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Engaged to a rumored murderer. What’s a lady to do?
 
During her second Season, Lady Elizabeth Castleton is found in a compromising situation with Lord Justice Sinclair, the Earl of Heath. Despite her attraction to him, she is dismayed to find herself betrothed to a man who is rumored to have killed his first wife. Her parents refuse to lend credence to the rumors nor listen to her argument that nothing indecent took place, so she is soon married and on the way to her husband’s estate.
 
She cannot decide what to make of the handsome earl but after an attempt is made on her life, Elizabeth is terrified that history is about to repeat itself. She determines to find out once and for all if she is married to a murderer.
 
Can she stay alive long enough to find her happily ever after?
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Chapter One
Stepping through the open doors onto the stone terrace in search of a quieter moment, Elizabeth was surprised to find it was empty. With how crowded and warm the ballroom was, she would have expected there to be others seeking the fresher air outside. She took a deep breath, relieved to sense that after the rain that afternoon, the air really was fresh. After all the factories being built recently, London air couldn’t always be relied upon to smell clean.
She took a couple more deep, fortifying breaths before tensing as she sensed someone approaching. She held very still, hoping they would not intrude on her moment of solitude.
“You ought not to be out here on your own, my lady. There are any number of men of questionable character in attendance this evening.”
I really should have ignored the urge to take the air on the terrace after that last dance, Lady Elizabeth Castleton thought as a shiver of nerves and awareness snaked its way down her spine at his words. Both the content of the message and the deep, male voice pitched to such an intimate tone, as though he told her a secret, caused the thrill down her back. Her eyes widened as she turned to identify the speaker. A chill went over her when she realized it had been Lord Sinclair, the Earl of Heath, who spoke.
Even though it was only the Little Season, the ballroom was crowded beyond its capacity. Nevertheless, they were still the only ones on the terrace and her mother, the Countess Castleton, probably didn’t know where she was. Elizabeth chafed her cold hands up her bare arms, cursing her gown’s lack of substance to warm her as she once again fought a shiver. Do not antagonize the man, she admonished herself sternly, remember, rumour has it he murdered his wife.
Making every effort to appear nonchalant as she suppressed the urge to run away from the nobleman, Elizabeth plastered a polite smile to her face. “Thank you for your concern, my lord. I merely needed a breath of fresh air. But you are quite correct. I ought to be heading in. My mother will no doubt be wondering about me by now.”
The evening had already been harrowing with the abduction of her dearest friend from that very ballroom mere moments before, but it already felt like eons. After she had left the problem in the Duke of Wrentham’s hands there had been nothing Elizabeth could do to help. She had no desire to stand about wringing her hands, so she was making every effort to remain calm. In an effort to preserve Rose’s reputation, Elizabeth was trying to appear as though nothing was amiss so Rose’s absence would not be noticed. The last thing Elizabeth needed at the moment was to be seen conversing with the controversial earl. But despite every instinct shrieking for her to leave the man’s presence on the instant, she forced herself to meet his eye as she bade him good night.
His handsome face always made her blink. Well defined, with a sharp jaw and angular cheekbones. His skin looked smooth, as though he had just left the ministrations of his valet. His wide set eyes were a unique colour, somewhere between blue and green, and leant an air of watchful intelligence to his beauty. She wondered if he found it amusing to be constantly faced with wide-eyed women or if he had become immune to it. Perhaps he takes it as his due, Elizabeth thought absently, before she refocused her attention. She ought to be keeping her wits about her. Exhaustion from the evening’s turmoil was dulling her senses.
Keeping her smile bright with effort, Elizabeth dipped into a deep curtsy. Despite the rumours whispered about the man, he was still an earl and conventions must be met. “Thank you, my lord,” she repeated, not caring if she sounded like a simpleton. She forced her eyes away from the harsh slash of his cheekbones, reprimanding her fingers for wishing to touch his too-long chestnut-coloured hair. It doesn’t matter one jot how soft it looks, she reminded herself, that’s what cats are for. This last thought made her smile with real amusement. When she thought she saw her laughter mirrored in the earl’s eyes, as though he had read her thoughts and found her amusing, she knew she was on the verge of losing her mind. With one last backward glance as she wrenched herself from his presence, Elizabeth strode purposefully back toward the ballroom with her head held high.
How dare the evil earl find his amusement at my expense? she fumed as she came to a halt on the fringes of the dance floor. There was no possible way he could have had as harrowing an evening as she had. She refused outright to consider the possibility that they had a compatible sense of humour. She was perfectly within her rights to seem a little simple tonight. After a good sleep she would be right as rain, as her dear friend Rose was wont to say. She pulled her thoughts away from her friend. It would be absolutely impossible to hold on to her composure if she allowed her mind to dwell on anything of import.
The dance floor cleared and the orchestra struck up the next waltz just as she sensed someone very near her right shoulder.
“Might I have the pleasure of your hand for this dance, my lady?”
She just barely managed not to gasp as she heard the Earl of Heath’s deep voice rumbling next to her once more, but she could not prevent the shiver that was fast becoming almost familiar. As he was barely a handbreadth away, she just knew he would have noticed it. Now is not the time, and he is certainly not the man I want to be feeling such an unexpected tug of attraction to, she reminded herself before trying to convince herself that her strange feelings were fear rather than interest. But then she also refused to be intimidated. Elizabeth reminded herself that they were in a crowded ballroom, no matter what his reputation said of him; she knew she would be perfectly safe in the crowded room.
Of course, that is what Rose probably thought, and look where that got her. Elizabeth’s nerves slipped one notch closer to hysteria. Pushing the unwelcome thoughts and feelings as far to the recesses of her mind as she could manage, Elizabeth forced another polite smile to her lips.
Dipping into one more curtsy she gave the only possible answer, “It will be my pleasure, my lord.”
∞∞∞
 
Justice Sinclair, the sixth Earl of Heath, called himself all manner of fool as he took the pale beauty into his arms. He hadn’t the first clue what had possessed him to speak to her out on the balcony, let alone follow her back to the ballroom and ask her to dance. She certainly was not the usual sort of woman he would pursue. In fact, she was the complete opposite of the plain, mature, older lady he was looking for. Of course, dancing with her did not mean he was making a declaration, but considering how many eyes were following them as they made their way around the dance floor, one would think it very well did.
He was very much aware of the rumours that followed him. It was only the size of his purse and the age of his title that opened doors for him. It would seem that extremely rich noblemen could murder their wives with impunity in the rarified world of the ton. He kept the sardonic curl from his lip as he gazed down at the averted face of his dance partner. He marvelled at her remarkable self-possession. If he hadn’t sensed her shiver, he would have sworn she was unaffected by his presence. He tried not to allow his ego to get completely out of control, but he knew quite well that women found him fascinating. It was ridiculous. If they truly believe I had killed my wife, how could they even look at me, let alone gaze at me with such longing?
Not that the woman currently in my arms is doing anything close to fawning over me, he thought with appreciation. With a silent sigh, he realized she must fall into the category of female who found him repulsive. That was fine by him. He would finish the dance and go on about the business of finding the proper, mature lady he required to be his next countess. He would allow himself the next couple of minutes to enjoy this lady’s beauty before rendering her to the dustbin of his mind.
She was the perfect English rose with her blonde hair verging toward silver rather than gold, and the pink of her cheeks and lips reflected in the rich tone of her gown. He had never understood female fashions but it would seem this year’s styles perfectly suited Lady Elizabeth. The young woman was stunning. It was a wonder she was still single into her second Season.
They kept the time, moving in perfect coordination, despite how nervous he could sense she was. It irritated him that he seemed so attuned to this young woman. Before this evening he had barely exchanged even a greeting with her, but having her in his arms brought a sense of peaceful pleasure. He could feel the speculative gazes of those watching from the sidelines of the dance floor. Justice could imagine he and his dance partner presented a handsome display. He tried not to grimace at the thought.
“Have you been enjoying the current session of Parliament, my lord?”
She wasn’t looking at him, keeping her gaze fixed over his shoulder, so Justice was surprised to hear her quiet question. He had almost resolved himself to total silence for the duration of their dance. He revised his opinion of Lady Elizabeth Castleton before he answered her question. Even though her voice had been low and he could sense her nerves, clearly the young woman was neither insipid nor did she lack backbone.
His glance took in the colour that had returned to her face from the rigors of the dance. Her cheeks were flushed and her red lips were curved almost into a smile. He was relieved to see that she was looking much restored from when he had first approached her on the terrace. She really is a lovely young woman, he thought before finally answering her question.
“I am, actually, quite enjoying it. Thank you for asking, my lady. And are you enjoying your time while here in Town?”
“It has its moments,” came her brief reply.
The earl smiled briefly. “Which moments might those be?” he asked, gratified to get a reaction out of her as her eyes flew to his before nervously bouncing away.
He saw her lick her lips before she managed to frame a response. “I really ought not to be talking to you, my lord. I am not likely to be making any sense.”
Now he actually felt like laughing. It had been two years since he had experienced the sensation, and the novelty of it nearly took his breath away.
“Am I so very scary?” Despite his amusement, he was incredulous that she would express her fears. Even the boldest of young women had quailed at saying anything straight to his face. It would be a relief, he thought, to be able to confront the gossips head on.
Once again he saw her gaze bounce nervously to his and flit away again as her tongue peeped out to moisten her dry lips. He could feel his attraction growing for her and hoped rather franticly that the dance would soon be over.
“Scary, my lord?” she asked with an insincere tinkle of laughter. “I would never say that.”
“Of course, you would not,” he replied, not bothering to hide the disgust he could hear in his voice, overriding his attraction to her as well as his ever present urge to act the gentleman. “No one ever says anything to my face.”
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth knew she was making a worse muddle of the evening than it already had been. She really should have just declined the man’s invitation to dance. She had been trying to prevent a scene, but it would seem she was about to create exactly what she was hoping to avoid. Beginning to feel annoyed at the man’s assumptions, she thought back to what she had said to make him react the way that he did.
“My feelings really have nothing to do with you, my lord. I am not having the best night and am actually really rather tired. I ought to have gone home instead of returning to the ballroom. That is what I meant when I said that I ought not to talk to you. I am too tired to string sensible thoughts together.”
The earl’s face was devoid of expression, so Elizabeth had no idea what he was thinking. That was a remarkable ability, one she wished she possessed. She was quite certain her every emotion displayed itself upon her face. But at the moment she wasn’t even sure what she was feeling, so it was doubtful she would be able to interpret her own expressions even if she could see her face.
She tried to get another smile to stretch her lips as she looked the earl in the eye. Despite his reputation, she had agreed to dance with him, so she needed to get through it without drawing too much attention to them. She was uncomfortably aware that many eyes were upon them. The last thing she wanted was to appear to be arguing with the earl. Elizabeth returned her gaze to a spot just over the earl’s shoulder and turned her mind to a pleasant thought so she could inject some sincerity into the smile she had managed to maintain.
“Why are you so tired?”
Elizabeth didn’t think he would pursue the topic or she would not have been so honest with him. She gritted her teeth and tried not to growl in her frustration. Elizabeth kept her eyes averted from his, but she was almost certain his tone had contained sincere interest. She reminded herself that he was unaware and not to be blamed for the troubling events of her evening, so she ought not to hold it against him.
“I really cannot tell you, my lord. Could we perhaps discuss something else?”
She could feel his intelligent gaze searching her face and made herself meet his eyes. She tried another smile, surprised when his eyes flared with what appeared to be attraction. Elizabeth could feel heat climbing into her cheeks and averted her gaze.
He didn’t reply, so they again lapsed into silence. She could still sense him watching her but was distracted by the warmth of his hand at her back. For the briefest moment it felt like he was pulling her closer to him, whether to offer comfort or an embrace, she was uncertain, but it passed in a blink and she wondered if she had imagined it.
Ignoring her conflicting sensations, Elizabeth again tried to maintain a conversation. “This orchestra seems to be very skilled, although I am surprised how long this particular song seems to be lasting.”
The earl’s chuckle brought heat to her cheeks once more, and Elizabeth wished the floor would just open up and swallow her whole, putting her out of the misery of this evening. Finally, she could hear the music winding down to a conclusion. Her relieved smile felt genuine as she turned it upon the earl. Again his eyes flared and his grip on her hand tightened for a second before he released her as the last strands of the waltz drifted to silence.
Dipping into another curtsy, Elizabeth tried to rid herself of her companion. “Thank you for the dance, my lord. I should probably join my mother now.”
“Perhaps I could escort you to the refreshment room where you could get a glass of punch. It might revive you so that you do not feel quite so exhausted.”
Elizabeth was taken aback at his persistence. The focused attention would have been flattering from some other, more appropriate, nobleman, but despite how handsome he was, she did not want his warmth directed at her. Why can I not rid myself of this strange man all of a sudden? she wondered. And why does he unexpectedly seem so interested in me? She had been on the receiving end of a gentleman’s amorous interest before, but it hadn’t precisely felt the same. She didn’t quite know what to make of Lord Sinclair at the moment, but she had no interest in puzzling it out under the circumstances.
“That is really not necessary, my lord, but thank you for your kind offer.” Elizabeth was experienced at dismissing gentlemen and was amazed at the earl’s tenacity.
“Perhaps I could escort you home, in that case.” He remained by her side, his watchful gaze making her want to fidget.
“No, thank you.” Elizabeth was about to turn on her heel and just walk away, no longer caring if she were being rude, when she was confronted with another unwelcome thought. “Are you in cahoots with Broderick? Are you trying to abduct me, too?” She tried to keep her voice low, but her nerves had reached their limit, and she was tipping over into hysteria.
∞∞∞
 
Justice had no idea what the chit was talking about, but he could see she was on the verge of collapse. He doubted anyone else could tell, but it was there, in her eyes. Despite this being the first time he had spoken to her, he had observed her regularly throughout the Season and was well aware that her behaviour tonight was out of character. That was part of the reason he had approached her on the balcony. It had been obvious to him that she was troubled by something, and he had felt moved to reach out to her. He now castigated himself for the foolish impulse, but there was nothing he could do. The situation needed to be contained.
After he glanced around to see if all eyes were still focused upon them, Justice was happy to note that the next dance was underway and some other curious couplings were drawing the avid gazes of the gossipmongers. Using what he knew would be a fleeting moment, he took the opportunity to grasp her arm firmly as he unobtrusively pulled her behind a strategically placed plant. They were now afforded a degree of privacy to talk without leaving the ballroom. Of course, if anyone looked for them, they would be easy to spot, but it was doubtful they could be overheard in this small alcove. The tall windows behind them gave a view into the gardens while the ferns they were standing beside blocked the view from most of the ballroom. While it was questionable, it was not scandalous; the young lady’s reputation would not be harmed even if the gossips spotted them.
“Pull yourself together, my lady. I can assure you I am not trying to kidnap you. Has someone been abducted? What do you need me to do?”
He found her confused blinking to be somehow endearing and fought the urge to pull her into his arms. This situation is getting out of control quickly, he thought rather desperately as he made himself let go of her and take a small step back. He watched in fascination as she quickly gathered the shredded ends of her composure around herself. She raised her chin and held his gaze, her usual poise restored, at least upon the surface.
“Thank you for your offer, my lord, but I doubt if there is anything you can do. The Duke of Wrentham already has it well in hand. I would appreciate it if you would keep my words in confidence. I spoke out of turn and did not give thought to the words I allowed to leave my mouth. It is a flaw I am working on.”
Justice was amused by her word choice and appreciated her honesty. It was unfortunate she was a young debutante and thus completely unacceptable as his countess. He was looking for an older lady, preferably a widow, he reminded himself sternly. Despite that reminder, he was very aware of her as they stood close together in the small space. Still not so close as to violate propriety, but close enough that he could smell the citrusy sweet fragrance of the soap she must have used as well as a floral note, perhaps a perfume she wore.
As he watched her closely, he was charmed to see her chew nervously on her lip and then stop herself, as though it were a habit she was trying to break. It bothered him to realize he could enjoy watching her all evening. It was obvious that she was not used to being in such close proximity to a man. Her innocence was appealing and would have made him smile, if not for the fact that he realized he was affected by being so close to her, too, even though he was not nearly so innocent as she.
“It seems to me that you are labouring under a load of worry. I really do think you ought to unburden yourself.”
He was diverted to see her dazed eyes sharpen into a look of incredulity. “Do you honestly believe that I will confide my concerns to you, my lord? Before this evening, we have never exchanged even one word of conversation, and now you think I ought to unburden myself to you?” He was happy to hear that the laughter that followed her words held genuine amusement rather than agitation, even if it was at his own expense.
The earl looked out beyond the plant at the undulating crowd of people, glad to see that for once, no one was watching him too keenly. Despite her reluctance to share any information with him, he really needed to question Lady Elizabeth. Whatever information she might have about Broderick, she could not be allowed to keep it to herself. He didn’t know what involvement she might have with the dastard, but Justice was convinced his own issues with him superseded hers.
“You asked if I was in cahoots with Broderick, Lady Elizabeth,” he reminded her in a low, insistent tone. “Did you mean Sir Jason Broderick?”
Her eyes narrowed and her chin rose to a stubborn angle. It was doubtful she was going to answer him. He was almost certain she was about to turn on her heel and leave, so he was surprised that she spoke up.
“Why would you wish to know? I have already apologized for speaking out of turn, my lord. It is time that I return to my mother’s side. I pray you, step aside, my lord. You are blocking the way, and I cannot remain here any longer.”
Justice admired how quickly she had been able to gather her wits. Despite her youth, it was apparent the young lady had gumption. But if Broderick was up to no good, the earl could not allow himself to be distracted by a pretty woman. She had managed to sidle past him, drawing a breath as she brushed by. She was too polite to simply turn her back on him, he could see, so she now had her back to the ballroom but was freer to leave. Justice grasped her arm lightly to prevent her departure.
“I really must insist, my lady. You need to tell me what you meant about Broderick.”
“No, I really do not.” Elizabeth threw his own words back at him, wrenched her arm from his grasp, stepped back, turned on her heel, and quickly entered the throng of people before Justice could catch her again.
Not wanting to draw attention, he had to let her go. Gritting his teeth to hold back his curses, the earl watched as she made her way to her mother’s side. After they exchanged a few words, he watched as mother and daughter made their way toward their hostess and took their leave.
With a sigh of resignation Justice could see he was going to have to pursue the matter on another occasion.
Without bothering to take leave of his host, Lord Justice Sinclair quietly left the ballroom, making his way quickly home where he sent off a couple well-trained footmen to perform the needed inquiries.




Chapter Two
“The Earl of Heath is here to see you, my lady,” the butler informed Elizabeth as she sat with her mother in the morning room of their townhouse. She had been trying to keep her mind focused on her needlework and off the events of the previous evening.
Elizabeth sat bolt upright in her chair, abandoning her project, keeping her voice low but her tone urgent. “Tell him I am not at home to visitors, please, Walter.”
“Elizabeth, you cannot refuse to see him.” Her mother was aghast. Despite her obvious surprise at her daughter’s words, she barely looked up from her own stitches.
“But it is the Earl of Heath, Mother. Surely you do not wish for me to be called upon by Lord Sinclair.” Elizabeth carefully placed the tapestry in its basket, knowing she would only destroy it in her agitation.
“He is a wealthy earl. You cannot refuse to see him.” Her mother finally glanced up, her gentle gaze reproachful.
“The rumours say he killed his wife,” Elizabeth stated baldly. “Is that really the sort of man you would have me spend time with?” She was certain her reasoning would convince her mother.
“I believe that if he had really done it, he would not be a free man today. The fact that he is accepted everywhere tells me that he is innocent.”
“The fact that he is accepted everywhere tells me that the members of the ton are simpletons,” Elizabeth countered, amazed that her mother would not listen to reason.
Lady Castleton did not disagree, merely laughed good naturedly at her daughter’s words. “Perhaps you are right, my dear, but you are very nearly on the shelf. It would not do to snub the Earl of Heath.”
“Would you rather me be dead than single, Mother?” Elizabeth realized she was gaping at her mother and shut her mouth with a snap. But surely the countess would realize it was a bad idea to entertain the Earl of Heath?
“Now you are just being dramatic, my dear. Walter, please show Lord Sinclair in and have tea served.”
“Mother, why are you doing this?” Elizabeth searched her mother’s face, shocked to see warm compassion there given the conversation they were having. Can she not see that I am actually afraid of the man?
“Because this is the first time you have shown any degree of enthusiasm about any of the gentlemen who have shown an interest in you.” The look of satisfaction on Lady Castleton’s face set Elizabeth’s teeth on edge. It was starting to feel like a nightmare, and she hoped she would wake up soon.
“This is not enthusiasm,” Elizabeth insisted, shocked by her mother’s conclusion, but keeping her voice low, knowing the butler would be returning with the earl at any moment. Elizabeth was bewildered how this situation could have unfolded.
The next few moments passed in a blur as the earl was ushered into the room and introduced to Elizabeth’s mother. As Lady Castleton poured the tea, Elizabeth took the opportunity to examine the earl more carefully than she had the night before.
He really was one of the most ridiculously handsome men Elizabeth had ever seen. His dark hair gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the windows, and the hint of curl in it made him look just the slightest bit unruly. She did not find it unappealing, much to her surprise, and she was amazed that she again felt the urge to touch it. He was dressed in the first stare of fashion. If she had one complaint it was that he was almost a dandy with the starched height of his collar and the precision of his artfully tied cravat. But she could see that he was well able to turn his head and catch her staring at him, so she surmised that his neck cloth did not restrict his movement. She felt warm color flooding her cheeks as his sharp gaze met her scrutiny unflinchingly. Her blush deepened as she observed the amusement he made little effort to hide. She narrowed her eyes at him and lifted her chin, refusing to allow him to laugh at her.
Her hand itched, but she was unsure if it were with a desire to slap his face for his presumption that he could call upon her, or if it were the desire she had to suppress once again to reach out and see if his hair really was as soft as it looked. She wondered for a moment if she had lost her mind the night before with all her worry. The worry wasn’t over; she still hadn’t heard from her dear friend, Miss Rosamund Smythe, and now here was the Earl of Heath coming to call upon her.
She tried to regain a semblance of her usual equanimity. While she listened to her mother making social chit chat with the earl, she tried to think of various possible reasons for his call other than to court her. Surely the man would not pursue her just to continue questioning her about Broderick. Had she not told him she knew nothing? She couldn’t remember exactly what had been said the previous evening, but she was certain she had been quite clear that she had no interest in furthering the conversation.
Perhaps the butler had meant her mother when he had announced the visitor. Perhaps the earl wanted her mother’s advice on something. Perhaps he had some charity he wanted to involve her in. Elizabeth warmed to this idea. Everyone amongst the ton knew of Lady Castleton’s love of charity projects. That was no doubt the reason for his call. It had been quite ridiculous for her to get herself in a tizzy over it. It really had nothing to do with her. In fact, to make it up to the earl for her previous rudeness, she would volunteer to help with whatever project he was calling about. It wouldn’t hurt her to show a bit of charity. It would help her pass the time as she tried to get through the rest of the Season.
∞∞∞
 
