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Chapter One
 
 
May, 1811
 
"Bloody 'ell!"
The expletive burst from the boy's lips and he grimaced, clapping his hands over his mouth as if to prevent any more colorful language from escaping.
Paxton Rutherford, Duke of Ruhaven, stared in fascination at the boy standing stiff-legged before his desk. Pax still found it hard to believe that the small disheveled figure was a member of the nobility. But according to the papers on his desk, the child, who looked like the veriest street urchin, was Sir Leslie Lathrup, son of his own father's friend, Captain Sir Philip Lathrup. Dropping his gaze to his desk, Pax assured himself that the papers were still there, then looked up at the discomfited lad.
 Lifting embarrassed blue eyes, the boy dropped his hands and straightened his shoulders. "Beg pardon, your lordship, but I was that surprised to hear of the death of your father. Are you the new duke then?"
Paxton Rutherford nodded, waiting as the boy digested this startling information.
"Please accept my sympathy on your loss, your Grace." Leslie executed a deep bow to show his respect for the late Duke.
"Thank you, Leslie. There was no way that you could have known. It was quite sudden. A riding accident."
The boy noticed the tightness in the voice of the sixth Duke of Ruhaven and nodded without further comment on the untimely demise of the fifth Duke. Paxton was impressed by the perception of the small figure. The arrival of the youngster and his two servants had created a most entertaining break in what had been an extremely trying day. Since morning Pax had been immured in the library attending to the boring details of running the estate. Leaning forward onto his elbows, he indicated that the boy should take a chair.
"If it's all the same to you, sir, I'd prefer to stand. It seems like I've been sitting for weeks." For emphasis the lad gingerly rubbed his backside.
Pax returned the rueful grin and once more took in the sartorial splendor of the boy. Khaki trousers of dubious ancestry had been cut down and resewn by an apparently blind tailor. A once-white silk shirt with flowing lace at the collar and cuffs drooped sadly beneath a hunting jacket, worn and patched from many years of hard usage. Despite the outlandish garments, the lad was good-looking with his intelligent blue eyes, wide mouth and thatch of unruly chestnut hair.
Hiding a smile behind his hand, he bent his head over the official documents spread out on the mahogany surface of his desk. A lock of black hair brushed his forehead, and he impatiently raked it back. For the hundredth time he cursed his ducal responsibilities. At twenty-five Pax preferred fishing or riding to poring over ledgers in the stuffy air of the library.
"I'll have to discuss all this with my man of business, but I presume the papers you've brought are all in order. I can't seem to locate your birth records. Perhaps your solicitor kept them with his other files."
The boy's hand jerked up to tug at his jacket but then dropped to his side. "I'm sure that's the case, your Grace."
"How old are you, Leslie?"
"Ten," the boy answered promptly. "I'm a bit skinny, but we didn't have much time for pleasure-eating on our travels to England."
"My father always spoke warmly of your father, lad. I gather they were in school together and the friendship remained close. My deepest sympathies are due you also, Leslie. Typhoid was it?"
"Yes, sir." For a moment the large blue eyes glistened damply, then the boy rubbed a rumpled sleeve across his desolate face, shaking himself free of his memories. "It was all pretty bad at the time. First my father took sick. I only had a light case but most of the household was down with some form of the typhoid. Though they couldn't save Father, Jacko and Manji did a topping fine job of caring for all of us." He smiled affectionately at his two companions.
"This is Jacko, your Grace." Leslie indicated the wizened figure standing protectively at his shoulder.
The old man drew himself smartly to attention. "Private Jacko, sir! General factotum to Captain Philip, sir! Right glad to be back in a civilized country, sir!" His voice rasped like sandpaper on wood.
Pax wondered if all Jacko's sentences ended in 'sir'? He guessed that the little Englishman was close to sixty, but his remarkably fit body made it difficult to determine. Under a wild mixture of black and white hair, the old man's face was tanned and wrinkled like ancient parchment. Silvery-blue eyes shone brightly in the otherwise expressionless face. Arms, impressive in their wiry strength, dangled from a broad muscular chest. Short bandy-legs completed the picture of Leslie's self-appointed bodyguard.
"And this is my other friend Manji." Leslie was positively dwarfed by the giant on his other side.
Although Pax was six feet tall, he suspected that Manji topped him by at least four inches, and outweighed him by a good six stone. The man was totally bald, the skin of his head gleaming in the late afternoon sunlight, giving a slight haloed effect. But the face beneath the shining dome was far from saintly. Manji had the look of a fierce brigand with slanted brown eyes under bushy brows, a nose that had a decided list toward the right side and a moustache bristling above and then drooping dispiritedly on either side of a glowering mouth.
"Manji, syce." The deep voice rumbled threateningly around the room.
"That means groom, your Grace."
Pax could feel an aura of menace emanating from both the older men, so the boy's calm explanation was a welcome relief. "And your mother, Leslie?" Pax asked forcing his eyes away from the giant and the gnome.
"She died when I was born, sir. The Captain---that's my father---was mostly busy with the army. Jacko and Manji pretty well raised me," the boy explained.
"And I can see they've done a fine job," Pax acknowledged hastily. He eyed the bizarre duo, curious despite himself. "Where did Jacko and Manji come from?"
"I can't say for sure about Jacko. He was sort of on the scene when I arrived. When Father first went out to India, he took Jacko as his batman. Since then, of course, the Captain wouldn't move without him. He's good at about everything." The boy grinned as the old man creaked once again to attention. "Sometimes I call him Teach because most everything I know I learned from him. 'Cepting that Manji taught me to ride."
"I wouldn't have thought there was a horse alive that could carry the man," Pax laughed.
Bristling at the implied criticism, Leslie hurried to Manji's defense. "He's really wizard on horseback, your Grace."
"Give over, lad. I'm not doubting your word." Pax smiled affectionately at the boy, pleased when the youngster returned the gesture.
"Well, anyways, my father found Manji on the waterfront. He was sick with a putrid fever, but we soon put him to rights." There was a note of pride in the boy's high-pitched voice. "Manji was ever so handy when we were coming out of India. Speaks a lot of languages. His mother was an Indian prostitute, and his father was a Mongolian whoremaster."
Pax coughed to cover his startled gasp at the blunt words spoken so nonchalantly by the ten-year-old. Good God! What kind of a life had the child led? Pax wondered in horror. Looking across the desk at the placid expression in the clear blue eyes, he realized with a shock that the boy had little understanding of the words he used so casually. He was obviously parroting phrases, without any awareness of their meaning. Pax realized that he would have to see to the repair of some of the more exotic characteristics of the youngster.
"It's what's to be done with you now, lad, that concerns me. Your solicitor," Pax glanced down at the topmost paper, "Edwin Mulgravy, obviously was not aware of my father's death. As it is of course, I am your new guardian. Well, Leslie, would you like to stay on here at Windhaven?"
"I've never really had a proper home, your Grace," the boy blurted out. "At least not like this place." In awe Leslie's eyes traversed the library, taking in the splendor of the furnishings.
If Paxton expected an immediate and joyful acceptance, he was destined for disappointment. Leslie's eyes returned to Pax's face, and he stared at the duke as though taking inventory. Pax waited patiently as the child weighed the situation. After several minutes Leslie nodded in satisfaction and a wide grin broke out, giving an extra shine to the devilish glint in the blue eyes.
"If it wouldn't be a bother, your Grace, I'd really like to live here!" Then a frown crossed the youngster's face, and he tempered his enthusiasm. "Jacko and Manji could stay, sir, couldn't they? If it's a matter of money, my solicitor told me I had plenty of the ready. Jacko could look after my clothes, and there's nothing Manji doesn't know about horses." Leslie's expression was earnest as he defended his friends. "Father trusted Manji with the care of Raven and other than himself, and of course me, no one was allowed to go near the stallion, especially when the mares were in heat."
"I see," Pax said quickly before the boy could elucidate further. Nodding to the anxious boy, Pax continued. "Jacko could serve as your valet. As for Manji, I can always use a good man in the stables."
Relief, that he and his friends would remain together, lit up the boy's face. Turning to his companions, Leslie translated the previous discussion into what appeared to be a mixture of a native Indian patois and the more formal Urdu. Staring at the unlikely threesome, Pax was struck by the maturity of the smaller figure. Orphaned three months earlier, stranded in some outpost of India, Leslie and his unlikely companions had traveled to England only to find that the boy's guardian was dead. Older shoulders would have bowed under lesser tragedies. Lost in his own thoughts, it was several minutes before Pax realized that the low-voiced discussion had turned into an acrimonious debate. Manji's thunderous voice broke through his reverie.
Glancing across his desk at the combatants, Pax immediately took in the fact that neither of the men appeared pleased by the boy's news: Manji was angry and Jacko appeared thunderstruck. The plucky lad, eyes flashing blue fire, stood his ground, replying in terse sentences to the giant's rapid questions. Jacko interjected a fierce explanation that continued for some length. Finally the boy drew himself up, and, with an abrupt chopping motion of his hand, cut through the flurry of argument and silenced the older men. He spoke several more sentences then turned back toward Paxton.
"Beg pardon, your Grace. I realize it's impolite, but Manji doesn't understand English perfectly. We've sort of worked out our own way of talking," Leslie apologized.
"I gathered as much," Pax commented dryly.
Pax glanced up to meet the narrow-eyed gazes of the giant and the gnome. Although the older men's faces were etched in disapproval of the situation, they apparently had agreed to abide by the boy's decision. Manji supposedly spoke no English, but Pax noted the intelligence in the man's eyes and suspected that he had understood every word. Devoted, loyal and protective, the eccentric duo might be the perfect ones to keep the youngster out of trouble. Especially if he himself should return to the Peninsula. Temporarily satisfied, Pax reached for the bell pull, then walked around the desk.
"Welcome to Windhaven, Leslie," Pax said, warmly extending his hand to the grinning boy.
After handing the threesome over to the care of his astonished housekeeper, Pax returned to his desk chair, staring thoughtfully into space. He felt an immediate kinship with Leslie, due to his own circumstances. Pax had been home on leave from the army, when his father had been killed. Since the Duke's death, Pax's life had been a jumble of estate matters, endless paperwork and a constant flow of visitors wanting to convey sympathy or to ask favors. Now another responsibility had burst into his life in the form of Sir Leslie Lathrup and his extraordinary servants. Tutors could smooth out the earlier educational deficiencies of the boy, Pax reasoned, and he would see to the proper outfitting of the child. He shook his head to clear his mind, plunging back to the never-ending paperwork on his desk.
"The sooner you get back to the fighting," Pax mumbled to himself, "the sooner everything will sort itself out."
 
 
Leslie trudged tiredly after Mrs. Tomlinson, grateful when the woman finally stopped outside a beautifully carved oak doorway. With a decided air of ceremony, she threw open the door to reveal a large bedroom filled with graceful Chippendale furniture. The bed hangings and draperies were a light green brocaded material that blended with the blues and golds in the ancient Oriental rug on the floor. The room fairly gleamed with cleanliness.
"Look, Jacko! I hope Manji's set up as good as this. It's a bit of heaven." Leslie stared around excitedly. "Is this really going to be my room, Mrs. Tomlinson?"
"The Duke said so, and what he says always is done. He said as how you would be living here now. It's glad I am of that. Looks as though you could do with a little taking care of. Some of Windhaven's good food will put some flesh on those bones." The plump little woman surveyed the nervous boy with a militant gleam in her eye. Leslie wondered if the housekeeper contemplated forcefeeding. "Tis a grand room. Gets plenty of morning sun and you can look across the gardens clear to the lake." Then lowering her soft voice further, Mrs. Tomlinson whispered, "Cromwell himself once slept in this very room."
"God's truth, ma'am?" Leslie's eyes widened at the woman's satisfied nod.
"The Duke said for me to send up a bath and to ask you if you have other clothes with you," Mrs. Tomlinson asked kindly. "If not, I'm sure we can find something suitable.
Leslie shifted uncomfortably and cast a worried look in Jacko's direction, but taking in his barely contained anger, quickly glanced back at the housekeeper. Leslie smiled nervously at the woman. "Unfortunately, ma'am, most of what I brought with me looks about the same. I'd be truly grateful if you could find me something that wouldn't shame me in front of my new guardian."
The honest response of the boy won Mrs. Tomlinson over completely. As she would report to Cook over tea, Master Leslie might not look quite like gentry, but he had the charm of a true peer of the realm.
After the housekeeper left, Leslie slowly investigated the rooms allotted to them. Besides the bedroom there was a cozy sitting room and a dressing room large enough to accommodate the glowering Jacko.
"I think we're going to like it here," Leslie enthused.
"Think what you're doing," snapped the old man. "Think what your father would say."
"The Captain's not here now," Leslie said, face falling into sober lines. "Besides, where would we go if not here?"
"We can't stay," Jacko stated uncompromisingly.
Any further comments were forestalled by the arrival of the bath water. Blue eyes alight with pleasure, Leslie watched as an iron tub was filled with hot water. As the footmen left, the small figure leaned over the tub, eyes closed in ecstasy, breathing in the invigorating steam.
"Ahh, Jacko. How I've missed being clean all over."
"While you're soaking in that thing, I'll be thinkin' of what's to be done. Like it or not, young lady---"
"Don't call me that," Leslie hissed.
"You'll have to face it sometime, Leslie. Manji and I felt you would be safer while we were travelin' lookin' like a lad. But you're safe in England now and it's time you gave up the play acting."
"I won't! I hate being a girl!"
"You don't even know what it's like, child," the old man stated in disgust.
"Please, Jacko. I can do it. The Duke will never know the difference."
"The Captain should have never let you run wild the way he did. Manji and I done what we could to protect you but now you're safe in England and things are different. You're fourteen years old. Your own body will give you away afore long."
"Please, Jacko. I want to stay."
The old man's heart was not hard enough to withstand the pleading tone in the young girl's voice. "All right, Leslie. We'll stay for a few days until we can decide what's to be done," Jacko said, noting the lines of strain on the face of the forlorn little figure. He sighed heavily as he laid out towels and suspiciously eyed the pile of clothes sent by the housekeeper. "Don't know where she got these. They're not first quality, but they'll do for now. Mind, don't spend too long in that water. Can't be good for a body all that wetting."
Jacko stood at the entrance to the dressing room. His eyes kindled with warmth as he looked back at the young girl removing the ancient hunting jacket. It was a bloody shame that Captain Philip couldn't have lived to see his daughter now. He'd have been right proud of Leslie. An unaccustomed mist formed in Jacko's eyes and he brusquely blinked it away. "Bathin's a heathen custom, iffen you ask me. Which you won't, bein' as stubborn as your father," the old man sniffed as he bustled out of the room.
Heart sinking, Leslie frowned at the quietly closing door. Jacko was doubtless correct. Her blue eyes clouded with sudden tears as the realization of the sheer folly of staying at Windhaven broke through.
"But I want to stay," Leslie whispered, wearily sinking onto the bed.
In all her life she had never had a home. Not a real one, she thought sadly. Her father had taken her with him to each of his temporary outposts in India, trusting her to Jacko and Manji and a succession of cheerful, though impermanent, amahs. There had never been anything stable in her life, only a series of colorful army posts and native villages.
But the moment she had entered Windhaven, she felt she had come home. The estate smelled of stability. It was solid, withstanding time. Earlier, as she had looked across the desk at Pax, she had known she wanted to stay. She wanted to be a part of Windhaven.
Leslie tore at her travel-grimed clothes, hands shaking with a combination of exhaustion and mental anguish. She kicked at the offending items as she stalked across the room to the mirror. Defiantly she lifted a tear-smudged face to her reflection. The naked girl stared back belligerently, determined to prove her ability to play the part of a ten-year-old boy.
Leslie Kathryn Julianne Lathrup was short for a girl of fourteen and still had the curveless build of a young man. She turned sideways, for once proud of the fact that her bosom showed no signs of development. Since most girls of her age already had breasts, Leslie decided her figure would not change much in the next few years. Turning around she looked back over her shoulder studying her hipless figure and skinny legs. Once more Leslie faced the mirror. She raked her hands through her rumpled curls, twisting the hair tightly behind her neck. Striking an arrogant pose, she stared triumphantly at her reflection.
"I can do it," she announced to the boyish figure in the mirror.
She scampered across to the tub but, about to climb in, whirled to the pile of clothes on the floor. She grasped the hunting jacket and tore at the material for the paper hidden beneath the lining. Taking out her birth records, she folded them carefully and searched the room for a hiding place. Her tattered portmanteau stood beside the bed and she rummaged within for the music box she never let far out of her sight. It was one of the rare presents that her father had given her. She gently touched the tiny fawns, carved of rosewood, that dotted the top. She turned one of the little figures and a drawer opened in the bottom of the box. Carefully she inserted her birth papers and snapped the drawer shut, placing it on the table beside her bed. A puckish grin lit her face, and she winked at her reflection in the mirror across the room.
"I swear by God's holy teeth, the Duke of Ruhaven will be proud of his new ward." Her voice was a deep contented purr as she slid into the warm security of the bathwater. "Welcome home, Sir Leslie Lathrup."
 


Chapter Two
 
 
April, 1816
 
 
"Devil take it, but it's good to be home again." Paxton Rutherford, sixth Duke of Ruhaven, spoke aloud as he stared out the window across the peaceful parkland to the wilder woods beyond. Five long years fighting the French. He flexed his arm, grateful as always that his battle injuries had been light compared to those of others. He had lost two good friends at Waterloo, and a legion of comrades before that.
Dispiritedly, Pax sat down at his desk and clasped his hands behind his head as he contemplated the frescoed ceiling in the quiet of the library. He had threatened dire consequences if Winters permitted anyone to disturb him. The much put-upon butler had sworn he would die before divulging the Duke's whereabouts.
Pax had so looked forward to his return to Windhaven. After Waterloo, he had plunged into all the social pleasures of London, trying to erase the scenes of war that still ravaged his sleep. It had been a month of mindless, hedonistic pleasure seeking. He drank and gambled with his friends, spending long evenings at his club in one of Sweet’s private parlors. He visited, discreetly of course, a house of accommodation and had been surfeited with eroticism by a lavishly endowed redhead of quite astounding talents. He did the pretty for the benefit of starry-eyed debutantes and their hungry-eyed mothers. And he had met Cecily.
Pax remembered distinctly the first time that he had seen her. He had been home from the war only a week and thirsted for the purity shining like a cloud around the figure in silver-blue tissue as she floated into Almack's on silver slippers. His nostrils, still scorched with the scent of cordite, were washed by the musky smell of her perfume. His arm, throbbing from a saber cut, was soothed by her mittened hand as she touched his sleeve. The evening had been balm, a soporific to erase his nightmares, filling his dreams with gossamer angels.
It was a magical week in which Pax wallowed in the giddy throes of love. It was another week before he surfaced and discovered he was bored.
Lady Cecily Cleavon, for all her acknowledged beauty, was a crashing bore. Aside from a discussion of the latest fashions, crim. cons. and party descriptions, the woman had absolutely no conversation. He had taken her to the opera, a concert and a play. At each event she ignored the performances, swiveling in her seat to stare through tiny diamond-studded binoculars at the audience. When Pax asked Cecily for an opinion of the players, she looked genuinely surprised that he should expect her to have noticed.
Then why on earth had he ever invited Lady Cecily and her mother for a visit? He really couldn't recall how it had happened. One minute they were talking about how lovely it was in the country at this time of year; the next minute, the women were packing trunks and commandeering his carriage to descend en masse on an unsuspecting Windhaven. Since then he had spent a week idling about, attempting to entertain them and finally in desperation had agreed to a masked ball on Friday. What a craven. Was this the backbone of the English army that defeated Napoleon?
All Pax had wanted was to return to the quiet of Windhaven and the inventive antics of his ramshackle ward. He pictured Leslie with rod and creel in hand, waiting to catch the elusive trout the lad so enthusiastically described in his letters.
Pax thought he might have gone mad if not for his ward's constant stream of letters that, despite the chaos of war, miraculously found him. They 'd been a Godsend, one of the few bright spots in the grim carnage that surrounded him. The hastily scrawled pages brought to life Windhaven's rolling hills and riotous woods in all seasons. Leslie's word-pictures reminded Pax that there was another world outside of the battlefields. It brought home to him the necessity of defeating Napoleon to preserve the civilized England he knew.
Bless the boy. Leslie's arrival at Windhaven had been the best day of Pax's life. It was amazing how in such a short time the child had become so much a part of his life. He had only been with the boy that first summer five years ago, then just a few weeks interspersed during the long campaign against the French. For Pax, who had been alone so much of his life, it was like having a younger brother to share a renewed discovery of the world. He realized that part of his eagerness to return to Windhaven was to help ease the boy from the gaucherie of childhood to the self-confidence of early manhood.
Leslie had been poorly served when Pax had brought Cecily and her mother to share in the homecoming.
Pax grinned as he remembered the boy's narrowed eyes as he took in the beribboned Cecily, bemoaning the rigors of the five-hour journey from London. Leslie had been too well bred to sneer, but the contempt shone clearly from his bright blue eyes. Hostility radiated from the lad as he made a stiff leg and then stormed off. Since then the battle lines had been drawn between the two. Cecily was skillfully conniving as she took every opportunity to cut Leslie out of any conversation or activity. For his part, Leslie was sunk in a fit of the sullens, snorting in disgust at the fluttering social butterfly. At first Pax had enjoyed the sniping attacks of the two but he was now prepared to end the skirmishes. He sighed deeply. After the masked ball he would somehow contrive to rid himself of the Cleavons so that he and Leslie could enjoy a proper homecoming.
 
 
"Good morning, Leslie."
Leslie moaned at Jacko's cheerful greeting and pulled the fluffy eiderdown over her head. She could hear the tinkling china as the old man juggled a breakfast tray, but ruthlessly ignored the sounds. Today might be a good day to stay in bed, she thought gloomily. The china rattled wildly, and Leslie felt a foot nudge her backside. Scrambling upright, she indignantly wrapped the comforter around herself, pushed her head through the top and leveled a jaundiced eye at the expressionless manservant.
"Cook sent up a tray because she thought you looked peaky," Jacko mouthed unctuously. "'Sides, it's almost ten of the morning, Daffadar."
The use of her nickname, which meant 'Sergeant' in Urdu, brought a smile to Leslie's lips and she winked at the old man as she settled herself to receive the loaded breakfast tray. Brushing the tumbled curls away from her face, she scooped up a piece of toast, almost purring as she bit into the jellied surface. Leslie wriggled in delight at the unexpected luxury of breakfast in bed.
"There's a whopping big tear in your tan riding breeches, child. If you're planning to be out climbing trees again, at least wear your buckskins." The affection in Jacko's eyes belied the gruffness of his words.
"It wasn't my fault this time. Honest," Leslie said as she took a sip of hot chocolate. "I was riding Night Wind when we found the apple tree. He decided to wander off when I was standing on the saddle reaching into the branches. I got the tear when I swung my leg over the branch to climb down."
"Some day you're going to break your neck, Leslie," the white-haired man offered ominously.
He opened the wardrobe and took out her hunting jacket as Leslie went contentedly back to her breakfast. Out of the corner of her eye she watched as the old man laid out her clothes for the day.
Much had happened in the five years since she, Jacko and Manji had come to Windhaven.
Then, Jacko was a feisty, rough-spoken soldier turned wet-nurse. Now his black suit was impeccable and his speech a model for the perfect gentleman's valet. Although outwardly he had changed, his fierce devotion to her remained uppermost in his mind. And Manji was now headroom of the stables, moving up when old Petersham retired. It pleased her when she returned from each ride to see Manji's baldhead glistening with sweat, his bristling moustaches framing a welcoming smile.
"I've got to order some new jackets for you, Leslie," Jacko announced accusingly.
Hunching her shoulders to hide her bosom, she grunted in embarrassed agreement. Leslie was all too aware that her body had grown, changing finally into womanhood.
"You've got to face it, child. This deception can't go on much longer." Jacko came to the side of the bed.
"I know," Leslie acknowledged sadly.
Staring down at the disconsolate figure, Jacko felt anger at the girl's long-dead father. The Captain should have raised her up to be a proper young lady. Even now, Jacko found it hard to believe that no one guessed. But he watched her constantly. Each day he saw a softening and a rounding in a body that should be growing taller and more muscular.
"I should never have listened to you five years ago," Jacko said. "You were a headstrong child, but I should have had more sense."
"It wasn't your fault," Leslie said. "I chose to play the part of a boy. I was used to the role, for Father always let me run free."
"I'm loath to speak ill of the Captain, but he shouldn't have done."
"I know that now, Jacko, but at the time I thought I had no choice. With Pax as my guardian, I knew he couldn't take a fourteen-year-old girl into his household. He would have pushed me off onto someone else, or worse, sent me off to a seminary for young ladies."
"I wish I'd known the Duke as I do now. I've come to respect the man, Leslie. I think if we'd explained the situation, he would have thought of some way you could have remained here."
"Perhaps," she agreed hesitantly. "But I couldn't take the risk. I know it sounds stupid, but I thought I could live my whole life as a boy. I had hoped my body had finished changing. I didn't realize it would eventually betray me."
"We'll have to leave soon, Daffadar." The gnomelike man shook his head for emphasis.
"I know you're right, old friend. Just a little bit longer," she pleaded.
"That's what you always say, Leslie."
"This time I mean it. It's not the same here anymore."
The old man searched the young girl's unhappy face. "Ever since the Duke returned from the wars, you've had a face like eight days of rain."
"Oh, Jacko, I don't know what's the matter. I was so looking forward to Pax's homecoming. There were so many things to do." Leslie grimaced as she took another sip of hot chocolate. "Do you know that he hasn't once been fishing?" she accused. "Even after I told him about the trout I saw. It must have been twenty-five inches long."
"There's other things than fishing for the Duke to think about."
"It's all Cecily's fault." Leslie muttered sourly. "Why did he have to invite her to stay at Windhaven?"
"Downstairs, the word is that he's planning to offer for her," Jacko said, watching the girl's eyes widen in horror.
"You mean, marry her?" At her friend's answering nod, she screeched in disbelief, nearly upsetting the breakfast tray. "Pax can't be taken in by that simpering blond fashion-doll. Cecily Cleavon is all posing and innocence. But have you seen her eyes, Jacko? They're cold as ice. I swear to you she's counting the bloody silverware."
"Leslie!" Jacko gasped. "I've told you a hundred times to watch your tongue."
"Don't prose at me, you old reprobate. You've certainly gone all starchy in the last few years. Time was when you'd have said much the same about Cecily. And from your expression I can tell you don't like her above half either."
"It doesn't matter whether I like Lady Cecily or not. She is not my concern. You are my concern," the manservant concluded reproachfully.
"But she's ruining everything. Pax just pokes around the estate, playing host to Cecily and her mother. He might as well be back in London for all that I've seen him." Leslie flounced against the pillows as Jacko rescued the tray of dishes.
"Since the Duke has been back from giving Boney a proper thrashing, there's been much for him to do, child." He placed the tray on a table safely out of the girl's reach.
"Ah, Jacko. Our first summer at Windhaven was such fun. Pax and I did everything together. Then he went off to war and has only been back for a week or two at a time. I thought sure when all the fighting was done it would be just like that first summer." Leslie sighed wistfully up at her old friend. "I had such plans! I wanted to show him all the new colts and how my riding had improved. I planned picnics and walks in the woods. I was going to ride around with him to all the tenants. But ever since he's been home he's been different."
"Times change, Leslie. The Duke was a boy himself when we arrived, for all that he was twenty-five. His father's death brought him responsibility. The war brought him maturity."
"It's awful growing up, Jacko."
"Only in fairy tales do things ever remain the same."
"Well, at least we're finally going to have some excitement," Leslie said, looking more cheerful. "It's been a proper bore with Cecily here. But Mrs. Tomlinson told me that a masquerade ball is being planned. Just three days away. The whole county's being invited and there'll be piles of food and pastries. And you'll never guess what I found! I was up in the attic rooms and found a trunk full of old costumes. And there's a topping fine one that fits me grand. It's a Crusader. There's a white tunic with a scarlet cross on the front, a chain mail shirt, boots and even a sword and shield. Just wait until Pax sees me!"
"I dunno if you should get your hopes up too high, Leslie. Your guardian's not one to give you free rein when he's here. He's not about to catapult you into the midst of an adult party at your age. After all, in his eyes you're only fifteen."
"What fustian. That's old enough. Once he sees how much I want to go, he'll just have to let me attend. Won't he, Jacko?"
Jacko looked sadly at the expressive face under the mass of sleep-tossed curls, his heart aching for the girl. He and Manji had been wrong to let her continue with the deception. Leslie had no real identity. She had no friends of her own age, and in many ways she was still a child. They had guarded her too well. At nineteen she had no sense of her own womanhood; she had grown up almost sexless. Leslie was a child with a child's delight in the world around her, living for the moment.
Angry with his own thoughts, Jacko picked up the tray of dishes and headed for the anteroom. "You should be outside, child, not moping around like a totty-headed wench."
"I'm going, Jacko." Leslie grinned, jumping out of bed. Her moments of sadness evaporated as she thought of her plans for the day. She must convince Pax that she should be included in the grown-up party. She washed quickly, then brushed her curly hair into a tight queue at the back of her neck. To her utter mortification, Jacko had had to fashion a tight undershirt which would flatten her breasts under her clothes. Leslie pulled her silk shirt on quickly to hide the ugly binding and stuffed her arms into the sleeves of a tweed hunting jacket, buttoning it firmly across her flattened bosom. Finally she tied a wide striped scarf at her neck, fastening it with her father's stickpin.
With much ceremony Jacko had presented the pin to Leslie on her eighteenth birthday. She stroked the gold oval on the head of the pin, feeling the finely etched lines of the beautiful Spanish lady's face. Her father always referred to it as the "Magdalena". He had found it during his first battle and always considered it his lucky piece. Jacko had told her that Magdalena was the only woman her mother had been jealous of.
With a shout to Jacko in the next room, Leslie tore out the door and along the hallway to the servants' stairway and made her way to the kitchens. She snatched up an apple and a bunch of grapes and winked broadly at Cook, the surprisingly softhearted tyrant of the kitchen. Leslie raced out the door, sniffing happily at the summer air. She pulled off one of the grapes and flipped it expertly into her mouth, relishing the sweet-sour coolness on her dry throat. Cutting through the garden, she rounded the far corner of the maze and slammed full tilt into a solid obstacle. The wind went out of her in a whoosh. She fell backward onto the grass, apples and grapes flying in all directions. Angrily she brushed the hair out of her eyes and looked up into Pax's face, wreathed in a welcoming smile.
Leslie's own mouth widened into a delighted grin as she stared up at her guardian. He looked immense, his muscular figure outlined by the sky. At thirty, Pax was an extremely handsome man. A strength of character etched his finely sculpted features. His unruly black hair still tumbled on his forehead, but there were now wings of white at Pax's temples.
"Not damaged, I trust," he asked extending a suntanned hand to pull his ward upright.
"I'm not some puling babe, crying over every injury," Leslie bristled in annoyance.
"I hadn't realized that fifteen was such an advanced age," Pax drawled.
The Duke stood back, his head cocked in thought as Leslie pulled herself to attention. As always she was slightly nervous at his close scrutiny but could tell by his expression he still saw only a young boy. Her eyes widened in amazement as Pax took out a quizzing glass and holding it by the black ribbon, raised it with a haughty air.
"Oh, Pax. Never say you've taken to a dandy glass." Leslie snorted disgustedly. "You must be bamming me."
"A little more respect for your elders, brat. Let's have a look at you."
Pax peered through the glass, impressed by the air of refinement in the boy's clothes and carriage. He smiled, remembering the bedraggled figure who had arrived from India. There was a bloom of health on the boy's cheeks, although the child apparently had not had any significant growth spurt. Leslie was small-boned and lightly muscled, his head coming up only to Pax's shoulder. Five-three at the most, Pax thought, frowning in concentration. Probably a late bloomer. This year the boy ought to be filling out and shooting up. Tapping the quizzing glass on the edge of his chin, Pax smiled down at Leslie.
"I've had good reports from your tutors. Grantham in particular says you're doing extremely well in the classics, although he thinks you might apply yourself more in math and Latin."
"Rubbish, Pax. The old graybeard always needs something to carp about. Says I'm too puffed up with my own consequence from always getting my way."
"A good school would be just the ticket."
"Give over, do. You know I won't go." Leslie kicked nervously at a clump of grass, feeling her guardian's censorious eye.
"You should have given Eton a chance, lad. It's a good school and you would have found plenty of friends to get up to every rig and row with." As Leslie's head remained stubbornly bent, Pax patted the lad's shoulder in a comradely spirit until troubled blue eyes lifted to his own.
"Even if you were away a lot, Pax, it was a shabby trick to ship me off." Leslie's face was serious as she stared up at her guardian. "At least without asking me. It would have saved everybody a jot of trouble because I would have told you right off I wouldn't go."
"I thought at the time it was for the best," Pax mused, leading the boy along the path toward the center of the garden. "You never did tell me how the devil's henchmen got you out of the school."
"Jacko and Manji?" She was surprised her guardian knew her friends had helped free her when she had been summarily shipped off to Eton. Glancing up at Pax through a fringe of eyelashes, she noticed the crooked grin and twinkling eyes. "Wish you could have been there. It was a heavenly lark. I wound a rope around my waist under my clothes. Couldn't risk anyone finding it in my trunks. Then, after dark, I just lowered myself from the window. Manji and Jacko were waiting for me."
Pax laughed as he recalled the excoriating letter he had received from the irate headmaster. The words incorrigible, defiant, rude and arrogant had been underlined several times. "The letter from Dr. Grumadge included the note you left. He seems to have taken particular umbrage at your misspelling of tyrannical institution. He didn't mention the rope."
"That was the best part, Pax. He didn't know about the rope. I used that fancy slipknot you showed me, and the rope fell right down at my feet."
The Duke threw back his head, laughing heartily at Leslie's unrepentant explanation. Although he really thought the child would have been better off with a more formal education, he found it difficult to go against the boy's obvious distaste for a boarding school. A distempered whim perhaps, but his ward seemed to have flourished under the care of his various tutors. Since arriving at Windhaven, Leslie had asked for so little that Pax found it difficult to gainsay anything the boy set his heart on. Or in this case, against.
The Duke's eyes were warm with approval as they took in the cheeky grin of his ward. Leslie was a lad to be proud of, Pax thought. He was good company, with a quick wit and ready tongue. It was too bad they were not the same age; they would likely have been boon companions.
"There you are, Pax." The piercingly sweet voice of Cecily Cleavon broke into the camaraderie of the two figures.
"Good morning, Cecily. What brings you out at such an early hour?" Pax responded easily.
Leslie grimaced as the mincing blond floated lightly over the graveled path. Even from several feet away you could smell the chit. Lilac and musk were surely a nasty combination, Leslie grumbled irritably. Mindful of Jacko's words, she searched her guardian's face but saw no die-away, languishing airs that might be an indication Pax was in love with the wench. Turning to glower at the advancing woman, Leslie tried to view her objectively.
Cecily's little hands fluttered in a pair of lacy mittens as she beamed up into Pax's face. Gay ribbons spilled from a straw bonnet that perched atop ringlets gathered into a knot above each ear. Soft pink muslin floated around Cecily's petite figure, giving her a disarming air of fragility.
At first glance Cecily appeared to be in the first bloom of youth. But on closer examination it came as a surprise that the young woman was at least twenty-five. The petite blonde’s hands moved in quick fluttering movements that gave her a doll-like appearance. The artful play of lashes from wide hazel eyes added to this illusion. Though Pax might be taken in, Leslie herself was not fooled. She had seen the sharp steely glances when Cecily thought she was unobserved.
"It was such a lovely day I couldn't resist a walk in the garden. But I've worn my poor slippers to rags looking for someone to share the experience." She raised her skirts slightly to show a tiny pink slipper, peeping shyly from beneath ruffled petticoats.
Leslie snorted in derision, earning a glare from Cecily and an arched inquiring eyebrow from her guardian. Dropping behind the couple she scuffed her boots in the gravel as Cecily's words floated back to her.
"Now, Pax, you know little boys never appreciate flowers and such." Coyly she placed her mittened hand on the sleeve of Pax's jacket, leaning against his side as she skipped along the path. "Your flowers are so lovely even this early in the year. I swear I could happily spend my entire life sitting surrounded by all this beauty."
Leslie smiled, picturing Cecily sitting in a barren winter garden, muffled in shawls as the snow drifted around her. She could envision birds nesting in her bonnet in the spring, and the gardeners digging furrows around her slippered feet in the summer. No image readily appeared for autumn but she'd be bound to think of something eventually.
The awkward threesome wandered leisurely among the formal flowerbeds. When they reached the central fountain, Leslie flopped down on the side. Morosely she stared into the water, rolling her eyes as Pax carefully wiped the edge of the stones clean enough for Cecily's exacting standards. Cautiously Cecily sat down, arranging her dress to best advantage.
Leslie, still annoyed at the woman's intrusion, stared sullenly into the fountain pool. The rhythmic sound of falling water mesmerized her, and her eyes followed the flashes of gold amid the lily pads. Sliding her fingers into the water, Leslie kept her hand motionless as the goldfish swam around it in curiosity. She listened with little interest as Cecily regaled Pax with town gossip. Only when the costume ball was mentioned, did Leslie enter the conversation.
"I found the most perfect costume for the ball, Pax. You won't recognize me when you see me," Leslie enthused.
"I was not aware that you were to attend, halfling." Pax's voice did not sound disapproving, so Leslie took heart. "It's rather late at night for you to be up to your tricks."
"Aw, Pax. You don't want to keep me in leading strings forever. It's time I went to grown up parties." Leslie kept her voice carefully controlled, devoid of any hint of pleading.
"I suppose it is time you developed a little town bronze. And here, where I can keep an eye on you, would be a good place to start. If you can show a little conduct---"
Cecily's shrill voice interrupted, and she flashed a look of calculation at the Duke. "The child would have such fun at a costume party, Pax. Everything's so lively and carefree. And with the freer atmosphere, the boy would not have so many rules of etiquette to follow. Of course, you'd have to warn him to beware of anyone who was foxed. I'm sure no one would bother the lad," she drawled innocently, shooting a malicious glance that only Leslie could see.
A frown gathered on Pax's face, and Leslie knew her chances were sunk beyond repair. Her guardian had always been over-protective, as though her size was an indication of her ability. Perhaps it was because Pax was so seldom around young boys that he forgot that fifteen was almost a man. Cecily, the spiteful cat, had chosen her words well to elicit a refusal. Leaning further over the fountain Leslie spread her fingers and scooped a goldfish out of the water, sending it flying over her shoulder. The fish landed safely in a nest of pink muslin.
"Oh! Oh!" Cecily shrieked, flapping her skirts wildly to dislodge the fish. "Get this dreadful thing off me!"
"Leslie!" Pax roared.
 "Terribly sorry, Cecily. I thought I could catch it myself," Leslie said, turning ingenuous eyes to the hysterical young woman. Calmly she leaned over and picked up the offending object, and expertly flipped it back into the water.
"You horrid, nasty boy! Look what you've done to my dress," Cecily spluttered tearfully.
"Such a shame too. Just look how that red ribbon is bleeding all over the skirt." Leslie shook her head in feigned dismay. "Here let me help."
Pulling out a huge white handkerchief, Leslie dabbed ineffectually at the damp material, managing to spread the red dye onto Cecily's white mittens.
"Now you've ruined my gloves, you wretched child," the distraught young woman screamed, her voice shrewish in her anger. "Pax ought to cane you until you've learned proper manners."
"It's not my fault that you're all prinked out in frilly clothes. Why don't you wear something suitable instead of all that flimsy material? It's the dead of spring, you silly chit," Leslie snapped in exasperation.
A heavy hand descended on Leslie's neck. Pax lifted her by the jacket collar and shook her, like a terrier with a rat. His voice was steel under the softly spoken tones. "Enough, brat."
"I was just trying to help," Leslie said innocently to her granite-faced guardian. At the look in his narrowed eyes, she resigned herself to the stiff punishment that lay ahead.
"I suggest, young sir," Pax continued as though she had not spoken, "that you repair to your rooms. It is my observation that you have still some growing up to do before you attend adult parties."
Gathering her tattered dignity around her, Leslie straightened her jacket and then bowed exactingly to Cecily and her guardian. As she stormed through the garden, she missed the Duke's look of amusement as his eyes followed her stalwart little figure.
 


