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CHAPTER 1

	 

	S


	ophie sprang from the chair. “No! Papa, you must know it’s Edmund I want to marry.”

	“Edmund Seymour?” the Earl said. He stood at the hearth, the flames warming his back. “What gave you that idea? He’s not a suitable match.”

	“Not suitable?” Sophie cried. “Edmund is the son of an Earl.”

	“Yes, dear, but Lord Southwood is a Marquess,” said her mother. “He is also very rich. You are a most fortunate young lady.”

	The Earl cleared his throat. “Your betrothal to Hugh Beaumont, the sixth Marquess of Southwood was arranged years ago.” His face reddened. “I am certain I mentioned it.” Sophie glared at him and he drew his head back quickly. “The fifth Marquess and I were good friends,” the Earl continued. “It was his dying wish that his son and my daughter would become man and wife. It is also the desire of your mother and myself.”

	“I have never heard of the Marquess,” Sophie said. “The fifth or the sixth.”

	“Our friendship was before you were born.”

	Sophie sank back into her chair. “Papa, I cannot marry the Marquess of Southwood.” 

	He stared at her. “Well, upon my word, Sophie. A fine moment you have chosen to tell me.” 

	“How could I have told you earlier? If you had but told me what you intended! When you first said I should be married at the age of eighteen, I thought you meant to Edmund.” She softened her voice to a pleading tone. “You know he and I have been sweethearts since we were children.”

	“That is nothing more than a childish fancy. You’ve been playmates only. Imagine the awkwardness of the situation if I were obliged to inform the Marquess you would not have him.”

	“Your father has given a great deal of thought to this matter and he is satisfied the Marquess will make you an amiable husband. You will allow your dear papa is more fitted to be the judge of a man’s character than are you.” 

	Sophie looked at her father, wearing the powdered wig, long waistcoat, breeches and stockings fashionable under the previous George, and wondered about his judgement. Folding her arms, she said, “I cannot marry the Marquess.”  Sophie smoothed the skirts of her lemon muslin and placed her hands in her lap, but she couldn’t stop herself from clenching them.

	“For goodness’ sake, girl,” the Earl snapped. “You are not at all acquainted with the Marquess, so you cannot have an opinion on him. Besides,” he added, “as I have no son, Rowlands Hall is entailed to my cousin in Scotland. I have made provision for you, of course, but it is in your interest to marry well.”  

	Sophie raised her chin. “No one has arranged marriages any longer.”

	“That is untrue, for I have arranged one.”

	She frowned. “Papa, I would not willingly displease you but –”

	“Very fine talk indeed, for one who seems determined to do just that. What a fix you would put me in. So I am to inform the Marquess you cannot like him?”

	“It is a very advantageous marriage,” said the Countess. “I shall expect to hear you express your gratitude to your papa for his kindness in arranging so splendid a match for you.”

	Sophie’s heart thumped. “Mama, Papa, I have been obedient in the past to you, so might you not allow me this one thing I am asking?”

	“You make it sound like you wish for a small favour,” said her mother, “whereas we are discussing your future happiness.”

	“Edmund will make a good husband. He is an amusing and pleasant companion.” 

	Her mother snorted. “I am sure the Marquess can be amusing and pleasant, too, if that is what you require.”

	“I never heard of anything so monstrous,” said Sophie. “He has never made the least attempt to become acquainted with me.”

	“The Marquess is travelling down to Sussex tomorrow,” said the Countess. 

	Sophie’s mouth fell open. “Tomorrow?” She gazed at her mother, who gave a satisfied nod.

	“What better day than on your eighteen birthday? The Marquess is not as unfeeling as you believe, for he desires to meet you when he signs the marriage settlement.” 

	Sophie felt the colour drain from her face. The marriage settlement was to be signed so soon!

	“I trust you are neither so foolish nor so undutiful as to conduct yourself in a way that must make him think better of the marriage,” said her mother, looking alarmed.

	Only an hour ago Sophie had been dreaming of marriage to Edmund and now here she was, betrothed to a man she hadn’t even known existed. “But Edmund –” she began.