Justice blinked as he observed Lady Elizabeth’s dazzling smile. He wondered what had gotten into the chit’s head now. She had seemed like such a sensible female when he had observed her over the past weeks. Perhaps a bit too opinionated for his taste, but level headed and calm as she traipsed through the social scene of the Season. Since last night, it seemed to him that she flitted from one emotion to another like a hummingbird in an orchard. But he needed information from her, and this was the only way to go about getting it. He really didn’t think she had been paying attention as he had been speaking with her mother. It was obvious he had guessed correctly when she almost squeaked with her surprise when her mother agreed for her to accompany him on a drive through the park that afternoon.
“Oh no, I do not think I could do so,” she sputtered briefly as the color rose becomingly in her cheeks. Justice wondered what was going on in her head as her eyes bounced back and forth between his face and her mother’s. He was too busy gazing at Elizabeth’s mobile face to turn and see what her mother was doing, but something must have been communicated between the two of them because a transformation overtook Elizabeth.
He watched in fascination as her face froze momentarily while her eyes flashed with some sort of warning. Then, in the blink of an eye, she was all pleasant smiles. She stood, and he hastened to get to his feet as well.
“I shall just go up to my room and get my spencer and bonnet, if you would be so kind as to wait for me. I will do my best not to keep you waiting over long.” Without waiting for his reply, she hurried from the room.
Justice turned his attention back to Elizabeth’s mother. “Thank you, my lady.” He tried to keep a dry note from creeping into his tone.
“No, no, my lord, thank you. It will do my daughter good to get out of doors. It looks to be a lovely day. We need to take advantage of the nice days before winter comes upon us.” The lady seemed to be babbling, but then the earl tensed as her gaze turned shrewd. “You will have a care for my daughter, won’t you, my lord? It would not do for her to catch a chill.”
Her words remained politely correct, but Justice sensed a warning in them. It would seem the lady was more knowing than he had previously given her credit for. He bowed politely. “But of course, my lady, I will take every care with Lady Elizabeth.”
That is, if the lady herself will turn up, he thought with wry humour as the wait became a trifle strained and the silence stretched. Justice cleared his throat, glanced through the window, and strived for conversation. They had already covered some of the chit chat when he first arrived, so he had to mentally stretch to come up with something. Even though it had already been mentioned he said, “It is a lovely day out of doors, is it not?”
“Remarkably lovely for the end of November,” the countess replied. “Will you be spending much time at your estate over the winter, my lord?”
“I dare say, my lady. If I can get my business in Town taken care of, I would like to spend as much time as possible on my estate. Especially while The House is out of session.”
“Oh, yes, of course, my lord. Do you take your seat for all sessions?”
“Not all, no, but I do try to do my duty.” There was another pause while the countess merely bobbed her head in acknowledgement of his words. “Your husband gave a well thought out speech the other day, my lady, do pass my regards to him.”
“That is kind of you to say, my lord, thank you.” She continued watching him, and it was making Justice uncomfortable so he again turned the subject.
“What about you, my lady? Do you think to spend the entire winter at Castleton?”
This may not have been the best topic, as it caused the countess to offer an almost dramatic sigh. “I dare say that depends much upon my daughter. If we can get her situated then we will spend the best part of the winter at home. Of course, his lordship will want to return to Town for Parliament, but if Lady Elizabeth is taken care of, I may not have to return for the spring session.”
Justice ignored what seemed like a heavy hint but acknowledged her words. “Are you not enjoying the Season, my lady?”
“Oh, no, of course, it is lovely. It is just a trifle wearing. And the winter and spring are so lovely at Castleton. Although, I will no doubt be ready to return to Town after a few months of country living. That is the trouble with having multiple homes, is it not, my lord? We must always pine for the other one.”
This caused the earl to chuckle despite how uncomfortable he was becoming with the protracted wait for Lady Elizabeth. His glance at the time must not have been as discreet as he had hoped.
“I cannot imagine what can be keeping her,” Lady Castleton said, as she too glanced at the mantle clock. They had exhausted all the usual conversational gambits and were struggling to fill the silence. With relief they heard the clatter of feet in the hallway, and the earl quickly stood as Elizabeth stepped back into the room.
He could tell she had been reluctant to return and yet was embarrassed over keeping him waiting. She was obviously normally the very conventional type of young lady. Once again he fought to contain his amusement.
“Shall we go?” he asked rhetorically, as he took her elbow and escorted her from the room.
He didn’t say anything to her as he helped her into his curricle and set the horses in motion. He waited while she fussed with her skirts and settled herself as far from him as the narrow seat would allow.
“How did you finally decide to accompany me?” he asked, keeping his tone good natured and non-confrontational.
She froze in her fidgets. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”
Her tone would make the patronesses proud, he thought with a smile.
“It would seem you struggled with the decision of whether or not to accompany me for this drive. It took you an inordinately long time to don your hat, my dear lady,” he drawled.
Elizabeth gritted her teeth and fought the wave of heat that rose to her face. She then did the least ladylike thing she had ever done in her life. “Have you thought about the fact that I might have been indisposed, my lord? Perhaps my delay had nothing to do with you but entirely to do with some other matter. The entire world does not revolve around you, my lord.”
“What kind of a matter could make you keep an earl cooling his heels?” he wondered.
“Perhaps I needed to relieve nature, my lord, did you ever think of that?” She was so angry she wasn’t even embarrassed over her words. Her usual self-possession kept her hands still in her lap, but it was obvious, even through her gloves, they were clenching one another. Elizabeth tried to relax them in order not to appear at the edge of her control, but she was painfully aware that her face was most likely giving away her feelings, even if she held perfectly still. She could feel the heat in her cheeks was most likely reflected in her eyes.
If anyone had asked her, she wouldn’t even be able to explain why she was so unusually bold with the Earl of Heath. Perhaps it was her absolute conviction that she would never make a match with him. Or perhaps it was some sort of rebellion against the way her heart so ridiculously reacted whenever she caught sight of his handsome face. Or a combination of the two. Really how could she be attracted to a man that everyone said had killed his wife? She ignored the voice of reason in her head telling her she had no cause to be reacting this way and carried on in her defense. “And earls are not all that important, my lord. If you were a prince, or even a duke, I could understand your arrogance, but surely you realize just how very many earls there are roving about amongst Society. Surely one or two of them must be kept waiting once in a while. I apologize if I inconvenienced you, my lord, but you needn’t have stayed. If you were in a rush to be elsewhere, why did you not just take your leave of my mother and be on your way?”
“That would have been intolerably rude,” he declared.
“And reprimanding me for delaying briefly is not?” she asked, raising her eyebrows to emphasize her point. She knew her mother would have apoplexy if she ever found out how she was speaking with Lord Sinclair, but at that moment she could not find it within herself to care.
She was surprised when the earl gave her a brief bow in his seat and accepted her words. “You are completely correct, my lady. I apologize for my words. I do hope I have not torn you away from a terribly urgent matter. I sincerely appreciate you taking the time to accompany me for a drive this afternoon.”
Elizabeth glared at him while she searched his features in an effort to determine if he were trying to turn her up sweet. To her surprise, he actually appeared sincere. She could not find a single trace of guile in his eyes as he returned her gaze, and while he was smiling at her, it did not appear to be with mockery. With a small sigh she let go of the anger that she really had very little cause to be holding on to.
“Very well, my lord. I accept your apology,” she began before continuing grudgingly, “and if you must know the truth, I did dally in my room longer than necessary, as I was struggling with the decision of whether or not to accompany you. And what decided me was the fact that my mother had accepted your invitation on my behalf and I could not then turn you down.”
“You are a biddable girl, aren’t you?” His gentle smile held both amusement and understanding.
“Usually,” she answered, unable to prevent the grin that split her face.
By then they had entered the Park, and Elizabeth glanced around in admiration. “It is a lovely day. I really should be more grateful for you coming to take me for a drive. We probably won’t have many more of these mild days where we can enjoy the last of the warm sun. Before we know it, the leaves will all be gone and everyone will be heading out of Town for the holidays.”
“Will you be sorry to leave Town?” he asked, apparently willing to be pleasant although he had not acknowledged her explanation. Of course, she hadn’t really apologized either. She decided to try to be pleasant as well.
“Not at all. I do not enjoy the Season overmuch. I will acknowledge that there are certain aspects that are diverting. I do love to dance, and some of the people I have met have been quite lovely. But I wish I either never had to grow up or I could just skip this part and go straight to being married and settled with my husband on our own estate and get on with my life.”
“Most debutantes enjoy this part immensely, do they not? Is it not something young ladies long and plan for their entire young lives?”
“You are probably correct about most young ladies, my lord, but I am just me, and that is not how I feel.”
They sat in companionable silence for a moment as the earl contemplated her words and steered them around a carriage of giggling debutantes who were conversing with some gentlemen on horseback.
Elizabeth was surprised by the flutter in her belly as she met the earl’s gaze and acknowledged his raised eyebrow. “Yes, you are probably right, it would appear that they are enjoying themselves immensely.” She allowed herself to relax for a moment, but didn’t allow her worries to stray too far from her mind.
“Do you enjoy the activities of the Season, my lord?”
“Certain aspects, my lady.” He didn’t go into detail, much to Elizabeth’s frustration. She realized that must have been how he felt over her own uninformative answers.
With a soft sigh, she smiled and persisted. “Do you care to share which ones?”
The smile he cast her way could only be described as roguish when he said, “I doubt your mother would consider some of them appropriate for me to discuss with you, but I will tell you that I enjoy the theatre and my club. When I am ensconced on my estate, I do miss being able to swing around to White’s and see how the wind blows in certain quarters.”
“Ah, so you’re a Tory then, are you, my lord?” Elizabeth was proud of her small amount of knowledge of the political leanings of the gentlemen’s club.
“Most of the time.”
“Are you always so noncommittal?” Elizabeth was wondering if he was trying to annoy her intentionally or if it were just an unlucky happenstance. She was surprised when he laughed in response to her complaint.
“Not usually,” he replied and then laughed again. “I apologize, my dear lady, I am not trying to be a nuisance. I had every intention of bringing you for a drive and turning you up sweet. It isn’t really working, though, is it?”
“Why would you want to turn me up sweet?” Elizabeth was puzzled by this man. They had never exchanged words before last night, and now here they were driving together in the park. While she would admit they had exchanged a few glances and smiles over the weeks of the Little Season, she did not think there could be any reason for the earl to be wishing to gain her favour. Her suspicions grew, and she did not regret the sharp tone she had used.
Lord Sinclair sighed before turning to her with what could only be described as a very earnest expression upon his face. “I really need to know what you can tell me about Sir Broderick.” He didn’t elaborate at that moment, causing Elizabeth to study his face closely. She was hoping for a clue as to his motivation but was frustrated by his impassive expression.
“What would make you think I know anything about Sir Broderick?” Elizabeth wasn’t ready to tell the handsome nobleman anything. She knew her question was ridiculous after their conversation the previous evening, but she was stalling for time.
“Well, you did ask me if I was in cahoots with him last night. This does lead me to think you must know something, otherwise you would not have asked such a question.”
Elizabeth felt heat rising in her cheeks and cursed her transparent complexion and expressive face. She made an effort to appear as impassive as he did, though she doubted if she were successful, as she felt his scrutiny of her features. It flitted across her mind to wonder what he would do if she stuck her tongue out at him. Much to her own shock, she suited her actions to her thoughts.
He howled with laughter at her childish gesture bringing the curious stares of the other passers-by. Elizabeth was mortified and quickly told him to hush. Now it would be bandied about in every drawing room of the ton that she had been “carousing” with the notorious Earl of Heath. For the second time in as many days she wished the ground would open and swallow her.
Of course, such wishes are never answered, so she did the only thing possible — she glanced around at the watching crowd and smiled serenely as though she hadn’t a care in the world.
“Perhaps the crowds of Hyde Park were not the best idea, my lady. Would you care to go farther afield?” He didn’t wait for her reply but steered his team toward the nearest exit. Elizabeth was startled to see he was heading down Knightsbridge Road.
“I do not think Chelsea is an ideal destination, my lord. Perhaps you ought to return me home.” She could hear the worry in her own voice and couldn’t prevent the grimace that twisted her lips. He must have seen her expression and misinterpreted it.
“There is nothing wrong with Chelsea, my lady,” he chided her.
“It still doesn’t seem to me like you’re trying all that hard to turn me up sweet,” she countered making the earl chuckle again. Elizabeth was relieved they were well away from the crowds by this point. They drove in silence for a moment as the earl had given his horses their head and they were happy to oblige.
For a moment Elizabeth allowed herself to enjoy the ride as Town dropped away behind them. In this direction no one had yet decided to build up with townhouses like in busy Mayfair, and one could breathe deeply of the cleaner air. The pleasant sounds of the approaching countryside reached her ears, and she had to smile as she saw a farmer with his animals. I hadn’t realized that farmland reached so close to Town, she thought absently before returning her attention to her companion.
He still hadn’t spoken since laughing at her last barb. She watched his strong hands handle the reins with expert precision as they took the next curve without slowing. The flutter in her breast, she strongly suspected, was an almost delicious combination of pleasure and panic. If I considered him a friend, this ride would be pure pleasure, she thought with slight desperation,
but as her discomfort in his presence continued unabated, she could not enjoy the experience.
They were quickly getting further away from Elizabeth’s familiar environs, and she was starting to get a little more nervous in the man’s silent presence. “I really do think I ought to be heading home, my lord.” She remembered her friend laughingly saying there would be nothing to fear from the notorious man until one was married to him, but she was beginning to doubt those words.
She was eyeing the shoulder of the road, wondering how hurt she would get if she were to jump when she felt his firm, warm hand close over her arm. “Don’t do anything foolish, my lady. I have no intention of hurting you, and I apologize once again if I’m making you nervous. I will turn my horses around at the first opportunity and take you home.” Her face must have revealed how dubious she felt over his words as he quickly and softly vowed, “I promise.”
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth maintained a dignified silence as he brought his powerful horses to a slower pace and then executed a neat turn where the road widened slightly. Within moments they were tooling briskly back toward the familiar safety of Mayfair.
“Why will you not speak with me?” Lord Sinclair pestered her, his tone revealing his frustration.
“I have very little to say, my lord. I do not trust you and have no urge to confide anything to you. We have already discussed the fineness of the day and the beauty of your horses. Neither of us had much to add about the joys of the Season. That doesn’t leave much else to discuss. It seems to me as though silence would be preferable.” Elizabeth could not bring herself to look him in the eye as she spoke but then found herself fascinated with the dimple that appeared in his cheek when he smiled over her words.
“Do you know, my lady, I cannot help liking you despite your refusal to cooperate with me. I wonder why that is.”
“Because I’m a lovely, likeable lady,” she replied cheekily, amused despite her misgivings about him.
Justice was enjoying his time with Lady Elizabeth even though he was frustrated with his lack of progress in learning what she knew about Sir Jason Broderick, the bounder. Any time he thought of the rotten scoundrel it turned his mood sour. It boggled his mind that the rotter was accepted in polite Society and that the pretty lady at his side was keeping his secrets instead of helping him expose him for the evil weasel he was.
Forcing his thoughts away, he again tried to engage the young woman in innocuous conversation in order to set her at ease and hopefully gain her cooperation. “When will your family be retiring to your estate for the winter?”
Lady Elizabeth sighed making Justice realize that it was not as innocuous a subject as he had hoped. Thankfully the lady did not leave him wondering why for long.
“My mother will probably keep me here to the very last minute unless I accept an offer. I do believe she considers it an affront on her abilities as a matchmaking mama that I have not become betrothed faster than my older sister did. Maryann accepted Jarvis’ offer, he’s the Viscount of Winhold if you don’t know, during the early weeks of her first Season. Here I am in my second Season without a betrothal. Apparently it is not to be borne.”
“Well, it’s only the Little Season. One mustn’t have too high of expectations.” Justice was delighted to surprise a gurgle of laughter from the serious young woman.
“As a matter of fact, coming for the Little Season was my mother’s strategy. She thought there would be fewer ladies to choose from during the fall session.”
“Why is your mother so anxious to get you married off? The rumour is that you are well dowered, so I would not think they would be in need of any marriage settlements that you may acquire.”
This met with another delightful chuckle. “You are correct, my lord, but it would seem you are not well informed in the workings of a matchmaking mama’s mind. The Countess of Clairhurst managed to marry off every one of her three daughters during their first Season, two of them in the first month. The Viscount of Winhold’s two sisters were each betrothed within the first month of their debut. And my aunt, the Duchess of Milton, matched her daughter within a week of her debut.”
Justice watched in fascination as she waved her hands around expressively while she continued. “But I don’t think Chelsea’s engagement should count in this list, since she had known Chilton most of her life. But there you have it. I am an aberration within my family of connections. Somehow my mother considers it to be a reflection upon her as my chaperone. The longer I remain unattached, the more desperate she feels on the matter. It almost makes me ready to join a convent. If only the Church of England had such things. I do believe my mother would take it even harder were I to convert to Catholicism than if I remain single any longer.” Justice was delighted when she turned to him with a grin. “Perhaps I ought to suggest the possibility to her. It might move her to be a little less insistent upon my need to wed at the first possible opportunity.”
“But I still don’t understand why she feels so strongly about marrying you off. It is not as though you can carry your family’s name. I would think she would be far more concerned about your brother’s unmarried state than yours.”
“Her sister and best friend do not yet have daughters-in-law, so it is not such an urgent matter.” Justice was charmed as she rolled her eyes but then she flushed guiltily at her show of disloyalty. “Do not exert your mind too forcefully on the matter, my lord. It really is incomprehensible, I can assure you.”
“Are you opposed to marriage in general or just the thought of being hustled into it out of some sort of competition with your mother’s cronies?”
“How terribly perceptive of you, my lord.” Elizabeth’s compliment caused Justice’s cheeks to heat, so he was glad that she continued without seeming to notice. Shrugging a little, she seemed perplexed. “I am not at all opposed to marriage, my lord. I do not want to be a burden upon my family and the thought of being the spinster aunt in my brother’s future household makes me shudder in horror. But I cannot bring myself to accept an offer just for the sake of making a match. I want there to be more meaning to it than that. I know it might sound ridiculous, but I have seen what a love match looks like and I do not want to settle for less.”
“You are a romantic, Lady Elizabeth.” His observation caused his companion to blush rosily but also to lift her chin in defiance.
“There is nothing wrong with that, my lord. Despite my mother’s manipulations, I refuse to marry someone who cares more for his horses than he does for me. Thankfully, my grandmother left me an inheritance that is not encumbered by a requirement to be wed. If I do not find the match I dream of, I shall be one of those eccentric women who take their own lodgings and have a dozen cats. It may not be conventional, but it does sound comfortable.”
“Obviously you have never been in a room with a dozen cats if you think that sounds comfortable, my dear,” Justice drawled, teasing her before continuing, “but you probably have a few more years before it needs to be of concern.”
Again his companion sighed. “I do not get those funds until I turn twenty-one, which isn’t for another fourteen months. I can only imagine what sort of pressure my mother will bring to bear in the meantime.”
Justice found her melancholy tone highly diverting but managed not to laugh at her. “Is that why you are finding the Season not quite to your liking?”
“That is part of it, my lord. Knowing my mother is watching every interaction with such hope and glee makes me nervous to allow her to get expectations. On the other hand, many of the people I have met during the Season are deadly dull. Most of the debutantes are either empty-headed simpletons or jealous cats who would rather spread a nasty rumour about you than speak pleasantly to your face. And many of the gentlemen are not much better.”
“It would seem you need to widen your circle of acquaintances, my dear. Surely it cannot be that bad.”
Elizabeth finally met his gaze, and Justice was again surprised by the flutter in his chest as she offered him a genuine smile. “Perhaps I am exaggerating slightly for emphasis, but it is nearly that bad. I did make one dear friend which was lovely, but… ” She broke off her words, refusing to meet his eyes and pressing her lips together as though to prevent any more words from escaping.
Justice burned with curiosity and wondered if this somehow connected with her refusal to discuss Sir Broderick. He aimed for nonchalance as he ignored her obvious discomfort. “It is true that a few close friends can make all the difference in a difficult situation. I am glad that you were able to find at least one kindred spirit.”
He could feel her searching gaze examining his face, but he kept his eyes on his horses as they neared the fashionable district and the traffic picked up. “What about you, my lord? Rumour has it that you are searching for a countess this Season. I am certain that is not why you called upon me this afternoon.”
The earl was surprised by the chuckle that escaped him over her words. Despite her light words, he could tell she was watching him closely for his reaction.
“In this, rumour is actually somewhat correct. I am not getting any younger. It is time that I remarry and produce some heirs. There is a distant cousin who could inherit, but a long line of my ancestors would not have appreciated me being quite so cavalier with the honour.”
“Have you anyone in particular in mind?” she had the gall to ask.
“Besides you, do you mean?” He couldn’t resist teasing her to see the delightful color rise in her cheeks.
She returned his gaze with a haughty lift of her eyebrow, but then her face creased into a smile as she giggled in response.
Finally, he answered her question just as they neared her house. “I have not yet found a specific lady, I am sorry to report. But I am looking for a mature woman, not a flighty debutante. I think a widow might be a good option. Not too old so that she cannot safely bear a few children, but old enough to be prepared to settle down to the pace of life on my estate.”
Justice was uncomfortable with her steady gaze upon him. She didn’t comment immediately, but he felt as though she were searching his soul. Finally, she offered him a soft smile. “I hope we are both able to achieve our objectives, my lord. I wish you well with your search.”
Her quiet conviction brought a lump to his throat. He didn’t reply as he carefully manoeuvred his team to a standstill in front of Elizabeth’s townhouse.
“It was a pleasure to spend the afternoon with you, my dear lady. Thank you for accompanying me.” Justice almost had to bite the inside of his cheek in order to prevent his amusement from showing at the look of confusion that was dancing across her expressive face. She obviously didn’t think the expedition had been entirely pleasurable and seemed surprised that he would say so.
Apparently, her breeding won out over her suspicion and she answered him politely. “It was my pleasure, my lord.” He doubted her reply was anywhere near being truthful, and he didn’t bother to hide his laughter from her.
“Perhaps we shall have the pleasure again sometime soon,” he teased her.
Indignation overrode her façade of politeness. “I do not think that would be advisable, my lord. I will wish you a good day.” He could tell she was trying to be repressive, but it didn’t suit her delightful personality. She didn’t do starchy and autocratic very well. He chuckled in her ear as he lifted her down from his curricle and could feel her shiver of awareness despite her efforts to remain impassive.
As soon as he placed her on the ground she dipped a brief curtsy and then, lifting her skirts slightly, she hurried gracefully up the stairs where an attentive footman was holding the door open for her. He was watching her closely so he was gratified to see that she did glance back over her shoulder at him before she whisked through the door.
Justice curbed his frustration over his lack of progress, climbed back into his curricle, and drove himself home deep in thought. He would have to regroup and come up with a new strategy to pursue whatever information Lady Elizabeth had but did not wish to share. He chose to ignore the eager anticipation that simmered in the back of his mind over the thought of further interaction with the lovely young noblewoman.




Chapter Three
Elizabeth peered into the looking glass, admiring her maid’s handiwork. The intricate style Pansy had twisted her hair into was the perfect foil to the deceptive simplicity of her gown. She absolutely adored the shade of palest green and the dainty flowers stitched around the neck, sleeves, and hem. No wonder it had been expensive. But it was worth every farthing. She just hoped her father thought so when his secretary received the bills. She smiled slyly at her reflection when she realized it would be her mother who would receive the lecture, not her, if her father did take exception to her expenses. Her mother would no doubt argue that any expense was worth the investment in getting her youngest daughter settled comfortably. And without being overly smug, she knew she was looking well that night.
The Earl of Heath crossed her mind, but she shoved the unwanted thoughts away. She refused to dwell on how handsome he was, especially when he had been trying not to laugh at something she had said. She was unsure what had come over her that afternoon. She was so rarely comfortable in the company of gentleman. How is it possible that I relaxed with the notorious earl? she demanded of herself. Sticking her tongue out at her reflection, Elizabeth’s laugh was self conscious as she realized she would appear quite vain to anyone watching her as she gazed into the looking glass.
Straightening to her full height, which wasn’t much higher than the earl’s shoulder she realized, she once again had to dismiss thoughts of Lord Sinclair. She turned to speak to her maid, who was bustling about the room.
“I am most pleased with your work this evening, Pansy. Thank you for convincing me this was the perfect style. You were quite correct. And I dare say the million pins you put in will ensure not a single hair dares to budge out of place.”
“Oh, my lady, you would look lovely even if I just put your hair into two ties on the side of your head, but thank you so much for saying you’re pleased with my efforts this evening. I do think this style quite suits your beautiful face.”
“Well, I do appreciate that it feels very secure. It makes me nervous when I have to worry whether or not my hair will hold up to the activities of the evening.”
“Are you expecting your evening to be particularly vigorous, my lady?” The maid was sceptical.
Elizabeth laughed. “No more so than usual at a ball, Pansy. But you would be surprised how often ladies have to run to a retiring room because their coif did not withstand their exertions.”
“Truly m’lady? Are their maids turned off that very night? I would think your mother would turn me off without a single grout if I were to allow you to leave your room without your hair being properly secured.”
“You may be right, Pansy,” Elizabeth laughed, “but I would think it is rarely the maid’s fault. But never mind. No one could find any fault with my appearance this evening, and for that I am grateful.” Seeing that the maid was about to protest her praise, Elizabeth did not allow her to speak, interrupting the attempt with her next words. “I shall now bid you a good night,” she said as she swept from the room.
Not surprisingly, Lady Castleton was already in the foyer waiting for her. “What took you so long, my dear? You are becoming a laggard of late. Now, hurry along. I have heard that it is expected to be a veritable crush this evening at the Olivers’ ball.”
“Well, of course it will,” Elizabeth muttered under her breath. “They have the smallest ballroom in the ton.”
“I did not hear you clearly, my dear, you really ought not to mumble. Gentlemen prefer a lady who enunciates. And do not speak ill of our hosts, my darling. Gentlemen expect their wives to be sweet and kind, so you must make an effort to control your tongue.”
Elizabeth did make a colossal effort to keep herself from telling her mother exactly what she thought of all these ridiculous reminders that she was forever saying, tidbits of advice for catching a husband that Elizabeth found highly unwelcome. Smiling serenely at her mother, she thought she was already an expert at controlling her tongue. She meekly followed the countess out to the waiting carriage.
When they arrived in front of Lady Oliver’s house, Elizabeth could not help admiring the elegant lines of the building. Even though it was smaller than many of their wellborn friends’, it truly was lovely, and Elizabeth quite thought she would enjoy living in a similar place. While climbing the stairs at her mother’s side, she glanced along the street and admired the architecture, not paying attention to the other guests arriving at the select invitation ball.
“Elizabeth Marie Castleton, you need to focus.” Her mother’s low, irritated whisper reached through her preoccupied thoughts, and Elizabeth quickly turned her eyes to look at her mother with a polite smile. Interest she was unable to feign at this point, but she could at least be polite.
“I apologize, Mother, I was admiring the beautiful homes on this street.”
Her mother seemed to be slightly mollified as she thought of an alarming possibility. “I do believe Lords Dunbar and Rothesay have lodgings on this street. So perhaps, you might find yourself living here one day.”
Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh over her mother’s single-minded determination. “Mayhap,” was all she would say in reply as she turned her attention to their hostess who was waiting to welcome them.
“Thank you so much for coming,” Lady Oliver greeted kindly. Elizabeth admired her calm and ability to focus on each guest. Often at functions such as these the hostess appeared harried or bored, merely going through the motions of welcoming the arriving guests. But Lady Oliver appeared sincerely delighted to have Lady Castleton and Lady Elizabeth attend her ball. Elizabeth began to look forward to the evening. If the hostess were that appealing, surely the entertainments she provided would be worth her time, Elizabeth reasoned.
As she followed her mother toward the ballroom, she recognized many of her acquaintances and friends were also in attendance. That ought not to be surprising in the rarified world of the ton, but Elizabeth did wish there would be something novel to liven up the evening. Ladies Emmaline and Constance hailed her.
“You go on with your friends, my dear,” Elizabeth’s mother advised. “I will join the other chaperones and keep an eye on the proceedings. And don’t forget to smile, my dear. Gentlemen prefer a cheerful countenance.”
Elizabeth gave up being irritated with her mother’s determination. She knew it came from a place of love and a desire to see her settled, as well as the spirit of competition with her sister and best friend. She finally felt amusement over her mother’s reminder. With a bright smile she replied to her mother, “I will certainly keep that in mind.”
She started walking toward her friends when she felt a shiver of awareness shimmy up her neck just before a deep voice spoke softly in her ear. “What has tickled your amusement, my dear lady?”
Willing herself not to shiver again, Elizabeth turned to the earl, determined to put him in his place. But when her eyes collided with his intelligent, blue gaze she felt another shiver threaten, and her smile turned into a frown. “Are you stalking me, my lord? I really find it quite surprising that we have gone weeks without ever exchanging words, and now it seems as though you are always underfoot.”
“That is no way to speak to a wealthy, unattached earl, my dear. What would your mama say?” He chuckled over her indignation, causing it to ratchet up another notch. She tried to turn away; she wasn’t going to bother dignifying him with a response, but his warm hand closed over her elbow.
“I beg of you, my dear lady, do not turn away. I was merely teasing you. Please, dance with me. I do believe this is our song playing.”
Elizabeth blinked at him in surprise. As her ears attuned to the melody the orchestra was playing, she was taken aback to realize he was right — it was the same waltz they had danced to the night before. She wanted to refuse but could feel speculative gazes looking at them. And he really was a handsome man, as well as a skilled dancer. It needn’t be a trial to spend the next moments with him. And it would be easier to explain than her refusal, especially if her mother had seen them talking.
With a less than gracious sigh, Elizabeth accepted the earl’s hand. “Why are you all of a sudden paying so much attention to me, my lord? I really do not think we would suit.” Elizabeth had heard the rumours that the notorious earl was looking for a new countess, and he had even admitted as much during their drive, but she did not think the man was stupid enough to pursue her after she had told him her views of marriage. She was quite certain there were other, more biddable ladies who would serve his needs far better than she could. I have no intention of being his next dead countess, she thought with a less enjoyable shiver.
Elizabeth felt his gaze sharpen on her face at the tell-tale movement. She pasted a serene smile to her face awaiting his response. She was glad the waltz did not require them to be constantly separated at regular intervals, as he would have to answer her question promptly.
“Is it so difficult to believe I might find you irresistible?” he countered with a question of his own.
“Yes, it is, now tell the truth.” Elizabeth could tell her answer surprised him as well as brought him amusement. To her relief, he did not laugh too loudly, but his low chuckle made a flutter start up in her belly. She gritted her teeth and ignored the tug of attraction.
∞∞∞
 
Justice admired his companion’s persistence. She was surprisingly intelligent for such a pretty girl. In his experience the prettier the girl, the more self-absorbed they became. Just look at his wife. He tried not to allow his thoughts to dwell on his late wife very often, but Lady Elizabeth certainly compared favourably with the beautiful, spoiled, young woman he had taken as his wife.
He needed to get a new countess eventually, and Lady Elizabeth did not fit the description of what he was looking for, but he certainly enjoyed her company. And he needed information from her. How could he get her to cooperate? He decided the straightforward young woman would appreciate his honesty in exchange for her own.
“I need you to tell me what you know about Sir Jason Broderick. This is important, Lady Elizabeth. I know you don’t trust me, and I know I have a rotten reputation. But I swear to you, I am not in cahoots with him. If you know anything about him, you know he is trouble. I am trying to stop him, but I need you to tell me what you know.”
He watched in frustration as she chewed on her lip in indecision. He had to wrench his eyes away from her mouth. He could not allow himself to be distracted by a physical attraction to her. Gazing into her eyes he could see her struggle to decide if she should trust him. He was gratified when her worried gaze cleared and it appeared she had come to a decision.
“Very well, my lord, I will tell you what I know, but you must swear to keep it in the strictest confidence, as it is not really my secret to tell. The others involved are no longer available, and if you know of something he is up to I ought to give you whatever information I can so that you can stop him if need be. I think he might already be taken care of, but if he is not, then he must be stopped.”
He felt his grip on her tighten, and he vigorously swirled her into the next turn of the dance bringing a light of joy into her eyes but a reprimand to her lips. “My lord, you mustn’t draw undue attention to us. If I am going to confide in you we shall need privacy, and the very last thing we need is anyone finding out about it.”
Chastened, Justice saw the wisdom of her words and he settled into the steady rhythm of the waltz while she composed her thoughts. He tried to figure out a way to get her alone so he could hear what she had to tell him. Propriety called for him to wait until the next day and call upon her once more, but he was suddenly impatient and could not wait.
“There’s a picture gallery on the second floor and several rooms off that. Meet me there ten minutes after our dance ends. You can tell me everything you know then.”
“My lord, I question the wisdom of such a meeting.”
“Don’t worry, no one will be up there, and we won’t be caught. My curiosity is leaving my patience shattered.”
Elizabeth felt a thrill shiver down her spine at his bold words. She had always been a conventional sort of girl despite her insistence on wanting to make a love match. The thought of having an adventure with the notorious earl filled her with a heady mixture of anticipation, excitement, and fear. This must have been what her dear friend Rosamund had felt when she was conspiring with Wrentham against Broderick and what had motivated her to take such risks.
Elizabeth decided she was ready for an adventure of her own. Like the earl said, no one would know and her reputation would remain intact. And really, she reasoned, it was for the greater good. If Broderick was still free and up to no good, he needed to be stopped. If it were within her abilities to help, she couldn’t very well turn squeamish at the first obstacle.
“Very well, my lord, I will meet you in ten minutes,” she promised as the strains of the waltz drew to a close.
She offered him a brief curtsy and then turned on her heel and departed his company without a backward glance.
∞∞∞
 
Constance and Emmaline were quick to surround her. “You just danced with the Evil Earl of Heath?” Emmaline was aghast and avid with curiosity all at once.
“I really don’t think you should call him that, Lady Emmaline.” Elizabeth could hear the reprimand in her voice and cringed at the thought of the gossip that would ensue.
“You haven’t set your cap for Lord Sinclair, have you?” Constance was quick to follow her sister’s lead.
“No, I have not done something so vulgar as to set my cap for anyone, let alone the Earl of Heath. It was just a dance, ladies, nothing to cause alarm.”
“It looked a little more involved than just a dance,” Emmaline commented snidely, her eyes bright with curious glee. “He really is a handsome man, but I would be afraid if I were you, Lady Elizabeth.”
“I appreciate your concern,” Elizabeth replied drily. She refused to grant either of the other women the satisfaction of knowing that she shared their concerns. She would not sink to their level of gossip and innuendo. “That was a vigorous and long dance, I am just going to go to the refreshment room and get a glass of punch. Enjoy your evening.” Elizabeth dismissed them as carefully as she could manage, not wanting them to accompany her but also not wishing to stir up their curiosity either.
With relief, she left them both behind and made her way to the room where Lady Oliver had arranged for refreshments to be served. Elizabeth really did feel the need for a drink before she went in search of the picture gallery and her appointment with the earl. Nerves made her mouth run dry. She wished she could bring the punch bowl with her. She felt like giggling over the silly thought and realized she was bordering on hysterical over the crazy stunt she was about to pull. But the earl was quite correct; Broderick needed to be stopped if he were still on the loose. She was certain Rosamund was safe, she knew the Duke of Wrentham wouldn’t let anything happen to her, but she couldn’t be so sure that Broderick was under control, although she had full confidence in the duke.
Trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, Elizabeth made every effort to glide innocently from the room, making her way to the back staircase and climbing to the second floor as the earl had directed. No one else was about, and she felt very conspicuous standing in the large, empty room. Before she knew it, a warm hand closed around her arm and pulled her into another chamber. She hadn’t even noticed the open door and the handsome man standing there waiting for her.
He shut the door with a quiet click, and Elizabeth turned to him with her hand still clutching her throat in fear. “You nearly scared the life out of me, my lord.”
“Did you not expect me to be here?” He stood very near her, with his hand still on her arm. Her heart was hammering in her chest, first from the fright he gave her, but now from his nearness. Realizing he was going to think her a simpleton, she tried to recover.
“Well of course I did, but surely you realize my nerves are frayed from the impropriety of meeting you. But never mind about that, I don’t mean to be a ninny hammer, my lord. We ought not to spend any more time here than necessary. Before I tell you everything I know about Broderick, could you tell me why you want to know?” He finally let go of her arm, and she took a small step back. She hoped he didn’t notice or realize that she found him attractive. That would just make this even more mortifying than it already is!
“Why, my lady? Are you trying to defend him?” The earl sounded shocked as he questioned her.
“No, of course not!” She was aghast at the thought. “Really, I am just curious. I would like to help you in your investigation if I could. I was helping my friend, Rose, investigate him a little bit, and I found it fascinating and exciting to be involved in such an inquiry. Could I please help you, my lord?” She heard her voice becoming wheedling and blushed with embarrassment. “I am sure I would be of great assistance,” she continued with more dignity. “I know Rose was happy for my help.”
“Let me first see what you know, and then I will determine if you will be able to be of much help to me.”
Elizabeth was frustrated with his noncommittal answer but decided to quit dithering on the subject. If they were going to avoid detection, they needed to keep this audience as short as possible. “Very well, my lord, I will accept that as a polite no, but I will tell you what I know anyway. I agree with you that Broderick is villain and needs to be stopped if he has more schemes up his sleeves.”
Lord Sinclair took her hands and was about to lead her to a chair when there was commotion at the door of the room they were in. Elizabeth froze and knew her mouth was probably dropping open in shock as the door burst open and a crowd of people crammed into the room. It seemed that bedlam broke out as everyone spoke at once.
Elizabeth felt all the blood draining from her face and head, and she felt momentarily faint. She was grateful for the arm the earl placed solicitously around her but knew in that moment that it was about to condemn them both to an uncertain future.
“Elizabeth Marie Castleton, what is the meaning of this?” Elizabeth’s mother demanded, obviously trying to sound strict, but glee was lurking in her tone.
Elizabeth wanted to sink through the floor when she heard the buzz of the other occupants as they speculated about her and the earl. Emmaline and Constance were also in the background fanning the flames of gossip that were about to incinerate her reputation.
She felt almost relieved at the thought that her mother would have to leave her alone now if she were about to be beyond the pale. She smiled wanly at her mother. “We had an important matter to discuss, Mother, and did not wish to be disturbed.” Elizabeth knew they had not done anything wrong, so she refused to be shamed.
Elizabeth saw the earl looking about at the gathered gossips and then he met her eye with a look of apology. His next words caused the buzz to increase tenfold.
“We needed to discuss the terms of our engagement. You may all wish us happy, although I cannot fathom what brings you all by.”
“Oh, Elizabeth, that is wonderful news! Now you come right along and accompany me back to the ballroom. It wouldn’t do to sully your reputation at this point. What a coup! The Earl of Heath! You shall make a fine son-in-law, my lord.” Lady Castleton was beaming at the earl with such delight that Elizabeth felt sick to the pit of her stomach.
She closed her eyes, hoping she could open them and it would turn out this had all been a bad dream. Unfortunately, in the next moment, she realized it was sadly very true. Lady Emmaline and her sister were fluttering around her agog with the news. Almost as quickly as everyone had filed into the room they had filed back out, clearly anxious to spread the news of what they had witnessed. Within a couple short minutes it was just the earl, Lady Elizabeth, and her mother standing in the room with varying degrees of consternation on their faces. In the commotion, the earl had been jostled to the other side of the room. He stayed where he was but kept his eyes trained upon the two ladies.
“This is not exactly how I would have liked this to be arranged, I must say, but I am thrilled to have you finally betrothed, my dear.”
“Mother, how can you stand there and say you’re happy to see me engaged to marry the Earl of Heath?” Elizabeth was shocked that her mother’s single mindedness would extend to such lengths.
“Why not? He is wealthy, well born, and mannerly. He shall be an excellent husband for you, to be sure.”
“Mother,” she began again. Grateful that Lord Sinclair had remained on the other side of the room, Elizabeth turned her back to the earl and kept her voice low in the hopes that he could not hear. “I know we have already discussed this, but it bears repeating — it is rumoured he killed his wife. Do you really wish to see me committed to him for life? It might not be for very long.” She knew he had heard her when she heard a soft sound behind her, as though he were snuffing out a burst of laughter. She crossed her arms and shot a glare over her shoulder at him. “And how did you know to come looking for me here?” she demanded of her mother crossly. “We had just arrived. We truly did need to talk, nothing of a scandalous nature was about to take place.”
“That is neither here nor there, my darling daughter. Your little friends came and told me they were worried about you. They thought you had gotten lost because they saw you climb the stairs to the second floor and yet you had not returned. It struck me as being quite uncharacteristic of you, so I decided to follow you. And then the girls wanted to come, too, and his lordship. It all happened very quickly, really. But all is well that ends well, as they say, would you not agree?”
“No, I would not agree. I cannot marry him,” Elizabeth insisted.
“You certainly should have thought of that before you agreed to an assignation with the man,” came her mother’s unsympathetic reply.
“This was not an assignation!”
Elizabeth had lost count of how many times she had wished to disappear since she had come into association with the Earl of Heath, but once more the sensation swept her. She glanced over her shoulder at him again for the barest moment, wondering how he was taking the discussion he could obviously hear, and wondering why he did not speak up. Surely he couldn’t wish for this match! But the daft man remained where he was, at least on the surface looking as though he hadn’t a care in the world.
Elizabeth wanted to stamp her foot with frustration but managed to hold her composure, at least in front of her mother. She would truly die of mortification if her mother gave her another lecture in front of the earl. The dutiful daughter could just hear it, ‘a lady will never find a gentleman to marry if she cannot control her temper, my dear.’ She shook her head and dragged her attention back to her mother as she was replying to Elizabeth’s assertions.
“It certainly looked like it. Why else would you be in a private room away from all the other guests with a man holding your hands? You have no choice. You must marry him. You are just lucky that he had the good sense to see that. I am surprised and disappointed that you do not. Now, I will give you five minutes to discuss matters while I stand outside, and then we will return to the ball, and you will accept the congratulations that will be directed your way as graciously as you can muster.”
Elizabeth watched with a dropped jaw as her mother strode from the room on the heels of her words, leaving her alone with the earl. She couldn’t meet his eye. She was mortified at the turn of events. Elizabeth wanted to wail in frustration. Her one attempt at having an adventure had gone horribly wrong.
“I am so sorry, my lord, I had no idea things could possibly turn out this way.” She began to apologize before her anger overtook her. “But what were you thinking making a declaration like that? We could have brazened it out. Now, we have to become betrothed. What were you thinking?” she repeated in her frustration. “You cannot possibly want to become leg shackled to me, do you, my lord? Was it not just this afternoon that we discussed the matter? You are searching for a much different countess than I shall ever prove to be.”
∞∞∞
 
Justice took her cold, trembling hands into his and chafed them, trying to bring warmth to her as he knew she was struggling with shock. It was most definitely not how either of them had foreseen their evening progressing, but he could not find it within himself to be disappointed. She was quite correct in her assessment that she was not what he had been looking for, but he could feel anticipation building within himself at the thought of having the lovely young woman as his wife.
“It was the only possible way to defuse the situation—surely you see that. I am sorry it has turned out this way, but we can make the most of it.”
“You are much too calm about this, my lord. I am beginning to think you had a hand in orchestrating this. I do not trust you, and I cannot imagine there is any way we shall be able to salvage a comfortable life out of this mess. Why could you not have kept your mouth shut?”
“Elizabeth, my dear lady, you really must make an effort not to fall apart now.” Justice tried to help her regain her composure. “Can you not see that we can now work together against Broderick much more comfortably?”
He watched in amusement as her jaw became unhinged once more. “Do you mean this was a ploy to get my cooperation with your investigation? I was already going to help you! There was no reason to go to such lengths.”
“That is most certainly not what I meant,” Justice insisted. “I am merely trying to make the best out of a difficult situation.”
“So, you intend to just have a temporary betrothal until the gossip dies down?”
Justice grimaced at the hopeful note in her voice. “No, we shall have to be wed. You are well and truly compromised, my dear lady. I do apologize to you. I know you came to meet me with the best of intentions, and this is a cruel recompense for your efforts.”
“You are perfectly accurate in that, my lord. I feel as though I have been blindsided by this turn of events.” She paused for a moment and Justice held his breath, unsure of what she would say next. “I do not mean to be rude or hurtful, my lord, but I really have no wish to be married to you.”
“Would you rather be banished from polite Society?” He was surprised but not shocked by her words and was trying to help her see reason.
“As a matter of fact, I would, my lord. If it were not for thoughts of how it would affect my mother, I very much would rather be banished. Do you not recall what I told you just this very afternoon that I wished to marry for love? And then there is the little fact of the gossip about you, my lord. No, I cannot be comfortable contemplating a future as the Countess of Heath.”
“I am sorry that you feel this way, my dear, but you will have to conform your thoughts to just such a development.”
Elizabeth wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. This was such a mess. Rosamund would have managed the entire situation far better, she was sure. She felt a momentary wish to curl up and have a good cry, but before she could even feel the tears forming in her eyes, her mother was back in the room bustling about and fussing over her.
“Come along, my dear. Let us go. We must remain for at least a half an hour before we can take our leave. My lord, you may call upon my husband first thing in the morning to make the arrangements. And then you must escort my daughter for another ride in the Park. It seems you have a lot to discuss.”
As they descended to the ballroom, Elizabeth could feel a myriad of eyes boring into her. She made every effort to keep her smile serene despite the fact that inside she was howling with fury. She could see that Lady Emmaline was waiting to pounce upon her as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs.
“I thought you said you weren’t setting your cap at him,” she began, her sly look enjoying Elizabeth’s discomfort. “It would seem you don’t give a fig for his sullied reputation.”
Elizabeth felt a shockingly misplaced sense of loyalty rear up within her breast. “I would beg of you to not speak ill of my future husband, my dear Lady Emmaline. I wouldn’t want to have to give you the cut direct when I am the Countess of Heath.”
She felt a deep sense of satisfaction at the other woman’s gasp. “I can assure you I meant no harm, my dear Lady Elizabeth. Please do not take my little jest as an insult to his lordship.”
Glancing over at the earl, Elizabeth hoped he had not heard her words. She did not want him thinking she was defending him. She did not trust the man and was shivering in fear over her future, but she would not allow the likes of Lady Emmaline to speak ill of anyone connected with her. Elizabeth doubted if she were being at all reasonable. She couldn’t help a small smile that touched her lips at the ridiculousness of it all. Again she worried that hysteria was going to overtake her as her eyes clashed with the warm, blue gaze of her new fiancé.
The rest of the evening passed in a blur as the scores of people at the ball heard the news of her betrothal and came to congratulate them. Elizabeth could feel the speculative curiosity of the assembled guests and was grateful that etiquette prevented most from giving voice to their true thoughts. Until the elderly Lady Meriwether approached her.
“Are you daft, m’lady?” she asked loudly.
“I beg your pardon, Lady Meriwether?” Elizabeth had a bad feeling about the direction this conversation was going to take.
“How could you get yourself in a fix with the likes of Lord Sinclair, girl?” the lady persisted. “Have you not heard the rumours about him?”
Elizabeth felt a wave of dizziness swamp her. Of course, she was afraid, she wanted to yell at the aging busybody. She was swept with profound relief as she felt a warm hand take her arm and heard the deep rumble of the earl’s voice.
“Thank you so much for offering your concern for our future, Lady Meriwether. We shall be sure to take your advice to heart.”
Elizabeth actually felt her lips twitch with amusement over the look of confusion covering Lady Meriwether’s face. She leaned on the earl’s arm gratefully and wondered how much longer she would have to face the rabid curiosity of the wellborn crowd.
As the older lady turned away from them, Elizabeth was alone with the earl for the first time since leaving the picture gallery. The reprieve was momentary, she knew, as the crowds continued to press around them.
“You ought to head home. You are beginning to wilt under this heat.” Elizabeth did not take offense at Lord Sinclair’s words, recognizing them for the concern they were meant to be. She did not want to be warmed by anything the man did. Her resentment warred with attraction as she gazed at him in silence. Innate politeness won out.
“Thank you for stepping in to deal with her. I was at a loss as to what to say.”
“I do believe it is part of the position as fiancé,” he answered her with a dimpled smile cast her way. Elizabeth refused to be charmed.
“I guess you would know,” she replied, waspishly hinting at his previous betrothal. Despite her fears, she knew such a comment was beneath her and flushed with mortification at her show of ill-bred pique. “I’m sorry, my lord, you were right, it is time for me to leave. I most definitely need some sleep. Tomorrow will be soon enough to sort out this mess.”
She didn’t bother saying anything more to him as he escorted her and her mother to their carriage. It had been a trying day.




