodness, was that what had made his monster surface? He had known from the start that she had been too good for him. Beautiful and funny. He had wanted her more than her money. Wanted to possess her. 
 
    He wondered if he would have made a different choice if he could to do it all over again. Radiant green eyes flashed before him and he sighed. 
 
    Probably not.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hirsh. Hirsh!” 
 
    Her eyelids moved, but it was difficult to open her eyes. She tried again, and this time there was a sliver of light before they closed again. 
 
    “You’re burning up, Hirsh.” 
 
    “I’m…” her voice came in a croak and she cleared her throat. “Fine.” Hirsh felt awful, hot and sticky. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” the voice said firmly. “I’ll go get help.” 
 
    Hirsh put all her willpower into opening her eyes just in time to see Jane limp heavily past her and down the stairs. She sat up slowly, and looking around, realised that she was in the main house. What was she doing here? Looking down at herself, she noted that she had on an untucked shirt and wrinkled trousers. Her chest wasn’t bound and the soft curves of her small breasts were visible when the shirt pulled tight against her torso. Even in her feverish state, she realised that her secret was visible. She staggered to her feet, narrowly stopping herself from tumbling down the stairs head first as she momentarily lost her balance. She made it downstairs and slowly, using the walls for support, made it through the house to the kitchen. It was still dark outside, but the scent of dawn hung in the air. Hirsh carefully manoeuvred the winding path through the garden towards her cottage. Her head felt heavy and her limbs sluggish as she tried her best not to topple over into the roses, knowing the thorns on the long stems would be unforgiving in their effort to protect the gorgeous, fragrant blooms. In her attempts not to fall into the rose beds, she overcompensated on a curve in the path and toppled over onto the lawn. The dew easily soaked through her thin shirt and Hirsh lay back with her eyes closed, enjoying the coolness on her overheated skin. 
 
    “Hirsh!” 
 
    Someone knelt next to her. The fragrance of crushed vanilla and orchid gave away the identity of the person. 
 
    “What are you doing? I said I would get help.” The tone was equal parts reproachful and concerned. Hirsh opened her eyes. For a few breathless moments, she lay there staring up into the beloved face of her employer. The blonde hair was loose and draped like spun-gold to the side of Jane’s face, her green eyes were wide as she stared back into Hirsh’s. A faint red touched the blonde’s cheeks. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” Hirsh slowly sat up, and Jane’s scent and nearness left her breathless for an instant. It was only when Jane pulled away that Hirsh’s lungs filled with air again. Careful not to put too much of her weight on the smaller woman and further aggravating her injured ankle, Hirsh came to her feet. The sudden change in altitude made her feverish head spin and her knees buckled. Jane threw her arms around Hirsh and admirably held Hirsh upright. 
 
    The only problem with this new position was that Jane’s face was now on the same level with Hirsh’s chest and with the damp shirt clinging to her, the curve of her breast was clearly visible. 
 
    Hirsh stopped breathing. There was no way that the other woman could not have noticed. 
 
    Jane stared at Hirsh’s chest for what seemed like hours, before she slowly lifted her head. Her eyes were wide; her expression a blend of bewilderment and incredulity. 
 
    “Hirsh?” She sounded scared. 
 
    Fear and intense heartache fuelled Hirsh’s reaction when she pushed Jane away from her and stumbled towards her cottage. She couldn’t bear to see the revulsion she knew would follow. 
 
    When she closed the door to her cottage behind her, her face was wet with tears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah’s eyes caressed the features of the woman sleeping next to him. It was almost time for him to leave. Dawn would be upon them within the hour, and that would also herald the awakening of the town. Jeremiah hoped to be gone from the doctor’s house by then. A faint stirring in his nether region made him move closer to the heat of the sleeping woman, and he placed a gentle kiss on the naked shoulder. Abigail moaned in her sleep. 
 
    Jeremiah smiled as his blood thickened with desire. He reached under the pillow for his apparatus and with a few economic movements, so as not to wake the sleeping woman, he fastened the leather harness to himself. When he had arrived last night, an exhausted Abigail met him at the door and he didn’t have the heart to add to her fatigue by demanding sex from her. After a few kisses and they had both succumbed to sleep, but now, in the crisp approach of the new day, his hunger was back and he wanted his lover with an intensity that left him shaking. 
 
    “I need to leave soon, my love,” he whispered in her ear as he traced her spine with focussed intent. He loved her back, the curve of it and the pronounced beauty of her delicate spine. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “About an hour and a half before dawn.” 
 
    A slow smile washed over the beautiful features. “Then why am I being roused at his hour, Mr Solicitor?” 
 
    The playfulness combined with the fact that Abigail still had her eyes closed made Jeremiah’s sex throb pleasantly. His hand slipped down a naked thigh and dipped between silky thighs. They both let out a soft groan when his fingers touched the delicate folds. He had some work to do to get Abigail ready. With the utmost gentleness, he used his hand to coax the doctor’s thighs apart so she could release the prize he so desperately craved. 
 
    “I wanted to say goodbye.” He dipped below the bedding and inhaled deeply of the intimate scent. Abigail was already anticipating his mouth on her; the scent of pheromones grew stronger as he hovered over her exposed sex. He rejoiced in having found a woman who loved sleeping in the nude, just as he did. It made for easy access when the need arose. He watched as Abigail’s hips moved under his scrutiny, rolling gently. 
 
    “I should warn you that time is not on our side this morning, lover,” Abigail murmured and recognising that to be true, Jeremiah acted. He dragged the flat of his tongue over the awakening nub with deliberate slowness. Oh, how he aimed to enjoy this morning’s farewell, he thought as he tortured Abigail’s clit mercilessly. He alternated between slow and lightning fast strokes, probing the entry to her womanhood with his tongue and making the woman gasp with pleasure. 
 
    When he was sure that she was ready to accept him, he rose over her and hooked his arms under her shoulders. “Now you can take what you want.” 
 
    Abigail eagerly reached between his legs for the phallus and brought the head to her opening. Jeremiah penetrated her and ceased all movements, allowing Abigail to take over. The doctor lifted her hips and grunted as she rolled her hips, stretching to accommodate him. When she had taken all of him, she hung in the air for a moment, waiting for her body to grow accustomed to the girth and length. Jeremiah was biting down on his lip; the effort not to plunge deep and plunder the tight cavern was almost impossible to bear. He grunted with surprise and blinding lust when Abigail pulled her knees up and using them to hold her weight, continued to thrust herself onto the shaft. Every thrust elicited a soft gasp from her and as the pace quickened, the room ran loud with Abigail’s moans as she pushed wildly against Jeremiah. His arms shook with the effort to keep himself suspended above his lover, but Jeremiah wanted Abigail to have this. Even if it threatened to kill him, he would allow the woman to share in the decision of how she would take her pleasure. 
 
    All he wanted was for them to come together. 
 
    Thus, when he felt Abigail’s thrusts become uneven, he knew that she was nearing the end. He pushed away from her. 
 
    “Nooooo!” Abigail fixed wild eyes on him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just a moment, my love.” He quickly flipped her over and position her on all fours with her shoulders pressed into the bedding and her buttocks pushed into the air. With shaking hands, he grabbed the shaft and positioned it at Abigail’s opening. “Now it’s my turn,” he rasped as he entered her slowly. Abigail grunted and Jeremiah placed a kiss on her smooth back. When he was sure she was ready for him to move, he began to thrust. He kept it long and slow, all the while exercising rigid control over his own urges. Hearing and feeling Abigail earlier had brought him close to climax, and it cost a lot not to chase for release immediately. 
 
    “Faster, Jeremiah,” Abigail threw over her shoulder. “I want you to go as fast as you can.” 
 
    The coarse request, combined with the rhythmic pumping of Abigail’s hips against his crotch, made Jeremiah pull Abigail closer. He grunted with each stroke and soon had the doctor muttering incoherently under her breath. Jeremiah watched the beautifully arched back as he felt familiar pinpricks shooting up from his curled toes. 
 
    “Are you ready, my love? I’m almost there?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    When the wave of pleasure hit him between his legs, he leaned over Abigail and let out a hoarse shout. Abigail cried out as she collapsed under him. Jeremiah lifted himself on his elbows as he pressed his lower half into the soft cushion of Abigail’s derriere. He pumped his hips a few times, and it thrilled him when the woman under him moaned again as yet another orgasm struck. He gently thrust into her until she begged him to stop.   
 
    They lay in the silence following the storm, listening to each other’s breathing. 
 
    “You should ask me to marry you again, sometime,” Abigail muttered 
 
    Jeremiah closed his eyes tightly. He would love nothing more than to call Abigail his wife one day. 
 
    “I will, my love.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He left the house ten minutes later, with Abigail fast asleep in bed, and a bounce in his step. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my child, can’t you reconsider?” 
 
    Hirsh shook her head as she pushed clothes into her satchel. Now that Jane was aware of her deception, there was no way that Hirsh could remain here. She would find lodgings elsewhere for the time being while she waited for The Raven and its crew to come for her and the others.   
 
    Chester. 
 
    She should get word to her crewman. Maybe that should be her first stop. Chester also doubled as the ship’s backup physician in the absence of Marlin, the appointed ships doctor. 
 
    “I won’t leave without saying goodbye, aunt Lizzy. I promise.” 
 
    “I know that. I only feel that you should take your time and heal before you leave. You are unwell and anything can happen between here and where you’re going.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said reassuringly as she fought against another dizzy spell. Maybe she could… NO! She didn’t want to meet with Jane again. The woman was probably upstairs now, writing a termination of services letter for her. “Chester is a doctor.” 
 
    Lizzy sighed unhappily. “Fine. But you stay here while I send a letter over to the Hampton Estate.” 
 
    Hirsh considered the idea and found that it had merit. She was too weak to ride the ten miles to the Hampton Estate. She sank down on the bed. “That sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    Lizzy gave a relieved smile. “Good. While you take a nap, I’ll warm up some of yesterday’s stew. You ate nothing last night and you need your strength.” 
 
    Hirsh allowed her aunt to undress and cover her with a heavy blanket. Within moments, she was fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane was nervous as she limped down the stairs to the dining room. She glanced at the clock on the landing. It was ten o’clock. Usually she timed her descent for breakfast with Hirsh’s tasks around the house. As soon as he… Or is it she now? Jane swallowed. She closed her eyes as the pained look on Hirsh’s face swam into focus. That was the expression of someone who had not wanted to be exposed as a woman. Jane herself understood well how difficult and hindering it could be for a woman in this period. After being married off and placed under the oppressive rule of an abusive husband, Jane could not fault the woman for wanting to be free of such unfair restrictions. Thus, to her, Hirsh would always be a ‘he’. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that Jane was accepting of the lie. It had shocked her, and what baffled her even further was that Hirsh had wished for an intimate relationship with her. 
 
    No matter how hard she thought about it and how long it had kept her up last night, Jane couldn’t for the life of her envision two women together. What would two women do together? What had Hirsh thought they would do? Or had Hirsh done this before? She stumbled a little at the thought and quickly caught herself on the banister. 
 
    A sound in the dining room made her heart race. 
 
    Hirsh! 
 
    No, she told herself, Hirsh had looked terrible earlier. She doubted he would move around anytime soon. She still felt guilty for not having followed him to see if he had arrived safely at his cottage, but the shock of being confronted by Hirsh’s breasts had kept her frozen to the spot. After a few minutes of sheer shock, the cold had sent her scurrying inside and to her bedroom where she had lain under covers with her eyes wide open. Soft footstep approached the foyer and Jane resumed her slow descent. Lizzy came from the dining room and stopped at the sight of Jane. 
 
    “Oh! Good morning, ma’am. I was just about to see if you would like your breakfast served in your room or in the dining room.” She looked tired, as if she had not slept at all. She had probably risen early to take care of Hirsh. Poor woman! Lizzy had barely recovered from a bout of acute exhaustion herself. Jane wondered if she should ask after Hirsh’s health or not. Lizzy surely knew Hirsh’s secret. If Hirsh was her cousin’s child, then she must know that Hirsh was born a girl. 
 
    “I will bring out your meal, ma’am.” 
 
    Jane took a seat at the table, her eyes straying to the corner of the room where Hirsh would wait for her to finish her meal. That didn’t happen very often, but it usually coincided with the times that she had come down after recovering from Richard’s assaults. He would stand there silently; wanting her to know that he was there. 
 
    She liked his quiet presence. 
 
    Just as much as she was missing it right now. 
 
    When Lizzy came in carrying a tray with her breakfast, Jane waited for the woman to set the place before she spoke. 
 
    “How is Hirsh doing?” 
 
    Lizzy raised surprised eyes at her, and Jane blushed faintly. Should she have asked earlier? Or not at all, perhaps? 
 
    “He’s fine.” 
 
    Jane frowned. “He didn’t look good the last time I saw him.” 
 
    Lizzy hesitated. “He’s in good hands now.” 
 
    Good hands? “Did you call Doctor Pritchard?” 
 
    The older woman looked everywhere but at Jane as she picked at an invisible piece of lint on the tablecloth. Jane didn’t like the feeling that Lizzy was hiding something from her. 
 
    “Lizzy? I can’t help but feel that you’re keeping something from me. Hirsh is in my employ thus his health and wellbeing are important to me. Now, have you called the doctor to see to Hirsh? Or should I do it?” 
 
    Lizzy sighed, and her eyes were sad when they met Jane’s. “It wasn’t necessary to call the doctor, ma’am.” 
 
    Jane slammed her hand on the table, making Lizzy jump. That was awfully negligent of the woman. Hirsh was a relation of hers. “How can you say that? I saw that he was very sick.” 
 
    “He left, ma’am.” 
 
    The silence that followed was heavy with shock. Jane sat ramrod stiff as she stared at Lizzy. Hirsh was gone? Just like that, without a goodbye? Jane blinked. After almost two years here, he had simply upped and left. 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “A friend came to collect him.” 
 
    A friend? Who was this friend? She didn’t even know if Hirsh had any friends. He was always around and had not once taken time off to visit anyone. 
 
    “Will the friend call a doctor for him?” 
 
    “I believe so, ma’am,” Lizzy said uneasily. The woman was still hiding something from her, but Jane wasn’t sure she was ready for more surprises. All she wanted to know was that Hirsh was being seen to, and that he would be fine. “If there isn’t anything else you need, ma’am, I need to arrange for help now that Hirsh had left.” At her nod, Lizzy left briskly and Jane sat back in her chair. 
 
    She poured herself a cup of tea and was sipping from it when the doorbell rang. She listened out for footsteps and when none came; she took it that Lizzy had left the house already. She reached for her cane and made the arduous journey to the door. When she pulled the door open, she found Jeremiah on the doorstep. 
 
    “Jeremiah?” Twice in one week?  
 
    He grinned and pecked her cheek. “Oh, my dear, it’s so great to see you up and moving around.” He frowned slightly. “I know this is the countryside, but since when do estate owners answer their own doors?” 
 
    Jane sighed and stepped back. “Please, come in.” 
 
    “Where is your manservant?” 
 
    “He left.” 
 
    “Left? But…” 
 
    “I was just sitting down for breakfast. Would you care to join me?” She felt self-conscious as she limped towards the dining room. She could feel Jeremiah’s eyes on her all the way. He held the chair for her and it reminded her so much of Hirsh. A deep despair settled in her chest at the thought of never seeing Hirsh again. “Tea?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” He held out his cup and Jane served him. After he had taken a sip, he sat back and looked at her. “We need to talk about Richard.” 
 
    Richard was the last thing she wanted to talk about this morning, or any other day. She examined Jeremiah’s handsome face for any clues. The man’s face was unreadable. She would have to ask if she wanted to know what he had to say. 
 
    “What news do you have about Richard?” Jeremiah seemed to steel himself for what he had to say and that made her nervous. “What happened, Jeremiah?” 
 
    “Richard was arrested yesterday and is being held at the garrison prison.” 
 
    Jane blinked. “Why? For what he did to me?” 
 
    “That had been the initial charge, and the army decided to investigate the case further. They could discharge him from the military.” 
 
    She cringed as she realised that more people would know about her situation. But it seemed that it was all out of her hands now. “You said that was the initial charge. What changed?” Jeremiah’s gaze slipped from hers. “What did Richard do?” 
 
    Jeremiah reached over and took her hands, squeezing them gently. “He murdered a tavern girl yesterday.” 
 
    Jane gaped at Jeremiah until the edges of her vision darkened and Jeremiah’s face disappeared behind a black curtain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh was burning up even as she lay naked on the bed. Someone, she didn’t know who, was giving her a sponge bath, which felt heavenly. There were people in the room with her, but her head felt like someone had taken a hammer to it and she couldn’t make out what they were saying. If only the pain in her chest would let up so she could breathe more freely. She ached to take a deep, filling breath instead of the shallow sips of air she drew through her teeth. Strong hands held her down, and she felt a prick on her arm. She recognised Chester’s voice, but it sounded far away and hollow. The wet sponge slid over her skin and when she opened her eyes, a beautiful face swam into focus. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “Oh, handsome, your Jane’s not here.” 
 
    Heartbroken, she slammed her eyes shut, oblivious of the tears rolling down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane opened her eyes to find Abigail leaning over her. The older woman smiled at her before she continued with her examination. Jane lay silently, using the time to digest the happenings of the last few hours that she could remember. 
 
    Hirsh had left Midhill Manor and Richard was in prison for murder. Had her mother predicted Richard’s ruin? Was that what she meant by him ‘deserving everything that was coming his way’? Charlotte hadn’t been wrong about Richard. 
 