	“Impossible,” said the Earl. He fixed her with his gaze and said firmly, “I promised the Marquess’s father and I don’t go back on my word.” He turned to stare out of the window at the March sunshine bathing the Rowlands estate. “Looks like it might be a good day for a spot of shooting.”

	Sophie glared. “I am going to marry Edmund.” 

	“Nonsense,” said her mother. “Besides,” she pointed out, “he hasn’t asked for your hand.” 

	 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 

	In Grosvenor Square, Hugh Beaumont, sixth Marquess of Southwood, threw himself into a chair in his study, tossed his riding gloves onto the desk and called for his valet. Thomas came running, grasped each leather boot in turn and tugged them off Hugh’s legs. Hugh flexed his toes. “Get me a glass of claret, would you, Thomas?”

	“Yes, my lord.” His valet slipped a pair of soft shoes onto Hugh’s feet and then poured a glass of wine from the tray, handing it to Hugh.

	“Thank you, Thomas. That will be all for now.” Hugh took it, drained the glass and set it down.

	He ran his hands through his dark hair and sighed. The following day he would have to journey into the country, where he had a duty to perform. He felt uneasy. To obey his father’s wishes was the honourable thing to do, but could he trust his father had known what he was doing?  

	Eight and twenty was a good age for a man to marry and he needed an heir, but he would have preferred the bride to be of his own choosing. There was no shortage of mamas to push their daughters at him with increasing determination each Season, yet there were none yet who had caught his interest. Hugh had long been aware this betrothal existed, but he had never taken it seriously and had put it to the back of his mind. As the years passed and no communication arrived from Rowlands Hall, he’d begun to think the girl’s parents had either forgotten about the whole thing or had found ridiculous the idea of their daughter being promised to a relative stranger. 

	Then the letter arrived from the Earl of Felpham, informing him of Lady Sophie’s approaching eighteenth birthday and stating Hugh was expected to honour his dead parent’s wish. He would go to Rowlands Hall as his duty required. But if there was nothing in the young woman to admire, he would find a way to end the arrangement as graciously as possible. 

	 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 

	Sophie fled up the stairs and into her bedchamber. Helplessness raged inside her. Her eyes alighted on the blue and white water jug and she swept it off the dresser. At the sound of its shattering on the polished floorboards, she caught her breath. Swooping down to pick up the pieces, she fought back the urge to cry. “I will not marry the Marquess. I will not!” 

	Her parents were about to ruin everything, just when she thought she would have her heart’s desire. She had been so sure they were aware of the understanding between herself and Edmund. It was true Edmund was the second son of an Earl and therefore lacking in fortune, but she had loved him from childhood. And he loved her.

	Edmund had been the one to make her early years bearable. Her parents had been too immersed in their own lives to pay her much attention. Images of herself as a little girl came into her mind. Clutching her mother’s knee and begging for a story, but seeing only the pages being turned in a fashionable magazine. Standing alone at the window, watching her father march off with his gun for a day’s shooting. They were never intentionally unkind to her, but, “Oh, Mama, Papa,” she whispered, “all I wanted was some show of affection.”

	Edmund, on the other hand, always had time for her. He thought up the best games to play. As they grew older, she loved his carefree attitude. Now he was a man of twenty-one and, Sophie told herself, their feelings for each other were more mature. He entertained her with stories of his adventures in Town and soothed her with talk of marriage as soon as he had sufficient funds.

	The sight of the porcelain fragments on the floor brought Sophie back to her immediate situation. She must think quickly. Her parents had said the Marquess of Southwood would arrive the following day. That left little time to plan some means of escape but escape she must. Edmund could be relied upon, she thought, and her spirits rose. She crossed to her bureau and let down the lid. Dipping her pen into the ink stand, she scratched a letter. 

	My Dear Edmund 

	Please come at once. Something dreadful has occurred.