Chapter Three
 
 
"I wish the goldfish had landed in her hair," Leslie muttered, stomping up the stairs to the attic rooms. "It would be lovely to see all those fancy ringlets hanging in her face."
She wove her way through the jumble of old furniture, ancient trunks and general odds and ends until she came to the corner she had designated as her hidey-hole. Pulling the Holland cover off the faded damask sofa, Leslie sank down and stared miserably out the tiny rounded window that overlooked the stables. She pried her Hessians off, letting them drop to the floor with a satisfying thud. Head in hand, she mourned the lost excitement of the masquerade.
Pax had been right to be angry, Leslie acknowledged honestly. She should never have let her temper get out of control. Not that Cecily hadn't deserved it, the malicious cat. But Jacko had always warned her about her temper. He said you could never defeat your enemy with anger.
Although she didn't know why, Leslie had hated Cecily from the woman's first footfall onto the tiled hallways of Windhaven.
She remembered hearing the sound of the carriage as it approached the house that day. She raced down the stairs, her top boots skidding across the marble foyer as Winters opened the heavy double doors. Leslie was just about to hurl herself on Pax when he turned and extended a hand to the ladies climbing the shallow stairs from the carriage sweep. Leslie gaped at the elegant figures mincing their way up the steps. Cecily wore a pink and white confection, frilled and furbelowed; her mouth was drawn into a pouting rosebud. Following her was Lady Cleavon, a drab self-effacing woman, who kept casting surprised glances at her daughter as though amazed that such an enchanting vision could ever have resulted from her marriage to the rotund Lord Cleavon.
"Oh, Pax, I declare I'm worn out after such a rackety ride." Cecily's sugary voice was slightly high-pitched with a breathless quality that made Leslie wonder if the woman had some lung disease. "It's just deplorable the state the roads are in. I venture to say my delicate skin will be black and blue by morning."
Leslie's brows lowered over stormy eyes as Pax introduced her to the ladies, explaining that the Cleavons had come for a visit. After curtly welcoming Pax home, Leslie hurried off to the stables to vent her annoyance in Manji's sympathetic ears. Since that time, Leslie avoided the Cleavons when she could, filling her time with excursions in the woods and rides around the estates.
She didn't understand why the sound of Cecily's voice reminded her of the time the stable cat had been caught in the rambling rose bush. The simpering blonde’s every statement made the hairs on Leslie's neck vibrate with irritation. Jacko suggested that she use the opportunity to study how Cecily went on in society. But two minutes in the woman's company and Leslie wanted to scream. Cecily hung on Pax's sleeve, chattered inanities and spent an inordinate amount of time bending over so that Pax had full benefit of her opulent charms. When Pax wasn't around, Cecily questioned the servants trying to find out his likes and dislikes. She was forever asking about the other properties Pax owned. There was something calculating about the woman. While Cecily's talk was all warm honey and sweetness, her eyes were constantly roaming as though she were coldly adding up Pax's assets. Why didn't he throw the Cleavons out? Leslie just couldn't believe that he was in love with Cecily.
"Not Pax!" Leslie groaned at the thought. Then she shuddered as the thought was extended. "Would Pax marry a nasty bit of goods like her?"
Leslie sat up straight in the corner of the sofa, her eyes unfocused on the window. She had never really considered the fact that Pax would one day marry. Somehow Leslie had thought her life would continue as it had for the last five years. But she suddenly realized that Pax had to marry, to have heirs. If not this year, then surely the next year. It was inevitable, as immutable as the tides. The sixth Duke of Ruhaven would have to marry to ensure there was a seventh Duke.
"But what will happen to me?" Leslie wailed in a tiny voice filled with hurt and confusion.
Once Pax married there would be a new mistress of Windhaven, and Leslie might no longer be welcome in the home she loved. The Duchess would surely not want Pax's ward living there. Leslie could just envision Cecily moving in with mountains of luggage and a brigade of prune-faced servants scurrying about. Everything would change then. And Cecily didn't like her, using every opportunity to push Leslie into the background. The sly cat would take great pleasure in packing Leslie's trunks for an immediate departure.
"Anyone but Cecily!" She rolled her eyes heavenward hoping for a miracle.
Surely her guardian could find someone better than Cecily to marry. She wanted Pax to marry, didn't she? Of course she did, Leslie affirmed stoutly. Then why did the very thought of it send a stab of pain into her chest. From the moment she had first seen her guardian, his happiness became the wellspring of her life. She excelled in her studies because she knew it would please him. She learned to fish and hunt, knowing he would enjoy her company. She worried and fretted when he was fighting the French and tried to entertain him with her accounts of the estate in her letters. Leslie loved Pax and wanted him to be happy.
It was just that she had never thought about his marrying. But now that she had, Leslie would have to make sure that he married someone other than that "Miss Sly Boots". After all, it was not as if Pax were head over heels. At least she didn't think so.
Jumping up, Leslie rummaged under some cushions in the corner, pulling out her box of books. Some of these were treasured storybooks but just lately she had stumbled on a trunk full of "ladies books" as she called them. There had been novels, recipe books and some home-remedy medical journals. But the most treasured item was a tiny, pink satin volume called, Lydia Plunketell's “Treatise On Friendship, Companionship and Love For The Gentlewoman.” Leslie had been thrilled to finally discover what love was all about.
Returning to the sofa, she reverently opened the book to the appropriate chapter: "Love - wherein the gentlewoman ascertains if the object of her devotion is worthy of consideration." Skimming quickly to the section entitled "Signs," Leslie read slowly trying to remember Pax's behavior around Cecily. After reading carefully for fifteen minutes, she closed the book and sank back against the faded damask cushions.
Pax did not seem to be pale of aspect. In fact, his color was quite healthy. He did not sigh continuously when not in Cecily's presence. However, it did appear to Leslie that Pax tended to sigh a great deal when the blonde was chattering at him. He had not been inundating the woman with little poems and presents. And he most certainly was not breathing heavily when Cecily was in the vicinity. Thanks to the extensive information in the book, Leslie felt she was well on the way to being an authority on love. It was obvious from her study of the signs that Pax was not dying for love of Cecily.
Limp with relief, Leslie hugged the treasured volume to her flattened bosom until an alarming thought intruded, sending her shooting upright on the sofa. Pax was not in love with her yet. But with Cecily staying at Windhaven, the conniving chit would have ample time to engage his interest, and Pax might, out of sheer propinquity, think he was in love. What a disaster! If only there was some other woman around who could pique his interest before he fell under the spell of Cecily's wiles. That would be perfect. Leslie was sure that if Pax fell in love with someone suitable, she herself would not mind his marrying.
The costume party would be a famously romantic setting for Pax to discover someone more charming than Cecily. Mentally Leslie scanned the probable guest list of those in the county who would be attending. Surely among that lot there would be some young lady who would be right for Pax. But wrack her brain though she did, Leslie could think of no likely candidate for the part of the "charmer." And she was sure that Cecily would use every opportunity at the ball to fix Pax's attention on her.
"Bloody 'ell!" Leslie swore. "If only I could be there. I'd find someone to interest him. I know I would!"
Dolefully she replaced the book in the box. Then on stockinged feet, Leslie shuffled over to the costume trunk. She struggled with the hasp, finally managing to raise the lid, and threw it back to reveal the blaze of colorful garments within. Pulling out a pile of clothes, she dumped them on the floor, and reached in to lovingly take out the Crusader's costume. Leslie held the white tunic against her chest, touching the scarlet cross emblazoned on the front. She hurried across the floor to the cheval glass propped against the wall. Vigorously, she rubbed the dusty mirror with her sleeve and stared at the wonderful costume.
"Rat's eyes!" She sadly folded the tunic to put it away. As she laid it on top of the chain mail shirt, Leslie considered going to the party despite her guardian's refusal. If she was clever enough, he need never know. After all she had her pick of a trunk full of wonderful costumes.
Reaching down to the pile of material on the floor, she picked up a Roman toga. She shook it out, and held it up, parading across to the mirror. Not very exciting, Leslie thought as she looked at the pale linen shift. Folding it carefully, she put it in the trunk and reached for the next garment. Leslie smiled in delight at the yards of material in the red satin-tiered skirt. A gypsy! She rummaged until she found the mass of frilly petticoats and a beautiful wide collared peasant blouse. Laughingly, Leslie tripped across to the mirror, draping herself in the blouse and holding the skirt and petticoats around her waist. She twirled and curtsied to her reflection, enjoying the flash of color as the skirt swayed to her movement.
"How delightful, your Grace. Of course I'd love another pastry, although of course I must watch my figure after all this food. Leslie twirled again, simpering into the mirror at a hidden partner. "Not another dance, milord. Oh I say, you're just too kind, your highness. What a charming evening."
Abruptly Leslie stood still, her eyes widening and sparkling as she stared at the vision in the mirror. Charming! A gypsy charmer. What a lark!
Dropping the clothes, she tore off her jacket and put the blouse on over her own shirt. The petticoats were next, then the beautiful red skirt. They were a dash big, but all in all they were not a bad fit. Since Leslie couldn't think of anyone else who might interest Pax, she would have to do it herself. She would go to the costume ball dressed as a gypsy. Once Pax saw her, he was bound to be intrigued, and then he would forget Cecily entirely. It was the perfect solution.
"It won't work," Leslie said to her reflection. "Pax will recognize me the moment I open my mouth. And besides, I can't dance."
She slumped to the floor in defeat. It had seemed the most perfect of solutions. But Leslie knew that in spite of all her acting in the last five years, she wouldn't be able to carry off the role of a woman. It was funny really that she couldn't even play the part her body was intended for. Perhaps she might get away with it, if Pax only saw her for a minute or two, in a darkly lit room. Even at that, she would not be able to speak except in a whisper for fear of his recognizing her voice. She could always use an accent, but the setting for the play was a real problem. Leslie stared glumly at the gypsy in the mirror, still reluctant to give up her plan.
"The gazebo," she whispered.
The idea came to her in a flash of clarity. The little wooden building stood, surrounded by lush shrubberies, on the edge of the lake far from the main house. Since spring had not officially arrived, the gazebo's normally open sides were still shuttered. The room was sparsely furnished, but best of all there was a velvet covered wicker chaise lounge that would make a perfect prop for her magic play. She had read enough of those ladies novels to imagine exactly how it would be. Standing up she closed her eyes and pictured the scene in her mind. Her body moved in duplicate to her inventive thoughts.
The tiny summerhouse would be lit by a single candle, and, far off in the distance, the orchestra music would sound a gentle accompaniment to the actors on the stage. She would be lying on the chaise as Pax entered. Deep in the throes of her drama, Leslie sprawled across the sofa, in an awkward, yet hopefully, seductive pose.
Pax would stand in the doorway, enthralled by the mysterious enchantress before him. His manly chest would heave with the power of his emotion. His breath would catch in his throat, and he would stagger as though sustaining a mortal blow. Then slowly he would cross the room, hurling himself on the floor at her feet.
"My beloved," Pax would say, voice hoarse with undying love. "I have searched the seven seas for a woman like you. I pledge my heart to you for all eternity."
"Non! Non! Oh ze sorrow of eet all." Leslie would raise her arm, covering her eyes with the back of her hand. "Ah mon amor, if only ve had known each other some other time, some other place."
"But, treasure of my life, I have you here now!" Pax would clasp his hands in supplication.
Then like a queen rising from her throne, Leslie would stand, staring down into Pax's agonized face. In the throbbing quiet of the little room, she would reach out her hand to lightly touch his wind-blown hair. Her voice would be pitying but firm. "Zis meeting will have to suffice for a lifetime of pleasure," she improvised.
His hand shaking with suppressed emotion, Pax would grasp the hem of her skirt and touch it reverently to his forehead, his lips and his heart. Then before his dazzled eyes, Leslie would run through the door, escaping into the night. Pax would stumble to his feet, swearing he would never rest until he had claimed the gypsy for his bride.
Leslie hugged herself with delight, thoroughly satisfied with the scenario she had created. "That ought to fix Cecily for good and all."
Now all she had to do was contrive to make it all work. Her accent wasn't quite right. It was a hodge-podge of French and German. But if she spoke only a few words, she ought to get along quite nicely. For the rest, it would take some organization, but she had three days in which to arrange everything.
Slowly she reviewed the plan. The costume was perfect. All she needed was a mask. Rummaging once more in the trunk, Leslie found a black satin sash which could be fashioned with holes and serve to cover the majority of her face. She posed with the scarf wound around her head, then leaned forward glowering at her hair. Gypsies always had black hair, she thought in disgust as she stared accusingly at her chestnut curls. Leslie pulled at her queue, then grinned as she thought back to her early years in India. Once Manji had taken her to a native bazaar and to make her less noticeable, he had dyed her hair with a mixture of water and boot blacking. It wasn't permanent and she could wash it out after her masquerade.
Somehow she had to get Pax to the gazebo. Leslie finally settled on a vague sort of note asking him to meet her at midnight. If the note was intriguing enough, she was sure that Pax would come.
There remained her main obstacle to success. Jacko.
If the old man got wind of the plan, he would forbid it. She shuddered imagining his horror at the whole idea. Leslie had to convince him that she was resigned to the fact she could not attend the party and was content to go to bed early. Grimly, she acknowledged that fooling Jacko would be the hardest part of her plan.
She carefully removed the costume, spreading it out across the worn sofa so that some of the wrinkles would fall out. Leslie pulled the Holland cover over it. The night of the party she would carry the clothes down to the boatshed by the lake. She could change her clothes there with little fear of being seen. The gazebo, main stage for the drama, was just around the other side of the lake.
Satisfied she had anticipated any problems, Leslie erased the delighted grin from her face, determined to portray a sulking young man for the benefit of all. Inwardly her heart swelled with excitement, and her eyes sparkled with mischief as Leslie dressed once more in her own clothes.
 
 
The night of the ball was dark and overcast. A light misting rain presaged the storm that grumbled in the distance. The air was heavy, throbbing against Leslie's skin, accentuating the excitement she already felt for the night ahead. Impatiently she waited for the end of Jacko's lecture.
"Wash your hair at this time of night?" Jacko frowned, his face set in disapproval. "You'll end up with a lung congestion for sure, if you go to bed with a wet head."
"I promise not to go to bed with a wet head," Leslie placated. "All I want is to wash my hair and curl up with a book. It'll be perfectly dry before I blow out my candle."
"You could do it good and proper in the morning. It's raining now and the very air is damp. More water can't be good for a body."
"Jacko, please. I have nothing better to do with my evening." Leslie wrestled her face into an expression of sad resignation. "This way I won't hear the music from the ballroom."
Jacko stared at the drooping figure in the window seat. A barely stifled sniff was his undoing, and he hurried to order the hot water. He would have been less eager to please, if he had seen the triumphant grin on the girl's face as he bustled out the door.
"Ten o'clock! Just two more hours," Leslie whispered. Her voice vibrated as high strung as the rest of her body.
Leslie sprang off the cushioned seat, pacing the floor as she once more went over her plans for the evening. During the day, she had collected the gypsy costume and purloined the boot blacking from the storage room. Leslie decided to dress in her room and to leave a change of clothes in the boatshed. With so many costumed guests, she was sure she would be able to escape notice.
When Jacko returned with the hot water, he added more wood to the fire and fussed around until Leslie thought she would scream. Kissing the old man on the cheek, she assured him nothing further was needed and determinedly eased him out of the door, closing it firmly behind him.
Leslie worked quickly. After mixing the dye, she held her head over the basin, and poured the black goo, working it through the tangle of curly hair until satisfied she had coated the lot. Wrapping her head in a towel, she washed her hands, and with a wet cloth removed any spots of the coloring from her skin. She erased all evidence of her activities, throwing the blackened water out the window and hiding the stained towels under the bed. After combing her hair, she moved to sit before the fire to brush the darkened curls completely dry. Although in the beginning she had been nervously excited, the gentle rhythm of the brush strokes soon calmed her. Only when the clock struck eleven did Leslie stand up ready to dress for the evening.
Pulling open the wardrobe, she rummaged in back to bring out the costume. She laid the blouse and the skirt carefully on the bed, smoothing out the material. Kicking off her buskins, Leslie unbuttoned her knee breeches, stripping down to her underwear. She picked up the white lace blouse and with gentle hands pulled it over her head. Next came the tiered skirt. Although it was a little loose around the waist, she felt it would pass muster in the semi-darkness of the gazebo. She walked over to the mirror anxious to see how she looked. One glimpse and she cried out in disappointment.
"It's awful," she moaned.
The wide-collared blouse slid off one shoulder at a rather rakish angle, but, above the neckline, the straps of her undershirt were clearly visible. The skirt bunched around her hips over her small clothes and, beneath the hem, Leslie's white wool stockings appeared ludicrous. She looked exactly like what she was - a child playing dress up.
"Damn!" she swore, sinking to the floor in an agony of despair.
Her eyes glistened with tears and as Leslie bent her head, a single drop rolled down her cheek into the corner of her mouth where she licked at it. She had thought of everything that might interfere with the success of her playlet, but had never considered the fact that she would be inadequate in the role of the "enchantress." She would have to give up the enterprise. After all her planning she would just have to wash out her hair and go to bed.
Slowly Leslie pulled herself up, staring once more into the mirror. She could just imagine the catlike smirk on Cecily's face if the woman could see her now. Leaning toward her reflection Leslie mimicked the woman's artificial laugh.
"Why, you silly child. Whatever could you possibly know about intriguing men?" Leslie's voice was brittle with scornful hauteur. "Fie on you. Men want skin and---and curves and---such. Why just see how they all flock to me. All I have to do is wave my fan and they just rush to my side. Pax will beg for my hand after an evening spent in my charming company."
Leslie glared at her reflection just imagining Cecily's triumph. At the masquerade the wretched woman would be using every opportunity to press herself on Pax, and Leslie couldn't do a thing to stop her.
"Oh, why can't I look enchanting," Leslie wailed. "I have skin and curves."
Quickly she stripped off her clothes until she stood naked in front of the mirror. Free from the confining undershirt, her bosom rose high and proud above her tiny waist and soft curving hips. Leslie's legs were long and well shaped, thanks to the exercise she had daily while riding and walking. Her skin glowed with health, satiny in the light of the flickering fire.
The dyed black curls billowing around her face gave Leslie a sense of unreality as she looked into the mirror. All at once, she saw a woman in place of her usual young man's appearance. The very unreality of her image gave her renewed confidence that she might be able to play the part of a charmer. As though in a trance, she reached for the gypsy costume.
The blouse was made of soft lace which clung to her naked body. The neckline was controlled by the drawstring ties in the front and after some slight adjustment, Leslie tied the ribbons so that the neckline ran from shoulder to shoulder, dipping beneath her collarbones to just hint at the swelling of her breasts. The wide collar fell almost to her elbows giving a caped effect to the blouse. The red satin skirt hugged the skin of her hips, then swelled out in three tiers almost to the floor. Each of the flounces was edged with stiff black lace, giving the skirt body as it belled around her. Leslie sighed in pure happiness as she looked once more into the mirror.
Caught in the smoky glass was the image of an enchantress. From tousled curls and glistening pouting mouth to dainty bare feet peeking from beneath the flounced skirt, Leslie was everything she had imagined. Her eyes, alight with excitement, gave her face a glow as if lit magically from within. She whirled in delight, hugging herself until she felt the neckline slip to reveal more of her bosom than she was comfortable with.
"The devil! What do you suppose ladies wear underneath a rig like this?"
A gamin grin broke out on Leslie's face, erasing the puzzled look, as she realized that "ladies" probably wouldn't wear a gypsy costume. And if they did, they definitely wouldn't wear it over nothing but skin. The sheer audacity of her own nakedness gave an additional fillip to the excitement of the evening ahead. Thank the stars that Pax would only see her for a moment or two in the dimly lit gazebo.
"Shoes?" Leslie asked her reflection.
She had absolutely nothing suitable. During the day she had considered asking her friend Polly who worked in the kitchens if she might borrow a pair of sandals. But Leslie couldn't think of any excuse to give the girl for wanting them. She couldn't risk stealing them because Polly only had one other pair, and finding them gone, the girl might set up a commotion. Well, it was unseasonably warm outside, and Leslie liked going barefoot so she would go without, taking along her boots for the return trip.
"All I need now is the mask."
She rummaged once more in the wardrobe until she found the black satin sash. Earlier in the day, using her pocketknife, Leslie had cut holes to see through. Now she tied the material across her eyes and the bridge of her nose, leaving the lower half of her face free. After experimenting with the fabric, Leslie tied a jaunty bow at the side of her head, but the shiny satin kept slipping free. After some thought, she opened her bureau drawer and smiled in triumph as her fingers touched the Magdelena stickpin.
"A Spanish lady for the gypsy," Leslie crowed in delight.
Quickly she anchored the scarf knot with the stickpin, turning to see how the gold caught the light. Satisfied at last, Leslie hurried to the wardrobe for her cloak and the bundle of clothes she had prepared earlier. It was still raining out, and she did not want to arrive at the gazebo looking like something dragged up from the lake. Checking the clock, Leslie was pleased that she still had a half hour. More than enough time to leave the extra clothes in the boatshed. Nervously, she opened the door and peeked out into the hallway. Then, bare feet soundless on the carpet, she slipped out into the empty corridor.
 
***
 
It had been a long night, Pax thought as he absently glided to the waltz tempo. Why had he ever let Cecily talk him into the costume ball? He had spent the entire evening talking and dancing when he would have preferred reading a book in the quiet of his library. God, he was bored! His face blank of expression, Pax ignored the pain in his foot as Harriet Barlow once again stepped on his dancing pump.
Kindly he smiled encouragement to the flushed girl in his arms. Harriet was not long out of the schoolroom, having made her come out only this year. Perhaps asking her to waltz had been a mistake, but Pax had been goaded into it when he saw Cecily, puffed up by her own popularity, preening for the benefit of the little debutante. He searched for a topic to lighten the anxious look on the girl's face as she concentrated on her traitorous feet.
"It's good to see your father looking in prime twig again, Harriet."
"He was hoping to cut a dash this evening, your Grace," she answered in kind.
Harriet dimpled prettily and Pax smiled at her ready response. The girl had potential, he thought, although he knew her mother would be appalled at her use of cant. Perhaps having three brothers might have certain advantages, if she could get over her initial shyness in company. As he caught sight of Jeremy Hartung, glowering on the edge of the dance floor, Pax smiled in genuine amusement down at the girl.
"It appears, Miss Barlow, that I have displeased one of my guests."
"Oh, no, your Grace. Everything has been wonderful this evening," the girl stammered in confusion.
"I fear Jeremy would not agree with you there," he teased the girl whose face blanched, then turned pink, at the mention of one of her neighbors. "Could it possibly be that I stole a march on the lad?"
"Well, your Grace, he never actually asked me for the waltz. He told me." Harriet was quiet for a moment as they swirled around the floor, then gathering her nerve she looked directly at Pax. "I would rather he had asked."
"Good girl," Pax said. "I shall have to be very solicitous when I return you to your mother. Then perhaps he'll ask for the next one."
"Promise you won't be too solicitous, or my mother will be in high alt, misunderstanding your intentions," Harriet replied laughing.
"You have my word, my dear. Although it is not because you are not enchanting that I give it, but because I suspect your heart is already engaged," Pax finished gracefully.
True to his word, Pax returned the glowing girl to her mother's side, chatting amiably to the two women and ignoring Jeremy who hovered nearby. Finally with a bow, he wandered around the dance floor, stopping from time to time to be sure his guests were comfortable and enjoying themselves. With a quiet word to the orchestra leader to play another waltz after the country dance now in progress, Pax eased himself toward the doorway.
Briskly he crossed the hall to the library. A single candle burned on his desk. Leaning closer to the flickering light he reached into his sleeve, taking out a folded note he had been given a half hour earlier. The white paper was unmarked except for a smear on the corner. Opening it, Pax reread the contents.
"I will be in the gazebo at midnight."
There was no salutation and no signature, only the bald invitation. Pax had no doubt that it was an invitation. He scanned the writing again, still surprised not to see the fancy curlicues that adorned Cecily's notes. But these letters were gracefully formed, barren of any affectations and giving him absolutely no clue to the sender. Definitely not from Cecily; there was no subtlety to her approach. Curiously the note had been written on his own stationery, probably purloined from this very desk.
The footman who delivered the note said that a masked gypsy had given it to him. But when Pax searched the ballroom, he had not seen anyone wearing a gypsy costume and could not recall seeing one in the receiving line. It was certainly a most unusual situation. Who was the mysterious lady? Pax wondered with growing interest. And more to the point, after receiving such a fascinating invitation, it would be totally unchivalrous not to seek her out. Momentarily, the boredom of the evening lifted.
Pax refolded the letter, his eyes focused inward as he tapped the paper against his pursed lips. It would be unspeakably rude to abandon his guests for a moment of dalliance. A wolfish grin spread slowly across his face, and his dark eyes took on the gleam of the hunter. He straightened to attention, his eyes swiveling to the clock on the mantelpiece. Five minutes to twelve. Perhaps the evening would not be quite as tedious as he had expected. Crumpling the letter, Pax tossed it on the desk and headed for the door.
 


