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      London 1836

      Miss Lucy Donoghue sighed happily to herself and settled back a little more against the cushions of the window seat in the library. Looking out of the window at the beautiful gardens below for a brief moment, she let her mind drift to thoughts about life and love, picturing herself as the heroine in the book she held in her hands.

      Her parents would be horrified if they knew she was reading such a book, considering these novels to be both unorthodox and entirely unhelpful to a young woman of quality.

      Lucy could not agree.

      The books opened up a world far beyond the trappings of society, where one could find someone of worth who sought love over expectation. They told her that matrimony could happen between two individuals who held a deep and long-lasting love for each other.

      It was certainly not what she saw in her own parents’ marriage. There might be affection of sorts, but nothing akin to love existed between them. Her father, the Earl of Withington, held a great deal of power within society. For whatever reason, he had a shrewd mind and could accomplish wonders within his business dealings, which garnered him a great deal of respect from the gentlemen within his acquaintance. His wife—Lucy’s mother—had the ability to look down her nose at almost anyone, even those above her own title, to the point that a great many ladies sought her favor. Lucy had heard it said on more than one occasion that to have Lady Withington’s favor meant that you were accepted within society.

      Lucy, for herself, had very little interest in the subject. She attended balls and other events with her parents with good grace, but much preferred to spend her time in quiet pursuits, such as reading or discussing what she had read with anyone willing to engage with her. She had heard her mother exclaim that she had never wished for a bluestocking for a daughter, yet Lucy had not found herself caring one whit.

      She was the second child, with the first, her brother Jonathan, already married and settled. Of course, he was the apple of her parents’ eyes, especially because he had done as he was expected and married well. Their father had sent him to the country with his wife, giving them one of his many holdings as a wedding present. In due course, Jonathan would inherit the earl’s title and take on all of his responsibilities.

      Lucy had never been close to him. He had always been willing to do what he was asked, whereas she wished for more. She still remembered the day their mother had pressed a certain young lady’s suit onto Jonathan. On that day, she had known in her heart that her brother would marry within the year—and so it had come to pass. Jonathan had married Lady Victoria Bentson within a few months, and now, after a year, had already produced the heir to the earl’s title.

      Jonathan was everything she was not: proper, compliant, and entirely respectable. She was not particularly good at the pianoforte, she shunned needlework, and she attempted to further her own knowledge through reading and discussion.

      No one wants a bluestocking for a wife, she thought to herself, recalling her mother’s words and ignoring the sharp twist in her heart at the memory.

      Sighing to herself, Lucy picked up her book from her lap and snuggled back against the cushions, propping the novel up on her knees. Here, hidden away in the window seat, she was able to enjoy her love of prose without anyone interrupting her. Her parents had, on many occasions, sought her out, though they had never been able to find her hidden amongst the curtains in the library. Thankfully the housekeeper had something of a soft spot for Lucy, and so never once told her parents where she might be, even if she was fully aware of it.

      “This cannot go on much longer, Charles!”

      Her mother’s shrill voice reached Lucy’s ears, making her jump with surprise. Slowly closing the book, she wondered whether to pull open the curtains and announce her presence, but then her parents would know one of her favorite hiding places and all would be undone.

      Instead, Lucy remained entirely still, thinking that she might stop up her ears with her fingers. She did not want to eavesdrop, did not want to hear her parents’ private business, which was not hers to know.

      “Whatever shall we do with her, Charles? Did you see her at the ball last evening?”

      Lucy swallowed, nerves beginning to flurry through her stomach. They were discussing her. Her cheeks warmed at the thought of the last ball she had attended with her parents. Her mother had caught her deep in discussion with two other gentlemen, talking about the merits of the Scottish Poor Law in relation to the English law. What had made it worse was that both gentlemen, while titled, had been of a lower standing than her father, and Lucy knew she was expected to marry either within a similar rank or, preferably, higher.

      “She is becoming wild!” her mother screeched as Lucy heard her father slam the door with his usual lack of consideration. “Discussing the Poor Law, discussing poverty, and the workhouse! That is not the kind of subject a young lady needs to talk about. She should be fluttering her fan and seeking to ensure her dance card is full.”

      “Did she not dance at all?” her father asked, his voice grave. “I can scarcely believe that. Lucy is one of the most beautiful and most eligible young women at such events.”

      “She did dance some,” her mother replied slowly. “But her beauty and eligibility mean nothing, Charles, not when she is so lacking in other ways.”

      Lucy’s grip tightened on her book, her fingers growing white as she forced her anger back under control. She had no need to simper and smile, since none of the young men her parents favored was of any interest to her. In fact, she considered them all quite dull! They looked at her as though she were simply some kind of adornment, one they could wear on their arm, but care very little about.

      No, she did not want that kind of man for a husband. Instead, she sought someone who actually had some semblance of character, someone who appreciated her desire for knowledge and wish to better herself. She needed a husband with whom she could talk, a husband who enjoyed spending time in her company instead of simply expecting her to turn up to societal events with him.

      Love? She smiled softly, her parents’ voices fading into the background. Perhaps love, and if not love, then certainly affection, for she was sure that affection could, and would, grow to love.

      Lucy was determined not to ever allow herself to marry someone who had utterly no regard for her, nor she for him. That kind of marriage would only turn out to be similar to the bond her parents had, a bond that was brittle and liable to snap at any moment. Her lip curled with distaste.

      She was more than aware that her father had a few mistresses throughout their marriage, for he often shouted it at her mother when he drank too much whiskey. No, her parent’s marriage was a decidedly unhappy one, and certainly not one Lucy sought for herself.

      “I do have a friend that would be a fine match for Lucy,” her father said slowly, his voice suddenly capturing her attention again. “I know he is keen to wed once more, but no one has caught his eye as yet.”

      Her mother snorted. “And you really think Lucy might be the one to do so?”

      “As it happens, the gentleman is interested in some kind of partnership with me.”

      Lucy gripped her book tighter and tighter as the seconds ticked on. Surely he was not about to suggest that she be pushed into another man’s arms as some kind of business agreement.

      “Then you think Lucy might wed him, and secure your partnership?” her mother asked quietly. “Who is this man? That does not make sense, Charles.”

      “Of course it does,” her father blustered, sounding both irritated and angry that his wife had questioned him. “Have you not just finished telling me that Lucy is struggling to find a suitor? Lord Hutton is quite desperate to be in partnership with me, I believe, and will do exactly as I ask, I am sure of it. He will take Lucy off our hands, make her more than respectable, and my holdings will be more than secure with his additional funding. What issues can you foresee, my dear?”

      There was silence as Lucy held back her shriek of refusal and despair. She clenched her fists and pressed one to her mouth; tears began to roll unchecked down her cheeks.

      “And if she does not agree?” her mother asked, a worried ring to her voice. “What then?”

      Her father chuckled. “She will have no choice but to agree. Our stubborn, rebellious daughter is about to realize that she will do as she is told, or she will be out in the cold. She will lose all respectability and, without funds, what exactly is she to do?”

      Clapping her hands together, her mother let out a squeal of glee. “Wonderful! It is about time that girl learns her place.”

      “I shall speak to Hutton as soon as possible,” her father finished, his footsteps carrying him across the floor. “Shall we, my dear?”

      Lucy kept silent until the sounds of their footsteps died away, leaving her entirely alone once more. Putting her head in her hands, she allowed the pain and hurt she felt bubble to the surface as fresh tears began to fall. Her parents had, unwittingly, alerted her to their intentions, but she had never expected them to be so cruel. Was she really so much of a burden that they would push her onto Lord Hutton, a man almost the same age as her father?

      No.

      Lucy dried her eyes and lifted her chin, staring out of the window. She would not allow this to happen. She could not. Now that she knew exactly what her parents intended, she would have time to try and find a way out.

      Unfortunately, her mind was so cluttered and her emotions so fraught that she could do nothing more than stare out into the gardens, the book slowly falling from her fingers and landing with a bump on the floor.
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      Lucy hugged the wall, keeping as much to the shadows as possible. She had not wanted to attend the ball, given what she had heard only this very afternoon, but she could not allow her parents to guess that she was privy to their conversation.

      Pretending that all was well had been difficult, but not entirely unmanageable, although she had hated the sudden gleam in her mother’s eye as she discussed the upcoming ball and the various gentlemen that Lucy might meet.

      She had managed to escape her parents’ attention almost immediately and had rushed to where she would be least likely spotted. It was not her usual behavior, of course, but she had to discover whether or not Lord Hutton was there—and if her parents were intending to speak to him that very night.

      Her stomach rolled with distaste as the man himself came into her line of view, mopping his red, sweating face with a large, yellow handkerchief. His balding head gleamed in the candlelight, his rotund figure adorned in swathes of bright yellow and green fabric. It was an almost comically grotesque sight. Lord Hutton, of course, was known to be wealthy, and it was only because of his status that he was given so much leeway by society. However, Lucy found him utterly detestable. Shivering, she imagined his pudgy hand taking hers, his large fingers sealing her to him. Shaking her head, she diverted her gaze. She could not allow this to happen. She would not allow her parents to even introduce him to her.

      Unfortunately for Lucy, that was exactly what unfolded in front of her. To her horror, she saw her father shaking Lord Hutton’s hand, his eyes searching the crowd. Lucy knew exactly who he was searching for, her stomach rolling with alarm and anxiety.

      Her feet moved before she even thought about where she was going. Practically clinging to the wall, Lucy walked slowly, ducking behind tall gentlemen so that she remained hidden from view.

      A blast of cool air hit her, making her heart beat a little faster. Cool air meant a door.

      Moving as carefully as she could, she caught sight of the open French doors. The orchestra began to play and couples took to the floor, leaving her a little more exposed. Her breath hitched as she scrabbled for the door leading to the gardens, keeping herself low as she hurried outside.

      The darkness welcomed her like an old friend, wrapping itself around her and hiding her from the prying eyes of Lord Hutton. Lucy drew in a long breath and scurried further into the gardens, wishing she had brought her shawl. The path was lit by only a few stray lanterns, bathing her steps in shadow. Lucy did not know what to do or where to go, realizing that she was only delaying the inevitable.

      Her slippers grew cold and damp as she left the path and crossed the grass in search of a quiet place where she could be alone. If she remained on the path, she might very well come across courting couples, which would bring her only embarrassment.

      Stumbling further into the gloom, she managed to find a small, enclosed arbor, encircled by a thick hedge and revealing a small bench within. A single lantern lit the way, and, to Lucy’s surprise, she found it slightly warmer inside, hidden from view.

      The arbor was exactly the place she needed, somewhat sheltered from the cool night air and giving her the privacy to gather her scrambling thoughts. Sitting down heavily on the bench, Lucy put her face in her hands and tried desperately not to cry. She struggled to see any way out of her predicament while Lord Hutton’s leering face swam into her mind.

      She had no doubt that her father would do exactly as he said, for he had always been a hard-hearted man. That was why he had been so prosperous in his business dealings: a man with a tender and compassionate heart would not be willing to make some of the callous decisions he had.

      If Lucy refused to marry Lord Hutton, she would find herself without a home and without funds—and then what was she to do? Find employment somehow, even without references, without the proper attire? She would be cleaning the homes of her counterparts, easy pickings for any gentlemen who had his eye on her. Could she run to the country? Stay with her brother?

      Lucy sighed to herself, knowing that Jonathan would not come to her aid so easily. He was too straight-laced and would most likely return her to her parents’ home, instructing her to do as she was told. No, he would not be any kind of help.

      For the first time, Lucy wished she had some kind of close friend to whom she could turn. Of course, she had acquaintances, but none of the other young ladies had ever seemed remotely interested in what she considered her passions. They were too interested in discussing their latest achievements, whether it was on the pianoforte or just how many gentlemen callers they had. Lucy had never formed a particular bond with them, nor with anyone else.

      This left her entirely alone, she realized. Her heart sank and moisture began to cling to her lashes. Her shoulders began to shake as she finally understood how desperate her situation truly was. So lost was she in her sorrow that she did not hear footsteps, followed by a sudden gasp of shock.

      “I do beg your pardon, miss.”

      The voice caught her attention at once, and, hastily wiping her eyes, Lucy glanced up at the tall figure in the doorway of the arbor.

      “Oh, no, it is quite all right,” she murmured, hating that her privacy had been intruded upon. She said nothing else, hoping that the intruder would leave her in peace. In the gloom, she could not make out his face, and as her heart began to pick up its pace, she hoped desperately that he was not about to attempt anything discourteous.

      Her face warmed with embarrassment. Perhaps he had been planning a liaison in this very place and she had put his plans awry. She would not leave, however, for that would mean returning to the ball where she was sure Lord Hutton would be waiting for her. No, that simply would not do.

      “I do apologize for the intrusion,” the man said, not making any sign of leaving. “But I have noticed that you seem to be in some distress. Can I assist you in any way?”

      “Not unless you can prevent my father’s dictates from being enforced, no,” Lucy replied before she could stop herself. “Please, do not let me bother you.”

      “It is of no trouble,” he responded, gesturing to another bench to her left. “May I?”

      She hesitated, still unable to see his face in the darkness. Her nerves jangled as a loud warning sounded in her mind that she absolutely should not be ensconced with a gentleman in a garden arbor, no matter how kind he appeared.

      “You are reticent, of course,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “How rude of me not to introduce myself. I am Lord Caldwell.

      Lucy’s eyebrows lifted with surprise. “Why are you not enjoying the ball? Won’t your parents be searching for you?”

      Lord Caldwell sat down carefully, and the bench groaned loudly. “I needed some fresh air. My mother is currently enjoying the ball, but my father, the Marquess of Blackinstore, has gone to Paris on business of some sort. first son of.”

      Lucy nodded into the darkness, thinking hard. Any man with such a title could be one of two characters: either they went out of their way to throw their wealth and title around, treating others entirely abysmally, or they took their responsibilities seriously and spent their years working hard so that they might one day be ready to take on their father’s title.

      As of yet, Lucy did not know which character Lord Caldwell might be, although his voice was warm and friendly, which gave her some hope that he might be the latter. “I am Lady Lucy Donoghue,” she said heavily. “Daughter of the Earl of Withington.”

      He inclined his head. “How very nice to meet you, Lady Lucy Donoghue.” A momentary pause left them in silence. “Might I ask what has upset you so?”

      She let out a harsh laugh. “You may well ask, Lord Caldwell, but given that there is nothing you can do, then I see very little point in discussing it.”

      “It might help lift your spirits somewhat,” he responded.

      Letting out another sigh, Lucy stifled a sob and, instead, cleared her throat. “You are a gentleman, and titled at that, so I do not think you will be able to understand the quandary in which I find myself.”

      “Ah.”

      “You may marry whomever you choose,” she continued bitterly. “As for me, my path is set.” Brushing moisture from her lashes, Lucy tried not to give into the fresh tears that threatened to overwhelm her once more.

      “Your parents have chosen your fiancé, then?”

      “Sadly, yes. Although, I have not been introduced to the man yet, nor been told of their intentions. I was lucky enough to overhear them.”

      “And you are hiding from them,” Lord Caldwell finished thoughtfully. “A wise choice, Lady Lucy.”

      Hearing the slight humor in his tone, Lucy bristled. “I did not expect you to understand, Lord Caldwell,” she snapped, emphasizing his title so that he would not forget her earlier point. “Why don’t you return to the ball if my situation causes you such humor?”

      Anger coursed through her veins, making her tremble with frustration. Why had she spoken to him? Was it simply because she had no one else to talk to, or because he had appeared to be kind? Irritated with herself, Lucy closed her eyes tightly, aware that she should not have revealed a single piece of her situation to a stranger.

      “Is your betrothed so terrible?” the gentleman softly asked. “Surely the daughter of an earl will be wed to a fine, upstanding gentleman. I have heard of your father and know of his reputation within society. I doubt he would throw you away on some undeserving—”

      “I am to be wed to Lord Hutton,” Lucy cut him off through clenched teeth. “Something about helping my father with a partnership of sorts.” She waited for Lord Caldwell’s jovial response, but received none. The seconds ticked by slowly, the atmosphere suddenly growing tense.

      Without warning, the gentleman got to his feet, pacing across the arbor. “You cannot mean the elder Lord Hutton?” he asked, his voice growing louder with each word. “But his son is recently married, is he not?”

      “I was not aware he had a son,” Lucy said quietly. “So yes, I do mean the elder.”

      Lord Caldwell paused in his steps, turning to face her, although she could still not make out his features. “But that is quite ridiculous!”

      “I am glad you think so,” Lucy told him. “I am also glad that you no longer laugh at me.”

      “That is because I can understand your distress!” he exclaimed, walking over to her. “Why your parents are insisting on such a thing, I cannot understand.”