	Your Sophie

	She flapped the page to dry the ink, folded the paper, sealed it with a wafer and rang for the footman. “Jeffries,” she said when the young man arrived, “I’m afraid I had an accident.” She coloured at the lie and indicated the shards of the water jug. “Please arrange for them to be taken away, and for this note to be delivered to Mr Seymour without delay.” 

	“Yes, my lady.” Jeffries took the letter from her outstretched hand and withdrew. 

	Sophie paced the room. Please be at home, Edmund, she prayed, for there is no time to waste. 

	It seemed to Sophie she knelt for hours on the window seat, staring down the driveway for a sign of Edmund. She had told him it was urgent, so she could not think why he hadn’t already come. The clock ticked on. 

	At last Edmund on his horse came into view. Sophie flung open the casement window and leaned out. “Edmund!” She waved furiously.

	He waved back, the horse’s hooves crunching on the gravel as he drew nearer. Sophie sped downstairs and stood in the hall, her pulse throbbing. The butler opened the door and Edmund Seymour strolled in. Her heart leaped at the sight of him. Slim, fair haired, a little taller than she, he was dressed in a pale blue jacket that matched his eyes. A white cravat was knotted in a casual manner around his neck. 

	She threw herself into his arms and gazed up at him. “Edmund, I am so glad to see you.”

	“Dear Sophie.” Edmund glanced at the butler and removed himself from Sophie’s clasp.

	Sophie glanced through the open door of the drawing room and saw with relief it was empty. “Come in here,” she said to Edmund.

	Edmund dropped into her mother’s armchair. “You were very secretive in your note.”

	Sophie sank onto the footstool at his feet. “Oh, Edmund, you can’t conceive what shocking news I have been given!”

	“I’m sure I cannot,” he said. “What news?” 

	“Papa has arranged that I marry the Marquess of Southwood!” Her breath caught in her throat. “And Mama is equally adamant I do.” 

	Edmund’s eyebrows shot up. “Hugh Beaumont,” he said, “The Marquess of Southwood?”

	“Yes.” She stared at Edmund. “You know him?”

	“I don’t know him, but I do know of him. He’s one of the wealthiest men in England.”

	“What do I care?” she cried. “I want to marry for love, not because Papa has decided to give me away to some old Marquess.”

	Edmund chewed his bottom lip. “Lord Southwood is not old.”

	“Never mind his age,” said Sophie. She gazed into Edmund’s eyes, willing him to say something.

	“I’m dashed if I understand how he came to take a fancy to you,” said Edmund.

	Sophie frowned. “That is not very civil,” she said. “In fact, he wishes to marry me because his father was a friend of my father.” This was not how she imagined Edmund would respond. She reached for his hand. “Edmund, what am I to do? Don’t tell me I have only to decline the Marquess’s offer, for my parents will not allow it.”

	“Perhaps he won’t offer for you,” said Edmund.

	“How can I dare to indulge that hope, when the marriage settlement is his reason for coming here? His mind must be made up.” 

	“When does the Marquess arrive?” 

	“Tomorrow.” She said in a low voice, “You must know it is you I love.”

	Edmund looked at her from under a lock of his blonde hair and a slow smile spread across his face. A flush of heat rushed through her body. Was he going to propose at last? Her parents would not be pleased, but surely they would come round in time? And if not she had only to wait three years, secure in the knowledge Edmund had asked for her hand and her parents’ consent to the marriage would no longer be required… 

	Edmund was kneeling in front of her. He was going to propose!

	“Yes!” she breathed. 

	“What?” He looked startled. “I haven’t put my suggestion to you yet.” She felt the colour drain from her face. What did he mean? “You had better make sure there are no servants in the hall, then come back and close the door,” he said. 

	Sophie wrinkled her brow, but she rose, closed the door and came back to the footstool. “We are private.” She tried to smile, but it felt forced. “What is it you wished to say?”