Chapter Four
 
 
A nervous giggle burst from Leslie's lips, and she clapped her hands over her mouth to smother the sound. Leaning against the rain-dampened door, she listened to the soft patter of drops falling on the roof of the gazebo. The distant rumble of thunder announced the approach of a new storm, but for now there was only the gentle misty rain to contend with. She blinked her eyes, waiting impatiently for them to become accustomed to the darkness in the room. Now shapes were beginning to be discernable as a sudden break in the cloud cover sent moonlight filtering through the shuttered windows, laying ghostly latticed patterns on the floor. An owl hooted mournfully, and a shiver coursed down Leslie's spine as she pushed away from the door.
Her bare feet slithered silently across the aged wooden planks as she blindly sought the plush comfort of the velvet chaise lounge. A small wicker table stood beside the sofa, and Leslie's fingers rustled across the reedy surface until she found the candle and flint, she'd placed there earlier. Her hand shook slightly as she struck a light, but as the wick caught, she breathed a steadying sigh of relief.
The semi-darkened room was filled with haunting memories of other flirtations and gayer times. The wind picked up as the storm grumbled closer. Monstrous shadows climbed the wall in the flickering candlelight. The night sounds warned her that there was still time to flee.
"Stuff!" Leslie snorted. "It's just like a play."
She was no frightened spinster, peeking under the bed hangings for a feared, though hopefully anticipated, interloper. Closing her eyes, Leslie tried to remember how she had pictured the farce. She should be reclining on the chaise. She was sorry now she had chosen to leave her cloak with the clothes in the boatshed. Although the April night was unseasonably warm, the air was damp, giving her goosebumps. Shaking the moisture from her skirt, Leslie sat down and spread the material around her like the petals of a flower. Her bare feet were chilled from the wet grass, and she snuggled them against the soft petticoats. After fluffing out her hair and adjusting the mask more securely over her eyes, Leslie lay back against the cushions, draping her hand languidly across her lap. Squinting through the mask, she tried to see if she portrayed a seductive temptress.
"Devil take it," she muttered in exasperation, tightening the laces at the neckline that gaped to reveal her young bosom. "Ah, that's better!"
A loud clap of thunder overhead nearly catapulted Leslie off the chaise. The silence that followed hovered oppressively in the room. The candle flame shot up, threatening to extinguish itself as the door of the gazebo was flung open. Pax stood outlined in the doorway.
Although Leslie had played this scene endlessly in her own mind, the reality of the moment was frightening. Her pulse began to race, and her mouth felt dry. She wanted to scramble to her feet and flee but knew her traitorous legs would never bear her weight. Seeing Pax's tall figure silhouetted against the rain-darkened night made her plan seem childishly stupid. Leslie squeezed her eyes shut wishing herself in bed, but when she opened them the nightmare was still with her.
"What a night you picked for a rendezvous, my dear."
Pax's voice was low with a throbbing timbre Leslie had never heard before. She tried to laugh flirtatiously, but the sound was more of a hiccup. Why was she behaving like such a ninnyhammer? Pax was here, and she sat like the veriest lackwit. Remember Cecily, Leslie ordered her soggy brain. If she herself didn't put on a good enough act, Pax would be justified in offering for that nasty piece of goods.
The candle flickered again, and Pax closed the door.
As he stood poised in the charged atmosphere, Leslie had time to admire Pax's pirate costume. A red satin shirt with wide ballooning sleeves was unbuttoned, revealing a tanned muscular chest. A barbaric gold medallion nestled in the black hair bristling above the open neckline. His face was shadowed, but his black eyes glittered wickedly in the semi-darkness.
"Tis fitting," he said eyeing the girl on the couch. "A gypsy for the pirate."
Leslie's tongue could not have formed words had she tried. There was something different about Pax, a quality about him that she did not recognize. He walked toward her, a panther stalking a lamb. In sudden fear, she pressed her hands into the cushions prepared to run, but her movements were too slow. Pax eased himself onto the couch and reached for her with one motion.
"I suppose, my lovely, I must guess your identity."
Pax stared down at her masked face, but no flicker of recognition appeared to smooth away the puzzled furrow on his brow. Tension drained out of Leslie, and she realized that up to this moment, she had been afraid he would know her immediately. But apparently her disguise was iron clad. Now she could relax and play her part in this scenario. Secure in her anonymity, Leslie's pursed lips flowed into a welcoming smile, and her eyes behind the mask took on a flirtatious glint.
Pax caught his breath as the girl in his arms smiled up at him. What a glorious picture she made! Wildly tousled black curls touched the creamy soft skin of her cheeks. White teeth gleamed against full lips which seemed swollen with remembered kisses. Everything about her spoke a ripe lushness that, like a raiding pirate, he ached to plunder.
Who was she? Pax wondered. He could have sworn he had never met her, yet there was some quality in her that he recognized. He felt he knew everything about the girl and yet knew nothing. She was definitely a young woman. Her skin had the dewy tautness of youth, and her breasts beneath the lacy blouse were small but firm. For a moment he hesitated, warned by an indefinite quality of innocence that clung to the girl.
Lightning flicked beyond the wooden shutters; the air pulsed with a waiting tension. Pax stared intently at the girl on the chaise. He had come to the gazebo expecting an interlude of seduction. But the little gypsy did not fit the picture of some jaded matron wanting only a bout of secret lovemaking. From years of experience he recognized the signs of fear and uncertainty that emanated from the girl. A fledgling temptress trying out her wings.
For a moment he felt an angry desire to shout at the child. It crossed his mind that she was attempting to trap him in a compromising situation. But he had evaded too many of those to mistake this for anything more than an adventure. Suddenly the boredom of the evening was lifted as he saw the humor of his predicament. He would give her the romance she craved but he would also give her some idea of the danger of this sort of flirtation.
A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as Pax reached out his hand. Capturing her chin, he turned her face up toward him. "Could I have forgotten someone so lovely?"
"Monsieur knows many ladies," Leslie whispered, her laugh gently chiding.
"You would prefer a monk?" Pax chuckled, the sound reassuring against the background of the rising storm.
"Gisella never shares her man." Leslie struggled to achieve a haughty whisper, delighted with her inspiration for a name.
Pax's thumb smoothed gentle circles on her skin and he watched in amusement as the blue eyes widened at the contact. "I would have remembered skin as soft this."
Leslie's smile faltered when Pax touched her. She thought she had planned everything, but control of the situation was slipping away from her like elusive tendrils of fog. Her nostrils flared slightly as though scenting danger, and a tremor started within her body. The feel of Pax's hands moving on her face had a mesmerizing effect that made her limbs weak and shaky.
"Hair like midnight." Pax's fingers twined in her hair, drawing her face closer to his hawk-like features.
"Does mon ami prefer ze blondes?" Leslie felt dizzy, wondering why her senses should reel at his closeness.
"A mouth just waiting...."
His lips descended on hers before finishing the thought. It was a featherlight kiss, soft as a butterfly's touch. For a moment Leslie lay in the circle of his arms, knowing only surprise. She had rarely been kissed and then, only by her father. She was curious at the feel of Pax's mouth against her own. His lips were firm, feeling softly moist against hers. A faint masculine scent clung to his skin, and she filled her lungs with the smell of him. She had always wondered what lovers did, and now she knew the joy of this intimate touching. When she left, she would treasure this memory always.
Rain spattered softly on the shingled roof, and thunder echoed nearby. The storm sounds heightened Leslie's feeling of isolation, the events in the gazebo a moment out of time.
Then slowly his lips moved. A wild fluttering wave brushed across her abdomen, and Leslie sighed with satisfaction as his tongue flicked the corners of her mouth. Unknown feelings awakened in her body and she was filled with excitement. Instinctively, her arms tightened around his shoulders, and she pulled him closer. She reveled in the touch of him as his hand stroked her throat.
Pax raised his head, staring in surprise at the girl in his arms. He had realized at the touch of her lips that it was her first kiss. He meant to go no further but there was something about the girl that awakened a response within him. Her mouth was velvet, the scent of her rising to fill his senses. Conscious of danger in becoming involved, he yet lowered his head and returned to her honeyed lips. His mouth rained kisses across her face to her ear where he sucked the lobe, biting it tenderly. His fingers slid along her neckline, then covered her breast, massaging the gentle swelling beneath the filmy muslin.
The touch of Pax's hand jolted Leslie back to reality. One moment she was drowning in a sea of eroticism and the next she was alerted to the danger of her situation. Although she knew little of the actual details of lovemaking she knew instinctively that she should not be permitting such intimate caresses. But her body throbbed with the urgency of her need for Pax's touch. Even in her ignorance she knew that she wanted him to love her.
Leslie nearly swooned, stunned by a sudden realization.
She was in love with Pax! The truth of the statement was overpowering. It was impossible that she hadn't seen it before. Why had she never thought of Pax in any other context than as her guardian and companion? She had always worried and thought about Pax but she had never recognized her feelings for love. Her mind whirled with a host of questions, but she had no answers. Leslie didn't understand how it had happened, but she knew that she loved Pax without doubt or reservation.
A crash of thunder reverberated in the room, and Leslie squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her face into Pax's shoulder. She had forgotten about the storm and as it broke above them, Pax stroked her hair, whispering gentle words that did little to soothe her. Wind-tossed rain thrashed the sides of the gazebo, but Leslie was numb to the turmoil, imprisoned in her own cocoon of bewilderment. She felt Pax's fingers struggle to gently untie the knot on the satin mask, and was too dazed to resist. But as the sash fell away, a gust of wind tore at the door, flinging it wide to crash against the doorframe. The candle flame shot up and was gone, plunging the room into darkness.
The door slamming against the wall had broken through Leslie's numbness. Outside the storm raged, the walls of the gazebo trembling with the force of the rain gusts. Without conscious thought, she leaped to her feet and tore through the open doorway out into the rain-darkened night.
"Gisella! Gisella!" Pax's shouts were lost in the sounds of the storm. He was filled with exasperation as he realized the sheer futility of chasing after the girl.
Who was the girl? he wondered. It could not be one of his guests. The well brought up ladies of the county would never have considered such an illicit rendezvous. Gisella had not displayed the sophistication or social airs of a gently raised debutante. Even her accent had the earmark of childish playacting. It was more likely that she was the daughter of one of his tenants or even a servant. But he could swear that he knew her. Some quality in her awoke a deep recognition in him that went far beyond casual acquaintance.
Suddenly the humor of the situation overcame him and his booming laughter filled the summerhouse. He had planned to teach the little enchantress a lesson but he seemed to be the butt of his own joke. Still amused he stared down at the gypsy mask in his hand. Crumpling the slippery cloth, Pax cursed as a sharp point jabbed into his palm. Through the fabric, he could feel the outline of a stickpin. He lifted the mask to his lips, inhaling the curious scents which clung to the satin. He thought of leather, soap and---mothballs? Chuckling he folded the material around the pin and placed it inside his shirt. He would keep it as a reminder to beware of virginal maidens. And of course the little gypsy would grow up eventually and he might then have an opportunity to return it.
 
 
Rain lashed Leslie's face. Thunder and lightning surrounded her, encircling her with a cacophony of light and sound. Even in her flight, she flew instinctively in the direction of safety, around the lake to the boatshed. She stood at the edge of the woods staring blindly at the whitewashed building. Leaning against the trunk of a tree, she gasped, trying to catch her breath. Rain cascaded off her hair, streaking her clothes with black dye. She lifted her face to the sky, her body a slash of vibrant color against the storm-darkened trees.
Tears mingled with the rain, sad trails of misery rolling down her cheeks. She dropped her head and stared at the choppy waves on the lake. Blindly she walked forward, shuddering uncontrollably when the icy water lapped against her toes. For a moment she hesitated then taking several running steps she dove headlong into the lake. A gasp was torn from her throat as she surfaced but she dove again, a hooked fish fighting to throw off the fisherman's lure. This time when her head broke the water, Leslie lowered her feet until they touched the bottom.
Methodically she scrubbed the blacking from her hair. As the water rinsed away the last traces of dye, it eased the weight of agony pressing against her heart. Overhead the fury of the storm spent itself, leaving behind only a light rain. Leslie resolutely walked to the shore, ready to return to the world.
In the boatshed, she changed quickly, shoving the gypsy costume beneath a tarpaulin in the corner. Outside it was still raining and her hair and clothes were soon plastered to her body as she staggered toward the main house.
"Daffadar?"
Leslie spun at the sound of Manji's voice, sagging in relief as her friend raised a lantern beneath the canopy of trees. The wavering light failed to erase the air of menace on Manji's face as he took in the bedraggled figure before him.
"What do you outside?" he shouted, towering over her. "Are you crazy? There has been a great storm! You have no right to endanger self in such a way!"
"I'm sorry, Manji," Leslie said between chattering teeth.
Used to the light of joy always reflected in her face, Manji was immediately aware that something had dimmed her spirit. Her entire face had a sunken look as though she had sustained an injury.
"Are you hurt, Daffadar?" he asked. This time his voice was soft with concern.
For one moment, the young girl's face looked haggard. Then she raised her head and Manji could see little expression on the surface. She opened her mouth to speak, but snapped it closed, shaking her head instead.
"Come."
Manji pulled Leslie beneath the shelter of his arm and she sagged against him in exhaustion. His huge hand pulled the side door open and he pushed her inside where she drooped against the corridor wall. Jacko, his gnomelike body bristling with anger and worry, descended on the disheveled girl. Manji blew out the lantern, muttering darkly in several languages. In the light from the wall sconces, Leslie felt a weary smile touch her face as she surveyed her friends.
The two men stood, arms akimbo. Despite their disparity in height, they looked similar, wearing identical expressions of deep disapproval. They both opened their mouths to speak, but the little Englishman was quicker on the mark.
"And where was she? Jauntering around outside in the middle of a storm!" Jacko shook his head at the absolute idiocy of the idea.
"She was down by lake," Manji answered briefly.
"Up to no good by the look of it." Jacko sniffed in disgust.
"There was no one about. She was alone."
"There's many that will have sore heads by morning with all the drinking that's going on. Dangerous out there on her own," Jacko said. "Could have knocked me to pieces when I brought up some pastries from Cook. Bed not slept in and the candle wax cold." Then as though tired of conducting the conversation without including the main culprit in the controversy, Jacko glowered at his charge. "Well, Leslie? What be your excuse for this behavior?"
"Where do you go in this weather?" Manji demanded.
"Chup!" Leslie said, reverting to her childhood language. As the older men snapped to an obedient silence, she continued, "I will hear no more of this tonight. Tomorrow will be time enough for explanations."
She spun on her heel and stalked toward the servants' staircase . Jacko followed after the girl, snapping at her heels like an angry terrier. "No wonder my hair's turned white, with what I have to put up with taking care of you. Can't even be trusted to stay in your room. Gallivanting around on a night like this."
The rain had stopped, the sound of thunder only a dull tremor on the night air. Strains of music floated up from the ballroom. They managed to gain Leslie's rooms without discovery. Jacko, his face a mask of concern, bustled around gathering towels and blankets, muttering a litany of her past sins.
"You'll be down with a fever this sennight, or I'm not a God fearin' born Englishman."
Jacko turned his back as Leslie stripped off her clothes. While the old man savagely poked the fire to life, she toweled her body briskly, snuggling gratefully in the warm blankets. Wearily, she sank down on the bed. Her head was bowed and she stared at her bare toes peeking out from under the blankets. Only now that she was quiet did she feel the pain in her feet where they had been cut in her wild flight to safety. Her feet would heal.
She supposed the rest of her would heal eventually too. Her heart was surely shattered, but Leslie refused to think about Pax and her love for him.
"I'll get your nightgown, and then it's off to bed with you."
Jacko's gravelly voice broke through Leslie's somber thoughts. When he returned, she accepted the nightshirt docilely, refusing to meet his eyes. Her lips were closed tightly, and she nodded a silent good night to the old man. Jacko left, the slammed door a fair indication of his displeasure. Despite her momentary victory, Leslie knew she had only delayed the lecture until morning. She dropped the blanket and pulled the nightshirt over her head, creeping wearily beneath the covers of the bed.
Alone in the huge fourposter, Leslie knew despair for she would certainly have to leave Windhaven. She could not fool herself to think life could go on as it always had. It was time to grow up; she was no longer a child building castles of make believe. After what she had discovered in the gazebo, there was nothing for her here.
For five years she, Jacko and Manji had saved for the time when they would disappear from Windhaven. She would tell them they needed that money now to escape and find a place to hide for the two years until she was twenty-one. Then she could claim her father's estate and make a new life for herself and her loyal friends. Leslie felt a moment of panic wondering if Jacko and Manji would come with her. In her heart, she knew their devotion would permit nothing else. She would make it up to them, she promised fiercely.
Pax's face floated up out of the darkness. Why hadn't she realized that she was in love with him? This morning, when she was a child, she had felt only a brotherly fondness for him. But tonight, when he had kissed her into womanhood, she realized he was the reason she had remained at Windhaven. She had stayed because without Pax, she had no life. He was her center, the core of her existence.
But it was not to be, Leslie acknowledged heart-brokenly. Pax saw her only as his young ward. They fished together, played chess and talked into the late hours. They were good friends and companions. He would be horrified and embarrassed to discover that the boy, he had taken in, was really a young girl deeply in love with him. In humiliation, Leslie writhed in the darkness.
Eyes heavy with exhaustion, she fell into a restless sleep, dreaming of storms, gazebos and Pax. When she woke to the bright sunlight, she felt a desolation for all she had lost.
 


Chapter Five
 
 
The morning sunlight poured through the outside doors, framing the plump motherly figure standing in the foyer. "Why, Aunt Nell! How splendid to see you." Hurrying forward in greeting, Pax's face broke into a genuine welcoming grin.
Winters, his face stoically in place, assisted in the removal of a violent-pink mantle with a wide collar of floppy white egret feathers, which bobbed and weaved in a macabre attempt at flight. In awe, Pax watched Winters, two footmen and Lady Titwiliver's own abigail Druscilla divest the little woman of pink gloves, a matching muff of white feathers, a box of chocolates, a painted fan and a hat reminiscent of Prinny's menagerie at feeding time. Finally, with a throaty chuckle of thanks, the white haired lady shrugged free of her perspiring assistants and toddled on tiny pink satin slippers into Pax's warm embrace.
"Well, Aunt Nell, I can see you've descended on my household fully prepared for a lengthy visit," he said dryly, eyeing the mountain of luggage cluttering the marble hallway.
"What an atrocious boy you are, nevvie. Nell, indeed! You know how I loathe that name. Ain't proper for a woman of my years and consequence," she argued as Pax shepherded her into the salon. Looking around in obvious disapproval, she plumped herself down in a cushiony satin chair. "Told you years ago you should have done this room over. It's just plain fusty, my boy. You've got to move along with the times."
Recalling that Lady Titwiliver's own salon was done in an excruciating collection of artifacts from the Orient, Pax shuddered in relief as his eyes took in the graceful antiques, glowing with warm wood tones and soft restful colors. Not for his salon, zebra skins and Chinese porcelains. Quickly, he turned the subject.
"You should have told me you were coming. Not that I'm not delighted, but we're very dull here. I would have thought London would have feted your return from abroad."
"Well, that's as it should be. But there were matters to take care of here."
Nell spoke briskly, not meeting Pax's eye. She fidgeted with the lay of gaily-printed muslin on her lap as her nephew raised an eyebrow in surprise. It was unlike the older woman to cavil at plainspoken language, but apparently the subject was difficult to broach. As Winters ushered in a footman bearing tea, Pax walked to the sideboard for a brandy. Peering over the rim of the snifter, his black eyes were warm with affection for the fussy little woman pouring tea.
Lady Helen Titwiliver, or Aunt Nell as he much preferred, had stood as his mother on many occasions when he was growing up. His own mother had not been much interested in child raising, preferring instead the glamour of London and the seasonal influx of the ton. At sixty-eight, Nell was five feet of bustling energy with a penchant for foreign travel, the latest and usually most bizarre fashions and a string of male admirers who trooped after her with the devotion of geese for the goose herder. During his lifetime, the Earl Titwiliver, older than Nell by twenty years, had kept her penned up in a lovely old Tudor estate not far from Windhaven. Gratefully widowed at fifty, she had immediately moved to London and a never-ending round of entertainment. Glutting herself on the wonders of high society, she then packed up her entourage of hangers-on and traveled abroad, impervious to Napoleon's armies which she considered only a temporary inconvenience.
"Well, nephew, I see that despite my prognostications, you have neither been hung for a highwayman nor come to an early death due to drink." Nell stared through her lorgnette at the young man leaning casually against the mantel. However, his relaxed pose not withstanding, there was a weary droop to his shoulders. "Look a bit worn, Pax. Too much late nighting."
"We had a masquerade ball here last night. Sorry you missed it. It was extremely entertaining."
The older woman was intrigued by the introspective look of her nephew. A flighty young gel, no doubt. Men rarely got that sort of smug-wistful look over a new stallion in the paddock. "Personally, I'm delighted. Never could abide masked balls."
"Maybe you can convince my ward that he didn't miss anything last night. I told him he couldn't attend, and he hasn't forgiven me. When I met him at breakfast this morning, Leslie only mumbled into his toast and then raced from the room as though I had the plague."
"Didn't know you had a ward?" came the surprised response. "But then you have hardly inundated me with letters of your activities."
"For that, I stand shamefaced, Nell. I should have written you about the boy. Leslie's fifteen. A lively lad. You'll meet him later, and I know you'll get on." Pax grinned at the anticipated meeting. "After all, just see how well I turned out under your guidance."
 Nell sniffed as he raised his brandy in salute. "Just remember, Paxton, I used to change your nappies."
"Never say, auntie dear. As I remember it, you bustled me off with Nanny any time I even looked a little damp."
"Perhaps. But I could have done," she mumbled huffily. Then patting the arm of the chair beside hers, she continued, "Come and sit down. We have plenty of time before dinner for a comfortable cose."
Feeling rather like he were back in the schoolroom, Pax crossed the room wishing he had brought the decanter instead of a single glass of brandy. Usually when Nell wanted information, she was as tenacious as a ferret at a rabbit hole. Wondering what the subject might be, Pax examined his conscience, wondering which rumor of his behavior had chanced to cross Lady Titwiliver's antennaed ears. No matter. Whatever it was, he was bound to be guilty; Nell had a sixth sense for discerning fact from mere gossip.
"It's been five, no six, years since I've seen you. Thirty years old if my mind hasn't turned to pudding. You have the look of your father." She leaned forward, touching his hand with her own soft one. The normally cheerful brown eyes were sad in the pinkly lined face. "It was a blow when your father died, Pax. I loved him dearly."
"You were always his favorite sister."
"That's only because I doted on him so," Nell said with asperity. "You've his charm and good looks. Hopefully some of his sense. He married early. Perhaps it wasn't the best of choices, but your mother did her duty by the line."
Pax shifted uncomfortably in his chair realizing the purpose of Nell's visit. Inwardly he groaned, wondering if she planned to badger him into proposing to the first girl on the scene. He hoped she didn't have any candidates of her own. He had met enough matchmaking mamas in London to feel a strong distaste for having the choice of a wife taken out of his hands. Feeling the despair of a cornered fox, he valiantly attempted to change the subject.
"Have you just returned from abroad?" he asked nonchalantly.
"Why, yes. Vienna." Nell smiled smugly and Pax's heart sank. Unwittingly, he had stumbled on the exact topic she was waiting to explore. "So many people were at the Congress. Like wolves tearing at a bloodied carcass. Poor France."
"From what I hear via the foreign office, Tallyrand will wrest victory from the victors," Pax commented dryly.
"It was good to see so many familiar faces." Nell was not to be sidetracked by a discussion of politics. Bowing to the inevitable, Pax relaxed in his chair, waiting for the ax to fall. "Lady Juste-Morland was there. Fat as ever, and wearing the most scandalous gowns. Shouldn't think at her age she'd want to show so much drooping bosom. We had our come out together, you know."
"When was that?" Pax asked, eyes wide with innocence.
"Don't be cheeky, nephew. I'm still in my prime. I was a late bloomer," she laughed.
Pax leaned over to pour her another cup of tea, his eyes sparkling with amusement. There was no impatience in his movements. Nell enjoyed the cat and mouse game. He suspected that if the British had used her in the war to interrogate prisoners, the fighting would have ended years earlier.
"Lydia looks surprisingly well, despite her weight. Had a limp-wristed man-milliner fluttering around her. Must be plumper in the pocket than I thought. I hear she's quite the London hostess. Regaled us all with tales of the Earl of Ho-hum and the Viscount of Fribble. Quite high in the instep." Nell sipped her tea slowly, sighing contentedly. "Said she hadn't seen much of you. One or two parties."
"I recall I did run into her at some affair," Pax said thinking back to the days after he returned from the war. "A Venetian breakfast or something else exceedingly boring."
"Can't imagine why they call them that. I've been to Venice, and I can tell you they have no such thing. Just dried up little pastries and a lot of gesturing Italians. She said you looked well." Like an advancing army, Nell rolled on. "Said she thought you were courting Lady Wentwater's niece. Can't remember her name."
"Cecily?" Pax asked helpfully, staring back at the bird-bright eyes of his aunt.
"Ah, yes. I'm sure that's the one." She cocked her white head, squinting her eyes as though trying to remember. "Quite pretty, I hear."
"I'd say so. But then you'll have an opportunity to see for yourself. By a fateful happenstance, Cecily and her mother are staying here."
"How curious!" Lambent brown eyes traded intelligence with laughing black ones. Satisfied for the moment, Nell placed her cup on the tray and fought her way out of the cushions, aided by Pax's expertly placed hand. "Do you keep country hours here?"
"Usually. But with guests, Winters unbends and permits us to eat disgustingly late. You'll have plenty of time for a rest before dinner." He ushered her into the hall and the waiting arms of the ever-faithful abigail Druscilla.
 
 
Leslie sat on the window seat waiting for the final dinner bell. She wished she could have a tray in her room but knew her absence would excite comment. Running into Pax at breakfast had been painful enough. She was awkward and embarrassed in his presence. He obviously put her behavior down to pique at his refusal to let her attend the masquerade and attempted to make peace by offering to take her fishing. She had begged off, all but running from the room.
Later she, Jacko and Manji made arrangements to leave Windhaven. Although the two old men knew something had prompted the decision, Leslie remained uncommunicative about her reasons. She merely said it was time.
Just a few more days and she would never see Pax again.
At the sound of the bell Leslie rose, moving slowly, as though she had aged overnight. She walked across to the mirror. Turning before the glass, she examined herself critically. It surprised her that her face looked the same. Perhaps a little paler, but there was nothing to indicate that her heart was breaking at the thought of leaving Windhaven.
"Stop your preening, miss. The company's waiting."
Leslie jumped guiltily as Jacko's gravelly voice rasped in the silent room. Since her morning announcement that they would be leaving, the old man had been watching her constantly. She had refused to discuss where she had been during the storm, but he knew her well enough to surmise that something catastrophic had happened. Jacko saw her shadowed eyes and the listless droop of her body. Although he was eager for her confidence, Leslie turned from him, burying her secrets deep within herself.
"Take a damper, Jacko. I'm going. And no need to wait up. I'll be tucked up proper, right after dinner. I'm tired tonight." She opened her bureau, searching in the jewelry box. "Jacko, have you seen the Magdelena? It's not in here."
"When did you wear it last?" the old man's face screwed up in concentration.
Leslie thought back, trying to remember which cravat she had pinned it to. Suddenly a vision of black satin floated before her eyes, and she groaned inwardly as she realized the Magdelena was pinned to the mask she had worn with her costume. This morning when she had retrieved the clothes from the boatshed she discovered the loss of the scarf. She must have dropped it in the woods. The Magdelena stickpin was one of the few remembrances she had of her parents. Her eyes closed at the pain of her loss.
"Are you all right, Leslie?"
Jacko's voice came from a great distance. Leslie shook herself, aware of the old man's watery eyes, filled with concern for her pallor.
"Don't cosset me, Jacko," the girl snapped. "I was just trying to remember. It'll turn up."
Jacko sniffed at her response. Silently indignant, he picked lint from her brown velvet jacket, pulling the material in the back so that it lay smoother on her frame. His rheumy eyes checked that Leslie's buff pantaloons were securely tucked into her spotless Hessians. Then with a final tug of his gnarled fingers, he flicked a recalcitrant fold of lace on her cravat.
"Mind now. Eat something. According to Cook, you've barely touched a morsel today. Soon you'll look like a trussed chicken on a pauper's table."
The image brought a smile to Leslie's lips, and it was still there as she eased her way into the drawing room. Her eyes immediately sought Pax, finding him leaning over the chair of an unknown old lady. His light blue jacket set off the darkness of his eyes and the midnight color of his hair. Leslie viewed his handsome features with a glow of pride. Then her eyes dipped to his mouth, and a warm blush crept up her cheeks as she remembered the feel of his lips against her own. She started to turn away but heard her name called and, feet dragging, she walked toward her guardian.
"Aunt Nell, I would like to present my ward, Sir Leslie Lathrup. Leslie, this is Lady Titwiliver."
Though nervous, she gave a creditable bow, straightening under the curious eyes of the old woman. Leslie blinked several times, taking in the magnificent splendor of Lady Titwiliver's toilette. Masses of orange-striped muslin floated around the woman, resembling a gypsy tent Leslie had once seen at a fair. Three large feathers, dyed orange to match, trembled atop the clustered white curls on the woman's head. A gaudy display of diamonds sparkled at throat and wrists. The hand holding the orange-feathered fan glittered with rings in what, to Leslie's eyes, appeared to be every color in the rainbow.
"Impressive, ain't it." Nell's eyes twinkled with shared humor at the stunned look on Leslie's face.
"Top of the trees, Lady Titwiliver!"
"How long have you been bear-leading this young scalawag, Pax? Can't imagine you'd be the most sterling example for an unbreeched lad," Nell huffed.
"Leslie came just after father died. Must be five years now," said Pax shaking his head at the passage of time.
"And you off at the war. Fine guardian you've been!"
"Beg pardon, milady," Leslie interjected. "Pax left me in good hands with a brace of tutors and a houseful of servants. I've never lacked for anything, except of course it was always best when Pax was here."
Leslie could feel her cheeks redden, and, embarrassed at her quick defense, she avoided her guardian's eye. Lady Titwiliver's face wore a look of surprise, and the girl was appalled that she might have offended the woman by being too outspoken.
"Well said, young sir. It shows good breeding to be able to speak up for oneself." Nell raised her lorgnette, searching the features of the young boy shifting his feet nervously in front of her. "Lathrup? Now I wonder. I once knew some Lathrups."
Leslie was saved from a further discussion of her family as Cecily and Lady Cleavon entered the room. All eyes turned to absorb the lovely picture of innocence posed in the doorway. Taking advantage of the shift in attention, Leslie put as much distance as she could between herself and Lady Titwiliver. She had to admire the whisper of silver chiffon that clung to Cecily's figure. It was a more daring style than could be worn by a debutante, with a décolletage that bordered on the indecent.
"Oh, Pax, I'm so sorry to be late. I hope you haven't been waiting long," Cecily cooed, her tone carefully modulated to sound breathless yet contrite.
Sweeping lashes fluttered in dismay as Cecily hurried to Pax's side. A soft white-gloved hand stole out to touch his sleeve in apology. Leslie watched in annoyance the woman's performance of "beauty in disgrace".
"Surely, my dear, I would be a boor indeed if I regretted waiting for so lovely a vision," Pax said heartily, looking startled at his own words.
Leslie ground her teeth wondering how he could endure Cecily's blatant attempts to force a compliment. Those melting hazel eyes could take no one in. Since the woman had arrived at Windhaven, those same eyes had assessed every article on the estate as though readying it for the auctioneer's block. If asked, Cecily could probably guess Pax's worth to the nearest guinea. Leslie rolled her eyes in disgust as the accomplished belle made her addresses to Lady Titwiliver.
Since there were only five of them at table, dinner was served in the gardenlike conservatory. A large round table gleamed with silver and crystal. Varicolored flowers trailed artistically across the lace cloth. For the most part, Leslie tried to efface herself from the conversation, answering only when directly questioned. She was aware of Lady Titwiliver's puzzled gaze, from time to time, and the frown that came and went on the older woman's forehead. Leslie could sense danger in every pore. As each course and its obligatory removes arrived, Leslie fidgeted in agony, waiting for the interminable meal to end.
"But Lady Titwiliver," Cecily exclaimed, "I can't conceive of a woman of your years traveling so much. I would find it positively exhausting."
Pax hid a smile behind his hastily raised napkin as his aunt bristled at the rash mention of her advanced years.
"You youngsters have no stamina," she snapped. "At your age, we didn't spend so much time reclining on couches and pampering ourselves in carriages. Right, Lady Cleavon?"
"Y-yes, of course, dear lady." Cecily's mother much preferred to remain in the background and was surprised to have her opinion solicited. "A-as I remember it, we walked a good bit."
"Really, mother! You sound like a veritable Amazon," Cecily remarked dampeningly.
Lady Titwiliver's eyes narrowed as the thoroughly cowed woman retreated beneath the withering stare of her daughter. Saucy chit needed a thorough set down, Nell muttered.
"Right you are, Lady Cleavon." Orange feathers dipped and shimmied, much to the entire company's fascination. "Walking is a must when traveling. One must amble around to really get to know a country. Suitably accompanied, of course. Some of the outlandish places I've visited were not always the first stare of respectability. Native bazaars, camel sales, slave auctions and such. All so colorful."
"You'll put me to the blush at my own table," Pax laughed in delight. "Slave auctions, indeed."
"Remember, nevvie. I know a great many tales of your early life that you would as lief not have me bandy about," Nell replied haughtily to the grinning Duke. "Never doubt my word. I did attend a slave auction, although I will admit it was quite a paltry affair. I was in India at the time."
Leslie's body tensed as she felt Pax's eyes light upon her. She gripped her napkin in her lap, wanting nothing more than to run from the room.
"My ward was born and raised in India, Aunt Nell," Pax explained to the woman whose curious eyes once more swung to the young boy at the table. "He's only been in England these five years past."
"India is a wonderful country, Leslie." Lady Titwiliver smiled warmly across the table at the embarrassed lad who was now the focus of attention. "I'm sure when it's dreary and cold here you must miss the hot, spicy air of your birthplace."
"Yes, milady," Leslie mumbled.
Pax frowned at his ward, wondering at the lackluster response. Normally the boy was eager to reminisce about India and his life there. He noticed the pallor of the lad and wondered if he were sickening.
"Leslie was born in Peshawar," Pax interjected, hoping to encourage the boy to more spirited conversation.
"Ah ha! Peshawar is where I attended the slave auction," Nell cried in triumph. "I remember it so well because it was a perfectly dreadful day. Rain and more rain. An oh-so-proper Prussian charge d'affair, Friedrich Wolfram, was helping to relieve my boredom. We were on our way to a christening party when I begged him to stop at the auction. He was quite scandalized by my behavior, but I personally felt he was only ruffled at the damage done to his uniform. It was quite a gorgeous uniform, I will have to admit. His entire chest was fairly encrusted with medals. Gaudy of course, but then Prussians do so love to display their valor with flashy ribbons and such."
"The slave auction?" Pax prodded.
"Oh, yes. Well, as I was saying, it was raining. We stopped at this tent, just flung up willy-nilly in the center of the square. Robed figures standing about looking stoic. I was quite disappointed. Very scrawny specimens on display. I had always imagined burly-chested giants with sweaty chests, stripped--" At Pax's warning cough, Nell flung him an exasperated look but continued less colorfully, " Well, it wasn't quite what I had expected. When I mentioned this to Friedrich, he was quite put out. Here he'd ruined his uniform and I wasn't satisfied. Hardly gallant on my part and of course he lectured me all the way to the christening party at the Lath...." Lady Titwiliver's voice trailed off into silence.
A look of bewilderment crossed the old woman's face. She cocked her head sideways, her eyes focused on some inner scene. For a moment her lids widened, then fluttered closed as she fell back against her chair in a swoon. Pax leaped to his feet, concern written clearly in the lines of his face as he bent over Nell. The Cleavons, fluttering in excitement, simultaneously reached for their reticules and the ever-present smelling salts. In the ensuing confusion of caring for the old woman, Leslie escaped to her room.
With a shaking hand, she touched the music box on the bedside table. She lifted the lid and listened to the tinny melody as the notes trembled in the silent room. Perhaps she had always known there would be a day of reckoning. For in the moment before she fainted, Lady Titwiliver stared into Leslie's eyes, and she knew the older woman was aware of her identity. Turning the figure of the fawn, Leslie waited for the drawer to open. Suspecting she would be called for an explanation, she pulled out the folded papers and tucked them into a pocket of her jacket.
At the light scratching on the door, she opened it to find a footman waiting with a summons from Pax to attend him in the library.
 