Chapter Four
Pansy was beside herself with excitement as she tugged her mistress’ curls into submission. “The entire household is buzzing with the news, my lady. How could you not have told me?” Her question was reproachful.
“It all happened very suddenly, Pansy. There wasn’t anything to tell you as recently as yesterday. It’s really a very complicated story,” Elizabeth excused and sighed.
“Aren’t you happy about it, m’lady? He is a handsome fellow to be sure, with all that hair and his broad shoulders. I took a peek at him yesterday when he came to take you for a drive. One of the most handsome men who has called on you, m’lady. And I’ve heard he’s terribly rich. You shan’t have to pinch your pin money with him.”
“Perhaps not, Pansy, but I have my misgivings. It has all happened so suddenly. I do not know what to think.”
“What seems to be the trouble? I don’t mean to be bold, m’lady, but if you need to talk about it, I’m good to listen.”
Elizabeth could feel that her smile was wan as she directed it at her faithful companion. “I appreciate that, Pansy. The trouble, as you say, is the fact that the earl was previously married, and the circumstances surrounding the death of his first wife are mysterious. There is speculation that Lord Sinclair was involved in her death. So while I am disappointed that I am not to have the love match I was hoping for, I am actually terrified that I shan’t have a very long future ahead of me.”
“M’lady!” Pansy was shocked by her mistress’ revelations. “But how could he go about Society if he has been accused of killing his wife?”
“Apparently it was never proven. And he is an earl who is well connected, through various relations, to the royal family. There would have to be irrefutable proof to make any accusations like that stick.”
“Bring me with you. I’ll keep you safe,” the loyal maid declared faithfully.
Elizabeth felt tears spring to her eyes at the other woman’s words. “Thank you so much. I do believe I shall take you up on that offer. But are you not afraid for your own safety?”
“I have several strapping brothers who taught me how to defend myself before I went into service. I can protect myself and you.”
Elizabeth clapped her hands with her first feelings of relief since the entire debacle had begun. “Do your brothers live anywhere nearby? Perhaps they could come and teach me a thing or two.”
“All my family lives rather far away, m’lady, I’m sorry to tell you. But I think some of the footmen might know similar tricks. I’ll ask the butler and let you know.”
“Thank you, Pansy, but swear him to secrecy. I cannot imagine Mother thinking this is a good idea.”
Impulsively, Elizabeth gave her maid a warm hug just as there was a knock on the door. A footman was there with a message from her mother.
“His lordship, the Earl of Heath, has called to speak with your father, my lady. Her ladyship asks that you present yourself in the morning room as soon as possible in preparation for going for a drive with his lordship.”
It was clear to Elizabeth that the footman was excited and nervous about delivering his important message, so she did not give vent to her frustrations. It was neither of the servants’ faults that her mother was throwing her to the wolves. Or one wolf, in this particular case. Despite all her misgivings, her thoughts brought her amusement and she was able to smile at the footman and her maid as she accepted the summons and followed the footman down the stairs after one last glance at her reflection. If she was going to her doom, she wanted to at least look presentable on the way.
Thankfully, her mother did not expect her to make conversation. It would seem that now that her objective had been reached, she was content and allowed Elizabeth to sit in silence as they waited for the earl to present himself. Elizabeth tried to make some progress on her needlework, but her hands were shaking so much she was pretty sure she would have to remove all the stitches she was making that morning. In frustration she wanted to hurl the fabric across the room but managed to restrain herself from such a display just as they heard male voices in the hallway.
She could feel the blood ebbing and flowing in her head at the myriad of thoughts jostling for supremacy as the butler announced Lord Sinclair and he entered the room with her father.
“Elizabeth, my dear, his lordship and I have just been working out all the details of your settlements. He has been most generous. And now, he would like to spend some time with you. Your mother and I have agreed that it would be acceptable for you to go for a drive for an hour or two. And it has been determined that the nuptials shall take place next week. It will require a special license, but given the gossip that is sure to result after last night, we thought it best to sew things up quickly, before everyone leaves Town for the winter.”
Jumping to her feet, Elizabeth felt she could do nothing but repeat her father’s words. “Next week?” she declared in horror. “But that’s not nearly enough time.” She broke off before she allowed the rest of her thoughts to escape her mouth. It wasn’t nearly enough time to come up with a plan of how to get herself out of the wretched situation.
It would seem the earl had read her mind, as he smiled at her with a trace of amusement. “Your mother has assured me that it will be plenty of time to arrange the necessary details. It is actually perfect timing, if you ask me. Then we can start our life together at Heath comfortably ensconced in the country before the spring session of Parliament.”
Elizabeth could feel a sense of panic threatening to close her throat, and she made herself inhale slowly and rhythmically for a few moments while her mother and the earl discussed her future as though she weren’t even present. It was becoming a farce. How is it possible? she wondered wildly. Just weeks ago, days even, she had felt as though she were in complete control of her life, despite her mother’s constant harping about marriage. Now she was sitting here like a spectator allowing her mother and a veritable stranger to determine her future, just because she had the lack of sense to agree to meet him for a private conversation. She stood up abruptly.
“Enough,” she tried to say it loudly, but she was fairly certain it had barely come out above a whisper. But the earl heard. She wondered if she would ever feel comfortable calling him Justice. Or if she would live long enough to get to that level of comfort. She fought the bubble of hysteria threatening to choke her again.
“Are you ready to go, my dear?” he asked solicitously, his intelligent gaze scouring her face, making her feel like squirming.
She didn’t bother answering, merely striding toward the door. This tension is turning me into a shrew, she thought with a twinge of guilt she immediately dismissed. Perhaps he would become disgusted with her and cry off before the week was out. She couldn’t prevent her hopeful smile at that thought.
“What are you thinking now?” he asked her in his low voice, once again crowding too close for her comfort. She wasn’t sure if it were her imagination or not, but she thought she could feel the heat radiating from him as he stood at her back. She did not want to feel pleasure at his proximity, and she refused to think of how his low, deep voice made her belly flutter. She decided to be honest with him, and did so in as flat a tone as possible.
“I was wondering how I can get you to break our engagement.”
Obviously, her honesty surprised him, as he released a bark of laughter before he quickly regained control of his features. “You are certainly going to keep me entertained,” he commented with a cheerful grin.
Elizabeth didn’t bother trying to hide her put upon sigh. She nearly jumped out of her skin as she felt his warm palm settle on the small of her back. She felt the flush steal over her entire body as she became consumed with embarrassment. Clearly, it could go from bad to worse. She was grateful that he pretended not to notice, or at least forbore to tease her about it. But he left his hand where he had placed it. She thought about squirming away from his touch but decided it was tolerable.
∞∞∞
 
As he lifted Elizabeth into his curricle for the second afternoon in a row, Justice wondered how long it would take his companion to forgive him for the nature of their relationship. It was not an ideal way to enter into a marriage, but he could not find it in himself to be disappointed that she would be his wife. He knew it couldn’t possibly be a less successful union than his first marriage, and he actually felt optimistic that it could be a positive experience for them both. He was surprised to find that he trusted the young woman at his side. Unfortunately, he knew she did not return the sentiment. And trust was not something one could force or coerce. It had to be earned, and time would be needed in a case like this where she had good reason to doubt him. But he knew he was a trustworthy fellow; he had full confidence she would come to see that with time. So, he struggled not to mind her anger and tried not to cajole her about it.
“Were you able to get any sleep last night?” he thought to ask her, noticing the strained tension around her mouth.
“Reasonably well, thank you for asking, my lord,” came her muted reply.
“Do you think you might be able to call me by my name, my lady? I would appreciate your permission to call you by yours.”
This finally brought her eyes to his face, if just briefly. He could see that she almost smiled, but then she pulled her eyes away and turned her attention to her lap. He didn’t press the subject.
“I thought you might like a drive in the countryside, my dear. There is an inn a short way from Town where we could stop for some refreshments before we return. You might feel more comfortable talking with me if you aren’t forced to look at me. Would that be fine with you?”
“That would be fine,” she answered, keeping her head averted. He could see that she was again nibbling on her lower lip. The sight nearly drove him to distraction before he thought to worry about her. She had never seemed like the nervous type to him. He had spent the weeks of the Little Season watching the young ladies of the ton in an effort to determine which was likely to make him a good wife. While he had not at the time considered Lady Elizabeth a suitable candidate, he had thought her a lovely, confident young woman. It scourged his conscience that he was to blame for her fears now. He was inordinately pleased when she suddenly turned to him and started talking until he realized what she wanted to discuss.
“Are you really going to go through with marrying me, my lord?” He could feel her wide eyes watching him sharply. He glanced toward her and tried to offer her a reassuring smile.
“I would very much like to do so, yes.”
“Even though you know I do not particularly want it?”
“I hope I will be able to change your mind eventually.”
“How do you plan to do that?”
He could hear the suspicion in her voice and kept his amusement from his face with a valiant effort. “If you get to know me, I am certain you will find that I am an excellent catch.” He tried to be cajoling and just hoped he didn’t sound like an arrogant dandy instead. It must have worked because he was gratified to see a slight smile pushing away the worry displayed on her face.
“Do you not think it’s ridiculous that we have to marry just because of one lapse of judgment? Do you not think this is going to be a travesty of a life?”
Justice tried not to wince with offense over her words. “I don’t think being married to you will be a travesty. I would like to think I will make a decent husband. I promise not to mistreat you. I will do everything in my power to see that you want for nothing. Can you not make some sort of effort to come to terms with this?”
He watched her cheeks brighten with colour, but he was uncertain if it was from embarrassment or distress. He hoped she would confide in him.
“I apologize, my lord. I am being churlish. You are being a perfect gentleman. It is not your reputation which would be shattered if we do not wed. And you have not uttered one word of complaint about the situation. One would almost think you were delighted with the turn of events.”
Justice thought there was a strange tone in her voice as she said that, and he was about to question her on it but then she turned his attention with her next words. “You are right. There is nought that can be done now. I will do my best to be a dutiful wife. Now, would you like to hear what I know about Sir Jason Broderick? Have you any idea how much time before we arrive at this inn you spoke of?”
“I would love to hear what you know. We shall arrive in about twenty minutes.”
“I don’t actually know very much, I am afraid, so twenty minutes shall be plenty of time.” She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “Do you remember my friend, Miss Rosamund Smythe? Her father is Lord Smythe, a baron from… I do not at the moment recall where. He is a diplomat and travels about. Most recently he was in Vienna, and Miss Smythe was there with him. Anyhow, she knows more about Sir Broderick than I do. She never did tell me everything she knew. I think she found out about him while she was in Vienna with her father.
“A few weeks ago, when we were attending Lady Yorkleigh’s musicale, she overheard Sir Broderick plotting with Lord Austen to entrap the Duke of Wrentham into marriage with Lord Austen’s daughter, Lady Anne. Rose did her best to thwart their plot by telling Wrentham and redirecting Lady Anne. Sir Broderick abducted her two nights ago at the ball where you spoke to me for the first time. That is why, when you mentioned bad men, I grew suspicious about you, wondering if you were threatening me because of my association with Rosamund.”
Justice listened in silence as she told him what she knew. Once it seemed like she hadn’t anything more to add, he pressed her for details with a few questions. “Did Miss Smythe think there was more to their plot than a desire to get their fingers into the duke’s purse?”
“Yes, she thought it might have something to do with his being a duke, maybe something to do with the government. I have taken very little interest in the workings of the government, I am sorry to tell you, so I didn’t understand why she thought that. Rose took a much greater interest in that sort of thing, probably because of her father.”
The earl knew he should ask her more about Sir Broderick, but he wanted to learn more about his future wife. “Does that sort of thing bore you to tears?”
Elizabeth finally looked at him again, and he tried not to squirm under her scrutiny. “Do you wish I was an empty-headed miss, my lord? I am sorry to have to tell you that I am not. It doesn’t bore me — I just have not had a chance to investigate it. My father has always been of the opinion that it is an important matter that must be left in his capable hands, and I ought to just concern myself with my needlework.”
“I don’t think you are empty headed, Elizabeth, quite the contrary. Did it bother you that your father had such an attitude?” He was trying to see into this woman’s mind and finding it rather difficult. He had never been so intensely invested in getting to the bottom of someone’s thinking. It made him nervous. But he persisted anyway.
Elizabeth offered a brief shrug. “I guess I accepted it as normal. My sisters and cousins were satisfied with needlework and such. I wanted to play with my brothers and be just like them. Of course, they were not much interested in my company, but I always knew I wasn’t normal. I learned how to pretend, but it is a challenge.”
“I would really rather you don’t pretend with me. Please, ask me whatever you would like to know. If I can help you learn something, I would be happy to. If I do not have the answers for you, I will make sure we find a way to get them.”
“Really?”
Justice felt his heart clench at the eager look on her face. It was poignantly charming to see how utterly hopeful she looked. “Really and truly,” he promised her. He could see that she was mulling over his words, but the wariness embedded deep in her expression had not been fully dissipated. He decided not to press the issue and returned to the matter of Broderick.
“Do you know if Miss Smythe ever found out what was behind Broderick’s interest in the Duke?”
“I don’t think she knew everything before he abducted her. Her parents sent me a message yesterday that she was safe, but that they would be retiring from the city, so I have not been able to speak with her. I know she’s safe, but other than that, I know nothing else. She probably knows now, if Broderick told her after abducting her. I do know that she spoke with Lady Yorkleigh. Perhaps you could ask her.”
“I actually already have.” Justice tried not to be disappointed. It would seem his betrothed was right. She did not have much information for him. Compromising her had not gotten him any further in his investigation of Broderick. And he couldn’t even be sure that Wrentham had Broderick in custody. The dastard could not be left to wreak havoc upon any more innocent victims. He glanced at his companion. One could even say Elizabeth was now a victim of the cur. Justice’s hands tightened on the reins as he struggled to contain his frustration. The cloud of dread that had hovered over him since he had begun looking into Broderick seemed to intensify. The sensation that he was going to run out of time before someone else got hurt made him nauseous.
He tried to turn his thoughts by looking on the bright side. At least now he no longer had to worry about finding a countess. He could finally get on with his life. Once he could put the matter of Broderick behind him, he would be content. Elizabeth drew his attention back with her question.
“Was she able to help you?” Elizabeth’s interest encouraged him.
Justice shrugged. “Somewhat, but most of what she knew I was already aware of.”
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth gazed at the earl, her worries about her future fading a little as she enjoyed the conversation. It was so rare that a gentleman would expect a level of intelligence from a woman. It made her eager to learn more and be of assistance.
She allowed her face to relax into a genuine smile for the first time since they had met in the morning room. “So, why are you investigating him, anyway? If you did not know about Rosamund and the Duke of Wrentham, it must be some unrelated matter.”
“It is an unrelated matter, but I would really rather not say at this point,” came his unbelievable response.
Elizabeth stiffened in outrage. She turned to look at the earl, knowing her tumult of feelings must be written on her face but not much caring. “My life has been irrevocably changed by your quest to learn more about the dastardly knight, and yet you do not think I have a right to know why?”
She couldn’t decide if she were more hurt or angry. Her dearest wish in life had been to find a mate she could love and be loved by in return. It would seem what she was getting was a murderer who couldn’t give a fig about her feelings. Stiffening her resolve, she determined she would have to harden her heart. There was to be no escape for her. She would make the best of the situation and just figure out a way to stay alive. Perhaps once she was increasing with his heir, she could see about having the earl killed. Then she would be free to live her life however she liked. Elizabeth knew she was being ridiculous, or hysterical, or maybe both. She derided herself for the violent thought, but her amusement warmed her slightly and helped her hold onto the fragments of her composure.
It was obvious to her that the earl did not know what to make of her question. She was surprised to see a tinge of pink heating his cheeks, as though he were embarrassed by her words. She mentally shrugged. He ought to be uncomfortable, she thought, since she wasn’t likely to ever be comfortable again.
“I am sorry, my lady. It is just that it is a sensitive matter, and I am not comfortable sharing it with anyone at the moment.” Despite the slight blush, Elizabeth could see from his clenched jaw that he was quite resolute on the matter.
She shot him a withering look but restrained herself from comment. Looking straight ahead she saw they were nearing a town. It was hard to believe that only twenty minutes had gone by. It felt as though she had aged several years in the last two days. Elizabeth wondered if he would allow her to be served a drink containing spirits. She thought rather wildly for the first time in her life that she might need the fortification. She actually laughed at her own thoughts. When she felt the earl’s questioning gaze resting upon her, she realized she had laughed out loud. Elizabeth could feel the heat creeping into her cheeks with mortification. She really was in danger of losing her mind.
They had arrived at an establishment called The Ball and Castle. It looked to be a respectable enough place. Her mouth had grown dry, and she looked forward to some sort of fortification. She doubted the earl would order her any sort of spirits, but even a lemonade would do at this point. Elizabeth was shocked to feel the familiar shiver of awareness trickle up her spine, despite her feelings of anger and outrage toward him, as the earl lifted her down from his curricle. Her life was getting murkier by the moment. She wished she had someone she could discuss everything with, but her dearest friend was unavailable to her. She would have to deal with this on her own. Elizabeth determined to make idle conversation with the earl until he returned her home. She reassured herself that she was safe with him, at least until after they were wed. And the man would most likely want his heir at some point, as he had told her that was his reason for seeking another countess. No doubt, he would keep her alive for at least a little while after the marriage. She would have to keep her wits about her and learn as much as possible about him in the meantime.
The delighted landlord quickly showed them to a private dining room and left them to a strained silence that was only broken when he returned with two glasses of lemonade and a plate of biscuits that were far more delicious than they appeared. Elizabeth sighed silently with reluctance but then strove for conversation.
“Tell me about Heath, my lord.”
She knew her question surprised him, but she was discomfited to see that it also looked as though he were delighted over it. He launched into an enthusiastic speech about all the aspects and merits of his ancestral estate. Despite herself, she grew interested and questioned him on many details.
“Do you have other properties in addition to Heath, my lord?” She could tell by his raised eyebrow that he was remembering his request that she call him by his Christian name, but she was nowhere near comfortable enough to do that at this juncture. She ignored the look and awaited his answer.
“I do, actually. I shall be happy to settle them on our younger sons if we should be blessed with many children.” His answer made her blush to her roots and wonder if perhaps he was considering not killing her. She would have to find out as much as possible about his first countess in order to determine why she had died. There was no way she could condone the killing, but perhaps he had some sort of a reason that made sense to him. She rather liked the thought of remaining upon this earth. Even though the inn was comfortable and remarkably well appointed, Elizabeth had no wish to linger and was relieved when the earl suggested they return to Town as soon as they had finished off their collation.
She tried to keep up a steady stream of chatter as they returned to the carriage. She had so many conflicting feelings to deal with and hoped fervently he didn’t notice or at least wouldn’t ask about them. Elizabeth sucked in her breath as he hoisted her up onto her seat, but was relieved when he didn’t comment, even though the light dancing in his eyes made her think he had noticed. Ignoring her reaction, she asked him another question about Heath.
“Do you have a variety of animals?”
“We have an extensive dairy program and the tenants are busy with the wool.”
“Wool?” Elizabeth knew what wool was but she didn’t understand what he had just said.
“The make the wool into products that they sell.”
“Oh, that’s very enterprising of them.”
They continued to discuss his estate, tenants, and crops as they drove back to Mayfair. As he was dropping her off at her home, Elizabeth thought with amazement, if it were not for the fact that she was convinced he had killed his first wife, she would have quite enjoyed the afternoon and would be almost looking forward to her life with him. It was a ridiculous notion. Rumours such as that do not spring from nothing, she reminded herself fiercely. Just recall what Lady Meriwether had said the night of her ruination. Even that old harridan believes he’s guilty. And the fact that he won’t confide in you about his own involvement with Broderick just shows how untrustworthy he is.
You must not lose sight of that fact, she admonished herself then dashed up the stairs.
As the butler held the door open for her, Elizabeth looked back at the earl shyly and lifted her hand in a small wave, gratified to see that he stood watching her attentively. He winked and waved back at her. Elizabeth averted her gaze with a stifled smile and ran into the house, allowing the butler to shut the door with a resounding click. Climbing up the stairs toward her room as swiftly as propriety allowed, Elizabeth called out for her maid to be summoned to her room for her. Her mind was abuzz with her constantly conflicting thoughts. The earl was so handsome and attentive, and yet she did not feel that she could trust him. She felt torn between reaching out to him and pushing him away. Elizabeth could feel a headache wanting to form from the conflict.
∞∞∞
 
Justice stood beside his curricle as his future bride climbed the stairs to her home. He was delighted when she looked back at him and waved. The girl was certainly a strange mixture of conflicting thoughts and feelings. He had been fully aware that his refusal to confide in her had hurt and angered her, but he was not about to start confiding in a woman. That had gone so horribly wrong for him in the past, he recalled with a grimace tightening his face. He was glad the door had already been closed behind her when that thought crossed his mind, as he was certain she would not be happy to see him frowning at her from the street.
Shaking his head to rid himself of his straying thoughts, the earl climbed back into his curricle and directed his horses toward the offices of his solicitors. If he were about to take on a wife, arrangements needed to be made. He needed to apprise those fine gentlemen of the promises he had made to Lady Elizabeth’s father and make arrangements for her future, in case his enemies came after him once more.
He hadn’t wanted to make her any more nervous than she was when she asked about Broderick but had been quite aware of her anger and disappointment. The more time he spent with his future bride, the more convinced he was that this was going to be a wonderful match. He didn’t want anything to interfere with it. He was quite well aware of the fact that Lady Elizabeth was looking for any possible means to get out of the union. If she knew there was a possibility that her life was in danger, it might be the final motivation she needed to defy convention and take her chances with the scandal.
Justice could feel his hands tighten on the reins and had to force himself to relax and get his high strung horses under control. His mind was made up about Lady Elizabeth. He felt badly that she was disappointed over the way things were progressing, but he had no intention of allowing her to cry off. She was beautiful, intelligent, and could even see the humour in difficult situations. He actually found that he quite liked the girl, even when she was trying to rip up at him. The next Countess of Heath was going to be a delight for him. He was determined to help her see the benefits and get over her disappointment that it was not the love match she had dreamed of. Perhaps, if he exerted himself sufficiently, he could make her love him, and then she would be happy. With a nod of determination, Justice firmed his resolve even more and set about his plans. 




Chapter Five
Elizabeth was standing in the middle of her bedchamber wringing her hands and worrying her lower lip when her maid entered the room.
“What has happened, my lady?” Pansy cried as she saw her mistress appearing to be in distress.
“Have you found someone to teach me self defense?” she asked by way of an answer.
Pansy stopped abruptly in front of her mistress, taking one of her cold hands into her own work-worn ones. “Yes, m’lady. One of the footmen, Stanley, is knowledgeable in such matters and strikes me as being a trustworthy sort, if you’re wanting to keep this matter quiet.”
“That would probably be for the best. While I am terrified and want to be as prepared as possible, the entire purpose of this arrangement is to avoid a scandal. If it became known that I was learning to defend myself, it would stir up far worse gossip than anything else that has gone before it, I am sure. How soon do you think we could start?”
Elizabeth could feel her maid’s worried scrutiny. “We are at your disposal whenever you wish, m’lady, surely you realize that. But why the urgency?”
“My mother has decided that I ought to be married within the week. That gives me very little time.”
“Oh!” Pansy’s widened eyes were full of excitement, but Elizabeth could tell she was trying to keep it under wraps.
Elizabeth rolled her eyes at the maid’s tone in the one-word answer. She was well aware that for the maid it would be a huge advancement in her status to go from being the personal maid of an earl’s youngest daughter to the lady’s maid of a countess. But she was loyal enough to feel trepidation on her mistress’ behalf. The other girl was still holding her hands, so Elizabeth squeezed them gently before releasing her. She paced across the room, no longer able to stand still.
“Under the circumstances, I doubt if my mother will require my presence this afternoon until it is time to prepare for our social engagements for the evening. If you would be so kind as to arrange for Stanley to meet us here, I would like to begin as soon as possible.” She paused in thought, glancing down at her fashionable attire. “Well, perhaps it would be best if it were in half an hour. I really ought to put on my oldest clothes. I would hate to have to explain the loss of one of my newest gowns. I am quite certain this is going to be a physically demanding exercise.”
“Very well, my lady. I will run down to have a word with him and be back momentarily to help you change.”
Left alone with her thoughts, Elizabeth’s stomach tied itself into knots as she thought of all that had transpired. Was it possible that just last week she had been blissfully unaware, thinking she could wait out her mother’s ambitions and set herself up independently upon her twenty-first birthday, if she didn’t manage to find someone to love in the meantime?
In the past week her best friend had been abducted, she had been compromised, and now was engaged to marry a man who was thought to have killed his first wife. It is enough to give one a fit of the vapours, she thought as she gazed searchingly at her own reflection in the mirror over her dressing table. Seeing the harried expression on her face, she stuck her tongue out at the image before turning her back to the mirror. She would not give in to such weakness. She was a resourceful young woman. She would find a way to work with the wretched circumstances being thrown her way.
She was relieved when Pansy returned. Action was much better than stewing in her own worries. Together they made short work of changing her attire, and within a few minutes the footman presented himself and they were ready to get to work.
The footman was a sturdy young man who looked decidedly uncomfortable to be in the bedchamber of his master’s daughter. Elizabeth tried to set him at ease. “Thank you so much for agreeing to do this for me, Stanley. I appreciate your promise to keep this quiet. You do understand that I am about to be married and am feeling nervous about moving to an estate where I know no one. At all of our properties I have known everyone since my birth. I have no worries there. But when I move to Heath, I shan’t know who to trust. Pansy and I thought it best if I learn how to look after myself a little bit.”
“But surely his lordship will see to your safety, m’lady,” the footman tried to protest.
“I am certain he shall do his best,” Elizabeth agreed, “But I would so much rather have a little bit of preparation, just in case.”
Stanley must have accepted the wisdom of her logic as he gave up any protests and launched into an explanation. “For this to work, m’lady, it would be best if you could take your assailant by surprise. And you had best be prepared to run like a rabbit because I can assure you that he’ll be mighty angry with you as soon as he is able to move.”
Elizabeth gazed at the young man in bewilderment until he furthered his explanation. “I’m going to teach you how you can down a man by hitting him in his jewels.”
This did not clear the matter up for Elizabeth, but Pansy was quick to explain. “You’ll be hitting him in his private parts, m’lady.”
Elizabeth could feel a blush scorch her face. “That surely would be beyond the pale.”
“If you’ll be needing these instructions, m’lady, the last thing you’ll be worriting about is being beyond the pale.” Pansy’s words were sensible and bolstered Elizabeth’s determination. And reinforced her fears.
“Very well, Stanley, let us proceed.”
“All right, m’lady. If a man comes at you from the front, you’ll want to grab his shoulders to give you as much leverage as possible. Then you’ll push up with your knee as hard as you can, doing your level best to aim at his private area. If you make a direct hit, he should be down for quite some time. But even if you just wing him, he’ll have to bend over with his pains. Then when he bends over, you’ll bring your knee up again as hard as you can and knock him in the head. Then you’ll push him over and run like the very devil is after you, because I promise you, he will be if you wait around any.”
Elizabeth could feel that her eyes were probably as wide as saucers, but she nodded her understanding while the footman positioned himself in front of her.
“Now m’lady, I would appreciate it something fierce if you would try not to actually hit me, but you ought to practice the motions, at least, so that you can feel how high you would have to bring your knee and how much your skirts might get in the way.” The poor young man’s face appeared to be on fire and Elizabeth had to stifle a nervous giggle, despite the seriousness of the situation. She truly appreciated his tutorial.
They went through the motions several times. He had been quite correct that it would take a great deal of effort to be effective, but she knew that if she was terrorized, she would be quite motivated. The exertions were causing her to sheen with sweat, but she was beginning to feel quite empowered, as though she were regaining a level of control over her life that had been lost the night before in that small room at Lady Oliver’s. She grinned at the two servants before her.
“Very well, m’lady. I quite think you have mastered that as well as you can. Now, you ought to be prepared for an attack from behind as well.”
Elizabeth could feel a little of the blood drain from her head, and her feeling of triumph fizzled. She was grateful for the footman’s thoroughness. She hadn’t even thought of that eventuality. She gave her head a quick shake to regain her senses and concentrated on Stanley’s continued explanation, nodding to show she was listening.
“If anyone grabs you from the side or the back, you have a few options. You could try to drop down low, slipping out of his grasp. That could work, but then again, your skirts could be a problem. Depending on the attacker’s position, you could also use your knees to good effect, but if he is directly behind you, that probably wouldn’t work. The best bet for an attack from behind is to use your head.”
“My head?” she parroted, all her attention focused on the young man’s words.
“Yes, throw your head backwards to crush him in the nose. But this could bite you back if you miss his nose and hit his head, as it will hurt you as much as him, and you could be stunned from the blow.”
Elizabeth was nodding, feeling nerves tighten all over her body. How have I come to this point where I am contemplating ways of fending off possible attacks from my future husband or one of his henchmen? She shook herself from her inertia and focused again on the footman’s instructions.
“The final thing I have to say to you, m’lady, is if you find yourself under attack, forget that you are a lady. Use every means at your disposal to escape and keep yourself safe. You are an earl’s daughter and soon to be an earl’s wife. No scandal will be allowed to touch you for looking after yourself under an attack. It is more important to get yourself free.”
Elizabeth nodded and smiled over the young man’s wise words. They went through a few more practice runs, and then Elizabeth dismissed the footman with a reminder to keep this to himself and a request to return the following day for another practice session.
By then it was time to get ready for the evening’s events. After her bath, Elizabeth was seated at her dressing table deep in thought.
“What is troubling you now, m’lady? Are you too worn out from the exertions? Ought we to send your regrets for the evening?”
“I wish I could, Pansy, but after last night, I am quite certain my mother will consider it imperative that I show my face around Town. The entire point of this engagement is to avert scandal. If I hide myself away, it will be assumed that I have something for which to be ashamed and the talk will increase, not disappear as we intend.”
“Then why the long face?” the maid persisted.
Elizabeth sighed. “While I truly appreciate Stanley’s instructions, and I will keep them in mind and practice them again on the morrow, I fear that they will not be sufficient. When you think on it, there are so very many ways for a man to rid himself of an unwanted wife. A so-called shooting accident. Poison. A good shove down the stairs or out a window. Even a riding accident could be arranged. No. I do not think that these self-defence instructions will be sufficient. We need to find out how the previous countess died. While he would most likely have to change his method lest suspicion be truly focused on him, because really, two suspicious deaths would be difficult to escape, if we could find out the means of her death, it could give us some idea of his methods, and I would be better prepared.”
Pansy gazed at her mistress with a mixture of awe and consternation. “Did you ever think that maybe he didn’t do it?”
Elizabeth’s smile was faint. “It did cross my mind. But I don’t think a rumour like that springs from thin air. There must be a reason he is suspected of killing her. I need to find out whatever I can. And the most damning piece of evidence against him is the fact that the poor woman is dead.”
The maid could not argue with her mistress’ logic and went back to combing out her long silvery hair. She concentrated on twisting it this way and that to the best advantage, arranging it into an intricate design.
Sighing with pleasure, Elizabeth surveyed the results in the mirror. “Pansy, you are an artist with hair. I marvel every time you do it. I do believe I am the luckiest girl in London with how wonderful my maid is.”
“Get on with you, m’lady,” the maid flushed in delight over her mistress’ compliment. “Now, we had best get a move on or your mother will be having my head in a noose if you are held up much longer.”
“I am quite certain the blame will be laid quite accurately at my feet, Pansy, have no fear. But you are probably right. She will definitely be ready to ring a peel over me if I am not below stairs momentarily. What have you selected for me this evening?”
The maid held up a shimmering gown of a deceptively simple design. The light pink silk was threaded through with a darker pink that matched the ribbons tied in Elizabeth’s hair. The lady perceived it had been a wise choice, as the color would reflect somewhat on her face, belying the pallor that her worries were causing.
“Excellent as always, Pansy,” Elizabeth commented as the gown was gently settled around her. “No one shall know the turmoil I am in from looking at me. It is perfect.” She turned from her reflection and grimaced at her maid. “Wish me luck.”
“You shan’t need it, m’lady,” the maid vowed loyally as she waved her mistress from the room.
Elizabeth took a deep breath and entered the morning room where she knew her mother would be waiting for her. What she hadn’t expected was for Lord Sinclair to be there as well. He stood abruptly upon her entrance.
Her breath caught at the back of her throat as she took in his remarkable male beauty. His neatly arranged hair once again made her fingers twitch to feel if it were nearly as soft as it looked. His dark, formal attire for the evening reflected his attention to detail, and the way he filled out the form-fitting jacket conveyed just how fit the earl was. His face looked severe as his skin pulled tightly over his high cheekbones, but once her gaze finally reached his eyes she could see that he was regarding her warmly, and her stomach turned over as a wave of awareness and attraction washed over her.
She willed herself not to give herself away with a shiver as she dipped into a respectful curtsy and glanced at the other occupants of the room. Elizabeth was surprised to see that her father was present. She was glad to see him. It would seem he was also going to lend his presence to reinforce her respectability. If only everyone had thought to defend me without the necessity of marrying a stranger, she thought as she fought to quell her resentment. She pasted a sweet smile to her lips as her mother took control over the conversation and directed them all from the room and into the carriage. Elizabeth hadn’t even needed to say a word.
Elizabeth’s mother had informed her they would be stopping in on three different events that evening — all the better to show themselves to the most people. The ridiculousness of the ways of the ton struck her once more. At least with her marriage, she would be able to retire from Society if she wished. She realized she ought to ask her future husband for his thoughts on the matter.
She felt all eyes upon them as soon as they arrived at their first destination. Elizabeth could hardly take notice of their surroundings as she struggled to quell her nerves. She was glad that Justice pulled her into his arms as soon as they reached the dance floor. As the music began, she was happy to recognize the distinctive rhythm of the waltz.
“It would seem this is the only dance we know,” she remarked to the earl with a teasing note in her voice.
He quirked his eyebrow at her but did not comment, merely twirling her expertly through the crowd of dancing couples.
“I have come up with a few questions I didn’t think to ask you this afternoon,” she began. As she felt his grip tighten on her hand reflexively, she almost quailed before he relaxed once more. She would have thought him unaffected by her statement if not for that slight reaction. Elizabeth wondered if she were putting too much meaning into the small gesture and regretted the man’s iron control over his features. She sighed and waited for him to speak.
“Well, are you going to ask them?” he prompted when she did not continue.
She smiled slightly. “Here and now?” she asked.
“Is that not why you brought it up?” he countered, searching her face.
She shrugged. “I will admit I didn’t think it through thoroughly. One of my questions I just thought of on the drive here. I think I am nearing the end of my tolerance for the silliness of Society and am thinking that will be one advantage to our marriage. The Season shall not be a necessity once I am off the Marriage Mart.”
She was bemused to see the satisfied smile that crossed his face before he schooled his features once more into a look of patient tolerance for her questions. “Was there a question in there somewhere, my dear lady?” he asked, laughing at her.
Elizabeth huffed but wasn’t really put out by his teasing. Having older brothers, it was actually endearingly familiar to hear the man’s teasing. “I was wondering how much of the Season you will wish to partake of in the future. And as your wife, what will you expect of me in connection with the Season?”
“Well, I would like to take my seat in the House at least for parts of each session. And I would prefer to have my family with me.” Elizabeth felt heat color her cheeks at his veiled reference to future children but waited for him to continue. “But even if you are in London, you needn’t attend any of the ton events if you do not wish. Of course, after a time, you may find that you wish to attend certain select things, just to catch up with old friends or to stave off boredom if I am overly pressed with government business. And, of course, if we are blessed with daughters, we will have to keep up certain connections so that we shall be able to launch them successfully into Society. I shall leave that up to you, my dear. Now that I no longer have to search for a bride, I shan’t find it necessary to attend a single event unless you wish for my escort.”
If she did not doubt his sincerity, Elizabeth would have been delighted by his answer. He painted a picture of a wonderful future. She only prayed she could live to see it. She hoped her smile did not look as grim as it felt all of a sudden.
∞∞∞
 