    Did that mean she was right about Hirsh too? If her mother knew about Richard, then she also knew about Hirsh. She probably knew from the start that Hirsh was not a man. 
 
    Abigail jarred Jane from her thoughts when she slathered a glob of ointment over her chest. She gave Jane an apologetic grin before she cautiously applied the ointment and reapplied a bandage. All the while, Jane studied the older woman closely. She recalled Abigail telling her about her own abuse at the hands of her husband. Would the woman be just as open about other topics? About sex? Especially sex between two women? Abigail finished applying the bandage and as she stepped back, Jane knew that her window of opportunity to ask the woman was closing. 
 
    “May I ask you something?” She licked suddenly dry lips. “I must warn you, it’s of a rather personal nature.” 
 
    Abigail considered the request before she nodded. “Yes, you may.” 
 
    She had somehow expected the woman to refuse, and now she found herself to be shy. Abigail raised an inquisitive brow before she took a seat on the bed. 
 
    “Can two women be together?”  Abigail’s eyebrow crawled up and Jane felt herself blush. “I mean what do two women… Is it possible for them to… to…?” She found she couldn’t complete the query without dying from shame. To make matters worse, Abigail appeared speechless. “I’m sorry, maybe… maybe I shouldn’t have…” 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail blurted, and Jane felt her cheeks burning hot for having put the woman on the spot. “Two women can have a wonderful, loving relationship.” This time, Jane was left speechless by the woman’s answer. “And yes, they can have a very fulfilling sex life.” 
 
    Even as she was blushing so hard that the tips of her ears felt like they would catch fire any moment, Jane couldn’t help but wonder how the other woman knew so much about a topic that everyone else considered a taboo. Looking closer, though, she noticed that the other woman was blushing too. It would appear as if the esteemed Doctor Abigail Adams had, somewhere in the past, been an active participant in a woman on woman relationship. The thought of such a beautiful and accomplished woman giving herself to another woman created a confusing, but pleasant glow in the pit of Jane’s stomach.   
 
    “May I ask what motivated such a question?” Abigail asked carefully. 
 
    Jane gave Abigail a startled look. She hadn’t expected Abigail to pose questions of her own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VII 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeremiah glanced at Abigail. The woman had not said a word since their departure from Midhill Manor. In fact, Abigail seemed lost in thought as she sat quietly next to him, clutching her medicine bag. He tightened the grip on the reins and pulled. The horses came to a stop, which seemed to jolt the woman out of her reverie. She gave him a questioning look as he pulled the rig to the side of the rode. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” 
 
    He gave her a fake surprised look. “Oh, you’ve noticed?” 
 
    “I did,” Abigail said with a grin. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologise, my love. Is there perhaps something I should know about?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That was a quick ‘no’,” Jeremiah said calmly as she studied her. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Abigail placed her bag on the floor of the rig and looked around them. Jeremiah followed her gaze. When their eyes locked again, Abigail appeared hesitant. 
 
    “I trust you, Jeremiah, and that’s why I feel I need to tell you this.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    “It’s about Jane’s manservant.” 
 
    “Yes, she told me he left. She appeared rather distraught by that.” 
 
    “It goes deeper than that. He’s in love with her.” She gave him a long, meaningful stare and Jeremiah wondered what she expected him to say. 
 
    “Well, that’s not unexpected. She’s a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “Her manservant is not a man.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” His shout startled the horses and a flock of birds in a nearby tree noisily took flight. That tall, powerful man, who intimidated the hell out of him in his own bedroom, was a woman. He caught Abigail’s eye and grimaced at the amusement in her eyes. He raked a hand through his hair. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What is she going to do? It’s obvious she feels something for him.” What a twist! Jeremiah would love to see Jane happy and with someone who could protect her. That manservant looked capable enough of doing just that. 
 
    “What should she do? He’s gone now.” 
 
    “Does she know where he is?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Yes, why? He had stayed out of Jane’s love life for this long. It would be strange for him to get involved, no matter how relatable he found the situation to be. 
 
    “You’re right. There’s no reason for me to know his whereabouts.” 
 
    As they continued their journey into town, he couldn’t help but feel that this was a wonderful opportunity for Jane to experience love—the genuine kind. Hirsh loved her and after breaking into Jeremiah’s home, showed that he would do anything for Jane. 
 
    He was still distracted a few hours later as he sat by his desk at home. He poured himself a brandy and lit a cigar. As he sipped on his French brandy and smoked his American cigar, he couldn’t help but revisit his original idea of trying to play matchmaker. To do that, he needed to find the man. But Hirsh could be anywhere. He had to think of someone who would know where to start looking for Hirsh. He had to go back to the Graves Estate. Jeremiah finished his drink and stored his half-smoked cigar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The water was nice and cold, and it felt glorious as she drank deeply. When the cup was pulled away from her lips, Hirsh protested weakly. 
 
    “Not too much at once,” a firm voice said. Hirsh wished she had the energy to come back with a sharp retort. As it stood, she could barely lift her hand and every time she opened her mouth, a bout of excruciating coughs overcame her. She would not risk coughing out her lungs again, so instead she dutifully lay back against the pillows. Footsteps approached the bed and Hirsh felt a cool cloth against her forehead. 
 
    “Hi, angel, good to see you again.” 
 
    It was the same voice that spoke to her during the brief spells of lucidity. Moments like that had been rare, but Hirsh remembered the voice. She opened her eyes and saw the same beautiful woman sitting next to her on the bed. She had long dark hair and wide set green eyes.   
 
    Green eyes. They were nowhere near as beautiful as Jane’s. She closed her eyes, not wanting to remember Jane. Sleep came quickly, and she gladly embraced its blissfulness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane’s head jerked up, a little alarmed, when Lizzy came into the library to announce that Jeremiah was here to see her. She set the book she was reading aside when Jeremiah entered. He gave her a rather sheepish grin. 
 
    “I apologise, my dear, for intruding twice in one day.” 
 
    Jane couldn’t help but smile at him. It was a surprise, but not an unpleasant one. It was always wonderful to see Jeremiah. He was the closest to a father figure she had, after all. She remembered riding on his shoulders as a child and him cradling her after she stubbed her toe or scraped a knee. She tried to stand, but he quickly stopped her. 
 
    “Please, don’t get up.  I overheard Abigail cautioning you to stay off the ankle.” He took a chair opposite from her and studied her closely. Jane was beginning to fret as the silence lengthened. “I have something to tell you, but I have a few questions to ask you first. They are personal, but even then, I would appreciate your full honesty.” 
 
    Jane blinked rapidly as she tried to shake off the feeling of deja vu. That was exactly how she had reached out to Abigail earlier. Jeremiah waited for her to respond. “I’ll be honest.” 
 
    “It’s about your manservant.” Jane nodded and he continued. “I know that he’s not a man.” 
 
    Jane’s ire rose instantly, and she swallowed at the bitter taste in her mouth. Abigail had betrayed her! “I told this to Abigail in the strictest of confidence.” 
 
    “She told me that and I must add that she was reluctant to tell me. I was the one insisting to know what had her so distracted,” he responded quickly. 
 
    “I don’t want this to go further than you and Abigail, Jeremiah.” The betrayal still hurt, no matter what Jeremiah said. She wanted to guard Hirsh’s secret and she would die before she let anyone expose Hirsh. Not after everything he had done for her. Jane owed him that much. 
 
    “I promise you we’ll take this to our graves,” he said firmly as he held her gaze. “I promise.” 
 
    Jane believed him, and she felt her anger dying down. She could even forgive Abigail, but that depended on how much she had told Jeremiah. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I know you might not share the sentiment, but I’m happy that Abigail told me about Hirsh.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I think you’re making a mistake not seeing this situation for the opportunity it is.” Jane’s confusion must have shown, for Jeremiah continued. “You deserve to be happy, Jane.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean by that? How does this relate to my manservant?” 
 
    “Well, when Abigail told me about Hirsh, she told me everything.” 
 
    Like Hirsh’s misguided romantic interest, Jane thought bitterly. Abigail held nothing back. Still, she couldn’t figure out what Jeremiah was alluding to. Unless… She frowned at her godfather. He was regarding her with an unusual look in his eyes. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I use Hirsh to protect me from other potential suitors? If that’s the case, I refuse to use him or any of my employees in such a way. I would rather…” 
 
    “That’s not what I was proposing, Jane.” He looked vaguely uncomfortable, but as she looked on, she could almost see him draw on all his courage before he spoke again. “Hirsh could make you happy and I want you to consider that.” 
 
     “WHAT?!”  Jane gaped at Jeremiah. Did she hear him correctly? Had Jeremiah just suggested that she consider Hirsh as a prospective mate? She had expected him to warn her off Hirsh, not the opposite. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this? Besides, what makes you think that… that Hirsh would make me happy?” 
 
    Jeremiah shrugged. “Who do you think told me about Richard’s deplorable conduct? He broke into my room, and I must add that I’m not easily intimidated, but waking up and find a stranger in my room wasn’t very comforting. Hirsh cares about you.” 
 
    Hirsh. She already missed him and suspected that the feeling would grow stronger as time passed. Now that Richard wasn’t coming back, it would have been nice to have him around to accompany her about the estate. With him by her side, she had felt safe. But loving another woman, even if it was Hirsh, was not something she thought she was capable of. 
 
    “Am I the only one bothered by…” She glanced at the door and lowered her voice. “… the fact that Hirsh is not a man? Not to speak of the fact that as his employer, people might accuse me of preying on my staff.” 
 
    “The concept of love is more extensive than most of us comprehend. It can overcome almost any burden and grow in the harshest of circumstances. And yes, it sometimes, even defies gender constraints.” 
 
    Sweet heavens! Was she truly hearing this? 
 
    “Knowing Hirsh’s gender, I thought you would be the first to caution me against getting involved with someone like her.” Jeremiah’s eyes narrowed and Jane wondered what she had said to have elicited that reaction. 
 
    “Someone like her?” 
 
    Jane grappled for a discreet explanation. “I have the utmost respect for Hirsh as a person. I’ll even admit that I hold him and his opinion in much higher regard than most of my peers.” She bit down on her lower lip. “But what you’re talking about is simply … It’s not done, Jeremiah. Some would even call it unnatural and queer.” 
 
    “I beg to differ.” His tone was sharp. 
 
    Jane blinked. “Jeremiah?” 
 
    “On what evidence do you base that statement, Jane?” Jeremiah seemed uncommonly calm about the entire issue, Jane noticed. “Could it be that because you’re unaware of the existence of such liaisons, you find them to be unnatural and queer?” 
 
    Where was this conversation going? And why was Jeremiah so affected by all this? “What do you want from me, Jeremiah? I appreciate your counsel and find you to be a rational individual; someone who weighs his words and actions carefully.” She swallowed nervously as she held his gaze. “However, I’m scared and confused because I don’t know what you hope to accomplish regarding this issue. Will you tell me why you push for a union that would alienate me further from my family and friends?” 
 
    Her passionate plea seemed to sink in, for Jeremiah blinked rapidly before he leaned back in his chair. He offered her a contrite look and rubbed a hand over his face, appearing tired and resigned. 
 
    “Please, forgive me, my child.” He exhaled. “I believe my unreasonable request stems from a deep-rooted guilt for not being there while you suffered at the hands of that brute. My fear that you might fall victim to another man had me propose an absurd solution, which you had every right to question and reject.” He reached for her hands and squeezed them gently. “I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
    Jane nodded. Everything that had transpired over the past two days had left her with one conviction. She had many people looking out for her. That alone was enough reason for her to forgive them for whatever outlandish means they were adopting to ensure her protection. She squeezed Jeremiah’s hand and gave him a blinding smile. 
 
    “I forgive you.” 
 
    He brought her hand to his lips and smiled. “Thank you, my dear. Now, let’s talk about more joyous news. Did you know that the Crescent Ball is coming up? Although it’s still a month away, Abigail is already running around looking for the right dress. It would be a treat to have two beautiful ladies on my arm that evening.” 
 
    Jane cringed inside. The last time she had been in a public setting had been over three years ago when her Aunt Portia held a picnic to celebrate her fiftieth birthday. The entire district attended and Jane had enjoyed laughing and joking with her cousins and friends. Those days felt like a distant memory now. 
 
    She faked an interest in the subject as Jeremiah regaled her with tales of the previous year’s event. An hour later, she waved him goodbye and watched as he rode down the lane towards town. She could hear Lizzy clanking about in the kitchen, as she made her way back to the library, a sign that lunch was underway. Jane closed the library door behind her and scanned the volume of books filing the floor to ceiling bookcases. Her target was on the top shelf. Jane had first heard of the title of the book from her male cousins. When she mentioned it to her father, he had turned a ruddy red and advised her never to read such drivel. If it was drivel, then why had her cousin, James, made it a point to tell her that her father was one of very few people he knew, who possessed a copy? 
 
    She eyed the ladder, wishing Hirsh was still here, before carefully placing her foot on the first rung. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Strong hands rolled Hirsh onto her side so she could spit into a container. Her chest was on fire and she panted as the movement jostled her aching body. She wanted to cry in frustration when instead of letting her lie back on the bed, the same hands kept her upper body raised. Why couldn’t they just let her sleep? At least when asleep, the pain was absent and Jane was there to nestle her heavy head against her soft bosom. 
 
    She drank deeply of the cool offering when a cup was pressed to her lips. She didn’t mind the cool drink now and then, but couldn’t they decide on one fluid movement instead of manhandling her so. 
 
    She tried to open her eyes, but struggled too much, so she gave up. A cool hand touched her forehead. 
 
    “She’s slightly cooler now,” a smoky voice said, and Hirsh desperately wanted to open her eyes. Chester was her closest friend and the ship’s second in command. “More sponge baths. I’ll see if I can get another piece of ice from the main house.” 
 
    “Go now, or you’ll be late,” another voice pressed urgently. “You don’t want them to come looking for you.” 
 
    “You’re right. Take good care of her for me. I’ll be back as soon as we’re done in the field.” A cool hand cupped her cheek. “And you stay alive. We still have so many adventures ahead of us.” 
 
    Hirsh opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She heard a soft chuckle and then footsteps moved away, followed by a door closing. Chester would be back again. 
 
    The reassuring thought followed her into slumber and Hirsh quickly surrendered to oblivion, eager to see Jane again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The man’s face didn’t hide his disdain as he glared at Richard.  He couldn’t remember the last time someone had look at him like that, especially not after his marriage to the most eligible heiress in the district. That didn’t seem to impress Sergeant-Major Henry Steed as he scowled at Richard. 
 
    “I know of men who came from more miserable backgrounds than you, who would have grasped the chance at a new life; a new beginning.” He shook his head slowly. “You had it all, but your gutter-rat mentality got the better of you.” 
 
    Richard was many things. A cheat, a drunk and an abuser of women. But the one thing he prided himself on was the fact that he was a good soldier. No one could fault him on that. He knew the rules and followed them faithfully. Even now, as he was being eviscerated with the cruel words from a superior, he held his tongue and kept his gaze focussed over the shoulder of Sergeant-Major Steed. 
 
    “You lifted your hand to a woman whose family is partly credited for the establishment and development of this town. As if that was not bad enough, you cheated on her with three pence whores. What do you have to say for yourself, Corporal?” 
 
    Where to start, Richard thought. A sleepless night spent in a damp, rat-infested cell had given him some perspective. Steed was right, many men of lesser breeding than himself, would’ve grasped the opportunity at a better future. He wasn’t sure why he couldn’t. That there was something wrong with him, was obvious. The darkness that stained his soul was growing bigger and bigger. Somehow, he knew that had they not caught him; he would’ve done something regretful to Jane. Oddly, the thought of staring into Jane’s lifeless green eyes made his stomach roil. He knew that no one would believe him, least of all Jane, but he loved her. She wasn’t happy with him, and he didn’t give her any reason to feel anything but fear and disgust for him.       
 
    “I’m thankful that I was stopped before I caused more heartache, sir.” 
 
    He wasn’t looking at the man, but he could sense the man’s bewilderment. Steed moved from where he had been leaning against his desk. “Not that I appreciate your honesty, but self-incriminating statements won’t save your neck.” 
 
    Richard realised at that moment that he didn’t care about saving himself anymore. 
 
    “I understand, sir.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I hereby inform you that a court-martial is set for the end of the next week. You will be kept in confinement until the outcome of the trial and the sentencing.” He glanced at the soldier who stood behind Richard. “Return him to his cell.” 
 
    Richard cleared his throat. “Would I be eligible to receive visitors, sir?” 
 
    Steed looked up from where he was reading a document. “Yes. Any person or persons in particular?” 
 
    “Corporal Martin Snow and my wife, Jane Egerton.” 
 
    Steed regarded him calmly. “I’ll have the requests sent out by end of the day.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    As he was led back to the dungeon, Richard was convinced that Martin would come to see him. Jane, however, was a different story, but it was worth trying.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane couldn’t finish her lunch quickly enough and retire to her room. It had cost her to get the book from the top shelf with her injured ankle. Now she was ready to delve into the pages of the aptly titled Innominate, a series of erotic fictions penned by an anonymous author. She crossed paths with Agatha on the stairs. The woman, who was at least ten years older than Jane, usually came in a few times a week to help with the cleaning, but in the absence of Hirsh, she might become a more permanent sight around the house. Agatha had some large shoes to fill, because Hirsh’s non-intrusive presence during the execution of his duties had been much treasured. She hoped that Agatha would adapt quickly to lessen the impact of a sorely missed Hirsh.  Discretion was an important aspect of the job. 
 