 
"Really, Aunt Nell. Can't this wait until morning?"
Pax's voice, sounding strained with worry, met Leslie as she crossed the threshold. Lady Titwiliver, face pallid except for two spots of excited color high on her cheeks, was seated in a high-backed, thronelike chair. A glass of spirits was close at hand, but the old woman needed no fortification. Warm brown eyes, sober with perception, locked with blue eyes, filmy with despair. Leslie felt as though the woman were examining her mind, searching the corners of her soul.
"Come over here, child," Lady Titwiliver said kindly.
Without hesitation she moved to stand in front of the old lady. A hint of a smile crossed Leslie's lips as she took in the broken feathers drooping sadly above the white hair.
"I'm sorry about the feathers, Lady Titwiliver," Leslie said. Her soft words apologizing for far more than the ruined headdress.
"It wasn't your fault, my dear." The pink mouth smiled gently, then puckered sadly as the older woman stared at the brave little figure before her. "I'm sorry, my child."
"Would you two kindly tell me what is going on here?" Pax burst out in exasperation.
"All in good time, nephew," Nell said, her eyes never leaving Leslie's face.
"Perhaps this would help, milady."
Reaching into her jacket, Leslie pulled out her birth records and placed them into the blue-veined hand. The papers crackled as the old woman opened them, raising her lorgnette in a surprisingly steady hand to read the fine print. Lifting her eyes from the paper, her gaze was somber, but she sent a message of courage to the taut figure before her.
"It's as I suspected. I knew your father. He was a fine soldier."
"Thank you, ma'am." Leslie felt her composure cracking under the kindness of the old woman.
"Devil take it, Nell! What is all this?"
Realizing her nephew was at the end of his patience, Nell turned to Pax, wondering how to begin. She pursed her mouth, catching the bottom lip between thumb and forefinger. Then in decision, she placed her hands on Leslie's papers and leaned forward in her chair.
"Philip Lathrup had one child, born in Peshawar. His wife Florence died at the birth. I was in India at the time, and I attended the baby's christening. The child was named Leslie Kathryn Julianne Lathrup. A lovely blue-eyed girl."
Pax's face was expressionless as the older woman's words replayed in his mind. In slow motion, he sank into the leather chair, staring accusingly at his ward across the mahogany surface.
"A girl," he whispered. "It can't be true."
"I'm sorry, sir." Leslie's response was made in a quietly controlled voice.
The silence that followed was almost physical. Through narrowed eyes, Pax stared at the figure of his ward trying to find the girl beneath the young man's clothes. Leslie braced herself for the expected explosion.
"It's not possible!" Pax slammed his open hand onto the desktop. "I would have known!"
Leslie's eyes softened as Pax hurled himself to his feet and paced back and forth across the room. In a tiny pocket of her mind, she could almost find humor in the situation. No self-respecting author would ever consider such a contrived plot for the hero to unravel.
"It's not your fault," she said. "Five years ago I looked like a ten-year-old boy. You were only here for that one summer. It was easy to be a carefree child, eager to learn everything you could teach me. Since then, you've only been home for a week or two at a time. You saw what you expected to see." Leslie shrugged, running out of words as she met the smoldering black eyes of her guardian.
"Why in God's name did you lie to me?" Pax's voice now was controlled, the tone as biting as a shard of ice.
"I wanted to stay."
The softly spoken answer was filled with pathos. Tears started in Nell's eyes as she perceived the stark emotion behind the words. She had been aware of the child for most of the evening. And now, watching the parade of emotions on the girl's face, Nell realized that Leslie was in love with Pax. She wondered if the girl was aware of the fact. Mouth pursed in concentration, the old woman tapped the edge of her lorgnette against her lips and watched the combatants facing each other.
"I was your guardian. You should have told me." Pax ran his fingers through his hair, his face condemning the girl's actions. "It was deceitful, indecent and altogether stupid."
Leslie drew herself up, chin jutting out proudly. "Perhaps it was. But at the time I thought I had no choice. When I arrived at Windhaven, I felt as though I belonged. If your father had been alive, I would have been welcomed. With him gone, I knew you would have no choice but to send me elsewhere." Her voice broke and she fought to maintain control, swallowing several times before she was able to continue. "I was fourteen years old. I had spent my life in India, alone for all intents and purposes, except for Manji and Jacko. I wanted a home."
"Those two!" Pax's mind was unable to take in her words, but latched onto the names of her cohorts. He threw up his hands in exasperation. "I will personally murder them. How could they possibly countenance such an act of insanity?"
"They followed my orders!" Leslie shouted, losing her temper in defense of her friends. "They fought against it. They argued, but I thought it was my only choice. In the end they had to agree. They had sworn a blood oath to my father that they would protect me. Since I refused to listen to them, they remained to keep me safe."
"I am overwhelmed by their devotion." Pax's voice was cutting, meant to hurt her.
"Until I came here, Jacko and Manji were my family. Father was involved with army business. The army was his life. He had little need of a daughter. A daughter could never follow in his footsteps. He had wanted a boy who could carry on the family name. He was uncomfortable with a girl, so he treated me like the son he wanted."
"That's no excuse for your behavior," Pax snapped, crossing the room to tower over the girl.
Leslie drew herself up, blue eyes flashing fire. "I am not excusing my behavior, you overbearing bully. I am simply stating facts."
"How dare you call me a bully!" Pax shouted, losing control at the frustrating situation. He closed his eyes for a moment and when he continued his voice was tired. "I can see now that I should have beaten you regularly, and then perhaps you would have had some common sense."
"The last time you tried it, I bit you," Leslie spat back.
"I caned you for jumping that confounded hunter over the garden hedge. It was sheer luck he tossed you without breaking your stubborn neck." His face paled and he slammed his fist onto the mantel. "Good God in Heaven! Look what you've done. I have just admitted to beating a girl child."
Leslie almost smiled at the consternation on Pax's face, but as he lifted his shaggy head, the angry confusion in his eyes sobered her immediately. She wanted to reach out and touch him, telling him that everything would be all right. Leslie knew she could not undo five years of duplicity but wished she could soothe the bewildered hurt in Pax's eyes.
"Believe me, Pax," Leslie begged, using his name for the first time since she had entered the library. "I never intended for you to find out like this. Ironically, in two more days I would have been gone. Manji, Jacko and I decided it was time for us to leave Windhaven. Now of course we will leave immediately."
"No!"
So involved had Leslie and Pax been with their argument, they had forgotten that anyone else was in the room. Both pairs of eyes swung to Lady Titwiliver who lifted the glass of brandy to her lips. Unconcerned by their startled expressions, the old lady sipped slowly, rolling the biting liquor over her tongue in enjoyment. Then setting it regretfully on the table, she turned her attention to the young people.
"How old are you, child?"
"N-nineteen," Leslie stammered in confusion.
"Old enough, thank the Lord. Never did believe in cradle robbing."
"Absolutely not!" Pax understood immediately the implications of her statement. "It's out of the question!"
"Cut line, nephew. You have no alternative." The old woman folded her hands complacently in her ample lap. "Imagine the scandal. It will be the on-dit of the century. I can imagine all the gossipmongers happily gloating over the rapacious behavior of that rake, the Duke of Ruhaven."
"It'll blow over, Aunt Nell." Pax's voice was harsh as he glared at the pursed-lipped old woman. "There will be another nine days wonder, and it will all be forgotten."
"Never think it, my boy. Something this juicy comes along very rarely. I myself could dine out on the story for the next year." Her voice lowered to conspiratorial tones, mimicking the talebearers of the ton. "Of course, the Duke says he was unaware of the girl's identity. But everyone knows his reputation. It's hard to believe such a renowned womanizer wouldn't be able to tell the difference...." Her voice trailed away into the silence of the room.
"What is it?" Leslie asked in bewilderment. "I don't understand."
Nell ignored the frightened girl, concentrating solely on her nephew as she continued her mimicry. "And now the Duke plans for the girl's come out. It's the outside of enough! She'll get nothing from me but the cut direct."
"You win, Aunt Nell." Pax's voice was dry as he nodded his acceptance. "I get your point."
Leslie's eyes raced back and forth between the two people in the room. She was locked out of their conversation but knew something was being decided that was integrally centered on her.
"Please, milady. Pax? What are you talking about?"
Her heart beat thunderously as Pax turned an expressionless face to her. He stared across the room, his eyes assessing. For a moment there was a hint of sympathy for her but then he turned to the sideboard and poured himself a brandy, gulping it down with a shudder of his muscular frame. Turning toward Leslie he spoke, his voice cold in its formality.
"Although I am sure you would prefer a more formal declaration, I fear there is little enough time." His voice was sarcastic, confusing her further. "You are confined to your room until Lady Titwiliver and I can work out the details. Then, at the first opportunity after I have procured a special license, we will be married."
 


Chapter Six
 
 
"We're leaving tonight, Jacko." Leslie's jaw jutted out pugnaciously as she tried to outstare the glowering old man. A creature at bay, she stood with her back to the windows. Her clear blue eyes glittered coldly against her pale face.
"Talk sense, Leslie. The Duke will never permit it."
"I did not intend to broadcast the news," she snapped. "I will not marry the man."
"The Duke would make you a fine husband. Your father himself couldn't have found you a better match. Rich as any nob and a fine figure of a gentleman. Can't imagine what you're up in the boughs for, just because he's a bit miffed finding out you've been having him on all these years. He's a fair man, for all that he shouts." Jacko shivered, remembering his interview with Leslie's guardian.
"Was it bad?" she asked. Her face softened perceptibly and she reached out, her fingers smoothing the sleeve of Jacko's jacket.
"The Captain in his worst temper was a wee babe compared to the Duke in a lather." A genuine smile crossed the old man's face as he recalled Leslie's father dressing down a slovenly soldier. "I'd give a guinea to have served under the Duke."
Leslie frowned her displeasure. No finer compliment would ever fall from her friend's lips. She refused to listen to his praise of Pax. She had spent the night and most of the day making her decision. Jacko had always followed her without question, and now was not the time for the old man to have divided loyalties.
"The Duke could have turned us off, you know. Manji and I were in the wrong. But after ranting a bit, he told us that only our loyalty to you and your father saved us." Jacko did not mention that Pax had concluded that he realized how headstrong and unreasonable women could be and therefore could partially excuse their agreeing to a cloth-eared plan by an undisciplined brat. The old man suspected Leslie would be less than delighted by the Duke's words.
"Jacko, listen to me carefully. I have absolutely no intention of marrying the Duke. I am leaving tonight with or without you."
The white-haired man stared into the determined eyes of the young girl. He had known her all her life, knew every nuance of her voice. It was clear that her decision had been made. His shoulders slumped in defeat. For himself, there was no decision to make. Even if he lived to regret it, Jacko could never let Leslie go off on her own. He had known since morning the outcome of this discussion, but he had pursued the argument out of habit rather than any strong conviction that he could influence her decision. Straightening his shoulders, Jacko was once again the soldier on parade.
"We leave tonight, Daffadar."
Leslie's chin trembled, and her eyes overflowed as Jacko opened his arms to her. She bowed her head against his chest, remembering so many other times when he had comforted her in moments of despair. The broken leg of her first pony, a fight with a friend and the final agony of her father's death. Memories floated through her mind as she clung to her lifeline of security. Then sniffing loudly, she moved away from the embrace, smiling damply.
"Thank you, old friend. Will you talk to Manji?"
"It will be done."
After Jacko's departure, Leslie stared forlornly at the closed door. She wanted to curl up and forget everything. She had not slept the night before, and her brain felt soggy with myriad details that whirled in her consciousness. Standing beside the bed, she picked up the music box which once more held her birth papers. On leaden feet, Leslie carried it to the wardrobe, rummaging inside until she found her frayed portmanteau. She remembered the night she had arrived at Windhaven with the luggage clutched in her hand. She had hoped never to use it again. With a sigh, Leslie gently placed the music box in the bottom of the bag.
As she traveled around the room, selecting and rejecting articles for her escape, five years of happy memories assailed her until the pain was almost unbearable. How she hated the thought of leaving Windhaven.
"Bloody 'ell!"
Hiding the portmanteau within the wardrobe, she flung herself on the bed in agony. It was not leaving Windhaven that tore her apart; it was leaving Pax.
She could remember as clearly as if it were yesterday standing in the library on her arrival at Windhaven. From the moment her eyes had met Pax's penetrating black ones, Leslie felt as though she had come home. Her life in India and her long journey to England had led her as surely as a compass to the one place on earth she knew she would be happy. Leslie convinced herself in the ensuing years that it was the place she loved even though she recognized she was never happier than when she was in her guardian's company.
Her first summer at Windhaven flashed through her mind in a succession of sun-filled images. Learning to swim, fish and hunt. Riding to the tenants' holdings. Tucked up on the leather sofa in the library with books of pirates and knights. Picnic lunches in the hills. Her first horse. But every frame of the pictures held another image beside the smiling boyish figure she had been at that time. Each memory enclosed Pax, his thatch of black hair blowing wildly in the wind or rumpled as his strong hands pushed it away from his forehead as he read to her. Leslie's heart swelled with her love for him.
But she would not marry the man.
She had seen the look of annoyance on his face as he told her they were to be married. He knew her only as his ward, a boy of fifteen. He knew nothing of the female she was or would be. He knew nothing of her hopes and dreams. Up until his discovery of her identity, he had liked Leslie, was even proud of her. This did not require any particularly deep probe of her personality. They were enjoyable companions, good friends. However, Leslie was aware of the kind of relationship required to make a good marriage. Respect, trust and friendship were the key words. Pax, in his inability to see the essence of her, could hold none of these feelings for her. And of course, he did not love her.
Marriage without love was not to be considered, she argued stubbornly. She had spent all of her early years trying to win the love of her father. He was fond of her and perhaps in his own way he had loved her. But she knew when she was not in his presence he did not think of her or worry about her. She would not marry Pax and live in hope that someday he would return her affection. Crossing the room she threw herself on the bed, exhausted by the emotional upheavals of the day.
The only good thing to come out of the "great discovery", was that Cecily had departed. Leslie recalled how the woman's hysterical cries had echoed down the hall some time in the late morning. There followed a series of door slammings, high-pitched screaming and the bumping of trunks along the corridors as the ladies Cleavon stormed to their carriage. Although Jacko had not commented, his smug expression told Leslie that he too had not cared much for the Lady Cecily or her mother.
Leslie dozed in exhaustion, waking at eight, refreshed as Jacko placed a tray of strong tea and sandwiches on the window seat. The two conspirators fortified themselves as they discussed the plans for their escape.
"It's set for when the Duke is at dinner," Jacko announced.
The sensation of falling, struck Leslie in the pit of her stomach, and her fingers clenched around the handle of the porcelain cup. Her face expressionless, she placed the cup on the tray, pressing her shoulder blades against the wall of the embrasure to stiffen her resolve.
"I'm packed." She nodded toward the wardrobe.
"We'll have to travel light," Jacko warned.
"It's just one bag."
"I'll take it when I go down. And your greatcoat. If you're seen in the halls, we want nothing to give your intentions away." The old man sipped sourly at the tea wishing it were good strong ale. At his age, he did not relish the idea of a ride through the night to an unknown destination. Something of his thoughts must have shown on his face for Leslie reached over in concern.
"You do not need to come with me, Jacko. I would be fine." At the old man's scandalized expression, she smiled in part relief and part humor. "I know. 'What would the Captain say?'"
"Exactly! I may not approve of this havey-cavey business, but I'll not be left out of the adventure," Jacko scoffed. "Besides, Manji stays."
"What! He can't. Pax will skin him alive for helping us."
"Manji says not. The Duke be a fair man, all things considered. At any rate I think it makes good sense. Once our absence is discovered, Manji thinks the Duke will come after us. Neither of us would excite much attention so we might slip through. But nobody would forget seeing Manji."
Leslie's eyes filled with tears. The three of them had always been together. It augured ill for any army to split forces, and she felt a premonition of disaster shudder down her spine. Sniffing damply, she acknowledged the sense of the decision. Forlorn blue eyes met the concerned silvery ones, and Leslie nodded her acceptance.
"Did you tell him---" she began.
"He'll be joining us soon, Leslie. Never fear."
They agreed on a time and a place to meet and then Jacko left, taking her belongings. Time crept by slowly as she waited for the dinner bells. So lost in thought was she that Leslie did not hear the scratching at the door and jumped as a voice broke through her consciousness.
"May I come in?"
"O---of course," Leslie stammered as Lady Titwiliver teetered on dainty red heels across the carpeting.
Even in her agitation the girl was able to smile at the bizarre costume of the old lady. A caftan, violently patterned with figures of ungainly birds and one rather cross-eyed monkey, billowed out around the plump little figure. Her head was swathed in a top-heavy turban of bright red satin, surmounted by a single red feather, writhing like an angry cobra. Sparkling brown eyes took in the girl's awed expression, and Lady Titwiliver twirled for effect before, with a swoosh of silk, she sank down on the window seat.
"My gratefully departed husband only approved of dun colored habits. I wear these in hopes that, wherever he is, he can see how much I'm enjoying myself." Nell patted the cushions beside her. "Come sit. I trust you're not angry with me."
"No, milady," Leslie answered honestly. "It had to be done."
"I knew your father quite well. His men held him in the highest esteem. He was a natural leader." The old woman thoughtfully watched the young girl's face brighten with pride. "That would not necessarily make him the perfect father for a girl."
"Some might think so." Leslie's eyes turned cloudy in remembrance. "Of course, when I was growing up it seemed perfectly natural he should treat me like a boy, leaving me pretty much on my own. There were few English families at the places he was posted, so I had little opportunity to compare. When I was old enough to see what was required of English girls, I was relieved at how much simpler my life was. It wasn't Pax's fault, milady. I had many years to perfect my role."
"Men, my dear, are seldom perceptive. They pride themselves on being able to see the big picture, which only means they cannot see the details of life that make everything so much more interesting," the old lady concluded drily.
Leslie sank down on the window seat, smiling affectionately at the comfortable little woman. Despite her outlandish costumes, there was a warm, honest quality that emanated from Lady Titwiliver like the cloud of lavender scent that surrounded her. How different Leslie's own life might have been, had she known this woman in her early years. Even now she yearned to unburden herself, securely cushioned against the ample bosom of the older woman.
"Things have a way of working out for the best," Nell remarked in the face of the young girl's bleak expression. "You're totally compromised, gel. Your wedding will stop most of the talk although even at that, it will be a nine days' wonder. Perhaps it's not the most promising start, but your marriage to my nephew may have a surprising conclusion." The old woman did not miss Leslie's defiant look and clenched fists, and her own forehead furrowed in concern. There was a stubborn, iron-willed streak in the child in sharp contrast to Leslie's meekly spoken agreement. Thoughtfully, Nell rose to her feet, balancing precariously on her heels. Leaning down she gently kissed Leslie on the cheek.
Leslie clung for a moment, enveloped in the lavender embrace, then reluctantly she released the older woman. Her eyes were tearful as she thanked Lady Titwiliver for coming, in her heart wishing it were possible to meet again at another time. Alone, Leslie washed her face, relishing the cold water on her feverish skin. Anticipation of the night ahead lent a false brightness to her eyes and a slight tremor to her hands. With a quivering sigh, Leslie looked around the room for the last time. Then straightening her shoulders, she stalked resolutely to the door.
Fog shrouded the buildings, miasmic fingers swirling before Leslie's eyes. She stumbled against a tree root, stopping to get her bearings in the unreality of the night. A muffled whinny off to her left pulled her in the correct direction to the anxious group waiting beside the glade of trees.
"Here, Daffadar." Manji's whisper was harsh as he reached out and grasped the arm of the little figure. Quickly, he enveloped her in the warm greatcoat and pushed a beaver hat onto her curls. Then, before Leslie could speak, he threw her up onto the back of one of the hunters and reached for the reins of his own horse. Jacko was already mounted and led the others in a slow walk across the fields and away from Windhaven. Steadily, their speed increased until they connected with the main road. As the moonlit ribbon of road unraveled ahead of them, the threesome sprang their horses and galloped through the light misting rain. It was almost ten-thirty before they reached the coaching inn, the Silver Stallion.
"Khuda Hafiz, little one."
"God protect you also, Manji." Leslie threw herself into the mighty embrace of her friend, shaken at their imminent separation. Although she was frightened at leaving him behind, she knew Manji was correct. With him in their party, they would be far too noticeable. "We will get word to you as soon as we are settled."
"We will meet again," Manji said fatalistically. He stood immobile as Leslie and Jacko boarded the mail coach, his eyes never leaving the boyish figure until the coach wheeled out of the innyard.
Wedged between Jacko and the window, Leslie stared blindly out at the darkened countryside. Though the old man dozed fitfully as the coach lumbered through the night, she could only try to blank out the roiling thoughts flashing through her mind. She pressed her hand to her chest as though to ease the pain of her separation from so many things she loved. In the haunted hours of the night, Leslie felt the numbness of despair clawing at her heart and desolation filled her.
 
 
Manji rode quietly into the stable yard. His huge hamlike hand held the lead rope of the other two horses as he dropped agilely to the hard-packed earth. He took a step forward then raised his head, scenting danger. Without surprise, his eyes acknowledged the presence of the furious man who stepped away from the sheltering stable walls.
"I ought to beat you within an inch of your life." The quietly spoken words were laced with controlled fury as Pax stomped toward the enormous figure.
Since he towered over the Duke, a corner of Manji's mouth quirked upward in amusement. The big man nodded his head regretfully, suspecting Pax, in his anger, would be able to give him a good fight. "You would win, Sahib. I have promised the little one I would see you came to no harm."
"Damn!" Pax slapped the quirt into his gloved hand, relishing the bite of the crop against the leather. "Where is Leslie?"
Sadly, Manji shook his baldhead. His drooping moustache hung dejectedly as he stared without blinking into the blazing black eyes of his master. He shuffled his feet restlessly, looking over his shoulder at the tired horses.
"Jamie! Peter!" Pax bellowed into the stable.
The stable boys came at a run, and the Duke gave succinct orders for the care of the prodigal cattle. Then he jerked his head for Manji to follow and headed back to the main house. Once inside the library, he turned to face the fierce-looking figure. In the five years since Manji's arrival, Pax had come to respect the intelligence of the surprisingly gentle giant. He was a faithful worker although his first allegiance had always been to Leslie. Never, until this moment, had Pax regretted taking on the man who had risen from stablehand to headgroom in the intervening years. Pax realized that Manji's devotion to Leslie would supersede any appeal he himself might make for the older man's cooperation.
"I am Leslie's guardian, Manji. Her father, the Captain, gave me that authority."
"The Captain is dead, Sahib, much to my regret. Since then, I take my orders directly from the little one." There was no insolence in the groom's voice, only a mournful reasonableness. His whole demeanor reflected sadness; even his moustache appeared limp. "In all else, I am yours to command."
"In this case, you can only harm the girl with your silence," Pax stated calmly. "We have grown to respect each other in these past years. Despite my anger at Leslie's masquerade, you must know I would never willfully hurt the child."
Slanting blue eyes bored into Pax's, probing the hidden crevasses of his mind. Doubt showed for a moment, then was erased as the giant's shoulders straightened to attention.
"I believe that to be true," he began hesitantly. "But the Daffadar wished to leave. She has no wish to marry."
Pax whirled in frustration, gripping the mantelpiece to maintain control. Although he also was less than thrilled, he was resigned to the marriage, realizing he had no choice in the matter. His reputation might survive this scandal but Leslie herself would be ruined beyond repair. Turning to Manji, he spoke slowly and brutally to make the man understand the absolute necessity of finding the young girl.
"The Captain's daughter is of the English noble class. By staying with me here at Windhaven, she has compromised herself," he stated, halting at the puzzlement in the older man's eyes. Pax floundered for words that would bridge the gap in the mixed-breed's understanding of British culture. Finally he continued, "She has made herself impure, an outcast to the rest of her class. No one will speak to her or invite her to dine. No man of her class will ever marry her. But every man of her acquaintance will attempt to bring her to bed. As an outcast, she will have no protection except you and Jacko."
The veins on Manji's baldhead stood out clearly against the ashen face of the older man. His long moustaches quivered with fury; his massive hands clenched impotently on empty air. Pax realized he had unleashed a terrible emotion in the man and idly wondered if he himself might be attacked.
"Can you and Jacko guard her always? Will Leslie's spirit survive with these assaults on her virtue? Will her pride be ground into the dust?"
Manji's body jerked, stabbed by each harsh question. He shook his head in bewilderment, unable to cope with the difficult decision. Pax stepped forward until he was inches away from the giant. His voice was firm with authority as he made his final plea.
"If Leslie marries me, she will be protected for the rest of her life. No man of her class would dare to insult the Duchess of Ruhaven. She would want for nothing material and would be accepted by the proudest families in England."
Pax stood immobile as the giant's eyes once more probed. The silence in the library was
almost palpable, throbbing with an intensity that pounded along Pax's veins as he waited for the groom's decision. An iron hand gripped his shoulder, almost buckling his knees with its weight.
"Leslie will curse my ancestors," Manji muttered grimly, "but I will take you."
 