Justice once again was left wondering what was going through his future bride’s mind. She had a wonderfully expressive face, but the emotions that crossed it were not always identifiable. He would have sworn she was happy with his reply to her question, but now she appeared worried once more.
“What troubles you now, my lady?” he prompted her.
“All is well, my lord, thank you,” she lied to his face, much to his surprise. He had previously exulted in her honesty. Now he wondered if it had been the figment of his imagination.
Glancing over her head, Justice noticed many curious eyes watching their progress around the dance floor. He had the prickly sensation of being scrutinized. He knew the two of them were the centre of attention due to their sudden betrothal and the events that precipitated it, but this felt like more than that. His protective instincts toward the woman in his arms took over, and he had to fight the urge to pull her closer than propriety would tolerate. His grip on her tightened, and he felt her stiffen in his arms.
“What is it?” she asked, revealing her awareness of his sudden tension.
Justice glanced down into her searching gaze and decided to make a hypocrite of himself. He may not like her to be dishonest with him, but he was not above doing the same to her. “Nothing at all, my dear lady, I am just enjoying the sensation of having you in my arms.”
He enjoyed the deep blush that flooded her face at his words and had to fight not to laugh with delight. Justice was quite well aware that she was an innocent, and he had no wish to discomfit her, particularly not under the watchful eyes of the ton’s gossips, who were avidly waiting for any misstep they might make. He was just glad his words made her sufficiently uncomfortable that she would not question him further. In an effort to turn her attention he prompted, “You mentioned you had a few questions for me. Have I sufficiently answered your first one, and do you care to ask me any more?”
When he felt her searching gaze upon his face, Justice realized she had not been fully distracted by his reply, but she did not pursue the subject. Instead, she accepted his change of subject and asked him for further information.
“I am sorry to admit to you that I am not quite up to date on the subject of your family. Do you have any relatives living at Heath? I am assuming, since you have your title, that your father is no longer alive, but is there a Dowager Countess of Heath? And what about neighbours? Shall I know anyone within the vicinity of your home?”
Justice realized she was not yet ready to take ownership of his property, not referring to it as their home, but he reminded himself that it would take time. They weren’t even married yet. He would have to exercise patience.
“Sadly, I am an orphan with only distant relations to fend off the loneliness. That is one of the things I find so appealing about a union with you. Since you come from such a large family, our children will not be alone in the world like I was.”
He hadn’t meant to play upon her sympathies but was delighted to see a softening in her expression at his words. He really wished he could read her mind and know what was going on inside her head, but he contented himself with the fact that she no longer appeared to be searching for ways to reject him. When it became obvious that she had nothing to add to his words, he continued to answer her questions.
“So in answer to your question, no there are no relatives lurking about on my estate. It shall be yours to do with as you choose. As the new Lady of the manor you will have all the authority you might wish. I just ask that you keep your fingers out of my library.”
“Whatever do you mean? Shall I not be permitted to enter?” She appeared to be surprised but not overly aghast.
Justice laughed. “Of course you may enter, my dear lady. The house shall be yours, as I said. I just do not wish you to redecorate my own personal space without my permission.”
It would appear he had offered her an entirely new concept to mull over. “Do you mean by that, my lord, that I shall be permitted to redecorate wherever else I might choose?” Her delighted grin made him glad that he had thought to say it.
“Why yes, my dear, I had assumed it was what every lady wished to do upon her marriage.”
Elizabeth shrugged. “I do not think my mother was permitted to touch a single room for at least the first ten years of her marriage. So, no, my lord, the thought had not even crossed my mind to imagine redecorating your home. But I do appreciate the carte blanche you have offered me. I will keep it in mind when we arrive upon your estate.” She paused for a moment, mulling over their conversation. He saw her eyes widen and braced himself for her next question. “How recently have your rooms been redone?”
He struggled not to chuckle over her choice of words. She wished to know how extensively his first wife had redecorated. Justice had absolutely no desire to discuss his first wife with his future one. But it was a valid question, and he tried to answer it fairly. “The previous countess had not turned her attention to the decor much before her death, so only her own rooms were started. I am sorry to tell you that the work was never completed, so you shall have to share my rooms.” Feeling her stiffen in his arms even further, he realized he ought to offer her an alternative. “Or you can take advantage of another room nearby while you oversee the work to your satisfaction.”
“Well, at least there’s a silver lining, my lord. If the work needs to be completed, at least I shall be able to make my own choices, and it shall give me an idea of how much work goes into remodelling. If I find it is to my taste, I shall be fully informed as to what’s involved.” She paused for a moment, and Justice wondered if she were going to say anything more. He was rewarded for his patience as she finally met his eyes with a small smile. “Thank you for your generous offer of allowing me to make myself feel at home in your house.”
Justice allowed his grip to tighten once more upon her. “I would really like it if you could think of it as our home, together.”
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth felt another one of those delicious chills shiver up and down her back. She wished she were not so very aware of him and his low, deep voice. She found his presence so confusing. The way he spoke, she got the impression he really was planning to keep her around for a shared future. Perhaps he had what he would consider a good reason for killing his first wife, she thought a little hysterically. Not that she could ever condone it, but perhaps it didn’t necessarily mean he had any intention of killing her.
Just because she was about to be the next Countess of Heath did not necessarily have to mean she was on her way to an early grave. All she had to do was find out why he killed the countess and then avoid giving him any reason to want to be rid of her, Lady Elizabeth. Perhaps she could talk to Lady Meriwether. She had sounded so convinced of his guilt, she must know something, Elizabeth thought for a moment before shuddering at the thought of how quickly it would be bandied about amongst the ton if she were to do so.
She took herself to task. How could she possibly be rationalizing the prospect of living with a murderer? I must have truly lost my mind the night I met him, she thought rather crossly as she tore her eyes away from his deep gaze, refusing to allow him to see into her soul. She concentrated on the steps of the dance and tried to still her racing heart. How can I be so attracted to the man, while at the same time be wondering if he intends to kill me? she wondered.
“I never did tell you anything about our neighbours,” the earl reminded her quietly in her ear as the melody wound to a conclusion and he escorted her from the dance floor.
Elizabeth was quite certain he knew exactly what he was doing to her whenever he whispered in her ear like that. It was enough to drive her mad. She wanted to stamp her foot like a child and throw herself into his arms simultaneously. Neither option bore consideration. She kept her smile bland as she looked up at him from beneath her eyelashes.
She shrugged. “At least it leaves us something to talk about when next you call.”
His rich, low laughter above her ear rewarded her quick wit. She was glad he found her amusing. Perhaps he would keep her around just for entertainment. Elizabeth shook her head at her musings. She was becoming rather ghoulish.
The Viscount of Bracondale stood on the side of the dance floor, his relaxed demeanour belying the eagerness in his eyes as he waited to claim her hand for the next dance. Elizabeth was inordinately pleased to see him. “My lord! What a relief to see you! Please, you must tell me everything you know about Rosamund.”
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With those words, Elizabeth was whisked from his side and Justice was left staring after her, surprised to be swept by a wave of jealousy as he wondered how much of a scandal it would cause if he cut in while his fiancé was dancing with another man.
“Do try not to make a cake of yourself, my dear.”
Justice turned to find the Countess of Yorkleigh at his side laughing up at him.
“I beg your pardon, my lady?” He made an effort to feign ignorance.
“Feeling jealous is perfectly normal and even acceptable. Embarrassing the poor young woman, even more than you already have, would not be. You have nothing to fear in that quarter, I am quite sure. It is merely a dance after all.”
Justice felt like growling at the woman at his side but managed to remain civilized. “That is not how it looks from this angle.”
“Then change your perspective, my lord.” Her reply was beginning to sound caustic. “Go get yourself a glass of the tepid punch. Or go to the card room and see if any of your old cronies are present. I care not what you do, but do not even dare to cause that young woman a moment of discomfort this evening. If you have any hope of having a happy future, how you act in the next few days will have a great bearing on it. Tread carefully.”
The earl turned to regard the woman with wary respect. “How have you become so wise, my lady?”
“I am a keen observer of people. And her dearest friend is a dear friend of mine, so in her stead I feel as though I must stand up for the darling Lady Elizabeth. In addition, our hostess this evening is my sister-in-law, and while she would probably love for there to be some sort of scandalous behaviour taking place at her ball, I aim to see her thwarted.”
Now Justice really was amused by Lady Yorkleigh’s attitude. “You are a genuine friend, my lady. Thank you for stepping in to save me from myself.” With those words he bowed to her and took her advice, going in search of a drink. He thought to return to the ballroom with a glass for Elizabeth but came across Lord Austen and was side tracked remembering what Elizabeth had told him about his plot with Sir Broderick.
“Good evening, my lord,” he began. “Are you here this evening dancing attendance upon your daughter?” He was relieved that he was safely publicly betrothed, as he did not want the weak willed nobleman aligned with his household. He could see the man’s eagerness to see him giving way to resignation as he remembered that the earl had just declared himself for Lady Elizabeth. It would have been amusing if it were not so very disturbing.
“My daughter is happily engaged in the dancing, my lord, but I shall tell her that you asked after her,” Lord Austen’s reply was almost smug, making the earl grit his teeth over the desire to give the man a well deserved set down.
As Lady Yorkleigh had reminded him, anything he did over the next few days, and really now for the rest of his life, would reflect on Lady Elizabeth, but under the circumstances, he really needed to protect her from anything the gossips might wish to throw at her. Especially until I have her safely ensconced on my estate, he thought with a hint of satisfaction at the thought of having her all to himself in his home. He felt a deep sense of contentment and optimism he hadn’t felt in several years.
With a jaunty grin, Justice tried not to look like a simpleton as he took his leave of Lord Austen and resumed his search for refreshments for himself and his lady.




Chapter Six
Justice was returning to the ballroom, two glasses of punch in his hands, when he felt the blood congealing in his veins. Lady Elizabeth was twirling about the dance floor in the arms of Lord Dunstan Crowley. A known associate of Sir Jason Broderick had his betrothed in his arms. Justice needed to exert his iron will to keep from throwing the glasses across the room and tearing his woman out of the bounder’s arms. He felt a hot rage suffuse him, and he had to take several deep breaths to calm himself.
The snake must have felt the earl’s concentrated stare burning into him for at that moment, he turned his head and met his eyes. The look in the other man’s eyes made Justice’s blood grow even colder if that were possible, but he felt calm reason pervade as his ironclad will took control. The earl felt the familiar mask of indifference settle over his features. He had hoped to be free of the need for this particular ability, but he was grateful for it now that it had become necessary once more.
The earl was unsure what was written on his face, but he took a level of satisfaction when he saw Lord Crowley pale slightly before he recovered and turned his attention back to the lovely lady in his arms. Justice didn’t think Elizabeth was aware of her danger, but as she drifted into the next turn of the dance her eyes met his, and he knew she had noticed that something was awry. Her eyes held a wary expression, which was belied by the sociable smile stretching her mouth.
He sent her a wink meant to reassure her, but then he realized she did not know him well enough to be reassured of his abilities to protect her under any circumstances. It crossed his mind that the lovely lady probably thought she was going to need to look after herself. The thought was endearing and he felt his heart constrict that this fascinating woman was soon going to be his.
Justice made his way to where Lady Castleton was sitting with the other chaperones watching the dance floor and gossiping. He caught her attentive eye, and she quickly stood in answer to his silent summons.
“Is anything amiss, my lord?” she quietly queried, careful to maintain a look of impassivity and a low tone.
“I was just wondering how soon we would be leaving to look in on your other commitments for the evening.” Justice kept his reply mild.
“Since Elizabeth has already danced with three different gentlemen, including yourself, she has definitely been seen to be hale and hearty. I see no reason why we cannot leave any time now. We can quietly make our exit whenever you would like. Would you like to collect my husband or your betrothed? I will do the other.”
“Oh, I would very much prefer to collect my lady, if it makes no difference to you. Thank you, my lady, I do appreciate your assistance in this.”
He felt Lady Castleton’s searching gaze but he merely smiled, displaying a remarkable lack of concern. She accepted his silence, bobbed a curtsy, and went in search of her husband.
Justice wanted to march over to the conductor of the orchestra and demand that he end the song but he knew that, reasonably speaking, it must surely be over momentarily. Exercising patience, he strolled over to the edge of the dance floor as the last strains of the number were being played. He was rather amazed to discover that he still had the glasses of punch in his hand. He was undecided if that was a good thing or not. It certainly gave his hands something to do when all they really wanted was to wrap themselves around the neck of the other man and squeeze the life out of him for having the temerity to place his hands on Lady Elizabeth.
He watched as she dipped into a brief curtsy, inordinately gratified to see that it conveyed the minimum civility. Despite her apparent effort to dismiss him, Lord Crowley accompanied Elizabeth as she headed toward her fiancé. Justice recognized the discomfort lurking in her features despite her effort to appear composed.
“There you are, my dear. I thought you might like a drink after all that activity.”
“How very thoughtful of you, my lord, thank you.”
Justice hated the wary look in her eye. He wondered if she were nervous of him or of the other gentleman. Or perhaps she was worried about him causing a scene, as he had yet to acknowledge the other man. The earl promptly rectified that possibility.
“Good evening, Crowley. Imagine my delight at finding you here.” His tone was as bland as he could make it, but Elizabeth obviously heard the lack of sincerity behind it. She reached her hand up and placed it on his arm. Justice felt it through the sleeve of his coat as though she had scorched him. He reached over and covered her hand with his own where it lay on his arm. Smiling down into her eyes in an effort to reassure her, he watched her eyes widen but was unsure if it were from attraction or reaction. His hand tightened on hers. The other man bowed his head in acknowledgement of the earl’s words, but said nothing in reply.
“Thank you for the dance, my lord. I see my mother looks ready to depart, so I must take my leave of you. I wish you a pleasant evening.”
She walked gracefully and quietly by his side until they were out of earshot of Crowley, but before they had reached her mother, Justice was surprised she pulled her hand out of the crook of his arm and hissed at him. “You have no cause to stand and glare at other gentlemen when I am on the dance floor with one of them. I was doing nothing untoward, and I do not appreciate having you glower after me as though I am an unruly child. I am not yet your wife.”
“Were you enjoying yourself with Lord Crowley?” he asked, wondering what the motivation for her reaction was.
“That is not the point, my lord. Whether I enjoyed myself or not is neither here nor there. The point is that you were behaving like you were my nursemaid and I was misbehaving.”
“I swear to you, my dear lady, Elizabeth, that was the furthest thought from my mind. I was not in the least censorious of you dancing with another man. I may question your taste in your choice of dance partner, but I do not question your right to make that choice for yourself.”
“Then why were you glaring at me?”
“I was not glaring at you. My dour look was directed solely toward your partner, Lord Crowley. I am quite certain you were not aware of this, but Crowley is a particular friend of Sir Broderick and as such, he is no friend of mine. I took exception to him holding my betrothed in his arms even for something so innocuous as a country dance. I apologize if I made you uncomfortable, my dear.” He was about to continue with his apology and explanation, but Elizabeth interrupted him impulsively.
“No, no, my lord, it is I who owe you an apology. I should not have jumped to the conclusion that your glare was pointed at me. I did not feel comfortable with his lordship and I cannot explain to you why, it was just an instinctive feeling I had. He struck me as being a rather unsavoury fellow, and I did not really wish to be dancing with him. But what could I do? No one was about when he asked me except the viscount, and he isn’t anybody to me to be able to gainsay someone who has invited me to dance. Thank you for being so gracious as to explain yourself to me, my lord.”
Justice had to strain to hear all her words as she was blurting them out in a quick burst of low sound as they strolled ever closer to Lady Castleton, who waited for them. Elizabeth drew a breath but then quickly asked him, “Are we really about to leave? I wasn’t certain when you were standing there, but I wanted to be rid of Lord Crowley, and my mother does look rather purposeful at the moment.”
“Yes, your mother thought it best if move on to the next venue for this evening.”
“This is going to be a painful experience, isn’t it?”
Justice had to smile over her glum words. “Many young ladies would be delighted at the prospect.”
“You are no doubt quite correct my lord.” Elizabeth’s reply was laced with disappointment. Justice reached for her hand once more.
“That was not a criticism directed at you, Elizabeth.” He sighed before continuing. “It is obvious we don’t know each other very well. I will try to be more direct with you. Come along, my dear. It is time for me to dance the waltz with you at another ball.”
Elizabeth looked at him quizzically, but he just tugged gently on her hand as he quickened their pace toward Elizabeth’s parents, who were now both waiting for them. Justice and Elizabeth took a final sip of their punch and handed their empty glasses to a passing footman.
“Shall we be off?” Elizabeth’s father asked; his jovial tone was a sharp contrast to the somber trio who accompanied him.
They made their way through the milling crowd acknowledging greetings briefly and made good their escape through a side door that Justice knew about. They would rather not cause a spectacle. It was best to just get on with their evening without offending their hostess.
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The evening wasn’t even that far advanced when they arrived at their second ball. At this rate, Elizabeth thought, they might actually get to the three her mother had planned and still make it home before dawn broke. She certainly hoped so, as she was already longing for her bed. She had not slept well after the turmoil of the previous night and the results of the sleepless night were beginning to catch up with her.
She stifled a yawn, but the earl noticed anyway. Elizabeth knew she was blushing and that he saw it, even in the dim light of the carriage. His small wry smile would have been endearing if it were not at her expense, she thought with a quiet sigh. Why does this all have to be so complicated? Part of her longed to trust him. She could see how easy it would be to fall in love with him. If not for that pesky little problem of his dead first wife. Elizabeth tore her eyes away from gazing adoringly at his handsome face. He could be as much of a bounder as Broderick and his ilk. Elizabeth felt dread settling low in her belly. This was her future, and she could see no way of brightening it.
Resolving to focus on the positive, Elizabeth smiled as she remembered his calm explanation when she thought he had been frowning at her. She knew her father would never have been so reasonable if she had criticised him for something. She strongly doubted she would be able to reason her way around being married to a murderer, but if it turned out he hadn’t actually killed his first wife, perhaps he would turn out to be a decent husband after all.
As they pulled up to the designated address, Elizabeth saw that it was in the middle of a lovely terrace. She had not yet been to this house before, and she was surprised that her mother had chosen it as one of their destinations for this particular evening. With a mental shrug, she accepted the earl’s hand as he helped her out of the carriage.
Elizabeth admired the intricate design on the wrought iron archway they had to pass through to reach the front door. An attentive footman was there, waiting to hold the door for arriving and departing guests. Looking past the servant, she realized this was going to be even more crowded than the first ball, as this house was a fair bit smaller. It looked as though there were only two rooms per floor, so it was likely that both the drawing room and the music room of the town house would be used for the ball with the doors between the two rooms folded back to make one larger space. Beautifully dressed, fashionable people were standing on the stairs and spilling out of every one of the public spaces.
Gritting her teeth and planting a sociable smile to her face, Elizabeth followed her mother up the stairs to greet their hostess. Lady Farnsworth was a lovely lady and under other circumstances, Elizabeth would be delighted to be at her entertainment.
“Thank you so much for coming,” Lady Farnsworth greeted them, her warm smile belying the fact that she had probably already said that about a hundred times that evening.
“Thank you for your kind invitation.” Elizabeth tried to infuse some sincerity into her voice as she gripped the other woman’s hand warmly.
“I hear congratulations are in order for the two of you.” Lady Farnsworth did not sound coy, for which Elizabeth was grateful. Her remark truly sounded sincere, as though she had not lent credence to whatever else the gossips had been saying.
“Thank you, my lady,” was all Elizabeth said in reply, dipping into a brief curtsy before she and her party moved on to the drawing room where a quadrille was currently being danced. The couples on the dance floor looked like they were having such a good time that Elizabeth could not help the smile that curved her lips.
“Would you care to join them?” As usual, his deep voice next to her ear sent a shiver through her.
“Perhaps for the next one, my lord. I hate starting in the middle of the dance.”
“Very well, my dear lady.” She was growing to like how he called her that. Elizabeth kept her eyes directed toward the other guests in the room rather than looking at the tall, handsome man at her side. She dearly wished her friend Rose were present. It would have been a most welcome distraction.
With a start, it dawned on Elizabeth that if not for Rose, she would not be in the predicament of being engaged to marry the notorious Earl of Heath. It was on the night of her abduction that she had spoken to the earl for the first time and he had become aware of her limited knowledge of Sir Broderick. The irony struck her, and she was unsure if she wanted to laugh or cry over it. Instead, she took his arm and followed him to the dance floor as the couples began forming for the next cotillion.
“It would seem we are going to break our streak of only dancing the waltz,” the earl commented to her with a smile.
She bowed her head in acknowledgement. “It is always best to have more than one skill, my lord.”
Elizabeth felt heat rising in her cheeks as he grinned at her comment. “I would have to agree with you, my dear lady.” She wanted to walk away but instead stepped into his arms, and they followed the couple in front of them into the patterns of the dance.
She was glad it was not the waltz. Keeping up with the changes and steps precluded much conversation, and it would be far easier to appear as though she were having a delightful time. And in actuality, she loved the familiar dance. She felt comfortable in this environment even if she decried many of its idiosyncrasies. As they proceeded around the room, she smiled and nodded at various acquaintances that happened to catch her eye.
“It seems that you have a lot of friends,” he commented when the dance allowed.
She smiled and shrugged. “A few.”
Elizabeth glanced up at him just before the next turn, and she saw that he was gazing at her as though he were trying to see inside her head. She offered him as brilliant a smile as she could muster, knowing it would confuse him all the more. The wrinkling of his brow almost made her chuckle before he smoothed it into his usual impassive face.
As the cotillion drew to a close Elizabeth was delighted to see her friend the Viscount of Bracondale waiting to lead her into the next dance. She glanced down as she felt the earl’s hand tighten on her arm. She looked back up at his face with her eyebrow cocked in question.
“Do I need to be concerned, my lady?” he asked quietly.
“About what?” She couldn’t understand the question.
“Do you have feelings for the viscount? It would seem the viscount has followed us.”
Elizabeth felt heat sweep into her face and anger into her mind. “This is absolutely not an appropriate time or place for such a question, my lord.” She didn’t bother answering his question, appalled that he would even ask it, especially here in a crowded room where anyone could hear. The grin on his face that followed her stuffy reply did not make her any less angry with him. In fact, she felt as though the top of her head were about to explode if she got any more upset. She left his side without another word.
“Are you quite all right this evening, my lady?”
“Thank you for asking, but I am fine.” She had tried to get her roiling emotions under control before she took the viscount’s arm but clearly she had not been fully successful.
“It seems as though your betrothal has been very sudden.”
Elizabeth knew he was just being kind, watching out for her as an extension of his friendship with the Duke of Wrentham and her friend Rose. But his comment made tears prickle the backs of her eyes. She did not know the viscount very well and although she did consider him a friend, she wasn’t about to start unburdening herself to him in the middle of Lady Farnsworth’s dance floor.
“It was somewhat sudden,” she agreed pleased that her voice did not waver, lifting her chin proudly. “But you know how these things are. Once it has been decided, we might as well get on with life. I will be just as glad to leave all the ton events behind for a time. The thought of being out in the country for weeks or months really holds a great deal of appeal.”
Elizabeth felt the viscount searching her face and she did her best to show him a look of unconcerned happiness. It was unlikely she would pull it off completely, but it would seem she had been sufficiently convincing. He relaxed visibly. She knew the viscount would stand her friend if she asked it of him, as a gentleman she would expect no less, but the situation was muddied enough without adding one more player to the mix. Despite how enticing it was, she had to reject the thought of being rescued. She would be marrying the Earl of Heath before the end of the week, and the only hope she had for a comfortable future was to find out about the earl’s first wife.
She looked up at the viscount with a bright smile. “You have been enjoying the entertainments of Society for a few years now, haven’t you, my lord?”
“Yes, many,” he answered before his eyes narrowed slightly and he asked, with suspicion colouring his voice, “Why do you ask?”
“I was wondering if you know anything about the earl’s first wife.” She tried to sound nonchalant but she could see the viscount was embarrassed over the thought of discussing such a topic with her.
“Why would you ask me that?” He actually looked appalled.
If Elizabeth were not so desperate for the information, she would have laughed over his reaction. But she really did need to know. It could actually be considered a matter of life and death. She tried once again to relax as she stated her case.
She offered a casual shrug. “Does it not make sense that I would be at least a bit curious?” It was the perfect thing to say, and she was thrilled to hear how convincing her tone was.
Wesley nodded, recognizing the truth of her words, but he still looked like he would rather be anywhere but there facing this indelicate subject. “I see what you’re saying, but I really am not terribly comfortable discussing this with you, my lady.”
“Oh come now, my lord, the poor lady is dead. I doubt she would begrudge me a little bit of information about her. I promise, I would be so appreciative if you could tell me anything, any tidbit of knowledge. I am quite certain everyone will have the exact same reaction as you, and I will never have my curiosity satisfied.”
The viscount relaxed even more, giving her a small nod. “I can see that you would be curious. I’m sorry for getting all starchy on you. It just gave me an uncomfortable turn for a moment thinking somehow I would be opening you up to discomfort.” He paused for a moment in thought. “I really don’t have too much I can tell you, unfortunately. I did know her a little bit. She was a very pretty debutante. Young and ambitious. Determined to use her beauty to better her lot in life. The rumour was that she was determined to marry no lower than an earl, so she didn’t really look at me very seriously, as I hadn’t even inherited yet.”
Elizabeth forced a laugh through her lips. “Did that bother you, my lord?” She was disturbed that the earl had fallen for such a ploy.
The viscount chuckled. “Not at all. It seemed to me that she was going to be trouble for whoever married her. She had been spoiled by her parents as an only child, and she was obviously expecting to be cosseted by whichever nobleman she managed to hustle to the altar.” He blushed a little, much to Elizabeth’s amusement, despite the gravity of the situation. “I probably shouldn’t be speaking ill of the dead.”
“I doubt if she’ll mind, please continue, my lord. Do you think she was happy with the marriage once it was arranged?”
“I think she was satisfied. She seemed to purr like a kitten that had gotten the cream because she was able to parade around her unmarried friends feeling very important as the Countess of Heath.”
“You don’t make her sound like a very nice person.”
“Unfortunately I don’t think she was very nice. She could put on a good act when it was called for, but once the need was over, she would go back to being the spoiled little girl her parents had turned her into. If it’s any consolation to you, it seems to me that your earl looks far happier with you by his side than he had beside his first wife.”
Elizabeth mulled this over for a moment before asking, “But how had he looked before they got married?”
Wesley’s cheeks turned pink for a moment and he averted his eyes. “I have quite decided that I am not overly fond of clever females, Lady Elizabeth.”
She couldn’t help but laugh, even though she was acutely uncomfortable. She would take his words to mean that the earl had seemed happy with his bride until after they were married. Well, why wouldn’t he? she asked herself. Of course, he would be happy with the choice he had made. And if the viscount was right and the young woman had masqueraded as a pleasant lady, it must have been a troublesome shock. Is that why he killed her? She wanted to ask the viscount his thoughts on that but knew it would be beyond the realm of respectable behaviour. Elizabeth had asked enough of the kind viscount. She was fully convinced he wouldn’t tell her anything anyway, no matter what he thought.
“Thank you, my lord. I do truly appreciate your candour. And have no fear, I shan’t tell a soul you’ve been telling tales.”
The viscount chuckled low, just as she had intended. She did not want anyone besides herself feeling sorry for her. He escorted her back to the waiting earl at the conclusion of their dance.
“Congratulations, Sinclair, I wish you every happiness and success.”
“Why thank you, Lord Dunbar, I appreciate that. Have you been having a charming visit?”
Wesley’s response was another laugh. “Perfectly charming,” he replied as he bowed to Elizabeth and took his leave.
Elizabeth felt the earl’s gaze upon her. She bolstered her courage and allowed her eyes to meet his. She wondered what he was searching for.
“Are you holding up all right, my dear lady? You seem to be a bit tired.”
“Have you not been taught you should never tell a lady she is looking anything other than lovely?” Elizabeth tried to make light of the situation.
“I did not say you didn’t look lovely. You do, in fact, look beautiful. But I can tell from your eyes that you are tiring. I could take you home right now, if you’d wish.”
Elizabeth was warmed by his concern and placed her hand on his arm. “Thank you for the offer, my lord, but it would be best if we follow through with my mother’s plans.” She paused before grinning. “The good news is that we’re more than halfway done. Surely we shall be leaving here shortly, and then it’s only one more stop on this tour of Society.”
“Could I have the next waltz?” he asked, and her stomach turned over. It was as though he had conjured it with his will. She could hear the strains of a waltz starting up. She smiled at him and took his outstretched hand.
Thankfully, the earl did not try to carry too much conversation with her as they circled the room to the familiar rhythm. She felt a slight melting sensation as she enjoyed his expert dancing skills.
The rest of the night passed in a blur for Elizabeth. She smiled and danced, accepted more congratulations and withstood the multitudes of eyes upon her. She was numb with fatigue by the time the earl’s carriage pulled up in front of her house and she and her parents were handed down.
Lord Sinclair had informed them that he had matters to take care of and would not be by for a few days. Elizabeth had been torn between relief and disappointment. No one had been talking to her anyway. Her mother and the earl were making all the arrangements. Her mother had assured him that she did not require his help, that she had it all under control, and if he wished he needn’t show up until the appointed day of the wedding. He had chuckled and said he would stop in before then.
But that left Elizabeth with the blessed relief of being able to go to bed and sleep until she was feeling a little more rested. Lady Castleton had promised her that after that evening’s performance she needn’t do anything sociable the next day at all. It sounded remarkably decadent, and she had every intention of taking her mother up on the offer. Perhaps she would even curl up in a chair somewhere in the house and read a good book.
She had suited her thoughts to actions and managed to relax for two days before the whirl of the wedding plans had swept her into its maelstrom. Her mother had delighted in all the details and had left Elizabeth to her own devices for the most part, but she did get involved with a few of the decisions. It was going to be a small, quiet affair in their home with a few friends and family members present and a wedding breakfast immediately after.
Elizabeth had been flattered when the earl had quietly asked that she wear the same green gown she had been wearing when they had spoken for the first time a few nights before. It was a lovely gown and she would be happy to wear it again. It seemed strange to her that a gentleman would recall such a thing as what frock she had worn on any given day, but it was gratifying that he did. Despite her trepidation for the future, she found the earl’s attentions gratifying. The swinging pendulum of her emotions was wearing her out, and she was relieved to have a few days to rest before the drama continued.