      Lucy let out a harsh laugh, knowing exactly why her parents had chosen this course of action. “I am not the daughter they wish for, Lord Caldwell. I much prefer books and the expanding of my mind to practicing the pianoforte or learning the latest gossips that visit my home. In short, they have given up on me, and so have decided that I should be taken off their hands in the easiest way possible.” Pressing her hand to her brow, Lucy winced as pain sliced through her heart once more. “It seems I am nothing but a commodity, useful for bartering and trading and securing my father’s partnership.”

      Lord Caldwell said nothing, simply stared down at her for a long moment. She managed to glance up at him, her vision blurry with unshed tears, managing to make out his features somewhat. Blinking hard, she took in his dark hair, the way his lips were drawn into an angry line. She could not tell what color his eyes were, only that they were focused entirely on her. He appeared to be tall with broad shoulders, every inch the gentleman.

      “You appear upset, Lord Caldwell,” she said eventually. “I assure you, there is no need to be so on my behalf. You have enough troubles of your own, I am quite sure.”

      “That is true,” he said quietly, coming to sit beside her.

      Astonished, she made to move away, only for him to grasp her hand in his gloved one.

      “I mean you no harm, Lady Lucy,” he continued. “Please, do not run from me. I might, in fact, have something of a solution for you.”

      Lucy found herself unable to take her hand from his, the warmth of his body soaking into her chilled limbs. Instead of running, she turned her head to look into his eyes, taking in his serious expression.

      “You are not funning me, I hope, Lord Caldwell,” she warned. “I have no idea what possesses you to offer to help me, but in truth, I have no other options available to me.”

      “No, I am not funning you in the least,” he replied. “I have had dealings with Lord Hutton in the past and will do anything in my power to keep you from him.”

      Lucy let out a long breath, knowing she had to at least listen to him. “Well then, Lord Caldwell. What is it you suggest?”
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      Lord Caldwell cleared his throat. “My mother is also pressing me to wed soon,” he said slowly. “As of yet, she has not picked any lady in particular, but I fear it will not be long.”

      “Someday the title of marquess will be yours,” Lucy said with a roll of her eyes she was sure he could not see. “Of course she wants you to wed! You will need to produce an heir.” Heavy irony lined her voice, as she once more grew inwardly weary with society and its heavy dictates.

      “You are correct,” he replied without a trace of humor. “But I find myself not quite ready to enter such a state. Perhaps, with both of our situations, there might be one easy solution.”

      “Such as?” Lucy asked, struggling to see where he might be coming from. “I cannot see any—”

      “We become betrothed.”

      His words shocked her, dragging her breath from her body. She stared at him, breaking into laughter. “You cannot be serious.”

      “Of course I am,” he said, sounding a little affronted.

      “And what should we do when the time comes for us to wed?” she questioned, thinking this was possibly the most ridiculous suggestion she had ever heard. “I will not lose my reputation over a broken engagement.”

      He did not answer for a moment. “If you are forced to marry Lord Hutton, then you will have no reputation to worry about.”

      Lucy closed her eyes as his blunt words hit her square in the chest.

      “You may break the engagement, Lady Lucy, and I shall take full responsibility.”

      “And what exactly will you say?” Lucy found herself asking, faintly. She could not understand why she was already so willing to consider this, but she had to admit that he was quite right. She would have no reputation to speak of if she was married to Lord Hutton.

      “I will say some such thing about a mistress, fueling rumors and the like. I am sure you will have the ton on your side, full of sympathy for you, whereas, hopefully, the rumors will push any willing lady from my side for another good few months. Besides, I hold the honorary title of earl, and one day I will inherit my father’s title and fortune. Your parents should be pleased with the decision. All in all, I think it will work out well.”

      Lucy shook her head. “But nothing will stop Lord Hutton from wedding me once our engagement is at an end. The problem remains.”

      Lord Caldwell chuckled. “I can see that you are right, but it will, at least, give you some time to consider what else you can to do extricate yourself from his grip.” He leaned forward, and Lucy felt her breath catch in her chest. “If you do not agree, and it is entirely up to you whether you do so or not, you must steel yourself for what will happen the moment you step back into the ballroom.”

      Lucy did not need to ask what he meant, knowing that her parents would have Lord Hutton introduced to her almost immediately. He would then take her to the dance floor, dance at least two dances—if not three, which would then ensure that all of the society knew there was an attachment between them. She would not be able to refuse without making a scene, bringing shame to both herself and her parents.

      “I… I cannot see any other way,” she said softly. Her mind was scrambling to think clearly, but she simply could not even begin to think of any other solution. “Though this is quite ridiculous, Lord Caldwell,” she said, a little more strongly. “I have not even seen your face, and now we are to be apparently engaged?”

      “Well,” he answered, getting to his feet. “There is one easy solution to that particular predicament. Shall we walk in the gardens?”

      Lucy swallowed and rose, suddenly very aware of the man’s height. He waited for her, taking the crook of her elbow in his gloved hand to lead her back into the gardens.

      “So,” he said as they came to a lantern. “What do you think of me now, Lady Lucy? I am not, perhaps, the most attractive gentleman of your acquaintance, but I hope I will do.”

      She lifted her face and looked up at him, and fire burst through her veins immediately.

      Lord Caldwell was a very handsome gentleman. She had not expected to see such a kind face looking back at her, a gentle smile curving his lips whilst mirth twinkled in his eyes. His dark hair was neatly styled and there was not a trace of stubble on his firm jaw. For a moment, Lucy was robbed of speech, becoming aware that her lips were parted in a most unladylike manner

      “You will do, of course, Lord Caldwell,” she replied, closing her mouth with a snap.

      “And you are more than acceptable,” he said, bowing. “Quite stunning, if I may say so. I must confess myself surprised that you have been passed over.”

      She took his proffered arm and began to walk back towards the house. “You forget that a bluestocking is singularly unattractive,” she murmured, warmth settling in her core. “Are you sure you are aware of what it is you are letting yourself in for, my lord?”

      His chest rumbled. “I look forward to our many conversations,” he responded quietly. “Now, shall we find your parents and let them know of our happy news?”

      Lucy swallowed and nodded, her mouth going dry at the thought of introducing the man to her parents. They were either going to be remarkably pleased or incredibly put out, their plan to engage her to Lord Hutton dead in the water. Her parents would not refuse him, of course, given that his title was greater than that of Lord Hutton, but she was already anticipating the displeasure in her father’s eyes. This would ruin his plan for a partnership, after all.

      “How shall we do it?” she asked, breathlessly. “After all, we have not exactly been seen in one another’s company.”

      Stopping in his tracks, Lord Caldwell turned and smiled at her, making her heart jolt at once. “Do your parents often see you in company at balls?”

      She shook her head. “In truth, they very often leave me alone.” She managed a strangled laugh. “I believe they have given up on me.”

      Lord Caldwell’s smile widened. “Then we shall simply say that we have had a few conversations over the last few weeks and have, this night, decided that we will suit very well together.”

      Lucy managed a smile. “And your mother will accept that?”

      “My mother will accept any woman I present to her,” he said, with a trace of irony. “She is desperate, you see. So long as you are from a good family and with a decent dowry, I can promise you that she will be delighted. Shall we go in?”

      Nerves swirled through Lucy’s stomach, pushing themselves through her veins. Unable to form words, she clung to Lord Caldwell’s arm as they walked towards the French doors, hardly able to believe that she was about to do this. Her life would change for a time at least, no longer able to have the solitude she had always loved. There would be visits and courting and conversations, for they would have to give the impression of being a happily betrothed couple, of course.

      “A waltz has begun,” he murmured as they stepped into the ballroom. “Shall we, my dear?”

      Lucy looked up at him, aware of how he had addressed her and finding it both exciting and terrifying in equal measure.

      “It might help calm your nerves,” he continued softly. “Come now, Lady Lucy. Courage!”

      Lucy lifted her chin and allowed him to sweep her onto the floor. Within moments, they were amidst the rest of the dancing couples, and she was held tightly in his arms. Thankfully for her, Lord Caldwell appeared to be a wonderful dancer, not putting a foot wrong as he glided across the dance floor.

      “Relax,” he whispered, giving her a bright smile. “We are meant to look wonderfully happy! Remember, we have only just become engaged.”

      She managed to slightly loosen her grip on his shoulder, holding his hand a little more gently.

      “There you go,” he chuckled, his chest rumbling as his eyes sparkled with mirth. “Now you look much happier, my dear.”

      Lucy drew in one long breath after another, aware that she would have to face her parents soon after this dance ended. They would be surprised to see her on the floor, of course, in a gentleman’s arms, and even more astonished to discover she was engaged!

      The music ended all too soon, and Lucy found herself being escorted from the floor on Lord Caldwell’s arm.

      “Your parents or mine?” he asked with a quick grin.

      “Mine, I think,” Lucy said, dampening down her anxiety. “I believe they are upon us.”

      “As is Lord Hutton,” Lord Caldwell growled, evidently spotting the large gentleman following her parents.

      Pasting a wide smile on her face, Lucy stepped forward and greeted her parents in an excited tone.

      “Lucy,” her father began, attempting to draw Lord Hutton forward. “I—”

      “Father,” Lucy interrupted, her hand now on Lord Caldwell’s arm. “Let me introduce you to Lord Caldwell, the first son of the Marquess of Blackinstore.” She looked up at him with what she hoped was an adoring expression. “Lord Caldwell, this is my father, the Lord Withington, and my mother, Lady Withington.”

      “How wonderful to meet you both at last,” Lord Caldwell murmured, bowing heavily.

      She saw the astonishment in her mother’s eyes, though she immediately covered it with a deep curtsy. “How wonderful to meet you, my lord,” she murmured, her eyes drifting towards Lucy. “I saw both of you on the dance floor. How delightful that my daughter has managed to acquaint herself with such a fine dancer.”

      “Not just acquaint, Lady Withington,” Lord Caldwell said carefully. “I know this is very hasty, and I must apologize for not seeking you out first, Lord Withington, but I simply could not wait a day longer to ask for your daughter’s hand.”

      “Her hand?” Lord Withington repeated, staring at him. “You mean—”

      “We are engaged!” Lucy interrupted, flashing a bright smile at them both.

      There was a stunned silence as both of her parents gazed at her as though she had quite lost her senses. Lord Caldwell pressed her hand gently with his, as if asking her to bide her time before speaking again.

      “Lord Withington,” came a disgruntled murmur. “I thought you said—”

      Lucy’s father coughed loudly, stepping directly in front of the angry face of Lord Hutton. “How wonderful,” he said loudly. “My hearty congratulations to you both.”

      “Thank you,” Lucy heard Lord Caldwell reply as she held her mother’s gaze. “I do hope you can forgive me for not seeking an audience with you first.”

      “But of course,” her father said, shaking Lord Caldwell’s hand. “I understand. The first foray into love and all that.”

      “Quite,” came Lord Caldwell’s reply.

      Lucy drew in a long breath and stepped forward to press her mother’s hand, leaving the safety of Lord Caldwell’s side. “You see, Mama,” she said softly, “I have found someone to marry me after all.”

      Her mother’s befuddled expression slowly cleared. “And one day you will be a marchioness,” she breathed, excitement filling her expression. “I can hardly believe, it Lucy. I had not even imagined you had formed any kind of attachment of late, given that we hardly see you on the dance floor.”

      “It is short, I grant you,” Lucy said, thrilled that her mother appeared to be taking this so well. “But I care for him deeply, and I believe he feels the same. It is my heart’s desire to wed him, Mama. I am so glad you approve.”

      “It is more than I ever hoped for,” her mother responded gleefully. “Just wait until I tell Lady Cuthbert the news!”
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      Lucy hummed to herself as she wandered along the hallway, her mind filled with thoughts of the prior evening. She had managed to get very little sleep last night, as she had so much to think about.

      Lord Caldwell would be calling today, and already there was talk of an engagement ball. Thankfully for her, his mother had been delighted, just as he had said she would be. She had grasped Lucy’s hand as though she would never let her go, apparently exclaiming that she had never believed her son, Edward, would actually find himself a bride. Lucy introduced her mother to the lady and had left the two of them in deep discussion, apparently both as thrilled as the other.

      The same could not be said of her father. He was pleased, of course, for having a potential marquess as a son-in-law was nothing to be disappointed about, but his plans for a partnership with Lord Hutton had been broken to pieces.

      Lucy had not even been introduced to Lord Hutton, what with all the excitement of the evening, but she had caught the displeasure on his round face as he glared at her. A shudder ran through her as she remembered how he grasped her father by the arm and spoke to him in rapid, hushed tones, gesticulating wildly at one point. His face had been bright red, beads of sweat trickling down his face, and his crooked teeth more than evident as he grimaced and growled.

      Lucy had to admit that she was more than delighted with the outcome, meaning that she would not have to even entertain the idea of being engaged to Lord Hutton any longer. Lord Caldwell, however, was entirely another matter. Lucy could not deny that she found him handsome and believed him to be of a warm disposition and kind character.

      Would another gentleman of her acquaintance do what he had? He had taken pity on her and helped her in the most admirable way. She found herself enjoying being on his arm, relishing the warm congratulations that had come from all parties. No longer the wallflower, she was the talk of the town, although there had been a great deal of amazement that she had managed to capture the heart and the hand of the earl.

      She rolled her eyes, knowing that it was almost unbelievable. No earl would truly want someone like her for a bride. It was just as well, then, that their engagement was nothing more than a façade.

      “This is utterly ridiculous!”

      Her mother’s voice echoed from her father’s study, evidently having a heated exchange with her father.

      “She is engaged to an earl, who will one day become a marquess!” Lady Withington exclaimed. “Lord Hutton has nothing on that. Besides, Lord Caldwell seems to make her happy.”

      “Lord Hutton still wants her for his wife,” her father said heavily. “He wants this partnership as much as I do.”

      “Then work out a partnership without Lucy being part of the bargain,” her mother answered firmly.  “You cannot wish her to end her engagement with Lord Caldwell, surely!”

      There was a brief pause. “No, of course I do not,” came the eventual reply. “Lord Hutton is angry, however, because I promised him our daughter’s hand.”

      Lucy caught her breath, leaning against the wall for support. Her mother’s shrieks began soon after, echoing down towards her. Apparently, she was furious that her husband wanted their daughter to still consider Lord Hutton. Lucy’s engagement to Lord Caldwell was much more advantageous.

      “I will sort the matter out, I assure you,” her father pleaded, apparently quailing under his wife’s fury. “Lord Hutton will have nothing to complain of soon, I promise.”

      “He had better not ruin this engagement!” her mother screeched, slamming something down heavily. “I will not have our daughter’s new position ruined simply because of some old man’s fancy.”

      Lucy’s stomach rolled at her mother’s words, but, on hearing footsteps, she rushed along the corridor and into the silence of the library.

      Sagging against the door, she let out her breath, unease rippling through her. Her father had promised her to Lord Hutton, which meant that Lord Hutton had every right to be angry, for her father did not give his word without fully intending to fulfill it. Would he demand some kind of recompense? And, if so, in what form?

      More than ever, Lucy was grateful for Lord Caldwell. Had he not stepped in when she had needed him the most, she might be awakening this morning to find herself betrothed to the repugnant Lord Hutton, who clearly wanted her to be his wife in all senses of the word.

      Lucy knew very little of the intimacies between husband and wife, but the thought of him extracted another shudder from her. Lord Hutton was a leech, and she would not allow him to even touch her, not once. Should he ask for a dance, she would refuse him. Now that she knew his intentions, as well as what her father had promised, Lucy swore to herself she would not go near the man.

      A short rap on the door startled her, and she opened it to find the surprised face of the maid looking at her.

      “I beg your pardon, miss, but your mother wishes to see you.”

      “And you were sent in search of me, were you?” Lucy replied with a wry smile. “Where is she?”

      “The drawing room, miss,” the maid answered, bobbing a curtsy before Lucy dismissed her.

      Wondering what it was her mother could want, Lucy made her way to the drawing room, only to find her mother waiting for her with a tea tray on the table. Apparently, they were to have a discussion.

      “Yes, Mama?”

      “Sit, my dear,” her mother beamed, her face wreathed in smiles. “We have so much to discuss and I had hoped we might start this very day!”

      “What could you mean, Mama?” Lucy asked, blankly.

      Her mother let out a loud trill of laughter. “Oh, my dear! You are engaged now, so of course we have a great deal to discuss. There is your trousseau, and of course, your wedding gown as well. I think we should also go to the modiste and purchase a few more.” She ran a critical eye over Lucy’s dress. “We must fit you in the best gowns now. After all, you are the talk of the town.”

      Lucy swallowed the sudden ache in her throat and attempted to smile. She had not truly considered what might happen when she told her mother about her supposed engagement. In truth, she had never before seen her mother as delighted and as happy as she was now. What would happen when it all came to an end? Would her mother be heartbroken?

      “I do not think I need new gowns, Mama,” she replied quickly. “Lord Caldwell has proposed to me already, so it is not as though I need to catch his eye.”