 
The night sky was lightening along the horizon when the coach rattled into another inn yard. Jacko leaned across Leslie's sleeping figure to peer out. Gently he touched the girl's shoulder, and her shadowed eyes lifted, blinking several times before she could focus.
"We'll stop for a bite here," the old man said.
"I'd even consider trading you for a dish of tea and a biscuit," Leslie answered, smiling faintly at the scandalized expression on her friend's face.
The yard was alive with the shouts of the coachman, ostlers and yard-boys as the heaving horses pulled alongside the inn. With awkward fingers, Leslie pushed at the door, stiffly levering herself up as the stairs were lowered. Her legs were cramped, and she staggered on the steps until a firm grip under her arm steadied her, saving her from a nasty fall. Grateful for the help, she lifted her weary head to thank her rescuer and was impaled by the furious glare of Pax's eyes.
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
When Pax entered the room, Leslie was staring bleakly across the peaceful lawns of Windhaven. Her back uncompromisingly straight, she was dressed in the same clothes she had worn during her escape. Though the garments were wilted, the ramrod-stiff carriage of the girl indicated she was neither repentant nor cowed by her situation. Pax closed the door. He observed with perverse pleasure her flinch as the latch clicked into place. Angry frustration still rode him, and he fought to control his temper as he crossed the room to the window. Calm at last, he sat down facing Leslie.
She ignored him totally, seeming to withdraw into herself. Her eyes were open but focused on a spot somewhere over his left shoulder. In bewilderment, his eyes roamed over Leslie's face and figure searching for a nineteen-year-old girl instead of a fifteen year old boy.
Devil take it, Pax cursed. She looked just as she always had done. Her chestnut hair was pulled tightly behind her head, giving no hint of feminine softness. She might be pretty if she was fussed about with, he decided. After all, she had made a handsome boy. Her skin was unblemished, each cheekbone dotted high with bright color. Her short nose was sculpted leanly, although her other features were more generous in their lines. Her eyebrows curved gracefully above heavily-lashed eyes that reminded him of crystal clear Scottish lakes. She was not much in Pax's line; he preferred more generously endowed blonds.
Pax was torn by conflicting emotions. He felt a certain sympathy for Leslie whose mistaken actions had precipitated their present damnable situation. But there was also a core of anger, compiled of betrayal, foolishness and injured pride. He felt righteous indignation that he was being forced into marriage. At thirty he should be considering setting up his nursery, but he disliked having the choice of a spouse dictated by circumstances. And worse, to be forced to marry an unseasoned chit.
Looking at Leslie, he persuaded himself that it might be worse. He could be leg-shackled to some buck-toothed, whining dab of a girl. They might even rub along well, after they adjusted to the peculiar circumstances of the enforced union.
"I won't marry you."
It was a moment before the quietly spoken words penetrated Pax's thoughts. The reasonable arguments he had been consoling himself with, dissipated under a blast of irritation at Leslie's childish behavior. He jerked to his feet and stared coldly down at the expressionless girl.
"This is no time for games or fits of temper." Pax enunciated precisely, words simple to understand by his contrary ward. "In one hour's time, you will become the Duchess of Ruhaven. Lady Titwiliver has seen to all the arrangements. You need do nothing but be present."
"Don't patronize me! I am neither stupid nor hard of hearing," Leslie snapped, her face losing its blankness as her temper flared. "You do not want this marriage any more than I do."
"Of course I don't want to be saddled with you!" Pax burst out unflatteringly. In annoyance, he pushed his hands through his hair, shaking his head in disbelief. "For years I have been plagued by the schemes of matchmaking mothers. And now I fall into parson's mousetrap in my own home. I ought to wring your neck instead of marry you." The words were spoken consideringly, with no apparent anger.
"You should not have brought me back." Her words were low, filled with despair. The whole situation was a disaster. Though she was still in love with him, Leslie knew this marriage would destroy any chance for happiness. He did not want her. For the rest of his life, he would resent her, turning from her in anger and a growing hate. Even though the marriage meant Leslie would never have to leave him, Pax would separate himself from her farther and farther each day. She would not condemn either of them to such an existence. "Let me go away. You will never have to see me again. No one need ever know."
"Don't be naive, Leslie. The servants are all agog at the information. And I suspect, even at this moment, Lady Cleavon is making the matter known. Strictly in confidence of course, to her nearest and dearest friends who will be happy to spread the scandal to the farthest shores of this benighted island." His mouth tightened grimly remembering the appalling interview he had had with Cecily and her mother. "Hear me well, Leslie. In one hour we will be married."
"I will not marry you!" Leslie's hands clenched at her sides in rage.
"You have no choice in the matter," Pax retorted coldly. "The vicar is here already."
"I don't care if Prinny himself is downstairs. You can not force me." For an instant, a glint of triumph stared out at Pax. Then the girl blinked and it was gone.
In his frustration he glowered at the defiant figure framed against the windows. The ungrateful child had no idea of the honor he did her in offering his name in marriage. Any other girl would be overjoyed by the prospect of becoming the Duchess of Ruhaven. Worst of all she had not the slightest conception of her own situation. She was compromised past all redemption. Society would consider her nothing more than a bit of muslin unless she married immediately. For a moment Pax had an uncontrollable urge to shake her. Refusing to give in to such an irrational, though satisfactory, solution, he resorted to trickery.
"You will either marry me, or I will see your two misbegotten cohorts arrested. Any trumped up charge will do. And believe me, my girl, I will make it stick."
Leslie's face whitened until it was almost translucent. Wide blue eyes mirrored the horror she felt at his threat. Her graceful fingers stole up the front of her frock coat, clutching at the material across her breast. Despising himself for his cruel behavior, Pax stood his ground, waiting for Leslie's answer. When she seemed unable to speak he prodded her.
"Well?"
"You win. I will marry you."
The dead voice flayed Pax's already guilty conscience. He stalked to the bed and looked down at the pile of bridal clothing Nell had quickly assembled. Swinging around, he jabbed his finger in the direction of the clothes.
"I will give you exactly fifteen minutes to get dressed." His voice was cold, and his eyes bored into her startled blue ones.
"I can't," Leslie snapped.
"My patience is hanging by a single thread, young lady!" Pax snapped, losing his temper at the stubborn child. He charged back across the room and grasped Leslie's shoulders. He refused to acknowledge the pain he read mirrored in the shadowed eyes, but it caught him unaware. The muscles along his jawline jumped as he fought for control. Since he had discovered Leslie's identity, his emotions had teetered between anger at his own stupidity and outright pity for the girl. In his present state, the anger won out and he spoke through gritted teeth. "I will rip the clothes off your back, if you refuse to get dressed."
Leslie pulled away from his grasp. "I'm not being stubborn," she replied, her voice trembling with dismay. "I never had any ladies clothes. I don't even know what goes on first!"
"Damn!" Pax exploded at the idiotic anti-climax to the situation.
"Damn and blast! What a ninnyhammer! Why didn't you ask someone?" he shouted in embarrassment.
"Because I didn't have anyone to ask!" Leslie wailed, turning her back rather than let Pax see her tears.
His glance softened slightly as he stared at the desolate figure. Good Lord, what a coil. He should have sent someone to help her. It had never occurred to him that she wouldn't have the slightest idea how to go on as a female. She must be totally confused by the change in the last twenty-four hours. The least he could do was help her through the next few hours. Relieved at an excuse to remove himself from the embarrassing situation, Pax shouted, "I'll send Lady Titwiliver!" as he slammed out the door.
Leslie whirled as the door banged against the frame, the sound triggering a spurt of anger that wiped away any vestiges of tears. The man was impossible! she stormed, kicking at the ivory sandals waiting beside her bed and watched in satisfaction as they sailed across the room. Pax should have been able to figure out that she wouldn't have the first idea about women's fashions. Leslie pulled off her boots, throwing them angrily into the corner of the room. He was a moron, an idiot! she ranted as she stripped off her cotton stockings. How dare he browbeat her after he had just had the unmitigated gall to blackmail her into this hateful marriage!
She hugged her arms across her chest, pacing the room in her agitation. Stopping at the rosewood desk she swept the pens onto the floor. Since Pax had spent five years thinking of himself as her guardian, he thought he could dictate her whole life! She'd show him, she muttered, kicking out at the desk chair. For her pains, her bare toes connected with the wooden leg, and she hopped around cursing fluently. At the window seat, she picked up each pillow and threw it across the room, then whirled and swept a small table clear of ornaments, smiling grimly as she heard the tinkling sound of breaking china.
"Sorry I took so long, my child," Lady Titwiliver sang out as she sailed through the doorway. With a glance, she took in the flushed figure surrounded by chaos. "Well, I'm sure you're feeling better now. I have always found it extremely satisfying to vent a little anger when in extremis. My gratefully departed husband used to place all of his favorite things on the mantel and stand with his back to it, guarding all the nicer porcelain, whenever I was out of sorts. The morning of his funeral I stood on the piano bench and meticulously dashed every one of the objects on the marble surround. The happy sound of breaking china always reminds me of the dear Earl."
An hysterical giggle rose up inside Leslie, and she clamped both hands over her mouth to keep from falling into a fit of laughter. While Lady Titwiliver chattered away, Leslie found herself stripped of her clothes, standing naked before the assessing eyes of the older woman.
"What a nice little figure you have, my dear."
Her tone was so conversational and her twinkling brown eyes were so kind that Leslie felt no embarrassment. While not totally comfortable with her mature body, her innate self-confidence told Leslie that her body was healthy and strong and as such she should take pride in it.
"Gentleman always want a good bosom, no matter what you may have thought. Don't want it spilling out, mind you, just a nice solid handful." Picking through the pile of clothing on the bed, she extracted flesh-colored drawers edged with lacy frills at the ankles. "First the pantaloons, child. Though it's become a fashion to damp down the muslins and leave off one's undergarments, I suspect it's surely the path to an early grave. In London, it's quite breezy in the winter."
Leslie's eyes watered with her efforts to keep from going off in whoops. She suspected that the old lady's chatter was mainly to relieve her of embarrassment at her own lack of knowledge, and she blessed the woman for it. As Lady Titwiliver handed her the gossamer soft muslin chemise, Leslie grinned at the wry commentary. The older woman, eyes twinkling with mischief, nodded in satisfaction at the improved mood of the young girl.
"Now this, child, is a zona. No, not that way. The bands go under your breasts, like so." Lady Titwiliver hummed softly under her breath as she did up the laces. "Don't fidget so. You'll get used to the thing. It's not a corset, mind you, just a little something to remind you to keep your stomach in. They say, the smaller the waist of a wife, the larger a man's ego."
"Pax's ego is large enough already, milady," Leslie retorted.
Lady Titwiliver pinched Leslie's cheek in pleasure. "This marriage may not be of your choice, dear, but if you will trust my instincts, it can be a model of success." She shrugged as the girl's features tightened. Ah youth, Nell sighed inwardly, so much pride. And it always causes no end of trouble. She suspected these two stubborn souls would waste a good bit of time before they came to terms with their marriage.
Finding a brush and comb on the bureau, Nell pulled the ribbon from the girl's hair, sighing in relief as the curls sprang into life. Forehead puckered and mouth pursed in concentration, the older woman brushed the girl's hair into a cloud of curls around her face, delighted with the shining texture and rich thickness of the hair. Standing back, she nodded in satisfaction.
All in all Lady Titwiliver was well pleased with the bizarre situation. Although both Pax and Leslie were furious over the marriage, Nell had high expectations for the outcome of the union. She hoped the young couple would manage to overcome their resentment long enough to provide the line with heirs, before she herself had to rejoin the gratefully departed Earl. Nell wondered if the Heavenly Choir were attired in drab-colored robes. Surely God, having created flowers, had some sense of fashion.
"My faithful Druscilla spent yesterday sewing this for you." Lady Titwiliver lifted the lace-trimmed ivory dress from the bed, holding it up for Leslie's approval. She slipped it over the young girl's head then stood back to admire the effect. "Dru wears nothing but the most ordinary clothes, but she has magical fingers when helping with one's wardrobe. Poor gel will never marry looking as she does. But then she's not much interested in the gentlemen. At her first post, the old master jumped out of the linen closet, naked as a plucked chicken, and I think it's rather put her off the idea of marriage."
At the mental image of the prune-faced Druscilla and the naked nobleman, Leslie could no longer contain her sense of the ridiculous. The bubble of laughter that convulsed her did much to heal her sense of misuse. Her eyes were bright, and her cheeks were flushed with color as Lady Titwiliver turned her to face the mirror.
Leslie was stunned by the girl in the glass. Shining chestnut curls billowed against her cheeks; wide, blue eyes sparkled with mischief; dew soft lips parted as she emitted a sigh of pure pleasure. There was a sense of unreality for Leslie as she looked at her own reflection. She had never seen herself before as a woman, except the night she wore the gypsy costume. But then she was playing a part, a fragment of make-believe. The ivory-clad vision in the mirror was the girl she was now and the promise of the woman she would eventually become. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Leslie had always been afraid that in being feminine she would become less of a person. But the sense of reality, the freedom to be herself, gave her a warm feeling of pride.
Tearing her eyes away from the mirror, Leslie turned to the older woman hovering anxiously at her shoulder. "Thank you, milady."
Lady Titwiliver's eyes clouded with tears as she read some of the feelings passing through Leslie's mind. She gently hugged the girl, kissing her cheek and patting her back as though consoling a lost child. And perhaps she is a lost soul, the old woman thought worriedly. All her life, Leslie had behaved like a boy and now she was stepping out into the world as a young woman, a wife and a social figure with only the short period of preparation that she and Pax could give her. Lady Titwiliver's heart ached for the sense of bewilderment the child must feel.
"Well, Leslie, it's time. Pax ought to feel like the cock of the walk when he sees you. For with the innate sensitivity of the male, he won't be expecting much."
Leslie held tightly to Lady Titwiliver's hand with her own clammy one. Their dresses whispered softly as they traversed the halls, descended the main staircase and stopped before the doors to the parlor. To Leslie, the room seemed full of people, and she braced her shoulders for courage as she entered.
Standing before the mantelpiece was the parish vicar, Dr. Alden, his usually saintly expression marred by a frown of disapproval. Since he owed his living to the Duke of Ruhaven's favor, he would always do his patron's bidding. But to Leslie, it was apparent that the man was appalled by the situation. It had never occurred to her to wonder what others would think of her masquerade. Leslie suspected if she looked around the room at the hastily gathered servants, she would see disbelief, horror and even some sly lascivious expressions. For a moment she quailed in embarrassment, wanting to run. Pride came to her aid, stiffening her spine as she forced a smile to her trembling lips and nodded blindly to the assemblage.
Her eyes sought Jacko's gnomelike figure pressed against the silken wall. His old face was creased with worry, and his body rigid, hands crossed militantly behind his back. As if he sensed her glance, he turned his head, his eyes opened in stunned disbelief. A grin formed, widening as his heart swelled with pride at the girl he loved as his own child.
Manji, eyes lackluster, drooped beside the little man. By his own code, Leslie knew the giant felt he had betrayed her. She did not know what arguments Pax had used to elicit her friend's cooperation, but they must have been compelling ones. Despite her strong words when Manji had led Pax to her, she loved the old man and had already forgiven him.
Standing at the side of the room, Pax caught his breath in amazement as Leslie entered the room. By God, the girl was a stunner! He blinked several times, wondering how he could have ever taken her for a boy. There was an unmistakable aura of femininity that surrounded her, a sensual earthiness lying dormant beneath the surface. Yet for all that, a dewy innocence clung to the ivory satin figure, reminding him of a medieval painting he had once seen of an angel of purity waiting in attendance on the Virgin. Leslie's hair, which Pax had only seen pulled back, now floated around her head in a cloud of shimmering silk, catching the light and imprisoning it like stars. Her mouth was a feminine confection with full pouting underlip that would beg many a man to be kissed. Though petite, the girl was generously curved, promising delightful intimacies.
Pax was confused as his emotions turned around. One minute he was annoyed at the youth and unsophistication of his bride, and the next, he was soppishly lyrical as he beheld the girl. Despite his tired resignation at the forced marriage, he found his senses stirred. Pax felt a tightening in his groin and shifted, easing his position.
Leslie sensed a movement on the edge of her vision and swung to face Pax. Their eyes locked, and the rest of the room faded into the background. She was uncomfortably aware of the man's assessing glance and straightened her back, glaring defiantly in return. Deaf to all but Pax, she heard the creak of his leather boots as he strode across the carpet to her side.
"You definitely make a better girl than boy," Pax whispered into the ear of his ruffled ward.
"And you, sir, make a better guardian than husband!" Leslie shot back in anger. How dare the man give her compliments when he had only a short time before blackmailed her into this marriage.
Leslie's sharp words were like a splash of cold water on Pax's heated senses. He was unprepared for her swift comeback, expecting her to be more resigned to her fate.
"This husband will never countenance a wife with the tongue of an adder. Take care, Leslie." Pax grasped her elbow firmly, hauling her across the room to stand before the vicar. Leslie's cheeks flamed with embarrassment both at Pax's parental treatment and at the frown of disapproval on Dr. Alden's face.
"This is highly irregular, your Grace," the clergyman began, but was cut off sharply by the glowering nobleman.
"Devil you say, Justin. We've been over all this ground earlier. Just do your duty or I will find a hungrier vicar who would relish living under my benevolence."
Justin Alden's mouth tightened to a thin red line of anger, and he jerked open his prayer book with hands that shook slightly. As the vicar joined the couple in a mournful voice, Leslie thought the bleak atmosphere most resembled the gathering for a funeral. Under feathered eyelashes, she watched Pax's haggard face as he crisply replied to the vicar's questions. She was barely conscious of her own responses, whispering them fatalistically into the taut air of the room. At the end Pax awkwardly leaned toward her, but frightened at the finality of the marriage ceremony, she shrank away from him. His face an impenetrable mask, Pax turned her to the expectant assemblage.
"Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the new Duchess of Ruhaven."
Nell swooped down on the couple, enveloping them both in a cloud of lavender. She had thoroughly enjoyed the ceremony, watching the flicker of emotions cross the various faces in the room. This entire affair had all the dramatic overtones of a Marlow play without the long patches of dialogue she always drowsed through. Her timely visit had certainly born fruit; although by the expressions on the couple's faces, the fruit might be persimmons. Youth was all clash and clamor. Only with advancing age did one relish the more restful qualities of love.
"Well, Pax, I for one couldn't be more delighted. You've done right by the line, although at this moment you may not be best pleased." Nell patted the tall man's arm consolingly. Then turning to Leslie she squeezed the cold hand and led her across the room to accept the good wishes of the wide-eyed servants.
Leslie steeled herself to receive the veiled words of the people who had sheltered her for five years. She thought they would feel betrayed by her actions but was surprised at the warmth of the words hesitantly spoken.
"Could have knocked me over, young Leslie, I mean y-your Grace," Mrs. Tomlinson stammered, red-faced at her own awkwardness. "Might seem outlandish to some," the housekeeper sniffed, "but those who know you these five years are best pleased. You're still our Leslie, even if you're no longer wearin' breeches."
Leslie blinked several times to clear her eyes of tears. The woman's kindness was reflected on most of the faces. The dominant expression seemed to be one of bemusement as they stared at the beautiful girl, wondering how they could have mistaken her for a boy.
"The Captain would be proud to claim you." Jacko's voice was rough-edged with emotion.
Leslie leaned forward to kiss the wrinkled cheek. "I fear he'd not even recognize me in this." She waved her hand at the feminine confection she was wearing.
"Mebbe not at first. But you've your mother's eyes. Don't know why I never realized that, eh, your Grace."
"Don't call me that, you old reprobate." Leslie's eyes narrowed and the old man grinned widely. "I trust we're still comrades."
"That we are, Daffadar." Jacko saluted smartly, bringing a smile to the girl's lips. Then the man sobered, indicating the woebegone figure leaning against the wall.
Casting a wary eye at Pax, who was engaged in talking to the ill-humored Dr. Alden and Lady Titwiliver, Leslie and Jacko made their way to stand in front of the enormous Manji. Even the usual shine on the older man's head appeared dim. Sad slanted eyes stared down into the girl's clear blue ones.
"How long were you under my father's orders, Manji?" Leslie asked softly.
"Seven years, Daffadar. Until his death," came the low voiced response.
"And your last order from the Captain?" she persisted.
"To protect the little one with my life."
"Haven't you done just that by obeying the Duke who also has pledged to protect me?"
"Then I did not break my blood bond with you?" Manji's face was a picture of anxious hope.
"You acted honorably in returning me to safety. Forgive me, my friend, for being angry at the time."
Manji lifted the young girl's hand, heavy with the encrusted Ducal ring, touching it to his forehead in a formal act of reverence. His moustaches stiffened as his eyes kindled warmly in relief.
"There you are, my dear."
Pax's deep voice cut into the warm companionship of the friends, and Leslie turned to him, the smile leaving her face as she stared up at her stern-faced husband.
"Cook has prepared a fine nuptial feast, my dear." He spoke sharply, cut by the change of expression on the girl's face. She had smiles aplenty for those two old connivers but only a cold welcome for her legal husband, he mumbled as he led her from the room.
It was apparent that the servants had worked hard to make the wedding supper a festive occasion. The formal dining room was filled with vases of flowers. The table glittered with a sparkling array of crystal, china and silver. The meal could hardly be termed joyous, Leslie noted wryly. Nell chattered brightly, but even her best efforts fell flat in the face of Pax's grim countenance and the vicar's continued outraged dignity. Leslie felt surrounded by cotton, unable to rise to take part in the sporadic conversation. Partly, she was tired. She remembered her inability to sleep as she sat across from her silent guardian as they made the silent return trip to Windhaven. At the time it had seemed a matter of pride not to permit her eyes to droop. Wearily she regretted her stubbornness as she struggled to follow the conversation.
"My dear, the vicar is leaving."
Pax's sharply spoken words broke into Leslie's thoughts, and she looked around in embarrassment for having so forgotten herself that she had been unaware the meal was over. With proudly raised head, she accepted the platitudes spoken by the white-haired clergyman, knowing that the words themselves were being forced from his lips. In Dr. Alden's eyes, her masquerade appeared quite unforgiveable.
"Never trust a prosing man, Leslie," Nell chirped as the men left the room. "Justin has become a high stickler for propriety. I must remind him sometime how he used to pinch the maids in his younger days. Nothing more insufferable than a reformed rake. Better to stick to one's loose habits and enjoy them."
Nell took in the dark circles under the girl's enormous eyes and sighed regretfully for the success of the night ahead. So much of an adjustment for the child. No time for recriminations, Nell, she said to herself, leading the dazed Leslie from the room toward the main staircase.
"Your things, such as they are, have been moved to your new rooms." At the girl's bewildered glance, Nell continued gently, "You are the Duchess of Ruhaven now. As such, you will be housed in the family suite."
"But, milady, I'd rather... ."
"It was Pax's orders, child. Your things were moved during dinner." In the face of the frightened look, Nell kept her voice brisk and matter-of-fact. "I think you'll like the rooms. My sister-in-law had an eye for bright cheerful colors. The bedroom faces the gardens and is filled with sunshine in the summer."
In her early days at Windhaven, Leslie had investigated all of the rooms in the enormous hall with the exception of the rooms reserved for the Duke and Duchess. Her innate respect for privacy kept her from prying into her guardian's rooms, and the ones next to his, untenanted, promised little of interest. As the door opened on the suite, Leslie's tired eyes were assaulted by a blaze of yellows, running the gamut from a light lemony color to a harsh brassy gold. Cheerful did not cover the room by half, she thought as she gaped at the tawdry display.
"Well, yes," laughed Nell as though reading her thoughts. "I had forgotten that all that cheerful yellow could be quite appallingly depressing. Ah, Polly." The older woman nodded to the maid, wringing her hands anxiously in her apron. "If it meets with your approval, Leslie, Polly will serve as your abigail. Although Pax suggested an older woman, I thought you might welcome someone of your own age."
Leslie turned warmly to Nell, her smile taking in the anxious maid. Polly had come to Windhaven about the same time as Leslie, and the two girls had liked each other immediately. Granted Polly knew her then as a young boy, but Leslie felt the girl could make the adjustment. Rather her than a sour-faced copy of Nell's Druscilla.
"Of course, my Dru will be on hand to give you both guidance," Nell remarked, seeing the flash of intelligence pass between the two girls. Airily she dismissed Polly saying, "For tonight, I shall be happy to tuck you up myself."
Leslie sighed gratefully as the older woman removed the confining clothing. She knew the greatest sacrifice would be giving up her comfortable male garments. For everafter, she would be pinched and pressed into clothes which inhibited her movements and hampered her breathing. Leslie's chilled nakedness was quickly covered by a veritable shower of white lawn. The nightgown had long sleeves and a high neck which for a wedding night was ludicrous at best. But worst of all it was much too large for her.
"Good Lord, child! This must be Druscilla's idea of the proper way to deck out a bride." Nell pursed her mouth and cocked her head to the side as she stared morosely at the disastrous nightrail. "Unfortunately I'm long past white, my dear, and anything in my wardrobe would clash with the room."
"It's fine, Lady Titwiliver." Leslie laughed as she flapped the material around. "It's rather like having wings."
Nell watched as the girl whirled around the room, the material billowing around her body. She had the look of a magical wood sprite, the old woman thought. There was an ethereal quality about the girl, an air of vulnerability and innocence. When Leslie danced back around the room, Nell took her by the hand and led her to the enormous bed. Patting the gold satin coverlet, she sat down beside the young girl, staring intently into the wide blue eyes.
"Promise me, child, that you will redo this room."
Leslie smiled at the old woman's request. "I promise, milady."
"And, of course, from now on you must call me by that abominable child's name, Aunt Nell. Sounds just like a scrubwoman."
Leslie squeezed the blue-veined hand, unable to find the words to express her gratitude for Nell's support. The spaniel-brown eyes twinkled, making words unnecessary.
"Now, Leslie," she said briskly. "How much do you know of what goes on in a marriage bed?"
Leslie could feel the color drain away from her face as an understanding of the old woman's words hit her. Her skin felt tight and cold, and Leslie withdrew her hand, clenching her fingers together in the folds of her nightdress.
Nell took in the discomfort of the girl. "Don't go missish on me, Leslie. This is a time for plain speaking."
With all her heart Leslie wanted to tell the older woman that she knew practically nothing. In answer to most of her questions Jacko and Manji had told her that her husband would explain everything at the proper time. Living on the estate it was inevitable that certain aspects of sexual activities were apparent to her but she knew little of the relationship between a man and a woman.
"I know what mating is about, Aunt Nell," Leslie began, flushing in embarrassment.
"Good. No need to go into any detail. I've a firm understanding of it myself. My mother instructed me to remain perfectly still so that I would not embarrass the chambermaid by wrinkling the sheets. But then, she didn't know that the gratefully departed Earl would never consider exerting such energy." Nell sniffed in remembered disappointment. "My advice to you, child, is to go to bed with an open mind and a desire for joy. Love can lift you to the heavens if you permit it."
For once the humor of Nell's words did not penetrate Leslie's mind. At the thought of the night ahead she was near panic. Her face reflected her emotions, and the older woman leaned patted the hands tightly clenched in the folds of the nightgown.
"There's no need to be frightened, my child. Pax will not be expecting any great knowledge on your part. He was educated with the understanding that he would be marrying a virgin, otherwise, of course, there would be no need to marry the gel."
Nell stood up, leaning down to hug Leslie whose face had a white, pinched quality. She knew there was little she could do to alleviate Leslie's apprehensions. Sighing for the ignorant vulnerability of youth, she swept across to the door looking back at the forlorn figure on the bed.
"Good night, my dear," Nell called softly before she closed the door. "Pax will be with you shortly."
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
As the door closed Leslie jerked to her feet, taking several steps across the room to call back the older woman. Then she stopped in defeat. Aunt Nell could not really help her. She was a married woman now and must conduct her own affairs.
Leslie stood in the center of the room staring around her in uncertainty. For a moment she had the feeling that all the yellows in the room were closing in on her and she swayed. She wanted only to hide. At any moment Pax would be here and she did not have the courage to face him. She knew as her husband that he had a right to demand certain unknown intimacies. If he loved her she would be eager to please him. But in the present situation it was unthinkable.
"Why didn't he let me escape?"
Leslie's cry did little to diminish her apprehension for the night ahead. Her slight experience with lovemaking on the night of the masquerade made her realize her vulnerability where Pax was concerned. When he kissed her in the gazebo she had felt a wave of sensation threatening to drown her. His touch had given him total power over her body. But without love she could not give her heart and soul into his care. If she did she would be left with no integrity, no self worth.
Chilled by her thoughts, Leslie crossed to the fire. She lifted the front of her nightgown and was grateful for the hot air that billowed up the voluminous skirts. Turning around she sighed as the heat warmed her back. She felt better and wondered what she should do. Uncertainly she touched the silk back of one of the pair of chairs drawn up to the fireplace. Her hands stroked the material but froze as the door to Pax's bedroom opened.
The blood hammered along her veins as her eyes roamed the figure in the doorway. Although his unruly black hair had been combed to perfection and his dressing gown was all that was elegant, Pax looked out of place in this feminine sanctuary. His facial features vibrated with a sensual masculinity that was foreign to the room. As he started toward her, Leslie's breath caught in her throat and she clung to the chair for support.
Pax's overriding feeling was one of ill-usage. He had spent two miserable days chasing over the countryside after his recalcitrant ward, had been rejected by the child, then had been forced to resort to blackmail in order to convince the girl to marry him. The vicar had the unmitigated gall to read him a lesson on morals and now even Aunt Nell had the effrontery to tell him how to conduct his wedding night. Be damned to the lot of them! Pax muttered, placing the decanter of brandy onto the marble-topped table beside the fireplace.
Aligning two snifters next to the brandy, he turned his eyes to Leslie.
Good God! Where did she get that nightgown! There's enough material to make wardrobes for at least three orphans, he thought acidly. The sleeves hung over her hands and the high collar drooped around her neck, giving her the look of a child playing dress-up. Inwardly he groaned, wondering how to proceed with the night ahead when his bride looked as though she was newly sprung from the nursery. He poured brandy into one of the glasses and irreverently tossed off the fiery liquor.
Although he had imbibed a good deal of liquor, he was not totally foxed. His mind was a mixture of emotions that he had attempted to deaden with a fair intake of alcohol. It had not clarified his thoughts, only numbed his wits.
"A drink, my dear. To the evening ahead." He waved the empty glass in Leslie's direction, not really seeing the white-faced figure, frozen in terror. As he looked around the room he took in the clashing colors and shuddered. He had forgotten that the unused bedroom lacked much in regard to taste. It hardly lent an air of romance to be surrounded by all the worst examples of the draper's art. Slowly his eyes swung to his new bride.
It was the very stillness of the girl that broke through to Pax's consciousness. Leslie's whole body was rigid, and she seemed to be clinging to the silk-backed chair for support. Her enormous blue eyes were dilated with fear. The brandied fumes dissipated and Pax looked closely at the girl, for once seeing the vulnerability beneath the finely drawn face. Some unnamed emotion burrowed into his heart as he stared into the drowning blue eyes.
Pax started to cross to Leslie but suspected in her present state the girl would swoon at any approach. Her eyes were locked on his; her body was waiting, prepared to flee. Keeping his movements slow and deliberate, Pax eased around the table and sat down in the chair facing the girl. He smiled grimly as Leslie blinked once and some of the tension eased from her body.
"Sit down, child."
Slowly Leslie eased herself around the arm of her chair and sank down on the cushions, curling her feet under the nightgown. Her heart was still racing as though she had run a great distance. She tried to breathe more slowly, forcing her body to relax into the comfort of the chair. She could not tear her eyes away from Pax's face, feeling some security in the fact that he was no longer glowering at her. A ragged sigh escaped her.
"I'm going to bring you some brandy. From the looks of you I suspect you could use it." So saying, Pax poured a slight bit of the brown liquor into the glass and brought it across to her.
Leslie tried not to shrink away from him and reached out a trembling hand. The crystal felt cold to her touch but she raised it to her lips, sipping tentatively. Her mouth was filled with a liquid fire that burned a path down her throat as the pungent fumes swirled in her head. Although she gasped for air, she held back a choking cough as she saw the amusement reflected on Pax's face. Eyes narrowed with bravado, she deliberately raised the snifter to her lips for another scalding taste.
"That's the spirit," Pax chuckled at the defiant pluck of the girl.
This time the liquor sent a wave of warmth through her body and Leslie felt revived, her thoughts no longer spinning out of control. She could feel herself relaxing and she smiled tentatively across at Pax.
"Thank you," she said softly.
With narrowed eyes, Pax stared at the girl in the chair. Her sudden change of identity had thrown him totally off balance. Somewhere in his unconscious mind there was a rightness to the new Leslie. So many things that had bothered him before were explained. He had worried at Leslie's lack of growth and softly muscled body. He had seen enough children on the estate to realize that at Leslie's age, the boyish body should have filled out more. At times he had wondered if his ward was strong enough to protect himself. Perhaps that was why he had not forced Leslie to return to Eton. He remembered how he had teased her when she had refused to swim in the lake. Now Pax realized that Leslie's body must have been changing, and it was fear of discovery and perhaps a sudden attack of modesty that had brought on the refusal.
"I still can't believe it."
Although Leslie suspected that Pax had not meant to say the words aloud she knew what he meant. She felt compassion for the bewilderment reflected on the man's face. She held herself steady as his eyes roamed over her, grateful for the enveloping nightgown's protection.
"Whatever are we going to do?" Her words hung mournfully in the night air. For a moment she did not realize she too had spoken aloud. Then her eyes sought Pax's face, waiting for some response.
"We are married, Leslie." Now it was Pax's words that broke the silence. They were spoken gently, with an underlying thread of resignation.
"It's not a proper marriage," she snapped.
Pax leaned forward in his chair. The lines in his face were harsh. Elbows on his knees, he leaned toward her, hands clasped and joined index fingers pointing at her.
"I want you to listen very carefully, Leslie. Our marriage is legal and binding. No matter what either of us wants we are now a happily wedded couple." His precise words were bitten off cleanly in his deep rumbling voice. "You are now the Duchess of Ruhaven and will behave accordingly. Since I'm sure that London is alive with the scandal, we will be leaving in three weeks time to prove to the polite world that their rattling tongues can be given a proper rest."
"I don't want to go to London." Leslie's whisper was a wail of despair.
"It is of little moment what you want," Pax stated calmly, ignoring the note of panic in her voice. "It will take us three weeks to outfit you and instruct you with the social graces that might go a long way to reinstating our good name. In the meantime you will be guided by Lady Titwiliver and myself. Is that perfectly clear?"
The terror that Leslie felt about entering society was topped only by her hurt at Pax's treatment. He spoke as though she were a simpleminded child. It was evident that he had little use for her and less respect for her than she had first believed. She could see no hope that anything would change and she wanted nothing more than to die.
"I won't do it!" she yelled. She leaped from her chair in her agitation, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace. "I don't want to go to London! I don't want to be a Duchess! And I won't be your wife!"
Stunned by her reaction, Pax catapulted out of his chair. In two strides he was facing the raging girl and his hands bruised her shoulders in a grip of iron as he shook her. Her clear blue eyes widened, and the tip of her tongue licked her slightly parted mouth. Suddenly Pax's senses expanded at the feel and look of the girl and without thought he dragged her against his chest and covered her mouth with his own.
It was a savage kiss. It was a kiss meant to subjugate her. Leslie struggled ineffectually as his tongue invaded her mouth. She felt no passion, only shame and fear. When her knees buckled, Pax came to his senses. In that moment Leslie pushed at his chest with her last remaining strength. As his hold broke, she whirled behind the chair, clutching the back like a raised shield.
"Don't you dare touch me!" Leslie's chest heaved in her agitation, but despite the trembling of her body her words rang out strongly.
There was silence in the room except for the rasping breathing as they each fought for control. Leslie glared at Pax, her eyes dark with angry emotion. He reached up to smooth his hair with an unsteady hand. Slowly he picked up the decanter, pouring himself another brandy. Staring intently at the girl, his face was shadowed as he lifted the glass to his lips. He downed the liquor in one furious gulp. Leslie's eyes never left him as she waited for him to speak. His words when they came were spoken in a quiet controlled tone.
"I will not touch you again. We will live as man and wife in name only." He paused to organize his thoughts. "All I ask is that you conduct yourself as befits your position in life. You are a child and have no awareness of the scandal your behavior has created. I would appreciate it if you could contrive to bring respectability to the title."
Stunned by the words, Leslie could find no immediate answer. But before she could think of a reply, Pax turned on his heel and stalked from the room. The slamming of the door echoed in the silent room. Leslie remained behind the chair, still not convinced that Pax was gone for good. Minutes crept by and she finally accepted the fact she would be undisturbed for the evening. And apparently every other evening, she acknowledged triumphantly.
So the lines for battle had been drawn. In public they were to appear as a happily married couple. In private they would have their own lives. She wondered at her contrary mind. One minute she was all righteousness, foreswearing any part of the physical side of marriage unless Pax came to her in love. However in the next breath she was hurt and bewildered that he should reject her so easily. What was wrong with her. After all, that was what she had wanted, wasn't it?
"Of course it is," Leslie said aloud as though to reassure herself. Feeling chilled, she climbed under the satin comforter, plumping the pillows behind her head. She sighed, grateful for the warmth, and burrowed deeper in the bedclothes. "It's all just bleeding perfect!"
A lone tear inched its way out of the corner of her eye and slowly slid across her temple to the hairline. Then as though it had presaged the breaking of the dam, more and more tears followed. Leslie made no sound in her sorrow, the silent crying more indicative of her suffering than great wracking sobs. She felt that she had lost a vital aspect of her life. She knew the bargain she had made was empty.
Even in her anger at the enforced marriage she had assumed that something could be salvaged. She had hoped that after their initial anger had been resolved they might be able to patch up the relationship. She still loved Pax with her whole heart. She had prayed that at some future time he might forget his fury and grow fond of her again as he had when she was his ward. Then by some miracle he might even grow to love her. But after what had happened tonight, Pax would never forgive her.
Miserably she curled into a ball, willing herself to forget everything in the arms of sleep. As warmth crept into her body she relaxed, dozing fitfully until morning.
 