Chapter Seven
The fateful day dawned bright and clear. It was late November and Elizabeth was surprised to see the weather holding so well. It was uncommonly fine and she hoped it held long enough for everyone to travel as planned.
It had been arranged that her parents would be heading home to their own estate at about the same time that Elizabeth and the earl would be leaving for Heath. Elizabeth felt a pang at the thought of not being in her own home for the first time in her life. She knew it was the normal turn of events and she should have been expecting it, but she had, of course, always expected a trifle more time to prepare. Meeting and marrying one’s mate within a nine-day period was monstrously disconcerting.
She rolled her eyes at her reflection at the ludicrous thought. Having been left alone for a moment, she was glad for the reprieve. Elizabeth was dressed, as the earl had requested, in the lovely green gown and her hair was arranged in what appeared to be the exact same style as that fateful night. Seeing the hectic colour high on her cheeks she was glad to see she was not as pale as she would have expected given how very nervous she was. She was about to vow her life to a man she didn’t trust. A man she feared had murdered his first wife. It was rather farcical that she also found that very same man to be so ridiculously appealing. Not only was he one of the most handsome men she had ever laid her eyes upon, but he was also interesting, kind, and attentive. Butterflies launched themselves into formation in her belly once more, and she wondered if it had been wise to eat that morning.
It was a relief when Pansy bustled back into the room. She had been busy finishing up Elizabeth’s packing for the move to Heath. All the arrangements had been made. As soon as the marriage was performed there would be a wedding breakfast and then they would be on the road to the earl’s country estate. Within a few short hours Elizabeth would be irretrievably locked into this future. She shoved the disquieting thoughts once more from her mind.
Within what felt like the blink of an eye she was bundled up into the earl’s carriage and they were on their way. Her maid and his valet had already left with their luggage sometime during the festivities. Elizabeth was a tangle of nerves but was doing her best to mask just how very terrified she was. She truly did not want her new husband to think she was a simpleton.
∞∞∞
 
Justice watched his new wife chew nervously on her lip. She sat stiffly beside him clasping her hands together so tightly her knuckles were turning white. Even a complete clod would be able to tell she was terrified even if they couldn’t sense the waves of fear emanating from her. He wondered rather desperately how to put her at ease. He thought distracting her with conversation might help.
“Did everything go as you had hoped?”
The look of incredulity that crossed her face almost made him laugh at his own ridiculous question. Of course, it was not what she had hoped. She had hoped to either make a love match or to remain blissfully unmarried to set up her own establishment when she reached the age of majority. She was getting neither of her wished for options.
“Perhaps that was not properly phrased. I guess what I meant to say was, the arrangements seem to have gone off smoothly.”
“That is true, my lord, and my mother is quite happy.”
Justice was relieved to see a small smile on her face. At least the young woman, who was now his wife, had a sense of humour. He really enjoyed that about her. Unlike his first wife. He shoved all thoughts of Barbara from his mind as best he could. It was difficult not to compare. Elizabeth was such a breath of fresh air and showed to advantage over Barbara in every way. He must never forget how fortunate he was.
He struggled to think of something else to discuss, but really they knew so little about each other. It would be productive to use this time to rectify that, but seeing how brittle she looked wreathed in fear, he drew a blank as to how to proceed. Castigating himself as every manner of fool, he turned to her to set her mind at ease on at least one subject that he was certain she would be concerned about.
“I noticed your reaction a few days ago when I mentioned the possibility of you sharing my rooms while yours are being completed,” he began. He was amazed at the stillness that came over her, as though she were making a concerted effort not to react to his words.
“Did you, my lord?” she asked without revealing her thoughts.
“I know you had wished for a love match, my dear, and I am sorry that our circumstances have not been ideal. I hope that we will, with time, grow in affection for one another.” He paused again, hoping for some sort of reaction from her.
He had to be satisfied with her words. “That would be ideal, would it not?” Her tone revealed very little, but from her stillness he surmised that the conversation was making her even more uptight, so he rushed into further speech.
“I am certain your mother has explained to you about my need for an heir and how we would go about accomplishing that.” He paused briefly, uncomfortable himself with the conversation but slightly mollified by the hot colour rising in his wife’s cheeks. “But I think it would be best if we wait a while to allow you a little more time to get used to the idea.”
Her eyes widened at his words, and he watched her mulling over his words. “How long might a while be, my lord?”
Justice had to laugh over her question. “I cannot say for sure, my lady. I dare say, we will know when the time is right.” At her sceptical glance he laughed again before continuing. “Let us say at least a few days or even a couple of weeks. I doubt I will be able to wait any longer than that, but I want you to be comfortable in your new home. I am quite well aware of the fact that this is not the situation you had wished for.”
He watched as a myriad of emotions chased each other across her expressive face. Finally she replied. “I appreciate your consideration, my lord.”
She had nothing further to add, merely sitting beside him almost vibrating with her tension. Finally, with a soft sigh, he proposed a game of cards to pass the time. His bride looked relieved and happily accepted.
After that, the time passed quickly. The distraction of the game loosened Elizabeth’s tongue and before long, they were conversing almost comfortably.
“Could you tell me a little bit about your estate before we get there?” she shyly asked.
“What would you like to know?”
“Well, everything,” she replied with a small laugh. “But you could start with how big it is, what kind of crops do you raise, do you have any mining on your estate? And you never did end up telling me about the neighbours. Will I know anyone nearby? And I apologize, but I am directionally challenged. How far will we be from my family? Will we be able to visit occasionally or will it take an arduous trip to get there?”
The earl laughed and set himself to the task of assuaging her curiosity. “We should get to Heath within two or three hours. We are traveling west while your parents will be travelling northeast. It will take us a long day of travel to get from Heath to your family’s estate. So, we should be able to do it on occasion. I am a busy man with much to do and accomplish, but I promise that I will take you at least once a year to have a visit with your family. And, of course, any of them will be welcome in our home whenever they would like to visit you.”
He saw that his answer pleased her by the smile and blush that briefly suffused her face.
“I shan’t bore you with too many details right now, I would much rather show you around so you can see for yourself, but I hope you will forgive my pride when I say that Heath is a magnificent estate.”
Justice was glad to see that his wife’s sense of humour was regaining its strength when she giggled over his words. He continued his description. “It is the biggest estate in the area. As such, I have many dependents. The tenant farmers rely on my steward’s direction and suggestions. My own workers raise the crops to keep our animals fed. We have sheep for wool. We do have some mining — both tin and coal. It’s dirty work, I must say, so I am of two minds on the matter, but it is highly profitable, so for now it shall continue. I don’t want you getting too close to the mines, my lady.”
“Why ever not?” She appeared offended.
“I mean no offense, my dear lady, it is merely that it is not the safest place. I would hate for something to happen to you.” An unidentifiable emotion crossed her face, as though she didn’t quite believe him. Justice decided to leave that argument for another day and hoped to distract her by answering another one of her questions.
“As to our neighbours, I think you will be able to make friends with the gentry nearby. I’m not really sure who you’ve met, but I know everyone will be happy to meet you and will welcome you into the local Society.”
“Do you think they will have heard already that we are married?”
“I did send notices to the paper, so word should have spread even with how fast things have proceeded for us. I am certain you shall have callers within days of our arrival.” He wasn’t sure why his words had caused his wife to look so relieved, but he surmised she was worried about feeling lonely. “I’ll try not to be so busy that you are bored, my dear. And you shall have plenty to do in helping me, if you would like, so I don’t think you need fear being lonely at Heath.”
She cast him a look of eager anticipation. “You would have me help you? What kind of help could I give you?”
He countered with a question of his own. “Does your mother not help your father on their estate?”
Elizabeth sat in thought with her cute little nose wrinkled. “Well, she ran the household and visited the tenants, is that what you mean?”
“That is part of it, of course. I will surely appreciate your help in that regard, if you are willing to give it.” He was happy to see her nod, as though it were obvious she would do those things. “But it would also be lovely to have someone to discuss things with and help with decisions, a partner as it were.”
She cocked her head with a curious look. “I would like to think you would feel able to discuss anything with me, my lord. I cannot guarantee I will have sufficient knowledge on any particular subject to have an opinion to offer, but I am eager to learn. I hadn’t thought of the possibility of being partners.”
“Not even with the love match you had imagined for yourself?”
“That idea was always rather nebulous, my lord. I do believe I was much more enamoured with the idea of setting up my own establishment.”
Her cheeky grin took the sting out of her words, but he still drawled, “I hope you will be able to live with the disappointment.”
He didn’t understand the strange look that crossed her face nor her comment, “I do look forward to living,” but he did not press her for an explanation. They were nearing his house and he was eager to see her reaction.
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth peered from the window as the main house came into view when they broke through the trees that lined the long driveway. The well-groomed lawns stretched wide leaving the slightly austere three-story building standing firm and solitary. She quite liked how solid it looked, especially with the glimpses of orchards well past the house. What looked like an orangery was visible in the distance. Although in her biased opinion, Castleton looked slightly more inviting, Heath looked prosperous and well cared for. And it looked like the wings of the house spread out endlessly. Elizabeth wondered, a little desperately, how long it would take her to be able to learn her way around the large dwelling. She reminded herself that she had grown up in similar surroundings. I will be fine, she repeated silently, like a mantra.
She had grown up in an earl’s household, so her social standing had changed little. It was a comfort to her that she had been well trained for the role she was entering. Lord Sinclair had sent word for his household to expect his arrival with his new wife, and as soon as their carriage was spotted the staff had assembled to welcome them.
Elizabeth’s energy was waning after the long day, and she dearly hoped she would be able to remember the names being said to her in rapid succession. She suspected she was going to have trouble matching the faces to the names over the next few days. She hoped Pansy would be able to help her rehearse. It would not endear her to her new household if she could not keep their names straight.
The butler and housekeeper were a married couple, Mr. and Mrs. Patrick. They would be the members of the staff she would work with most closely, and Elizabeth hoped to make a good first impression. She smiled warmly as they welcomed her to her new home.
“Oh dearie, we’re right glad to have you. It’s about time we have a proper mistress. Whatever you need, you be sure to tell us, and we’ll do our level best to see to your comfort.”
Elizabeth was surprised to feel tears prick at the back of her eyes and had to clear her throat before thanking her. “I look forward to working with you, Mrs. Patrick.”
“Mrs. Patrick, would you be so kind as to show Lady Elizabeth to her room so she can freshen up while I confer with Mr. Patrick?” the earl had asked.
“It would be my pleasure. Come along dearie.” The housekeeper suited her words to action and escorted Elizabeth through the large house, showing her some of the rooms and chattering along the way. “Down that hallway is the master’s library and the breakfast room.” She indicated two of the doors that Elizabeth could see standing ajar. She was curious which rooms the other doors led to but didn’t bother asking, certain that over the coming days all those types of questions would be answered.
As they climbed the stairs Mrs. Patrick continued to talk although her voice was coming in bursts as the climb was making her short of breath. “The master instructed… that your things… be placed in the room across the hall… from his own… since your suite… is still torn apart… I do apologize, my lady… we ought to have ensured… that the work was finished up… before his lordship… took a new wife.”
Elizabeth was quick to reassure the housekeeper. “Oh, no, no apology is necessary, Mrs. Patrick. I am actually rather excited about the prospect of overseeing the finishing of the project. This way, I can make it my very own space.”
“Well dearie… that’s a mighty fine… way of looking at it.” Mrs. Patrick stopped to smile at her new mistress and catch her breath as they reached the top of the stairs. After a moment, they continued down the hallway. “Your maid and the master’s valet arrived about an hour ago, and your Pansy has been busy getting your things arranged. I do hope you will be comfortable in here.”
“I am sure it shall be lovely,” Elizabeth answered politely.
Mrs. Patrick shot her a quizzical glance. “The master certainly made a better choice this time.”
Elizabeth felt a blush rising to her cheeks, a mixture of embarrassment and gratification making her feel at a loss for words. She was saved from having to say anything as they reached the end of the hall.
“Here we are, my lady. His lordship’s room is just there” —she indicated the door on the right— “and this here will be yours for now.”
Mrs. Patrick opened the door into a most contradictory sight. Elizabeth did her best to keep a pleasant smile on her face. It was a large room with several large windows providing a good amount of natural light. This was pretty much where the good points ended. The wallpaper, window coverings, and furniture were all showing signs of age and wear. They were very dark and heavy, not at all to Elizabeth’s taste. But she could see that the housekeeper was looking at her expectantly. Elizabeth scrambled to find something to say.
“Thank you, Mrs. Patrick. It looks as though your staff has done an excellent job of keeping this room clean. And the large windows are delightful. It will be lovely to be able to wake up to so much light in the morning.”
Mrs. Patrick beamed at her, clapping her hands. “Oh, my lady, I am right glad that you like it. We are just so happy to have you here. I’ll leave you now to have a little rest, but you just ring if you need anything at all.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Patrick.” Elizabeth was looking forward to having a few quiet moments to herself with the comforting presence of her own maid who had bobbed a curtsy when they entered but remained where she was across the room, hanging things in the wardrobe.
As the door shut behind the housekeeper, Pansy spoke for the first time. “How are you holding up, m’lady?” She looked a little worried.
Elizabeth tried to smile at her, but she felt it was probably looking as slumped as she felt. She sank onto a stool that was conveniently placed near the door. “I will be fine after a little nap or a good meal. Or both,” she concluded with a small laugh. “It looks like you have been hard at work.” There were empty bandboxes piled up next to the open trunk.
“I had hoped to have it all finished before you got here, but we must not have gotten as big of a head start as I had thought.”
“The earl wanted to be sure that we would arrive before dark, so we didn’t dither about our goodbyes as long as I would have liked.”
“Are you feeling home sick already, m’lady?” Pansy asked with concern.
“Not terribly yet, Pansy, but I am feeling nervous.”
“Well, m’lady, one thing I can tell you is that your new husband is very well spoken of within his household. I know I have just gotten here, but all the other servants have had nothing but good things to say about him. I would think if you had something to fear at least one of the others would have warned me in some way.”
“Would they?” Elizabeth countered. “Or if they were truly fearful would they keep silent for fear that their words might get back to him in some way?”
“Perhaps, m’lady. I can see how you could think that. But I have also heard some of the servants whistling. If the household lived in dread of a tyrannical master, I rather doubt there would be any whistling, especially with him expected.”
Elizabeth pondered the maid’s words and brightened considerably. “Thank you, Pansy. You are right. That does make me feel more hopeful. But we really have to find out how the previous countess died. Do you think you could try to ask a few discreet questions?”
“Absolutely, m’lady. You can count on me.”
“I know I can, Pansy, and it is of supreme comfort to me.”
“Why don’t you have a lie down for a few minutes while I finish up here? Then we’ll get you ready for your first supper in your new home.”
Elizabeth looked at the bed not finding it at all welcoming. Her thoughts must have been written on her face.
“It doesn’t look very good, m’lady, but I took the liberty of checking the sheets for cleanliness and it looks as though the mattress has been recently aired. The sheets are clean and the bed feels quite comfortable. I think you should try it out and see.”
Elizabeth didn’t bother replying, she just did as the maid suggested, ignoring the look of the furniture and making use of it. Pansy had been right, it did smell fresh and clean, and it was incredibly comfortable and solid after the long, swaying ride in the carriage. Within an instant, Elizabeth was able to shed the concerns and stresses of the day and fall into a deep, blessedly dreamless, sleep.
She awoke with a start to the soft sound of her maid calling to her. “Lady Elizabeth, you shouldn’t sleep much longer or you won’t be able to sleep tonight. I’m sure his lordship is going to be wondering what has become of you if you don’t get yourself up and go down for a bite to eat.”
Elizabeth groaned but obeyed the summons. “You are probably right, Pansy, but at this moment I feel as though I could sleep until the middle of the afternoon tomorrow.” Despite her protests, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and slid to the floor. “And the thought of eating holds very little appeal as well. But you are correct, I should probably go and see what his lordship has to say.”
The thought of seeing her new husband set her nerves to jangling, but she did her best to quell them as her maid helped her to change into a fresh dress and tidy her hair. She opted for a simple style and was quickly ready. She left the room and strode tentatively toward the stairs, wondering again how long it would take her to find her way around the large house. Luckily it was a well-staffed household and there were plenty of footmen about to give her directions.
“Elizabeth, my dear.” The earl got to his feet as soon as he saw his wife hovering in the doorway. “Come in, please. I wasn’t sure if you would be joining me. Your maid had informed me that you were fast asleep when I stopped by your room to check on you.”
Elizabeth blushed. “Pansy didn’t tell me you came to see me, but she woke me up and reminded me that I ought to eat. I’m sorry if you have been inconvenienced.”
“Not at all. After sitting all day, I didn’t feel very hungry, so I asked that we be served a cold collation. I figured that way the timing didn’t matter very much and if you joined me, you joined me. If not, it could be kept for another day.”
Feeling nervous and on edge, Elizabeth inched into the room. The earl must have been able to tell because he made an effort to put her at ease. His warm smile and thoughtfulness about the meal had her relaxing slightly as she moved further into the room. She finally made her way to the table where he held a chair for her. After he returned to his own seat, he continued speaking in a relaxed, informal tone.
“I met briefly with my steward and the butler. It has been a couple months since I have been here, but I am happy to be able to report that it seems all has been running smoothly. I will have to spend the bulk of tomorrow reviewing the ledgers and records, but Mr. Patrick led me to believe that I shan’t be inundated with work, which is a relief. If you feel up to it, perhaps we could go for a ride tomorrow and I could show you some of the estate.”
Elizabeth was gratified to hear the eager pride in his voice. It was heart warming to know that her new husband was looking forward to showing off his properties to her. “That sounds like a lovely plan, thank you, my lord.”
“Did Mrs. Patrick give you a tour of the house before you laid down?”
“An abbreviated one,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “She told me she would show me more tomorrow, but I’m not fully convinced she will be able to manage it. The stairs seemed to be giving her a bit of trouble.”
“She will want to show you every cupboard and closet, so the stairs won’t be all at once,” came the earl’s reasonable reply.
“That’s true. I look forward to learning everything.”
They conversed comfortably after that while the footmen served them the light meal. When the earl asked if she was very tired, Elizabeth once again felt nerves shake her, but he merely invited her for a game of checkers before they retired.
The next day, true to her word, the housekeeper spent the entire morning touring Elizabeth from the cellars to the attics. The three wings of the house left Elizabeth feeling a little dizzy. She had thought she had grown up in grand surroundings, but it was becoming clear to her that Heath was on a scale even she was not fully accustomed to. She tried not to reveal her lack of experience to the housekeeper, as she smiled and nodded in what she expected were all the right places.
“It seems to me that this house has been in very good hands with your management, Mrs. Patrick.”
The housekeeper beamed with pride at her mistress’ words. “I have done my level best, my lady. But it is a real pleasure to have someone such as yourself to take over the running of things. And now it seems likely that the master will be in residence more, now that he has a good wife. So I will be vastly happy to have your direction.”
“It looks to me as though you are well prepared and stocked up. You will have to keep me informed as things progress, Mrs. Patrick, especially for things like linens and such. It would not do for them to become worn. We will no doubt have visitors from time to time. I come from a very large family, and I am sure many of them will wish to visit.”
“Oh, how exciting,” Mrs. Patrick declared, clapping her hands. “Now come this way, my lady. I haven’t yet shown you the nursery. Hopefully soon it will be needed.”
Elizabeth could feel heat rising in her face but made no comment as she followed in the housekeeper’s wake.
At breakfast the earl had mentioned he would be free by two o’clock to take her riding, so Elizabeth asked the housekeeper to have a tray sent to her room when the tour finally came to an end. She then went up to change into her riding habit.
While she was eating her small repast, Elizabeth quietly thought over what she had seen on her tour. The earl’s staff was clearly hard working. Every room she had entered was clean and well kept. But most of those rooms were also darkly furnished and out dated, much like the room she was occupying. She could understand now why the earl had offered to allow her to redecorate. He might have wanted to make her feel at home, but he was also no doubt quite well aware of the need for updates. As he had suggested, she would start with finishing the project the previous countess had started.
Elizabeth had been a bit uncomfortable to come across a room full of that lady’s belongings. She was surprised it was all still there. The housekeeper had obviously been embarrassed about it, and Elizabeth had tried to put her at ease, but she felt an intense curiosity about the woman and was actually looking forward to digging through her things even though she felt a pang of guilt about her plans.
Mrs. Patrick had been flustered and hurriedly declared she would have some maids summoned to see to removing the items, but Elizabeth had told her that would not be necessary. Shutting the door firmly, she had told Mrs. Patrick that the things could remain where they were for the time being. She would see to rearranging the rooms in a certain order and they could deal with that room when they came to it. Mrs. Patrick had accepted her words happily and the tour had continued.
Now Elizabeth began to scheme how she could spend some time in there without anyone finding out. She didn’t want the servants speculating about her curiosity or for the earl to find out that she was investigating his first wife. She resolved to spend a little time searching after her ride with the earl.
“I apologize, Elizabeth, I will not be able to take you as far afield as I had hoped today. The work with my steward is more complicated than I had at first thought.” The earl’s words greeted her as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs in her riding habit.
Elizabeth was surprisingly disappointed, but she tried to save face. “That is quite all right, my lord. If you would rather put it off until another day, I will completely understand.”
“Not at all, my dear lady. I am growing heartily bored of my library and desperately need some fresh air. Besides, I would enjoy a little time in your company.”
Elizabeth’s cheeks warmed at his words and she felt a flutter in her stomach. She frowned to quell her unruly feelings. Her cheeks reddened even further when the earl misunderstood her frown.
“If you would rather not go for an abbreviated ride, then I will understand, of course.” The earl’s words sounded stilted, and Elizabeth thought she must have injured his feelings. She couldn’t help but giggle at the self-serving thought.
“Not at all, my lord. I too am in need of some fresh air, and I would love to see whatever parts of the estate we have time for. If you are pressed for time, let us not tarry.”
She suited action to her words and preceded him from the room. She faltered at the door as she was unsure in which direction she would find the stables. Now it was the earl’s turn to chuckle. He took her arm.
“Right this way, my dear.”
The stables must have been forewarned, as their horses were already saddled and waiting for them. Within moments, they were mounted and on their way.
She felt the earl’s gaze on her and glanced at him with upraised eyebrows. This prompted a laugh from him but he also explained himself.
“I doubt we have time for any sort of proper tour today, unfortunately. Why don’t I show you the outbuildings so you’ll feel comfortable at least close to the house, and then, if you’re up for it, let’s let the horses have their heads and blow the cobwebs out for ourselves?”
“That sounds to me like an excellent plan.”
It didn’t take long for the earl to point out the various storage buildings, the orchards and the greenhouses. Off in the distance she saw sheep grazing. She was a little in awe of just how extensive his property was. It would seem that Heath stretched much farther than even the eye could see. Elizabeth did not want to be impressed with her husband while her future remained so uncertain, but it was obvious to her that he was an excellent landlord. Once again, she was troubled by her mixed feelings and was filled with relief when they reached a small rise with a clear vista before them.
“First one to the tree line gets to be white in our next chess game,” the earl declared.
“Next chess game, my lord?” she questioned. “Wouldn’t that rather be our first one?”
The earl laughed. “I would prefer it to be a common practice, my dear.”
Elizabeth fought her betraying blush with what she hoped was a carefree laugh. “Very well, my lord, I accept your terms.” Before she finished speaking, she goaded her horse into action and gained a very slight lead. She could hear the earl’s answering laughter following her, as well as the pounding of his horse’s hooves. She leaned over her mount’s neck, urging it to greater speed.
With a crow of delight, Elizabeth brought her horse to a slower pace as soon as she entered the tree line. “I beat you, my lord.”
“I think it was much more like a tie, my dear.”
“Now, my lord, do not be a sore loser. It is a fact that my horse’s nose was clearly ahead of yours when we crossed the finish line.”
The earl was laughing at her words. “Far be it from me to argue with a lady. Very well, you shall be white when we play this evening.”
Elizabeth laughed. “Now, I fear that I shall be trounced soundly. I am a far better horsewoman than a chess player.”
“I find that difficult to believe, my dear, as you are clearly a skilled strategist.”
Elizabeth felt her colour rise again at his veiled words but forbore to comment, merely pulling on the reins to encourage her mount to head back towards the stables. After an awkward silence, they resumed a polite discussion of their day. She was relieved when the earl excused himself soon after they dismounted. She was left with a considerable amount of the afternoon remaining, time enough to search the room containing the previous countess’ belongings, she realized with delight. She changed out of her riding habit as quickly as possible and dismissed her maid as soon as her hair was tidied.




Chapter Eight
Elizabeth leaned against the door feeling like an intruder. The decoration of this room was much lighter than the rest of the house. It was obvious to her that this was the room the previous countess had lived in. It seemed that nothing had been changed since the day that lady had died. Elizabeth steeled her nerves, reminding herself that if she were killed she would not begrudge the earl’s next wife any information she might be able to glean from her things.
With that thought, she set herself to a systematic search of the room. Clearly, Lady Barbara had loved her trinkets, Elizabeth thought as she examined the many bangles, feathers, and clips strewn about the room. And she had an extensive array of clothes. Elizabeth had thought she was well outfitted for the Season and her new life as the Countess of Heath, but she felt dowdy in comparison to the earl’s first wife. Uncomfortable insecurity flooded her heart for a moment before she reminded herself of Wesley’s words. Lady Barbara might have been beautiful and fancy, but she hadn’t made the earl very happy.
Becoming anxious about the amount of time that was passing, Elizabeth began to think she ought to end her search for the day and go busy herself with something else when she came across what appeared to be a false bottom in one of the lady’s smaller trunks. She set herself to the task of discovering how to open it. It had been well concealed but not well locked. It was doubtful the lady’d had the need to keep her things overly secure; perhaps she had just been private. She almost crowed with delight when she discovered what appeared to be a diary after she finally managed to open the small space.
Deciding that she had already spent too much time in there for one day, Elizabeth brushed off her skirts, tucked the book under her arm, and listened at the door for a tense moment before making her way back to her own bedroom. Shoving the diary into a drawer in her dressing table, Elizabeth forced her curiosity into submission before taking up her basket of needlework and making her way down to the morning room.
Her timing was remarkably impeccable. She had just gotten herself settled and was getting to work when a knock was heard resounding throughout the front of the house. Elizabeth glanced up, alert, wondering if the caller could possibly be for her or if it were someone to see the earl. She wasn’t left in suspense for long. Within moments, the butler came in to tell her that a Lady Eleanor Meade had called by to see if she was available to visitors.
Elizabeth quickly put away her needlework and asked the butler to ring for tea after showing the visitor in. She politely got to her feet as a small, pleasant looking woman was shown in.
“Lady Sinclair, thank you for seeing me. What a pleasure to meet you. Am I your first caller?”
Elizabeth couldn’t help laughing at her first indication of the neighbourhood competition. “Why yes, you are. Thank you for calling. It’s my pleasure to meet you. Will you join me for a cup of tea?”
“Thank you. I would love some,” Lady Meade grinned with delight as she looked around the room with a curious gaze.
Elizabeth was surprised to see the curiosity. Surely the woman has been here before, she thought. Why else would she be so keen to check on the new countess if she had not visited the previous one?
“I hope you don’t consider my visit an intrusion,” her guest began with charming hesitance. “I know you have just arrived and you are essentially honeymooning here with your husband. But Lady Worth was the previous countess’ first caller, and I just could not abide her crowing over it again.”
That struck Elizabeth as being the most hilarious thing she had heard in days, weeks even, and she couldn’t help the fit of giggles which attacked her over Lady Meade’s words. She was grateful the other lady too saw the humour in the situation instead of taking offense at Elizabeth’s response and she joined in the laughter.
“I shall be certain to be unavailable when Lady Worth comes calling,” Elizabeth promised with a grin after she got her giggles under control.
“What a lovely offer, my lady, but you needn’t go to such lengths on my behalf. Just getting the march on her this time will be sufficient.” Lady Meade gazed at Elizabeth with approval. “I can tell already that we are going to be great friends.
Elizabeth felt her heart swelling with joy over the thought. She hadn’t developed many friendships during her Season and had never had the experience of going away to finishing school, so she was gratified at the offer. She was surprised she missed her sisters so fiercely and hoped Eleanor could be a confidante in the coming weeks as she adjusted to her new life.
Before they could get involved in conversation, the tea trolley was rolled in. Elizabeth dismissed the servants and poured for her new friend. Lady Meade launched into a recital of all the local gossip, informing Elizabeth of who was likely to be a good friend for her and who would no doubt tell tales about her. It crossed Elizabeth’s mind to wonder which category Lady Meade would fall into. She had felt an impulse to pepper her with questions about Lady Barbara, but felt a pointed interest in her predecessor would be too juicy for the gossipy Eleanor to keep to herself. Perhaps once they were better acquainted Elizabeth could casually bring the subject up but not here in her own drawing room when any of the servants could hear or even the earl could walk in at any time. That thought brought a guilty blush to Elizabeth’s cheeks, and she found herself glancing toward the door in fear that he might appear at any moment.
“What could I have possibly said to put that look upon your face, my lady? I can assure you, I am not revealing anything overly untoward. Everyone in the village will have all the exact same tales to share with you, I can assure you.”
Elizabeth’s nerves got the best of her and she once again began to giggle. "Well I do appreciate being in the know. So I thank you. Now, please, tell me about you. Do you have a family? Have you lived around here long?"
Lady Meade blinked. It would seem no one had taken an interest in her before. She appeared gratified by Elizabeth's questions.
"Well, now that we're going to be friends, I do believe you're quite correct, my lady, we ought to know about one another. I have lived in this vicinity my entire life. I didn't even get a Season. Married my lord right out of the schoolroom, I did. And never regretted it for a minute. Except for when in the future I might have to take my own daughters to Town and I'll be just as green as them."
"Do you have daughters, my lady?"
"Not yet," she began sadly before continuing with a grin, "but not for a lack of trying. We have three fine boys running around our small estate, Fernwood. But I would surely like at least one girl to keep me company amongst all that manliness."
Elizabeth was surprised with a jolt of instinctive desire for a child of her own. She tried to keep her smile in place even as she shook her head to rid herself of the traitorous notion. She didn't feel inclined to have a murderer father her children. Itching to get back to Lady Barbara's diary, she eyed her companion and wondered if she should hint for her to leave or if she should ask about the last countess despite her misgivings.
Lady Meade took the decision out of her hands as she got to her feet. "I suppose I've overstayed my welcome already. You are such an attentive listener. You must get that often. Do be sure to visit me at Fernwood at your earliest convenience."
"Certainly before I visit Lady Worth," Elizabeth said with a smile and a wink, which caused Lady Meade's chuckle to fill the room.
"Oh my dear, his lordship, the earl, is a very lucky man to have gotten a second chance at you."
Elizabeth felt her jaw wanting to unhinge. It would have been the perfect opening if they were not already on their feet with Eleanor preparing to leave. She began calculating how soon she could visit the other woman without appearing too eager. She had to content herself with a smile as she walked with her guest to the door.
"It was lovely to have met you. Thank you for calling on me. I would like to get settled into the rhythms of life here as quickly as possible.
"You needn't have any qualms about your reception, my lady. Everyone is going to be eager to meet you and will make every effort to get on your good side. We'll all be doing our best to make you feel welcome."
Elizabeth was glad the other woman was no longer looking at her, as she felt stunned by her words. She had quite over looked the fact that she would most likely be the highest level of the local Society. She wondered if she would be putting some other lady's nose out of joint with her very presence. Another even more disquieting thought crossed her mind. Had Lady Barbara made enemies? Could one of the ladies have been angry enough to kill her? A cold dread settled over her. It was imperative that she find out what happened to the previous countess!
Elizabeth fled to her room and dug out the diary she had hidden in her dressing table. She scrambled to find another book so that she could easily show that she had been reading, should anyone come looking for her. She settled herself in the window seat, eager to read Lady Barbara's words.
Before long she was heartily bored. She didn't want to miss anything and so had started from the beginning of the book. There was clear evidence of what Wesley had been talking about. The young woman had been rather dispassionate about her conquests and clear about her determination to marry a lofty title. So many of her entries were about her gowns and shopping. Elizabeth could not fathom why the woman had felt it necessary to report on such dull subjects. It was for this very reason that Elizabeth herself did not keep a diary. She was of the opinion that her life was far too dull to write about. Well, until recently that was. And now she wouldn't want to risk writing any of the details down since everything was so uncertain.
With a sigh she realized it was nearly time to ready herself for supper, and she still had learned very little of import. She had to put the book away and try again on the morrow. Frustration hung heavy on her shoulders.
That evening, over dinner, the earl filled her in on how the rest of his day had gone. Elizabeth struggled not to feel too gratified by his confidences. Her feelings were so conflicted. As they chatted over each course, the candles flickering, his deep voice washed over her in waves of attraction. She wondered bleakly how she was going to be able to endure this life. How can I possibly be falling in love with a potential murderer?
The next day, she took the gig for a drive to the nearby village. She had seen it from a distance as she had ridden out with the earl. Now she wanted to check on the shops and see the village for herself. She had still not gotten far in the diary, and she felt an urgent need to get out of the house for a time. As though the other woman’s previous existence was oppressing her.
As she drove along the road to town she shivered with a strange sense of foreboding. The leafless trees looked dead, and the grim, grey sky leant a melancholy air to the surroundings. Elizabeth had dressed warmly for this cold, late autumn drive, but she feared it had not been enough. Resolutely she refused to give in to her misgivings. She continued on toward the village.
Once she arrived, she was glad she had made the effort. The village was small and cozy and she was thrilled to meet people. True to Lady Meade’s words, everyone she came across was more than ready to go out of their way to accommodate her. She decided with a silent chortle of delight she wouldn’t overly mind getting used to such treatment. Then she met the vicar’s wife and was quickly inundated with demands for her presence on various committees for the wellbeing of the local community. With a grin, she agreed to meet with the woman the following week to discuss it. Elizabeth fell back on the ready excuse that she would have to check with her husband. She felt a thrill in her heart at her own words. Perhaps all her concerns were for nothing. She could end up with her happy life with a loving husband after all.
The afternoon was well advancing when she climbed back into the gig. Elizabeth had the strangest sensation that she was being watched. She reprimanded herself for being ridiculous. Word had swept through the village as to who she was and many had turned out to get a look at her. Of course, she was being watched, she scolded herself with a rueful shake of her head. But when she had left the village behind, she couldn’t rid herself of the sensation. She flicked the reins, urging the horse to a faster pace. She did not enjoy the eerie feeling that was gripping her.
Finally, she couldn’t take the feeling anymore. She craned around in her seat to look behind her. To her utter shock, there was a lone horseman behind her. It was not anyone she recognized but being new in the district, that was nothing to be nervous about. But then she noticed the man had his face covered in such a way that only his eyes showed. With an audible gulp Elizabeth urged the horse even faster. She was almost certain they were nearly back to Heath. Then a shot rang out. Elizabeth screamed, feeling a pinch in her arm. She slid to the floor of the gig, slapping the reins on the back of the horse, who was running in true fear now. The horse headed for home. Elizabeth just kept her head down and prayed that she would make it safely. She didn’t want to risk peeking to see if she were still being followed. Someone had just tried to kill her.
By the stables, the horse came to a standstill. Elizabeth was unsure if she should move. Fear held her in its grip. She didn’t realize how much noise she had been making as she made her mad dash into the stable yard. The head groom and other stable servants came running, all anxious over the new mistress. Within a blink of an eye even the earl was there.
∞∞∞
 