	He sat back on his heels. “I have the most wonderful notion. You will consent to your parents’ wishes.” She stiffened. Edmund clasped both her hands in his and continued, “But before the marriage can take place you will be abducted.” She drew in a deep breath. “Then I will rescue you,” he said. “Your father and mother will be so glad to have you back, and so grateful that they will at once agree to your marrying me instead of the Marquess.” He brought her hands to his lips and smiled up at her. Sophie blinked. She felt light-headed with exhilaration and fear. “Yes?”

	“Yes.” The word came out in a rush before she knew what she was going to say. “Do you think it could work?” Her heart beat fast as thoughts whirled about in her head.

	Edmund reached out to twirl one of her chestnut curls round his finger. “I don’t see why not. What parent would not reward their daughter’s rescuer with her fair hand?” 

	This sounded so like one of the novels she loved to read that Sophie could not stop a smile. “Will it be a dashing rescue?” 

	 He dropped his hand. “Silly girl,” he said in a teasing voice. “As dashing as you like.”

	“Oh, but my parents…” Sophie’s voice faltered. “They will be so worried while I am missing.” 

	“But I will be here to reassure them you will soon be found,” Edmund said. “You will need to lie low for a day – two at most.” 

	Lie low. How thrilling that sounded. And he was right, of course; her parents would not have long to wait before learning all was well.

	“How shall it be done?”

	Edmund rose and resumed his seat. “Tomorrow, when you go for your usual morning walk in the woods –”

	“So soon!” Sophie felt a wave of misgiving. 

	“It is better to act quickly, now we know your father’s intention. And you don’t want to meet the Marquess when he arrives, I presume?”

	She shook her head.

	“Be in the little copse at ten o’clock. I will arrange to have a coach waiting nearby. Two men will carry you off – trustworthy men,” he added, seeing the look of alarm cross her face. “They will take you to the house of a friend of mine. He is at present in Town but will not mind a guest in his absence.”

	“Why can’t you take me there?”  

	“Because, you foolish thing, I have to be at Rowlands Hall shortly after your disappearance, to offer my assistance in finding you.”

	“Oh, yes,” said Sophie. It was disappointing, but she understood.

	Edmund rose. “There is no need for you to worry. Pack nothing, to arouse no suspicion.” 

	“And then we can marry,” she whispered.

	He smiled at her. “Until tomorrow, my lady.”

	Sophie jumped up, threw her arms about his neck and pressed her lips to his. When Edmund drew away, she saw he was looking down at her in surprise. “Why Sophie, perhaps you are ready for marriage, after all.” 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	 

	E


	arly morning sunlight filtered through the curtains into Sophie’s chamber, waking her to the vague sense of what promised to be a delightful day. Then it all came back to her. Edmund had proposed – well, after a fashion – and now she could be certain he loved her as much as she loved him. 

	She slid from under the covers, crossed the floor and swept back the curtains. Throwing open the casement, she took a deep breath of fresh air and smiled. Was Edmund, five miles across the countryside, looking out of his window and thinking of her? 

	Sophie turned as her maid entered the room. “Good morning, Lizzie,” she said, with a smile.

	“My best wishes for your birthday, my lady.” The girl set down the replacement water jug and bobbed a curtsy. “It’s lovely weather for your morning walk.” She opened the cupboard and removed a nut-brown walking dress. 

	Sophie wanted to savour her thoughts for a little longer. “Could you come back in ten minutes?”

	As soon as the maid left, Sophie poured warm water into the bowl on her dressing table. Stirring it with her fingers, she thought how Edmund had told her everything would be taken care of. She was shocked, and thrilled, by her behaviour. Who would have thought yesterday that today she would be preparing to be abducted and shortly after married to Edmund? 

	Yet her parents… Sophie bit her lip and forced away the image of her distracted mother and father on discovering her missing. She replaced it with one where they smiled on her and Edmund standing at the altar. Yes, that was better. 

	Her fingers still in the water, Sophie paused. There was no time to visit her friend Isabel to tell her of the planned adventure, but should she write her a letter? Isabel would not approve of what she was about to do and that would spoil Sophie’s pleasure. She would not write, for she wanted to hug the secret to herself. Once she knew when the ceremony would take place, she would write to invite Isabel and her husband John to the wedding. 