    “Ma’am,” she greeted as she passed Jane. 
 
    Jane nodded and pressed the book to her chest. She sighed with relief when she closed her bedroom door behind her. She limped over to her reading desk and settled in before she opened the book, her heart thudding in her chest. This was perhaps the most rebellious thing she had ever done. After enquiring about the book all those years ago, she had thought her father had gotten rid of it. That was until she had asked Hirsh to dust the top shelf a few months ago. To her shock, she discovered the copy and a few others lying face-down on the top shelf when Hirsh transferred the books to the desk as he cleaned the shelf. 
 
    During her talk with Jeremiah, she had remembered a remark James had made about the descriptions of homosexual acts between women. Jane clearly recalled her shock at her cousin’s reading habits and had left him and the rest in the garden when he lapsed into crude descriptions. Now, she wished she had stayed, if only for having a picture of what Abigail had tried to paint for her earlier. 
 
    She scanned through the index and felt her cheeks heat at the stimulating subtext springing from the page. She had come this far and it would be cowardly not to see this through. Steeling herself, she turned the page, ready for a new experience. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah entered his office and smiled when his secretary looked up from a document he was copying. He pointed to the door and Jeremiah hurried into his office. Sergeant-Major Steed turned away from the window when Jeremiah entered. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Steed,” he greeted after a quick glance at the clock on his bookshelf. “Have you been waiting long?” 
 
    Steed held up his glass of brandy. “Not long enough to make a real dent in your brandy decanter.” 
 
    Jeremiah put away his walking stick and served himself a small brandy. He had arranged for afternoon tea with Abigail, if the woman could fit him in for an hour. After a small sip, he turned to Steed. “Not that it’s not a pleasure to see you, my friend, but what brings you here so soon after our last meeting?” 
 
    “Egerton.” Steed folded his long frame into a chair and Jeremiah followed suit, his interest piqued. “The man made a special request for two visitors while he awaits trial.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Jane?” 
 
    The soldier nodded. “Yes. He asked that a visitor’s request be issued to her. As Jane’s legal guardian, I thought you would want to know about that before I do anything.” 
 
    The gall of the man to think he could play on Jane’s tender emotions. Jeremiah couldn’t help but fume at the thought. 
 
    “What do you think he’s trying to accomplish with this?” 
 
    “Not sure. He’s a strange one.” Steed crossed his legs as if he was settling in for a long visit. “I saw him earlier today, and he admitted that he should hang for the murder of the tavern girl.” Jeremiah frowned. The man admitted guilt and yet he wanted to see Jane. “He was quite detailed in his admission of guilt. He expressed his relief at having been caught before he could do worse to Jane.” 
 
    Jeremiah surged to his feet, spilling his brandy. The swine! He had been well-aware, all this time, of what he was doing to Jane. He brutalised her mercilessly for whatever reason, and now he expected her to show him mercy. Steed’s quiet scrutiny of him made him glance at the seated man. The man looked composed, but his eyes gleamed with a vengeful light. 
 
    “What do want me to do, Jeremiah? Tell me what you would be able to live with?” 
 
    For a moment, a very short one, Jeremiah relished the possibility of finding himself alone in a deserted part of the surrounding woodlands of Coventry with Egerton. Steed could have him transported there in the dead of night, and Jeremiah could make the man pay dearly for his treatment of Jane. No one would be any wiser, if Egerton was never to be seen again. It had happened before. A few prisoners had escaped the dungeons with the help of their former comrades, never to face justice and never to be seen again. The issue had caused some degree of uneasiness in town between the townspeople and the army. 
 
    “Jeremiah? Jeremiah, did you hear what I just said.” 
 
    Taking his seat again, Jeremiah sighed. “I heard you.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And nothing. This is not what and who we are, Henry. We’ve always remained steadfast and honourable in the face of adversity. A soulless scoundrel such as Egerton is not worth sullying our reputations over. That is not something we’ll be able to live with.” 
 
    Steed smiled faintly. “I was hoping you would say that.” 
 
    “Me too.” That was the truth, for between the two of them they had enough influence and skill to pull off such a daring scheme. But they were not like that. Jeremiah watched as Steed walked over to the decanter to refill his glass. 
 
    “Then that’s settled.” When he turned back to Jeremiah, he had a wicked glint in his eye. “But there is something else I wanted to discuss with you.” Jeremiah gestured for him to continue. “You and the good doctor should decide on a venue for your nocturnal arrangements and stick to it.” 
 
    Caught in the process of taking a sip, Jeremiah coughed when the mouthful tricked down the wrong way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her vision was still a little blurry, but there was no mistaking the look of concern on Chester’s face. Chester Vaughn wasn’t easily fazed, but it would seem as if her friend had met a formidable adversary in this disease. She took a shallow breath, drawing Chester’s penetrating gaze to her face. 
 
    “You’ve been shot, impaled, hung, bitten by a poisonous viper and almost consumed by a primitive tribe,” Chester mumbled. “… and you survived it all. To see you being ravaged by this disease baffles me. It also scares the spit out of me. So, you better get your carcass out of this bed and get us as far away from this grey, dull existence.” 
 
    The disgust in Chester’s tone was obvious, and Hirsh snorted softly. It had, after all, been Chester’s brilliant idea for them to lie low in the countryside; right under the noses of their pursuers. 
 
    “Oh, you find that funny, do you?” Chester curled an arm under Hirsh’s shoulder to lift her upper body and hold a glass to her lips. “Well, let’s see how funny you feel after drinking this.” It was too late for protest since Chester had already dumped the liquid down her throat. It was the vilest concoction Hirsh had ever tasted, and she had ingested some revolting substances in her life. “I left this treatment for last. It’s a potion Marlin received from some healer in the East. It will make you sleep as well as loosen the phlegm and dampness in your lungs.” 
 
    No! Not more coughing! Did Chester have any idea the agony a single cough caused? She felt her eyelids growing heavy and she weakly reached for Chester’s hand. She felt a kiss pressed to her cheek. 
 
    “It’ll all be fine, Hirsh. Go to sleep now and when you wake, I’ll have a surprise waiting for you.” 
 
    “Jane?” She would love to see Jane one last time. 
 
    Chester’s face darkened. “I’m sorry, my friend, but that might not be possible.” 
 
    With a sinking heart, Hirsh slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane caught sight of her reflection in the mirror as she lifted her eyes off the page. She studied the ruddy-faced woman with the wide eyes and enlarged pupils looking back at her. Her hand shook as she lifted it to her half-open lips and closed her eyes. Her breath skimmed over her fingertips and Jane shuddered. 
 
    Was this what desire felt like? 
 
    The breathlessness. The heat that stained her cheeks a deep rosy tint? Contracting nipples and a curious, but pleasurable twitch between her legs? She dropped her hand and glanced down at the book. It was so much more than she thought it would be. But what it wasn’t, was lewd. The words, so descriptive and provocative, were skilfully concealed in paragraphs filled with intimations that an imaginative mind, such as hers, couldn’t help but convert into vivid images, sounds and scents.   
 
    She had never experienced something like this before. Thanks to the nameless author, she now somehow discovered something she had never known existed before. 
 
    Desire. 
 
    She had only experienced fear, anger, frustration, pain and hatred with Richard. Nothing anywhere near what she had read in that book. Even the touches that the author described. The words applied to express the caresses between the two female paramours… Jane swallowed. They were thrilling and soulfully emotive. As she read the first account, Jane swore that if she listened hard enough, she could almost hear the soft brush of a hand over satiny smooth skin, ruffling through fine hairs. Catch the breathing of the women as they conversed, wordlessly, with each other. 
 
    As enthralled as she was by the book and the new sensual vistas her mind had journeyed to in the past two hours, Jane was equally fascinated by the author. Who was she? She knew it was a woman, for even a novice like her knew that no man could describe a woman’s body and emotions so magnificently and delicately as the author did. It had to be a woman; one who had experienced the acts which were expansively illustrated in the book. Was she like Hirsh? A lover of women? She had to be, for how else would she know all those things she had written about? Jane’s face heated up again as a particular scene from the book resurfaced. 
 
    It depicted the two paramours as they were walking home from a book club gathering. When they reached their boarding house, they retired to one of the women’s room. The acts that transpired inside the room had left Jane breathless with a mixture of wonder and shock. 
 
    It filled her with wonder, because she couldn’t believe that love or sex could be anything like what the author described. Tender, patient, wonderful and extremely fulfilling. 
 
    What shocked her primarily about that particular scene and, in general, the entire book, was the fact that she was not repulsed by the thought of two women together. Not as much as she had thought she would be. The book had purely been a way to assuage her curiosity. She had wanted to know how a sensible woman would want to willingly participate in something so… so illicit. 
 
    She understood now. Abigail spoke the truth. 
 
    Love knew no boundaries. 
 
    A soft knock on the door made her slam the book shut. “Enter.” 
 
    Agatha entered with a tray. “Your afternoon tea, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agatha. You can bring it over here.” Jane waited patiently as the woman unloaded the tray, her eyes watching the woman’s hands as they worked deftly. She had never noticed a woman’s hands before; never realised that they were one of the many beautiful features that made up a woman. Their shape and elegance were so different than a man’s. The long, tapered fingers almost poetic in their elegance. 
 
    “Cook asked if you expect company for dinner, ma’am.” 
 
    Pulled from her thoughts, Jane blushed when she realised she had been staring at Agatha’s hands. The other woman didn’t seem to notice as she waited for a reply. 
 
    “No, Agatha. I’ll be dining alone.” 
 
    “I will let the cook know, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She waited until the door closed behind the woman, before she dropped her face in her hands. What was she doing staring at women’s hands? She looked at the book and shook her head. 
 
    Maybe she should pace herself.  She dropped the book in the desk drawer and served herself from the teapot. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VIII 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a definite change in her body when Hirsh surfaced from a deep sleep after she had taken the evil tasting concoction. Her head felt lighter and the pressure in her chest had eased significantly. She wondered how long she had been asleep, but that answer would have to wait since another sound intruded into the silence. Hirsh’s gaze sought and found the origin of the rhythmic thumping. 
 
    Chester was thrusting energetically between the legs of a woman, who was stretched out on the table in the small living room area of the cottage. The woman’s shapely legs were thrown over Chester’s shoulders. They were oddly silent, perhaps so as not to disturb her. Hirsh looked away and closed her eyes, but she couldn’t block out the thumping. Instead, she focussed her mind, which was much clearer now, on the path forward now that she was healing. She would send a letter to Marlin; her physician would know how to contact the rest of the crew. Their first course of action would be to sail to their hideout to check on their businesses and then to America, to lie low again. They couldn’t afford to stay too long in one place. If there was one thing she had learned in her line of business, it was that almost everyone was corruptible. If they stayed on the move, it would be hard for any would-be traitor amongst the crew to betray them and collect the bounties that were placed on their heads. With no location, the British Navy wouldn’t know where to start looking for them. Footsteps sounded, and she opened her eyes to find Chester standing next to the bed, tucking in her shirt. She had the look of a very satisfied woman on her face. They met in a tavern sixteen years ago, both recently orphaned and both having an inexhaustible penchant for the fairer sex. Like two sharks hunting in a fish pond, their first encounter had been hostile, but circumstances and the fear of ending up on the street had made them see the reason in combining wits and skill. They hadn’t looked back since. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake,” she murmured, “... and looking much better, too.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hirsh croaked and Chester stopped pulling at her clothes to offer her a cup of ice-cold water. When she had her fill, Hirsh lay back and looked at her friend. “I see you were already celebrating my recovery. You must’ve had a lot of faith in Marlin’s brew.” 
 
    Chester buttoned up her trousers and smiled at Hirsh, her dark eyes examining Hirsh. “That’s why I saved it for last. How do you feel?” 
 
    “My headache’s gone and the heaviness in my chest has abated. You mentioned a surprised for me last time.” 
 
    “You slept right through your surprise.” Chester cocked her head to the side. “You’ve been out for almost three days, Hirsh.” 
 
    Three days! What the hell? “Three days! What was in that drink?” How was it even possible that she could’ve slept through three days and not have known? 
 
    “Marlin said it contained some root extract that served as a sedative.” 
 
    “You could’ve warned me.” 
 
    “I could’ve, but I was desperate. As they say, the end justifies the means. Look at you now; your fever’s broken and you’re able to carry a conversation. That’s wonderful.” 
 
    “Not that I’m not grateful, but let’s see how you feel when you find yourself in my shoes one day. Drugged out of your mind.” 
 
    The dark eyes grew serious. “That’s never going to happen. If I’m out of action it leaves you unprotected and we can’t have that.” 
 
    A warm feeling settled in Hirsh’s chest as she held her friend’s gaze. Over the years, they had reached a mutual understanding of what the other’s role was. Hirsh was the leader and Chester the protector. Marlin kept them both alive and healthy. Geon made sure that they didn’t starve. It had worked well for them and had forged them into a tight family unit. 
 
    She was unsure of their future, but she wasn’t concerned. They always landed on their feet. Hirsh reached for Chester’s hand and gave it the strongest squeeze she could muster at the moment. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome.” 
 
    “So, my surprise. What was it?” 
 
    “Your aunt. She came every day for the last three days. She’ll probably stop by for a visit later today.” 
 
    Aunt Lizzy. She missed her. It was a great idea to spend the past year and a half with her. It had brought them closer, and it made Hirsh realise just how much she loved her. Her aunt was growing older now and it forced Hirsh to review the older woman's future. She owned a few properties in the West-Indies and America where she could settle her for a relaxed retirement. Maybe she could test the water if her aunt came for a visit today. 
 
    “I would love to see her.” 
 
    “I’ll send a message to tell her you’re better. My friend is warming up some stew for you. You must be famished by now.” 
 
    As if her stomach overheard, it growled loudly. Chester grinned and turned on her heel to get the stew. Hirsh closed her eyes and found her thoughts wandering to Jane. She wondered what the woman was doing. Had her ankle healed already? Was she eating enough? Would it be strange for her to enquire after Jane when she saw her aunt again? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something had changed between them. 
 
    No matter how hard Martin tried to act like the supportive friend, Richard could sense the gap. Martin had not once made direct eye contact with him since his arrival five minutes ago. The bars between them seem to add to the chasm between them. Martin looked ill at ease; as if he couldn’t wait to leave here. Richard also noted that Martin was dressed for an evening out. Life really goes on. 
 
    “Going out tonight?” 
 
    Martin looked guilty as he looked down at his outfit. “Uh, yes. Daisy wanted me to accompany her to a friend’s engagement party.” He smiled lamely. “Her friend is marrying a soldier.” 
 
    “When will you take that step? You and Daisy have been together for a while now. After this engagement, she might expect you to make your liaison more permanent.” 
 
    A strange look came over Martin’s face before he smiled. “She joked about it a few times already.” 
 
    Richard was glad that he brought up this trail of conversation. Martin seemed to have relaxed a bit and appeared a little more like himself. The monotony of his days, coupled with the isolation, was wearing on him. Martin was the first person to visit him in the last three days and with no response from Jane, he would not alienate the only friend he had. 
 
    “And? How long do you expect her to keep joking about it?” 
 
    Martin met his eyes for the first time. “I don’t know. Is it worthwhile to settle down?” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Richard replied quickly. “A man needs someone to come home to. Warm arms to find solace in.” Martin had a sceptical look on his face. “Because I got it wrong doesn’t mean I don’t know the benefits of having a companion.” He could see he had shocked his friend. “I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did. You are a much better man than I am, and you deserve much better than I ever did.” 
 
    Martin shook his head. “What happened to you, Richard? How did you get to this point?” 
 
    Richard exhaled noisily. “I wished I had the answer for that. All I know is that I wanted… no… I’ve always craved the adoration and compliance of women. Even if they complied, it just didn’t seem to be enough. I always wanted more.” Martin looked extremely troubled. “Now you see why it’s a relief for me to have been caught.” 
 
    There was a short, powerful silence. 
 
    “I saw the girl at the tavern. You strangled her to death, exactly like Daisy accused you of doing to her.” Martin’s gaze narrowed. “Jane? Did she suffer the same fate?” 
 
    A deep sadness filled Richard. “She didn’t deserve it, Martin. None of them did.” 
 
    “You know, saying all these things makes it easier to prove your guilt.” 
 
    “You saw the girl and you heard what Daisy said. Do you still think I’m not guilty?” 
 
    Martin didn’t answer him, but he appeared more pensive. “My father used to hit my mother, too, but he never went further than that. I eventually threw him out of the house, but what I don’t understand, is how he’s any different from you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d advise you to ask your father about that.” 
 
    “Maybe I will, once I can track him down.” 
 
    Later, when he was alone again and the silence and solitude invaded his soul, he felt a tear trickle down his cheek. He would miss Martin. Besides Martin, he had sent visitation requests to Jane and his brother. Both might not show up, but perhaps his brother’s heart could’ve been softened because they shared a blood connection. However, he wasn’t discounting the fact that his brother probably hated him more than Jane did. 
 
    What self-respecting man would impregnate his brother’s fiancée? Feeling despair push down on him, he closed his eyes and prayed for sleep to come. A dreamless one, if he was lucky. 
 
    He didn’t know how long he could survive seeing the lifeless eyes of the girl in his sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane dropped the book when she realised she had been re-reading the same passage for the last half an hour. She laid back against the pillows with a soft sigh. This was not how she wanted to remember reading her copy of Innominate for the first time. She might just as well address the issue that was foremost in her mind. 
 