 
"That's right, Leslie. Back straight. No. No. Don't look down."
With Nell's constant stream of instruction, Leslie executed another shaky curtsy. The muscles in her shoulders ached and her leg muscles responded awkwardly with the unaccustomed form of exercise. From the corner of her eye she could see Pax lounging in the wingchair by the fire. She would dearly love to smack the smile of amusement off his face. She gritted her teeth and completed the curtsy.
"One more time, Leslie," Nell coaxed quietly. "This time try to do it with a little more unconscious effort. Pretend that you've been doing it for years. It's a perfectly natural position if you don't think about it."
It's perfectly unnatural, Leslie thought rebelliously. She sighed heavily, pasting an insincere smile on her lips. Taking two steps forward, she once more dropped into a curtsy. This time her heel caught in the hem of her dress and she savagely kicked at the wayward material. Her balance gone, she sprawled in a heap on the carpet.
"Bravo, your Grace." Pax's lightly drawled comment exacerbated her feelings of mortification.
"Stubble it, you grinning baboon," Leslie snarled as she struggled to her feet.
"Children. Children. This is no way to conduct ourselves in a drawing room," Nell chided. Her eyes swung from one glaring combatant to the other and she covered a contented smile with her handkerchief. Watching Pax and Leslie in the past weeks had been extremely entertaining.
It had been more than apparent that the wedding night had been a disaster. Pax's black mood hung like a pall over the estate. The servants tiptoed through the rooms, shrinking from anything that might bring them to the attention of their master. The only peace had been when Pax called for his stallion and thundered off to ride off his pent-up emotions. Leslie for her part was unfailingly cheerful when not in Pax's company. It was only in the clear blue eyes that Nell was able to discern the sorrow and bewilderment of the child.
The gratefully departed Earl would surely have given up all hope for a happy conclusion to this union, Nell thought. But then one could never proclaim her late husband, who thought a hunting beagle was the most superior companion on the earth, perceptive. Watching the young couple, Nell wondered how long it would take for them to discover the true source of their battle. They were both passionate creatures, and once they discovered the joy of a loving relationship, she thought they would suit admirably.
Nell already had discerned Leslie's love for Pax. At first she was unsure whether Pax would be able to reciprocate the girl's feelings in strength. However in the past weeks Nell was aware of a softening in his attitude toward the child. He goaded her most when her spirits were flagging. It was almost as though he prodded her, knowing full well that she would take up the challenge and give it her best effort just to spite him. Although generally his face was set in a lowering frown, his eyes never left the girl. Occasionally a glint of admiration peered from within his flashing gaze, but he never lapsed into praise for the perseverance of the child. Ah, men! They were such enchanting bastards, Nell mused complacently. Life would be peaceful without them, but unutterably boring.
"Will you pour, my dear?" Nell indicated the tea tray that Winters had brought in. She patted the silk cushion beside her as the flushed girl, pushed a lock of hair away from her face, anchoring it firmly behind her ear.
"Of course, milady." Leslie's sweet voice belied the militant look in her eyes. She kept her hands steady, soothed by the familiar routine. She filled Nell's cup, adding the requisite three spoons of sugar and a dollop of heavy cream. Then lifting another cup she poured it to the very brim. "Your Grace?"
Pax squinted at the cup knowing there was no way that he could carry it without spilling it. Black eyes locked with innocent blue. Shaking his head, he waved his hand languidly in the direction of the sideboard. "No thank you, your Grace. I would prefer brandy."
Leslie could feel the warm color wash up her neck and stared down bleakly at the filled cup. For one moment she contemplated hurling it at the infuriating man. The only thing that kept her from that action was a doubt that she could throw that far. She refused to accept defeat by putting the saucer down. She controlled her hand with a will of iron and slowly raised the cup to her mouth. The rim touched her lip, and she bent her head slightly so that she could drain some of the tea before it sloshed into her lap. Taking a deep draught she kept her face expressionless as she replaced the saucer on the tray.
Pax slowly got to his feet bowing elegantly before the triumphant gleam in Leslie's eyes. Although his face was equally expressionless, there was a glint of admiration in his eyes as he poured himself some brandy. He downed it, then strolled to the fireplace, staring into the fire. Turning, he leaned his shoulders against the mantelpiece.
"We will be leaving for London tomorrow," he announced without preamble.
"So soon, Pax?" Nell asked. "I thought perhaps another week or two."
"The longer we wait the harder it will be." Pax's harsh tones left no room for argument.
Leslie felt frozen in position. Her hands were clasped together in her lap, the knuckles white. She could not go to London. She was not ready. It had only been three weeks since the wedding and she still could not face the thought of mingling with the rest of society who would be just as disapproving and scandalized as the vicar had been.
She could tell by Pax's voice that he dreaded her entry into society as much as she did. He was embarrassed by her, knowing she had brought shame and scandal to his name. All he wanted was to get it over with. But she couldn't do it. She would just tell him that she would not go. She would remain here at Windhaven and he could go back to his carefree life. Leslie turned to Aunt Nell, smiling as she surveyed yet another splendid outfit, this one predominantly purple silk veiling and pink fur tippets. She took the older woman's hand and cleared her throat several times before she was able to speak.
"Dear Aunt Nell, I can't---" Leslie faltered under the curious stare of the older woman. "You have been so very kind, dear madam."
"Nonsense, child. I have been thoroughly enjoying myself." Nell smiled warmly at the girl she had come to love. "But perhaps Pax is correct. It is time and enough to be off to London. Your clothes will be ready except for some minor fittings. It will be grand to be in the thick of things again."
"Please understand that in the beginning I thought all of this would work but it can't. I can't!" Leslie's last words were a cry from the heart.
"What do you mean, my dear? You've done splendidly!" Nell's voice was stout encouragement in the face of the young girl's worry.
"What Leslie is trying to tell you, Auntie, is that she has turned quite lily-livered," Pax drawled.
"I have not!" Leslie denied hotly. She sprang off the sofa, whirling to face her accuser. "It was a stupid idea to try to pawn me off as a Duchess! I don't want to be a Duchess! I never did. It was all your bloody idea."
"Tsk tsk, your Grace. And in the drawing room. Winters would be shocked to the core if he should hear his mistress uttering such gutter language." Pax lifted his quizzing glass to stare at the furious girl.
"Don't you mock me! You may have been able to force me to marry you but I don't have to listen to your sneering words any longer. I'm not going to London." Leslie ripped the lace mittens off her hands, wadding them into a ball in her agitation. She kicked at the hem of her dress in order to lengthen her stride as she paced across the room. "You can go back to your opera dancers and your gambling and your drinking. In fact you can go to blazes for all I care!"
She flung the mittens at Pax but they fell short, dropping in silent accusation to the carpet. In one stride Paxton swooped to retrieve the mittens then crossed to Leslie. His fingers bit into her wrist as he jerked her towards him and crammed the gloves into her opened palm. He glared down into her eyes, for a moment feeling as though he might drown in the frightened pools of blue. Knowing himself for a brute, he pushed her away.
"Your father should see you now. The Captain would disown you for a coward," Pax expostulated.
"I am not a coward!" Leslie screeched, rubbing her smarting wrist, still red from her husband's bruising grip.
"You're afraid to go to London. You're afraid you won't measure up," Pax accused, knowing exactly how she would react. "Don't go to London. Hide out here at Windhaven where it's safe."
"Don't you dare tell me what to do, you great gudgeon. I shall go to London if I want to. I'll be such a bloody fine Duchess that all those gossipmongers will eat their words." Leslie placed her small hand on Pax's chest pushing him out of her way. Her voice softened to a haughty stream of ice. "If you'll excuse me, your Grace. I have packing to do."
"I trust you can be ready by nine, Leslie," Pax goaded, following the angry girl out the door.
The quiet of the room was broken by a throaty chuckle from the forgotten occupant. A satisfied smile washed across the features of Nell's face. Such passion once unleashed might rearrange history, she thought. Or at the very least it would make it more interesting. If only the gratefully departed Earl could have shown some emotion perhaps her marriage might not have been so boring. An occasional sin or lapse from virtue added a certain spice to marriage. It was a wife's duty to forgive. But the most unforgivable thing was to have nothing to forgive.
 


Chapter Nine
 
 
The sound of horse hooves striking the cobblestones echoed the staccato beating of Leslie's heart. She tried to breathe deeply but felt pinched by the uncomfortable lacing of her undergarments. She sat perfectly straight, afraid to lean against the soft squabs of the carriage for fear of wrinkling her gown. Through a curtain of lashes she peeped across at Pax, wondering how he could look so completely at ease.
Her heart ached as she searched his beloved features. It was only at times such as this that she could stare at him without his awareness and the resultant frown of displeasure. Ever since the disastrous wedding night, she had seen nothing but frowning anger or disapproval written clearly on his face. Even tonight, the night of her debut in society she ached for a sign of reassurance, but he had done nothing more than nod to her politely as Jacko helped her on with her cape. It was Jacko who had winked conspiratorially and given her words of encouragement as she joined Aunt Nell and Pax in the carriage.
She knew from her brief forays into London that Lady Gresham's mansion was not far from Pax's house on the Strand. The closer they came, the more frightening the prospect of her imminent entry into the jaws of society. The horses slowed, ready to disembark their passengers. Leslie sucked in her breath as the door opened and a footman lowered the stairs. She closed her eyes in an agony of fear, pressing back into the corner of the carriage.
"Turning tail, my dear?"
Pax's soft drawl broke through to Leslie, and she stiffened her spine and narrowed her eyes. Tilting her chin in the air, she slapped her gloved hand into Pax's opened palm, and descended the stairs to her husband's side.
With wooden fingers, Leslie unfastened her cape as Pax removed it to give to the waiting attendants. Her eyes widened at the wide sweeping staircase that ascended to the receiving line and the ballroom. They had timed their arrival for eleven-thirty when most of the guests would already be assembled. But now the scarcity of people made Leslie feel totally exposed and she shrank away from the ordeal ahead.
"Aunt Nell?" Pax extended his arm to the older woman then turned gracefully to Leslie, extending the other. "Your Grace?"
For a moment Leslie hesitated but under the steely glance of her husband she refused to cry quarter. She tried to control the trembling of her body, afraid that Pax would notice how terrified she was. Her satin slippers were soundless on the carpeted stairs as they ascended to the waiting throng.
"I must congratulate you, Aunt Nell, on your ensemble. Dowager black is quite new to your wardrobe. Most of your outfits rather shriek with color." Pax's amused tone was warm with affection. "However your turban leaves me quite breathless. Is it possible that was once a live bat caught so cunningly in the folds?"
"Really, dear boy, you will put me to the blush. Leslie should be the centerpiece for the evening. I wish to remain discreetly in the background." Nell grinned at Pax's snort of disbelief. "And yes to your question. I thought the bat was a nice touch. It reminded me of Lady Gresham and all the other busybodies waiting inside."
Leslie's steps faltered as they reached the top. Pax's grip of iron caught her elbow as she swayed. Her frightened eyes turned up to his, and he leaned toward her, for all the world like a loving husband soothing a nervous bride.
"It's not too late, Leslie. If you don't think you can manage the jumps, we can go back to the stables."
Pax's cutting words were all the goad that Leslie needed to put her on her mettle. A flush of color burned in her cheeks, and she quickly bit back the retort which rushed to her lips. Instead she snapped her closed fan against his wrist, satisfied at his wince of pain. She moved foreword, smiling sweetly as she passed him.
"Why thank you, your Grace, for such kind words," she said over her shoulder.
With Aunt Nell leading the introductions, Leslie found it relatively easy to get through the receiving line. However as she stood at the entrance to the ballroom her heart once again caught in her throat. It seemed to her that the conversation had come to a standstill with clusters of people staring at them, eyes narrowed with malicious intent. She felt frozen, an actress waiting for the curtain to rise.
"Good heavens, Leslie! Where do you suppose Cecily got that dress." Nell leaned close, indicating with a nod of her head Lady Cleavon standing at the edge of the crowd. "I daresay there isn't a ribbon or ruffle left in all of London. It looks like something that should be hanging at the window, not worn to a ball."
As she fought to hold back a giggle, Leslie's color heightened, giving an added sheen to her lovely skin. Much better, thought Nell. Can't have the girl looking like Marie Antoinette standing before all these harpies. Gad, but Leslie's beauty damn near takes one's breath away. In that slim sheath of emerald green, she'll put all those simpering debs in the shadows. Now if Pax only plays his part, we should scrap through the evening and carry the day.
As though conjured up by her thoughts, Pax suddenly appeared at Nell's elbow. He ushered the two women across the room, stopping occasionally to greet a friend and introduce his wife and aunt. Leslie flinched inwardly at the coldly speculative stares of the men and the rigid hauteur of the women. It was apparent that the Cleavons had spread the word of her unorthodox behavior among the ton. Under the steely eyes of her husband though, civility was observed.
Having settled Nell comfortably among her cronies, Pax led Leslie around the floor. With studied nonchalance, he maneuvered her through the crowd. Their path appeared aimless but Leslie was aware of his strong arm pulling her forward, a compass set on a specific course. Finally Pax stopped before a chattering group of dandies. Although there was nothing intrusive about their approach, the men fell away until there was a clear path in front of the woman on the sofa.
Leslie knew that all else had been a mere opening. Here was the main test. She did not recognize the woman, but suspected she was socially important by the very blandness of Pax's expression. Her gloved hand trembled on her husband's arm and through the satin material of his sleeve, she could feel the taut muscles indicating his own tension.
"Lady Jersey, I would like to present my wife, Leslie, Duchess of Ruhaven." Pax words were lazily drawled with a hint of mischief in the deep tenor of his voice.
On cue, Leslie dipped gracefully into a full curtsy, eyes downcast and breath held for good measure. Aunt Nell had warned her that she would have to be accepted by the patronesses of Almacks. Sally Jersey's nod would put the seal of approval on the Duchess of Ruhaven. Leslie faltered slightly at the sheer audacity of Pax's next words, but she managed to maintain her balance.
"I would have been delighted to introduce you several years ago," Pax said, his white teeth flashing in a charmingly mischievous grin. "But it is only recently that I became pleasantly surprised by Leslie's existence."
The quiet around the threesome was primed. It was as though everyone held their breath, waiting for an explosion of some kind. Every muscle in Leslie's body was frozen, waiting to respond with dignity if she received the cut direct. She promised herself she would show no emotion but would leave the ballroom with head high and her pride intact. As the older woman's eyes locked with hers, Leslie smiled gently, asking for nothing.
"Some say rakes make the best husbands. What think you, Leslie?" Lady Jersey asked.
"Since I have the best husband, I think then, he must be a rake." Leslie could feel the muscles in Pax's arm relax under her fingers. Perhaps she had given too pert an answer, but at least Pax approved.
Lady Jersey's shrill shout of laughter was taken up around her by the watchers of this little tableau. As the woman wiped the tears from her eyes, Leslie knew that she had passed the crucial test. Sally Jersey smiled with delight, and Leslie responded with an enchanting grin of her own.
"I suspect, Paxton, this little package may be more than you bargained for. I hope she gives you as much trouble as you deserve." She fluttered her lashes coyly up at Pax. "Run along now and enjoy yourselves."
After another curtsy, Leslie and Pax strolled around the edge of the floor until they found Nell, head bent conspiratorially to receive some choice tidbit of gossip. With much solicitude, Pax seated Leslie on a gilt chair beside his aunt, bowed to them both and was gone. Leslie felt bereft, watching his figure disappear, until she became conscious of Nell's soft hand patting her own.
"It's an accolade, my dear," Nell said bracingly as she took in the woebegone expression on the young girl's face. "He would have stayed if he felt you needed protection."
Although Leslie was less sure of that, she accepted the woman's kind words as well intentioned and promised she would try to enjoy herself as best she could. She was fully prepared to remain in the background, but apparently Aunt Nell had no such intention. She was introduced to a dizzying succession of men who were delighted to squire her around the floor. So intent was she on trying to remember the dance steps that she was barely aware of her partners for another hour.
"Are you feeling quite the thing, your Grace?" Captain Fitzhue asked.
Startled by her partner's voice, Leslie looked up into a pair of cheerful blue eyes. The man was dressed as elegantly as Pax, but there the similarity ended. Where her husband was tall and muscular, Captain Fitzhue was only medium height and his figure was more casually rounded. He wore his blond hair neatly cropped and, despite his slight plumpness, held himself with a natural military bearing. But it was his round cherubic face that won Leslie's confidence. His open expression was immediately pleasing to her. Up to this point she had met men whose faces were set in the artificial boredom decreed by society.
"I beg your pardon?"
"Most of the partners I've danced with have chattered away so I wondered if you were feeling well." His smile was broad but without a trace of mockery.
Leslie smiled in return, then confessed, "I didn't mean to be rude, Captain, but I was counting."
"Counting?"
"Yes. I've just learned to dance and I was counting the steps." When she stumbled and stepped on his toe, she laughed ruefully. "I'm so sorry, but you would have me talk."
Fitzhue laughed in delight at the young girl's honesty. "The thing of it is, your Grace, you're much too tense. It's much easier if you just let me guide you to the music."
She did as he instructed and found that Captain Fitzhue was indeed an expert guide. It was delightful to relax and, for the first time since her arrival, Leslie found she was truly enjoying herself. Gratefully she smiled at her partner.
"You are surely a miracle worker, Captain."
"I enjoy dancing when my partner is featherlight and radiantly beautiful," Fitzhue said.
Leslie's face reflected her confusion at his words. "Please don't flatter me, Captain. I have had a surfeit of flowery phrases flung at my head this evening."
"It was not flummery, your Grace. I meant every word. I am not out for a light flirtation. Pax is a good friend of mine, and I only meant to be kind."
Leslie's eyes were sad as she said, "So that's why you asked me to dance?"
"No, your Grace. I asked you to dance because I knew your father," was Fitzhue's surprising answer.
"You knew the Captain? How wonderful!" Leslie's face glowed with pleasure. "In India?"
"Yes, in Lucknow. Just a month or two before his death. It was a pleasure to watch his command over the men, your Grace."
"Oh, please call me Leslie. I would like to think of you as a friend," she said ingenuously. "I have none here in England and especially none who have been to India."
"I would be truly honored to be your friend, Leslie," Fitzhue said in all sincerity. "And you must call me Fitz."
When the music faded away, Fitz laughed outright at the disappointed look on the girl's face. He led her back to her aunt, bowing punctiliously before the older woman.
"You are looking as contented as a fox among the chickens, Lady Titwiliver."
"Fustian, Fitz! Show a little respect for a woman of advanced years." Nell beamed at the young man's chortle of amusement. "Your mother is well, I trust?"
"Now that she's married off my youngest sister she's retired to the country where she can devote all her time to the hunt." Fitz winked broadly at Nell. "She hated the Season because it interfered with foaling. Never trusted the estate manager when one of her prize mares was ready to drop."
"Shameful fellow. Such talk." Nell fluttered her fan in mock horror. "The late Earl always said your mother had the best seat in the county."
"Perhaps you and Leslie would care to join me in the supper room so that I could regale you with hunting stories?" Fitz asked, cocking an innocently raised eyebrow at the older woman.
"It would serve you right, if I took you up on the offer," Nell chuckled throatily. "Since my rapscallion nephew has abandoned his wife for the lure of the cards, I will permit her to accompany you."
"She'll be in perfectly safe hands, ma'am," Fitz said. "It will keep the others at bay."
Leslie was delighted to relax in the company of the friendly officer. She had a momentary pang that Pax had so completely deserted her. Any residual feeling of triumph she had at being accepted by the ton had worn off earlier. By and large she was lonely, and the gentlemen she had met had not been the kind whose friendship she would seek. But with Captain Fitzhue, Leslie felt immediately at ease. Perhaps it was his acquaintance with her father or his military life which had been so much a part of her own early upbringing. Mostly she thought it was the open, honest face and serious eyes that held neither calculation nor a lingering disapproval.
"I thought ladies only picked at their food, Leslie?" Fitz asked eyeing the plate piled high with delicacies.
"I'm not a lady," Leslie responded naughtily, "only a Duchess!"
"Whether you know it or not, your Grace, you are both." Fitz's voice was devoid of sycophantic flattery. In the short time that he had known the girl, he recognized her inborn grace and intelligence. He knew they would deal well together; friends able to trade confidences and advice. In the social world they belonged to, this was a rarity, and Fitz was delighted. He talked easily of her father and his life in India.
"Are you on leave, Fitz?" Leslie asked.
"A month or two. As the only son I was needed for estate business. In the normal run of things, my mother can handle most everything. Since Bonaparte’s been routed, things were calm enough for me to return for a spell. Shortly I'll return to Vienna for the peace conference."
"You sound eager to go," Leslie said as she noticed the extra sparkle in the blue eyes.
"That I am!"
"From the look on your face I'd wager a shilling there's someone special in Vienna."
"I'd tell you about it, young Leslie, if you wouldn't find it a bore." Fitz's boyish eagerness was barely suppressed. "Her name is Rosalind."
"Are you betrothed?" Leslie asked already caught up in the romantic story.
"Unfortunately, no. Her father's been cutting up rough over the whole idea. Rosalind's just eighteen and Sir William is overprotective. She is his only child and he feels she is still too young to marry. He was positively thrilled when I announced I was returning to England," Fitz said, his face comical in his displeasure.
"And Rosalind?"
"Actually it was her idea. She thought the old boy might decide she was serious if she remained constant to my memory. At least that's the plan." Fitz stared down unhappily at his folded hands. "Frankly it's a proper bore being in London. I'm neither engaged nor a heart-free bachelor, so time hangs heavily."
All the romance that Leslie yearned for in her own life made her sensitive to her new friend's predicament. She knew what it was to love without reservation and was immeasurably pleased that Fitz would confide in her about his Rosalind. Her own enforced marriage and Pax's anger and disapproval made her especially aware of Fitz's loneliness. She also was separated from the man she loved, not by distance but by her own foolish actions. Befriending Fitz might be some solace to her for her own rejection.
"Then I shall just have to entertain you. You can show me all the sights of London. Aunt Nell and Pax have held me captive until my new wardrobe could be completed. Except for carriage rides and trips to the modiste, this is the first time I've been anywhere since we arrived." Leslie's voice held a wistful note as she thought of all the places she wanted to visit.
"A capital idea, Leslie," Fitz said, clasping her hand warmly. "Does your Grace plan to rejoin the party?" Pax's deep voice broke into the conversation.
Startled, Leslie looked up into dark stormy eyes. Unsure of Pax's reasons for anger, she blushed in confusion. Before she could stammer a reply, her companion leaped to his feet.
"Pax! Devil take it, man, but it's good to see you!"
Delight washed away Pax's frown as he heartily pumped the Captain's hand. Fitz, blond and blue-eyed, appeared almost angelic next to Pax's devilish dark looks. Leslie guessed that Fitz was some ten years younger than her husband. Yet Pax seemed far older with his guarded features against the open expression written so clearly on his friend's face. Leslie stood quietly, totally ignored as the two men traded compliments, insults and reminiscences. Finally remembering their manners, they turned to her.
As Pax's dark eyes locked with Leslie's, her heart lurched with despair at the change in his expression. There was a blankness within his gaze that had not been there when he spoke to Fitz. Once more she was reminded of his rejection.
"Aunt Nell was concerned that you had been kidnapped." Pax voice was cool.
"I'm sorry," Leslie began, but Fitz interrupted before she could finish.
"It's my fault entirely, Pax. I knew Leslie's father in India and I was so eager to talk to someone who wouldn't giggle and simper that I got carried away. Please extend my apologies to Lady Titwiliver."
"As to that, old friend, you can do it yourself. It'll serve you right if she talks your ear off." Pax bowed to Fitz as he took Leslie's elbow in a firm grasp. "The next dance is one I promised my wife."
As Leslie was led back to the ballroom she felt rather like a recalcitrant child being taken for punishment. At the beginning of the evening she would have been thrilled to dance with her husband, but now she suspected that it was strictly for appearances. Her heart sank at the sound of the waltz, and she could feel her body stiffen as Pax took her in his arms.
"Relax, child, I'm not planning to beat you." Pax's voice was sharp with annoyance.
"I'm not a child!" Leslie spoke through gritted teeth as she tried to follow his steps. "Don't be so bloody condescending."
"Your Grace! Such language!"
At the sound of amusement in his voice, Leslie looked cautiously up into Pax's face. His features were no longer set in a frown of disapproval. As the music swelled around her, she felt the tension ease from her body. She was surprised that Pax was such a wonderful dancer. When he taught her to dance, he had been wooden in his movements. But now they moved together as though the waltz had been designed for them.
Pax's hand at Leslie's waist sent a tremor of sweet pain along her nerve endings. Her nostrils were filled with the scent of him, spiraling waves of sensation that muddled her thoughts. She was reminded of the night in the gazebo, once again feeling helpless in his arms. He held her the proper twelve inches away but to Leslie it was as though they were pressed together, soft bosom against hard chest, willowy leg against muscular thigh. It was agony to be this close to him and not be able to reach out and stroke his face and neck as she wanted. She felt drugged by the contact and swayed to the magic of the music, floating without thought in his arms.
For the moment she could forget the month of arguing and awkwardness that had followed the wedding. She could forget that Pax thought of her as a child and had been unwilling to marry her. She could pretend she was a desirable woman, sought after by a bevy of admirers. Closing her eyes, she dreamed she was dancing with a man who loved her as Fitz loved his Rosalind.
"It appears that the ton has accepted the new Duchess."
Pax's voice, filled with a hint of censure, was like a slap across Leslie's face. She bent her head so that he wouldn't see the rush of tears to her eyes. For a short time, she had forgotten the reality of their situation and the result was only further hurt. She would not wish for love again.
"Thanks to Lady Jersey," Leslie responded caustically. "Now that we have accomplished that singular feat, may we leave?"
"If you like." Pax looked down in puzzlement at the girl in his arms. He had assumed that she was enjoying herself. She had done surprisingly well in a difficult situation. Except for her too lengthy discussion with Fitz, she had been all that was correct. She should be glowing with triumph but was wilting instead. He supposed the child was tired. As the music filtered away, he led her back to Lady Titwiliver.
"Well done, my dear," Nell praised the wan looking girl as they waited for the carriage. "It seems we have all scraped through with reputations intact. The old tabbies have decided to accept your marriage despite its unconventionality."
"Thank you so much for your support, Aunt Nell." Leslie found her eyes once more awash as she squeezed the older woman's hand.
"It's a good lesson, my girl. Society hates little niggling sins. The larger the offense, the more easily forgiven. I think the world appreciates naughtiness with a flair." Nell gave a deep throaty chuckle. "Incidentally that rascal, Fitz, was most taken with you. He wanted my permission to show you around London and I felt he would be a suitable escort since Pax is so deficient in that regard."
 
 
"Good morning, Leslie. You're looking in rare form today," Pax said smiling as he viewed his bleary-eyed wife.
"Morning," Leslie mumbled, hiding a yawn behind her hand. Since her come-out in society she had been sleeping late in the morning to compensate for the exceedingly long hours of the night. But every day found her feeling jaded from evenings spent in stuffy, perfume-laden rooms rather than the fresh outdoor air she was used to.
"I see you received my note. With your busy schedule I realized I better put in a request for an audience."
"Your note read more like a summons to court than a request," Leslie muttered huffily. She filled her plate from the sideboard, then waited while Mellows seated her and poured her hot chocolate before looking up at her husband.
How infernally annoying that he should look so well rested and handsome at such an early hour. He was dressed for riding in a navy jacket and fawn buckskins, stretched over muscles hardened from years in the saddle. His dark curling hair had been tamed for the moment but Leslie knew the wind would soon work it's magic, leaving it tousled and brushing his forehead the way she loved it.
"Well, husband? Your note said I should present myself for breakfast and here I am."
"I thought perhaps it was time for a ride. After a month of sampling the delights of society I thought you might be ready."
"Oh, Pax, how did you know?" Leslie's lingering ennui was banished at the promise of some exercise. "I've begun to feel like a veritable mole. I never get outside except on my way to someplace."
"I thought your admirers were keeping you well entertained?" Pax questioned, alerted to an underlying discontent by the wistful tone of her voice.
"The people I've met have been splendid, taking me to shops and the lending library. And of course, Fitz has been aces for taking me to see the sights. But everything is so restricted," Leslie wailed.
"Poor child," he soothed, remembering for once how different her life had become in such a short time. "Well, my dear, run and change and we'll be off."
In her eagerness, Leslie stuffed the last of the toast in her mouth and jumped up from her chair. She started for the door then swung back, her face a picture of dismay. "I've nothing to wear."
"As I recall the atrocious pile of bills from Madame Elise, she enumerated one velvet riding habit ala militaire," Pax drawled.
"Not that! Then I'll have to ride sidesaddle!" Leslie's chin was set in a mutinous grip.
"May I remind, your Grace, that from now on you will have to act as befits a Duchess." Pax's response was emphasized by the steely look in his eyes. "You will either ride in a ladylike manner or not at all."
There was silence as contrary emotions flitted across Leslie's all too expressive face. Anger, annoyance, sorrow and finally resignation all fought for control. Her shoulders sagged in defeat as she swung out the door. Pax chuckled at the scuff of dragging feet as his wife crossed the hall to the staircase. Perhaps his surprise might lighten the burden of femininity that weighted down the girl.
When Leslie stomped down the stairs, her face beneath the fetching russet hat with the jaunty peacock feather was still stormy. Pax bowed in approval of the charming picture she made in the black velvet habit. The jacket fit snuggly, emphasizing the delightful curves of her body. The russet military markings down the front of the coat and around the high collar, added a richness of color to her mass of chestnut curls. Her hair was loose, tied back simply with a black velvet ribbon. At her approach Mellows opened the double doors and she sailed through with a grinning Pax tagging after her. At the top of the steps she halted, staring at the horses being held at the curb.
The enormous black stallion belonging to Pax stood quietly beside a chestnut mare, his equal in lines and beauty. Leslie walked slowly down the stairs crooning softly as she neared the mare. Reaching up a gloved hand, she stroked the velvety nose. Her face was radiant as she turned to Pax.
"She's truly a beauty. Is she yours?" Her face fell as he shook his head.
Pax walked forward standing beside his wife, disconcerted at his own excitement. "Actually, my dear, she's yours."
"Oh, Pax, never say! My very own?" Leslie's eyes shone with happiness and impulsively she turned to Pax. She wanted desperately to hug him but caught herself at the last minute. Timidly she placed her gloved hand on his sleeve, looking earnestly up into his face. "It's the most wonderful present, Pax." She laughed in delight as he threw her up in the saddle, grumbling as she hooked her knee and arranged her skirts. "What's her name?"
"Athena. I bought her at Tattersall's yesterday. Rode her myself to see how well she did in the city. Good stamina but a dash skittish in heavy traffic." Pax swung up on Jupiter, smiling across at Leslie. "You can name her to suit yourself, of course."
"We'll see. For the moment, Athena is fine." She leaned along the chestnut's neck, stroking and crooning to the mare. "Oh, Pax. I've missed riding so much."
"Even if you have to ride sidesaddle?" he queried.
"Even then," she answered. "But it's all so unnatural. My spine is crooked and my knee feels numb."
"Enough, Leslie. One more addition to the list of your ailments and I shall believe you are too infirm for a ride. I'm off to the park." He touched his heels lightly to the black's sides.
Leslie followed closely as Pax wove his way through the city streets. After only a few minutes she could see that the new mare had been beautifully schooled. She had a gentle rhythmic gait and responded instantly to Leslie's commands. Her heart sang as they rode toward the park, happy to once more be on horseback. Inside the gates, Pax pulled up, waiting for Leslie to join him.
"She's a marvel, Pax. She moves like a princess." Leslie was ecstatic in her praise. "We should deal well together."
Pax's eyes warmed at the beautiful picture she made atop the chestnut. For the first time since their marriage they seemed in charity with each other. He didn't know why it was so important that nothing mar this special moment. He only knew that his chest swelled with pride at the plucky girl at his side and he wanted to keep the happy smile on her face.
At first they rode in silence. Each wanting to judge the horse's paces. As the morning wore on, Leslie felt more at home in the saddle. Soon they walked the horses side by side, giving accounts of how they had spent their time in London.
For Leslie the morning was magic. The Pax she loved was beside her, talking easily and companionably. She could almost forget the last two months, dreaming instead that he loved her and was happy to be with her. Then some word or phrase would dash her back to reality and she would remember that this was only temporary. When they left the park they would return to a hopeless relationship. Pax did not love her and probably never would.
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
Pax leaned against a marble pillar at the edge of the dance floor. Despite the casualness of his pose, all his senses were tightly concentrated on the beautiful woman in the apricot satin gown. The color of the dress brought out the rich highlights of the chestnut curls piled upon the proudly held head. The delicate white flowers woven in her hair, looked like lightly fallen snow, he thought lyrically.
Everyday Leslie grew more beautiful, radiance shining around her as she became more comfortable with her new role. Times like this when he watched her, he was always amazed that he had ever taken her for a boy. Her every movement was graceful and her body was entirely feminine with a high bosom, tiny waist and softly curved hips. Her skin had a golden sheen, white teeth flashing in smiles that left most men breathless.
Leslie was always surrounded by a bevy of men. At first Pax thought that her acceptance was based on his rank in society. It was with pleasure that he realized the girl had won her admirers by her own rare qualities. Raised as a boy she had a keen interest in the men's pursuits and was never missish when they became carried away with their enthusiasm. She listened attentively, asking knowledgeable questions to show her interest. There was nothing of the hoyden about her behavior; she accepted the restrictions of society with an inborn ease.
At first the women withheld their friendship. Some were jealous of her beauty; others were outraged at the scandal. However in the two months that Leslie had been in London, she had conducted herself so modestly that even the starchiest of tabbies smiled graciously when she entered the room. Leslie herself was more comfortable now with the feminine talk and once again displayed a rare gift for listening. Pax had noticed that she tended to gravitate to the women who had something interesting to talk about rather than the flock of fluttering debs whose conversation was dotted with fashion and scandalous on-dits.
Suddenly Pax's eyes widened as his mind was pierced with an incredible perception. He had fallen in love with his own wife. It was impossible, incongruous, bewildering and utterly fantastic. But with a sinking feeling in the core of his being Pax knew it was true. He was definitely in love with Leslie.
Although his body looked relaxed as he leaned against the cold marble, his muscles were tightly coiled. His eyes followed the graceful figure of his wife as she wove in and out of the pattern of the country dance. The expression on his face was the usual one of supreme boredom but his eyes burned with the concentration of his gaze. As Leslie dipped into a deep curtsy and gave a twinkling smile to her partner, the ever-present Captain Fitzhue, Pax turned away from the sight.
"Offhand, nevvie, I'd say you've made a sad mull of things."
Pax glowered down at his caftan-bedecked aunt and opened his mouth to snap at the woman. Instead his mouth widened in a self-deprecating grin as he extended his arm to her. He led her out of the ballroom to a quiet anteroom where the plump little woman sank gratefully onto the sofa. Still wordless he wandered around the room, restlessly touching various ornaments, his eyes unseeing as his fingers fondled the ceramic figurines. Then he leaned his shoulders against the mantel and faced his aunt.
"How did you know?" he asked, more out of curiosity than real need.
Nell did not pretend to misunderstand his question. She smiled up at him, her brown eyes warm with kindness. "You loved the boy, Pax. I was sure that you would come to love the woman."
There was silence in the room. When Pax spoke his deep voice was softly contemplative, the words coming slowly as though flowing directly from his heart. "It was as though my eyes were suddenly open and I was really looking at Leslie. I realized that I really wanted her for my wife. For the last three months I have been treating her like a child. I was angry because I was forced to marry the girl when I thought I wanted a more sophisticated partner. I felt foolish that she was able to deceive me. And most of all I was furious because my emotions were in such a conflict."
"Yes. The fury was very apparent." Nell laughed remembering all the skirmishes between the married couple. "But you were helpful to Leslie and I thought that meant there was hope to regularize the relationship. You always seemed to treat her the most outrageously when she needed to be buoyed up. You were positively hateful on the night of her first ball."
"Does she hate me?"
Nell was amazed that her normally arrogant nephew should be so lacking in self-confidence that he could ask such a question. Love is like that for some, she thought. Men, who have only played and laughed at love, find they cannot trust their own instincts. The stupid creatures invariably turn into quivering cowards at the thought of rejection. It's a wonder, Nell thought in bemusement, that the entire human race hasn't just died out for all the understanding there was between men and women.
"No, Pax, she doesn't hate you. My guess is that right now Leslie doesn't know how she feels about you." Nell mentally apologized to the girl for hedging the truth a bit. However she didn't plan to make her nephew's path too easy. A good marriage required hard work so he might as well get used to expending a deal of energy.
"I'll talk to her tonight," Pax said resolutely.
 