      “Nonsense,” her mother declared, pouring the tea. “You are to be seen all over town, my dear. In fact, I have arranged for the carriage in around one hour.”

      “The carriage?”

      “Yes, yes,” her mother answered, almost impatiently. “To the modiste, of course!”

      Lucy hated the thought of being swathed in fabric, of being pinched and prodded. “Mama, Lord Caldwell is coming to call this afternoon.”

      Her mother waved a hand. “We shall be back before he arrives, of course. You need not worry, Lucy.” Her face softened as she handed Lucy a cup of tea. “You have done very well, my dear. I never imagined you would capture such a man. To think that you will be a marchioness one day…” She trailed off, regarding her daughter with something like wonder in her eyes. “I hope you know just how proud I am of you, Lucy.”

      The ache in Lucy’s throat reappeared almost at once, and she managed a wobbly smile. Her mother had not often spoken to her so, and she still remembered what Lady Withington had said about her only the day before, but still, the words hit her heart with a great deal of force.

      “Thank you, Mama,” she murmured, furiously blinking so that no tears would slip down her cheeks. “I do hope you like Lord Caldwell.”

      “Of course I do!” her mother exclaimed. “He is handsome and titled. What is there not to like?”

      Those words haunted Lucy all through her fittings, allowing her mother to dictate the color and cut of the gowns whilst she stared at herself in the mirror. Was that all there was to Lord Caldwell—his title and handsome features? She did not want to admit it, but she knew almost as little about him as her mother did. It did not seem quite right to know so little about one’s betrothed, even though it would not last all the way to matrimony. He was of a kind heart, having taken her out of her miserable predicament and promising that he would bear the burden of the broken engagement when the time came.

      Did Lucy want to know more about him? Would that not put her into dangerous territory? She stared at herself in the mirror, noting the slight blush in her cheeks. Her mother was right; Lord Caldwell was a wonderfully handsome man. She could not pretend that she was not attracted to him, for even the memory of his smile sent a shiver through her.

      She would have to spend a lot more time in his company over the next few weeks, until their betrothal came to an end. She would have plenty of time to get to know him, but Lucy reminded herself that she would have to ensure her heart was not in the least engaged by that time. It would not be a good thing to fall completely head over heels for Lord Caldwell, only for their acquaintance to come to an end. She certainly did not want to add a truly broken heart into their already complicated relationship.

      “Ah, yes!” her mother exclaimed, her voice intruding on Lucy’s thoughts. “This is lovely. I believe you can keep this on for the time being, Lucy. Lord Caldwell will simply adore it, I am sure.”

      Lucy lifted her eyes to the mirror and found herself clad in a beautiful day dress. Its warm red tones highlighted her brown eyes, whilst also illuminating her golden hair. It was one of the loveliest dresses she had ever owned.

      “What do you think, Lucy?” her mother asked, grasping her hand in an unexpected gesture of affection. “Will your betrothed like it?”

      “I am sure he will, Mama,” Lucy whispered, unable to take her eyes from her reflection. “In fact, I am not sure he will recognize me!”

      “Wonderful,” her mother sighed happily. “Then we will purchase it, and then we must return home at once. It would not to do keep Lord Caldwell waiting.”

      Lucy stepped down onto the floor, brushing her hands over her skirts in an attempt to calm her jangling nerves. She had not expected to feel this way, not after only just meeting the man the day before!

      Control your heart, Lucy, she warned herself, following her mother out to the front of the shop. There is no use in falling in love with the man, especially when it is all a sham. Remember that it is all a pretense.

      Stepping out into the cold, Lucy lifted her chin and tried to smile, pretending she did not feel the sinking of her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy drew in a long breath and tried to smile as the door opened and Lord Caldwell was announced. Deep within her heart, she wondered whether he had changed his mind over their engagement, having had the night to think on it. Not that much could be done about it now without causing a severe scandal.

      “Lord Caldwell,” she murmured, curtsying gracefully before lifting her head to look at him. “How are you this afternoon?”

      His smile was warm, alleviating her nerves almost at once. “I am all the better for seeing you, my dear,” he said, taking her hand before bowing to her mother, who was gushing with sentiment. Lucy gave him something of a wry smile before sitting down, allowing her mother to witter on for a few moments before delicately clearing her throat.

      “Shall I ring for tea, Mama?”

      “Oh, yes, yes, do,” her mother replied, her face more animated than Lucy had seen in a long time. “You shall stay for tea, shall you not, Lord Caldwell?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Lord Caldwell answered, his eyes twinkling as he glanced towards Lucy, apparently entirely at ease with her mother’s overly enthusiastic manner.

      Lucy smiled back and allowed her mother to continue her discussion with Lord Caldwell, noting that something warm was settling in her stomach. Was it because she was glad to see her mother so happy? Or was it because Lord Caldwell appeared to be such a kind gentleman to be so willing to entertain her mother’s enthusiasm?

      “And, my dear Lady Lucy, how are you today?” Lord Caldwell asked the moment her mother paused for breath. “I am sure after last night’s commotion, you must be exhausted!”

      Heat rippled up into her cheeks as she remembered how he had found her in the garden arbor, and her ridiculous exclamation about how handsome he was. “I am quite well; I thank you,” she mumbled, dropping her eyes for a moment. “I am glad your mama thinks me acceptable.”

      “More than acceptable, I assure you,” he replied, his smile widening. “In fact, she has requested that we throw an engagement ball, but I insisted that I ask you first before she begins making any plans.”

      Lucy opened her mouth to answer, only for her mother to interrupt with a gasp and a clap of her hands.

      “A ball! How wonderful! Yes, of course we should have an engagement ball. It is very kind of your mother to think of such a thing. Lucy would be delighted with such an event, is that not true, Lucy?” Her mother turned to her for a moment but gave her no time to answer before turning back to Lord Caldwell. “You must allow me to help in some way.”

      Lord Caldwell reached for one of her hands and patted it gently. “My dear lady, my mama has requested that you call upon her at your earliest convenience. I believe she hopes you might organize the ball together, as it will give you the opportunity to get to know one another a little more. In addition, with my father currently out of the country on diplomatic business, I believe she could do with some company.”

      Watching her mother with amusement, Lucy saw the way her eyes widened and her mouth formed a perfect circle as she was robbed of speech for a moment.

      “What say you, Mama?” Lucy asked drily. “Shall you write to her this very moment?”

      She had not expected her mother to take to her suggestion immediately, but to her surprise, Lady Withington stood up in a flurry of skirts and practically rushed from the room, saying something about how it was an excellent notion and she would press her note into Lord Caldwell’s hand before he left.

      Clearly, her mother had not realized that she had left Lucy and Lord Caldwell completely alone. Even as a betrothed couple, this was not entirely seemly.

      “Well,” Lucy murmured, suddenly unsure as to where to look. “I think you have my mother in the palm of your hand, Lord Caldwell.”

      “She appears to be quite delightful,” he replied, leaning forward in his chair. “But I am not sorry that she has left the room, for it gives us some time to speak freely.”

      Lucy’s stomach swirled with sudden nerves. “I do hope you are not regretting our scheme, my lord.”

      His surprise was evident. “No, not in the least!” he exclaimed, his dark eyes searching hers. “Are you?”

      “Not at all,” she responded, aware of just how quickly her heart was beating. “My mother has never been so delighted, as you can see!”

      His eyes lit with humor. “Neither mine,” he said, his lips quirking into a smile. “It appears you have done what so many other ladies could not, according to Mama. She is utterly besotted with you, even more than I am!”

      Lucy managed a smile, her breath catching as she took in the warmth in his eyes, the easy smile on his lips. Had he meant such a sentiment, truthfully? Or was he simply playing the part?

      “I must confess I was a little surprised to hear that Mama wished to throw an engagement ball for us both, but given the circumstances, I was unable to do anything but agree.” Lord Caldwell’s hand reached for hers, his fingers brushing her skin. “I do hope you are not upset.”

      Jolted by his touch, Lucy felt tension ripple through her body, making her more than aware of just how close he was to her, despite being in an entirely separate seat.

      “You believe I might be upset over a ball, my lord?” she asked, hating that she was a little breathless. “It is quite the contrary, I assure you.” She gave him a tight smile, relieved when his fingers left her hand and he sat back in his chair.

      “I am glad to hear it,” he replied quietly.

      Lucy, deciding to be honest, lifted her chin. “In truth, my lord, I have had very little attentions from my parents who, as you were aware, practically wrote me off. Since yesterday evening, that has changed entirely! My mother is insisting on a trousseau and even a few new gowns for our betrothal period.” She shook her head as a slightly sad smile crossed her lips. “I cannot remember the last time mother was so willing to spend both time and money on me.”

      Her words trailed off, her eyes leaving his only to land across the room, focusing on nothing in particular. Her mother’s attentions would die away again the moment Lucy’s engagement came to an end, and Lucy knew she would feel the loss keenly. For the first time in many years, she felt as though there was nothing of ill-feeling or frustration between herself and her mother. It was a feeling Lucy realized she truly appreciated.

      “You must make the most of this then, my dear,” Lord Caldwell said gently, his words intruding on her thoughts. “Your mother may give her sympathies towards you for some time after our engagement comes to an end. Now that she knows you have the ability to catch the eye of a man who is, one day, to become a marquess, she will not push you towards Lord Hutton again.”

      Lucy frowned, remembering the strange conversation she had heard taking place between her parents only earlier that afternoon.

      “I do not believe Lord Hutton is entirely thrilled with our betrothal,” she said wryly. “I heard my father talking earlier.”

      Lord Caldwell snorted. “I care very little for what Lord Hutton thinks,” he muttered darkly. “And whilst I will admit that the man is not used to being refused what he wants, I am delighted that I have saved you from his clutches.”

      At that very moment, the tea tray arrived, preventing further discourse on the matter. As Lucy prepared to pour the tea, her thoughts would not leave the discussion she had heard previously. She knew very little of Lord Hutton, but if what Lord Caldwell said was true, then they would have to take care around the man. Not that she intended on seeing him again, but if he was going into partnership with her father—even without her hand as part of the deal—then there was a chance she might be introduced to him at some point in time.

      Lord Caldwell cleared his throat and accepted a cup from her gratefully. “Perhaps we ought to get to know one another a little more,” he suggested, smiling at her. “After all, when someone asks me about my betrothed, I think it would be best if I knew the answer to their questions. Otherwise, I do not give the impression that I am a man in love!”

      Laughing softly, Lucy felt her cheeks warm as he grinned at her, the butterflies not entirely gone from her belly. If only he were not quite so handsome, then she might not feel such unsettling things. “I think that would be a welcome idea, my lord,” she said before delicately taking a sip of her steaming tea. “Although I must warn you that you may find some of my answers unconventional.”

      To her surprise, he let out a loud laugh, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he chuckled.

      “Lady Lucy,” he said, “that is precisely why I think you are so well suited to me, even if this is all a sham. I have never had any interest in the run of the mill, finely dressed, and slightly vacuous young ladies of the ton. Instead, I have sought to find someone who is, by all intents and purposes, a little less ‘run of the mill.’ In short, my dear, I find your unconventionality a truly desirable trait.”

      “Oh,” Lucy murmured, wondering why she struggled to find words to form any kind of reply. “Then I am relieved, Lord Caldwell.”

      “Shall I begin?” he asked, settling back in his chair. “Why don’t we start with your favorite novel of late?”
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      “Should you like to go for a drive this afternoon, Lady Lucy?”

      Lucy looked up at Edward and graced him with a smile. “Yes, I believe so.”

      The drive would be their first outing as a newly betrothed couple, and Lucy could already feel the swirl of nerves settling in her stomach. This was the third time Lord Caldwell had called upon her at her parents’ home, but as yet, they had not taken any kind of outing outside of the four walls.

      “Wonderful,” he replied, smiling at her. “The phaeton is just outside.”

      Within a few minutes, Lucy found herself in the phaeton, fully aware that she would be spotted by a great many people within society. Thankfully, the phaeton meant that she did not have to bring her maid with her, something she was greatly relieved over, for it meant that she and Lord Caldwell could have a free conversation, which was something she was growing to appreciate.

      “How are you, Lord Caldwell?” She glanced up at him, catching the swift smile that crossed his face.

      “I have been thinking, Lady Lucy. Now that we are betrothed, I think you may call me Edward, if you wish it."

      That was quite proper, but still, Lucy felt a blush rise to her cheeks. “Then you may address me simply as Lucy,” she murmured, wondering why she felt such a rush of pleasure when he spoke her name.

      “Lucy,” he said, smiling at her. “That is such a lovely name. And may I compliment you on your attire. I believe I was overcome by your beauty when I first laid eyes on you this afternoon!”

      She laughed. “We need not pretend that much! No one else can hear what you are saying.”

      To her surprise, he did not laugh, but rather held her gaze for a moment. “I mean every word, my dear Lucy,” he said quietly. “You are a beautiful creature and I am glad to have you on my arm.”

      Lucy swallowed and spoke not another word, as she did not know what to say. This was meant to be a pretense, after all, although surely it did not matter if he complimented her on her appearance. It was not wrong if he found her desirable. In the same way, she thought him handsome.

      “I have embarrassed you now,” he said, breaking the sudden awkwardness. “I do apologize. It must seem quite strange to you to accept such compliments from a man you barely know, even if I am meant to be your betrothed.”

      “In truth, Edward, I very rarely receive any kind of compliment,” she replied with honesty, “so I am, perhaps, less used to accepting them with grace. I thank you for your kind words. Mama has insisted on practically an entirely new wardrobe, and only this morning I found myself at the modiste for a final fitting!”

      He chuckled then, his tones rich and warm. “It is amazing what an engagement can do to one’s parents, is it not? My own mother has smiled at me a great many times since I first announced our news. Indeed, I cannot remember the last time she was so enamored with me!”

      Lucy joined in his laughter, appreciating his wit. “But you must tell me, Edward,” she said, growing a little more serious. “Why have you never married?” At his surprised look, she colored but continued on bravely. If they were to pretend to be betrothed, she believed she ought to know. “You are handsome and titled, so surely there must have been some young lady who caught your eye at some point.”

      Edward looked at her again, just as the phaeton turned into Hyde Park. “I suppose that is true. Many young ladies have caught my eye.” He shook his head and gazed across the park. “But in truth, Lucy, I do not wish to marry someone who cares only for balls and fripperies.” His eyes flicked to hers. “I believe I have spoken to you of such a thing before. If I am to marry, I want a wife with whom I can have a pleasant and engaging conversation, as well as someone who will be an excellent hostess and can fulfill the duties required when the time comes for me to take my title.” He threw her a quick smile. “Perhaps I am too severe with my requirements, but as yet, no one has met my standards.”

      Lucy felt her heart sink into her slippers, but she forced a smile onto her face. “Mayhap you will meet someone very soon, Edward. Maybe even before our betrothal comes to an end! I have heard it said that a newly engaged man often draws more ladies than ever before.”

      He scrunched up his features with distaste. “I should not care for any woman who did that kind of thing,” he replied firmly. “A betrothal signals the start of a serious attachment, not one that can simply be given up for someone—or something—new.”

      She raised her eyebrows, surprised to hear such an opinion. “I believe many men take on a mistress,” she murmured quietly. “It is almost expected, is it not?”

      Frowning, Edward shook his head. “Not for me, Lucy,” he said. “When I marry, I will make my vows with the utmost seriousness, committing myself to one woman for the remainder of my life. I know such a stance is almost laughable, but I intend to stick with it.”

      “You astonish me greatly,” Lucy murmured, both surprised and delighted to hear the words from his lips. “I had not expected a gentleman with such a title to have your attitude. Even my own father…”

      She trailed off, shaking her head to herself as she was reminded of the lack of love shown between her parents, and how her mother had told her on more than one occasion that any husband should be expected to have a mistress.

      A gentle hand touched her own, startling her from her thoughts. “What hopes do you have for matrimony, Lucy? You will not accept a man who intends to take a mistress, I think.”

      Laughing, Lucy smiled up at Edward. “No, indeed not!” Her smile became a little dreamy, her gaze wandering across the park as she glanced at all the other carriages. “You may call me ridiculous, Edward, but I hope for love. I have seen the kind of marriage my parents have, one where there is no affection between them whatsoever. I do not want the same for me. I desire love, but I suppose I will have to settle for affection.”

      “Do not ever settle, Lucy!” Edward exclaimed, grasping her hand suddenly. “You cannot, I beg of you. Stick to what it is you desire and know that it is within your grasp.”

      Her entire body buzzed with awareness as he looked into her eyes, the fervency in his expression making her breath catch in her throat. He did not look away, did not drop her hand, and small explosions began to go off in her head. Without warning, he leaned closer, and she could feel his breath mingling with hers.

      Was he about to kiss her? She had never been kissed before, closing her eyes with a welcome expectation.

      “Ah, Caldwell!”