	As Sophie washed, she considered the brown woollen dress Lizzie had laid out on the bed. It wasn’t special enough for such a day. Quickly, she dried herself and replaced the woollen dress with her pale green spotted muslin. When Lizzie returned, she looked surprised at the garment now set out on the bed. 

	“I want to look my best on my birthday.” 

	“Of course, my lady.”

	Sophie’s heart beat fast as she submitted to Lizzie helping her dress, before she hastened down the stairs. She entered the breakfast parlour and found her mother seated and eating a slice of plum cake. 

	“A beautiful day, Mama.” Sophie kissed her mother on the cheek. She moved over to the sideboard, peeled back a white cloth and helped herself to toasted bread. As she slid into her seat at the table, she saw by the side of her place setting a small, leather box.

	“Mama?” Sophie said. “Is this for me?”

	Her mother looked up from the Morning Post. “Happy birthday, daughter.”

	Sophie opened the lid. Inside the cream velvet lining glistened a gold ring set with small diamonds. “It’s beautiful!” She eased it from the box and slipped the ring onto the second finger of her right hand. She twisted her hand to admire the sparkle of the stones.

	“It is for your left hand,” said the Countess. “It was your grandmama’s wedding ring. You will need it shortly.”

	For an awful moment she thought her mother had learned of Edmund’s plan. Then she realised her mama would not be sitting here calmly if that were the case. 

	“I am pleased to see you have made an effort with your dress,” said her mother, appraising the green muslin. “I am so used to seeing you in a muddy walking dress, I forget how handsome you can be. Leave the ring with me,” she added. “I will keep it for you until your wedding day.” 

	“What are your plans for today, Mama?” Sophie pressed the ring back into the box. 

	“I shall visit Mrs Carstairs,” said the Countess. “She has some fabric samples newly-arrived from London. I have never known a woman with such impossible taste in patterns. When I think of her last disaster…” She gave a small shudder. “I have promised to give her my opinion, before she orders the making of further costumes.”

	“Mrs Carstairs asked for your advice?” said Sophie with surprise, knowing their neighbour. 

	“She didn’t ask,” said her mother, waving a second piece of cake, “but I know she will appreciate it when I call on her this morning.”

	“And Papa?” Sophie asked, sounding casual as she spread strawberry jam on her toast. “What does he do today?”

	“Out with his gun, I expect. I don’t know why he bothers. He never hits anything apart from old Henderson in the foot last week, of course. That silly fool will get in the way.” The Countess swallowed a mouthful of hot chocolate and cast a sharp glance at Sophie. “Why are you teasing me with so many questions?”

	Sophie looked down and dabbed with her finger at the toast crumbs on her plate. “No reason, Mama.” She must not raise her mother’s suspicions. “It’s such a splendid day it seems a shame to waste any of it. I will go for my usual walk in the woods.”

	Her mother frowned. “Make sure you are back by late afternoon. The Marquess is expected then.” She dabbed her mouth with her napkin and returned to the Morning Post. 

	“I had not forgotten about the Marquess,” said Sophie. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of the man arriving to find she had fled. She ate a little more of her toast and jam, managed to drink a cup of tea and rose from the table.

	“Goodbye, Mama,” she said in a shaky voice, bending to kiss her mother once more.

	“Yes,” said her mother, not looking up from the newspaper.

	Sophie sped up the stairs and burst into her chamber. She buttoned a pale pink spencer over her dress and chose a chip bonnet tied with ribbon in the same pink as the jacket. Dropping a lace handkerchief and a small bottle of French scent into her reticule, she pulled the bag’s cord tight and whispered, “Here I come, Edmund!” 

	She ran down the staircase and pulled on her sensible walking boots. She must be a little practical, after all. Swinging her reticule, Sophie set off towards the woods. The leaves were returning and sunlight dappled the woodland path. She glanced behind a few times, but there was no sign of a footman sent to bring her back. After half-an-hour, she reached the little glade where Edmund had told her to wait. Before long, she began to imagine the plan discovered and her father’s footmen even now approaching. She would be forced back to the Hall and kept prisoner until the day of her wedding to the Marquess. 