    The visitation request. 
 
    A rather sombre Jeremiah had stopped by yesterday to deliver the request. He handed it over to her and sat watching while she read the official letter. As she read the letter, all she could think about was WHY. What would make Richard request her presence? Over their three years together, he had made it clear how inadequate he found her as a wife and a bed mate. He had methodically starved her of happiness from the inside out until the mere thought of being happy was such a foreign concept for her. 
 
    Would she want to go visit such a man? Would it be considered insane of her to want to do so? 
 
    Jeremiah had taken his leave an hour later and left Jane with more questions than answers. He had graciously offered her some legal advice, but kept toeing the line when Jane tried to engage him into helping her with her decision. Frustrated, she had lashed out at him about his convenient lapse in involving her in the decision to dissolve her marriage. Even then, Jeremiah had remained composed. She had apologised and kissed his cheek when he left for town. Then she ignored the letter for the rest of the day until her conscience brought it up again. 
 
    She swung her feet out of the bed and tested her ankle before gingerly putting her weight on it. She walked over to the reading desk and removed the letter. She read it again. Nothing had changed since the last fourteen times she had read it. 
 
    Richard Victor Egerton still requested her presence. 
 
    Jane was suddenly filled with so much anger that she acted before she could think. How dare he ask her to come see him? Did he know how difficult the past days had been for her? Thinking of the poor girl he had murdered and blaming herself for what had happened to her? Richard couldn’t break her, so he tried to do it with other women. The result was the death of an innocent woman, who had the misfortune of crossing his path that day. She was tired of feeling like this. Tired of having a man like Richard determine her fate. 
 
    She would go see him only to return the request and tell him she wouldn’t be back to see him ever again. When she looked down at the letter, it surprised her to find it shredded and scattered at her feet. She hadn’t even been aware she had been doing that. As she looked at the torn remnants of the letter, Jane felt an inexplicable calm come over her. She turned and went back to bed. 
 
    Richard Egerton had taken enough from her. 
 
    She picked up the book and this time, found that she wasn’t at all distracted, as was the case earlier. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah was struggling to keep his eyes open. The reason being the slow, rhythmic strokes of Abigail’s hand down his back. He had a hell of a day at the courts, trying to convince the government representative about Jane’s inability to comply with a summons to testify before the court about her marriage. What more did the man want to finally see reason? He had submitted a doctor’s testimony about the injuries, proof that Egerton had missed submitting expense claims, and then there was the fact that Egerton was in custody for the murder of a young woman. If that couldn’t sway the court, then Jeremiah was not sure what would.  It had taken three hours and a lot of patience not to scream at the obstinate, old man, before he considered another tactic. Why not put Egerton himself on the spot? If the man was as repentant as Steed said he was, then maybe he would accept the blame and let Jane have a divorce. That had seemed to have done the trick. Now, the hard part was to convince Steed. The army was notoriously skittish of crossing the line between them and civil society. This hearing could double as a court-martial and a murder trial, saving both the army and the court a separate day of proceedings.  
 
    “Can’t sleep?” 
 
    He peered over his shoulder at Abigail. She had the nightlight on and a book lay open in her lap. The picture was so domestic and Jeremiah ached to ask her again to marry him. He could get used to having Abigail reading in bed whilst she stroked his back tenderly. 
 
    “I’m just thinking of the day that was.” 
 
    Abigail smiled and ruffled his hair. “Was it a difficult one?” 
 
    “Yes. It involved dealing with stubborn men, who failed to see reason.” He closed his eyes when Abigail kissed his brow, his heart swelling with love for the woman. When his eyes opened after having savoured the moment, he was surprised to feel a tear escape and run down his cheek. Abigail quickly put her book aside and cradled his head against her chest. He inhaled her scent and luxuriated in her warmth and love. She might not have said it, but he could feel her love. He saw it in her eyes. It was there in her dark gaze right now. 
 
    Jeremiah gently detangled himself from his lover’s arms and got out of bed. He could feel her surprise as she watched him walk to his armoire. He opened a drawer and retrieved what he needed. When he climbed back into bed, she looked uneasy. 
 
    “Abigail, I love you and I know you love me, too. I feel it in your touch and I see it in your eyes when you look at me.” He held out the ring, watching her eyes as he did so. “I want nothing more than to be your partner, your lover and, in the eyes of the law, your husband. We don’t really need a ring to prove what we feel for each other, but I want you to keep this and put it on your finger when you feel you’re ready to accept my proposal.” He gently kissed her lips. “If you don’t take this ring and keep it safe, I’ll be pestering you every second day with a marriage proposal.” He kissed her again. “Can I tell you about my day now?” 
 
    Abigail’s eyes were fixed on the ring box sitting in her palm. When she looked up at him, there was an infinite sadness in her eyes and Jeremiah braced himself for another rejection. 
 
    “I want children, Jeremiah,” Abigail said quietly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh’s chest burned like hell as he tried to breathe through the pain the last bout of coughing had triggered because of her change in position. She wished she was healed enough so she could punch Chester’s face. The other woman seemed unaware of Hirsh’s murderous thoughts as she examined Hirsh. 
 
     “You’re not a hundred percent yet, but you’re getting there,” she said after she had helped Hirsh to lie down again. Hirsh sighed with relief as she closed her eyes. She was tired of feeling frail and helpless. It also ate at her that she didn’t know what was happening on the Graves Estate and with Jane. When she had asked her aunt about Jane, the older woman had been vague to the point of almost avoiding the question. Now that she was getting better, she would love to see Jane one last time before she left England. 
 
    “The concoction from Marlin seemed to have been effective. Your lungs are clearing up and with more rest and food, you should be back on your feet in no time.” 
 
    Hirsh nodded slowly. “My aunt? When is she coming by again?” 
 
    “She didn’t say, but I could send for her, if you like.” 
 
    Hirsh hesitated. If her aunt had been reluctant to talk about Jane the last time, would she be more forthcoming this time around? Hirsh hoped so. “Yes, I would like to see her again.” 
 
    Chester regarded her calmly. “Is it about your employer? You hope to get some news about her from your aunt.” She grimaced. “Lizzy told me what happened? That the lady knows about your secret. What are you doing, Hirsh?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous; for all of us.” 
 
    Hirsh pursed her lips. “I know.” 
 
    “Then why?” Chester’s tone was gentle. “Is she worth all this?” 
 
    That was a good question. If Jeremiah did as he was wont to do, it would rid Jane of that menace of a husband of hers. She would be free to choose a new life for herself as a divorcee. Remarrying was an option, but one Hirsh hoped Jane would not consider again. Having witnessed the brutality forced upon the blonde over the past eighteen months she had been in the woman’s employ, Hirsh hoped that Jane would be more prudent with her choices next time. Not that she had much choice in the matter the first time. 
 
    To come back to Chester’s question. The discovery of Hirsh’s true gender had horrified Jane. Nor had she reached out to Hirsh again afterwards. However, Hirsh had seen Jane in several vulnerable moments, which had been the foundation of a lasting bond between them. Whereas Jane’s bond with Hirsh had matured into one of trust; Hirsh’s bond with her beautiful employer had grown into a deep love for the younger woman. Although her affections were not returned, Hirsh realised at that moment that Jane was still worth it. 
 
    “Yes,” she began slowly. “It is worth it to see her one last time, before I leave.” 
 
    A wistful look flashed in Chester’s dark eyes before she blinked, and it disappeared. “How do you want to do this?” 
 
    Surprised by what she saw in her friend’s eyes, it took Hirsh a moment to register what Chester had asked her. Seeing Jane again had started off as a wish, but had quickly morphed into a need. How she was going to go about satisfying that need, she hadn’t thought that far yet. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She felt her face heat up when Chester gave her an incredulous stare. 
 
    “I’ve never experienced this side of you before, but I must say that I find it quite refreshing.” She pointed to the water carafe. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    Hirsh shook her head. “Later.” She had noticed that after Chester’s offerings of water, she would almost immediately succumb to a deep slumber. She needed a clear head to think of how she was going to catch a final glimpse of Jane before their paths parted forever. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be at the main house. Lady Hampton is expecting a visitor, and I want to be there to ensure that the man doesn’t take liberties.” 
 
    Hirsh frowned lightly. This was the first time that she heard Chester speak about her employer. “Your employer is a single woman, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A widow,” Chester threw over her shoulder as she washed her face and hands in a small bowl. “Why?” 
 
    “How do you get along?” 
 
    “Good. She keeps to herself and she is good to her servants.” She wiped her face and hands. “That’s all that matters, really.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    Chester looked up from where she was mixing a powder into a glass of water. The dark eyes held a warning. “What are you insinuating?” 
 
    Knowing that she had managed to burrow under her friend’s skin, Hirsh relaxed and enjoyed herself. “Will you be ready to ship out when The Raven comes for us?” 
 
    “I feel insulted that you would ask that. No offense, but unlike some unnamed persons, I know when I’m out of my depth where a woman is concerned.” She stomped out of the room and Hirsh beamed. 
 
    She felt so much better now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cell was small, dark and dirty. It was such a stark contrast to the interior of Midhill Manor. Jane fought hard not to react to the overpowering stench of faeces and urine. Her gaze moved to Richard, who stood at the bars, looking at her. The look in his eyes was intense. He looked unkempt and dirty; a complete difference to the well-groomed, handsome gentleman he once had been. Such a glaring difference after only eight days. Jane didn’t feel a shred of pity for the situation he found himself in. Richard brought it upon himself and just like he had disregarded her opinions and emotions with brutal force, she was going to remain indifferent to his.     
 
    “Thank you for coming. I wasn’t sure you would come.” 
 
    Jane didn’t respond.  Instead, she reached into her purse and retrieved the shredded pieces of the invitation and held it out to him. His nails were cracked and dark with dirt as he accepted the small stack of torn bits. He looked confused. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “That’s your invitation and what my feelings were about having received it.” She could see that her words had shocked him; that she had shocked him. Five days ago, he thought he had left a victim at home. She admitted that it must be quite astounding for him to be confronted by this composed version of her. 
 
    “I… I don’t understand.” He blinked rapidly. “Jane?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t want to be here, Richard. I also don’t appreciate you calling me here.” She pursed her lips. “There are a lot of things about the past three years I didn’t like about your behaviour and your treatment of me.” A surge of anger surfaced and Jane allowed it to show on her face. She had awakened that morning with a sense of urgency. 
 
    An urgency to get her life back on track. 
 
    To live again. 
 
    Without the ghost of Richard Egerton. 
 
    She moved closer to the bars and watched with grim satisfaction as Richard took a small step backwards. He seemed more than a little dazed. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to come.” 
 
    “Why now? You had three years to apologise, but you waited until you’d killed an innocent girl and are locked up like an animal in a cell that reeks of human excrement.” 
 
    A strange mixture of shame and fear crossed over Richard’s face. Jane wondered if perhaps having heard his situation outlined in such a blunt manner, had made his predicament only really sink in at that moment. If that was the case, Jane realised that he had been completely out of touch with reality for quite some time. 
 
    “It was an accident.” His hand shook as he wiped his face. “The girl… She was beautiful and funny.” 
 
    Such a description about another woman, from a husband, would probably have enraged other wives. But not Jane. All she felt at the moment was a great sadness for a beautiful, funny girl whose life came to such an untimely end. 
 
    “She reminded me so much of you.” 
 
    Those words made the blood run cold in Jane’s veins. Jane was no stranger to fear. She had made a conscious choice to face her husband this morning. The trip to town, after three years of forced isolation, was another scary step she took today. 
 
    But nothing terrified her more than hearing Richard say that the murdered girl reminded him of her. What did that mean? Had he been secretly plotting her murder? Strangely, the idea was not that farfetched. Many husbands had been suspected in the demise of their spouses over the years. In fact, one of her closest neighbours was still dogged by malicious whispers after his wife’s suspicious death four years ago. She looked at Richard with new eyes. 
 
    “Considering the unfortunate end of the girl, you’ll understand if I don’t take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Richard sighed, looking dejected. “No, I don’t think you should.” 
 
    His admission was startling, and for a long moment all they did was look at each other. “Were you contemplating my death?” 
 
    “Not purposefully, no,” Richard mumbled. “Even if you don’t believe me, I never meant to hurt you, Jane.” 
 
    Jane clutched her purse tighter, everything within her screaming for her to leave and never come back. Not to create an emotional link with the man who had been her tormenter for so long.  
 
    “But you did.” She shocked herself with that admission. Jane never viewed herself as a victim, and by not verbally acknowledging the cruelty Richard had subjected her to, she had clung to the shame. However, uttering those three words had been surprisingly liberating.  Now it was Richard’s burden to bear. His shame, his guilt and his weakness.  
 
    “Yes, I did.” He closed his eyes tightly. “I can’t apologise enough, because words could not describe what you’ve had to endure.” 
 
    She had heard enough. Jane turned on her heel and walked away. She wouldn’t allow him to assuage his guilt in a desperate moment of self-pity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah looked up at the soft knock on his door. His secretary stepped in and Jeremiah glanced at his watch before he gave Roger an expectant look. 
 
    “A Mrs Egerton is here for you.” 
 
    Jeremiah shot to his feet. Jane was here? He rounded his desk and almost pushed Roger out of the way in his haste to get out the door. Jane sat in a high-back chair in the waiting area, her purse clutched in her lap. She rose when he came towards her. He immediately noted the rigid line of her back and the tension in her jawline. His heart went out to her and he gently pulled her after him into his office. As soon as the door closed behind them, he embraced her tightly. She was trembling a little, and he gently ran his hands down her back to try to relax her. 
 
    “Why didn’t you send a message for me to come and collect you?” 
 
    There was a soft exhale. “I wanted… needed to do this.” 
 
    He smiled at her bravery for he couldn’t have been prouder of her than at that very moment. It must’ve been a scary undertaking to have left the comfort of her home and travel to town. She was indeed Vincent’s child. He held her away from him so he could look at her. She looked a little shaken, but otherwise much better than he would’ve fared had he been in her shoes. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, my child. This, I’m sure, was not an easy task for you.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “Would you like some tea? I could get Roger to make us some.” 
 
    She nodded and allowed herself to be led to the visitors’ chair. Jeremiah asked for the tea and took a seat in the chair next to hers. It was such a treat to see her in his office again. Before her marriage, she used to stop by regularly to take him out to lunch or for tea. Thus, it still baffled him how he could’ve allowed that scoundrel to drive a wedge between them. 
 
    “May I enquire what brought you to town today?” 
 
    “I came to see Richard.” 
 
    Jeremiah was shocked. “Richard? At the barracks?” 
 
    “Yes. I returned the invitation to him and told him not to call on me again.” 
 
    Talk about being brave. Could it be that Vincent was channelling through his daughter today? Gone was the docile girl he had met these last two weeks at the Graves Estate and in her place was a bold woman. Any man… no… not a man! Hirsh would be lucky to have such a woman by her side. 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    “He was surprised, understandably.” 
 
    Jeremiah snorted at hearing that. Of course, he was. Jane threw him a look and he shrugged. “I honestly would’ve been shocked had he not been surprised.” 
 
    A faint smile tugged at the corner of Jane’s lips and before long they were both chuckling. The secretary brought in the tea and a plate with biscuits. He served them both and they sat back to enjoy their tea. 
 
    “So, what is your next adventure?” Jeremiah asked over the rim of his teacup. 
 
    “Next, I’m paying a visit to Aunt Portia to tell her of my impending divorce. She also needs to know that I won’t allow any interferences in my life anymore.” 
 
    The cup jerked in Jeremiah’s hand and he narrowly avoided drenching himself. He blinked at her and slowly placed the cup on the desk. The girl was on the warpath and her courage amazed him. However, it was important to evaluate her mental state to gauge how aware she was of what she was about to do. Confronting her aunt and the rest of her family could lead to her alienating herself from them forever.   
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    She focused a level gaze on him. “Why not? Had Aunt Portia not interfered, I wouldn’t have found myself in this situation.” 
 
    He hated doing this, but he felt that he had to. “Have you considered that she might’ve just been looking out for you? You’re an extremely rich, young woman.” 
 
    Jane pursed her lips. “If I want to live my life, I need to be sure that none of my family would ever interfere in my life choices. As a matter of fact, they have lost the right to do so when they sacrificed my happiness and then abandoned me.” 
 
    He felt a pang of guilt. He was just as guilty, if not more. He had shirked his duties. It was as if she was reading his mind, for she placed a hand on his arm. 
 
    “You are here now and I’m grateful for that.” She took a sip of her tea. “All I want to do now, it to live again. Maybe travel and make new friends.” 
 
    He smiled. “That sounds fantastic.” Maybe if she could leave this constricted environment shaped by ridiculous societal norms, she might realise that there was so much more to life.   
 
    “I think so, too.” 
 
    He glanced at his pocket watch. “I have a short meeting with the Coventry Sentinel’s editor,” he said as he sipped his tea. “… but I would love to take you for lunch afterwards. Would you be able to wait for me?” 
 
    She smiled and for the first time, since they had reconnected, he saw a glimmer of the young woman he loved as much as if she was his own. 
 
    “I will wait for you to finish up. In the meantime, I would like to see Abigail, if she’s available.” 
 
    Jeremiah felt his mood took a slight dip at the thought of Abigail. They hadn’t seen each other in three days. Abigail had cited work as the reason she declined several of his invitations for lunch and dinner. 
 