      A voice had Edward jump back into his seat, his back ramrod straight as he turned to speak to another gentleman sitting astride his horse.

      “Brownly,” Lucy heard him say, finding herself a little dazed. “May I present my betrothed, Lady Lucy Donoghue. Lady Lucy, my dear friend Lord Brownly.”

      “Betrothed!” Lord Brownly exclaimed, doffing his hat and smiling at her. “How wonderful. May I offer you both my sincere congratulations.”

      Gathering herself, Lucy managed to smile up at him. “I thank you, my lord. It is a most happy state.”

      “I am sure it is,” Lord Brownly said, his eyes twinkling at her. “I dare say your mother must have been in alt with the news, Caldwell?”

      The gentlemen both laughed aloud, making Lucy smile with a genuine happiness. It was nice to see Lord Caldwell so relaxed, so at ease with someone who seemed to be a genuine friend. She allowed the conversation to wash over her as the two gentlemen talked, realizing anew just how little she knew of her betrothed. She knew nothing of his friends, of his hobbies, or even whether he preferred port over brandy.

      She supposed that this was the case with many engaged couples, but it did not sit right with her. Even if this was a pretense, which was soon to come to an end, she found that she wanted to know more about him. Just as a friend, she assured herself, denying the spark of heat she had felt between them just a few moments earlier.

      “What do you think, my dear?”

      Edward’s question made her start, and, flushing, she dropped her eyes. “I must beg your pardon, my lord. I did not hear your question.”

      “Too busy daydreaming of your wedding day, no doubt,” Lord Brownly interrupted, smiling at her. “That is just as it should be, of course. I was simply asking if you would care to join me for dinner next week? It is just a few friends, of course, nothing overly grand. I am sure we shall have some musical accompaniments and the like after dinner. Perhaps you might grace us with a song, Lady Lucy?”

      Her flush deepened. “I confess that I am not particularly skilled when it comes to such a thing, Lord Brownly, although I would be happy to be an avid listener.”

      “Then you will come?” he asked, placing his hat back on his head. “I would very much like to get to know the lady my friend has so obviously fallen head over heels for!” He gave her a wide smile, clearly unaware of just how unsettled his words had made her.

      “I would be delighted to attend,” she managed to reply, twining her fingers together so as not to betray her emotions. “I thank you for the invitation.”

      Nodding to Lord Caldwell, he said, “A week from today, then.”

      Lucy watched him ride away, just as Lord Caldwell picked up the ribbons and began to continue their way around the park. They rode in silence for some minutes, as though neither of them knew what to say.

      “I hope I did not embarrass you just then,” Lucy murmured, feeling more than a little self-conscious. “I know ladies are meant to be masters of the pianoforte and spend their time practicing the arts, but I confess that I have never shown much interest in such things.”

      Turning to face her, Lord Caldwell gave her a wide smile, which sent yet more butterflies to her stomach. “I should not be embarrassed by you in any regard, I think, Lucy. You are quite wonderful.”

      Heat crept up her spine and into her cheeks. “You do not mind?”

      He shook his head. “No, of course not. Although I must confess myself a little embarrassed that I did not know you preferred to listen over performing.” With another shake of his head, he glanced at her. “I have enjoyed our conversations over the last few days,” he continued, his hand reaching for hers for just a brief moment. “We are meant to be engaged, and I believe one should know things about their betrothed. I believe I know more about you now than I did only a few days ago, yet I feel as though there is so much more for me to discover!”

      Lucy smiled, delighted that he had put into words the exact sentiment she had been feeling. “I agree, Edward. Although I will admit that I find myself quite at ease with you already. It is as though we have been friends for a very long time, even though I have only known you for a brief period.”

      “I feel exactly the same way,” he murmured, studying her for a moment longer. “Perhaps we should take one of the quieter paths within the park, instead of following society’s routes. We might then have a little more privacy to talk.”

      “That would be wonderful,” she said softly.

      He did not reply but simply took the phaeton further into the park, turning to the left and then to the right until they were almost entirely alone. Lucy sighed happily to herself, feeling entirely safe with Edward and knowing that they were about to have a most enjoyable conversation together. It seemed that he was an extraordinary man.
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      “There,” Lucy’s maid smiled, looking down at Lucy’s hairstyle. “I think you are ready, miss.”

      Lucy smiled and got to her feet, walking over towards the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. What she saw utterly astonished her.

      “Good gracious!” she breathed, taking her reflection in. “I look quite…”

      “Beautiful, miss!” the maid interrupted, clapping her hands together and beaming at her.

      “You have done a wonderful job,” Lucy murmured, running her hand down over her new gown. “Thank you.”

      The maid bobbed a curtsy, although Lucy could see the blush in her cheeks at Lucy’s praise. “Is there anything else, miss? Remember you have your necklace laid out for you on the dresser.”

      Lucy shook her head. “No, that will be all. I will be down presently.”

      The maid nodded and walked from the room, leaving Lucy entirely to her own thoughts.

      Staring at her reflection once more, Lucy felt her cheeks heat as she thought of what Edward’s response might be. Even she was astounded at what she saw, having never before allowed her maid to put so much time and effort into dressing her.

      Her hair was done up in an elegant style, adorned with a few pearls that caught the light when she moved. The gown was a new creation, done in the latest fashion of course, but it was a wonderful shade of gold with a sheen of red gossamer over the top. It brought out her coloring, highlighting her chocolate-colored eyes and blonde curls. In truth, Lucy barely recognized herself.

      Lifting the shimmering necklace from the dresser, Lucy fastened it around her neck and tried not to allow her nerves to grow any more than they already had. The drive with Edward last week—as well as the three outings that had taken place thereafter—had all gone wonderfully well, and she had found herself enjoying his company more and more. They were never short of conversation, talking about many subjects of interest to both, from science to her favorite novel.

      Lucy smiled to herself as she remembered the surprise evident in his face when she had launched into her thoughts on the most recent laws brought before Parliament. Not that he had laughed at her, or shown any kind of derision. In fact, his face had almost glowed with appreciation. They had talked and laughed, and she found herself sad and disappointed when the time had come to return her home.

      Tonight was the dinner with Lord Brownly, and Edward would be calling for her in a few moments. Lucy could no longer deny that her initial attraction to him was slowly growing into something more. It was as though he was the gentleman she had been waiting for but had never had the opportunity to meet. It did not surprise her, given how large society was, though now that she had found him, she knew that she simply did not wish to give him up.

      The engagement was meant to be broken in a few weeks, but Lucy was beginning to wonder whether she might ask him to consider making it of a longer duration. Perhaps, in time, he might come to feel for her what she was beginning to feel for him, and he would want to make their arrangement something permanent himself.

      “Do you wish to marry him, Lucy?” she asked her reflection, feeling the answering warmth in her heart as she thought of it.

      In truth, she did not want their engagement to come to an end. She wanted to marry him. In her heart, Lucy knew that there would never be another gentleman like Edward, one who managed to capture her heart in the way he did. He did not look down on her for her interest in things that most other ladies shunned, but encouraged her in them. Their discussions were lively, and the warmth in his eyes when he smiled at her always made her glow inwardly.

      There had been times when he had touched her hand, and even one occasion when his ungloved hand had taken hers for a good few minutes. She had hardly been able to breathe—such were the sensations sparking in her chest. Was it possible that he might feel more for her than he had initially intended?

      Her stomach swirled with butterflies. Schooling her features into a serene expression, Lucy opened the door and went downstairs. She was not waiting but a minute when Lord Caldwell was announced. She rose as he stepped in, only for him to stop short and stare at her, his mouth hanging open.

      Lucy swallowed the sudden lump in her throat as his eyes traveled over her, hoping desperately that he was pleased with what he saw.

      “My goodness, Lucy,” he said, haltingly. “You are exquisite.”

      Heat rose into her face at once. “I thank you, Edward. You cut quite a dashing figure yourself.”

      A strange expression came over his face as he stepped closer, taking her hand and pressing his lips to her palm. Lucy’s breathing quickened as his lips brushed her skin, moving a fraction closer when he raised his head.

      They were standing very close together, she realized, far too close than what was regarded propriety.

      We are meant to be engaged, she reminded herself, looking up into his face. And we are alone, at least for a few minutes.

      “Lucy, I—” she heard him say, his voice husky and filled with emotion. She opened her mouth to ask him what it was he wanted to tell her, only for his lips to brush hers.

      Startled, Lucy stepped back and raised one hand to her mouth, touching her lips with her fingers.

      “I apologize,” Lord Caldwell muttered, looking around in an entirely self-conscious manner. “I know this is meant to be a sham, Lucy, but my heart does not believe it.”

      Lucy drew in a breath, the tension leaving her shoulders, and she drew close to him again. She had never been kissed before, but it seemed entirely right to be doing such a thing with Edward. He was looking down at her uncertainly, possibly wondering whether she might slap him for his actions, which only made her smile.

      “Perhaps we should be going, Edward,” she said quietly. “We do not want to keep Lord Brownly waiting.”

      “You are not angry?” he asked, relief evident on his face.

      She shook her head and, reaching up on her tiptoes, pressed her mouth to his. Stars exploded inside her as his arms slid around her waist, holding her tighter against him than ever before. He broke the kiss after a few moments, releasing his hold a little. Lucy laughed softly when he let out a long breath of relief, as though he hardly believed what had happened.

      “I think we have much to talk about,” he murmured, lifting her chin with one gentle finger. “Unfortunately, now is not the time for that.”

      She gave him a slightly wry smile. “No, it is not. Perhaps tomorrow?”

      He nodded. “Tomorrow sounds wonderful. Shall we go, my dear?”

      Lucy took his proffered arm while warmth settled in the pit of her belly. This was working out perfectly.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy laughed as Lord Brownly finished the punchline to his joke, appreciating the way Edward’s eyes lit with humor. She could still not believe that he had kissed her, heat flooding her core as she remembered her own intense response. There was a developing affection for him that she could not deny, and even now, as he smiled at her, Lucy felt her cheeks heat.

      “May I offer a toast?” Lord Brownly asked, getting to his feet. “My warmest congratulations to my dear friend, Lord Caldwell, and his most beautiful betrothed, Lady Lucy Donoghue.” He raised his glass and gave Edward a grin, followed by a slight bow to Lucy. “I wish you a lifetime of happiness.”

      A flush hit Lucy’s cheeks as the entire table raised their glasses to herself and Edward. Glancing at him, she saw him watching her with a deep warmth in his eyes that ricocheted through her and had her heart almost exploding with happiness.

      You are not truly engaged yet, Lucy, she reminded herself. He kissed you, yes, but you have not discussed what this might change, if it changes anything. Accept their congratulations but keep your mind clear.

      Drawing in one long breath, Lucy settled her mind and waited patiently until the cheers had come to a close before returning Edward’s smile. He was studying her with a dawning speculation, as though he had only just realized what future they might have together, were he to take the next step with her. So much promise presented itself in that one look, so much hope, that Lucy could barely prevent herself from rising from the table and dragging him from the room so that they might talk.

      A sudden commotion outside the dining room door brought those thoughts to a swift end as loud voices broke into the genial atmosphere.

      “What the devil?” Lord Brownly muttered, rising to his feet. “Whatever is going on?” Turning to his guests, he gave a swift bow before marching to the door. “Do excuse me, please,” he murmured, walking from the room.

      “I’d best go with him,” Lord Caldwell said, pressing one hand onto Lucy’s shoulder as he passed. “Please, carry on, everyone.”

      Lucy could do nothing but sit silently. The murmurs around the table began to grow in number as the voices of Lord Brownly and then Lord Caldwell added to the commotion.

      “She is his betrothed,” she heard Lord Brownly state, his voice loud enough to hear. “You have no right to come here and demand such a thing. Remove yourself from my house before I have someone do it for you.”

      Lucy’s stomach tightened, wondering if this was to do with her. If so, then who was it who had come to Lord Brownly’s home in some strange attempt to accost him?

      Within a few minutes, all had grown quiet, and the door opened to admit Lord Brownly and Lord Caldwell back into the room. Lucy kept her eyes pinned on Lord Caldwell, but he only smiled and then gave a tiny shake of his head, warning her that he could not speak of what had gone on at this precise moment. Lucy knew then that whatever had occurred had had to do with her, and her stomach dropped to her toes.

      “A very strange occurrence,” Lord Brownly said, resuming his seat. “But it has all been dealt with. I do beg your pardon for the intrusion, but we can continue on now. Port, gentlemen?”

      Lucy rose from the table with the other ladies and they all excused themselves to the drawing room, leaving the gentlemen to their port. She heard the other ladies begin to discuss immediately what might have happened and who it had been outside the door, but she kept her thoughts to herself. A few ladies glanced in her direction, as though they suspected she was involved, but nothing direct was said.

      It was with some relief that she saw the gentlemen arrive in the drawing room, having chosen not to linger over their port.

      “And now to the musical performances!” Lord Brownly cried, clapping his hands. “Which of the dear ladies wishes to stand up first?”

      Lucy slowly moved into the shadows in the darker corners of the room, knowing that she would not stand up even if she was asked. She was relieved that Lord Brownly knew not to expect her to do so, glad to see a young Miss Edwards seat herself at the pianoforte and begin to play. The other guests took to their seats almost at once, although Lucy caught Lord Caldwell looking through them, searching for her.

      Lifting her hand, she saw him catch her eye and carefully move towards her.

      “You are hiding, I see,” he murmured, his mouth so close to her ear that it caused her to shiver. “Are you well?”

      “What on earth went on out there?” Lucy asked, not answering his question. “Was it to do with me?”

      She refused to look away from him, her eyes searching his face as he pressed his lips together, struggling to find an answer.

      “I have no wish to alarm you,” he said quietly. “The matter is dealt with, I assure you.”

      Lucy shook her head, refusing to accept his response. “Please, Edward. Do not hide things from me.”

      Sighing, Edward caught her hand in his, squeezing it gently. “It is only for your good, but I see that you will not be dissuaded. Come, shall we take a walk in the gardens? Tis late, I know, but we might slip away without being noticed—and I have heard that engaged couples are shown a little more leniency by society!”

      “And you will tell me?” Lucy asked, tension coursing through her body.

      “I will,” Edward promised, lifting her hand on to his arm. “Come, my dear. Let us make our escape.”
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      The gardens were cold, making Lucy shiver, and Edward immediately removed his jacket and pressed it to her shoulders.

      “We cannot have you catching a cold now,” he said with a lilt to his voice.

      “But you will be cold now,” she protested, although she could not help but pull his warm coat a little more closely over her body.

      “I will be all right,” he reassured her, his eyes catching the moonlight as he smiled. Then he stopped and took her hand. “We have much to talk of, do we not?”

      Lucy found herself letting out a breathless laugh. “I believe so, Edward.” She lifted her face. “But of what do you wish to speak?” Quirking one eyebrow, she made sure he was aware that she would not forget her questions about what had happened outside the dining room.

      He sighed heavily, shook his head, and grinned. “You are quite incorrigible, my dearest Lucy,” he murmured, sliding his arm around her waist before beginning to walk with her once more. “But I believe I like that about you.”

      “I did hear a little snippet of what was said,” Lucy admitted quietly. “Something about someone who was engaged… and I was worried that I was the one being discussed.”

      There was a lingering silence, which made Lucy’s heart beat faster. Was she right?

      “You do not miss much,” Edward said after a few moments. “Yes, it was about you, I’m afraid. About the both of us.”

      “Oh?”

      His clasp around her waist tightened “Lord Hutton was here.”

      Lucy stopped dead on her feet, despite the way Lord Caldwell urged her to walk on. “Lord Hutton?” she repeated, her breath wavering slightly. “What do you mean, he was here? Did Lord Brownly invite him?”

      Edward shook his head at once. “No, not at all. He does not hold the man in high regard, much as I do.” Lucy saw the way his face grew puzzled. “In truth, I am not sure how he came to know we were here.”

      Trying to control her anxiety, Lucy drew in two long breaths before speaking. “And I presume he wished to speak to me?”

      “I’m afraid it was more than that,” he answered. “He told first Brownly, and then myself, that he had some claim over you. That you were betrothed to him first. Apparently, he was going to attempt to procure a Special License.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened as she stared up at Edward, hardly able to comprehend what he was saying. “He was going to attempt to marry me?”

      Edward shrugged. “I have very little idea what his intentions were, in truth. He seemed quite crazed, and I grew concerned over his behavior. You must be careful, Lucy.”

      “I am glad now that you have told me the truth,” Lucy murmured, leaning forward so that her head rested on his chest. “It means that I am at least aware of what Lord Hutton intends.”

      To her surprise, a quiet growl came from Edward’s chest. “I do not like it, Lucy. That man is determined to have you, for whatever reason.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her hair and Lucy smiled despite the anxiety she felt. “I believe we must call our faux engagement off, my dear.”