“Elizabeth? Elizabeth! Answer me, Elizabeth,” he started yelling as he had caught sight of the gig. No one had even told him that the countess had left until it was too late for him to accompany her. He had no one to blame but himself, he had thought to himself as he had paced the house nervously awaiting her return. He had never told her not to go anywhere unaccompanied. He supposed it was one of the most appealing things about being a married lady, not needing to be chaperoned at all times. He tried not to be angry with her for taking advantage. He should have told her she wasn’t to leave the estate without an escort.
Now all those thoughts were flung from his mind as he ran toward the gig his wife had taken to the village. As he got close he could hear a soft whimper. Looking down onto the floor of the gig he saw her huddled in a heap.
“Elizabeth, my dear lady, can you speak?”
He had to bite back an oath as she raised her pale, tear stained face to his. “It’s my arm, not my mouth which is injured, my lord,” she replied with a weak attempt at humour before her eyes widened and her face became rather blank.
“Does it hurt terribly?” he asked, trying to keep her talking, as he made an effort to get her out of the gig.
“It does, rather. Did you see him?”
“See who?”
“The man who shot me,” she explained with what sounded like aggravated patience.
“You were shot?” he gasped, grabbing her from the floor of the gig. He had thought she had merely been spooked by something and had her arm wrenched when the horse took off.
He quickly carried her to the house yelling for the housekeeper to meet him in the countess’ room and demanding that the doctor be summoned.
“I don’t think you’ll be able to find the doctor at his house, my lord,” Elizabeth said. “He is attending Mrs. Baxter’s birthing this afternoon. You really ought not to disturb him anyway. I believe it is just a scratch. Surely Mrs. Patrick and Pansy can look after me. Do you suppose you could go looking for the man who shot at me?”
Justice marvelled at her calm acceptance of the situation. He suspected she might be in shock. With his wife still in his arms, he tried not to crush her, but he wanted to hold her forever and keep all threats away from her. Glancing over his shoulder he saw Mr. Patrick watching, worry made the older man wring his hands.
“Mr. Patrick, please have the grooms and footmen ride out and search the area. Have them question anyone they come across that seems to be a stranger.”
He could see that the shock was fading from her eyes but she was still regarding him with accusation. “Why would you only question the strangers, my lord?”
“I cannot imagine that a friend would have done this,” Justice explained.
“Who is there to say who our friends are?” she countered with a bite in her tone.
Justice didn’t understand why she was sounding so cryptic but he was more concerned about her injury and the threat against her. He could not bear to lose another wife; he had just gotten this one.
“Did you manage to get a look at your attacker? What did he look like?”
“I saw him, or I assume it was a man. He had his face covered with a cloth, so I can’t tell you anything about him. He was riding a brown horse.” Justice watched her eyes fill with tears and he bit back more curses.
He placed her gingerly on the bed, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Justice couldn’t blame her for the accusatory looks she had been giving him. It really was his fault, and she had no idea. Being in her presence consumed him with guilt. He left her in the capable hands of the housekeeper and her maid while he left to run down her attacker.
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth was relieved when the earl finally left. He seemed so concerned about her. She didn’t know what to think. What good would it do him to get rid of another wife when she had not even borne him an heir? From what she understood, Lord Sinclair was a wealthy man, and she didn’t really think her dowry was all that spectacular. She doubted he would be trying to kill her to keep his hands on her money without the inconvenience of a wife. She was leaning more towards thinking it might be someone who considered her a rival. But why had the earl looked so stricken with guilt when he realized she had been shot?
Mrs. Patrick and Pansy had trouble remaining calm enough to help her out of her gown and see to her wound. As she had suspected, it wasn’t a very deep cut; the bullet had merely grazed her. But it was bleeding profusely and there was always the risk of infection. It made her laugh that she had to calm them down in order for them to be able to help her.
Pansy was so frantic about her mistress she was ready to pack their bags and head to Elizabeth’s parents’ estate within the hour. Mrs. Patrick was too worked up to fully comprehend what Pansy was implying, but Elizabeth understood and needed to broker peace amongst her staff.
“Mrs. Patrick, Pansy, I know you are worried and frightened. But so am I, and I really need to get out of this gown.”
This brought them up short and moved them to action. Within a few short minutes, Elizabeth was out of her gown, cleaned, bandaged, into a night rail, and was gingerly climbing into her comfortable bed. Her mind did not at all feel ready to sleep, but her eyes were unable to stay open.
Pansy refused to leave her side, sitting on a chair by her bed. At one point during the evening, Mrs. Patrick came in with a bowl of soup the cook had prepared especially for their mistress. Pansy insisted the housekeeper had to taste some first while she watched her with a gimlet eye. Elizabeth had awoken during this exchange and had to struggle to quell her reaction. Mrs. Patrick had huffed with dismay but had done as Pansy had requested before turning on her heel and stomping from the room.
As soon as the housekeeper was out of the room, Elizabeth struggled to sit up in the bed. Pansy cried out for her to stop, quickly put down the soup, and rushed over to assist her. Elizabeth had to laugh over her ministrations.
“Pansy, I truly appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I really don’t think it is as serious as you are letting on. It seemed to me to be little more than a scratch.”
“Oh no, my lady, there was so much blood, and the doctor hasn’t even been by to look at it. You really need to be careful with yourself.”
Elizabeth couldn’t be bothered to argue with her about that as her arm really did hurt. It was beginning to feel as though it had been burned. She earnestly hoped there was no infection setting in. She remembered what had woken her up. “Pansy, might I ask why you had Mrs. Patrick taste my soup? I don’t mind sharing, but that was a trifle strange.”
“M’lady,” Pansy began as though explaining a simple thing to a child, “someone has just tried to kill you. I do not intend to allow anyone near you until we have gotten to the bottom of things.”
Elizabeth felt waves of heat and cold rippling over her. Hot with gratification over the loyalty of her personal servant. Cold with dread over the validity of her words. Someone had tried to kill her that afternoon. Mayhap Pansy was right and they should pack it in and go home. Her mother had not thought the potential threat was enough to keep her from marrying the earl, but now that it was a reality, maybe she would be a little more accommodating.
The soup was warm and soothing. Within moments she was feeling ready to sleep some more. She was settling down into the warm covers when there was a soft knock on the door. Pansy went to see who it was.
Elizabeth was just drifting off to sleep when Pansy came back to her bedside.
“The earl wishes you a speedy recovery,” Pansy said in a low, sarcastic voice.
“Did he not wish to come in?” Elizabeth was puzzled.
“Well, of course he did, m’lady, but I am not letting him anywhere near you while you are in a weakened state.”
Pansy was fierce in her determination and Elizabeth felt tears prickle at the back of her throat. “I do not see how we can avoid the man forever.”
“Not forever, m’lady, but at least until you have rested. I told him you were asleep, and he said he was going to have a footman at your door around the clock to run and fetch anything you might need. I think the man is trying to keep you a prisoner.”
Elizabeth felt a flutter of fear but strove for reason. “Or perhaps he is trying to guard us, to keep us safe.”
Pansy merely grunted softly, not wanting to disagree with her mistress openly but obviously unwilling to agree. “Well, you can be sure I won’t be leaving your side all night.”
“Oh Pansy, you shan’t be any use to me on the morrow if you are falling down with your own fatigue.”
The maid refused to be persuaded. Finally Elizabeth convinced her to share her bed. “It will actually be a comfort to me, Pansy. It will feel like when I was a little girl and climbed into bed with one of my sisters if ever I was frightened or wanting to chat. If it makes you feel any better, you can take the outside.”
That seemed to mollify Pansy, who was determined to guard her mistress from whatever malevolent creature was out to get her. Within moments both girls were fast asleep.
It was late at night when the doctor finally turned up to examine Elizabeth. She was groggy with sleep and reluctant to have her wound disturbed but the kindly, gentle man insisted in a most reasonable way that she really must allow him to look at it. He fussed over her for a few moments but then declared that the servants had done an excellent job of looking after her.
“It seems like your wound is clean and should heal quite nicely, although I am sorry to tell you that there is likely to be a scar, my lady.”
“It shall be an exciting story to tell my grandchildren.” She tried to maintain a brave face.
The doctor left her to rest after giving instructions that she remain in bed the following day and drink plenty of liquids.
“And he’ll probably bill the earl quite a tidy sum for that piece of instruction,” Pansy scoffed after the doctor had left.
Elizabeth couldn’t help a weak giggle. “Are you not reassured, though, Pansy? I know I am. I knew you had done your level best, but just knowing that a doctor has seen to it makes me feel slightly better.”
Pansy was in no mood to agree to any such thing, merely tucking the covers around her mistress after helping her to sip some more tea that she had brewed herself over the fire in the room. She was refusing to take any chances with the servants at Heath.
The two girls slept the rest of the night undisturbed.
∞∞∞
 
“How is she, doctor?” the earl asked anxiously as he hovered just outside his wife’s room. He hadn’t wanted to disturb the countess while she was resting and thought it might embarrass her to have him present while she was being examined. And if he wasn’t mistaken, her maid didn’t want to let him enter anyway. According to the housekeeper, the countess’ maid thought everyone in the household was to blame for her mistress’ wound. He really couldn’t fault her. He felt as though it was his household’s fault, too. Here was a second Countess of Heath nearing death in such a short time. Perhaps he should have remained single and allowed his line to die out. The estate could pass to a distant cousin or be absorbed by the crown. It would make no difference to him if he were to be condemned to a lonely existence. He felt like a worried old woman as he tried not to wring his hands while he waited for the doctor’s verdict.
“Your wife is young and healthy, my lord. There is no reason why she shouldn’t make a full recovery. It wasn’t an overly serious injury. I know Mrs. Patrick and her ladyship’s maid both report that there was a great deal of blood, but that is actually a good thing in this case. It kept the wound clean. And now it has been properly bandaged and it should heal very nicely.” The doctor paused and regarded the earl solemnly. “Your wife will be very tired for a few days after losing that much blood. She should be kept quiet and unexcited. Have you discovered what happened?”
Justice felt his frustration rise at the doctor’s question. “No,” he almost growled. “Lady Elizabeth says she was shot. And a few others reported hearing what they think might have been a gunshot. But her ladyship did not get a good look at her assailant, and no one else has seen anyone out of the ordinary. I cannot believe one of my neighbours or servants has shot at my wife.” Justice felt on the verge of despair.
“It is rather strange that another wife of yours has been the subject of an attack.” The doctor’s tone was bland but his eyes on the earl were bright and attentive.
Justice felt himself blanch at the doctor’s words, but he kept his gaze steady as he looked him right in the eyes. He had absolutely nothing to do with his first wife’s death. While he felt sick with guilt over Elizabeth’s injury, it was only guilt by association. He should have known she might be a target after what had happened to Barbara.
“Strange is not the word that I would use, Doctor. Do you have any suggestions as to which direction I should take my investigation? Or do you have an accusation to make, perhaps?” The earl knew he should be grateful the other man was taking his wife’s injury so seriously, but he could not allow the man to be side tracked into thinking he was guilty.
The doctor valiantly tried to stare down the earl but finally he allowed his gaze to drop. “I’m sorry, my lord, I don’t have any suggestions for you. If I hear of anything around the village, I will be sure to let you know. And I will be back mid afternoon tomorrow to check on her ladyship.”
With a nod, Justice dismissed the doctor. It wasn’t the other man’s fault. He would be suspicious of him too if he wasn’t himself. He wondered how much Elizabeth knew about his first countess. He remembered she had mentioned the rumours the night they had become betrothed. His stomach clenched at the thought that she might actually be afraid of him. He must catch her attacker and get to the bottom of Barbara’s death before something worse happened to Elizabeth. He went off in search of his men to regroup after their most recent search.




Chapter Nine
Elizabeth woke up slowly the next morning. She felt Pansy’s worried gaze fixed on her face. Even though all the worries of the day before came flooding into her mind, she couldn’t help but smile as she opened her eyes.
“Oh, m’lady, good, you’re awake. Would you care to eat? The kitchen sent up some oatmeal for you and I had the maid who brought it eat some. She seems fine, so I think you should eat it.”
Elizabeth laughed but then winced as she used her arm to try to sit up in the bed. With some careful manoeuvring she was soon propped up in the bed eating the warm oatmeal. It was not usually something she enjoyed, but she was feeling ravenous. She had barely eaten the previous day, only a little bit of soup for supper.
“What shall we do today?” Pansy asked, causing Elizabeth to raise her eyebrows in question at the strange inquiry. The maid quickly explained. “The doctor has said you are to remain in bed today. Since you lost so much of your blood yesterday, he expects you to be weak for days. I’ve known you for a long time, m’lady, and I know it’s going to drive you nearly mad to be cooped up in here all day. So I was wondering if you had any ideas as to how I could keep you entertained.”
Elizabeth gazed at her maid, wondering if she should confide in her. She was already well aware that the faithful servant was none too trustful of the earl. But she needed help, and Pansy was the only one she could absolutely trust.
“I found something the other day.”
Her words had the expected effect. Pansy gazed at her with wide, eager eyes. “What did you find?” Her tone breathed anticipation.
“The previous countess’ diary.”
“You didn’t! How could you not have told me, m’lady?”
“To be honest, Pansy, I’m almost afraid of what I will find out by reading it. So I was shy to share it with you. But as you know, I need your help. Why don’t we read it together and see what we can figure out?”
The maid quickly cleared away Elizabeth’s breakfast tray and left it outside the door. Following Elizabeth’s instructions, she retrieved the diary and settled herself beside her mistress on the bed.
Elizabeth opened the book but then thought to offer a brief explanation to Pansy. “So far, I haven’t come across anything of import. The only thing I’ve learned is that my husband has dubious taste in women. Her journal entries have all been long, boring descriptions of each gown she bought and why she thinks she should marry a duke. It doesn’t seem that she cares which duke or what he might be like as long as a coronet is in her future. I really do not believe I would have liked Lady Barbara. And that makes me highly uncomfortable to be reading her diary.” She paused for a moment as she found the page to start on. “Why don’t we take turns reading?”
They passed the book back and forth between them, each reading a page at a time. It was just more of the same, and Elizabeth’s attention was beginning to wander when something Pansy read caught her attention and brought her focus back to the task at hand.
“What was that last bit? Could you please go back and read the last couple of sentences?”
“Met up with Jason tonight. He directed me toward Lord S. He told me he would be a ripe plum for the both of us. I had been hoping for a duke, but I guess an earl will do.” Pansy paused to ask, “Was that the bit you were talking about, m’lady?”
“Yes, Pansy, it was,” Elizabeth exclaimed, enthusiasm and excitement permeating her being. “And this changes everything. I have a good feeling that we needn’t be so mistrustful of the earl. It would seem he was entrapped into his marriage. And I have a sneaking feeling I know who Jason is, too.”
“But Lady Elizabeth, just because the earl was trapped doesn’t mean he didn’t kill his wife. In fact, it could be argued that would give him motive. Maybe he found out his wife was in cahoots with this Jason fellow and he was so angry he killed her in a fit of temper. And he could feel that you trapped him, too, since he didn’t woo you in the usual way.”
Elizabeth felt the blood drain from her face momentarily. Pansy anxiously apologized to her mistress, obviously regretting her words.
“No, no, Pansy, pay it no mind. Your words were a little bit of a shock to me, but they held a great deal of sense, so please don’t feel bad about it. You are quite correct. We still cannot know who to trust. Let us keep reading. Maybe we’ll get closer to the truth.”
They went back to their reading. There were many more long, boring sections but they were interspersed with enough tidbits of information that it held the girls’ attention. They had gotten closer to each other on the bed as they continued reading. At this point, even though they were taking turns, they were both huddled over the diary. Even though it could be described as deadly dull reading, both girls were engrossed in the endeavour.
“Jason told me Lord S would be attending Lady Yorkleigh’s musicale, so I arranged to be there as well. I need to catch this man’s attention.” Elizabeth was reading this with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She, herself, had attended one of Lady Yorkleigh’s musicales. It was two years later, but it still made her feel guilty by association. Perhaps that was why the earl hadn’t been at the one she attended. Mayhap he remembered meeting his first wife there. She was beginning to feel quite morbid and was deeply grateful for her faithful maid’s presence.
Pansy shook her from her dark thoughts. “Don’t stop now, m’lady, we’re finally getting somewhere.”
“Is it just me or does she sound a little more desperate in this last entry? There was less talk about what to wear and much more about how to go about catching the earl’s attention. From what I heard from Lord Dunbar while I was still in London, Lady Barbara was quite popular. She was beautiful and had a reasonably generous dowry. There was no reason why she had to focus on the earl except for Jason’s direction. Why did he care who she married? What was in it for him? And what connection did the two of them share?”
“I don’t have the answers, but those sure are good questions, m’lady. Do you still think you know who this Jason is?”
“Do you remember my friend Rose? She was involved in a plot against the Duke of Wrentham, which was instigated by Sir Jason Broderick. This sounds just like his sort of scheme. He wanted to use a young lady, you remember Lady Anne, to trap Wrentham into marriage so that Sir Broderick could control him. Since Wrentham had just inherited the dukedom and taken his seat in the House of Lords, Sir Broderick was hoping to be able to influence the government through him. Perhaps he has other, similar arrangements, or maybe Lord Sinclair was his first attempt. Do you think we should discuss this with the earl?”
“Maybe.” Pansy sounded doubtful, still not ready to trust the man. “But I think first we should finish reading what the countess wrote. If she kept writing, even after the wedding, it might give us more information about the earl’s involvement.”
“That’s a good point. All right, we already know she trapped the earl at the instigation of Sir Broderick. Perhaps we can just skim through the next section and get as quickly as possible to after the wedding.”
“Are you sure you’re going to be comfortable reading your predecessor’s diary from when she’s married to your husband?” the maid asked with a subdued voice. It was obvious she was concerned about her mistress’ tender feelings.
Elizabeth had to laugh. “No, of course I won’t be comfortable with it, but I’ll be even less comfortable with being dead, so let us get on with it.”
With a shared sigh they resumed their reading.
More references to Jason telling her where to meet Lord S.
Lord S’s interest is finally snagged.
She gloats about her conquest.
Jason tells her what to do.
The wedding.
In between these references the housekeeper and the earl stopped in to check on Elizabeth, but Pansy refused to allow either one to enter. She said her ladyship was resting and should not be disturbed. Elizabeth was torn but followed the maid’s dictates, knowing it might be for her own good.
Pansy called a halt. “It is about time for you to eat something, m’lady. The doctor said you need to regain your strength. Let me ring for more of that delicious soup from last night.”
“Are you going to make the servants taste it again?” Elizabeth asked with a scolding tone, which she completely ruined by giggling immediately after.
“Of course, m’lady. After all the reading we’ve done, we have all the more reason to suspect someone. We don’t know who, but the countess was most definitely conspiring. I am a firm believer that those who conspire are sure to be conspired against. The first countess is proof positive that I am right. She was in league with a snake, and it turned around and bit her.”
“So you think Broderick killed her?” Elizabeth asked almost eagerly.
“Or her husband, once he found out,” Pansy countered. “Or he could have had someone do it for him.”
Elizabeth changed the subject. “You are right, Pansy. We ought to eat. And I need to get out of my nightgown for at least a few hours.”
“Whatever for, m’lady? You shan’t be leaving this room.”
“Because I hate feeling like an invalid!” Elizabeth exclaimed before continuing in more moderate tones. “I’m so sorry, Pansy, I know you are trying to look after me, and you are doing a lovely job of it. I just hate feeling so weak and confined. It is maddening. Perhaps you are right, and I needn’t dress properly, but I would like to brush out my hair, wash my face, and perhaps change into a fresh nightgown before we continue.”
“Very well, m’lady, but you must mind your arm. I would hate for it to begin bleeding again.”
“As would I,” Elizabeth agreed. “Do you know when the doctor planned to return?”
“All the earl told me was sometime this afternoon.”
“Very well. I might as well make myself presentable.”
Pansy followed through on her mistress’ requests, ringing for servants to bring fresh water as well as the fortifying soup. Within the hour, Elizabeth was cleaned, changed, fed, and they were once again studying Lady Barbara’s diary.
“Here’s an interesting passage. ‘Jason has gotten word to me. He needs me to convince Lord S to resume his seat in the House. Doesn’t he realize by now that it was all for nothing? I have no power over the earl.’ I can almost feel sorry for her,” Elizabeth began before quickly amending her statement. “That is to say, of course, I feel dreadful for her that she is dead, but getting to know her through her diary, I cannot say that I like the poor woman. But here it would seem that she is seeing the futility of her choices. And it seems we’re getting closer to the information we seek.”
“It sounds like you were right, m’lady. This Broderick fellow wants to influence the government and is using easily influenced young women to do it. He doesn’t strike me as being too smart.”
Elizabeth laughed. “Why do you say that? I think he’d have to be diabolically brilliant to be able to carry out these schemes.”
“True, but he is choosing silly young women as his partners in the crimes. Lady Barbara was after a lofty title and deep pockets. She doesn’t really care about the government. If Sir Broderick had chosen idealistic young women who were eager to share in his plans, I would think he would have more success. As Lady Barbara said, she really had no idea how to influence her husband.”
“I guess that would explain why Broderick has yet to have any amount of success,” Elizabeth agreed before pausing in thought. “Or none that we know of anyway,” she continued with a slight shiver of dread. “There is really no way for us to know if he was merely unsuccessful with Lady Barbara. It is entirely possible that he has a legion of men sitting in his pocket through the influence of their wives or sisters or daughters. Dear heavens, the thought is hardly to be borne.” She turned her attention back to the book in Pansy’s hand. ”I dare say we ought to continue as quickly as possible.”
Pansy had been scanning the next few passages and she looked at her mistress with a blush staining her cheeks. “I don’t think you’ll care for the next few pages, m’lady, I think we ought to skip them.”
“We aren’t going to start skipping pages at this point, Pansy. And I am not about to turn squeamish on you. Just go ahead and read it.”
Pansy was clearly reluctant but she got on with the ordeal.
“Lord S keeps talking about having babies. He says he needs an heir. I don’t think I’m ready for that. I want to go back to London. Life out here in the country is boring and stuffy. The earl keeps trying to get me involved in his interests as he calls them, but they aren’t at all interesting. And now he wants babies? Yuck!”
Elizabeth could see why the maid was hesitant to share this particular passage with her, but it didn’t bother her at all. In fact, she burst into laughter and had trouble containing her mirth. At that moment, there was a knock at the door. That certainly stemmed the flow of her laughter. The two girls gazed at each other in dismay. Pansy quickly went to the door while Elizabeth shoved the book under her pillows.
It was the doctor, who had returned to check on his patient. The earl was with him, but Pansy glared him away from the door.
“I am delighted to see that colour has returned to your cheeks, my lady. You seem much revived after a night of rest. How are you feeling?”
“Rather tired of being stuck in my room, I must say, Doctor. I am truly hoping you shall lift my sentence of confinement.” Elizabeth accompanied her words with as sweet a smile as she could muster.
The doctor returned her smile with a wink. “Let’s just see what your arm has to say on the subject, shall we, my lady? I am not going to allow you to sweet talk me into violating my own principles.”
Elizabeth wanted to pout but couldn’t pull it off. She had to laugh at the doctor’s witty comeback. “Very well, examine away.”
The doctor was moderately pleased with the appearance of her wound but much to her dismay did not lift the restrictions on her movement. “My lady, if I say you can leave your room you will want to dress. If you dress, you are sure to jar your arm and that will undo all the lovely progress you have made thus far. I think it is far better if you remain in your nightclothes for at least one more day. If you are bored beyond belief, you may put on a dressing gown and allow yourself visitors but under no circumstances are you to get dressed and go about your regular activities. We shall revisit the issue on the morrow.”
“I have quite decided that I don’t like you very much, Doctor,” Elizabeth declared. “I do hope the earl takes a decidedly long time to pay your bill.”
The doctor threw back his head and laughed. “Well, I like you, my lady, which is why I want you to heal quickly. Now behave yourself for one more day and you will most likely be rewarded for it.”
“Just one more thing, Doctor, before you go. Could I ask you a rather indelicate question?”
“Of course, my lady, I am at your service.”
Elizabeth hesitated, catching Pansy’s wide-eyed glance. Her maid obviously had guessed what she wished to ask the doctor and was undecided how she felt about it. Elizabeth plunged on, hungering for concrete information.
“Did you attend the sickbed for the previous countess? Would you be able to tell me how she died?”
“I did treat Lady Barbara, my lady. Might I ask why you are asking?”
Elizabeth could see that the doctor was studying her with a level of chagrin, as though he were uncomfortable talking about it but willing to be of assistance.
“All I have to do is lie in this bed and think all day,” Elizabeth began. “It has lead me to be a trifle concerned for my future. Is it merely a terrible coincidence that two countesses in a row have run into tragic difficulty? If the shooter had better aim, I wouldn’t be here to talk about it.” Hearing her own words frightened Elizabeth and she could hear the tremble in her voice.
The doctor heard it too and was quick to point out, “Lady Barbara wasn’t shot, my lady. She jumped from the roof and broke her back. It took her a few days to die, but she never regained consciousness to be able to tell us what had happened or what made her do it.”
“Was it ever suspected that she had been pushed? There were some rather nasty rumours swirling around London.”
The doctor didn’t at first answer her question directly, much to Elizabeth’s frustration. “Are you concerned about your safety, my lady?” he asked.
“Of course, I’m concerned about my safety,” Elizabeth exclaimed. “I have been shot at and no one knows by whom. My husband’s first wife died prematurely, and no one will tell me the circumstances surrounding that tragedy. It is not a situation that instills confidence, sir.”
“No, no, of course not, my lady,” he began, trying to soothe her. “Please, don’t allow yourself to get worked up. It will not be good for your recovery.”
Elizabeth interrupted him, feeling very inclined to toss a pillow at him. She enunciated clearly, “Doctor, I am not getting worked up. I am merely asking you for some information. To the best of your knowledge, did anyone investigate how the lady ended up on the roof? Was she known to have been depressed? Did it seem to be within the possibility of her character that she would intentionally jump to her death?”
The doctor was again silent for a moment while he regarded her seriously. “I didn’t know Lady Barbara very well myself, but I did not think she seemed depressed. You are right, there was talk around the village. But I truly do not think you are in danger from your husband. He seems to be genuinely concerned about your recovery and puzzled about your attack.” He paused in thought once more. “I’m sorry, my lady, I do not have anything more informative to tell you.”
Elizabeth settled back into her pillows. She had been leaning forward eagerly, wanting to hear clearly every word the doctor had to tell her. “Thank you Doctor. I appreciate your candour.” She wasn’t terribly surprised by his words so she left it at that. The man hadn’t really been all that helpful, although finding out the nature of Lady Barbara’s death was good to know, despite how gruesome it must have been.
The doctor stood to leave but then looked back at her with shrewd eyes. “My lady, I cannot blame you for being cautious. And while I do not actually think your husband had anything to do neither with his first wife’s death nor with the attack on you, I can completely understand why you might question it. If you find you are afraid for your safety and in need of help, please come to me. I will do my best to assist you in any way I can. I know being here in your husband’s home and in his village it could feel as though you are alone. I will stand your friend if you need me.”
Elizabeth felt tears of gratitude well into her eyes. The man was clearly perceptive. That was exactly how it felt, as though everyone here belonged to Sinclair. Since she couldn’t be absolutely certain of his guilt or innocence, that meant she could trust no one. Of course, she still didn’t know if she could trust the doctor, so it was really a moot point. She was left with only her own wits and Pansy’s help. She braced herself with a brave smile. She nodded to the doctor as he took his leave.
Turning to Pansy after the door closed behind the doctor, Elizabeth kept her smile firmly in place. “Well, it’s back to just you and me. And I’m stuck in this room for at least one more day. I will allow it because I am nervous to venture forth until I know who to trust. But we need to finish this book because I am determined to leave this room tomorrow, with or without the doctor’s permission.”
They settled in to read the rest of Lady Barbara’s diary. As they progressed, they realized the countess was becoming afraid of Jason and his reaction to her lack of results in attempting to influence the earl.