 
Leslie crossed to a shadowed corner of the terrace waiting for Fitz to return with a cool glass of punch. The late spring evening caressed her flushed cheeks as she stared pensively out over the garden grateful for a respite from the dancing. Lanterns twinkled on the pathways and her eye caught a flash of color as a strolling couple swayed together for a quick embrace. As a light tinkling laugh floated across to her, her joy in the lovely evening filtered away. Sinking down on a nearby stone bench she blinked rapidly as tears gathered in her eyes.
What a sham her life had become. By night she glittered in a world of social gaiety as artificial as it was brilliant. But after the balls, musicales and ridottos, she returned to her real life which was empty of all meaning. If only Pax could love her.
Since their disastrous wedding night, Pax had not approached her, nor had he indicated that he wished to regularize their relationship. Except for an occasional ride in the park she and her husband were never alone. He squired her to parties but except for an occasional dance he abandoned her for the lure of the card room. She was a married woman yet she might as well have remained a spinster.
She looked at other people and realized there was much more to a marriage than the part she had been privy to. In the better matches, the couples shared looks and touches that indicated the warmth of their relationships. But she and Pax seemed to have reached an impasse and Leslie had no idea how to bridge the gap to a full sharing of the marital state. She knew he didn't love her but she would accept what regard he could have for her. She wanted children for, then at least, her life would have some purpose.
Pax loved children. According to Aunt Nell, he had always regretted that he did not have brothers and sisters. Leslie had seen for herself how well he responded to the tenants' children. He was not stiff or formal and was able to listen patiently while they talked and scampered around him. She remembered how good he had been to her when she came to Windhaven. She was a child then and he had walked with her, read to her and was happy to be in her company. He would make a wonderful father. And if they had a child of their own, perhaps she and Pax could begin a lasting relationship. He was bound to love the baby, and then he might even grow to love her too.
"Sorry, I took so long," Fitz's voice brought Leslie's thoughts abruptly back to the present. "Ran into Paul Hills and he went on and on about his latest dueling injury. Ball went smack through his leg. Thought he was going to roll down his stocking to show me the scar."
Leslie giggled as she accepted the glass of punch. Her friend could always be counted on to bring her out of the doldrums. "What was this important matter of honor that had to be settled so violently?"
Fitz leaned against the stone balustrade facing Leslie and grinned boyishly down at her. "Now, now, my girl. One cannot take these affairs so lightly. It seems Kampford and Flinn had insulted his new waistcoat. Said he looked like a performer at Astley's."
"Don't tell me he fought them both?"
"Spot on, young Leslie. Unscathed from the first but a wounded calf in the second," Fitz finished dramatically. He joined Leslie's gusty laughter. Then more soberly, "I thought I ought to tell you that I'll be leaving soon for Vienna."
Leslie smiled up into Fitzhue's face, words unnecessary between the two friends. "Letter from Rosalind?"
"Just today. I can't wait for you to meet her. I know you two will get on," Fitz said his voice rich with enthusiasm. "By the way, thanks for today. I know she'll love the bracelet. I appreciate your helping me pick it out."
"It was great fun trying on all those jewels especially while that Friday-faced Cecily Cleavon looked down her nose at us."
"Rum luck running into that one. It almost spoiled the day. I wish someone would marry her and then they might turn her up sweet."
Leslie sighed thinking back to the embittered expression on Cecily's face. "Sometimes I can almost feel sorry for her. She was positive that Pax was going to marry her. If I thought she had loved him instead of his money I would genuinely pity the woman."
"Save your pity for them that needs it. The woman's a troublemaker. Traffics in gossip and character assassination," Fitz remarked harshly. He reached down to take Leslie's empty glass, placing it on the stone railing. Then returning to his favorite subject, he continued, "Rosalind says her father is close to relenting. She's refused all social engagements and has told him she will remain a spinster if he continues to object to our engagement. The old boy may be tough but against Rosalind I wouldn't bet a tuppance on his chances to hold out."
"How wonderful it must be to be that sure of your love," Leslie blurted out before she could help herself. She raised her hand as though she would pull back her words.
"You might as well tell me about it, my dear," Fitz ventured softly. He sat down beside Leslie reaching out to capture her hands. He stared down at them uncertainly then proceeded to pat them much like his method of soothing a distraught child. "I've known for a long time that all was not well between you and Pax."
"It's all my fault, Fitz. I've done everything wrong!"
Once Leslie began to talk, she spoke without reservation or justification. She told him everything: her masquerade as a boy, the night in the gazebo and the discovery of her identity and subsequent forced marriage. The only information that she withheld was the aborted wedding night.
Fitz had already heard much of her story in a much-colored account via the gossip mill. He realized the innocence that had prompted her gypsy disguise and understood the pain when she discovered the depth of her love for Pax. With new insight he thought back over all the times that he had seen Leslie and Pax together. But where Leslie spoke of Pax's disinterest in her, Fitz remembered the glowering looks when others approached his wife. So much of Pax's behavior was explained by Leslie's heartrending confession. Fitz suspected Pax was nursing a case of injured pride. Very few women had scorned the worthy Duke of Ruhaven. Smiling inwardly he wondered if Pax even realized he was probably in love with his own wife.
"And I'm making him so miserable that all I can think of is to run away. Take myself totally out of his life," Leslie finished miserably.
"Don't be a widgeon, Leslie," Fitz said briskly. "Now sit up and dry your eyes."
Leslie blew her nose in the proffered white handkerchief, then dabbed at her eyes. Despite her misery she felt better for having shared her thoughts with Fitz. What a good friend he was.
"Now, my girl, do you trust me?"
"You know I do, Fitz," Leslie answered sniffing damply.
"Your love for Pax will win the day. Believe me, Leslie. If it's strong enough and you're willing to be patient."
"My heart is totally given." Leslie's answer though dramatic was sincere.
"Then promise me you will only consider running away as a last resort."
"I promise," Leslie answered solemnly.
"Everything looks bleak right now but things have a way of working out. All it takes is a little time. In the end, Pax will be reasonable." Fitz put his arms around Leslie hugging her to reassure her of the fact.
Pax stepped back into the shadows of the garden, his black clothes blending easily in the darkness. His forehead was bunched in deep wrinkles, his eyes unseeing as his feet trod the pathways. He was filled with a murderous rage that swelled within him, pounding at his temples. He marched angrily around the garden until he could once more think clearly. His eyes were cold as his mind considered the situation.
He had seen Leslie's face, glowing with love and hope, just before Fitzhue smothered her in an embrace. In his ears rang her words, "My heart is totally given."
Ignoring the pain that threatened to consume him, Pax clung to his anger. How dare his wife conduct some sort of tawdry affair! Granted he had not wanted to be married but he had warned her that she must conduct herself with all the discretion that befitted his rank. And Fitz! Cuckolded by his own friend! By God, he would kill the man!
"In the end, I'll be reasonable! Hah!" Pax snarled at the stupidity of Leslie's lover. His eyes narrowed as he imagined the scene after the ball when he accused his charming wife of her infidelity.
 
 
"After too many late night squeezes, my child," Nell proclaimed, stifling a yawn behind her gloved hand, "I begin to feel the weight of my years. Tonight I will be delighted to seek my bed."
"Gammon!" Leslie said staunchly helping the older woman down the long flight of stairs to the foyer. "Most days I find it impossible to keep up with you."
The two women smiled in great charity with each other as attendants scurried to assist them with their wraps. The front doors burst open and in a swirl of triple capes, Pax ushered the women out to the waiting carriage. Leslie chatted happily with Nell as the horses plodded softly through the night streets. It was several minutes before she was aware of Pax's glowering silence. His face was grim, mouth pulled tightly above tensed jaw. His eyes snapped angrily but he held himself in check. In puzzlement Leslie's eyes sought Nell's hoping for some enlightenment from the older woman. The slight headshake and shrug told Leslie that Nell was just as mystified by her nephew's behavior. Wordlessly the granite-jawed man assisted them into the house. Without a glance or a word Pax flung his coat at the waiting footman and strode down the hall to the library. The slammed door reverberated in the silent foyer.
"Perhaps there's a full moon tonight, my dear." Nell placed a comforting arm around the bewildered girl and guided her up the staircase. "It's times like this I bless my widowed state. Trying to stay in a husband's good graces is more taxing than breaking in a new lover. And usually far less rewarding." She enfolded Leslie into a lavender-scented hug and kissed her pale cheek. "It'll blow over, dear."
As Leslie entered her own room, she smiled wanly at the faithful Polly. The abigail sensed her mistress' upset and refrained from her usual friendly chatter, hurrying to remove the ball gown and slip a soft whisper of blue silk over the unhappy Duchess' head and wrap her in the matching robe. As Leslie sat at the dressing table, Polly removed her hairpins and began to brush the riot of chestnut curls.
Sadly Leslie stared into the mirror. After her confession to Fitz in the garden she had felt immeasurably better but now her brain was almost unable to take in the utter turnaround of the evening.
Thick carpeting could not muffle Pax's storming progress along the hallway, and the two young women froze as the door to the room next door slammed against the frame. Their eyes met in the mirror, reflecting myriad emotions. Uneasiness, fear, puzzlement and resentment were all present in varying degrees. Although Polly once more began to brush Leslie's hair, their attention was concentrated on the miscellaneous sounds from the adjoining room. It was almost with relief that they heard the angry footsteps approach the door between the two rooms. Their eyes shifted away from the mirror to Pax standing in the doorframe.
"Get out!"
Leslie winced as Polly pulled the brush away from her hair. In her haste, the flustered abigail dropped the brush and stood staring at it in stupefaction.
"Leave it!" came the abrupt command and Polly awkwardly bobbed a curtsy and fled the room.
Pax started across the floor and Leslie's pulse leaped in terror. She did not know what had happened to upset Pax so thoroughly, but just looking at his face she realized that he was in a towering rage. And in total bewilderment she sensed that his fury was directed at her. Leslie jerked to her feet, bent on escape. She had only taken a few steps before Pax's hand snaked out and captured her wrist in a band of iron. He jerked her back and she slammed against his chest, pushing against the unyielding surface in her fear.
Moistening her dry lips she forced herself to speak. "What do you want, Pax?"
"My marital rights," he answered bluntly.
She opened her mouth but no sound came out. She stared into his face searching for some sign of passion but she could see nothing but anger. Leslie's voice was a hoarse whisper. "No, Pax. Not like this."
"I was a fool not to have sampled the delights of my own wife. My wife. The beautiful Duchess who has set the hearts of so many men aflame?" Pax's voice was heavy with sarcasm. "I've watched as every dandy in town has paid court to you. They've been constantly underfoot, taking you for rides and walks and sipping interminable cups of tea. I was amused for awhile but thought it was all a harmless game." Pax's tone was deceptively gentle but Leslie was aware of the thinly veiled violent edge.
"You thought you could have it all, Leslie. A docile husband and all the lovers in town."
"What are you talking about?"
"Cecily Cleavon was delighted to pass on a tidbit of gossip. Though normally I am prone to find the woman mutton headed, she always knows the pertinent facts of those in society. She told me with decided relish how much she enjoyed watching Captain Fitzhue pick out a beautiful bracelet for you. I would have thought emeralds were a touch garish with your coloring."
Leslie's mouth opened in stunned disbelief that Pax should have accepted Cecily's explanation of her outing with Fitz. To Pax, in his distraught condition, the sudden whitening of her complexion appeared like guilt. Once more a murderous rage built up inside him and a cruel gleam lit his black eyes.
"So it's time, my dear, to pay the piper. You have not earned the name of Duchess of Ruhaven. Surely I ought to be repaid for the gowns and jewels I have provided." He grinned down at Leslie, although there was no humor in his flashing eyes. "I'm quite willing to make love to you. Eager in fact. After all I ought to be able to sample some of the leavings of the rest of the ton."
"I can't believe you would do this," Leslie answered, her voice breaking in horror.
"Then let me prove it to you."
His hands plunged into her shining curls and he dragged her against his body. His mouth crushed hers in a bruising kiss that left her gasping for air. She strained against him in fear, but his arms held her fast, and his hands roamed familiarly down her silken-clad back. At the touch of his fingers, Leslie groaned, a deep mewling sound that sent a tremor beneath her skin. Her legs trembled and she leaned into his embrace, fighting to control the rising passion within her traitorous body.
In her ears she could hear Pax's rasping breathing in syncopation with her own. His impatient tongue pushed between her lips, ravaging the tender recesses of her mouth. There was no gentleness now, only unleashed passion. His strong hands massaged her soft body with an urgency that frightened Leslie. She pushed against his chest, frantic to be free of his assault.
His grasp shifted and Leslie shoved him, breaking away from his embrace. She turned to run but his fingers clutched at her robe, spinning her against the bedpost, where she stood gasping for breath. The sudden motion sent her senses reeling, and she clung to the post as the room blurred. Fear, disbelief and a sense of unreality combined to drain her. Blackness threatened to engulf her, and she felt her knees give way. But as she looked across the room at her husband, her own rage pulled her upright and the shimmering waves before her eyes cleared. Leslie fought against her overriding temper. Clenching and unclenching her fists, she tried to control her fury. In that moment she was majestic, a pillar of ice blue crowned by a tumble of chestnut curls.
Pax caught his breath at the exotic picture she made framed by the russet velvet bed hangings. His rough handling of Leslie had ripped the bitter resentment from him in a rush of self-loathing at his own behavior. No matter what she had done he could not believe that he had behaved so crudely. He was appalled that his least action could have hurt her either physically or mentally. He knew without question that he loved Leslie and though it killed him he would see her happy.
"Are you in love?" Pax blurted out. Although his voice was quiet, each syllable was bitten off as though the words themselves were painful.
There was total silence in the room as though the walls themselves waited for the answer. Leslie blinked in confusion at the unexpected question. For a moment she wondered if Pax had lost his mind. That at least would explain his outrageous accusations. One part of her mind warred with the difficulty of framing a civil answer after his ruthless treatment. However a saner portion of her wished an end to the travesty of their lives. She suspected without total honesty Pax could not begin to understand the kind of person she was. And without that understanding they would never be able to build a lasting relationship. Her pride had kept her from admitting she loved him and it had gained her nothing but an empty marriage.
Leslie stared into Pax's eyes, wondering what thoughts were uppermost in his mind. She knew he was furious believing that she had been unfaithful. It was still hard for her to understand how he could have accepted Cecily's story as the basis for such a ridiculous accusation. She was hurt that he could even entertain the thought that she could betray her vows. But no matter what, his fury was only a matter of misinformation. They must talk about their relationship in order to end his confusion and begin to make their marriage viable.
"Are you in love, Leslie?" Pax repeated.
Leslie swallowed a lump of fear in her throat, knowing that once she risked confession there would be no turning back. She spoke hesitantly, stumbling over her words. "Yes, Pax. But I---you must understand---."
Pax's face was a shuttered mask, his body ramrod straight as he faced her. "You need explain nothing to me. I saw you tonight on the terrace in the arms of your lover. I heard of your plans to run away together only as a last resort. I was privy to your sighs and kisses."
"No! It's not true!" Leslie cried, terrified at the total misinterpretation he had placed on her conversation with Fitz. She stepped toward him her arm outstretched in supplication, but he cut her off with a raised hand before she could approach him.
"Hear me well, Leslie." His voice was a lifeless monotone, belying the snapped steel of his words. "Contrary to what Captain Fitzhue believes, I am not a reasonable man. Tomorrow morning you will leave for Windhaven and I will begin divorce proceedings."
Leslie was horrified by his words. "Pax, you must listen to me!"
"Listen to you, madam? I have heard as much tonight as I ever want to hear again!" Turning, he stood framed in the doorway to his room, his voice quiet but each word enunciated with deadly precision. "I did not want to marry you, Leslie. I did not love you and I thought I never would. You are an irresponsible child, a millstone. Once I am rid of you I can return to a life where I might find some happiness."
Whirling, Pax closed the door, the soft click of the latch more damning than a loud slam. For a long moment Leslie remained standing as though each hateful word had nailed her feet to the floor. Then slowly she crawled onto the bed, curling her body into a protective ball of misery.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
"You don't need to pack the entire household, Polly!" Leslie sputtered, staring furiously around the disordered room. It looked as though looters had turned out the drawers, leaving half-filled trunks and boxes strewn across the carpeting. "Just pack my riding boots and let the rest go to perdition!"
"But your Grace," Polly sniffed, close to tears. "You told me you would be at Windhaven for a long stay."
"Don't tell me what I said!" Aghast at the shrillness of her own voice, Leslie bit off her infuriated words. She patted her abigail's arm soothingly, ashamed of shouting at the poor girl. "Forget what I said, Polly. Just do what you can so we can leave here before nuncheon. I want to get to Windhaven before nightfall."
Receiving a watery smile from Polly, Leslie sat in the window seat trying to recover her composure. She knew her maid was dying to know why they were leaving London so abruptly, but for the moment her questions would remain unanswered. Leslie pressed her temples which throbbed with a headache after her sleepless night. Although she had cried when Pax left her, she had spent the rest of the night pacing furiously.
At first she had been beside herself with frustrated bitterness. How dare that arrogant, self-righteous, insufferable man believe that she was so lacking in honor that she would betray her wedding vows! She couldn't wait to see the expression on his face when he realized that he had accused her so basely. For awhile she was buoyed up by the glorious feeling of justice triumphant. She rehearsed several scathing speeches that would indicate her contempt for one who would accuse another without concrete evidence. It was in the lightening dawn hours that Leslie realized that Pax's accusations and threats were not the central issue.
Pax's final hateful words of the night before had finally woken Leslie to the true facts of her situation. He had been forced to marry her and could not love her. No matter what she might like to believe, his words held the unvarnished ring of truth. She had been living in a dream world for the last three months and it was a rude awakening. When she married Pax, she thought eventually he would come to regard her. She still loved him with a depth and maturity that amazed her. But after last night's disaster she could no longer hope for his love.
No matter that Pax would eventually know the truth of her suspected affair. Leslie could never resume their marriage. It would only be a travesty of the kind of relationship she had longed for. Her love would be a burden to Pax. She knew him well enough to know that he would feel guilty that he could not reciprocate her feelings. He would avoid her and spend more time away from her. He would never be happy in the marriage. And above all Leslie wanted Pax to be happy even if it meant giving him up entirely.
She must escape from Pax. He was sending her to exile, but she had already decided that she would not remain there to be further humiliated. He would divorce her and then she would be out of his life. She, Jacko and Manji would leave Windhaven and find someplace else to begin a new life.
She had never lost the habit of saving her money. Most of the generous allowance Pax had given her had been added to her already sizable nest egg. She, Jacko, and Manji would be able to survive comfortably if not graciously, until Leslie was old enough to claim her own inheritance. She knew that Pax would not begrudge her the money. It was rightfully hers, and he would not want any further reminders of her when he resumed his life again. She wondered if his future life would include Cecily Cleavon whose spiteful tongue had precipitated this final disaster. She fervently hoped not, because she was convinced, as she had been the first day that she had seen Cecily, that the woman would never make Pax happy.
 
 
Pax sat in front of the fireplace, staring blindly at the leaping flames. He had been there most of the day, behind closed doors, trying to come to grips with the chaos of his life. It had been a day of soul searching, and still there were more questions than he had answers.
He had been there at noon when he heard the bustle of Leslie's departure for Windhaven. He had refused to leave the room, refused to see her for fear his resolve to banish her would weaken. He had tried to anesthetize himself with brandy to block out the sounds of departure. Scurrying servants, the thump of luggage and the horses' hooves striking the cobblestones combined to sound the death knell to his marriage. Alternately he paced the room or sat immobile, staring out the windows or at the bare walls. In his present mood it really didn't matter what was before his eyes, because his whole focus was inward as he struggled with an agony of emotions and feelings. Leslie's face appeared continually before his eyes. Her voice was constantly in his ears. She had become a part of him, yet he had sent her away.
He knew without a shadow of doubt that he loved his wife. After the forced marriage and the debacle of the wedding night, he had convinced himself that he felt only a fatherly fondness for Leslie. But his heart had already been invaded by the girl with the chestnut curls and clear blue eyes. Admittedly he had done little to help her through the early stages of her entry into society, and perhaps because of that he was inordinately proud of her success. He had busied himself with his usual bachelor pursuits and was surprised that they had lost their excitement for him. He had been bored.
To his dismay he discovered that he missed the companionship that he had established with Leslie that first summer five years ago. He remembered the happiness he had felt when she caught her first trout. He could close his eyes and picture clearly the burst of joy on her face as she held up the wriggling fish for his approval. He missed their discussions after dinner. He remembered how pleased he had been that she was able to offer opinions in a way that he felt was beyond her years of understanding. Leslie had a keen mind, and he had enjoyed challenging it with new ideas. He missed their chess games, their rides. Damn it all, he missed the girl.
That first summer when Leslie arrived at Windhaven had forged a bond between them that was the beginning of love. Pax had been enchanted by the plucky youngster who tagged faithfully after him. The boy-Leslie was a composite of bravery, humor, curiosity and honest integrity. In the years that followed, the child had grown up. Despite his absence, Pax had followed the progress via Leslie's letters. Their relationship had begun as ward and guardian, but it had evolved into one of warm friendship and love.
Perhaps Pax had known he loved Leslie even when he had been forced to marry her. He realized his fury was largely out of all proportion to the discovery of her real identity. He could look back with irony at his separate emotions. He had wanted to throttle the girl for making such a fool of him, for trapping him into an untenable situation. Conversely, he was drawn to her, physically attracted and sexually aroused by the beauty of spirit she possessed. She had stirred such diverse emotions in him that he had been unwilling or unable to cope with at the time.
Pride of course had been his downfall. He had offered for her as though conferring a favor. He had not even couched it in acceptable terms. He had been so full of himself, so sure she would leap at the offer. He, the much sought after Duke of Ruhaven, was well aware of his own worth as an eligible parti. It had never occurred to him that Leslie might have higher standards as to his worthiness. He could see now that her adamant refusal of his marriage offer set the stage for his own pompous response.
In point of fact, Pax thought, his eyes bleak in their self-appraisal, he had never thought about Leslie as a person. He had not considered her feelings or tried to understand why she had entered into the hoax in the first place. He had been blinded by his own injured pride, and that pride had cost him dearly.
He wondered what it had been like for Leslie, at the age of fourteen, to find herself orphaned in India with only Jacko and Manji to protect her. Both men loved her devotedly but they were used to taking orders not outlining strategy. Leslie had told him once how she had planned the trip to England, going without food and water, hiding from bandits and marauders and staying in a succession of dingy inns. No wonder Windhaven had seemed like paradise to a child who had been so long without a place of her own. He could see now, that in her youthful logic, Leslie chose the only course she felt was open to her. As a boy she would be able to remain with Pax at Windhaven.
And in his fury at her duplicity, he had refused to understand. He had berated her, ignored her explanations and then blackmailed her into the wedding.
He remembered the savage kiss on their wedding night and how she had thrust him away in loathing. How could he possibly have thought she would welcome him after such churlish behavior? And in his angry pride he had tried to force her. Later, when he began to see the true beauty of the girl, he had still held himself apart, offering her no part of himself. No matter that he loved her, he had never wooed her in any fashion. And now she obviously had fallen in love with someone else.
Pain stabbed through him at the thought, and he sprang from the chair, unable to remain still. In agitation he paced the room wanting to smash something to rid himself of the terrible agony of mind.
Staring out at the starless, overcast sky, Pax accepted the fact that Leslie was in love with Captain Fitzhue. Fitz had sought and won the prize, while he was off nursing his wounded pride. Perhaps he should feel anger and disillusionment that Leslie had been unfaithful, but now that he understood more Pax did not. He had given her no choice. He had not fought for her loyalty or her love. He had forced her to marry him by blackmailing her with the threat against Jacko and Manji. Could he blame her for finding love when he offered her nothing?
He could almost applaud her choice if the mere fact of her loving another was not so painful to him. Fitz was closer to Leslie in age and had a young man's zest for life that Pax totally lacked. Pax had known Fitz for many years and the man was honest, stable and good company. Under his normal guardianship of a young girl, Pax would have considered the man a perfect suitor. It stunned him that Fitz had betrayed their friendship. The only excuse Pax could find for the man's behavior was that if Leslie had returned his love, Pax himself would have pursued her, no matter her marital status.
Leslie must love Fitz beyond redemption. Otherwise she would never have considered an affair. And if she loved him that much, Pax could never stand in the way of her happiness. He would get a quiet annulment so that they could marry. If handled correctly he thought the scandal might be kept to a minimum. He had done enough to harm Leslie by forcing her to marry him. If he loved her, he must set her free.
Pouring himself another brandy, Pax returned to the fire, staring bleakly into the leaping flames, contemplating his own damnation. Through another long night he kept a vigil of mourning, thinking of all that he had lost.
 