	Her heart was already thudding when there came a noise in the undergrowth. She started. “Edmund?” she called. “Is that you?”

	“No, miss, it ain’t.” A burly man with a cauliflower ear emerged through the trees. A second man, short and stout, followed.

	“Oh,” said Sophie, as a wave of dizziness threatened. Were these the men sent by Edmund? 

	The second man’s glance flew to the opals clipped to her ears. “Nice bit of jewellery.”

	“Leave ‘em,” the first rogue growled at him. “We stick to our instructions.”

	Sophie swallowed. “Instructions?”

	“We’re to take yer ladyship to a hiding place.” He took hold of Sophie’s arm and she couldn’t stop a scream. “Best come quiet like,” said the short man, pulling a pistol from his pocket.

	Sophie’s legs gave way and she sank to her knees on the grass. What had she done?

	“It’s alright, miss,” said the first fellow. “No harm ain’t going to come to yer.”

	“Who are you?” she said, her throat dry. 

	“Friends of your friend, if you know what I mean,” he said, tapping his bulbous nose. “Put that pistol away, dolt head,” he snarled at the second man. “That was in case we was confronted by anyone.” He turned back to Sophie and helped her to her feet. With large, dirty hands, he began to brush down her skirts.

	“I can manage, thank you,” she said faintly and shook out the folds of her dress. “It’s just that I was expecting my friend to be here – at least to start with.” She straightened her bonnet, took a deep breath and looked at the two men. She hadn’t anticipated Edmund would send such ruffians. “I would like some proof you have come from my friend.”

	“Fair enough, miss,” said the first fellow with the cauliflower ear, who seemed to be in charge. “He thought yer might ask, so he give us this.” 

	He pulled a linen handkerchief from the breast of his jerkin and held it out to Sophie in his meaty hand. She took the large square of fabric and saw embroidered in the corner ES. Edmund’s initials. Her pulse was beating fast, but Sophie reminded herself this was what she and Edmund had agreed. She would be taken to a respectable house and would wait there until her parents agreed to her marriage to the man she loved – Edmund. With a business-like determination she lifted her chin. “Very well, you may abduct me.”

	The two men laughed, but she let them lead her along a track. Before long they emerged onto a road where the closed carriage stood, its pair of horses tethered to a tree. With a sinking heart, Sophie realised again how little she knew of the abduction details. Her knees trembled and she wanted to run away. The second man must have guessed this, for he grabbed her round the waist. 

	“We don’t want no nonsense. Just you go along with your friend’s plan, now he’s made all these arrangements for your ‘appiness.”

	The first of her abductors handed her into the carriage and climbed in after her, taking a seat opposite. The vehicle was musty and the leather seats cracked. The carriage swayed as the short, stout man clambered up onto the coachman’s box. He shouted a command, the horses started forward and the carriage rolled away. Sophie felt a sick fluttering in her stomach. Be brave, she told herself. This was the first step to her new life with Edmund. Sophie would have liked to ask where they were going, but she felt more afraid than she dared to admit. If she paid close attention to the route, she might be able to work out her destination.

	The sun flickered through the trees as the carriage bumped its way along tracks rutted by dried mud. They passed patchworks of fields and hedgerows where the hawthorn was in tight bud, but she had never felt less in the mood for admiring the beauties of nature. After a while, Sophie felt her eyes begin to close in the stuffy carriage. Knowing she had to keep her wits about her, she released the leather strap to allow the window to slide down a little and she breathed in the smell of the country air. The man opened one eye, looked at her and closed his eyelid again.

	After what seemed an age, she heard the driver shout an order and the horses slowed their pace. They turned through a pair of stone pillars marked with the name Abberton.

	“Are we there?” She turned towards her abductor, who was sitting up and rubbing his face. 

	The man peered out of the window. “Reckon so.” 
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