Chapter Ten
“You really must allow me to see my wife, Pansy. If you do not remove yourself from the doorway, I shall be forced to move you myself. I know you think you are protecting your mistress, but I think I am in a better position to do that than you are.”
Elizabeth had dozed off, but the commotion at the door pricked her consciousness, and she struggled to fully wake. She called out to her maid, “Pansy, I think it’s all right. You can let him in.”
Pansy stood back, allowed the earl to enter, and quickly shut the door behind him. She then hurried over to stand, attentive at her mistress’ side. Elizabeth appreciated her husband’s calm acceptance of the maid’s protective stance.
“Good afternoon, my dear lady,” the earl began with a beguiling smile while his eyes seemed to devour her with their intensity. “You look well.”
Elizabeth tried to sit up and winced as her arm pinched at her. The earl quickly assisted her. “Your deceit is appreciated, my lord,” she replied with a smile.
“I am not lying to you, my dear. The last time I saw you, you looked truly awful. I was really afraid for you, which is why I have barged in here like this. I couldn’t stand the suspense any longer and had to know for myself that you were on the mend as the doctor had promised. How are you, really, from your own perspective?”
“Heartily sick of being in this room,” she began, “but vastly improved. The doctor told me that possibly he might allow me to leave the room tomorrow, but I have decided that whatever he says, I am getting up and dressing on the morrow. I shall go quite mad if I must remain confined for one more day.”
“Do you think that is wise, my dear? One clear advantage to your remaining in your room is that you are sure to be kept safe.”
“I refuse to be such a coward that I must hide in my bedchamber for the rest of my life. I understand that there is a very real threat against me, although I do not know why, but I refuse to allow it to win. I will not be kept a prisoner.” She tried not to glare at him but wasn’t sure if she had completely managed to quell her ire.
“Of course not, my dear lady. No one spoke of keeping you a prisoner. But what do you know about a threat against you?” His gaze shifted from concerned to alert.
Elizabeth’s gaze darted to Pansy. Her hand was wrapped around the washbasin. It wasn’t the best weapon, but Elizabeth was relieved to feel somewhat protected should the earl turn out to be a threat. She bemoaned once more her weak position confined in the bed. She had thought to tell him everything, but in that moment, she changed her mind. Even though the countess was clearly afraid of Broderick, and it was obvious that cad bore a burden of guilt in the situation, Elizabeth had yet to find proof the earl was not involved in his wife’s death. Therefore, she could not be certain he was not somehow involved in the attack on her. She diverted his suspicion with a smile.
“I know nothing about it because I am stuck in this room. All I know is that I was shot at by someone riding a brown horse. The most nondescript description ever stated on this earth I am sure. But I trust you are investigating the situation, are you not, my lord? Have you found out anything that can be of use? Perhaps we could discuss it. I strongly doubt an attack on me stems from anything to do with my history, but it surely wouldn’t hurt to share ideas.”
She felt his gaze soften as he considered her words. “Considering how very involved with this you are, I can see how you would consider it only fair that I at least keep you informed.”
“That is exactly right, my lord.” Elizabeth felt her smile of approval stretching her face as she beamed at him. He returned her smile before settling himself carefully on the edge of her bed.
“I hope I don’t jar your arm by sitting with you.”
Elizabeth flushed from head to toe. She hoped it wasn’t a fever coming on. She rather suspected it might be the handsome earl’s presence in her room with her only dressed in her nightgown. She appreciated that he was very careful not to touch her for fear of hurting her wound, but she felt so very aware of him, a fact that caused a degree of despair. He smells good, she thought rather wildly as she breathed deeply and noticed the combination of leather, lemon, and pine. She puzzled over the differing scents, before dragging her attention back to his statement. Not wanting him to realize how distracting she found him, she was quick to dismiss his concern.
“Oh, I am not so very fragile as that, my lord. Do not allow the doctor’s concerns to trouble you overly. I think he is just unused to gunshot wounds and thinks confinement is the only way to treat them.”
“Actually, you would be surprised at just how many gunshot wounds a country doctor has to treat. There are any number of fools who accidentally shoot themselves or someone else, either with poor aim while hunting or even while trying to clean their gun while in their cups.”
Elizabeth couldn’t help laughing despite the gravity of his words. His tone clearly conveyed his own dry humour on the subject. “So you can see that the wise doctor actually has more than enough experience to tell you that you ought to remain abed.”
“Perhaps, my lord, but I must warn you that I shan’t listen to him if he stipulates any more days of bed rest.”
“Very well.” The earl accepted her words with a nod and a smile before sobering and launching into a description of his investigation thus far. “Unfortunately, I am not making very rapid progress in my investigation. While several people have confirmed hearing the gunshot, and a couple of the farmers saw someone riding a brown horse right around the time you were shot, no one got a good look at him so that has turned into a bit of a dead end. Now I have my steward and head groom going about the district questioning everyone about their whereabouts on the day in question.”
“Oh dear. That might cause some distress amongst the neighbours,” Elizabeth worried.
“I really do not give a fig for how uncomfortable they make anyone. My wife was shot, and I mean to find out who did it and why.”
Elizabeth thought about his words, grateful that he was taking the matter so seriously. “I am relieved that you do not think it was somehow an accident.”
“How could it possibly be construed an accident?”
Elizabeth shrugged. “You mentioned that the doctor stitched up many a gunshot wound from accidental discharges.”
“That was not meant to imply that your injury was anything other than a deliberate attack.” Seeing her shiver, the earl quickly apologized. “I’m sorry, my dear, I do not mean to frighten you, but it is obvious that you were shot with at least some level of intent. From what we can tell, the gunman wasn’t terribly far from you. The road was wide at that point and it was a cold, clear day. There was no way you could have been mistaken for anything other than a woman driving a gig. And the shooter was on the road with you, so it is not as though the shot went wide from the woods.”
Elizabeth merely nodded. This was exactly what had happened, so there was no need to hash it out further. A brief silence fell between them, and Elizabeth was undecided if it was comfortable or not. She thought for a moment and then broke it. “My lord.” She was a little hesitant to broach this particular subject. “Which lady in the vicinity was the highest on the social ladder before you took a wife?”
The earl appeared surprised by the question and somewhat uncertain how to answer. “It would depend on how large an area you wish to include in your description of the vicinity, my dear lady. Lady Worthe is a viscountess and Lady Meade is a baroness. I do know that they vie for leadership of the social life in these parts. There are a couple other viscountcies farther afield.”
“So you are the only earl around?” Elizabeth prodded. “And no dukes anywhere to be found?”
Her husband laughed at her words but scrunched his forehead in question. “Why are you asking?”
She didn’t immediately answer his question, instead asked another one of her own. “I met Lady Meade the other day, but have not yet had the pleasure of meeting Lady Worthe. What can you tell me about her?”
Lord Sinclair laughed rather helplessly. “I don’t really know what to tell you. She’s about the same age as me, I think, somewhere in her thirties probably. They have several children. I think their oldest son is off at Eton. She is a trifle shrill but she seems nice enough.”
“Was she friendly with your first wife?” Elizabeth watched him closely for his reaction to her question. He looked uncomfortable, but that could have been reluctance to discuss his first wife with his second.
“Barbara wasn’t terribly friendly with other ladies. She had a tendency to view life as a competition and she considered herself the winner because she caught herself an earl. Such an attitude did not lend itself to forming close attachments with others.”
Elizabeth laughed at his marked understatement. She felt a blush enflame her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, my lord, I do not mean any disrespect to your wife, it is just that your description was so droll.”
“Do not trouble yourself, my dear, I did not take offense. I am glad you have retained your ability to laugh despite the trying circumstances you have found yourself in.” He gave her a grin to demonstrate he meant his words. “Now tell me, what has led you to this line of questions?”
Elizabeth turned her attention to the blanket she was reflexively folding and unfolding with her nervous fingers. Her eyes flickered to Pansy, who was still standing guard. Bolstering her courage, Elizabeth blurted out her concerns. “I was wondering if it might be possible that another lady in the area might be responsible for the death of your first wife and for the attack on me.” Seeing his incredulous stare, she hastened to explain. “I know it sounds ridiculous, my lord, but no one has been able to come up with any other ideas. Is it possible that Lady Worthe or Lady Meade felt that a countess in the neighbourhood would make them somehow less important in the neighbours’ eyes?”
“I can see what you’re saying, my lady, and it is entirely possible that either or both of them laboured under such feelings. But I have a very hard time imagining that either of them would then take their feelings and put them into the action of actually ending another woman’s life over their petty concerns.”
“I have met Lady Meade and at least with regard to her I have to agree with you completely. She is a charming lady who did not seem to bear any ill will toward anyone, despite the friendly rivalry she seemed to have going on with Lady Worthe. But what about Lady Worthe? Is it possible she takes these matters far more seriously? As a viscountess she would be the one with her nose most out of joint for having a countess take up residence.”
The earl regarded her steadily, taking her words seriously, much to Elizabeth’s delight. She once again felt the attractive draw of the handsome man before her. “For one thing, since this is my ancestral home, neither lady could have been surprised to have a countess take up residence. I can see what you’re saying, though, and I hate to speak ill of the dead, but in all reality of the three ladies in question, the only one that I can see being capable of actions such as you suspect would be Barbara, and she is most definitely not the one who attacked you, so I do not think this is the right direction we need to take.”
She sighed. “I fear you are correct, my lord, but since it had occurred to me, I didn’t want to leave any possibility unpursued. I really do fear for my future safety.” Elizabeth tried not to dwell on it too heavily, but the fact remained the earl’s first wife was dead, and someone had attacked her. It did not bode well for her if they did not get to the bottom of it.
“This is my fault, my lady. I never should have remarried. I should have known there was a possibility something like this would happen. Perhaps, as soon as you are well enough to travel, I should escort you to your parents’ estate. I believe it is your association with me that puts you in danger.”
Elizabeth didn’t bother trying to be polite on the subject. “You are no doubt correct, my lord, but I do not see how being cooped up together in a carriage will keep me safe. I fear that we would not make it to my father’s estate. No, the best course of action is to figure this thing out. And then you can escort me to my parents’ for a visit.” She concluded this with a smile, hoping not to antagonize the man. It must have worked because he returned her smile with one of his own that was tinged with gratitude. Elizabeth was increasingly convinced that he really was innocent of the attack on her, but when her eyes flickered once more to Pansy, she caught her swift shake of the head. With a sigh, she realized it was time to dismiss the earl.
“Thank you for coming to visit with me, my lord, it has certainly helped to pass this dull afternoon, but now I fear it is time for me to take another nap. For all that I disagree with the doctor, he was certainly correct in his assessment that I would be tired for several days.” Elizabeth was relieved when the earl accepted her words with good grace. She wasn’t even stretching the truth. She felt her eyelids getting heavier as each moment passed.
Elizabeth watched curiously, but with a level of detachment caused by her exhaustion, as the earl stood from her bed, taking great care not to jostle her, then remained there gazing at her. She snuggled down under her covers, vaguely puzzled over the way he continued to stare at her. It almost looked as though he cared for her. Elizabeth felt hope well in her heart at the thought but resolved to dwell on it at a later time when she wasn’t on the verge of losing consciousness. After one more scorching glance, the earl bent down, dropped a chaste kiss on her forehead, and strode from the room with a nod to the maid. Pansy locked the door behind him, making Elizabeth smile as she drifted off to sleep.
Elizabeth awoke only long enough to have another light meal. In between spoonfuls of the warm soup, she and Pansy discussed all that they knew about the previous countess’ death. Unfortunately, it wasn’t much, and Elizabeth became even more determined to leave her bedchamber the next day. She could find out nothing more while confined to bed.
She was relieved to receive the doctor’s visit first thing the next morning. As he examined her, Elizabeth informed him that he had best declare her well. “It doesn’t really matter to me what your verdict is, Doctor. I have every intention of getting up and dressed as soon as you leave whether you give me the go ahead or not. I cannot bear another moment longer in this room.”
The doctor laughed easily at her words. “Very well, my lady. You know what your body is telling you. I beg of you to listen to it. Do not strain your injury, do your best to keep your arm still, and rest when you are tired. You will not have your usual strength for a couple more days.” He smiled over the delighted chuckle of glee his patient couldn’t hold back, but he still fixed her with a pointed stare. “Don’t make me regret it, my lady. Be sure not to overdo on your first day.”
“I promise to be careful,” she replied, as seriously as she could manage with how happy she was to be leaving her room.




Chapter Eleven
With great care, Pansy managed to help Elizabeth get into a comfortable day gown without disturbing the bandage wrapped around her arm. Elizabeth waited while Pansy tidied up her room. She did not feel comfortable enough to go anywhere without her at this point. Not that the young maid would be able to stop a bullet for her, but they had both agreed that four eyes on the lookout would most definitely be better than only two.
Once all was in readiness, the two set forth on their mission. They had determined to try to be as systematic as possible. Pansy was going to take notes as Elizabeth questioned the staff members. They had agreed to start with the footman guarding Elizabeth’s door.
“Thank you for your efforts on my behalf, Johnny. I am sure this was not an easy assignment. Trying to remain alert and vigilant when nothing ever happens is tiresome, is it not?”
“Oh no, my lady, it was a great privilege to guard your ladyship.” The young man blushed deeply.
“Of course, I did not mean to imply otherwise, I am just grateful, you see. Would you mind if I ask you a couple questions?” She was going to take advantage of his flustered state.
“Not at all. Of course, my lady.” His blush deepened.
“Were you familiar with the previous Lady Sinclair?”
His hot blush now consumed him, and Elizabeth worried the poor young man might faint at her feet, but she did not relent. She needed this information.
“Somewhat familiar, my lady,” he answered shakily.
“Would you have any opinion as to what sort of mood she was in toward the end of her life? Did she strike you as sad or worried or happy?”
The young footman looked confused by the question but seemed relieved by it as well. “Oh well, I never presumed to consider it much, my lady, but I would not say she was sad. Perhaps a little bit worried at times. She was disappointed that the master did not want to return to London, but rather than being sad, she was angry about it. She would yell and throw things.” He began to look uncomfortable once more. “Is that what you were looking for, my lady?”
“Yes, Johnny, thank you, that was most useful. Just one more thing. Would you know, by any chance, if the countess had received any visitors during the last week of her life?”
“That I couldn’t rightly say, my lady. I’m not usually around for that. You would be best asking Mr. Patrick about that. I’m usually a footman with the kitchens. Which is why his lordship picked me to be a guard for you, for my strength, not my knowledge.”
Elizabeth couldn’t help her peal of laughter at the footman’s words. “I appreciate your honesty, Johnny, and I will take your advice about speaking with Mr. Patrick.”
They made their way throughout the house speaking to every servant they encountered. A clear picture had formed of Lady Barbara, the earl, their awkward relationship, and the turmoil Lady Barbara had caused. No one had a clear idea of who might have wanted her dead, but it was obvious the lady was not in despair or entertaining thoughts of ending her life.
Wondering how to interview the earl’s secretary as well as the outside servants, the two had sat down for a brief rest when the earl came upon them.
“It has come to my attention that you have been interrogating the entire household staff.” His tone was calm and even, but Elizabeth thought she could detect a touch of anger sparking in his eyes. Her eyes flicked to Pansy who had stood at the earl’s arrival and was now gripping the fire poker tightly. Elizabeth was as safe as she could possibly be while in the earl’s household.
“That’s correct, I have been. Is that a problem?” she asked, keeping her own tone calm and neutral while waiting anxiously for his response.
He hesitated while looking at her quizzically. “It’s not a problem exactly, I would just have preferred if you had asked me about it first. I would have liked to hear what everyone had to say as well.”
Elizabeth nodded, although she wasn’t sure what she was agreeing with. “I thought of that, my lord, but I was concerned your staff might not be as forthcoming in your presence.”
The earl appeared to be thunderstruck by her words. “You might have a point there, my lady. Would you be willing to share with me what you have learned thus far?” He paused, glanced briefly at Pansy, and then looked back at Elizabeth with a jovial smile. “And could I also ask why your maid looks as though she is quite prepared to smash me with the poker?”
Elizabeth and Pansy gasped in unison but the earl never took his eyes off his wife’s face. She could feel the blush rising in her cheeks. “She is doing her best to keep me safe, my lord.”
“I appreciate that, but does she not think I can do that? I am getting the impression that she actually thinks that I might be a threat to you.”
Elizabeth could see from the muscle clenching in his jaw that he was not as calm as he let on, but the earl’s tone revealed his effort to remain patient and unperturbed. She could only offer a helpless shrug. “We hadn’t yet ruled you out completely.”
“I see.” Once again his tone revealed very little, but Elizabeth actually suspected that his feelings were hurt by her words. His warm voice took on cooler tones as he questioned her further. “Did you think I could be behind your attack from the beginning or is it something someone said?”
She almost couldn’t bear to look at him, but Elizabeth was not about to start cowering at the earl’s feet. Despite her distracting attraction to the man, she had valid reasons for being wary, even if she had equally valid reasons not to suspect him. She forced herself to meet his eyes as she answered his questions. “From the beginning, my lord. However, my investigation has led me to suspect that you are innocent of the attack on me and your first wife’s death.”
“So you do think they are connected. And you thought I was involved. What made you think that? Did I do something that made you think I was capable of killing my wife?”
Elizabeth was nearly discomfited by the way he could sound so casual and pleasant while looking at her as though she had lost her mind. Had he truly never realized she had believed those rumours? she wondered. She had been certain he had heard her say as much to her mother the night of her ruination.
“There were so many rumours swirling about you in London, my lord. I didn’t know what to think.”
“Did you actually marry me thinking it was possible I had killed my wife?” Now he could no longer hide his rising temper. Elizabeth saw Pansy tense with the poker, ready to defend her.
Elizabeth raised her chin, refusing to cower. “I did, my lord. My mother would not allow that to be sufficient reason not to marry you.” Those words made Elizabeth’s composure waver, which was reflected in the quaver in her voice. The earl’s indignation waned in the face of her distress.
“I’m so sorry, Elizabeth. That must have been a trial for you. I had no idea you were labouring under such a concern. It does explain why I was not allowed to visit you after you had been shot. And the wariness I have encountered in your eyes at times.” The earl sighed heavily before continuing. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I knew those rumours were circulating, and I did nothing to quell them. I know I didn’t kill her, but I do feel a certain amount of guilt. For one thing, I was not able to save her, nor keep her safe. And for another, if I had done as she asked and taken her to London, she wouldn’t have been here to jump or be pushed.”
“Is that also why you looked so guilty when I was shot?” Elizabeth cocked her head to the side, trying to see into his mind, wishing to understand him.
“Did I look guilty?” His grin revealed that he was not harbouring any ill will toward her. He finally sat beside her, taking the spot Pansy had recently vacated, then took hold of one of her hands she had rested in her lap. Elizabeth felt the flutters resume in her belly with his proximity. She brought her attention back to what they had been saying.
“Yes, it was written all over your face when you first saw me in the gig.”
“Well, once again I had not done enough to protect my wife. I should have told you not to ever leave the estate without me, but I feared you would consider me an ogre.”
Elizabeth smiled to show she held no grudge toward him. “I would have.”
They sat in silence for a moment, both lost in thought, while Pansy watched with a fierce stare. Elizabeth couldn’t help smiling her appreciation even though she was becoming quite convinced they had suspected the earl needlessly. She decided to tell him about the diary.
“Did you know your wife was involved with Broderick, my lord? Is that why you questioned me about him?”
“How did you find out about it? From questioning the servants?”
“Was that a yes, my lord?”
“Yes, yes, I knew. I only found out at the end. She was furious that I wouldn’t listen to her and return to London. She let it slip once when she was raving about how horrifically unkind I was, that Jason would never treat her thusly. She was ridiculous. If he had been all that was kind and noble he would never have involved her in his plots. During that week after she allowed it to slip, I had merely suspected they had been involved in some way, that she had a tendre for him, but she must have communicated with him unbeknownst to anyone. Whatever she had found out, left her truly terrified and she finally confided it all to me.
“My biggest regret is that I did not take the threat seriously. I was angry that I had been tricked into marrying her, but I had figured that part out already. I just didn’t know why. When I found out how truly cold blooded it was, I felt sick to my stomach. But she paid the price for my inattention. And so have you.” The earl took her cold hands into his warm ones and tried to chafe warmth back into them. “I am so sorry, my dear. I never wished to see you hurt. I truly thought the danger toward my wife was gone with Barbara. I had no idea it would somehow transfer to you. I swear to you, my only involvement is in the fact that I did not properly protect you.”
“I know, my lord. I do believe you. And I do not hold you responsible. I am quite sure Broderick must be behind it in some way. The only trouble is that we have no idea why. What could he hope to gain by getting rid of me? I wasn’t involved with him in any way. When I realized Broderick was involved, I had thought it connected in some way with my friend Rose and her efforts to thwart a different scheme of his, but I do not see how or why. There must be something else. Do you have any ideas?”
“The only thing I was able to glean from Barbara was that he was planning to use me to influence the government. I suspect I am not the only Lord in the House that he tried to entrap in this way. If he had enough of us, he could influence decisions and votes. It was a brilliant plot if it were not so convoluted as to be impossible to manage. The man is clearly not all right in the head.”
“I rather suspect it is the madness of brilliance, my lord. And I worry there could be many others he has tried this scheme with. What if he has succeeded? Is there any way that we can stop him if he has?”
The earl appeared stricken by her words but offered her a rather helpless shrug. “That is a dreadful thought, my dear, and one that certainly will give us nightmares. I can assure you, I will continue to investigate the man. If we can stop him directly, it should put an end to whatever schemes he’s hatched.”
Elizabeth was quiet for a moment, chewing her lip in indecision. When she noticed her husband’s eyes focused on her mouth, she felt heat sweep into her cheeks, and she launched into speech to hide her confusion. “I found her diary. Lady Barbara’s diary. And I read it. It was in the room with all her things. I searched through that whole room trying to find out more about her. I wanted to know how she died because the gossips had claimed you had killed her, and I was afraid.” She felt her face getting hotter and hotter as she talked, and she couldn’t look at him any longer even though he was looking at her with understanding written on his face. She felt embarrassed over her worries and the fact that she had searched through his wife’s things.
Lord Sinclair continued to hold her hands in his warm ones, and he tightened his grip, forcing her to bring her eyes back to his face, searching to see if he was angry with her. “I am so sorry you have had to go through this, my dear. I swear to you that I will do my level best to make it up to you. But for the time being, we need to get to the bottom of this. Why she was killed and why someone attacked you, must be answered. There is no apparent connection between Barbara and you or even between you and Broderick. What did you learn from the diary?”
Elizabeth blushed again, wishing she did not have to discuss his former wife with him. “She didn’t really have any friends. I wouldn’t say exactly that she had enemies, although from her attitudes it is possible that she made some. I’m sorry, I hate to say that to you, or even to speak ill of her since she is not here to defend herself.”
“Do not trouble yourself about my feelings, my dear. From what I know of you, you won’t say anything stronger or meaner than anything I have thought myself. And if you can think of anything that might help, or if your thoughts can help us sort it out, please just say whatever you have to say. I promise I shan’t judge you harshly on your words.”
She smiled in gratitude and tried to continue. “I cannot say what her history was with Broderick, but he clearly held influence over her. She thought very highly of him, and it was under his influence that she set her cap for you. She had thought she should marry a duke but decided that you would do based on whatever Broderick told her.”
“That I knew about,” the earl commented, nodding encouragingly.
“But she was supposed to get you to come back to London in order for you to take your seat in the House, and Broderick was supposed to be able to control you through her. But I have to tell you, I really don’t know how Broderick thought to accomplish that since the poor lady had absolutely no interest in political affairs. From what I read in her diary, it seems she was quite enamoured with the thought of you gaining more power. She quite thought that would in turn transfer to her and she would be able to lead Society. She even aspired to become one of the patronesses. The poor woman just was at a loss of how to get you to cooperate. But how did Broderick think she was going to be able to influence you if she couldn’t even bear to listen to you talk about politics?”
“As I told you, it was far too convoluted to have worked.”
Elizabeth wasn’t completely convinced. While she had no admiration for Broderick, she had a healthy respect for the man’s intellect. She wouldn’t rest easy until the matter was fully resolved. They needed to get to the bottom of things. “Anyhow, they must have been in communication in some way. That is one thing we need to investigate. I have been able to ascertain that she was receiving messages, but no one seems to know where the messenger came from.”
“I will set my secretary to research that. I must admit to you, my dear lady, I am impressed that you have been able to find that out. I asked all of our personal servants for information after her death and no one told me that. Clearly you have been far more thorough than I was.”
Elizabeth was delighted by his praise but tried to downplay her efforts. “I had access to more information than you did.”
“I would have had it too if I had thought to search her room.”
She wrinkled her nose at him. “Well it did surprise me that you hadn’t.” She was taken aback that he grinned at her words, but she carried on with her recounting of the information. “So whatever Broderick was telling her was making her desperate. Combined with your refusal to leave your estate to return to London, she was becoming fearful, but she doesn’t say if he threatened her or what he did. I still cannot say if she was lured to the roof and pushed or if her fear drove her to jump. I have trouble believing that she would have jumped, though. She was too obsessed with her own appearance. I would think she would choose a more romantic mode of death, like poison.”
“Do you really think poison would be romantic?” Lord Sinclair was incredulous.
“She mentioned seeing the play Romeo and Juliet, so it led me to the conclusion that she would consider it so, my lord. I most certainly do not.” She cast him a reproachful look before continuing. “Other than many long descriptions of all her gowns as well as several snide comments about her new life here, she doesn’t have anything else to say except for a few strange references to your cousin, Hector.”
“Hector? What did she have to say about him?” He had grown still at the mention of his cousin; the air grew thick from the tension that suddenly filled it. His usually warm voice had cooled a little as he questioned her.
“She didn’t like him very much and felt that you make a far superior earl than he would.”
The earl sat in silence staring at her as horror filled his face. “Hector is a distant cousin of mine. We Sinclairs have not been a prolific lot. I think I already told you that your large family was one of the things that drew me to you. I thought it would be lovely for any children we shall have to be able to enjoy many cousins as well as aunts and uncles. If I should die without issue, all that is entailed will go to Hector. If he is in league with Broderick it would explain the attack on you. He either wants me to be tried for murder since it would be harder to explain away the deaths of two wives or he’s hoping I will die of a broken heart and he will inherit.”
“Was your heart broken by Barbara’s death?” Elizabeth was rather horrified that he might have been that attached to the wretched woman.
“No, but I do think I might go into a decline if something else were to happen to you.”
Elizabeth burst out laughing. “Now you are just being droll, my lord. Let us be serious. Do you truly think it is possible that Hector might be the link we are looking for?”
“As far as I knew, Barbara hadn’t even met Hector, we are not at all close, so if she wrote about him in her diary then it is starting to look like the only possibility to make any sense. It turns my stomach to think on it, but it should be reasonably easy to investigate.” He paused and regarded her seriously. “Thank you, my dear lady. I really didn’t think it possible that you would be any more successful than me in investigating these attacks, but you have proven me wrong. I am quite convinced you shall have to accompany me in all estate business from now on. You shall be a most excellent partner.”
Elizabeth was bashful over his words. “If you had thought to search her room, you would have found the exact same thing. And perhaps even faster than me, as you would have been familiar with things and would not have needed to nap as I have frequently had to do.”
“Or I would have flung the book across the room in disgust after two or three lengthy descriptions of gowns she had purchased.”
Laughing, Elizabeth said, “That would be a distinct possibility, my lord, and I will admit that I was tempted on occasion myself.”
After sharing a chuckle with her, the earl once again grew serious. “I shall set my steward and secretary to investigating the two threads you have brought up, but I am sorry to have to tell you that you will have to remain ensconced within the house for a few more days until we have figured all of this out. I do not want you in danger. We cannot even be sure if any of the servants are involved, so I do not trust that you would be safe on the grounds.”
Pansy had been silent throughout all of this conversation, but she must have twitched at the earl’s words, bringing their attention to her. Elizabeth grinned at her. “I have Pansy to look after me, my lord. She has been making the servants taste the food they bring me in order to prove that it has not been poisoned.”
The earl threw back his head and chortled. Elizabeth suspected it was a release of pent up tensions causing his amusement, as she had not said anything sufficiently droll to merit such an uproar, but she could not help joining in his laughter.
“I am delighted that you have such a faithful companion as your Pansy, but you must promise me that you will not do anything or go anywhere without keeping me apprised. I need to know you are safe.”
“I promise. Believe me, I am quite vividly aware of the possibilities of what could happen to me.” She pulled one of her hands out of his grasp in order to reach up and cover her bandaged arm. “I have no interest in a repeat performance.” She grimaced at the thought.
“You are going to be heartily bored,” the earl warned.
“Perhaps you could teach me billiards to while away the time.” Her voice became wheedling.
“I will be helping with the investigation, my dear lady.” He was apologetic but firm.
Elizabeth shrugged. “Well, then I shall teach myself and become so skilled that I will trounce you when you finally have time to play with me.” She paused and regarded him solemnly. “You will have a care as to your own safety, though, will you not?”
“To be sure.”
“And you will return me the courtesy of keeping me informed?”
“I will do my best, my dear, but now I must leave you to set things in motion.”
“Very well.” Elizabeth nodded and watched him stride toward the door. She realized her mistake and just as he was about to leave the room she called after him. “My lord, I have changed my mind,” she began as she rose to her feet. “I cannot allow you to conduct this investigation without me. Considering the fact that it very much involves me, I do believe I should be at your side while we figure this out. Really, who else could keep me safer?” She heard Pansy’s huff of dismay at being thus dismissed, but while she smiled in reaction she did not take her eyes from her husband’s face. He appeared thunderstruck by her words.
Blinking to better focus after his surprise, the earl looked at her with shrewd eyes. “Do you realize that my guilt is making it hard to resist your request?”
“I did not realize I had framed it as a request, my lord,” she began. “But if your guilt makes it easier for you to concede, I am not above using that.”
The earl laughed and grabbed the hand of her uninjured arm. “Very well, I fear I may regret this, but come along.”
∞∞∞
 
Pansy padded after them, refusing to allow her mistress out of her sight. They made a strange little parade as they hurried to the earl’s library, where he promptly rang for his secretary and the butler. Mr. Patrick was the first to respond, and Justice sent him in search of the steward.
It didn’t take overlong for all to respond to the summons. Within fifteen minutes the library was nearly overflowing with people as the steward, the butler, and the earl’s secretary were standing in front of his desk. Justice had seated Elizabeth in his large chair while he stood beside her, and Pansy watched attentively from the corner behind them.
“No doubt some or all of you have arrived at the same conclusion as we have. We are convinced that there is a connection between the attack on my countess and the death of Lady Barbara. We have discovered that Lady Barbara was in communication with a man named Sir Broderick in the days and weeks leading up to her death. We need to find out how they were communicating. Messengers were bringing notes for her, but we do not know who they were or where they originated. I need you,” he indicated the steward, “to go to the village and ask around about anyone who would have been bringing messages to Lady Barbara. This needs to be done discretely and in a non-threatening manner. If it was someone local passing the messages, they might fear reprisals. You have to reassure them that I will not be angry, I just need the information.”
Turning to his secretary, Justice continued, “We have reason to believe that my cousin Hector is somehow involved. I will need you to travel to Hampstead to ascertain his whereabouts both this week and the week two years ago when Lady Barbara was killed. And also find out what connection Hector has with Sir Jason Broderick. Report back to me as quickly as you are able.”
Both men bowed and left the room quickly.
“What about me, my lord, what can I do to help?” The butler wanted to be involved.
“I need you to think back to two years ago. Were there any servants that were new right around the time of my marriage? I have to admit I was fairly distracted around that time and I have no idea if any of the servants were new.”
“Well there were the servants that came with her ladyship,” the butler said, puzzled. “We didn’t have anyone else join the household besides them.”
“Did she bring anyone other than her personal maid?” Justice was surprised.
“Two footmen arrived with her luggage besides the maid, my lord.”
“I guess I should have spoken to you before sending off the steward. That would be how she was getting her messages. But we still need to know who they were speaking to. Hurry and see if the steward has left yet. We ought to tell him who the footmen were and provide him with a description so that he can ask about them.”
“But my lord, one of them is still in your employ.”




Chapter Twelve
“Not Johnny, I hope,” Elizabeth gasped, her stomach twisting with nerves. She felt Pansy coming up next to her with the poker frozen in her grip.
“No, my lady, not Johnny, Fred. I can’t be certain if you have met him. Since Lady Barbara’s death, he has been working in the kitchen, and you haven’t been able to have very many meals in the dining room.”
“Fred?” The earl seemed shocked by this new development. “Was he new to the staff?”
“Yes, he arrived the same week as Lady Barbara and she told your steward that he was with her and that you had approved her addition of servants to your staff.”
“Well, yes, of course I did. I just didn’t give it any thought. You said she came with two footmen. Do you know what became of the other one?”
“No, he left at the same time as Lady Barbara’s maid, so I assumed they were both going back to her family.”
By this time, the steward had returned to the library and was listening to their conversation. Mr. Patrick was able to provide him with as detailed a description as he could muster of both footmen and even the maid. It was best to be prepared for any eventuality.
“Thank you, Mr. Patrick, you have been most helpful. Could you please have Fred join us here in the library, without telling him what it is about?”
“I can, my lord, but I’m not certain he won’t have already heard about her ladyship’s questions. It’s possible he might have even run off by now if he has anything to hide and any sense.”
Justice couldn’t help a low chuckle. “Well, Mr. Patrick, I am fairly certain he is unfortunately low on sense. But let us be quick about speaking to him to ensure he doesn’t run off before we can.”
“Very good, my lord.” With those words the butler hurried from the room as quickly as his dignity and aging knees would allow. He returned a few moments later with a surly looking young man in tow.
“You must be Fred,” the earl began, surprising Elizabeth with how calm he sounded. She glanced at him and was reassured by the tick in his cheek that indicated he was clenching his teeth in order to maintain his calm façade.
Reassured, Elizabeth turned her gaze back to the footman. He appeared to be torn between belligerence and fear. His nod was his only answer.
“I understand you arrived here in the employ of Lady Barbara, is that correct?” Elizabeth recognized the frustration in Justice’s voice.
“That’s right, m’lord.”
“Why did you not return with the other servants to Lady Barbara’s family?”
Fred shrugged, and Elizabeth thought he wasn’t going to elaborate in answer to Justice’s question, but to her surprise, he spoke up. “I had a job here to do and there wasn’t much back there to return to.”
“What kind of a job?”
Fred’s face took on an even more belligerent expression as he made an effort to appear innocent. “I’m your footman, my lord.”
Despite the seriousness of the situation, Elizabeth had to stifle her grin as she watched her husband roll his eyes and clench his jaw once more in frustration over the footman’s dense reply. “I realize you are in my employ as a footman, but what other kind of duties did you carry out for Lady Barbara?”
When Fred merely shrugged again, Justice looked at Elizabeth. Meeting his gaze without flinching, she gave him a small nod. He shifted his gaze back to the footman.
“We know you were passing messages for Lady Barbara, Fred. We need to know to whom you gave them.”
They watched as the footman swallowed audibly and his fear-filled eyes shifted back and forth between the earl and his wife. Elizabeth almost clapped her hands when she sensed he was caving in. His belligerent gaze dropped.
“It was a man at the livery, m’lord,” Fred admitted in a low voice. “I don’t know what he does with the messages, but that’s who m’lady told me to take her notes to. And I would bring her letters from the same man.”
“Have you had any communication with this man since her ladyship has been gone?”
The footman could no longer meet his gaze. Hanging his head he offered a shallow nod. “I don’t know my letters real good, but every once in a while I took him notes when I would hear any news about you. I told him about your new lady and that she was going to town on her own the other day.” By the end of his words, he was barely whispering, but Elizabeth heard and felt a cold shiver of dread shake her frame.
Her gaze clashed once more with her husband’s. She felt his rage radiating, but he kept himself firmly in hand.
Elizabeth could barely look at the young man. If not for him, she would not have been shot. She tried to remain reasonable. If not for being shot, she would still be suspicious of her husband. This thought brought her up short. She couldn’t possibly be glad to be shot. That would be ludicrous. But she felt a delicious warmth spread over her as she thought about the delightful future that lay before her. Provided they put a stop to these attacks, of course. She made an effort to draw her straying focus back to the matter at hand.
Lord Sinclair was still questioning the footman. Elizabeth hoped no one had noticed her lack of attention. She mentally tried to catch up.
“I don’t know ‘is name, m’lord,” the servant was whining, making Elizabeth’s teeth set on edge.
“Then can you describe him?” Elizabeth was surprised by how patient the earl sounded. She was ready to throw a book at the young footman. “How did you meet up with him?”
“Her ladyship, yer first wife, told me where to be and I showed up. That’s it, m’lord.”
“Very well, where would you meet this other fellow?”
“It was pretty much different every time,” came the unhelpful reply.
“Then tell us where some of the locations were. How did you know where to send the message when Lady Elizabeth went for her drive?” Elizabeth could hear his tone harden with that question and watched as the footman swallowed nervously before answering.
“I was to put a red flag in the window of the east turret whenever there was news. And then I was to leave a note in a wooden box behind the paddocks.”
“So my house has been under watch. Is that what you are saying?”
“Of course, m’lord.” The footman’s shrug was expressive of his indifference.
Elizabeth suddenly felt very ill. She stood abruptly. Feeling Lord Sinclair’s gaze on her, Elizabeth tried not to appear rushed as she quickly made her way to the door. Pansy followed in her wake. As she reached the door, she heard the earl address his steward.
“Stay here with him. I will return momentarily.”
Elizabeth wanted to tell him not to bother about her, but she was too preoccupied with her own distress. Her chamber was too far away; she hurried to a side door and made it outside in time to empty the contents of her stomach behind a conveniently planted shrub.
“Oh, my lady, what has come over you? Have you taken ill?” Pansy was alarmed at this new development.
Lord Sinclair handed her his handkerchief without saying a word, for which Elizabeth was unbearably grateful. She was mortified for him to witness her loss of composure. She struggled to regain it.
With a muffled curse, the earl pulled his pale wife into his arms. He could not stand to watch her fight her distress. He made an effort not to jar her injured arm, but he needed to offer her comfort and be comforted in return. Feeling her relax as he rubbed her back was a balm to his own troubled soul.