 
"Morning, Mellows. Is her Grace receiving this early?" Captain Fitzhue unbuttoned his voluminous cape and handed it to the expressionless butler.
"I'm sorry, Captain, but her Grace is away."
"Devil take it! Is the Duke at home?" At the butler's hesitant nod, Fitz started toward the main staircase. "In the library?" He tossed his gloves into his curly beaver, thrusting it into the old man's hands.
"Yes. But if I might suggest another time, Captain Fitzhue." Uneasily aware that the Duke might not wish to be disturbed, Mellows hopefully extended the Captain's outdoor things.
"This news can't wait, my good man," Fitz called over his shoulder as he took the steps two at a time. "No need to announce me."
"But his Grace specifically requested he not be interrupted!" the butler called breathlessly after the disappearing figure. Receiving no answer, Mellows shook his head despairingly at the contrariness of the aristocracy.
At the door to the library, Fitz knocked once, then, not waiting for a response, opened the door. He squinted in the dim light of the room and spotted Pax standing in front of the fireplace. His face split into a cherubic grin as he strode into the room.
"What ho, Pax? I have wonderful news to share with the beauteous Duchess and discover she's away."
"She's gone to Windhaven," Pax growled, appalled at the blast of anger that surged through him. He had just spent twenty-four hours convincing himself that he would chivalrously step aside for the man Leslie loved. But at the sight of Fitz's buoyant figure, Pax wanted only to thrash the man.
"What a dreadful time to choose to rusticate in the country. And never a word to me." Fitz was so caught up in his own excitement that he was oblivious to Pax's glowering figure. "Ah, women. Do they ever take into consideration that there are times when we desperately need them? Damn it, Pax! I really wanted to see her."
"No doubt she will contrive to drop you a note," was the caustic reply.
"But I won't get it in time," Fitz burst out in exasperation. "I'm for Vienna."
"Devil, you say," Pax said, pushing himself away from the fireplace and towering menacingly over the shorter man. "You can't leave without talking to Leslie."
"I'd like to oblige, old man, but I can't. I leave first thing tomorrow." Fitz rubbed the back of his neck, turning away from Pax as he considered his alternatives. Finally his face cleared, and he swung back to face his friend. "You'll just have to give her a message. Tell her I love her madly and I enjoyed every moment in London thanks to her kindness. Tell her I'll drop her a note as soon as I get to Vienna. But most of all, tell her how sorry I was not to be able to tell her in person that I'm going to be married."
Before he could utter another word, Pax swung his arm, slamming a fist into Fitz's jaw. The Captain's knees buckled and he sprawled in a heap on the floor. Groggily he pushed himself onto his elbow and shook his head trying to clear his vision then blinked up owlishly into Pax's bellicose face.
"I say, Pax. Was it something I said?" Fitz asked in confusion.
"Get up, you bastard."
Fitz's normally good-natured face darkened at the epithet. However as his brain cleared he noted the disheveled figure of his friend and his eyebrows knitted in bewilderment. Seen in the morning light filtering through a crack in the closed curtains, Pax's unshaven face was haggard, his clothes rumpled as though he had slept in them. It was apparent he had been drinking, although he was not totally foxed.
"Get up, Fitz," Pax repeated, his voice as cold as his eyes.
Fitz remained on the floor, propping his head on his hand as he stared up at the avenging figure. "I'm going to stay right here until I find out what's going on. In your present mood, if I stand up, you'll only knock me down again. So in the long run I'm saving myself pain and you an overexertion of energy."
"Damn!" Pax swore. In frustration he slammed his fist onto a delicate burled table which splintered under the force of the blow. The sound of the falling wood brought a gleam of intelligence to Pax's anger-glazed eyes. His whole frame shuddered, and he staggered to a chair and collapsed.
Scrambling to his feet, Fitz made a dash for the door, opening it just in time to admit Mellows with a heavily loaded tray. "Bless you, man," Fitz whispered, racing back to clear a space on the desk.
The elderly butler never looked at Pax, slumped beside the fireplace, but efficiently poured out a large cup of black coffee which he placed close at hand. Then turning, Mellows left the room. Fitz helped himself and after a reviving swallow or two, carried the cup over to the chair opposite the Duke. He leaned back, stretching his legs out, casually crossing his ankles. Gingerly he moved his jaw, relieved at only a slight soreness. His open face was creased with a frown as he stared at his woebegone friend.
"I apologize, Fitz." Pax's voice was low, barely audible in the quiet room. "I must have been out of my mind."
There was a slight tremor to Pax's hand as he reached for the cup of coffee. He raised it to his lips and gulped thirstily, impervious to the heat of the liquid. Then he raised a ravaged face to the other man. His mouth twisted bitterly when he spoke. "You may name your seconds."
"Devil take it, Pax. What is all this about?" Fitz was stunned at the deadly gleam in his friend's eyes but refused to be intimidated. "You know I won't fight you. If for no other reason, there's Leslie to be considered."
"How dare you mention her name, you blackguard," Pax said, his voice frigid and his eyes mere slits in his whitened face. "How could you treat her so shabbily?"
Fitz was totally bewildered by Pax's behavior. Under normal conditions his friend would never even consider fighting a duel. Yet, he was obviously under severe strain and had actually issued a challenge to fight. Although others might take Pax's fury at face value, Fitz knew his friend well enough to realize something was desperately wrong.
"Where is Leslie, Pax?" Fitz asked quietly.
"I sent her to Windhaven," Pax retorted. "Of course that is probably of little interest to you now that you're getting married."
"What does that have to do with anything? Once I'm married I'd like to think we'd see more of each other."
"If you go near my wife again, I'll kill you." The quietly spoken words were a deadly threat.
Fitz was nonplused by the force of emotion behind the words. Although totally mystified, he realized that he had to get to the bottom of the puzzle without losing his own temper. He leaned his elbows on his knees, leaning forward in his chair. "Pax, I think we are talking at cross purposes. For some reason you feel that I have somehow injured Leslie. You must know I would never hurt her. I love her as dearly as if she were my own sister."
"Hah!" was Pax's answer.
"Is something wrong with Leslie?" Fitz asked anxiously.
"I know all about my darling wife's affair. I saw you two last night in the garden," Pax said. "Quite a touching little scene."
"Devil you say!" It was a stunned moment before Fitz fully comprehended Pax's words. Then his face reddened and he hurled himself out of the chair. This time it was he, whose face was a blaze of angry emotion. "And you thought I was trying to seduce your wife? What kind of a friend do you think I am? Why I consider Leslie one of the loveliest women I know. She's been all that is kindness itself. Why she---You thought---"
Pax's tormented eyes bored into Fitz's furious ones and knew that the man spoke the truth. He came to his feet placing his hands on the shoulders of his beleaguered friend. At the force of the grip, Fitz's words ground to a halt.
"You have my heartfelt apology, Fitz," Pax said sincerely. "I should have remembered your loyalty."
"I accept your apology, Pax," Fitz said stiffly. "But, I think you owe Leslie one also. I can't imagine how you could have come by such a cork-brained idea. Granted, I have been much in Leslie's company, but you cannot imagine for a moment that your wife would be unfaithful."
"I know for a fact that she is in love," Pax answered bitterly.
It dawned on Fitz that Pax must have heard enough of the conversation on the terrace to make him believe that Leslie was talking about a lover. He already suspected that his friend was far from indifferent to his wife. In fact it looked like the idiot was besotted by Leslie to have tormented himself with such base suspicions. He shook his head in amazement that his friend could be so totally stupid in managing his own life. Fitz knew enough to realize that no matter what he might say in Leslie's defense in Pax's present state he would believe none of it. But to accuse her so outrageously!
Fitz shrugged off Pax's hands, moving away in his returning anger. "I have been with Leslie a great deal since you've been in London, and I respect her more than any other woman I have ever known. Can you possibly know her so little that you could suspect her of such duplicity?" Fitz's voice rasped in contempt, his plump cheeks vibrating with the force of his agitation. "She is no rigged up aristocrat with the soul of a lightskirt. I would trust Leslie with my life as well as my honor. You don't deserve the girl if you can accuse her so infamously. I don't know how you could even consider such a libel, but I for one refuse to dignify this idiocy with a defense." These last words were shouted at Pax as Fitz stormed out of the room.
The violently slammed door shook the pictures on the walls and sent the candle flames shooting upwards. Hardly aware that the man had left, Pax returned to his chair. If he had been upset before, it was only a prelude to the total confusion he now felt.
If not Fitz, then who was the man Leslie loved? He mentally listed all Leslie's acquaintances and could not come up with one man whom she had favored over Captain Fitzhue. The damnable part of it was that Pax believed Fitz when he said he had never thought of Leslie as anything but a sister. And now that he was no longer blinded by fury, Pax realized that Fitz was far too honorable to cuckold a friend.
But what about Leslie's honor. He had known Leslie for five years and knew her to be honest and faithful. Able to think more rationally, he could not believe that she had betrayed her marriage vows. It was inconsistent with her character. Like Fitz, Pax would not have hesitated trusting Leslie with his life. Except for her incredible deception about her identity, and he could understand now why she had done that, Leslie had never given Pax any reason to doubt her honesty. In fact she had usually stated quite openly why she had not done something. So if she had not been involved in some sordid affair, what was the meaning of the scene that he had witnessed in the garden.
His judgment had been totally confounded by his own uncertainty of winning Leslie's regard and affection. His passionate adoration of his wife had caused him to betray her by refusing to trust her. Despite the information imparted to him by Cecily Cleavon, he should have immediately known the truth. Leslie's love could never be purchased by some flashy piece of jewelry. No matter what he had seen in the garden, there had to be a perfectly clear explanation. As surely as he had believed in her guilt before, now he was convinced of her innocence.
He was filled with such a surge of happiness that he was lightheaded. Thinking that Leslie had fallen in love with another and was thus lost to him, had been torture. The thought of his wife, heart-whole, gave him a blinding flash of hope that somehow he might win her back.
What was he going to do? Pax ran his fingers through his hair, rubbing the back of his stiff neck. He would have to go to Windhaven and talk to Leslie. Pax groaned remembering how he had shouted at her when she tried to explain. Could Leslie ever forgive him for his lack of faith in her? Would she consider resuming their marriage? Perhaps eventually she might learn to trust him again. To love him would be too much to ask.
He slapped his hands on the arms of the chair and bolted to his feet, striding into the hall and the unflappable Mellows.
"I want my carriage out front in twenty minutes."
Mellows’ face puckered as he eyed his disheveled master. His tone was regretful yet unyielding as he followed Pax up the stairs. "I have taken the liberty of sending a bath to your rooms. Jamison will shave you while Trevor is packing. I will have Cook prepare you a basket of food, and I myself will select a suitable wine. The carriage will be brought around in one hour, your Grace."
"Thank you for setting me straight, Mellows." Though Pax's voice was properly grateful, there was a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. Mellows’ standards for ducal behavior were far more exacting than his own. He sighed as he entered his room, resigned to place himself in the capable hands of his servants.
Fifty minutes later Pax felt rejuvenated. Mellows’ face was properly respectful, his eyes snapping approval as he ushered his elegant master into the yellow salon to await the arrival of the carriage. Pax was grateful for the coffee, welcoming the warmth it spread through his body. He walked to the window, staring bleakly at the overcast day. The gloomy weather was a fit companion to his own uncertain thoughts.
Now that he was practically on the way to a confrontation with Leslie he was once more assaulted by doubts. Pax knew that winning her love was more important to him than anything he had encountered before. He loved her so much that nothing else mattered in his life. If only Leslie would give him a chance to explain that so many of his actions had been products of his own injured pride. But would she consider continuing the marriage after he had failed her so badly? And if she refused? At least she must give him the right to take care of her. Unsatisfactory at best, at least he would be sure that she never lacked for anything.
The library door opened but Pax remained staring out the window. A heavy tread crossed the carpet and he turned. He was surprised to see Manji, wondering why his headgroom had come from Windhaven. In amazement he saw the man's heavy hand lift to strike and tried to duck but his reactions were too slow. A white light burst behind his eyes and his body crumpled to the floor.
 
 
Pax lay still, letting the motion rock him as his senses fought to regain control of his body. He was aware that he was in a moving carriage but for a moment was unable to grapple with any further thought. Experimentally he opened one eye, wincing at the pain from the light pouring through the carriage window. Quickly he closed the sorely offended organ, slumping against the seat cushions. He waited a few minutes, then with eyes firmly closed, he inched his body to a sitting position and waited for the world to right itself. Very carefully he opened his eyes, letting in only a slit of light. Although his brain was not happy with the brightness, it seemed to accept the inevitability of a return to life. Fraction by fraction Pax inched his lids upwards until his eyes were wide open.
When he was able to focus in front of him, his mouth twitched grimly at the menacing figure on the opposite seat. Manji, his baldhead haloed with light, returned his glance complacently.
"Was this entirely necessary, Manji?" Pax asked his voice thready with the exertion of speaking.
"The little one has need of you." Manji's voice was uncompromising. Apparently the giant felt no remorse, Pax thought bitterly.
"Did it ever occur to you that you might just speak to me about her? Did you have to try to break every bone in my body?"
"If you had remained still, the blow would have been less painful." Manji shrugged, letting Pax know that his present discomfort was his own fault.
"I suppose Jacko's here too. The Devil's henchmen generally work in pairs."
"Jacko is not here," came the laconic reply.
"Well that's one blessing," Pax snapped, sending a sharp pain shooting behind his eyes. He leaned his head back against the squabs and waited for the pounding to subside. Finally he glared once more at the patiently waiting giant. "All right, Manji. Why have you come?"
"You were needed at Windhaven. Jacko sent me to bring you."
"Since this is my coach, I assume you took advantage of its readiness." Pax's voice was stronger now and filled with sarcasm.
There was a slight twinkle in Manji's eyes, lighting his otherwise expressionless face. Solemnly he nodded his baldhead. However the look of smugness was wiped away with Pax's next words.
"It might interest you to know that I was preparing to drive to Windhaven to talk to Leslie," Pax rapped out.
"The old servant mentioned something about Windhaven," Manji mumbled, shifting uneasily on the suddenly uncomfortable seat. "I was in a hurry. Jacko told me to bring you. I thought it was better not to discuss it."
"In the future, barring my death from these bruises," Pax said, gingerly rubbing his shoulder, "I would appreciate it if you would at least ask me if I happen to be going to Windhaven or whatever godforsaken place you have in mind."
"It will be done." Manji's words sounded rather like a blood oath to Pax's ears.
"Now exactly what is wrong with Leslie?" Pax asked. The older man snapped to attention, his face grim in the morning light. Pax leaned forward, wincing at the sudden movement of his head. "Out with it, man."
"Leslie has run away."
"Damn! Not again!" Pax cursed fluently much to Manji's approval. "All right. Where is she this time?"
"I do not know."
"What!" Pax shouted. He glowered at the giant, totally forgetting his own injuries as he waited for Manji to speak.
"Jacko is searching. That's why he sent me for you. The Daffadar left without telling us."
In spite of Pax's concern he felt a moment of satisfaction at the injured tone of the older man. He could imagine the fury of both Jacko and Manji when they discovered that the slip of a girl they had coddled, defended and taken orders from had disappeared from their benevolent guardianship. Then as the gravity of the situation reasserted itself, Pax straightened against the carriage seat and faced the marble-jawed giant.
"Tell me everything, Manji.”
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
The lumbering mail coach pulled into the innyard of the Pig and Whistle, discharging passengers as the ostlers converged upon the lathered horses. Leslie was glad that she was once again dressed as a boy. The trip had been uncomfortable enough, but would have been worse in female attire. She stretched her cramped legs before she felt able to negotiate the steps from the coach. Her head pounded with a headache, and she sniffed the fresh evening air, gratefully pulling it into her lungs. The freedom from confinement made her feel almost lightheaded. She stamped her booted feet in the dust to restore circulation to her coach-numbed body. Checking the beaver hat to be sure her hair was well hidden, she pulled her greatcoat more closely across her chest and scurried after the other passengers.
"Ale and a trencher," boomed the voice of the coachman as Leslie moved to a shadowy corner of the public room. She watched in awe as the massive barrel-chested man downed a pint in one swallow, wiping his mouth with gusto on the sleeve of his frock coat. He was surrounded by the outside passengers, a noisy group of youthful gentlemen. They treated him with a rough and ready hero worship as befitted the exalted position of Coachman for the Royal Mails.
Leslie wolfed down her own victuals knowing she only had twenty minutes before the coach would be on its way. She had just finished the last of the bread soaked in drippings when the coachman, with much throat clearing and unintelligible muttering, pulled out his silver watch on the steel chain. Without a backward glance, he sauntered out the door, knowing full well that his devoted followers would be right behind. With a sigh of resignation Leslie climbed the stairs of the coach and settled back against the upholstery, wondering if the jolting would interfere with the digestion of her dinner. Wearily she leaned her head against the window frame hoping for sleep but suspecting that her worried thoughts would prevent such an easy method of passing the time
Leslie had been in a cold fury when she ran away. Jacko had been sent with her in the coach from London and she had told him then that she planned to leave Windhaven. She had refused to give him her reasons for fleeing from Pax, but had counted on his unquestioning loyalty. When her old friend had praised her husband and suggested that whatever their quarrel it could be patched up, she felt betrayed. She remembered Manji's earlier defection, that had resulted in her ill-fated marriage, and determined to leave without either Jacko or Manji.
All she wanted was to escape. In her love for Pax she was unable to reason clearly. She only knew that since he could not reciprocate her feelings she could not remain at Windhaven. She would take herself totally out of his life.
By now both Jacko and Manji would be furiously searching for her. Her hastily scrawled note explaining that she would contact them would not deter them from trying to find her. With any luck at all they might not have discovered that she was missing until this morning. Since she had left shortly after three in the morning, that should give her a head start of five or six hours. Knowing that with Manji in charge of the stables, there was little chance she could quietly remove a horse, Leslie had walked into the village. There she had secured a ride on a farmer's wagon to the nearest coaching stop.
Leslie knew Jacko was as relentless as a ferret on hunt and had done the best she could to confuse her trail. Proudly she reviewed the series of dodges she had used to cover her tracks. She had taken several coaches, doubling back on her path twice. She had spoken to no one in the inns or the coaches themselves so she doubted if either Jacko or Manji would be able to pick up much of a trace. She had learned her lessons well when the three of them traveled from India to England so many years ago.
The gloating smile left Leslie's face as she remembered how her old friends had brought her to Windhaven and Pax. A film of tears blurred her vision but she ruthlessly blinked them away. Her joints ached with stiffness as she tried to keep from jostling the other three passengers but the bucking of the coach bruised her as she careened against the frame and the other unfortunates inside. As the horses sped towards Oxford, Leslie drifted in and out of sleep. She was rudely awakened by a particularly nasty jolt.
"Told you that bloody nabob slipped Coachman a guinea," one of the farmers shouted to his seatmate. "Took the ribbons after our last change of horses, he did."
"Ought to be a law against anyone in the box seat," shouted back his companion. "If he keeps on fanning the horses there'll be trouble for sure."
Leslie shook her head to clear her sleep-fuzzy brain. She was aware of the increased speed of the coach by her inability to maintain her seat. She and the other passengers were being tossed about like so much driftwood. At the sound of the guard's horn she turned to the window but saw only a glimpse of the raised tollgate as they tore along the road. She tightened her hold on the window frame, choking back a cough as dust swirled in through the cracks around the door. Suddenly there was a change in the rhythm of the horses and then with a sickening swaying motion the coach wobbled back and forth.
Leslie scrabbled to maintain her hold on the window but her hands were torn away as the top-heavy coach pitched over on its side. She crashed against the door, striking her cheek on the framework as with a snap of breaking timbers the coach pitched over on its side.
For a moment Leslie thought she had gone blind but discovered that her beaver hat had been jammed down over her eyes. She tried to raise her hand but the body of one of the passengers pinned her in her seat. Squirming didn't help to dislodge him and as she turned her head she realized that the old man was either unconscious or dead. Blood oozed from a cut on his forehead and Leslie blessed the protection of her own beaver hat. She closed her eyes on the sight of the ashen face so close to her shoulder.
The high-pitched screaming of the horses and the guttural cursing of the coachman mingled in disordered chaos. Leslie knew there would be no relief for them immediately and bit her lip as tears rose in her throat. The pressure of the man sprawled on top of her compressed her ribs and she fought for every breath. In panic she realized if help did not come soon she might die from lack of air.
"Gawd Almighty!"
The blasphemous voice sounded like celestial tones to Leslie as one of the farmers stirred to life. After an age of painful jostling the men discovered that the door, which was now where the roof should be, was jammed too tightly to be opened from inside. Continued shouting of the two men contributed nothing but more confusion to the scene. Leslie's vision was beginning to blur as she fought for each breath of precious air. She heard shouting outside but it seemed such a distance away. Thankfully the horses had stopped their unearthly keening. The coach trembled as someone leaped to the top and with a sharp rending of wood the door was torn from its hinges. Unintelligible voices echoed around Leslie as the passengers were lifted off of her.
Turning her head she looked up without surprise into Manji's blazing eyes. Her mouth broadened into a foolish grin when Jacko's wizened face popped up beside the giant but she still held her breath waiting. And then Pax was there. Leslie's eyes fluttered across his beloved features as he lowered himself into the coach. When he lifted her, she was grateful for one final glimpse of her husband. Her head fell weakly against his chest, and her body was convulsed with tremors of relief. Cradled in Pax's arms, Leslie closed her eyes, giving in to the waves of darkness that engulfed her.
 
 
Leslie woke slowly and painfully. Her body ached as though she had been beaten. She lay still against Pax's chest, lulled by the steady beat of his heart beneath her ear. She felt totally secure, remembering the miraculous rescue after the accident. Cautiously opening her eyes, she winced at sight of the grim-faced figures on the opposite seat. Jacko and Manji, arms folded across their chests, wore identical expressions of uncompromising indignation. Although she may have felt that her foolish escape had come to a very satisfactory conclusion, obviously neither of the two men felt the same.
For a moment Leslie debated the wisdom of returning consciousness. Although she had often been the object of the older men's displeasure, never before had she so flouted their protection and advice. Once assured of her safety, they would have little pity for her harrowing experience since they would feel her own irrational actions had catapulted her into danger. It helped little, knowing they were right.
Still feigning sleep, Leslie turned so that she could see Pax's face in order to gauge the mood of her husband. His profile was etched against the afternoon sunlight, revealing a clenched jaw under narrowed eyes. He held her gently, but the steel band of muscles in his arms were ridged with controlled tension. For all his tenderness after the accident, it was apparent that Pax was even less forgiving than Manji and Jacko.
"Are you all right?"
Leslie flinched at the icy tones of Pax's voice. She eased away from his arms, bereft of protection as she struggled to sit up. In a small voice she said, "Yes. Stiff, but otherwise fine. And the others?"
"Nobody dead, no thanks to that idiot coachman! We stopped at the next town and sent back help." Pax's voice was harsh. He stared out the window, refusing to acknowledge Leslie. "We're almost to Windhaven."
"I want to thank---" Leslie began, but Pax held up his hand for silence.
"Later," he stated calmly.
"But---"
"Not another word or I will personally strangle you," Pax said. The reasonable tone far belied the threat in his eyes as he turned his head in her direction. "Cheered on no doubt by these much put-upon gentlemen."
Leslie's eyes flew to the glaring twosome on the opposite seat and she subsided huffily into the corner of the carriage. How dare they treat her so, she muttered angrily to herself. After all, she was the one who had just been through a frightening experience. She pulled her greatcoat protectively around her, shivering in the tense silence.
As the horses pulled to a halt in the carriage sweep of Windhaven, Leslie pressed herself against the squabs reluctant to descend. Without ceremony, Pax scooped her up and carried her inside, nodding grimly to Winters as he took the stairs two at a time. His booted foot kicked open the door to his suite and he crossed the room, depositing her on the bed. He strode back across the room, slamming the door and whirling to face Leslie. Only then did he unleash his frustration.
"Of all the incompetent, lack-witted, idiotic, lamebrained actions!" he bellowed. "How dare you run off as you did! How could you possibly be so thoughtless!"
Leslie's chin trembled and she covered her mouth with her hands. Pax's face was white, the muscles cording in his neck as he fought for control. He strode to the bed, glaring down at Leslie who cowered back against the headboard.
"Have you any idea how worried Jacko has been? And Manji? They have always protected you and cosseted and you run away without a thought for their feelings." Pax clenched his fists at his side, struggling to keep his hands off the white-faced girl whose eyes swam with tears. "Have you any idea what the last twenty-four hours have been like? Well, have you?" he shouted.
"Y-yes," Leslie said, her voice breaking on the word. Her throat was so clogged with tears she was unable to respond further. In silent misery she nodded her head.
The crystal blue eyes in the whitened face tore at his heart and Pax shuddered with the fear that had bathed his body since Manji had told him of Leslie's escape. He had known that he loved her but even he hadn't realized how much a part of his life she had become. But as the carriage raced from one posting yard to another following Jacko's instructions, Pax had known an agony of despair that he never wanted to feel again. Leslie's whispered reply broke through his whirling thoughts.
"I'm sorry, Pax."
"Oh, God, Leslie!"
Pax grabbed her shoulders, pulling her into the safety of his arms. He cuddled the sobbing girl against his body as he eased himself onto the bed. Rocking and petting her, he crooned soft words into her hair until she quieted. He fumbled in his pocket for a large handkerchief and handing it to her, said, "Blow your nose."
Abruptly Pax stood up. Leaving Leslie on the bed, he strode to the door. Opening it, he nodded at the two figures waiting apprehensively in the hall. "Jacko, I want hot water and food."
"Aye, your Grace," the old man said, grinning over his shoulder as he strutted self-importantly along the hall.
Pax looked up in surprise at the waiting giant whose expression was a rich blend of diffidence and worry. "Well, Manji?"
"The little one is all right?"
"I haven't beaten her, if that's what you want to know." Pax's grin took away the brusqueness of his words. "She will have no need to run away again," he finished softly.
"And your shoulder?" Manji shifted restlessly as he waited for Pax's answer.
"You were doing your duty, Manji." Pax shrugged his shoulders, indicating the blow was forgotten. He extended his hand which was immediately swallowed up in Manji's enormous one. "It was a good night's work, my friend."
"Jeete Raho, Risaldar."
Leslie heard Manji's reply before Pax closed the door. The pain of loss filled her body at the words. Jeete Raho was an old Hindu blessing meaning: Live long. But it was the word Risaldar that told Leslie that Manji had given his allegiance to Pax. A Risaldar was a senior Indian officer in the cavalry and Leslie's father was the only person to whom Manji had given that title. Leslie felt abandoned. For so many years, she, Jacko and Manji had been an inseparable threesome. Now by her foolish actions she had forfeited their loyalty.
As Pax turned toward the bed, Leslie pressed her back against the headboard, willing herself not to cry. She could not let him see how much she had lost. Pax had taken everything she had. He had taken her love, her friendship, her freedom and now even her friends. He had shouted at her cruelly. He had accused her of infidelity. Through it all, she had managed to find the strength to continue with her life, but this final blow was more than she could manage. Always before when her life was dark, she had known she could count on the loyalty of her friends but now she was alone. Her life was empty.
When Pax turned away from the door, he saw Leslie's expression and how she cringed away from him. His face twisted in agony, and he knelt on the hearth, striking a flint to light the fire. He waited until the logs were burning crisply before he felt able to face Leslie again. Pax was relieved at the arrival of the servants. While the men bustled around, he leaned patiently against the mantel. Finally, he ushered them out, with a few low words of thanks to a beaming Jacko. As the door closed, Pax's eyes once more swung to the girl on the bed.
"Come here, Leslie." He was startled by the harshness of his own voice, and repeated the words more softly. "Come here, please."
Leslie swung her feet off the bed, wincing at the stiffness in her limbs. She pulled her coat around her as though seeking protection. Then hesitantly she crossed the room.
"Give me your coat. You need a proper wash and some food." Pax's voice was colorless, reflecting neither anger nor censure.
Leslie shrugged out of the greatcoat, falling back at the sudden blaze of fury in Pax's eyes as he took in the torn and dirty garment. She gulped in fear as he reached out for the coat. Without a word he helped her off with her jacket and shirt, throwing them across the room in an accusatory heap. With a wave of his hand, he indicated her buckskins were to follow. She removed her boots and her trousers, blushing in embarrassment as she stood only in her chemise.
In silence Pax washed her. Once more his face was expressionless. Methodically, as though he were bathing a child, he scrubbed her face, neck and arms. He was thorough and despite his obvious anger, his hands were gentle. When he lightly touched the bruise on her cheek where she had fallen against the door of the coach, his breath hissed through his teeth in a ragged stream. Abruptly Pax turned, throwing the washcloth into the basin. Then carefully, as though he were tightly controlling his emotions, he wrapped her in a soft velvet robe that bore his insignia.
Satisfied at last, Pax picked her up, carrying her across the room to the fire. He lowered himself into an enormous chair, and to Leslie's stunned surprise, placed her cozily on his lap. Silence filled the room. Leslie wanted to melt into the safety of his arms, but was afraid. She held herself stiffly, wondering at Pax's strange behavior.
"Are you hurt in any way, Leslie?"
Leslie started at his question, her eyes searching his face at the strange quality of his voice. Since their marriage, Pax had patronized, teased, growled and shouted at her. She had become expert in gauging his moods by the varying tones of his voice. But she had never heard this particular tone. It was filled with concern and worry, as if he really cared about her. Sudden tears filled her eyes as she thought how splendid everything would have been if Pax loved her.
"Don't cry, sweetheart," Pax said, enfolding her once more in his arms. "Just tell me if you're hurt. I'll send for the doctor, I promise."
Leslie sniffed, tucking her head in the curve of his neck. She felt protected in his arms but acknowledged that it was only an illusion of her own needs. She must remember that she was alone. Nothing had changed. The scent of him wafted up from his body, and she pushed herself upright, unwilling to give in to her own weak needs to be cuddled and loved. In a low voice she answered, "I'm only bruised."
Pax's brow cleared, and it seemed to Leslie that he sagged back against the cushions in relief. He turned her to face him and with gentle fingers pushed the hair off her forehead, lingering in the soft curls at her temples. "I want you to promise me that you will never run away again," he said.
Leslie's blood pounded at his nearness and her breath caught in her throat, threatening to suffocate her. With all her heart, she wanted to reach out and smooth away the lines of worry etched on his brow. Her hands ached with the need to stroke the throbbing pulse at the side of his neck. As his hands caressed her hair, she fought against her own weakness, crossing her arms over her chest to keep her traitorous fingers immobile.
"Why do you want me to promise, Pax?" Leslie questioned. "I thought you had decided to divorce me."
"No!" Pax's voice was fierce as he gripped her shoulders, his fingers bruising in their strength. He pulled her against his body, his arms a gentle prison. His breath was warm on her forehead as he whispered raggedly into her hair. "I'll never let you go, Leslie. I love you too much!"
"No. You can't mean it," Leslie said, unwilling to hope, yet unable to believe in the miracle.
"I've been such a fool!" He stood up, still holding her and placed her back in the chair. He knelt before her, his face pinched in the flickering shadows of the firelight. "Please listen to me, Leslie. Hear me out before you give me an answer. I love you so much."
Leslie was spellbound, still hearing his words in her head. For so long she had dreamed that he might grow to love her and yet now when he told her, she was afraid to believe. Hurt before, she was unable to trust. Her eyes sought his. She stared intently, wanting to see inside his mind, his heart, his very soul. Her concentration was so total, she jumped when he touched her hands. Warm fingers intertwined as though the contact could bridge the gap in their feelings.
"I love you, Leslie," Pax repeated, his face so serious that for a moment Leslie could find no joy in his words. "I think now that I have always loved you. First as a young boy, reveling in the sharing of summer delights. Then as a young girl, finding pride in your success in society. But now I love you for the woman you are and the one you will be when you've grown old."
Slowly the meaning of Pax's words seeped into Leslie's heart. Her pulse quickened and she could feel the swelling of her chest as though her skin were expanding with an excess of joy. Warmth flooded her body; she was feverish with happiness. She held her face expressionless, still afraid to believe but she could feel her eyes widening, stretching toward him like her other senses. She tried to speak but her mouth was too dry, and only a strangled cry issued from her lips.
Pax leaned forward. He raised her hands to his lips, but only pressed them against his mouth. Afraid he would find rejection written on Leslie's face, he closed his eyes and bowed his head, the agony of his thoughts threatening to overwhelm him. Then lightly kissing the knuckles of Leslie's hands he raised his head, his eyes ablaze with his love for her.
"Don't cry, sweetheart," Pax crooned. He reached out and wiped away the tears on her cheeks, his own eyes narrowed at the pain he thought she was feeling. "I promise I'll make you happy. Please believe me. I know I've made a sad muddle of everything. I was angry in the beginning. Blind to who and what you were. I never thought of what it must have been like for you. And even when I discovered my love for you, I withheld that love."
His fingers shaking, Pax reached out to stroke Leslie's cheek with the back of his hand. He wished that he could see some sign of encouragement in the still little figure before him. Behind the tears, her clear blue eyes were alive against the startling white of her face, but she had not spoken or moved since he began talking. He had always been so glib before but at the most important moment in his life he felt his words were flat, conveying little of the intensity of his feelings. Moistening his lips he asked the question that would convey him to heaven or condemn him to a life of hell. "Will you stay? Do you think you could ever grow to love me?"
The silence in the room was absolute. Even the fire seemed frozen in time, waiting for the spell to be broken. Leslie raised her hands to Pax cheeks, the soft pads of her fingertips making featherlight circles on his skin.
"But I already do love you, Pax," Leslie stated quietly, her voice trembling in her joy.
"What?" Pax asked, his brows lowered in confusion.
"I love you," she repeated. "I think I have loved you from the first moment that I arrived at Windhaven." She shook her head at the wonder of it all. "I can still remember standing in front of your desk that first day. I wanted to stay. With all my heart I wanted to be with you for the rest of my life."
"Oh, my dearest love!"
Pax's voice broke with the upswell of happiness, and he threw his arms around her pulling her to her feet where he could feel her body against his own. He placed his hands against her cheeks, tipping her head so that he could stare down into her beautiful face. His breath caught in his throat as he beheld the transformation of the girl. Love shone out of her blue eyes, touching him with such a burning gaze that he felt unmanned by the strength of her emotion. If Pax still had doubts, one glimpse of her radiant face convinced him that Leslie truly loved him. He bent his head and kissed her.
The kiss was feathersoft, an obeisance filled with reverence not passion. Leslie's lips trembled beneath his firm mouth. She felt no fear, only a mind-searing fusion of faith, adoration and contentment. In her happiness she sighed and he caught her breath, blending it with his own. The kiss ended, but their eyes continued the lovemaking, caressing and stroking in a contact more sensual than mere touching. Then Leslie sighed again, her arms circling Pax's waist. She laid her head against his chest, content to rest in the circle of his arms.
It was Pax who pushed her away, setting her back in the chair. Unwilling to be separated from her, he pulled a low stool up to the foot of her chair, once more taking possession of her hands. His eyebrows were bunched, his forehead wrinkled in puzzlement. "If you loved me, Leslie, why did you refuse to marry me?"
"I had only just discovered that I loved you. Perhaps before that I would have agreed to a marriage. But once I knew how much I loved you I could not accept your offer." Then, remembering his arrogant proposal, her eyes sparked with fire. "Besides, it was hardly a flattering offer!"
"Don't remind me, my dear," Pax said. "It still shames me to recall my behavior. Pompous, arrogant and full of myself." Then he grinned boyishly. "Have I forgotten anything?"
"Pigheaded comes to mind," Leslie said sweetly, her eyes thoughtful in contemplation. "I'm sure I could think of other qualities a good wife should help to point out."
"Pray don't, my love." Pax's expression was horrified at the mere thought. "I wish I could start over. You have never been wooed properly. A tryst in a garden under a black velvet night. Sweet words, caresses and gentle kisses."
Leslie's throaty chuckle brought a frown of confusion to Pax's face. In surprise he watched as a blush of hot color washed up her throat and across her cheeks. He waited until she could control her laughter, wanting to share the joke and yet slightly offended that she should find his sincere words so amusing.
"Forgive me, my darling husband," Leslie said contritely as she wiped the laugh-tears from her eyes. "Although you are not aware of it, you did woo me quite successfully on just such an occasion. Unfortunately it was not a velvety night, more like a maelstrom. You see, my dear, I was the gypsy in the gazebo."
Leslie had little doubt that Pax would remember the night. She suspected now that he had behaved so passionately because something in her had called out to him. However she could see by the far away look in his eyes that it was a moment before her words penetrated. She waited patiently for the explosion and was not disappointed.
"That's impossible!"
Quietly Leslie continued, "I was angry because you wouldn't let me go to the masquerade ball. I had to find a way to keep Cecily Cleavon from forcing you into marrying her. When I found the gypsy costume, I decided that I would try to interest you in another woman. Then you would forget all about Cecily. But you kissed me," Leslie finished softly, "and I discovered I loved you."
Speechless with amazement, Pax stared at his wife. What a wild unpredictable baggage the girl was. He could see he would never find her boring. His eyes roamed her face and figure, searching for the little gypsy he had kissed one stormy night. She must have dyed her hair, he thought, remembering the sooty curls partially covered by the satin mask.
Suddenly Pax jumped up and rushed across the room to his bureau. To Leslie's total confusion, he rummaged in the drawers until he uttered a cry of satisfaction. "I have a present for you," he announced triumphantly.
Curious despite herself, Leslie stood up, her forehead wrinkled in puzzlement
"I think this is yours," Pax said, placing a cloth in her hand.
Her eyes were stars as she unwound the black satin mask and stared down at the stickpin in her hand.
"The Magdelena," she whispered. "You found it."
"The beautiful gypsy is a memory I hold dear. Since the night in the gazebo I have kept it. I wanted to be reminded of a stormy rendezvous and the first kisses of an untutored maiden." Pax's voice deepened as he took Leslie into his arms. "But it seems, my love, the fledgling temptress has grown up."
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