    “You could drop in at her office. Do you know where it is?” When she replied in the negative, he gave her directions to the small doctor’s practice down the street. When Jane left, he sat back in his chair. It looked as if Jane was going to be fine, after all. 
 
    But he had his doubts about his own wellbeing at the moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard was left shaken by the short, but insightful visit from Jane. As his thoughts harangued him, there was one thing that stood out.  
 
    He had never seen Jane so passionate about anything in three years of marriage. The woman, who had visited him earlier, was the same one he had glimpsed at that picnic many years ago. The one he had hoped would fall in love with him and bear him children. 
 
    His hand had a slight tremble to it when he wiped his face, surprised to find it wet with tears. 
 
    Everything came too late. 
 
    His need to apologise. The tears. Regrets. The re-emergence of Jane’s true nature. It all was too much for him to take in. Especially now that he was living on borrowed time. He had heard many tales about life flashing before one’s eyes before death. He had always thought it happened right before the soul left the body. This drawn-out, emotional prelude was not what he had expected. 
 
    It made him wish for death… a quick one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    IX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Abigail looked tired when she came through the door of her small office. Jane had decided to wait even after the young female assistant informed Jane that Abigail was out attending to a patient. She had waited, because she knew that if she were to leave town without seeing Abigail that she would never get the courage to broach the topic again. Abigail came to an abrupt halt as she blinked in surprise before concern took over. 
 
    “Jane? What happened?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Abigail. I’m here on a private matter.” 
 
    The woman’s lips parted slightly and she looked intrigued before she gestured for Jane to follow her into her office. The room was small, but very neat, and a large window allowed enough light in to liven up the area. Jane’s gaze fell on the large bookshelf against the one wall. The books were thick and looked expensive. 
 
    “They must’ve cost you a fortune,” she said as he glanced over to where Abigail stood behind her desk. 
 
    “They belonged to my father. I’d learned to read from them at a very early age and it made me an adequate assistant to my father, before embarking on my own studies in Edinburgh.” Jane took a seat and folded her hands in her lap. Abigail, noticing her body language, quickly walked over to the door to close it. “I must confess that I’m surprised and happy to see you in town. You are braver that most people I know.” 
 
    Jane looked up from her hands and found Abigail watching her with a soft glow in her dark eyes. She took a deep breath and decided to plunge into the reason for her visit. “I wanted to know more about… about what you told me regarding…” She stopped. This wasn’t going the way she had imagined it would. It was harder. She took a steadying breath. “We spoke about women and how they could…” She got stuck again and it felt like her courage had deserted her. Abigail studied her with a penetrating look, and Jane stood to walk over to the window. The office was located in a busy part of the town and the movement of people and the noise should’ve been distracting, but Jane found it rather relaxing. The constant movement was stimulating. 
 
    “You want to know more about how it is between two female lovers.” 
 
    She spun around to look at Abigail. The woman appeared somewhat sad as she held Jane’s stare, and Jane could only nod. She blushed when Abigail smiled and pointed at the chair. “Then let’s talk before I’m called away again. Shall I get us some tea?” She didn’t wait for Jane’s response, but requested a fresh pot from her assistant. When she sat behind her desk once again, she frowned slightly. “Have you decided to approach your… him?” 
 
    Yes. Out loud, she tried to dodge the question. “I’ve been reading a book that has been quite intriguing, to say the least.” Abigail’s eyebrow lifted inquiringly. “It’s called Innominate.” 
 
    “Oh!” Abigail blushed faintly. “I’ve read it once before. Copies of the book are rare. How did you get your hands on one?” 
 
    “My father had a copy.” 
 
    Abigail was speechless for a moment. “That’s fascinating. How far did you get?” 
 
    “Very far.” Jane hoped she didn’t sound breathless.  
 
    “In that case, I think we can be frank about certain issues that I want you to consider before embarking on this part of your life.” A curt knock on the door interrupted them. “Inside.” They waited until the assistant had placed the tray on the desk and left. Abigail immediately served them. “What do you hope to gain from all this, Jane?” 
 
    “Gain?” What a strange question to ask. 
 
    “Yes. Is it sexual freedom? Love? Companionship, perhaps?” 
 
    Her face felt like it was on fire as she listened to the list. She wanted all that and more, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit it out loud. “Companionship.” 
 
    Abigail studied her from over the rim of her cup. “Will that be all? Companionship?” 
 
    “Why… why do you ask?” Did Abigail suspect that Jane wasn’t truthful with her? 
 
    “I ask, because there is so much more to this than simply finding someone to while away the time. The intimacy between two women are intense. It offers one the freedom to express yourself and allowing yourself to become vulnerable in another’s arms.” 
 
    Jane’s hand was shaking so badly that she had to place her teacup on the desk lest she stain her dress. The older woman looked calm and composed as she regarded Jane, almost willing her ask. 
 
    “You seem to know quite a lot about the issue.” 
 
    “I’ve had female lovers before.” 
 
    The heat that infused her body at the quiet admission was immediate and overwhelming. Right before her eyes, Abigail had morphed from the familiar stranger she was becoming fond of, to a woman. A very attractive one. Jane suddenly noticed her friend’s full lips and envisioned them pressed to the fragrant skin of another woman. Her long, tapered fingers caressing the same skin with urgent strokes as she ran her lips along the arched column of a delicate neck. She swallowed and glanced away. There it was again; that peculiar feeling in the pit of her stomach. Was the feeling transferable and would she experience the same sensations in Hirsh’s presence? Hirsh was so different from Abigail. Taller, harder and more potent. She would have to put it to the test before she decided. But there was one more question she wondered if she should ask. She might as well, since she had already crossed the lined of propriety long before she had approached Abigail. Jane mentally shook her head. If anyone had told her that she would have such a conversation with another woman about a woman, she would’ve had the person locked up in Perryman’s Institution for the Mentally Afflicted. 
 
    Yet, here she was.   
 
    “Is it really as… pleasant as they describe it in the book?” 
 
    “Much, much better,” Abigail said, and the sadness was back in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
                
 
                The sound of raised voices startled Hirsh from her sleep and she looked about, confused. It took her a few moments to recognise where she was. She looked around and stiffened in surprise. She wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Thirsty?” 
 
    She nodded and watched her aunt pour water in a glass. After she had taken a few sips, she rested back against the pillows. “What are you doing here?” It was midday and usually the busiest time at the Manor. If the woman was here, who was cooking for Jane? 
 
    “What a way to greet your aunt, dear.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but your presence took me by surprise.” 
 
    Aunt Lizzy sat back in the chair, plucking at some invisible lint on her church coat. She looked like someone who was fighting an internal battle. When she finally looked up at Hirsh, she saw the determination in her aunt’s eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s wise to tell you this, but I also think you should know.” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    The older woman hesitated, and curiosity almost consumed Hirsh. “The reason I’m here at this hour of the day is because Jane left for town early this morning.” 
 
    Hirsh was stunned. Jane left the estate? It couldn’t be. The woman had not set foot outside the gate of her lands in three years. No one knew why the young woman, whom everyone described as jolly and outgoing, had stopped attending social events or visiting friends and relatives so soon after she got married. Only a select few knew the real reason, but then there were the times that Egerton was abroad serving in Her Majesty’s forces for a few months on end. Even then, Jane remained at the estate. That alone spoke of a deeper cause than simply being a woman at the mercy of her abusive husband. 
 
    “Did she say where she was going?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to.” Lizzy smirked. “She looked like she was on the warpath when she stormed out of the house. I bet Mr Egerton received the shock of his life, seeing his cowering wife all fired up like that.” 
 
    She went to see that swine? Hirsh was too weak to even summon the anger she knew she would normally feel at knowing Egerton was anywhere near Jane. “Did you hear from her?” 
 
    “She said to expect her back in time for afternoon tea.” 
 
    “What time is it now?” 
 
    “Two o’clock. I should leave soon if I hope to be home before her.” 
 
    Hirsh was suddenly flooded with a deep longing for the place she had called home for more than a year and a half. She had enjoyed working at the Estate. The backbreaking work gave her a sense of pride as she tended to the lush gardens, oversaw the shearing of the sheep, and managing the tenants’ welfare. Every month she collected the rent from the tenants and afterwards would sit with Jane as they balanced the books. Hirsh had lived for those moments. Before she was overcome by melancholy, she turned her attention back to her aunt. 
 
    “How’s she handling Egerton’s incarceration?” 
 
    She noticed that her aunt looked uncomfortable with the question. “She’s doing well, although she appears somewhat lonely.” 
 
    “Lonely? She spends most of her time alone or reading. How could she be lonely?” Hirsh frowned. “Do you think she misses him?” 
 
    “Oh, no! Never!” Lizzy said firmly. “That man did her and every woman on earth a favour by getting himself caught. I only feel sorry for the innocent girl, though.” 
 
    “Maybe you should get Derrick or someone to take her to the schoolhouse. She loves it there.” 
 
    “I offered, but she declined.” 
 
    That was strange, Hirsh thought. She could swear the young woman would’ve spent all her days amongst the kids, had she been given the choice. Maybe she had been mistaken. Or maybe she didn’t know Jane as well as she thought she did. It was a rather depressing thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah drained his brandy tumbler and stood to refill it. He returned to his desk and was quickly engrossed in the document he had been reviewing. The preparation for Jane’s divorce hearing took up the bulk of his attention lately, but Jeremiah was doing it with great pleasure. For this was his first step towards redeeming himself in the eyes of his old friend. He had sworn to himself that he would not allow any man to hurt the girl again. It had been a relief when the district’s Parliamentarian representative accepted his proposal to combine Egerton’s court-martial with the dissolution of marriage case, to speed up the process and to use Egerton’s verdict as the basis for the divorce. The documentation was ready for submission and he had to meet with Henry on how the army wanted this collaboration to go. Would they go first and then allow the civil proceedings to follow? He reached for his glass, but froze when he noticed a movement out of the corner of his eye. It was late and his serving staff had already left for the day. His training as a soldier kicked in and he gripped the glass tighter. If need be, it would have to do as a weapon. He glanced at the door and frowned. 
 
    Abigail stood in the doorway, looking rather anxious. For a moment, they regarded each other in silence, before Jeremiah returned his attention to the document before him. He had not thought he would be seeing Abigail again after that night she left their bed to sleep in the guestroom. It had only been three days, but it felt like eons to Jeremiah. He had missed her tremendously. In the end, he had done what he had always done when he tried to clear his head. 
 
    He turned to his work and his brandy decanter. 
 
    Work kept him sane, and the brandy helped him sleep at night. 
 
    “Good evening, Jeremiah.” 
 
    He looked up and nodded. “Good evening, Abigail. I assume you’re here to collect your things. I’ve had them transferred to the guestroom. Feel free to go ahead and collect them.” He returned his attention to the document, not making sense of the words on the page. The sooner Abigail left; the sooner he could get on with healing his broken heart. 
 
    “I’m here for something specific.” 
 
    Specific? What did that mean? Everything he had put aside belonged to her. He looked up and found her looking even more nervous that before. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
 
    Abigail took a careful step into the room. “I’m here for the ring you offered me.” 
 
    Jeremiah’s heart skipped a beat, and he could only stare at the woman. Abigail licked her lips and swallowed. “Jane came to see me today. She wanted to know more about women.” 
 
    Jeremiah slowly rose from his chair. “What did you tell her?” He reached for his brandy. His dreary evening of work and drinking had taken a rather unusual twist. 
 
    “I answered all her questions and asked a few myself. She intends to find her former manservant.” Abigail took another step towards the desk, her dark eyes filled with regret. “I’ve made a lot of choices in my life; some I could live with and some I knew I could make up for. Losing you is not a choice I can afford to make.” Jeremiah felt the flutters in his stomach increase. “You represent a once in a lifetime opportunity, Jeremiah.” 
 
    He wanted to jump over the desk and haul her into his arms, but fear and the misery of the past three days kept him rooted to the spot. 
 
    “What of children? I still can’t give you any?” He hated that his voice sounded hoarse and forbidding. 
 
    Abigail shook her head. “I would much rather have you.” A lonely tear ran down her cheek. “I can’t explain the heartache I had to endure these past three days only to come to the realisation that you are everything I’ll ever want.” 
 
    Jeremiah melted at hearing that. Could his search finally be over? For good this time? He skirted the desk to come stand before Abigail. He reached out his hand and felt her smaller one slip into his. 
 
    “The ring is in my bedroom. Would you like to accompany me there?” 
 
    A soft sob escaped from Abigail’s lips as her grip on his hand tightened. “I would like that very much.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane dropped the book in her lap after finding herself reading the same paragraph for the fourth time. This wasn’t working. The book wasn’t distracting enough. She swung her feet out of bed and went over to peer through her window. The servants’ quarters were not visible from her window. She glanced back at the large grandfather clock. Nine o’clock. It was late, but she doubted it would be too late for Lizzy. It had taken all her willpower not to confront Lizzy over supper. The older woman seemed to have been in a good mood, which meant that not only had she been to see Hirsh, but it would appear as if Hirsh was doing much better, too. Over the past week and a half, she had noticed the tavern owner’s cart coming by to pick Lizzy up and drop her off two hours later after Derrick locked down the house for the evening. Jane had admired the woman’s drive, considering the tireless schedule she kept during the day. Tending to the meals as well as supervising the temporary workers, selected to complete Hirsh’s various tasks, and still going out to see her sick niece?  Jane worried about the woman, especially so soon after recovering from her own sickbed.   
 
    The night was cool, and a breeze tugged playfully at her cloak as she walked through the garden to the servants’ cottages. Lizzy answered the door after the third knock and looked alarmed to find Jane on her doorstep. 
 
    “Ma’am? Everything okay?” 
 
    “It’s just Jane tonight, Lizzy.” 
 
    The woman nodded and stepped aside to allow Jane to enter. The cottage was warm, and she noticed a small throw and an open book on the table near the rocking chair. She had been right. It wasn’t too late for Lizzy. She turned to her hostess and found herself the subject of a curious stare. 
 
    “I apologise for the intrusion, Lizzy.” 
 
    “Not at all. I’ve just made a fresh pot. Would you care for a cup of tea?” 
 
    Jane smiled. “I would like that.” The older woman waved her to a chair, and Jane watched as Lizzy poured them each a cup. Jane gratefully accepted hers and waited for Lizzy to make herself comfortable in the rocking chair. They took their first sips and observed a moment of silence afterwards, a leftover from the time spent playing house together when Jane was still a child. 
 
    “I can understand that the Manor must be too big and quiet for only one person, but it doesn’t explain the reason you picked this particular hour to visit.” 
 
    Jane sighed and placed her cup on the table. “You’re right. I’m here to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Where to start? Jane took a fortifying sip from her cup. “How is Hirsh faring?” 
 
    Lizzy’s cup stopped halfway to her lips, but only for a moment. “I haven’t had news yet, but I assume he must be better.” 
 
    “I want to see him.” 
 
    This time Lizzy failed to hide her shock. She blinked rapidly before she looked away. “What makes you think I know where he is?” 
 
    She resisted the urge to scream at the woman. Couldn’t she see how important this was for her? Instead, she took a calming sip from her tea. She watched Lizzy over the rim of her cup. The woman really was clueless as to what this meant for Jane. Maybe she should tell her and see how she felt about her request afterwards. 
 
    “I know that Hirsh is a woman, Lizzy.” The woman didn’t even flinch as she sipped her tea, which disappointed Jane a little. “I also know that you’ve been making suspicious trips on the tavern owner’s cart a few times over the past week and a half.” That seemed to get a reaction out of her, although slight. There was a narrowing of the woman’s eyes. “So, I’ll ask you again to take me to see Hirsh.” Lizzy opened her mouth to speak, but Jane held up her hand. “Please.” 
 
    Lizzy’s mouth slammed shut, and she looked away. For a long while, the only sound in the cottage was the crackling of the fire. 
 
    “Why would you want to see Hirsh? Haven’t you done enough already, Jane?” 
 
    The pain that lanced through Jane at hearing that almost made her clutch her heart. What had she done? Nothing. She had done absolutely nothing. And that was what Hirsh would think, too. How would she defend herself against such an accusation? 
 
    “I miss having… her… him around. He has been there for me so many times I feel it’s fair to return the gesture.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t want to return here? What then?” 
 
    Jane didn’t want to think about that right now. Her inexperience in this matter was enough of a concern for her. 
 
    “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” 
 
    She hoped she looked as confident as she sounded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unexpected loud voices startled Hirsh from her sleep. She looked around worriedly. It was midmorning. She grimaced as she realised that Chester probably drugged her again last night. The raised voices were right outside the cottage, and it sounded like some kind of argument. Was shouting the only method of communication at the Hampton Estate?      
 
    “I’ve told you many times to alert me as soon as he sets foot on the estate.” 
 
    It was Chester’s voice, and she sounded incensed. It worried Hirsh. Something wasn’t right. Chester sounded almost hysterical, and that was unlike her. There wasn’t much that could rattle the woman. 
 
    “He must’ve accessed the estate from the woods, Chester. I swear he didn’t come through the gates.” There was a brief silence. “I swear, Chester.” 
 
    “I believe you, James. Could you get Elizabeth and Mary to sleep in the big house tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll see to it right away.” 
 
    Hirsh heard footsteps moving away at a brisk pace. The door to cottage opened and closed. When Chester didn’t appear immediately, Hirsh realised that her friend needed a moment to compose herself. Yes, very unlike Chester. When Chester finally stepped into the room, a dark scowl still marred her face. She avoided Hirsh’s gaze as she poured water in a glass. 
 