      “What?” Stepping back, she looked at him in confusion, wondering what precisely he meant. “You wish to call our engagement off?”

      Chuckling, Lord Caldwell took her hand. “No need to look so fiery, my love. You have misunderstood me. I wish to call off our faux engagement.” His expression softened. “You will marry me, won’t you?”

      Confusion parted to make way for delight as a soft smile spread over Lucy’s face. “So, this is just to protect me from Lord Hutton, is it?” she teased, refusing to answer his question. “Or is it because you kissed me earlier today and now feel obliged to wed me?”

      “You are toying with me now,” he growled, sliding his arms around her and lowering his head. “I might have to kiss you again if you continue.”

      Lucy could feel her heart beginning to pound in her chest, her hands reaching up of their own accord to twine around his neck. “Tell me the truth, Edward.”

      He sighed and pressed his forehead to hers. “In truth, Lucy, I have found you a most wonderful companion… and a beautiful one at that. I must confess that I have some affection for you.”

      It is not love, Lucy thought to herself, a strange pang of sadness echoing through her chest. But perhaps love can come from it.

      “And I will admit to feeling the same,” she replied. “In time, I believe I will love you, Edward.”

      “I remember that you said you will not marry without love,” Edward continued, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “I do not wish you to forgo what you have long hoped for. Therefore, let us have a prolonged engagement, Lucy, so that what I feel might develop into the deep love and affection you have been waiting for.”

      “Do you truly believe you can come to feel those things for me?” Lucy asked hesitantly. “I will marry you without them.”

      He laughed quietly. “But I would not have it. I believe that I already feel the beginnings of love rooting in my heart.”

      She sighed then, letting out her breath and thinking through all he had said. “Very well,” she murmured, her fingers now toying with his hair. “I accept your terms, Edward.” Her tone grew mischievous once more, in the hope that he might do as he had said and kiss her again.

      “Minx,” he murmured jestingly before lowering his head and kissing her firmly.
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      Lucy could hardly sleep a wink the following night, her heart and mind too full of all that Edward had told her. When she finally arose, it was late morning, so she sought out her mother. Lucy found herself suddenly filled with a desire to throw herself, headlong, into the wedding plans.

      “Oh, Lucy!” her mother exclaimed the very moment she stepped into the drawing room. “I have been waiting for you to appear!”

      “How was your visit, Mama?” Lucy asked, smiling as she sat down opposite her mother. “I do hope that Lord Caldwell’s mother, Lady Blackinstore, was kind to you.”

      “She was very kind, indeed!” her mother cried, her eyes lit with excitement. “She is wonderful. I can hardly believe you are going to be her daughter-in-law—and one day, the Marchioness of Blackinstore.” She shook her head, evidently still struggling to take it all in. “The ball has been arranged. It is to happen in four days hence.”

      Lucy’s mouth dropped open. “Four days, Mama? Is it to happen so soon? What of the guests?”

      Lady Withington let out a long, trilled laugh. “Lucy, you are going to have to get used to your new status. Those who receive an invitation, even if they are already requested elsewhere, will simply give their apologies to the others and ensure they attend our ball.”

      “I see,” Lucy murmured, not sure whether she particularly liked that idea. “I do not want anything over the top, Mama. You know how much I have disliked balls in the past.”

      “Nonsense,” her mother said shortly. “You will appreciate every moment of it, Lucy. It will be all about you and Edward.”

      Thinking that she liked that idea even less, Lucy braved a smile and sat back with an inward sigh. She supposed that her mother was right, in some regard. She would be a marchioness one day, and society would expect her to, at least, be visible. Attention would follow her wherever she went.

      Marrying Edward means your life will change entirely, she reminded herself, her stomach rolling with an instant anxiety. Are you prepared for that, Lucy?

      It was not something she had considered before, knowing that their engagement was to be nothing more than a pretense of short standing, but now that it was real, now that an actual wedding would be planned, her future appeared entirely changed.

      You will be a marchioness, said the little voice in her head. The title will be heavy with responsibilities. You will not be able to hide in the shadows or keep to the corners of the room any longer. Everyone will want a piece of you.

      Swallowing, Lucy gnawed on the side of her lip, letting her mother’s monologue wash over her as she thought. She had been so caught up with Edward’s kisses and the deep affection she had for him that she had not once considered what it would mean to actually marry the man.

      Looking over at her mother, Lucy remembered what she had promised herself before she had ever met Edward: she would not marry without love.

      Edward had promised her that.

      Her life would change, that was without doubt, but would it be worth it to have Edward by her side, knowing that he loved her more than anything else in the world? They had so much in common, and Lucy knew she would never again find a man like him; someone who found her love of knowledge and desire to further herself as an estimable quality. No other man of a high status would think such a thing, for even her own parents had referred to her as a ‘bluestocking’ in such a condescending tone that it had ripped into her very soul.

      Could she manage all the changes that came with marrying Edward, in the hopes that the love she hoped they would share would overcome all the obstacles in their path?

      Her thoughts were broken by her father walking, unexpectedly, into the room.

      “Lucy!” he exclaimed, looking somewhat surprised to see her. “I thought you would be abed still.”

      “And I thought you would be in your study, Papa,” Lucy replied, not getting up to greet him.

      After what had occurred the prior night with Lord Hutton, she felt her father was responsible for promising her to him without even asking her permission. In addition, she wondered how Lord Hutton had known she would be dining with Lord Brownly.

      “It is just as well you are here, for I have something to ask you,” she said, trying to conceal her anger.

      “Oh?” he asked, distracted for a moment by the tray of pastries in the center of the table.

      “Lord Hutton was at the dinner last night.”

      Lucy watched through slightly narrowed eyes as her father froze for a moment, the pastry halfway to his mouth.

      “When I say he was at the dinner,” she continued, “what I meant to say was that he attempted to join us, although I cannot quite work out how he knew I would be there with Lord Caldwell.”

      Her father shrugged, although he would not meet her gaze. “Mayhap Lord Brownly told him.”

      “I doubt it,” Lucy declared. “Lord Brownly does not care for him. You will be quite surprised when I tell you what Lord Hutton wanted, I am sure.”

      Her mother cleared her throat and shifted in her chair, glancing uneasily between Lucy and her father. “What did he want, Lucy?”

      “Me.”

      Lucy pursed her lips and stared at her father, refusing to remove her unrelenting gaze from him.

      “What can you mean?” her mother gasped, her hand at her heart. “You are engaged to Lord Caldwell!”

      Lifting one eyebrow, Lucy glanced at Lady Withington. “He told Lord Brownly—and then Lord Caldwell—that apparently I had first been betrothed to him, and he was currently attempting to procure a Special License so that we might marry immediately.”

      “Oh, no,” her father whispered, his face going sheet white as he dropped into a chair. “No, Lucy, he did not.”

      “Yes, he did,” she firmly responded. Lucy was glad to see her father’s reaction, hoping that he might tell her all since she was not meant to know any of it. “Father, I don’t understand what is going on. What did you say to Lord Hutton?”

      Lord Withington sighed and shook his head. “You will hate me, I am sure, but I had promised Lord Hutton your hand. You were to meet him the very night you became engaged to Lord Caldwell. If I had known that you were interested in another, then I would never have done such a thing.”

      “Did you tell him where I was?” Lucy questioned.

      “No,” he assured her. “I did not. Unfortunately, it appears that Hutton is not a man who gives up easily. He wants what he wants, and is used to having every one of his wishes fulfilled. That includes your hand in marriage.”

      Lucy swallowed, and she steadied herself to speak her following words. “Am I that disappointing a daughter, Father, that you would push one of your potential business partners on me, even though he is even older than you? Do you truly care for me so little that I was simply to be used to further your partnerships?”

      The Earl of Withington could not answer, his mouth opening and closing like a fish.

      “I do hope you have sorted this mess out, Father,” Lucy finished, rising from her seat as gracefully as she could. “I want you to make it quite clear to Lord Hutton that I owe him nothing. I will never be his, and he is not to come near me again.”

      Her father gave a swift, jerky nod, and on seeing it, Lucy swept from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      The next few days were quiet, although Edward came to call her every day. The preparations for the ball were well underway, and Lucy found herself rolling between excitement and terror. Her mother had sent her to the modiste on at least four separate occasions, ensuring she would be the best dressed young lady the ton had ever seen. Lucy had to admit that the gown was the most beautiful thing she had laid her eyes on, not that she would let her mother know that. She supposed she would have to get used to wearing the latest styles and fashions soon enough, realizing that she did not find the idea altogether distasteful.

      “Lord Caldwell.”

      The butler opened the door and announced her betrothed, making a flush of excitement rush through Lucy’s frame.

      “Oh, goodness!” she exclaimed the moment he stepped through the door. “What on earth has happened to you?”

      Edward was sporting a spectacular black eye, and Lucy was sure she saw a lump on his jaw. Rushing over to him, she grasped his chin and gently turned his face to her.

      “Nothing serious,” he promised, wincing slightly as her fingers carefully probed the bump. “Just taken a bit by surprise, if I’m honest.”

      Lucy guided him to a chair, ringing the bell for tea before sitting down next to him, ignoring the need for a maid. “Who did this to you?”

      He gave her a tight smile. “I want to keep this from you, but I know you will get it from me anyway. I am afraid that Lord Hutton is the man responsible.”

      “Lord Hutton?” Lucy gasped, wondering how the elder gentleman had managed to strike Edward and leave him in such a state. “How? Why?”

      A slow flush crept up Edward’s face. “As I said, it was something of a surprise. I was walking home from White’s last evening, and a fellow struck me as I rounded the corner. In fact, the first blow almost blinded me, which was why he got another in there.”

      Lucy began to shake with anger, her fingers digging into her skirts. “I told my father to deal with the man! I wish to goodness he had never made such a promise to Lord Hutton!”

      Edward shook his head. “He is a man with a poor reputation, for he is known to get his way no matter what.” His jaw worked for a moment, as though he wanted to say more but was forcing himself to keep his mouth shut.

      “What is it?” Lucy asked softly. “Please, Edward.”

      He turned to her, his eyes worried. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but I am sure he attempted to push me in the way of an oncoming hackney. Thankfully, he is not as strong as me. I managed to stop him, but still…”

      Lucy went completely still, her eyes widening as she took in what Edward had said.

      “I know you do not know Lord Hutton well,” Edward continued, as though trying to justify the claim he had just made. “But there is a reason he is disliked within society. He has a shrewd mind, but with it comes a cruel streak that pushes him to do whatever he can to get what he wants.”

      “Has he killed anyone before?” Lucy whispered, her cold fingers finding his.

      He shook his head. “Not that I know of.” Sighing, he dropped his shoulders “Perhaps I am being quite ridiculous and mistaking the entire situation.”

      “Then why else would he strike you?”

      Shrugging, Edward looked down at her, his battered face making her wince inwardly.

      “Who knows? Mayhap because I would not give him what he wanted, which was to back out of our engagement so that he might marry you himself. He was simply relieving himself of some of his frustrations.”

      “Or perhaps we have underestimated his threat,” Lucy murmured, lifting her hand to press lightly along his bruised face. “I cannot understand why he is so determined to marry me!”

      “Because he always gets what he wants, or what has been promised him,” Edward said heavily. “You do not know him as I do, Lucy. He will not simply let this slide. He sees it as a slight, I believe, so he is doing whatever he can to correct that.”

      Lucy felt heat rush to her cheeks. “My father seemed disturbed when I told him about what had occurred at Lord Brownly’s dinner.”

      “It may be that he did not fully know the man’s measure,” Edward mumbled. “Do not hold him in such low esteem, Lucy.”

      Wanting to protest, Lucy opened her mouth, only for a knock to come at the door, followed by the maid with the tea tray… and her mother. It seemed their conversation would have to wait until another time.

      “Promise me you will be careful, Edward,” she murmured just as her mother sat down.

      He found her hand and squeezed it gently. “Of course,” he replied, looking deeply into her eyes. “Nothing will come of this, I am sure. Do not worry so.”

      Lucy tried not to let anxiety swirl around her heart, but found she could not quite manage to do so. Instead, she simply let her mother talk whilst she thought on all that had occurred, wondering if there was any way Lord Hutton was going to be able to ruin her wedding plans.

      “And the engagement ball is going to be a wonderful occasion,” her mother chirped, her gaze focusing on Lucy, who tried her best to smile. “It is but two days hence and I confess that I am more than a little excited!”

      “Of course you are,” Lucy agreed, not feeling even the least bit excited. “I am sure it will be wonderful, Mama.”

      “Thank you for everything you have done,” Edward interrupted, patting her hand. “Now, if you will excuse me, I was hoping to take Lucy out for a short walk.”

      His eyes warmed as he studied her, making her smile. Evidently, he was aware of just how much she was affected by what he had just revealed to her. She loved that he could tell that about her, and that he was looking to care for her needs.

      “A walk would be just the thing, I think,” she murmured, getting to her feet and smiling at him. “Shall we go?”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Lucy was still not at ease with all that had happened. Lord Hutton had not made any further appearances or attempted to hurt Edward further, but the gnawing sense of unease that coiled within her made her increasingly anxious.

      Even as she gazed at her reflection, now clad in the most beautiful gown she had ever owned, with pearls sparkling in her hair, Lucy could not muster up much enthusiasm. The ball would be wonderful, she was sure, but she would not be able to enjoy it until she was sure Lord Hutton would not show up unexpectedly.

      Edward had assured her that the footmen would be doubly on their guard and that Lord Hutton would not be permitted to set foot on his grounds. However, Lucy’s nerves still stretched taut. Murmuring her thanks to the maid, Lucy picked up her reticule and made her way down to the drawing room, where she found her father pacing the floor. He stopped the moment she entered, his eyes widening slightly as he took her in.

      “My goodness,” he exhaled, putting down his glass of brandy and coming towards her. “I barely recognized my own daughter! You are looking lovely tonight.”

      “Thank you, Papa,” Lucy replied, leaning forward to kiss his cheek. “You are quite resplendent yourself.”

      “And now it seems we are left waiting for your mother,” he said, walking back over towards the brandy. “Although that comes as no surprise.”

      Lucy snorted inelegantly. Her mother was known for taking her time when it came to her appearance, and the engagement ball of her only daughter was going to be an occasion where she could really shine.

      “Lord Caldwell is a good man, Lucy,” her father continued, not quite managing to look at her. “I am glad for you. I… I also wanted to apologize for pushing Lord Hutton towards you. It was meant for your good.”

      Shaking her head, Lucy refused to accept those words. “No, Father. It was meant to be for your good. Do not attempt to soothe your guilt by pretending you meant for me to have a happy life by Lord Hutton’s side. Surely you can admit that.” Her voice grew stronger as she let the tension she had felt for some time flood through her words.

      Her father sighed, his shoulders slumping. “There is no hiding the truth from you, Lucy, is there?” He shook his head, sighing heavily. “I should never have said anything to Lord Hutton. At the time, I thought he would be a good business partner and, in many senses, he still would be. That is one of my biggest failings, Lucy. In all my years of business, I have never truly considered a man’s character before joining with him in partnership. When it came to Lord Hutton, I took the same approach. Had you not announced your engagement to Lord Caldwell, I believe I would now be insisting that you marry him—and what utter folly that would have been!”

      Taken aback by her father’s honesty, by the guilt that ravaged his features, Lucy sat down carefully, making sure not to crumple her dress.

      “What do you mean, Father?”

      Pulling his kerchief from his pocket, Lord Withington mopped his brow before continuing.

      “I have discovered that Lord Hutton is not a good man, Lucy. When I told him of your engagement, he was furious.” Swallowing, he glanced at her before returning his gaze to a point above her head. “It now appears that he is not used to being denied what he has been promised.”

      “Father!” Lucy exclaimed, her eyes widening in horror. “He has not hurt you, I hope?”

      He let out a strangled laugh. “No, not yet. His threats have become more and more violent, but in letter only. I do not believe that he will carry through with what he says. However, I must confess to being somewhat more vigilant these last few days.”

      Her heart sank into her slippers. “Father, Lord Hutton assaulted Edward, and Edward believes that he was attempting to push him in front of an approaching carriage!”

      Her father did not seem in the least bit surprised, only more apologetic. It did not make Lucy feel any more at ease. “I am sorry, Lucy. He is a man possessed, it seems. Hopefully, when you are married, he will give up the chase and find something—or someone—new on whom to focus his attentions.”

      Lucy suppressed a shudder. “God help whoever that is,” she murmured, squeezing her hands together tightly at the thought. “Father, promise me you will be careful. I cannot help the feeling that Lord Hutton has malicious intentions he intends to carry out. I just do not know when or where.”

      “Of course I will be,” he assured her, coming towards her and bending to take her hands. Lucy was shocked to see the tears glistening in his eyes, realizing that her father was, possibly for the first time in his life, truly repentant. “Can you forgive me for my hand in all this, Lucy? I know that I have been in the wrong.”