Chapter Thirteen
The steward had left the room by the time they returned, leaving the butler to watch the errant footman. Justice was frustrated that he would not be able to discuss with him what they had learned from Fred, the footman, before he'd left.
“Mr. Patrick, have you seen my steward?”
“He just left, my lord. He said he was going to catch a traitor. I thought you had sent him, my lord.” The butler was surprised by Justice’s question.
“In a manner of speaking, I did send him. I just wanted to have a few words with him before he left is all. Do not trouble yourself.”
Once more, he clenched his jaw in frustration and stalked from the room. He found his wife pacing in the upper hallway.
“Is aught amiss with you, my dear lady?” She stopped in her tracks, and he took her cold hands in his.
“Nothing is amiss except for the obvious, my lord. I cannot abide this waiting. It was better when I was questioning the servants. It gave me something to do.” Justice grew wary when she turned to him with a pleading gaze. “Couldn’t we go into the village and start asking questions? Now that we know most of the facts, it shouldn’t be that difficult to get the rest of the tale.”
“Absolutely not, my dear. I am not letting you out of my sight or out of this house until we have your assailant captured.”
He almost chuckled as she threw him a disgruntled look. “Truly, my lord, what if this doesn’t get straightened out today, or this week? Are we both going to be confined here, cowering in fear? That is not how I intend to live my life.” She renewed her pacing, and Justice couldn't blame her for being frustrated and upset. He tried to distract her.
“How is your arm feeling today, my dear? Would you feel up to having that billiards lesson you were hoping for?”
It was impossible to contain his laughter as she looked at him with warring expressions of delight and disgust on her face. “You are just trying to turn me up sweet now, aren’t you, my lord?”
“Is it working?”
“No, but I will take you up on your offer anyway.”
With that, they both laughed, even if hers sounded on the edge of hysteria. Justice was relieved to see her maintaining her sense of humour. The activity gave them something to do and helped pass the time while they waited to learn more.
They had managed to become so engrossed in their game that they were surprised to be interrupted by the steward some time later.
“My lord, my lady, I am sorry to disturb you, but I was sure you would want to hear from me at your earliest convenience.”
“Of course, David, please come in.” The earl gestured gracefully for the man to enter the room. “I must tell you, though, that I was disappointed that you had left before I could speak to you.”
David, the steward, bowed his head sheepishly. “I apologize, my lord. When you left to see to the countess, I was too anxious to get on with finding the cur who was conspiring against you. After what that numskull Fred said, I was certain I knew just who to speak to. And I was right.”
“What did you find out?” Justice was surprised to hear his wife’s voice but then reprimanded himself for not expecting it. Has the chit not been investigating on her own? She was not the shrinking violet he expected such a young woman to be. Forcing his attention back to the matter at hand and away from his beautiful wife, Justice focused on what his steward had to say.
“I found the contact at the livery. Not the brightest chap in the world. It would seem he was just a go between. He had no idea the messages weren’t from you, my lord. He thought he was doing you a grand favour by passing your messages along. Right disappointed he was to find out otherwise. And when he finally realized that he had helped in injuring her ladyship, the bloke nearly wept.”
Justice was gratified to hear his wife’s giggle. “I shouldn’t find that funny, should I?” she asked rhetorically. “When this is sorted out we ought to go and visit the poor man to set his mind at ease.”
“You are a marvel, my lady,” was all he could reply in the presence of the steward, but it was with difficulty that he returned his gaze to the other man.
“What else was he able to tell you?”
“He had been passing messages to two different people, interestingly enough. One was usually another go between, but it would seem that on occasion, Broderick himself came for the messages. Of course, he used an alias, but from the description I am certain it is him, my lord.”
As the steward was talking, the earl’s secretary arrived. It was obvious from his anxious expression that he had news to share. Justice noticed he was unsure if he should tell what he knew with Elizabeth in the room. Turning to meet his wife’s gaze, Justice’s heart felt like it skipped a beat when he realized she was amused rather than offended.
“Michael, please share whatever you have learned. Her ladyship is prepared to hear whatever you have to say, and she has every right to be here while we figure this out.”
The secretary fidgeted nervously in response to his employer’s words, but he didn’t hesitate much longer.
“Turns out I wasn’t much behind David with my questions, my lord. Seems your cousin, Hector, was using the same messengers to keep up to date on what was happening on your estate. He was in league with Sir Broderick as you had suspected.”
Neither Elizabeth nor Justice was overly surprised by this news, but having it confirmed hurt more than he would have expected. He had never been close with his cousin, but he had always considered that, as family, there was a certain amount of loyalty owed to the relationship. He was startled to feel Elizabeth’s hand sliding into his own. When he glanced down into her upturned face, all he could see was her warm sympathy towards him. His hand tightened around hers. I am no longer alone. That thought filled him with a sense of joy and contentment that he had never felt before.
Clearing his throat, Justice returned his attention back to his secretary. “Was there anything else?”
Michael shuffled his feet, and flicked another uncomfortable glance toward the countess, but after another moment of hesitation, he blurted out what else he had learned. “The other footman that had come with Lady Barbara didn’t go back to her family as you had thought, my lord. He stayed in the village—found a job in the stables at the inn. I have good reason to believe it was he who shot at the countess. He was seen speaking with your cousin on several occasions, so I believe they were in cahoots.” The secretary wrung his hands as he continued. “I’m right sorry, my lord. It seems your cousin wanted your estate. Whether he would have killed you or just hoped to have you deported and taken over by order of the crown, I cannot say, but I am pretty sure it was the footman who pushed your first wife, my lord. Even though she had been cooperating with Hector and Broderick, it seems they were no longer happy with her.”
Hearing his wife’s murmur of distress, Justice tightened his hold on her and nodded at the two men. “Thank you for your work. If you would meet me in my library in a couple minutes, I will be right with you.”
As soon as they had left the room, he pulled his wife into his arms. “Are you quite all right?”
She gazed up at him as a tear trickled from the corner of her eye. She offered a low, watery chuckle. “It makes no sense to be distressed over it. I already was certain she had been killed. But to hear that it was by someone she no doubt trusted, it just makes me feel bad for her.” She shook her head and sighed. “I know she was asking for trouble by being involved with Broderick, who is a knave. From what I can tell, your cousin is just as bad or even worse. I cannot even fathom what she was thinking, but no one deserves to be pushed to their death.”
They stood there quietly for a moment. Justice felt as though he could remain like that all day with his wife’s slight frame leaning against him. She glanced back up at him, and his stomach tightened. He wished he could do more than offer her comfort, but there were serious matters to be handled before he could truly demonstrate his feelings toward her.
“Are you all right, my lord?” she enquired in a soft voice.
“Why do you ask, my dear?”
“You have just had it confirmed that your cousin has made attempts on the lives of both your wives as well as possibly your own, and he was successful at least once. That cannot be comfortable knowledge.”
He had to smile over her understatement. “You are quite right, my dear, it is not comfortable. But I am relieved to know the truth. Now it just has to be handled in such a way that there is no longer a threat toward you, and all shall be well.”
“But what about your family?”
He was gratified by her persistent concern. He rubbed her back slowly as she continued to lean against him. Justice wondered if she was even aware of it. Up until now, she had shied away from much contact with him. Hoping to prolong the moment, he brought his attention back to answer her question.
“You, my dear lady, are my family now. I never cared too much for Hector anyway. I am angered by his wickedness rather than truly saddened by his betrayal. As you say, it is too bad about Barbara, but it is behind us. We just need to ensure that justice is served on her behalf.”
“What do you intend to do?” He could hear the worry in her voice and tried to ease it.
“There is nothing for you to worry about any longer. Now that we know what we are up against, we will be able to keep you safe.”
“That was not my foremost concern, my lord,” she returned, her tone dry, much to his surprise.
To his regret, she pulled out of his arms to be better able to fix him with her stare.
“What is your concern?” He was puzzled. He took hold of one of her hands as she gestured to make her next point.
“What are we going to do about Broderick and Hector, my lord?” Justice had to smile at her aggrieved expression. She spoke as though she were explaining it to a child.
“I regret to inform you that you will have to remain here cooped up in the house a while longer. The men and I will ride out and deal with Hector. From what Michael said, it would seem he is still in the vicinity.” This statement made her pull her hand from his grasp and take a step away from him. Her attentive gaze verged closer to a glare.
“You cannot be serious, my lord. Surely you cannot expect me to stay out of it while you go off on an adventure.”
Justice was incredulous. “This is not an adventure, my lady. These are very desperate men we are dealing with. I cannot have you anywhere near them. You shall remain here, where I know you will be safe.”
“I’m safest with you, my lord,” she answered stubbornly.
Taking his wife’s face between his hands, Justice held her gaze steadily. “I need to know you are safe, my dear. I cannot deal with this betrayal if I have the least fear that my cousin could harm you again. Please, Elizabeth, do me this favour. I swear to you I shall make it up to you for the rest of our lives, but you must promise me that you will stay here in the house with the doors locked.”
He felt her intelligent gaze searching his face. He had no idea what she saw there, but it must have been convincing, for she finally gave a small nod. She brought her hands up to cover his where they still cupped her face. “Very well, my lord, I will do as you ask. But you must swear to me that you will keep yourself safe. I have no interest in becoming a widow at this point of my life.”
His laugh was husky with relief and joy before he slowly lowered his head toward hers. He brushed her lips gently with his own. Justice could feel hers quiver at her sharp intake of breath. He was drawn to her warmth, and he wanted to linger and savour the experience. Their lips clung as he deepened the pressure. She was oh so sweet, and he wished to spend the rest of his life enjoying this moment. An eternity passed although it was not many minutes.
With a sigh of resignation, he reminded himself now was not the time to dally no matter how much he might wish it. He pulled back and searched her gaze, quite satisfied to see the haze of desire glazing her eyes. He lowered his head once more. The final kiss was fierce but swift as he hoped to imprint his taste upon her lips so he would not be far from her mind while he rode out on this necessary business. Pulling back, he remembered that he had not responded to her command.
“Very well, my lady, I promise I will be back in one piece as quickly as possible.” With one more quick kiss, he strode from the room without a backward glance.




Chapter Fourteen
Not even a backward glance, she thought, miffed, as she paced about the room. How am I to pass the time without losing my mind? she wondered for the hundredth time. She was still in the billiards room. With a decisive nod, she strode to the wall and rang for her maid. She was quickly joined by Pansy.
“Thank you for coming so swiftly.”
“How can I be of service, m’lady? Whatever I can do, I will be happy to.”
“Play billiards with me.”
It was obvious this was not what the maid had been expecting. “My lady?” she questioned.
“I am going to go out of my mind with worry and frustration over being left behind. While I understand the earl’s reasons for refusing to allow me to accompany him, I cannot just sit here quietly and await his return. I need help to stay occupied.”
Pansy giggled at her mistress’ words. “That is understandable, my lady, but I have never even attempted the game. And are you sure you should be playing such a game with your arm still bandaged?”
Elizabeth dismissed her concerns with a wave of her hand. “I am perfectly fine. And it is not a problem that you do not know how to play. I have just learned myself. I can show you what I know already and we can practice together. It will serve the earl well if I can trounce him at this game when he returns.”
Their nerves lent a degree of hysteria to their levity, but they more easily passed the time while they played the game. Before she knew it, the housekeeper was enquiring if her ladyship would be taking supper.
“Oh, Mrs. Patrick, is it that time already? I am delighted to hear it. Thank you, Pansy, for your help in getting through the afternoon.” Elizabeth turned back to the housekeeper. “I daresay I shan’t be able to eat very much, but no doubt I ought to give it a try. I do hope the dining table has not been set formally. As the earl has not yet returned, I would just as rather have a tray in my room.”
“Very well, my lady. I figured as much. Would now be a good time?”
Elizabeth glanced out the window, surprised to see that darkness was gathering. She chewed on her lip in concern for the men out searching for the villains, hoping they would return shortly.
“Shall we say in half an hour? I might as well get comfortable first.”
“Very well, my lady.” Uncharacteristically, the usually talkative housekeeper had little to say. Elizabeth realized the entire household was on edge.
With her maid in tow, Elizabeth made her way to her room. “I had thought to get into bed, but I doubt if I shall sleep a wink, and I would rather be up and dressed in case I am needed.”
“You mustn’t run yourself ragged, my lady. Keep in mind you have barely left your sickbed from being shot.”
“I appreciate your concern, Pansy, and you are right, I will try not to overtax myself, but I know I will be too restless for a while yet.”
The maid subsided from her protests. Before too long, Elizabeth’s supper was served. Contrary to what she had expected, she was able to eat a good portion of the delicious food, relieved that the cook had made a light, tempting meal. The time continued to drag. She succumbed to Pansy’s urgings and lay down on the bed with a book but refused to get into her nightclothes.
Elizabeth was alarmed to see the warm sunlight streaming through a gap in her curtains the next morning. She had a slight crick in her neck from the uncomfortable position she had slumped into when she fell asleep reading the night before. Sitting up, she cast her gaze around the room. Her faithful maid was asleep slumped over in a chair nearby, obviously having remained by her side throughout the night. The slight stir Elizabeth made as she swung her legs over the side of the bed brought Pansy to alertness.
She sprang from the chair. “What’s happening?”
Elizabeth grinned at her sleepy tone. “Nothing that I know of, unfortunately, Pansy. It looks as though the men have not yet returned.” Seeing the maid wince, she continued. “It would appear that we both fell asleep waiting up and have stiff necks in return for our troubles. If you would like to run to your own chamber and freshen up, I can have another maid assist me.”
Pansy was appalled at the suggestion. “I shall not leave your side, my lady.”
She didn’t bother insisting as she was comforted by the maid’s presence. They made quick work of getting the countess freshened up. She was just getting fastened into her gown when they heard a commotion coming from the floor below.
“Hurry, Pansy! That must be him.” Elizabeth was suddenly frantic to get to her husband’s side.
“My lady, you must stand still. If I don’t get this sash tied, you’re sure to trip over it and have a broken neck to show for your troubles.”
The high pitch of Elizabeth’s giggles over her maid’s attempt at humour demonstrated just how nervous she had been over the earl’s longer than expected absence. Finally, Pansy finished her ministrations, and Elizabeth could rush from the room.
The hallway had never felt so long as she tried and failed for decorum. She admonished herself to be careful. Pansy was right; a broken neck from tumbling down the stairs would be just what they needed to complete the chaos, but she couldn’t bear to slow her steps.
When she finally got to the top of the staircase, she could see Justice in the foyer surrounded by some of his men. He glanced up. His wide grin reached his eyes, their warm invitation glinting up at her. Elizabeth hurried down the stairs and into her husband’s waiting arms. She accepted his comfort for a moment but then pulled back, and after a searching gaze to ensure he appeared to be in one piece, she hit him in the shoulder with the fist of her one good arm.
“Where have you been, my lord? We have been worried sick about you.”
The earl grinned at her while looking her over carefully. “You appear hale and hearty, my lady. Not at all like you have spent a sleepless night pacing the floors.”
Hot colour rose in her cheeks, and she bashfully admitted. “I fell asleep while waiting up for you. It could not be helped.”
“Of course not, my dear. I would never have wanted you to stay up all night.”
“But you did,” she protested. “Now you must tell me everything.”
He tucked her under his shoulder and dismissed his men before pulling her into the front receiving room. Before he could begin recounting the events of the night, she pulled on his hand.
“Are you absolutely certain that you are unharmed, my lord? I am sure the doctor would be happy to stop by and look you over.”
The earl smiled at her words but assured her, “There’s not a scratch on me, my dear, I promise you. As you shall soon find out, the entire night was rather anticlimactic. We were able to catch both the missing footman and Hector without any difficulty. My cousin, it turns out, is a complete coward. That would explain why he targeted my wife instead of me. We took him down without any struggle on his part.”
Elizabeth nodded over his words. “That makes sense, now that I think of it. He is despicable for attacking you in such an underhanded way.”
“Well, you needn’t give him another thought, my dear. He is on his way to Botany Bay as we speak. That is what actually took so long. We escorted him to the coast ourselves.”
“I didn’t think murder was a transportable crime.”
“You are right, it is not. But Hector wasn’t actually the one who killed Barbara. He actually paid her footman to do it. That cretin has been entrusted to the care of the courts. My cousin may be despicable, but he is still a member of my family, and I feel a degree of responsibility toward him. I should have recognized his hatred for what it was and prevented his involvement with Broderick. The entire situation sickens me, but I am certain his vileness is due to Broderick’s influence.”
“There is no way you could have foreseen his actions,” Elizabeth protested. He waved aside her words and continued his explanations.
“Be that as it may, I could not hand him over along with the footman. But he is certainly not in for a comfortable future. He will be sentenced to at least seven years. It is doubtful he will ever return to England.”
“I cannot decide if I think that is too harsh or too lenient,” Elizabeth exclaimed. “What if he comes after you again ten years from now?”
“He won’t. I promise you.”
“You actually cannot promise me that, my lord. Will he not feel he has even more reason to hate you after spending seven to ten years in exile?”
“He agreed to being deported, my dear. I think the experience will either kill him or reform him. I firmly believe we shall have nothing more to fear from the despicable Hector.” They searched each other’s gazes, seeking comfort.
Elizabeth broke the moment with her next words. Even though she was weary from the ups and downs of the past weeks and was reluctant to bring an issue into their comfortable silence, she did so anyway. “There is one more thing that is of concern, though.”
“What else is troubling you, my dear lady?”
She almost didn’t say when she looked into his warm gaze, but after swallowing to moisten her suddenly dry throat, she proceeded. “We have not apprehended Sir Broderick. Have you heard back from Wrentham?”
Justice sighed. “Not yet. You are right to be concerned. I would have preferred to have him in my own hands, but I was much more interested in apprehending Hector as he was the one behind the threat to you and Barbara. There is no evidence to suggest that Broderick is the murderous sort.”
They heard a slight sound behind them just before someone said, “That is where you would be wrong, my lord.”
Elizabeth and Justice whirled toward the windows, which had been left ajar to allow in some of the unseasonably warm air. There stood Sir Jason Broderick with a pistol pointed straight at them. He must have climbed through one of the tall windows. It would not have been difficult as they were on the main floor of the house. Justice was quick to stand in front of Elizabeth.
“What do you want, Broderick? Why are you here?” Justice sounded calm but fierce as he glared at the knight who didn’t appear to be bothered by the earl’s obvious displeasure.
“And why aren’t you locked up?” Elizabeth demanded from behind Justice’s back. She was trying to get around him to face their opponent, but the earl would not allow it. “Didn’t Wrentham apprehend you after what you did to Rose?”
Broderick’s gleeful chuckle sent a chill of dread down Elizabeth’s back. “That young cub was rather easy to get away from.”
“I do hate to repeat myself, Broderick, but I must again ask you, why are you here?” Elizabeth couldn’t believe that her husband actually sounded bored as he asked the question. She marvelled at his ability to keep such control of himself.
“As I have no wish to have my neck stretched, and my plans have been foiled for the time being, I find I am in need of funds in order to make a fresh start. Your wife’s baubles will do nicely.” When Broderick heard Elizabeth’s gasp of outrage, he smiled with wicked amusement. “Not your debutante pearls. My girl, do not trouble yourself. Barbara was quite enamoured with the various gems her father had showered her with. I need them.” Broderick’s tone and manner both hardened as he spoke, as though he had been making an effort to appear pleasant, but it was growing difficult for him to maintain.
“Really, Broderick? I think you truly have run mad if you think I would help you in any way after all that you have done.”
If the situation weren’t so dire, Elizabeth would be amused by the incredulity evident in Justice’s voice. Any thought of amusement was wiped from her mind by Broderick’s next words.
“Well I could just shoot you, and then your new little wife could help me.” Broderick waved the gun at them, gesturing for them to move toward the doorway. “I am quite certain Barbara mentioned you kept her jewels locked up for her in your library. Shall we go and see?” His voice was again overly sweet, but Elizabeth knew he was merely being sarcastic. “I shan’t trouble you too much, if you would just hurry along and fetch me what I’m after, I can be on my way and you needn’t spare me another thought.”
Justice backed up as Broderick stepped toward them. There was a slight movement behind the knight, as though the drapery were fluttering, but Elizabeth barely noticed as she had her attention solely focused on the pistol in Broderick’s outstretched arm. It felt as though her heart were beating in her throat. She was wracking her brain trying to come up with a plan of action.
Suddenly Broderick toppled over, and the Duke of Wrentham stood over him with a bookend in his hand. “Thanks for keeping him occupied until I was able to get control of the situation.”
Elizabeth knew her jaw hung open, but she struggled to comprehend what had just happened. Her eyes flickered between Justice, who had finally allowed her out from behind him, and the newly arrived duke.
“Did you know he was here?” she demanded.
“Not at first, but did you not notice the curtains moving?” At the shake of her head, Justice continued after putting his arm around her gently. “I noticed his boots below the drapes and chose not to bring Broderick’s attention to them. I didn’t actually realize it was Wrentham, but I figured someone was there with the intention of assisting us.” Seeing that his wife was somewhat mollified and regaining her composure, he turned his attention to the duke.
“I guess you must have received my message,” Justice finally answered the duke’s statement with a grin.
“He has been leading me a merry chase for the last couple of days. Now that we have him again, I will see to it myself that he dances at the end of a rope.” The duke bowed in Elizabeth’s direction. “I apologize for being so blunt, my lady.”
“Oh, pay me no mind, your grace. I shan’t be sorry to see the end of him.” She tried to put on a brave face but hoped the duke would be quick about departing with his wicked captive. It crossed her mind to wonder if she ought to offer the duke hospitality. She would be happy to under normal circumstances, but she quite hoped to be rid of the nobleman at this time. Thankfully, he took the situation out of her hands.
Justice was making short work of tying Broderick’s hands with the ties from the drapery. He stood over the prone figure and asked the duke what else he could do to help.
“I have about a dozen men outside, Sinclair, waiting to support me, so I do think that will be sufficient. Once again, I appreciate your assistance. I daresay I shall have to pay you a visit when my wife can accompany me. Until then, I will bid you adieu.”
Shockingly, when Elizabeth glanced at the clock, she realized it hadn’t even been a half hour since they had been confronted by Sir Broderick. She was certain she could be quite content with no more drama for at least the next decade. Justice helped the duke carry their foe from the room, but he quickly returned. She was still standing in the same spot where he had left her.
He pulled her toward him into a warm hug, holding her close and rubbing her back for a moment before leaning back and searching her gaze. “Are you quite all right, my dear?”
She offered him a shaky smile. “I do believe so. None of this has been an experience I would care to repeat, but it would seem that all our cares have been looked after.”
There was a slight pause as Elizabeth allowed the earl to draw her toward the settee after he had poured himself a glass of brandy. She arranged her skirts quickly and grasped his hand once more. Fidgeting with their fingers, needing a few more minutes and several deep breaths to calm the shaking that had set in after the fright had passed, she was grateful that Justice sat peacefully by her side, allowing her the time she needed to regain her composure. She could have used a few more minutes or hours but then he broke the silence.
“Now that it would seem we are once more safe, there are a few things we need to clear up between the two of us. Would you not agree, my dear?”
Elizabeth felt the colour ebb and flow from her face at his words. She hung her head, embarrassed over her previous assumptions about her husband.
“Don’t look like that, my dear. You have nothing to be ashamed of. I am just as guilty of being suspicious. I will admit to you that I had briefly suspected that you were complicit in your ruination. For that, I offer my sincere apologies. It had seemed just a little too convenient how quickly we were caught together. But I fully understand why you suspected me of being involved in my wife’s murder. It took a great deal of courage for you to marry me anyway.”
Elizabeth smiled and shrugged. “It was not as though my mother gave me any choice.” She hesitated for a moment but then was compelled to ask. “When did you accept that I had nothing to do with us being found in a compromising situation?” She was curious to know.
He chuckled. “When I realized that you truly believed that I had killed Barbara. No lady of sound mind would arrange to be compromised into marriage with someone she feared might kill her. Finding out that you were questioning the servants about Barbara’s death, and that you actually suspected me was the final piece of evidence I needed. Of course, getting to know you was quite convincing as well. You are one of the most straightforward ladies I have met. Tricking me into marriage would be out of character for you, in my opinion.”
“Why thank you, my lord.” She dimpled at him.
“Now there is something else we must discuss. I am starting to find it terribly irritating to have you constantly so formal with me. Can you not find it within yourself to call me Justice? Or even Sinclair or Heath would be preferable.”
Elizabeth was gratified by his complaint, but hesitated momentarily. “But my lord, was it not one of the things I vowed to do when we married? I thought I was being deeply respectful.”
She could feel his searching gaze and tried to keep her face innocent. She burst into a fit of giggles when his serious face broke into a grin. “You had me almost believing your words for a moment,” he chuckled.
Glancing at him from beneath her lashes, Elizabeth smiled. “I had no wish to be on informal terms when I could not be certain if I could trust you. But I would be happy to call you Justice. And now, Justice, I am quite ready to get on with living. I am very happy to have a future to look forward to with you.”
Justice stood up and pulled her into the circle of his arms, flush against his body. They both seemed to revel in the moment, savouring life. His search of her gaze was brief but thorough. He must have been satisfied to see that she welcomed his embrace. He kept one hand at the small of her back, holding her close, while he ran his other through her hair.
Elizabeth could hear pins fall but couldn’t be bothered by it. Of their own volition, Elizabeth's hands imitated his. The hand of her injured arm held onto his shoulder while her other furrowed into his thick hair. New sensations awoke within her, and he hadn't even kissed her yet. He hovered for a moment; their breath mingled. Elizabeth could almost taste the brandy he had been sipping. She felt drunk on the spirits she had not even imbibed.
Finally, his lips touched hers. A delicious shiver coursed down her spine. If not for his arms around her, she would not have remained standing. She wanted to savour the moment, but all further thought flew from her head as he firmed his lips and deepened the kiss. Time stood still.
Suddenly, he pulled back, as though he had just realized where they were. He looked as if he wanted to escort her to his room. She was certain her own thoughts were written all over her face. “What are you plotting now, my dear?” he asked.
“No plots, but I am happy to have satisfied my curiosity on one more score.”
“And that is?” he prompted.
“The first night I met you, I had to struggle against the most inconvenient impulse to touch your hair. I am happy to note that it really is as soft as it appears.”
Justice joined her in laughing with delight as he guided her from the room.
Happily ever after had been arranged.




Epilogue
One year later...
Elizabeth strolled along the path in the now barren orchard, relieved that the fair weather was holding.
“I am so glad you were able to come for a visit despite the fact that winter is approaching.”
Her dear friend Rosamund, now the Duchess of Wrentham, laughed. “Well, I assured His Grace that I would be unbearable if he did not bring me. He wouldn’t allow it while I was increasing, and then when the baby was so new, he still didn’t love the idea, but I refused to wait until spring, so here we are. Now tell me, are you truly as happy as you appear?”
Elizabeth grinned at her friend who sounded as though she was still as managing as ever. “I am, actually. Perhaps even happier than I appear.” Her hand dropped briefly to caress her growing belly. “I can fully imagine the duke refusing to bring you before. Sinclair will barely let me out of his sight now that I’m in an interesting condition.”
Rose trilled another laugh. “Who would have thought you would find such joy with the Earl of Heath? But of course, now that you know he didn’t kill his first wife, I guess all there is to focus on is all that handsomeness.”
Elizabeth’s smile seemed secretive. “Well, there are a great many things to focus on,” she said while blushing. Turning the subject quickly, she said, “Speaking of uncomfortable topics, you really must tell me everything before our husbands rejoin us. What really happened the night you were abducted? I never wanted to address it fully in a letter, but you really must tell me. Do you realize that was the fateful night that I became embroiled with Sinclair?”
“Well, I am delighted that so much good came out of such a sticky situation. If not for Broderick, neither of us would be where we are today.”
They had come to a bench, and Elizabeth gratefully sank down onto it. It was good that they had dressed warmly. Despite the unusually fair weather, there was still a nip in the air. She nodded in acknowledgement of Rose’s words.
“I know. I cannot find it in my heart to hate the man despite his schemes and machinations. Of course, I never truly had dealings with him. Even the night that he came here demanding the countess’ jewels, he only pointed his gun at Sinclair, not me. Of course, I was terrified at the time, but after everything, I cannot say that I think he is evil, merely diabolically misdirected.”
Rose rolled her eyes. “You always were one to see the good in everything. But with the passage of time, I have been able to let go of most of my ill will toward the man. I still bear a small scar on my wrist from where it was rubbed raw by the ropes he tied me up with, so I cannot say I will ever be able to forget about him. But I got away within hours of the abduction.” She lowered her voice and glanced around, ensuring that there was no one within earshot. “I have to tell you, the look on Wrentham’s face when I came running out of that dreadful building was priceless. I dare say he was disappointed that I had managed to save myself. Of course, I will admit, I have no idea how I would have gotten myself safely out of that part of Town, so it was good that he showed up when he did.”
“I am so glad that nothing worse happened to you. It’s too bad that you bear scars. It would be better if you could forget it. But as you say, it brought the two of you together, so the memories can’t all be bitter.”
Rose returned her smile. “Not at all bitter, my friend.”
“But you must tell me, how did Broderick come to be free after that? I would have thought Wrentham would have torn him limb from limb.”
“I rather thought he was going to as well, but the man has self control of steel.” She shook her head, but Elizabeth could see the warm twinkle of appreciation in her friend’s eye when she thought of her husband. “Of course, when Wrentham found Broderick the second time, I cannot say he was gentle with him, but since your husband was so quick to tie him up, Wrentham couldn’t, as a gentleman, pummel him as he wished.”
The two were quiet for a moment before Elizabeth asked with a tentative tone to her voice, “Is the matter truly closed now that Broderick has been eliminated?”
Rose sighed and shook her head. “Unfortunately there will always be plots against the government and our king. But with Broderick gone, this particular threat has been squashed.” Rose shook off her serious mien and grinned. “It is such a shame the man was a traitor. With his brilliant mind, Broderick could have been very useful to the Home Office.”
Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. “Even after all that he has done, you still think he’s brilliant?”
“Using women to manipulate their husbands into doing as he wished with the government?” Rose asked. “It could have worked rather well if he had chosen different subjects. And we cannot be completely certain that he wasn’t successful with many others. Broderick refused to divulge anything. He took his secrets with him to his grave. If Wrentham and Sinclair had not testified against him, he actually might have gotten away with it. The methods he used kept him quite safe from blame. It could be argued that he never forced anyone to do anything.” There was a brief pause while Elizabeth gazed at her friend with rapt attention. Rose continued. “Really, if not for his abducting me and then threatening your husband, it would have been impossible to tie him to any plots.”
“Why do you suppose he took such a risk as to abduct you? If he was as brilliant as you think, surely he must have realized it would lead to no good.”
Rose shrugged. “He had either gotten too complacent or too desperate.” Her serious face broke into a wide grin as she glanced down the path toward the house and saw their husbands walking toward them. Wrentham had a small bundle in his arms. “Now, never mind about all this. Is that not the most beautiful baby you have ever seen?”
Elizabeth too dismissed the worrisome topic and returned her friend’s smile as she once again placed a gentle hand on her rounded belly. “He is quite lovely. But I have a sneaking suspicion that he will soon be replaced as most beautiful in my eyes.”
Rose nodded. “You are wise, my friend, to realize that. I never knew I would feel like this about a baby.” She reached over and clasped Elizabeth’s hand. “I do hope you are having a boy. It would be brilliant if they could grow up together as the best of friends.”
Elizabeth nodded, her eyes welling with tears as she squeezed her friend’s hand. “Or if it’s a girl we could always play matchmaker.”
By then the gentlemen had arrived and heard Elizabeth’s last words. They exchanged wry glances. Justice was the first to speak. “Trust the women to already be planning the babies’ lives.” He turned and shook his head at his wife. “Surely you don’t want to turn into your mother,” he teased, although she could hear the loving laughter in his voice.
Despite the fact that he was jesting, Elizabeth was struck by his words and could not contain her laughter. “Perish the thought. You are correct as usual, my lord. Whoever this child turns out to be, I shall love him or her and do my utmost to allow him to make of his life as he wishes.” She paused for a moment but then had to add, “Of course, I may have to provide a gentle nudge here or there.”
The four friends shared in uproarious laughter before returning to the house to continue their visit.


The End
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When not reading or writing, I can be found traipsing around my neighborhood admiring the dogs and greenery or travelling the world with my favorite companion.
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Have you ever wondered what happened to Lady Anne? 
Find out in the exciting conclusion to this trilogy:



The Viscount Deception
Sparks fly. Will they burn bridges or warm hearts?

 
After almost becoming a pawn in a villain's schemes, Lady Anne is firming her backbone and grasping independence. But that doesn't change the fact that she needs to make an advantageous marriage to pull her family out of destitution.

Confirmed bachelor, Wesley Dunbar, Viscount of Bracondale, is furious when he learns of her involvement in the plot against his best friend. But he's also mesmerized by Anne's transformation from a country duckling to a fierce and beautiful swan.

Wesley and Anne's ambitions couldn't be more different, so why can't they stay away from each other? Will they both be able to find what they seek by mending their differences and standing side-by-side?




Buy The Viscount Deception now on 

Amazon.com
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Engaged to a rumored murderer.
What's a lady to do?
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