    “It’s a tad hot outside and you must be parched.” 
 
    “Not really, but you could tell me what has you so agitated.” What an understatement. There was a slight tremble to Chester’s hand as she held onto the glass. Her eyes were dark with annoyance. 
 
    “Just work issues.” She held out the glass. “Now, some water?” 
 
    “Maybe I could help with your work issues?” Chester gave her a sardonic look. “The art of listening is an exceptional talent of mine.” 
 
    Chester sighed and placed the glass on the table and settled in the chair next to the bed. She took a moment to gather her thoughts before she fixed a glittering stare on Hirsh. 
 
    “We’ve been having some… uh… some problems with our next-door neighbour.” She frowned. “He has a tendency to trespass and is making a nuisance of himself.” 
 
    “How? Does he hunt on your lands?” 
 
    “As a matter of speaking, yes.” Chester had a peculiar look on her face and her lip curled in distaste. “I’m not sure what else to do save from killing him.”  
 
    The sound of carriage wheels rolling past the window made Chester shoot to her feet. She rushed out of the room. Alarmed, Hirsh tried to sit up, but fell back against the bedding with a harsh curse. She despised the weakness. Cocking her head, she listened for any voices. Sounds. Anything. 
 
    The silence stretched long, and Hirsh cursed again. If only she could get out of this stupid bed. After another failing attempt to sit up, she fell back against the pillow, completely drained. She closed her eyes, trying to calm herself and get her racing heartbeat under control. There was no way she was going to get better lying around like this. Tomorrow, she would ask Chester to help her sit in the chair. 
 
    She opened her eyes and frowned when she spotted Chester in the bedroom's door. The brunette looked a little shell-shocked. Hirsh struggled up until she rested on her elbows. She ignored the burning in her chest. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Her friend blinked rapidly before she swallowed heavily. “You have a guest.” 
 
    She sighed, relieved. Chester hadn’t killed their neighbour. With Chester acting oddly, she had feared that the other woman might have done something in her anger. She fell back on the bed and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Tell Aunt Lizzy she needn’t have her presence announced every time she comes for a visit.” 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she noticed that Chester was still staring at her. She raised her eyebrow inquisitively and saw Chester nod and leave the room. Soft footsteps approached just as Hirsh was stifling a yawn behind her hand. The footsteps stopped and Hirsh glanced at the door. 
 
    She froze at the sight of Jane standing in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane forgot to breathe as she stared at Hirsh. The woman was a shadow of her former self. She looked haggard and thin. The sight stirred something protective in her and she moved over to the bed. Hirsh’s eyes were wide and her mouth was still a little slack from shock. The room smelled of a strong eucalyptus-based ointment, and there was a glass and a water carafe on a nearby table. A leather case with several vials sat on the table. 
 
    She deduced that is must belong to Chester. 
 
    On their way over here, she had managed to draw out some information about Hirsh’s friend. Jane was ashamed to admit that she had been jealous of the fact that Hirsh had snubbed her aunt and instead turned to another woman in her most vulnerable moment. The realisation had eaten away at Jane since Lizzy had informed her about Hirsh’s whereabouts and disturbing visions had kept her awake the previous night. 
 
    When she met Chester just now, the woman’s appearance had stunned her. She was tall and powerfully built though not as towering as Hirsh Dressed in men’s clothing, with her dark, intense good looks, Chester Vaughn cut a very handsome figure. It had raised Jane’s hackles after Lizzy had introduced her, Chester had blatantly looked her over. In hindsight, she could’ve handled it better, but her inexplicable jealousy, combined with the dark woman’s looks and boldness, made her snap at Chester to take her to see Hirsh right away. She even surprised Lizzy with her uncharacteristic outburst, but it seemed to have done the trick. 
 
    “Good day, Hirsh.” 
 
    Hirsh blinked. “Ma’am.” 
 
    Jane grimaced. She hadn’t come here as Hirsh’s employer. In fact, Hirsh wasn’t in her employ anymore. Jane moved even closer to the bed. Hirsh’s hair was mussed and she was tempted to smooth out the tangled locks. That surprised her, because after three years with Richard, she had become uneasy about being touched and touching others. Hirsh had managed to get over the shock and was now watching her warily, waiting for her reaction. 
 
    “I’m here to take you home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirsh wanted to pinch herself to check if she was awake. How else could she explain Jane's presence in the small bedroom that had been her home for the past week or so. Her mind was still fuzzy, and she wasn’t sure about the exact duration of her illness.  She closed her eyes tightly and opened them again. Jane was still standing at the foot of the bed, her face unreadable, but her hands white at the knuckles as if she was fighting to keep herself in check. 
 
    Hirsh had a decision to make.  
 
    Jane wanted to take her home, and there were still too many uncertainties about the two of them. What would home mean to Hirsh? A uniform and a career as a servant at Midhill Manor? Hirsh doubted that was possible now that her secret was out. No, it would never work. She turned her face away from Jane. 
 
    “I’m already home,” she croaked, suddenly finding it difficult to speak past the knot in her throat. She had fervently hoped she would see Jane again, and now that it had happened, her heart rebelled almost violently against the decision to send the blonde away. 
 
    “No, you’re not, Hirsh.” 
 
    She slowly turned her head to look at Jane. How could she say that? Jane knew nothing about her to come to such a conclusion. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Panic set in when Jane came closer to stand next to the bed. Her orchid-vanilla blended scent invaded the air surrounding Hirsh, and she inhaled deeply of the familiar fragrance. At least when Jane was gone, the memory of her smell would remain with Hirsh. 
 
    “Home is being surrounded by the people who love you,” Jane said firmly, her eyes level as they held Hirsh’s. “They’re supposed to be the ones looking after you.” 
 
    Loved ones? Did that mean that…? She mentally shook her head. That was wistful thinking. She pursed her lips as she stared up into Jane’s eyes. “My aunt visits regularly and Chester is with me all the time.” 
 
    The blonde tugged at the ties of her cloak, a red faint stain travelling up her neck to her cheeks. “And what of those at Midhill Manor?” 
 
    “At Midhill Manor?” Who else at Midhill Manor could be considered a loved one? The only other person she considered a loved one wasn’t even aware of her rank of privilege in Hirsh’s life and heart. “Who else at Midhill Manor, but my aunt, would hold me in such tender regard?” 
 
    Jane’s face turned even redder and the muscles in her throat worked as she swallowed convulsively; avoiding Hirsh’s eyes. To say Hirsh was stunned by what the woman’s reaction revealed was an understatement. Could it be true? Please, don’t let it be her imagination. She lay there breathless with expectation as she waited; hoping. Jane finally looked at her. 
 
    She nervously licked her lips. “I would like to have you back home where I could tend to you, the same way you did for me.” 
 
    Disappointment spread through her, ruthlessly chasing the optimism of earlier from her system. She shrunk inside at the knowledge that it wasn’t affection that had brought Jane here, but a sense of gratitude. She closed her eyes. 
 
    “Like I said before, ma’am, I’m already home.” The pain lancing through her left her numb. “Thank you for your visit.” 
 
    After a long silence, she opened her eyes and found Jane still standing there. The blonde looked uncomfortable. “I’m reading a truly fascinating book. Some, actually almost everyone in my circle, would call me brazen for choosing to read this particular book.” 
 
    A book? What would her reading habits have to do with this? There was a peculiar gleam in Jane’s eye. It was almost as if the young woman was revelling in the knowledge that she was doing something that obviously went against common norms. Hirsh never took her for a nonconformist. It resonated with something inside her. The pirate in her loved the idea of having found its rebellious soul mate. 
 
    “The book, which has been banned, contains a selection of short stories.” Hirsh grew curious when Jane blushed again. With words such as ‘brazen’ and ‘banned’ accompanied by inexplicable blushing, it didn’t take much to deduce the themes the book explored. The thought of Jane, reading something considered explicit, send a thrill down Hirsh's spine. “The general subject matter of the book deals with love between women.” 
 
    Hirsh’s jaw drop as she stared at the blonde. Jane suddenly seemed more composed, faced by Hirsh’s reaction. 
 
    “Reading this book has been enlightening and has broaden my perspective on life and the world.” Jane moved to take a seat in the visitor’s chair and fixed an unflinching gaze on Hirsh. “I need someone to help me make sense of what I’m reading, and to guide me through this turmoil of emotions I’m experiencing as I read it.” 
 
    She has said it! In a roundabout way, but still. 
 
    Finally! Hirsh sighed. There was hope. 
 
    That was reason enough to return to Midhill Manor. 
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    A week later… 
 
      
 
      
 
    The courtroom couldn’t accommodate the mass of people and left some standing outside on the steps. It would seem that the victim was well-known and well-liked, and all of them wanted to see justice for her. Although the divorce proceedings would only start after this, Jane came early to secure a seat in the back of the room. Had it not been for Hirsh, she would have lost her seat a few times because of the sheer amount of people, who still filed into the already crammed room. The woman’s sheer size and menacing glare kept anyone from coming too close. Hirsh was still a little wobbly from her illness, but had insisted that she accompany Jane to town. 
 
    Things were different since Hirsh's return. Jane found she truly enjoyed having the other woman back. Hirsh hadn’t alluded to their discussion on the day she went to collect her from the Hampton’s estate. But it had only been a week, things were sure to change. 
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    She was still of a higher social rank than Hirsh, and maybe the woman was waiting for her to make the first move. She glanced up at the woman sitting next to her, who was looking straight ahead. She had cut her hair shorter, a style that enhanced her strong, handsome features. Hirsh turned to look at her, and Jane found herself caught in a wide hazel gaze streaked with golden flecks. This close, they were uncommonly beautiful. It was rather odd how almost everything about Hirsh was suddenly very distinctive. 
 
    The loud announcement of the presiding judge’s presence made them break their silent study of each other. The judge entered the room and shortly afterwards; the guards led Richard into the courtroom. He looked haggard and unkempt. The room promptly erupted in shouts and jeers, causing the judge to bang his gavel. 
 
    “I will clear out this courtroom if you continue with this disruptive behaviour,” the judge warned sternly. The room settled immediately, and the judge continued by introducing the case. As the barristers continued to argue the case, Jane’s eyes remained on the man who had been a large part of her life for three years. She listened with horror as the witness described how she happened upon the lifeless body of her friend. The medical examiner’s account was the hardest for her to hear. He spoke in detail about the injury that cost the girl her life. Hearing how the power of Richard’s grip had fractured the girl’s jaw and crushed her windpipe, had made the bile rise in her throat. It was only when the medical examiner had completed his testimony and left the witness stand that Jane became aware that her hand had slipped into Hirsh’s larger one. After years of feeling alone and scared, it felt reassuring knowing that there was someone who cared about her. She glanced at Hirsh. The woman was still staring straight ahead. Jane tightened her grip on Hirsh’s hand. 
 
    In this storm that was her life, she would cling to Hirsh, like a drowning woman to a bobbing raft. 
 
    The verdict, when it was read two hours later, caused the courtroom to erupt in cheers and applause. Jane felt a tear run down her cheek. No one began their lives expecting this outcome. To hang from a rope, kicking and choking until they died. The gentle caress from a callous thumb over the back of her hand, made her blink through the tears that streamed down her face. Long after the tears had dried up, and the courtroom had been evacuated for the next proceeding, Jane sat in silence, soaking up the tranquillity brought on by the slight caress and the soothing presence. 
 
    She didn’t know much about the love described by the author in the book, but she prayed it was something close to this peaceful, heart-warming feeling she was experiencing at that moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That was the scene that Jeremiah happened upon when he came to brief Jane on the procedures for their case. He had been pleasantly surprised to see Jane arriving with her manservant earlier. The young woman appeared poised as she entered the courtroom with her imposing companion. He wondered if Abigail knew of the new development. They hadn’t decided on a date for their engagement party yet, but they could use it as an excuse to see Jane and inquire a little more about the state of affairs between the two women. 
 
    Jane saw him and smiled. Jeremiah noted that she didn’t seem in a hurry to let go of Hirsh’s hand, even after the other woman tried to pull away. Probably for propriety’s sake, he deduced. That was an exceptionally good sign of how much Hirsh valued Jane, as well as her reputation and standing in the Coventry community. 
 
    “Jeremiah.” She greeted him with a kiss to the cheek. “You know Hirsh?” 
 
    Hirsh? Not my manservant? Only Hirsh. That said a lot. He glanced at Hirsh and found the other woman looking back at him, almost daring him to say something. Jeremiah nodded curtly and received another in return. 
 
    “I need to familiarise you with what to expect.” He threw a look at Hirsh and Jane shocked him by speaking up.  
 
    “Hirsh stays.” She gave Jeremiah a hard stare. “I trust him.” 
 
    Him? Jeremiah nodded. “In that case, let’s sit so I can fill you in on what they will expect from you.” 
 
    The judge and the Parliamentarian would officiate the proceedings. Jane would testify to her desire to be legally separated from Egerton, citing his criminal record and impending punishment. Egerton had already indicated that he wasn’t going to contest. In fact, he wanted to cooperate. However, there was one last request from him. 
 
    “Egerton reaffirmed his willingness to cooperate, but he asked for a favour.” He watched Jane closely. “He asked to see you one last time before the proceedings.” Jane didn’t show any outward reaction, and Jeremiah was impressed again by the growth his goddaughter had undergone in the past three weeks. “What should I tell him?” 
 
    Jane stood. “I’ll see him.” She glanced at Hirsh and the tall woman stood, too. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Jeremiah spoke again when they were a distance away from the manservant. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Very well. Hirsh is recovering from pneumonia, but he’s much better now.” 
 
    “Pneumonia has a high mortality rate. Hirsh is lucky to have pulled through.” He noticed a flash of panic cross Jane’s face, but it disappeared just as quickly. He silently rejoiced. There was a chance that he would be saved from worrying too much about his goddaughter in the future. It seemed Hirsh had conquered pneumonia to be reunited with the lovely Jane. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard was nervous. 
 
    It made little sense that he would be more nervous to speak to his wife, than about the verdict that would see him hang at dusk tomorrow. He heard voices outside the door of the holding cell and rubbed his hands together. The door swung open and Jane walked through. She looked beautiful. Her dress was a sombre colour, but in a style that matched the latest fashion. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Jane.” She nodded at him. “Thank you for coming to see me.” 
 
    “What made you do it, Richard?” She surprised him with her bold question. “I doubt you wanted your life to end in this manner.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he admitted. “But as I grew older, it became a possibility.” Jane remained composed, even after that admission. Anyone would’ve been unsettled, even Jane, three years ago. He mentally chided himself for dawdling, since they didn’t have much time. “That was what drew me to you in the first place, Jane. Your intrinsic goodness. You were the absolute opposite of me; light to my darkness. Many people thought I married you for money and some pedigree. Which, I must add, had been excellent benefits.” Jane was listening, really listening. It bolstered his resolve. “The prize had always been you, Jane. If I could get someone like you to love me, I thought it would show that I wasn’t as corrupt as those who knew me well, had imagined.” His eyes shot full of tears. What terrible timing. He wiped at them impatiently. “I truly believed that you might be a good influence on me. That you might make me a better man.” 
 
    The room was silent as Richard fought for composure. He was going to die tomorrow, so he had nothing to lose by being vulnerable before his wife. 
 
    “But my rot was deeper and darker than even I realised. You sensed it in me and it repulsed you.” He lowered his head. The truth, no matter how liberating, still hurt immensely. A soft, tentative touch on his hand made his head snap up. Jane’s hand was resting lightly on his. What made it even more significant was that she had removed her glove to touch him. Richard looked up into her eyes and found them wide and honest. 
 
    “You shouldn’t shoulder the blame alone for our failure to connect.” A faint smile pulled at her lips. “I wasn’t prepared for marriage, so soon after the loss of my parents.” She sighed softly. “Nor did I want a husband. Ever.” 
 
    Richard didn’t know what to make of that. Many women, especially heiresses, hated the constraints of marriage and a husband. Jane never struck him as one them when he had met her. She was beautiful and fun-loving, a woman coveted by many men in the region. 
 
    “So, Richard Egerton, you might have your demons, but know that my inability to love you had not been because of them.” She withdrew her hand and put on her glove before looking at him long and hard. “Goodbye, Richard.” 
 
    Richard smiled, suddenly very much at peace with his fate. It had been a good idea to see her one last time. 
 
    “Goodbye, Jane.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner had been a quiet affair with Hirsh remaining in the kitchen after having served Jane. Standing for long periods was draining on the woman’s meagre energy reserves. Chester had been adamant that Hirsh rest as much as she could and to not exert herself too much. They had briefly seen each other again when Hirsh had locked up the house for the night. A small nod as they met on the top of the stairs had been their final greeting for the day. 
 
    Jane glanced at the clock on her fireplace mantel. It read ten o’clock. Two hours after coming to bed and she was still wide awake. It was to be expected, besieged as she was by feelings and recollections after the day she had. The divorce proceedings had concluded without a hitch. Short and to the point. Richard had signed the divorce documents and, with a smile at her, returned to his cell. Jeremiah had wanted to celebrate with a late lunch, but all Jane wanted was to be home to reflect on the day.  He had informed her that he and Abigail would drop in during the week for a visit, and they had parted ways. 
 
    But was that the real reason she couldn’t sleep? Her gaze fell on the open book in her lap. She had given up after many tries to read. Jane got out of bed and walked over to peer out her window. It was a beautiful moonlit night and a thin shimmer of silver bathed the night landscape. A movement out of the corner of her eyes caught her attention, and she turned her head just in time to see a figure melt into the darkness. 
 