      Her throat constricted, and, for a moment, Lucy could not get the words out. “Yes, Papa. I forgive you.”

      His lined face crumpled, and getting to his feet, he walked away from her and back towards the fireplace.
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      “Lucy!” Edward exclaimed, catching her hand the moment she stepped out of the carriage. “You are utterly breathtaking.”

      Lucy’s heart skipped a beat and she took him in, seeing the way his gaze warmed with heat as he studied her.

      “Truly exquisite,” he breathed, leaning a little closer.

      Her stomach tightened as his head lowered and he caught her lips with his for a brief moment, his hands settling around her waist. She forgot all about Lord Hutton, about her father’s confession and subsequent apology. There was only Edward.

      “I wish we could remain like this,” he whispered in her ear, one hand reaching up to catch her chin. “But I believe Mama is waiting for us. I must apologize that my father is still out of the country on diplomatic business, although he has written to me to let me know he is equally thrilled about my impending marriage.”

      “I am glad to hear it,” Lucy said softly. “Although you are right when you state that your mama—and my parents also—will be waiting for us.” She laughed quietly as he let out a soft groan of frustration. “I do not think the ball can begin without us.”

      Edward sighed heavily but did not release her. “Then let me say to you now, Lucy, that my heart is filled with love for you.” His voice softened as he gently rested his forehead against hers, and Lucy felt her breath catch in her throat. “I have fallen so deeply in love with you that I cannot bear to think of being apart from you. Our marriage cannot come soon enough.”

      Not caring about whether her parents saw her or about keeping Edward’s mother waiting, Lucy flung her arms around Edward’s neck and kissed him deeply. She felt tears flood her eyes as their lips met, knowing that the same love was in her own heart. It had been growing slowly, rooting itself in her heart the first time they had met, and it was now fully blossoming.

      Reluctantly, she broke their kiss, holding his dear face in her hands. “Edward,” she whispered, her racing emotions pushing at her already shaky composure. “I love you, too.”

      He smiled gently. “I am very glad to hear it,” he murmured softly. “It seems we shall both go into this marriage with what we have always hoped for.”

      Lucy gave him a shaky smile, trying desperately not to let the tears drop from her eyes. Edward tenderly brushed his thumb over her lashes, the gentleness in his face tugging at her heart.

      “Shall we go in, my love?” he asked. “The guests will be arriving soon, and it would not do for them to find us out here instead of in the receiving line.”

      “I do not think I should mind that, even if there was something of a scandal,” Lucy murmured, wishing she did not have to let him go. The moment seemed too precious, too important, to let go of it so quickly.

      Edward chuckled and stepped back, putting her hand on his arm but leaving his own hand there to linger. Lucy found herself walking towards the house beside him, caught up in a whirlwind of sensations. She was abuzz with feeling, thinking that she was walking on some kind of gentle clouds instead of solid ground. Edward was everything she had always wished for.

      After greeting Edward’s mother and accepting her effusing congratulations once again, Lucy took her place beside her betrothed and prepared to meet their guests. Soon, she found herself curtsying over and over again, her hand taken by the gentlemen and her cheek bussed by the ladies. It felt as though her smile was becoming a permanent fixture on her face, the line of guests almost never ending.

      “Perhaps a few moments to rest?” Edward murmured as the line slowly came to a close. “We are to dance soon, but I can tell you are tired already!”

      The thought of dancing with Edward made her heart skip a beat, though Lucy had to admit that she would very much like to sit for a short while.

      “A glass of something, perhaps?” Edward continued, his hand on the small of her back. “There is a small alcove just along this way, where you can watch the proceedings below stairs whilst keeping yourself hidden.”

      “Thank you, Edward,” Lucy replied, truly grateful for his consideration. “I would like to sit for a few minutes, if it is not too much trouble.”

      He grinned at her. “The ball will wait for us both, my love. You may rest for a full hour if you wish it!”

      Lucy laughed, letting him lead her towards the small alcove just along the hallway. She soon found herself looking down on the ballroom, seeing the great many guests that filled almost every space. Suddenly she felt the need to hide from them for a few minutes, knowing that she would be the center of attention any moment now.

      How much her circumstances had changed. She had gone from being a wallflower to having almost every eye on her. It was unbelievable.

      “I will only be a moment,” Edward said softly, bending down so that he might look into her eyes. “Are you sure you are well? You look a little pale, although still utterly resplendent.”

      Lucy could not help but frame his face in her hands, the love she felt for him almost overwhelming her to the point of tears.

      “I am just so very happy,” she murmured, seeing the answering light in his eyes. “And a little overwhelmed, I will confess.”

      He smiled at her before brushing her lips with his. “You mean more to me than you could ever know.”

      Watching him walk away, Lucy heaved one long sigh, happiness filling her heart and soul. She was so deeply in love with this man, and knowing that he loved her in return was more than she had ever dreamed about. His title or status did not matter, for that was not a measure of a man. Edward’s kind and selfless character were what continued to draw her to him. He lacked the arrogance that came with so many titled men, always gracious and more than generous. Closing her eyes briefly, Lucy sent up a quick prayer of thanks that she had met Edward that day in the gardens. How different her life might have been otherwise!

      Opening her eyes, Lucy sat quietly and watched the guests mingle, hearing the orchestra preparing to strike up the next dance. Rows formed and the dancers began. Lucy smiled to herself as she watched them, wondering when it would be time for herself and Edward to take to the floor. Surely it would not be too long now.

      A sudden dart of worry hit her as she realized just how long she had been sitting there alone. This was now the second dance she had watched to completion, with the third soon to begin. Where was Edward?

      Lucy got to her feet and leaned over the balcony rail just a little, her eyes searching for Edward.

      Perhaps he has simply been caught up in conversation, she told herself. Or mayhap his mother wishes to speak to him. You are becoming anxious over nothing.

      Lord Hutton’s face floated before her eyes as the fear and worry she had felt earlier that evening flooded her once more. Surely Edward’s prolonged absence had nothing to do with Lord Hutton? Edward had reassured her that the man would not be allowed to set foot on his property, had he not?

      Her breath coming in shallow gasps now, Lucy searched in vain for Edward, her eyes landing on the wide-open French doors. She froze, her eyes lingering on the darkness. It was a little too early in the evening for the doors to have been opened, which gave her pause. Her hands grasped the rail tightly as she waited, suddenly certain that the doors had something to do with Edward.

      A figure dressed almost entirely in black slowly made its way through the crowd towards the French doors. His gait was slow, possibly due to his opulence. The only flash of white was his shirt, but other than that, he was almost entirely hidden in the shadows of the room. Lucy gave a strangled cry as the figure turned to glance around him before disappearing through the French doors, clearly believing that no one had seen him.

      It was Lord Hutton.

      Hurrying down the stairs, Lucy struggled to catch her breath, fear pouring through her veins and making her heart pound frantically in her chest. Edward was gone, she knew it for certain. He would not have left her alone for so long.

      “Lucy!” her mother exclaimed just as Lucy found herself at the steps that led to the ballroom. “We have been looking all over for you and Edward.” Her eyes twinkled. “Of course, we knew where you might have been, but thought it best to come seek you out.”

      “No, Mama,” Lucy gasped, finding it difficult to get her words out in her breathlessness. “He is not here. He is gone.”

      “What?” her mother exclaimed, the color draining from her face. “He has run off?”

      “What is this?” her father demanded, suddenly appearing by Lucy’s side. “The man has left you?”

      Lucy shook her head, clinging desperately to her father’s sleeve in an attempt to get him to listen to her. “Lord Hutton, Papa. He was here! I saw him, at the French doors!”

      Tears blurred her vision as she saw her father’s face pale slightly, his change in demeanor warning her that he had immediately come to the same conclusion as she.

      “We must find him, Papa!” Lucy begged, blinking back her tears in an attempt to keep her composure. “I cannot let Lord Hutton—”

      “Take your mother to the drawing room,” her father interrupted, taking her hand and gently removing it from his sleeve. “I will summon the butler and find Edward’s mother. She must know of her son’s disappearance.” He gritted his teeth. “As the Marquess himself is not here, I must hope she will permit me to take charge.”

      “You are sure he has gone, Lucy?” her mother asked, taking Lucy’s arm. “We should speak to the footmen to ensure that is the case. Perhaps he has simply been caught up in conversation?”

      Lucy shook her head. She did not need for the footmen to search for Edward—her heart already knew that something was terribly wrong. He would not have left her sitting there for so long, having promised to only be a few moments. He had been the one to remind her of their first dance together, that she only had a little time to rest. Edward was not about to forget his obligations simply because of a conversation. He was not that kind of man.

      “I am sure we will find him very soon,” her mother continued as they entered the drawing room. “Lord Hutton can have nothing to do with this, surely!”

      Lucy quickly described what Lord Hutton had done to Edward already, speaking in rapid tones as she paced up and down. Her mother’s features changed from hopeful to horrified, having been kept in the dark up until that point over Lord Hutton’s true nature. By the time Lucy had finished speaking, her mother had been forced to sit down heavily in a wing-backed chair, her eyes wide and staring.

      “I must change at once,” Lucy continued, relieved to recall that they had brought some clothes with them, given that they would be staying overnight. “I cannot help with the search otherwise.”

      “Lucy!” her mother gasped, sounding horrified. “You cannot do such a thing! You have responsibilities now—the ball, the guests!”

      “My only responsibility is to Edward,” Lucy said firmly, battling the overwhelming dread growing in her chest. “I cannot simply pretend all is well at the ball when the man I love is in danger. I will not be long, Mama. Please try to understand.”
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      It did not take long for Lucy to change, having found a maid on her way to her rooms. Her fingers shook as she pulled the pearls from her hair, her hands trembling as she placed them down on the dressing table.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you, miss?”

      Shaking her head, Lucy dismissed the maid, drawing in one long breath before settling her shoulders and trying to think clearly.

      “Edward, where are you?” she whispered under her breath, wandering to the window in an attempt to calm herself before she returned to the drawing room.

      Lord Hutton had disappeared through the French doors, but that did not mean that he had remained in the gardens. He could be anywhere by now, but Lucy had not the faintest idea of where to start.

      As she looked out of the window, her eyes caught a sudden flicker of movement in the moonlight. Her room overlooked the cobbled paths leading out of the large estate and back towards town, and there appeared to be a carriage approaching. Of course, that was not particularly unusual, although it was a little surprising to see that one of the guests was leaving so soon after the ball had begun. That would be considered quite rude, a slight towards the Marchioness. Lucy’s brows rose. That was unthinkable. Surely none of the guests assembled here tonight would do such a thing, which meant…

      Lucy’s hand was on her bedroom doorknob in a minute, pulling the door open and rushing headlong along the corridor and down the stairs. She had no time to return to the drawing room to explain what she had seen, knowing that every second counted were she to get her dear Edward back safe and sound. That carriage had to be for Lord Hutton, for there was no conceivable way that any of the guests would leave the ball that Lady Blackinstore herself had organized, not without jeopardizing their own reputations.

      The front door was opened for her, although the footman gave her something of a bemused look as she passed.

      “Find her ladyship. Tell her there is a carriage outside,” she said breathlessly, seeing the confusion on his face. “She will know what I mean. Go! Now!”

      Without waiting to see whether or not the footman had obeyed her order, Lucy rushed outside, the cool night air hitting her cheeks at once. Glad that she was no longer encumbered by her beautiful yet heavy gown, Lucy lifted her skirts and ran towards the side of the house, where she was sure she had seen the carriage. Her feet crunched on the gravel as she ran, forcing her to slow her steps as she approached. Her heart was hammering so loudly in her chest that Lucy was sure someone would hear it and know of her approach.

      Pressing herself against the side of the house, she crept forward, hoping that the shadows would hide her. To her surprise, she found herself gazing at some horses, the carriage closer to her than she had first realized. One of the horses blew out a noisy breath, apparently aware of her presence.

      “Hurry,” she heard a low voice say, coming from the back of the carriage. “We need to move him before his absence is noticed.”

      There were some grunts and shuffling steps, followed by a thud that had Lucy wincing. That could not be Edward, could it?

      “Do we have everything we need?” came the voice again, now sounding very impatient. “This is to be entirely secret, you understand. I can have nothing traced back to me.”

      “You won’t be involved,” came a second voice, more gravely than the first. “You’ve been at White’s all evening. By this stage, the other gentlemen there will be so deeply in their cups that they will not be able to say otherwise. Just ensure you are found there in the morning. I will have his body in the Thames in less than half an hour after you arrive at White’s.”

      Lucy did not need to hear more. Her mind screamed at her to act, to find a way to save Edward from Lord Hutton’s clutches, but she simply could not think of what to do. Should she make them aware of her presence, they would most likely overpower her too. It was obvious that Lord Hutton was not working alone, which did not surprise her given both his age and his corpulence, but she also did not think she stood much of a chance against those that he was working with, at least not on her own. At the same time, Lucy could not simply sit and wait for the footman to deliver her message to Lady Blackinstore, for by that time, the carriage would be long gone.

      Slowly moving forward, Lucy prayed silently that the horses would not start with surprise when she approached them. Thankfully, although one let out a quiet sound, they soon allowed her to stroke their velvety noses.

      “There we go,” Lucy whispered, listening hard to the conversation going on at the back of the carriage. “I just have to try and slow them down.”

      At least Lucy knew about the intricacies of a horse and carriage. Even in the darkness, it still proved difficult for her to find the buckles that lay just behind the horse’s front leg. She did not want to injure the animals in any way, but simply to cause enough of a distraction to allow her time to go in search of Edward, although she was not exactly sure what she would do when she got to him. Slowly, the buckle began to loosen, the horse shifting only a little as she relieved the harness on one side. It did not take her long to do the other side, her confidence growing as her fingers became surer. The second buckle was easier to undo than the first, and relief flooded her as the horses remained silent.

      “Hurry up, man!”

      Lucy sprang back into the shadows, her hands pressed against her chest, her heart pounding. She managed to see the outline of a man climbing into his seat and lifting the reins, only for a curse to leave his lips.

      “Whatever is the matter?” came Hutton’s hiss as he leaned out of the carriage window. “We do not have time for this!”

      “The harness has come loose,” the man replied, jumping down from the step. “If you want to help…”

      Lucy waited until Hutton stepped out from the carriage, huffing and puffing as he did so. She did not know what else to do other than to wait for him to go to the front of the carriage. Then she could quietly step over to the open carriage door.

      “It won’t take long,” she heard the first man say. “The buckles have just become slack.”

      Peering into the gloom of the carriage, Lucy lifted her skirts and pulled herself inside, desperately hoping that she would not be seen. It appeared that Lord Hutton and his man were too busy frantically getting the horses ready for them to notice her and, for once, she was grateful for her soft slippers.

      “Edward?” she whispered, her hands reaching across to the form she saw lying across the seats. “Edward, is that you?”

      Her fingers reached out and tentatively brushed his brow, feeling his skin cool and clammy. Fear wrapped itself around her heart, and she desperately felt for a pulse, praying that he still lived.

      Thankfully, a small warm breath puffed across her hand while she ran her fingers over his face, sagging with relief as she realized he was still alive. Apparently unconscious, however.

      What am I to do? Lucy thought to herself, growing a little frantic with worry. She could hear Lord Hutton’s voice growing closer, the horses’ harness apparently fixed.

      “Edward,” she hissed, patting his face with her hand. “Edward!” There was no response, and with a sudden lurch of fear, Lucy realized that Lord Hutton was almost upon them.
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      “Go, man!” Lord Hutton exclaimed, pulling the carriage door open. “What are you waiting for?”

      Lucy held her breath as the carriage slowly began to move, with Lord Hutton pulling himself up into the carriage at exactly the same time. Lord Hutton was wasting no time in getting away, apparently fully aware that every second they lingered was a second closer to them being discovered.

      “Wh…what?” he spluttered, the carriage door still open behind him. Lucy saw his eyes narrow, only for a slow, malevolent smile to spread across his face. “Well, this has worked out better than I expected.”

      Lucy saw the threat in his eyes, heard the menace in his voice, and did the only thing she could think to do in that situation.

      Launching herself at him, she pushed hard against Hutton’s large bulk, her hands hitting him roundly in the stomach. The man’s breath left his body with a whoosh, and with the force of her strike, he fell backward, completely out of the carriage door. A dull thud told her that his body hit the ground, fear crawling up her throat as she looked out after him.

      Was he dead? Had she inadvertently killed him?

      To her very great relief, Lucy saw the man’s bulky form turn over, attempting to push himself onto his hands and knees. No shout came from him, no cries to alert his driver that something was amiss. The carriage clattered out of the gates and into the London streets, evidently heading towards White’s. That was where Lord Hutton had said the carriage was going, although she did not want to think what the driver intended to do with Edward once Lord Hutton was gone.

      Lucy pulled the carriage door shut with trembling fingers, wishing that Edward would wake. She had no idea where she had found the strength to push Lord Hutton from the carriage, hoping that someone from the house might find him before he could make his escape. She had been given no time to think and, as such, had acted instinctively. At least, for the moment, Edward was safe, but unless he awoke, she could not think about how to get him home.

      Moving carefully over to him again, Lucy knelt in between the carriage seats, ignoring how uncomfortable she was as she took in his closed eyes. The lamp lighters had been hard at work, allowing her to see his face in a little more detail and helping her to find the deep gash on his forehead.

      Stifling a gasp, Lucy leaned forward and studied it as best she could, and she noticed that it was still oozing blood.

      “It is no wonder you are unconscious,” she murmured softly. “Whatever am I to do, Edward?”

      The only thing she could think of to do was stop the bleeding. Tearing a large strip from the bottom of her skirts—and praying that her mother would understand why she had done it—Lucy wadded up one strip and placed it gently against the wound before using a second strip to hold it in place. To her utter delight, Edward groaned slightly as she gently placed his head down again, the bandage now firmly secured.

      “Edward?” she whispered, tenderly brushing his cheek. “Are you awake?”

      He groaned again, but she pressed a finger to his lips.

      “Please, we must be silent,” she begged, hoping he would listen to her. “You are in Lord Hutton’s carriage. He is not here, but his driver does not know that. Please, stay quiet.”

      “What happened?” Edward murmured, his eyes opening just a little as he attempted to focus on her face. “I only remember going to fetch you a glass of ratafia.”

      Lucy answered him, trying not to let her concern over him show on her face. “You were quite right to suspect that Lord Hutton had deadly intentions towards you. It appears he almost had you, too!”

      Edward winced when he tried to sit up, the pain he felt evident on his features as he grimaced.

      “Careful,” Lucy murmured, rising so she might sit opposite him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore,” Edward mumbled, his eyes now tightly closed. “We must return to the house, Lucy. Lord Hutton cannot be allowed to escape.” Cracking open one eye, he tried to smile before leaning his head back against the squabs. “Unfortunately, I do not think I will be of much use, my love. I can barely see straight and certainly cannot stand without assistance!”

      Lucy swallowed hard. She was still alone, even with Edward now conscious. His injury was severe, meaning that he would not be able to assist her in any particular way.

      “What are we to do?” she asked, half to herself. Her mind worked furiously, knowing that she could not remove Edward from the carriage anytime soon, for he would not be able to take a step on his own. That meant that, somehow, Lucy was going to have to drive this carriage back to the house by herself.

      “We are headed towards White’s,” she murmured. “Although he will stop a street or so away. Perhaps then…”

      The responsibility weighed heavily on her shoulders as the carriage began to slow. She only had minutes to think—minutes to make a decision about what she needed to do.

      “There may be shotguns,” Edward said softly. “This is Lord Hutton’s carriage, is it not? He might have hidden some around the carriage so that I would not attempt—or be able to—escape.”

      Lucy nodded, fully aware that Lord Hutton could have hidden a shotgun with the intention of shooting Edward dead before flinging him in the Thames. She did not need to tell Edward that, of course, so she frantically began searching the carriage, her fingers seeking the feeling of cool metal instead of plush materials or wooden boards. The carriage had now come to a complete stop, and Lucy could hear the driver murmuring something to the horses.

      Hurry, her mind screamed as she felt up above the window. Find something. Anything!

      “Hutton?” came the voice. “Aren’t you getting out?”

      Lucy said nothing, praying that Edward, too, would remain silent. His eyes were still closed, although he did not look to be unconscious again.

      “Looking for me to open the carriage door, are you?” came the voice again, this time fraught with tension and a trace of mockery. “Or is it because your bulk will not allow you to exit without the steps?” A harsh laugh echoed through the air, making Lucy’s skin crawl.

      She could not find a gun, could not find any sort of weapon that would allow her to take control of the situation.

      She could not give up, not now.

      Suddenly, an idea hit Lucy full force. It was incredibly dangerous, but it was the only solution she could think of.

      “Trust me, Edward,” she whispered, leaning forward to press a kiss to his cool cheek. “And stay here.”

      Knowing that the driver would be placing the foldable carriage steps to the door on her left, Lucy pushed open the right-hand side carriage door and peered out.

      There was no sight nor sound of anyone, and, with trepidation, she slowly lowered herself to the ground, hoping her slippers would make very little noise. Holding her breath, she waited until she heard the driver muttering from the other side of the carriage with the sound of the portable steps being put in place.

      “There, Hutton,” the driver sneered. “Hurry up, man! Didn’t you say we…”

      His voice trailed off, and Lucy fled to the front of the carriage at once, hauling herself up into the driver’s seat as best as she could. Sweat trickled down her back as she maneuvered herself in, grasping the reins and startling the horses. The driver’s shout told her that he had opened the door and discovered Lord Hutton’s absence, giving her the impetus she needed to tug hard on the reins. The horses jumped into action at once, and she flicked the reins once, twice, until they were moving swiftly away.

      Lucy did not know where she was going, trying her best to maneuver the carriage along the streets of London in a desperate attempt to lose the driver, who, she assumed, would be chasing them on foot. She could not tell how Edward fared, nor whether the driver was close behind them or not, turning the horses as best she could down one street and then another.

      “Left!”

      Startled, Lucy visibly jumped, only to realize that Edward was shouting directions at her from inside the carriage.

      “Turn left, Lucy!”

      With hands gripping the reins in an almost deathly grip, Lucy turned the horses left and then right, following Edward’s directions. Relief flooded her as she saw the entrance to his home, and she turned the horses back into the gate. Mustering the last of her energy, she pushed the tired horses a little faster until, finally, they arrived back at the front of the house.
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      An array of footmen met them at the entrance, followed by Lucy’s terrified mother and Lady Blackinstore.

      “Lucy!” her mother exclaimed, her eyes wide with fright. “Where have you been? Where is Edward? What on earth is going on?”

      “I am well,” came Edward’s thin voice from within the carriage. He had opened the door to make himself visible to his mother. “Although I think I might need some assistance to come inside.”

      Lucy could not move, could not speak, her hands frozen to the reins as she sat up in the driving seat, her heart slowly calming its frantic pace. She had made it back safely with Edward. She was not about to lose him, nor was she in mortal danger. That realization filled her with relief, although her body was growing colder by the minute.

      “Come down, Lucy!” her mother exclaimed, reaching up for her. “Come in, you must come in!”

      “I—” Lucy opened her mouth to try to explain that she could not do as her mother asked, only for her mother to grasp her skirts and tug gently at them. It was the fear and worry on her mother’s face that finally allowed Lucy to let go of the reins and make her way down from the carriage, sagging against her mother the moment her feet touched the ground.

      “Oh, my dear,” Lady Withington whispered, pulling Lucy into a tight embrace. “You had me so terribly worried.”

      Lucy did not know what to say, slowly realizing that her mother truly did care for her. All this time, Lucy had thought her mother only really cared about one thing: for Lucy to marry. But it appeared that she was, in truth, deeply concerned over her daughter.

      “I did not know what to think,” her mother continued, her voice wavering. “The footman appeared to tell us that you had seen a carriage. Your father immediately raced after him, leaving myself and Lady Blackinstore to follow behind.”

      “Where is Papa?” Lucy asked, pulling back from her mother’s arms in search of her father. “He is safe, I hope?”

      “I cannot say,” her mother replied, glancing around as though he might appear out of the gloom somewhere.

      Lucy leaned heavily against the carriage for a moment, drinking in the fact that she was safe and well. Two footmen helped Edward out of the carriage, and although he was leaning heavily on one of them, he opened his free arm towards her. Lucy did not hesitate to move towards him as quickly as she could, exhaustion flooding her.

      “My wonderful Lucy,” he whispered, wrapping an arm around her waist as she rested her head on his shoulder, with one hand wrapping itself around his neck. “I cannot believe what you did. Incredible, wise, brave Lucy. I would have been at the bottom of the Thames if it had not been for your quick thinking and courage.”

      “The bottom of the Thames?” Lady Blackinstore repeated, her voice growing faint. “Whatever are you talking about, Edward?”

      Lucy could not reply and neither, it seemed, could Edward. Instead, they remained as they were for a good few minutes, simply clinging to one another as though they needed reassurance that they were truly still alive, still together. Lucy felt tears clog her throat as she looked up into his face, seeing the makeshift bandage still in place. What horrors had Hutton planned for him?

      “None of that,” he whispered, apparently able to read her thoughts. “I can tell from your face that you are worrying about Lord Hutton. Do not fear him. Come, we must go inside and rest.”

      “And the guests,” his mother interrupted, drawing herself up tall. “What of them?”

      Edward retorted, shaking his head at his mother. “After what we have been through this evening, I cannot think of festivities, nor do I have the strength to even stand for one dance!”

      “But what shall we tell them?”

      Lucy, keeping her arm around Edward’s waist, began to walk with him towards the house.

      “Why not tell them the truth, my lady?” she suggested. “That way, your ball will be the talk of the town for weeks and months to come, and since this one was so rudely interrupted by Lord Hutton attempting to dispose of your son, I should think that you might throw another one in its place!”

      Lady Blackinstore opened her mouth to reply, but slowly closed it, her eyes growing thoughtful. One more glance at Edward and her mind was settled.

      “You are right,” she said, walking with them back towards the house. “It was rude of me to consider the guests before your own well-being, Edward—and yours too, my dear Lucy. You must forgive an old woman’s foibles.”

      “Of course,” Lucy replied as Edward said just the same thing.

      “I shall speak to our guests and return to you in the drawing room as soon as I am able,” she finished, giving them both a quick smile before rushing ahead back into the house.

      “Are you sure you can manage, my dear?”

      Lucy smiled and nodded to her mother, knowing that the footman was taking most of Edward’s weight but unable to physically separate herself from him. The memory of how she had first seen him—lying across the carriage seats, his skin so cool and damp to the touch—reminded her of just how close she had come to losing him forever.

      “Almost there,” Edward murmured as the door to the drawing room was held open and he was gently placed down into one of the seats. Lucy took her seat next to him at once, still troubled by his weakness.

      “I am sure I shall be quite all right,” Edward reassured her while Lucy’s mother gave rapid instructions to one of the footmen. “In truth, I am only a little dizzy, my love. Do not look so frightened.”

      “I am not frightened,” Lucy replied, a little more loudly than she had intended. “I am tired, that is all, and worried about you.”

      “Come here,” Edward mumbled, pulling her towards him. Despite the presence of her mother, Lucy leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder whilst he kept one hand around her shoulders. Lucy saw her mother glance at them, but to her surprise, there was only a small smile and a softness in her features that told Lucy she did not mind in the least.
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      One hour later, the doctor had only just left Edward’s side, having cleaned the wound and giving him something to help him sleep, although Edward declared he would not drink a drop of it.

      Lucy had been refreshed with tea and cakes, and Lady Blackinstore came in to announce that the news had thrown everyone into a whirlwind of excitement and that she expected the rumors to continue for weeks. She seemed quite happy at this news, too, although her smile faded slightly on seeing Edward’s wounded head.

      “I am well, Mama,” Edward insisted, catching her hand. “You do not need to worry. Just a small concussion.”

      Lucy’s father, who had entered some time ago with a look of satisfaction on his face, cleared his throat loudly.

      “I thought we had better discuss what occurred this evening,” he said once everyone’s attention had been caught. “I do not even know what happened to Lucy, nor Edward, although I am glad to see you both back safely.”

      Lucy looked to Edward, feeling tiredness seep into her muscles and down into her bones. “Lord Hutton was to blame, Papa.”

      Edward squeezed her hand gently. “I have been a little concerned over Lord Hutton of late, I must confess, but I had stationed the footmen to ensure he did not set foot on the grounds. However, he somehow managed to make his way inside, and with the help of one of the ruffians he has under his control, he took me by surprise. That is all I remember…”

      “I did wonder where you had gone when you did not return,” Lucy added, glancing at him.

      “It was Lucy who sounded the alarm,” Lady Blackinstore interrupted, smiling fondly at her. “And it was she who told the footman that she had seen the carriage.”

      Lucy felt herself blush at the admiration in Lady Blackinstore’s voice. “I did think it was strange for someone to be leaving the ball so soon, and I could not waste time in returning to the drawing room to fetch Papa.”

      “It is just as well you chose to come at once,” Edward replied. “Although I am still not quite sure how you managed to end up in the carriage?”

      Every eye was suddenly on her and Lucy’s cheeks grew even hotter. Briefly, she sketched out the details of what had happened and the decisions she’d made, hearing her mother gasp on occasion as she continued with the description. “I do not know what happened with Lord Hutton,” she finished heavily. “When I pushed him from the carriage, I saw him attempt to rise, but he may well have escaped.”

      To her surprise, her father let out a guffaw. “He was trying to, that oaf, but he twisted an ankle and, given his excessive weight, could do nothing but crawl.”

      A spiral of hope rushed through Lucy. “You mean, you found him?”

      “He is with the constable as we speak,” her father replied, looking more than a little satisfied. “He will feel the full extent of the law, have no doubt about that.” His mouth drew into a thin line. “I will make sure of it.”

      Lucy swallowed the sudden lump in her throat, relief sending tears to the corners of her eyes. “Thank you, Papa,” she whispered, hardly able to speak.

      He shook his head. “I should never have pushed him towards you,” he said quietly. “I am sorry, both to you and to Edward. I can see now that you are well-suited for one another. Your thirst for knowledge helped you tonight, I can see that now. In truth, my dear, I consider you quite remarkable.”

      “She is unlike any other woman of my acquaintance,” Edward added, his thumb rubbing the back of Lucy’s hand. “I know that might seem like a bad quality to some, but to me, it is more than I have ever hoped for. I cannot wait to make Lucy my wife. Without her, I might not have returned home tonight. She has proven her strength and courage, her mettle and fortitude. I could not be prouder of her, nor love her more.”

      Lucy could hardly breathe. As she looked up into Edward’s eyes, the rest of the room faded away, leaving only her and her betrothed. How much she loved him, how much her heart yearned for him when he was apart from her. Smiling through her tears of relief and joy, Lucy leaned up and pressed her lips lightly to his, not caring that others were present.

      “I love you with all of my heart, Edward,” she breathed, seeing the answering love resonate in his eyes. “I could not bear to see you harmed. I swear that I will always stay by your side, support you and love you in all that you do.” Remembering how they had first met, she gave a slight shake of her head. “After all, you saved me from Lord Hutton once, and now it was my turn to save you.”

      Edward lifted her hand to his lips and brushed a kiss against it, shooting sparks of heat up her arm. “I did not know how lucky I would be when I made such a promise to you, Lucy,” he murmured gently, so only Lucy could hear. “That night in the arbor, I considered it simply an easy solution for us both, but look how quickly I fell for you. No one in the world can compare to you, and I consider myself the luckiest gentleman in England to have you by my side. Our wedding cannot come soon enough.”

      Lucy’s heart burst with happiness. As she settled herself against Edward’s side, her eyes closed with a combination of contentedness and exhaustion. She had never imagined that the man she had met that night in the arbor would turn out to be the answer to all her prayers, the man who would love her as much as she loved him.

      “I love you, Edward,” she whispered, safe by Edward’s side.
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      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      Miss Charlotte Richardson smiled softly as her mother’s hand was pressed to the lips of her new husband, the Earl of Hardwick. Her mother had eyes only for the earl as they left the church, making Charlotte’s heart fill with joy. She had seen the pain her mother had been in over the death of her first husband some years ago, and now, it seemed, that pain was gone. The Earl of Hardwick was a kind man, and certainly a generous husband, and that made Charlotte more than glad over the marriage.

      “It seems as though we are to be sisters after all.”

      Charlotte turned her head to see her new stepsister, Lady Emma, who was tossing her blonde curls in frustration. Her blue eyes were filled with regret and irritation, which was quite the opposite of what Charlotte felt.

      “It seems we shall be,” Charlotte replied quietly, without even the slightest hint of malice. “And I, for one, am glad of it.”

      “Humph!” Lady Emma huffed and moved away from Charlotte almost immediately, making Charlotte more than aware of her stepsister’s dislike.

      If only Lady Emma had been more open to Charlotte’s presence, then this might have been the perfect happy ending for both her and her mother. But, as it was, Charlotte was simply going to have to make the best of it. She smiled broadly as her mother waved delightedly from the carriage, which began to trundle away. The wedding breakfast was to take place at the earl’s townhouse—which was to be Charlotte’s new home—and from there, the earl and her mother would go on a brief honeymoon and leave Charlotte and Lady Emma in the care of his older, widowed sister, a Lady Perrin, whom Charlotte had only met on one prior occasion. The lady was kind enough, but it was all a little overwhelming, given that things had already changed so drastically in her life.