    Her heart immediately began to beat wildly in her chest. She couldn’t see the face, but there was only one person on the estate with that towering build. She grabbed a cloak and pushed her feet into fluffy slippers. She was at the backdoor before common sense caught up with her. Her hand hovered over the doorknob. What was she doing rushing out into the night to meet up with a woman? What was she going to say to her? She felt herself become deflated as doubt and insecurities swarmed her. Jane turned and leaned with her back against the door. It was perhaps too soon to expect Hirsh to… 
 
    A sudden knock on the door made her jump away from it with a soft squeak. She stared at the door as if it was the first time she was seeing it. The knock sounded again and taking a careful step closer; she spoke. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you okay, ma’am?” 
 
    Hirsh. She was right. It had been Hirsh out there. “Hirsh?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “I’m opening the door.” She turned the doorknob and opened the door to reveal Hirsh standing on the doorstep. The tall woman looked tired, but her eyes were alight with a strange emotion as she looked at Jane. It was the dark circles under the hazel eyes that made Jane wave the woman inside. “You look exhausted. Why are you still up at this hour?” 
 
    “I was on my regular patrol around the house when I caught sight of you at your window. I didn’t want to startle you, but you’d already seen me. I thought it wise to reassure you, lest you became alarmed.” 
 
    Alarmed? More like hyperventilate, Jane thought. She looked at the cold fire pit. “I wish I could offer you something warm to drink, but as you can see, it’s not possible.” 
 
    Hirsh smiled and nodded. “No need for that, ma’am. I have a pot of water warming over my fire back at my cottage.” She turned to the door and Jane found herself not wanting to let her go. 
 
    “If you could squeeze another cup of tea out your pot, I would be very grateful.” She watched as Hirsh turned back to her. To say she had shocked Hirsh was an understatement. He seemed rooted to the spot as he stared at Jane. Was that perhaps a little too forward? Jane blushed. “Maybe I should just let you rest since you already…” 
 
    “You are welcome to join me, ma’am.” 
 
    Hirsh stepped to the side, and after a moment of hesitation, Jane headed out the door. She didn’t know how she could tell, but she had the oddest sensation in the pit of her stomach that the next time she walked through that door again, she wouldn’t be the same person. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bed dipped behind him, and Jeremiah rolled over to see Abigail slipping in beside him. She gave him an apologetic smile for having woken him. He noticed that she looked exhausted and a quick glance at the clock put the time at a quarter past ten. His poor love. He opened his arms and she slipped into them. Jeremiah could almost feel her body beginning to relax against his. 
 
    “How did the proceedings go,” Abigail asked as she stifled a yawn. 
 
    “It went very well. Egerton kept his word and didn’t contest the divorce. Not that he could, anyway, considering his murder conviction.” 
 
    “And Jane?” 
 
    He smiled. Strange, how he had found himself doing that throughout the course of the afternoon. “Well, she was there. With her manservant.” 
 
    Abigail lifted her head to look at him. “Hirsh was with her?” 
 
    “Yes,” he kissed her brow. “And they were holding hands—not openly, of course.” 
 
    A slow smile came over Abigail’s face. “That is a very brave girl. Good for her.” She closed her eyes and Jeremiah thought she had fallen asleep when, after a long pause, she spoke again. “I could’ve saved myself a lot of heartache had I been half as brave as her.” 
 
    Jeremiah tightened his hold on her. He hated being reminded of Abigail's abuse at the hands of her former husband. It enraged him and made him want to track down the brute and let him pick on someone his own size. “He can’t hurt you anymore, my love. I would have him strung up first before I would allow that.” 
 
    She gently patted his stomach, and they lay in silence for a long while. “I was thinking an autumn wedding would be nice.” 
 
    Finally, Jeremiah rejoiced silently. A date. It had eaten at him that they hadn’t discussed a date yet, but he didn’t want to put more pressure on her and push for one. 
 
    “Autumn sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Darling?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Autumn is three months away.” 
 
    Jeremiah peered down at her. She had a soft smile on her lips. “Three months, you say? Any particular day you had in mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe the eleventh.” 
 
    What an odd number to pick. “Any significance to that date?” 
 
    She sighed and snuggled closer to him. “I first saw you during the Autumn Ball at the Mayor’s residence all those months ago.” 
 
    Jeremiah was grinning as he listened to Abigail. She remembered. He had always felt that he was the only one who saw their relationship as more than just a physical bond between two willing participants. It would seem he was wrong. Abigail, for all her aloofness, had not been as unaffected as he had thought. 
 
    “Darling? Jeremiah?” A sharp poke in his ribs made him yelp in surprise. Abigail grinned. “I asked you what you think.” 
 
    “About the date? November 11th?” She nodded. “I like it. I also like knowing that you remembered.” 
 
    Abigail rubbed her hand over his small breasts. “I remember everything.” She hooked her arm around his waist and closed her eyes. “Goodnight, my love.” 
 
    “Sleep well, my love.” 
 
    Long after Abigail had succumbed to exhaustion, he was still awake—too happy to relax. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cottage was warm and just as Hirsh had said, a fire was burning invitingly. Jane sat at the small table as Hirsh busied herself with making them some tea. Hirsh turned and Jane blushed at having been caught staring. They had grown closer lately, the spaces between them shrinking. It was strange how often they now seem to brush against each other in the enormous house. Eye contact and small smiles were suddenly abundant and Hirsh would walk on air for the rest of the day. She realised that she had become the one who was staring and quickly pointed at a canister. 
 
    “I have some biscuits, too.” 
 
    She shook her head and reached for the cup Hirsh held out to her. “Just the tea will do, thank you.” 
 
    Hirsh took a seat opposite her, and they sipped their tea in silence. The popping of the fire was the only sound in the room. Hirsh took a long sip before she placed her cup on the table and sat back. Nothing would come from them dancing around each other, and unless they discussed the actual issue in the room, their tiny smiles and eye contact were meaningless. 
 
    “Why are you here, ma’am?” 
 
    The green eyes snapped to hers, and Jane quickly swallowed her mouthful. She slowly placed her cup on the table. “It’s Jane. I want you to call me Jane when we’re alone.” 
 
    Hirsh didn’t respond immediately. She wanted Jane to answer her question, and she wasn’t going to allow the other woman to divert from that course. Jane seemed to grasp her strategy and Hirsh saw her drop her hands in her lap. She lifted her head after a while. 
 
    “I want to be like Lillian.” 
 
    Lillian? Hirsh’s eyebrow shot up. “I’m not sure I understand. Who is Lillian?” 
 
    Biting down on her lower lip, Jane looked so young and painfully uncomfortable. Hirsh wished she could spare the woman the discomfort, but before The Raven got here in a few months’ time, she wanted to know if Midhill Manor was going to be the place she would return to again in the future. 
 
    “Lillian is the protagonist in the book I’m reading.” She blushed prettily. “I’ve told you about the book.” 
 
    Ah, that book. Jane had made no reference to the book again except for a week ago at the Hampton’s Estate. She was roused from her musing when Jane came to her feet to pace in front of the fire. Hirsh’s entire body reacted to the sight of Jane walking past the flames, obviously not aware that her diaphanous gown gave Hirsh a tantalising outline of the young, delectable body she had dreamed of for so long. Should she say something? 
 
    And disrupt Jane’s long anticipated explanation? 
 
    “… for no one. Unapologetically, natural. I’m not sure I know what I’m saying. Do you?” 
 
    Hirsh blinked. “I do.” 
 
    Jane watched her closely for a moment. “Do you really?” 
 
    At that moment, Hirsh made a discovery about herself and what a time for such a revelation. She found that she couldn’t lie to Jane. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t really follow what you were saying, not while you keep pacing before the fire.” Jane frowned. “Your gown… it… The light behind it…” She knew the moment Jane realised what Hirsh was trying to say. The green eyes grew wide in horror and the already ruddy cheeks flamed. 
 
    But Hirsh noted that she didn’t move away from the fire. 
 
    Then the strangest thing happened.  
 
    Jane blinked, and right before Hirsh’s eyes, the woman she had grown to love underwent a transformation.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The heavy footsteps of a guard approaching made Richard sit up slowly. What time was it? He glanced at the small widow of his cell. It was pitch-dark outside. Then what was the guard doing down here at this hour. The young soldier appeared at the bars, a lantern in his hand. 
 
    “Visitor for you.” He placed the lantern on the floor and stepped back. 
 
    Did Jane return? Maybe it was Martin. He hadn’t been round for a few days now. A man stepped out of the shadows and into the light. Richard stumbled back as he recognised the man. 
 
    “Virgil?” 
 
    “Hello, brother,” Virgil Egerton replied calmly. 
 
    Richard studied his big brother intently. He hadn’t seen the man in eight years, and by the steely look in his brother’s eyes, eight years hadn’t been long enough to heal the rift between them. Other than that, Virgil looked good. Strong, tanned and healthy. The look of a farmer.   
 
    “How’s the family?” 
 
    “Happy and growing. Anne married the schoolteacher’s boy, and they had twin girls.” 
 
    Dare he ask about Virgil and Claire? “Mother?” 
 
    That was the first time some emotion came over the man’s face. “We buried her about three years ago. Father followed soon after.” 
 
    A deep sadness settled in his chest. He had not once thought of writing to his parents in eight years. Now it was too late. For them. And for him. But maybe it wasn’t too late for him and Virgil, yet. 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry for what I’ve done to you, Virgil.” He noticed a slight spasm forming under his brother’s right eye. “I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I want you to know that I regret not having been a better brother to you.” 
 
    A long, uncomfortable silence followed his apology. Even the guard appeared affected by the long pause; his eyes flitting between Richard and a motionless Virgil. 
 
    A soft chuckle sounded, and Richard frowned. His confusion turned to full out concern when the chuckles grew to a belly laugh. “Virgil? Brother?” 
 
    It took another few minutes for the older man to compose himself and when he did, his eyes were hard, devoid of amusement. 
 
    “You’re sorry, you say.” He shook his head slowly. “After raping my fiancée and running away like the rotter you are, you tell me you’re sorry.” He moved fast, faster than Richard expected, and the next minute, Virgil’s hand was curled around his neck. He squeezed hard and Richard's eyes grew wide. Was this really how it was going to end for him? At the hand of his own brother? Now that was a twist that he hadn’t seen coming. 
 
     “Sir, unhand him!” the guard ordered. “Sir, I won’t ask you again!” The sound of the soldier cocking his rifle sounded thunderous in the quiet dungeon. 
 
    The grip around his throat tightened more and just when he was sure that he was about to pass out, the hand fell away. Richard immediately clutched his throat as he swallowed convulsively. He focused a slightly blurry gaze on his brother, who stood looking at him with a wide smile. 
 
    “I married Claire and we have two boys and a girl. Healthy, beautiful children.” He rubbed over his stumble. “She was the one who insisted I come see you and make an attempt at peace with you.” 
 
    Hearing that made Richard’s stomach roil. Another wonderful woman who had crossed his path and who had encountered his demonic desire. “I’m genuinely sorry, Virgil. Could you tell her that for me, please?” 
 
    “No, I won’t, brother. What I’m going to do is stay a while longer so I can see you dangle from the end of a rope. Now that, I will tell her everything about.” He turned and walked away, the guard following closely with the lantern. 
 
    Richard clung to the bars as silent tears rolled down his face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jane was terrified, but at the same time she felt strangely untethered from everything she had lived by for all her life. Everything her mother had taught her. Everything that had set her apart from the women who sold their bodies in the backrooms of taverns across town. Not even when Richard had beaten her into submission and left her bleeding and unconscious on the floor, had she thought she would give up on the end product of countless hours of teachings by her beloved mother to mould her into a lady. She stayed with Richard as a good lady of breeding was supposed to. Had gritted her teeth and lived through the abuse again and again. 
 
    But she was letting all that go. The whimpering, battered, little rich heiress had enough. For once, there was something she wanted more than anything. 
 
    Happiness. 
 
    And Hirsh was the key to obtaining just that. 
 
    Steeling herself, Jane met Hirsh’s hazel eyes. They held a lot of confusion and a sliver of expectation. Her feet moved and Jane stopped next to Hirsh’s chair. Her insides shook in anticipation of what she was about to do. She gently ran her hand through the older woman’s hair, enjoying how the cool tresses slipped through her fingers. Her nails raked down the scalp and she heard a broken moan come from Hirsh. It was her time to react when two large hands settled on her hips and Hirsh gently pulled her closer. Not sure what the other woman expected of her, she continued to massage Hirsh’s scalp. It surprised her how relaxing she found the act. She never thought she would ever be comfortable touching another person again after Richard. 
 
    Except for Hirsh. 
 
    Jane recalled the times the manservant had carried her, helped her dress and held her hand as he helped her into the carriage. His touch had always been comforting. Just like it was now. 
 
    Hirsh pressed his head against Jane’s stomach, the act so beautifully trusting and childlike. Somehow, Jane’s arms curled around the broad shoulders and she hugged him close as she cradled his head to her. His arms wound around her middle and held her firmly. In that moment of closeness, Jane felt the many shattered pieces inside her slowly drifting towards each other. It brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    She would heal. 
 
    Hirsh would help her heal. 
 
    “Show me what it’s like between two women, Hirsh.” 
 
    The dark head lifted and eyes overflowing with a mixture of love and surprise stared up at her. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Was she? She swallowed. “Yes.” 
 
    Hirsh stood, towering over her, and took her hand. The bedroom hadn’t changed from the last time she had been there. Not that she remembered much about that night. The large bed, at least, was still where it was; against the wall. She was staring at it when she felt the hand on her shoulder. She turned and Hirsh stared down at her, a question in her eyes. 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything, Jane. I could just hold you.” 
 
    Hold her? Did people only hold each other? Why didn’t Richard…? She mentally shook her head. She didn’t need any reminding that everything with Richard was not normal. It could be with Hirsh, though. She wanted it to be normal. Or at least as normal as two women together could be. Standing on tiptoes, she pressed her lips against Hirsh’s and gasped when Hirsh’s mouth opened under hers. She moaned when Hirsh sucked her lower lip into his mouth. A strange sensation formed in the pit of her stomach and travelled downward to settle heavily in her nether region. When she felt the sensuous slide of Hirsh’s tongue over hers, she shuddered. Was this what it felt like to be kissed? Really kissed? Not the sloppy, brandy-soaked ministrations Richard forced upon her. 
 
    “No…” she protested when Hirsh held her away. 
 
    “I want to see you… all of you.” 
 
    Naked? He wanted her naked. Panic rolled through her, but she stood still and with her eyes firmly shut as Hirsh gently pulled a sleeve down her shoulder and then the next one. The gossamer cloth brushed against her legs as it fluttered to the floor. With bated breath, she waited. For what; she didn’t know. When it came to sex, she didn’t expect much. Richard had called her a cold fish on numerous occasions and Hirsh would find out soon enough. 
 
    A soft, tentative flick across her nipple made her stiffen. She could feel the touch resonate through her body. When the same nipple was engulfed in complete heat, her eyes shot open. Hirsh was on his knees before her, lips firmly clasped around her nipple. Their eyes met and held as he suckled her. The look in his eyes turned dark with want and his hands began to roam. They ran over her hips, up to the small of her back and down to the soft curves of her derriere. 
 
    He lifted his head and just as she was about to protest; he moved to the other breast. This time his hand moved lower until it cupped her sex. Jane closed her eyes again, nervous about what was to follow. Her mouth fell open slightly when he started off with a slow caress. Gentle, but firm. It made her skin tingle, her breath hitch and her knees wobble. As the caress grew more intimate; probing, Jane grabbed Hirsh’s head. Her hips undulated in response to the intense play of fingers over her sensitive nub and inside her. 
 
    “Ah…” She threw her head back when another finger entered her, stretching her tight, filling her. Hirsh’s other hand grabbed her derriere and squeezed it hard. Jane moaned at the rush of the sensations racing through her—lashing her insides. She wanted more. This couldn’t be all. “More, Hirsh. Give me more.” 
 
    Hirsh let go of her nipple and in a smooth move, picked her up and deposited her on the bed. She noticed that Hirsh’s eyes were dilated as he spread her legs wide and settled between them. She blinked. What was he…? No! He wasn’t going to… 
 
    Jane's eyes rolled back in her head when his mouth fell on her sex and he began to devour her like a starving man. He sucked, licked, nipped and probed at her with an exhilarating focus that had her gasping and clawing at his head.  When, amidst the oral assault, he penetrated her with his fingers; she knew she was lost. 
 
    She came in a rush of heated cries, her hips heaving frantically under the relentless mouth. 
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    Hirsh gently pulled the blonde into her arms and sat up as she used one hand to pull up the bedding. It was already late, but she would let Jane sleep a little before she woke her so she could return to the main house. 
 
    She smiled when Jane curled into her arms as soon as they were both under the covers. The blonde probably wouldn’t believe it if she were to see herself right now. Her hair mussed, a healthy rosy glow on her cheeks, and her lips slightly parted in a half smile as she slept. 
 
    This was an image that would be forever etched on Hirsh’s mind. She brushed her lips over the fragrant blonde locks before she lay back, a heavy frown on her face. 
 
    Now that she had achieved the impossible; the hardest part still lay ahead. Fear clawed at her insides. With Jane in her arms, the thought of losing her again was petrifying.  
 
    She had lived a rather carefree life for so long. Captain of her own ship and with a reputation, respected by allies and enemies alike. As for lovers, she had more than she knew what to do with at a time. They dotted on her, demanded her presence in their beds and despaired when she left their embrace.  
 
    It only took a young, tragic blonde with the greenest eyes to stumble her way into Hirsh’s heart and rattle the confidence that had kept her thriving for the past decade and a half. 
 
    She wondered if Jane would sleep so serenely had she known who she was sharing a bed with. Her arms tightened unconsciously around her lover, drawing a soft moan of protest from the woman. With a kiss to Jane’s brow, Hirsh gently withdrew from her. Her musings would not allow her any sleep tonight. She left the bedroom to go sit by the fire. The tea had cooled, but she didn’t mind as she calmly sipped from her cup. 
 
    Hirsh didn’t know how long she had been sitting there, staring into the dying fire, but when she glanced at the clock, she surged to her feet. It was time for Jane to return to the manor. She entered the bedroom, only to find she couldn’t make herself wake the blonde. Jane was smiling now, and Hirsh assumed that it might be the first time in many years that the young woman had experienced such a peaceful rest. 
 
    Still, it wouldn’t appear right for the Mistress of the House to be seen slipping from the cottage of her manservant in the morning. Hirsh sighed and reluctantly approached the bed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Abigail sighed as she undulated her hips, pushing down harder onto the hard shaft inside her. Jeremiah watched her with a lidded gaze. His hands were on her hips, guiding her as he thrust from under her. There were times like these when they’d wake at the crack of dawn and roll into each other arms, aware of what was to follow. No words were necessary, only touch and taste. These moments left him utterly humbled by their love for each other. 
 
    Jeremiah felt his climax nearing, and he swept Abigail’s sweaty frame for tell-tale signs that she, too, was about to erupt. Her nipples were hard; her breathing shallow and the smooth, rhythm of her hips gave way to an almost frantic grinding. But the expression on her face said it all. It was a mix between exquisite pleasure and the most piercing pain. She was very close. He reached between them and gently scraped his nail over her hardened bud. He watched in fascination at the ripples that ran through Abigail's taut stomach as she came; her nails slammed into his shoulders and set him off. For the next minute, the only sounds in the room were their pleasure-filled grunts and moans joined by the squeaking sound of the bed as it protested under the wild ministrations of its occupants. 
 
    When the storm had finally calmed, Jeremiah held Abigail close to his heart. He kissed her sweaty locks. 
 
    “I’m applying for a marriage licence today.” 
 
    “That would be splendid, darling.” Abigail muttered sleepily. “I’ll start clearing my schedule for our honeymoon. Any idea where we might go?” 
 
    Jeremiah grinned. “How about the Americas? Take the train and go see what’s happening in the Wild West?” 
 
    Abigail chuckled. “That sounds more like an expedition than a honeymoon.” 
 
    “Well, as long as you’re with me, any place automatically turns into a honeymoon destination, my dear.” 
 
    “In that case, you decide, and I’ll help you choose one.” She lifted her head, her eyes still slightly dazed after her orgasm. She fixed a firm gaze on him. “You’re a wonderful person and I’m so lucky to be with you.” 
 
    Overwhelmed by the earnest declaration, Jeremiah felt his eyes fill with tears and he blinked rapidly to clear them. Abigail smiled at him. 
 
    “This is the part of you I love the best. When you allow me to see the woman in you.” 
 
    There was nothing to say to that, so he kissed her until she was breathless. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sound of the curtains being drawn made Jane roll over. She slowly opened her eyes. Lizzy was bustling around the room, filling the washbasin with steaming water from a bucket, before she moved on to the fire. She watched as Lizzy stared at the fire, shaking her head. She sat up. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Lizzy?” 
 
    The older woman frowned as she turned to face her. “No. Not really. It’s only that I find it strange that your curtains were still closed, but the fire had been tended.” She shrugged. “Maybe Hirsh was in here earlier.” 
 
    Hirsh! 
 
    Jane fell back on her pillow, her eyes and her body suddenly wide awake. 
 
    Chaotic sounds and images poured into her mind. Her body went taut as image after image, each more stimulating than the other, bombarded her. 
 
    “Ma’am? Miss Jane? JANE!” 
 
    Jane was snapped out of her heated thoughts to find Lizzy stand by the bed, looking concerned. “Lizzy?” 
 
    “Are you ill?” She touched a hand to Jane’s forehead. “You’re a tad warm.” 
 
    Jane blushed. “It’s nothing, really. I’m probably just coming down with a minor cold. It should blow over in a day.” 
 
    Lizzy shook her head. “You’ve been spending quite a lot of time with Hirsh and him still recovering from that dreadful disease. I’ll send for the lady doctor to look you over.” She had gone before Jane could respond, if she even could respond. Her face had gone beet red and her tongue paralysed when Lizzy referred to the time she had been spending with Hirsh. 
 
    Were all those images snippets of a dream or were they memories of a night spent in the arms of her female manservant? She covered her face with her hands. If it weren’t part of a dream, then how did she end up in her own bed? For she didn’t remember walking over to the manor and getting into bed. There was also no way she could ask Hirsh. What if it were only the imaginations of her feverish mind?  There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    She jerked her hand from her face at the rich sound of her manservant’s voice. “Hirsh?” She slowly sat up. Hirsh hung back at the door. “Come in” 
 
    He held up a shawl. The same one she wore every night over her gown. “I found this outside, ma’am.” The hazel eyes were penetrating as they searched her face. 
 
    Jane’s gaze moved from the shawl to Hirsh’s face. Was he trying to tell her something? She steeled herself. Please, don’t let it be a dream. “Hirsh, I seem to not remember how I lost my shawl.” 
 
    Hirsh hesitated, and then he turned and closed the door behind him. He spoke even before he had turned to face her. “You forgot it at my cottage last night.” 
 
    She was at his cottage last night. That meant that they… She threw her feet off the bed and got her truth. The slight twinge between her legs was more than enough proof. Jane rushed around the bed and into Hirsh’s arms. She sighed with relief when his arms came around her and he held her tightly against his hard body. 
 
    “I thought it was a dream.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a dream, Jane.” 
 
    Oh, how beautiful her name sounded on his lips. She lifted her head and looked at him, her eyes pleading with him. Hirsh smiled and lowered his head to kiss her. It was a tender touch that made her hum with pleasure. When it ended, she leaned her head against his shoulder. She loved Hirsh’s kisses. 
 
    “How did I get to my room?” 
 
    “I carried you.” 
 
    She leaned back to look into his handsome face. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “I couldn’t bring myself to do so. You looked so peaceful.” 
 
    She smiled and stood on tiptoe to kiss his lips. To be able to do that was so liberating. For the first time since her mother’s death, she had someone, beside Lizzy, she could be close with. A confidant. She curled her arms around Hirsh’s waist, not sure she wanted to let him go. He was so warm and alive. Strong and gentle. A wonderful contradiction to everything Richard had been. 
 
    Richard! 
 
    They set his execution for dusk today. She hadn’t planned on going, but she somehow felt that she should. He had turned out to be a half-decent man in the end, not that it excused all the horrors he had visited upon her. But when one was happy, you tend to be a little more forgiving. She looked up at Hirsh and found his loving gaze. 
 
    “Will you accompany me to the barracks later today?” 
 
    “I will.” He kissed her again and loosened her arms around him. “I can’t stay in your room too long, lest the rumours start.” 
 
    Jane nodded. “But I want to see you again.” 
 
    “Later, when we return from town.” 
 
    He cupped her face and quickly slipped from the room. Jane threw herself on the bed with a small squeal. She wished she could tell her mother that she had followed her advice. And how glad she was that she had. 
 
    Suddenly bursting with energy, she began her morning routine, eager to go downstairs and start the first day in her new life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Only about twenty people were allowed into the barracks to witness the execution. Richard could make out a few familiar faces amongst the sombre crowd. In the front row, the girl’s family formed an intimidating line, their faces hard with expressions of hatred and approval. A little farther back stood Virgil. His face was expressionless, but Richard knew that his brother was noting every little detail leading up to his demise. A few of the more prominent military cadre stood behind Virgil. They looked disappointed and eager to be done with the whole affair. Richard’s gaze roamed further until it fell on Martin. His friend looked sad and scared. If ever it was possible and he could come back as a reincarnated spirit, he would make more friends like Martin. Strong, dependable and honest men. Had he allowed himself to be influenced more by Martin, he wouldn’t be standing here with a noose around his neck. He smiled at Martin. He prayed the man knew how much he had valued their friendship. Time was running out, but he wanted to see one more person. He searched the small crowd and sighed his relief when he saw her. 
 
    Beautiful Jane.   
 
    She wasn’t alone. Her manservant stood by her side. He noticed that their bodies were touching a little and for a moment, jealous rage filled him. It was gone just as quickly. What purpose would it serve him? She wasn’t his wife anymore. On top of that, he only had a few more moments to live. Jane looked happy. Even from here, he could see that her eyes were brighter and her shoulders straighter. Had he been a better husband, he would’ve had that version of Jane standing next to him. She deserved happiness after all the darkness. 
 
    He offered her a brilliant smile and watched her blink in surprise, before she returned a more subdued one. 
 
    Be well, Jane. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeremiah refilled the glasses and Hirsh noticed that Jane’s hand was shaking so hard that she couldn’t hold her glass. She hesitated for a moment, before she moved from her position in the hallway outside the study to Jane’s chair. They had decided to wait a while before they disclosed their relationship to Jeremiah, but seeing Jane in such a state didn’t sit well with her. 
 
    She knelt next to Jane’s chair and saw the blonde stiffen in surprise at her sudden appearance. Their eyes met and held. Jane’s was swimming in tears. Witnessing Egerton’s execution had left the young woman edgy. Hirsh wanted nothing more than to take Jane home, but Jeremiah and Abigail had invited the blonde over for a short visit.  
 
    Hirsh reached for the glass and held it up. Jane smiled tremulously before she placed her hand on Hirsh’s arm and took a sip of the strong liquor. She coughed and shook her head. 
 
    “You need to take a little more. It’ll help with the shock,” she urged gently. Jane shook her head again. “Please.” 
 
    The green eyes turned to her. “It’s strong.” 
 
    “I know, but it truly works.” 
 
    Jane took another sip and this time, she leaned forward and rested her forehead against Hirsh’s. They sat like that for a long spell. It was only when the soft clearing of a throat drew their attention that they moved away. Abigail and Jeremiah were watching them. 
 
    Abigail had an enraptured look on her face, while Jeremiah was beaming at them. 
 
    Hirsh came to her feet, ready to return to her post at the door, but Jane reached out and held her back. Hirsh looked from their joined hands to their hosts. Abigail was smiling now. 
 
    “We were going to pay you a visit and tell you the good news.” She glanced at Jeremiah. “But since you’re here now, I think it’s as good a time as any. We’re getting married.” 
 
    Jane smiled and went to embrace Abigail. The two women immediately became engrossed in the ring and talk about wedding venues and gowns. That left Hirsh standing at the chair, not sure what to do with herself. 
 
    Jeremiah walked over to her, holding out a glass. Hirsh nodded her thanks and took a drink. It was excellent brandy. 
 
    “I believe we have to talk about your intentions towards my goddaughter.” 
 
    Hirsh glanced over at Jane and found her already looking at her. She smiled before she returned her attention to Abigail. Hirsh looked at Jeremiah and smiled. 
 
    “She will be safe and loved, Mr Mortimer. That is my solemn promise to you.” 
 
    Jeremiah smiled. “I believe you.” He held out his glass. “That night in my room, I offered to buy you drink, but you turned me down.” He winked.  “Here’s to new beginnings.” 
 
    Hirsh happily drank to that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The manor was quiet, but being familiar with all the sounds of the house by now, Jane knew the exact moment when Hirsh came for her. The house felt different, warmer. When the door to her bedroom opened, she sat up. 
 
    “Oh, Hirsh.” 
 
    Hirsh locked the door behind him and came over to the bed to tower over her supine frame. His eyes were tender as he watched her, and Jane found that she rather appreciated the subtle request in his gaze, even though her earlier invitation had been anything but subtle. She expected Hirsh to ravish her thoroughly. Sitting up, she held her hand out to her lover and smiled when Hirsh allowed himself to the pulled onto the bed. 
 
    Jane straddled the powerful body and holding her hair back, she leaned over to initiate a deep kiss. Her body caught fire at the soft hum that originated from deep inside Hirsh and reverberated through her. The woman was very responsive. She broke the kiss and noticed that Hirsh’s eyes remained closed. When they opened, the hazel pools brimmed with desire and pleasure. 
 
    “I want to see you naked, Hirsh.” 
 
    The woman nodded and sat up, her long arms pulling at her shirt. Jane assisted eagerly, and when the shirt was flung aside, she studied the tight bandage that spanned the strong chest. She met Hirsh’s gaze. The other woman nodded and lifted her arms. 
 
    “There’s a fastening at the back.” 
 
    Jane leaned closer and pressed against the firm body as she reached behind Hirsh to unfasten the row of hooks that held the bandage in place. She removed it to expose small breasts. She tossed the bindings to the floor and cupped the small globes in her hands. Remembering what it had felt like to have Hirsh’s mouth on her breasts, she returned the favour. A soft exhale greeted her ears when she closed her lips over the hard nipples and suckled gently. Hirsh’s body came alive as her hips undulated, making Jane’s sex swell with need. Her mouth moved to the other breast, and she shuddered when Hirsh’s hand slip under her gown to caress her naked sex. 
 
    The book was an eye-opener, but it was sorely lacking on this particular subject matter, which was having a woman’s nipple in your mouth and having a woman’s hand tormenting your weeping sex. Hirsh’s fingers entered her and her mouth fell open at the perfection of the possession. It was unlike anything she had ever dreamt or experienced in her life. 
 
    Her body craved Hirsh’s possession. The smooth, unhurried penetration made her body break out in goose bumps and her blood race wildly through her veins. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” 
 
    Talking during sex. She shuddered in pleasure. How come she never knew that it was possible? Not even the book alluded to the possibility of talking during sex being acceptable. Was Hirsh breaking the rules here? She grabbed the woman’s head in her hands and stared into the fiery gaze. If Jane was breaking the rules here, then she conceded that it was the most startlingly pleasant experience ever. 
 
    “I love it.” 
 
    A wicked look came in the hazel eyes. “Then bare your body to me and let me look my fill before I make you scream until you’re hoarse.”  The lewdness of the remark excited her beyond words, and Jane felt a rush of wetness wash over the fingers that were wedged deep inside her. She pulled her nightdress over her head, exposing her naked breasts to Hirsh’s heated gaze. 
 
    “Is this what you want to see?” She held Hirsh’s gaze; finding she loved talking during such a sexually charged moment. Hirsh grinned and nodded, before she flicked her tongue over the pearly nipples of Jane’s breasts. 
 
    “Yes, this is exactly what I wanted.” 
 
    With amazing strength, she physically lifted Jane off her and lay her down next to her as she reached for the fastenings on her trousers. Jane lay back, expectantly. When Hirsh was naked, her muscular thighs flexing as she slid between her legs, Jane bit down on her lower lip. Hirsh offered her a reassuring smile before she kissed her tenderly. 
 
    “I will stop, if you ask me to.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. She was ready for whatever Hirsh was going to unleash on her. To reassure Hirsh, she kissed her deeply. Her permission was well-understood, and Hirsh spread Jane’s legs wide enough for her to settle in the warm cradle. 
 
    “Lock your legs around my hips and no matter what happens, promise not to let go.” 
 
    Jane licked suddenly dry lips. She nodded and followed Hirsh’s instructions to the letter. She hissed loudly when Hirsh rolled her hips, rubbing her own sex against Jane’s. 
 
    How was it possible that she had lived to her present age without knowing that anything like this… this maddening pleasure was possible? Her sex pulsed at the delicious sensation, and she bit at the strong arm that bracketed her head. Hirsh’s thrusts intensified, causing the bedsprings to squeak vigorously as their passion increased and they strained eagerly against each other. 
 
    Sweaty and with her breathing ragged and loud, Jane held onto Hirsh, aware that her orgasm was imminent. She moaned when Hirsh grabbed her hips and tilted her slightly to increase the friction. With a spark catching fire in the pit of her stomach, she panted loudly as Hirsh’s movements became frantic. 
 
    When her orgasm hit, she grabbed Hirsh closer and thrust desperately against her lover. She heard a loud shout and knew that Hirsh was there with her. They strained against each other while their moans rang through the room as they rode out the wave of passion. 
 
    Jane opened her eyes, finding that she must’ve dozed off for a moment, to find concerned hazel eyes looking at her. She reached out and cupped her lover’s face. 
 
    “What has you so worried?” The look of fear that crossed over Hirsh’s face was unsettling. Her gaze sharpened. “Hirsh?” 
 
    The older woman licked her lips nervously. “I have something to tell you, Jane. Something that might drastically change your opinion of me.” 
 
    Jane sat up, not caring that she was naked, sweaty and reeking of spent sex. “What is it?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Cutthroat Beau?” 
 
    Jane frowned. What a strange conversation to have at a time like this? The elusive pirate had a large bounty on his head. King George had made it his mission to bring the scoundrel to task. She failed to see what the man and her lover would have in common? She shrugged. “Of course. Everyone has heard of Cutthroat Beau. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Hirsh exhaled softly as she met and held Jane’s gaze. “I’m Cutthroat Beau, Jane.” 
 
      
 
      
 
            
 
    THE END 
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