      Settling herself in her own carriage and ignoring the baleful looks Lady Emma shot at her as she sat down, Charlotte smiled softly to herself and allowed her eyes to drift closed as swathes of emotion draped themselves around her. Pain and happiness twined together, bringing both tears and smiles. She missed her father, her kind, loving, gentle father, who had left them all too soon.

      A heart problem, the doctor had said. At the time, Charlotte had not been able to make any sense of what had occurred, lost in the grief of losing her parent. It had been so sudden. One moment, her father was laughing and smiling, continuing with his duties and his engagements as he normally would—and the next, he was gone. The coldness of his hand was something Charlotte knew she would never forget.

      She had been left adrift for a while, trying to comfort her mother whilst dealing with her own pain. How grateful she had been that her uncle, the new viscount, had allowed them to return to London and live in what had been their townhouse, even though it now belonged to her uncle. He had been most generous towards them, for which Charlotte had been most grateful. There, she and her mother had spent their year of mourning—and then two more years after that.

      It meant that Charlotte had been late in her coming out. For even the year her mourning had ended, she had not felt able to join in all the parties and soirees going on around her, but her mother had been quite the opposite. She had thrown herself headlong into all the joys life could hold, as though the loss of her husband had shown her that she had to make the most of what she had. And, as luck would have it, her mother had been blessed with the gift of new love and a new husband.

      The Earl of Hardwick would never replace Charlotte’s father, but at least he was a kind man. The love in his eyes whenever he looked at Charlotte’s mother brought a joy to her heart that began to heal the pain and sorrow that had been etched there for so long. Charlotte was quite sure her mother would be more than happy with the Earl of Hardwick, especially now that they would be financially secure and no longer a burden to Charlotte’s uncle.

      If only her new stepsister could see things that way. Opening her eyes, Charlotte dared a look at Lady Emma and saw that her blue eyes were still harsh and cold, her lips thin and expression haughty. Sighing inwardly, Charlotte closed her eyes again and chose to ignore her.

      Lady Emma was not in any way happy about her father’s marriage, although she was always kind and respectful to her new stepmother. However, towards Charlotte, she made her feelings quite clear. There was no kinship between them, no understanding of the pain and grief they had both gone through in losing a dear parent.

      But, then again, Lady Emma had never really known her mother. From what Charlotte knew, the lady had died in childbirth, along with the baby, when Lady Emma had been but three years of age. But still, Charlotte had reasoned, that brought a loss of its own. There would be something missing, something gone from your life that could never be replaced. However, Lady Emma had never once mentioned it. It was as though she cared very little for the loss of her mother. After all, she was the only one her father needed to think about, and Charlotte knew that Lady Emma disliked being somewhat replaced by the new Lady Hardwick.

      No longer would Lady Emma be the only focus of her father’s attention. No longer would she be the only one her father thought of, the only one her father cared for. That must bring some irritation, of course, but Charlotte would have expected the lady to be glad that her father was happy once more, that he was no longer alone and destined to live his life without the companionship and friendship of a wife. But apparently, she was quite wrong on that count. Lady Emma seemed more put out than anything else.

      No, a friendship was not particularly likely to blossom between the two of them.

      “And are you intending to find yourself a husband this season?”

      Charlotte’s eyes flew open as she looked across at Lady Emma, who was regarding her with a look of distaste.

      “A husband?” Charlotte stammered, a little taken aback by the lady’s questions. “I had not thought about—”

      “Well, you ought to be thinking about it!” Lady Emma replied, with a toss of her head. “My goodness, Miss Richardson! You cannot intend to live off my father’s charity for the remainder of your life now, can you?”

      Charlotte bristled, her normally calm demeanor a little riled. “I have no intention of living off anyone’s charity, Lady Emma. As it stands, I view him as my guardian, just as I ought. He has been very kind to me and has not made any kind of request regarding my presence in his home.”

      Lady Emma let out a soft little laugh, shaking her head mockingly at Charlotte. “Come now! You should know that my father is only kind towards you simply because he has to be. You are just an additional burden that he has no other choice but to shoulder. The sooner you are married and settled, the happier he will be.”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes, her fingers curling in her lap. “Lady Emma, as much as you try to paint your father in this disagreeable light, I must warn you now that I have no intention of believing a word you say about him.” Seeing Lady Emma’s eyes narrow even further, Charlotte continued in a rush, desperate to finish what she was saying before Lady Emma could shoot any more spiteful barbs her way. “He loves my mother, of that I am quite sure, and would not wish to push me out of his home. I know that you find my presence here most disagreeable, but I can take no responsibility for that.” Hardening her gaze, she fixed her stepsister with a look. “And I can assure you that I will take your father’s words over yours any day.”

      Sitting back in her seat, Charlotte watched in satisfaction as Lady Emma spluttered, apparently stunned that Charlotte would speak to her in such a way. She was not about to let Lady Emma think that she could get the better of her. A show of strength meant that Lady Emma would be in no doubt as to Charlotte’s determination to ignore her spite entirely. Charlotte knew that Lady Emma was not happy about her changed circumstances, but that was none of Charlotte’s concern.

      “After all,” she finished, seeing Lady Emma still searching for a response. “Mayhap you will be the one to marry first, Lady Emma, and you will not have to put up with me for too much longer.”

      Lady Emma let out a screech of frustration, which made the carriage jolt as the horses jerked in surprise. It was enough of a shock so as to force the lady to hold onto the strap and forget her torrent of anger that she clearly intended to direct towards Charlotte, which meant that the rest of the carriage ride continued in silence.

      Charlotte sighed in relief, wishing the carriage could go somewhat faster as they made their way through the streets of London. Lady Emma had already had two seasons and still, as yet, had not found herself a suitable beau.

      That was not to say that she did not have a great number of gentleman callers. From what Charlotte had heard, there had been at least two proposals, but apparently neither had been up to snuff. It was not that Lady Emma was searching for love or the like, but rather that the gentlemen in question had not been of a high enough title for her liking. Lady Emma wanted nothing more than to better herself, so—even though her father was an earl—she would not consider anyone of the same or lesser title than that. No, Lady Emma wanted a marquess or even a duke for herself. After all, she was the daughter of a rich and well-respected earl, and with her fair curls and sparkling blue eyes, she would be a pretty piece for any gentleman to have on his arm.

      Charlotte gave her auburn locks a self-conscious tug. Red hair was not a particularly sought-after trait, especially when one did not have the green eyes to go with it. Her eyes were a dark hazel, courtesy of her father, which meant that Charlotte would never truly be considered a beauty. Nor was her dowry anywhere near as large as Lady Emma’s would be, given that Charlotte’s late father had been a viscount and not a wealthy one at that.

      It is probably just as well I have no great urge to marry, she thought, as a wry smile crossed her face. I shall just be content in our new situation and, mayhap in time, I shall find someone who cares nothing for looks, but rather esteems character over the brightness of one’s eyes.

      The carriage drew up to the townhouse, and—with a sigh of relief—Charlotte alighted from it and looked up at her new home. Lady Emma brushed past her with a tirade of irritation and annoyance already erupting from her lips, but Charlotte heard nothing of it. Instead, she was lost in a flurry of memories, remembering how she had stood on these very steps with her mother only a few days ago, overseeing the last of their things being taken within.

      “This is home now,” she said to herself, carefully walking up the steps and through the front door. “And I intend to be very happy here.”
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      “Miss Richardson, are you ready?”

      Hiding a smile at the exasperated look on Lady Perrin’s face at the howls of dismay coming from the hallway, Charlotte rose from her seat in the drawing room and made her way to the door. “Is everything quite all right with Lady Emma?” she asked softly, seeing Lady Perrin grimace.

      “My niece has found a small tear in the bottom of her new gown,” she explained, stepping aside so that Charlotte could walk through. “As I am sure you understand, this is quite unfortunate, but we simply cannot be any later than we already are for the ball. I instructed the maid to mend the tear as best as she can, and—much to my relief—it cannot even be seen.”

      Charlotte frowned, wondering why Lady Emma was still so dismayed.

      “Unfortunately, my niece wished to change her gown entirely, but I have insisted that we leave,” Lady Perrin continued, walking quickly along the corridor. “Come now, we are late already, and I do not want you to miss Lord and Lady Montague’s receiving line. He is a marquess after all, and one does not leave a marquess and marchioness waiting!”

      Hurrying after Lady Perrin, Charlotte tried not to cringe at the cries of irritation coming from Lady Emma. It was not a surprise to see her stepsister act this way, of course—for Lady Emma was something of a spoilt child, who insisted on having everything her way. Her father, of course, had given her everything she could wish for, wanting to do his best for his daughter, but that had, unfortunately, resulted in Lady Emma becoming something of a selfish creature.

      Things had already begun to change, given that the earl was now married and would focus his affections and attentions on his new wife, but the presence of Lady Perrin—the earl’s older sister—had already proven a little trying for Lady Emma.

      Lady Perrin was made of sterner stuff than her brother and certainly was not giving in to Lady Emma in the way her father might have done. Secretly, Charlotte thought that this was for the best, although it was causing something of an upset in what she had been told was normally a quiet household.

      “The carriage is already waiting, Emma,” Lady Perrin said sharply, as they walked towards the front door where Emma was busy fussing with her shawl. “Now stop that shrieking and make your way to the carriage, if you please.”

      Lady Emma stomped her foot. “Aunt, I simply cannot—”

      “Then we shall go without you,” came the crisp reply. “Come, Miss Richardson.”

      Charlotte did not dare glance at her stepsister, not wanting to add fuel to the fire. Instead, she did as she was asked, made her way outdoors, and took the hand of the coachman, who helped her inside. Lady Perrin followed soon after, as did a very angry-looking Lady Emma. Lady Perrin knocked on the roof; the door was closed; and away the carriage went.

      “You may as well take that dreadful look off your face, Emma,” Lady Perrin said calmly, looking out of the window instead of at her niece. “You are being utterly ridiculous.”

      Lady Emma muttered something under her breath and glared at Charlotte, who turned her gaze away at once.

      “You are looking quite lovely this evening, if I may say,” Lady Perrin continued, turning her head to fix Charlotte with a smile. “Have you any particular gentlemen callers that I should know of?”

      Charlotte blushed deeply as Lady Emma cackled loudly.

      “Charlotte? Have callers?” Lady Emma sneered, sounding stunned that her aunt would have thought as much. “Goodness, Aunt, you are being quite ridiculous now. Charlotte cannot gain anyone’s attention, not with her coloring!”

      “Hold your tongue!”

      Lady Perrin’s mouth was a thin line, as she sliced the air with her hand. A stunned silence came across the carriage, as Lady Emma looked as though she had been struck and settled back in her seat with a look of pain on her face.

      “Where you got that tongue from, I will never know!” Lady Perrin exclaimed, clearly upset with her niece. “How dare you speak to Miss Richardson in such a way?”

      “Truly, I am not offended,” Charlotte interrupted, not wanting to cause a scene. “It is quite all right, I assure you. I understand that we are in a time of transition and things can be a little unsettled.” She gave Lady Perrin a small smile, ignoring the wave of shame and embarrassment that crashed over her again and again. “Do not trouble yourself.”

      Lady Perrin frowned. “So long as you do not take my niece’s words to heart,” she replied firmly. “You have your own quiet beauty that I assure you will not go unnoticed.”

      Charlotte’s smile was a genuine one. “I thank you for your compliment, Lady Perrin. I will be honest, however. I have not met anyone of particular regard, given that I have long been out of society.”

      “That was hardly your fault,” came the reply.

      “No, it was not, and nor am I sorry for it,” Charlotte replied. “My year of mourning for my father did not even seem long enough at times. I am not sure I shall ever truly be free from the grief of his passing.”

      The carriage grew quiet, as Charlotte finished speaking. It was as though no one could quite work out what to say in response. Charlotte contented herself by looking out of the window, seeing the lamplighters already hard at work.

      “Well, I am quite sure you will find a great many gentlemen eager to sign your dance card this evening,” Lady Perrin remarked, breaking the silence as the carriage turned into the grounds of the Montague house. It had its own grounds and was one of the largest houses in town. Charlotte could not help but feel a little excited at the prospect of being at the ball of a marquess. She was the daughter of a viscount and therefore of a lower title than Lady Emma. Her chance of being seen as a good match by anyone of good breeding was not particularly high, but that did not matter too greatly to Charlotte. In her mind, Lady Emma would marry first, and then, mayhap, someone might find her reasonable enough to consider as a potential bride. After all, with her mother’s marriage to the Earl of Hardwick, her connections, at least, had improved.

      “Now, there is to be none of your nonsense this evening, Emma,” Lady Perrin warned, as they drew up to the house. “None of your catty remarks, and—so help me—should I hear you speak badly of your stepsister to anyone, then the consequences shall be quite severe.”

      From the slight look of worry on Lady Emma’s features, Charlotte could see that her stepsister knew her aunt was not shamming in the least. A warmth slowly spread across Charlotte’s chest as Lady Perrin smiled at her. The lady, it seemed, was quite determined to treat her as one of the family, for which Charlotte could not have been more grateful. It was a protection that she needed—for to have her stepsister spread gossip and rumors about her, it would have been a heavy burden to bear.

      “I thank you,” she murmured, as she alighted from the carriage and began to walk towards the steps leading to the front of the house. “You are very kind to me, Lady Perrin.”

      “You are family now, are you not?” Lady Perrin asked, in her firm manner. “And as family, we look out for one another. We do not fight like cats and dogs in the street.”

      Charlotte could not help but laugh, ignoring the way Lady Emma glared at her over her shoulder. “Indeed, we do not,” she replied, as they entered the house. “Then you must call me Charlotte, Lady Perrin. No more formality if we are meant to be family.”

      Lady Perrin’s eyes twinkled with a sudden spark, and Charlotte felt a flurry of affection blossom in her heart.

      “Then you may call me Aunt Agatha if you wish,” the lady replied softly. “Come now, enjoy yourself, Charlotte. After the pain you have been through in recent years, I wish for you to have as wonderful an evening as you can.”

      The lump in Charlotte’s throat took some time to disappear, but she managed to greet their hosts without too much difficulty. She was quite overcome with just how kind Lady Perrin had been to her. Seeing that Lady Emma hurried away to greet her friends and acquaintances almost at once, Charlotte chose to stay beside Lady Perrin as they entered the ballroom.

      The dancing was already in full swing, and Charlotte could not help but smile as she saw the colorful skirts twirling around the ballroom.

      “And does your mother permit you to waltz?”

      Charlotte smiled and nodded, remembering how her mother had agreed to such a thing only a year or so prior to this event. “Yes, some time ago, although I confess I have not had much opportunity to do so!”

      Lady Perrin regarded her carefully. “Is it because you do not know a great many of those present?”

      “No, indeed,” Charlotte replied quickly. “I have some very dear friends in London, but after my year of mourning, I found it somewhat difficult to return to the way life had been before.”

      “I see,” Lady Perrin murmured thoughtfully. “I believe I understand.”

      Charlotte made to explain further, only for one of her very dear friends, Miss Augusta, to approach. Delighted to see her, Charlotte grasped her friend’s hands and quickly introduced her to Lady Perrin. Once the appropriate introductions had been made, Lady Perrin excused herself, and with a reminder to Charlotte to enjoy herself, she made her way towards where the other companions and wallflowers sat.

      “I have not offended your aunt, I hope?” Augusta asked, her light blue eyes filled with puzzlement. “She took her leave very quickly.”

      Shaking her head, Charlotte laughed softly. “She insists that I have the most wonderful of evenings, and I believe that she thinks her presence by my side will prevent that.”

      “Oh,” Augusta murmured, her eyes still following Lady Perrin. “Is she quite good to you then?”

      Charlotte nodded. “She is, yes.”

      “Kinder than her niece?”

      Aware that Augusta knew of how Lady Emma had treated her in the two weeks they had been living together in London, Charlotte sighed heavily. “Lady Perrin is firm yet fair. She frustrates Lady Emma terribly, and the house has not had a day without some kind of falling out between them.”

      Augusta frowned and looped her arm through Charlotte’s. “Lady Emma does not want a sister, it seems.”

      “No,” Charlotte agreed sadly. “It seems she does not.” Taking a breath, she gave herself a small shake, refusing to dwell in melancholy. “However, I am quite determined to do just as Lady Perrin said and have a wonderful evening. Thus far, we have only been to card parties and recitals, so I am looking forward to having at least one dance.”

      “One dance!” Augusta repeated, sounding horrified. “One dance will never do, Charlotte. You think much too little of yourself. Come now, let me introduce you to some new acquaintances of mine. We shall have your dance card filled within a few minutes. I am quite certain of it.”

      Laughing at Augusta’s determination and thinking it a little misplaced, Charlotte allowed her friend to lead her through the crowd towards a small group of gentleman and ladies, all of who turned to greet them as they approached. Putting a smile on her face and trying her best to ignore the sudden flurry of nerves rattling around in her stomach, Charlotte allowed Augusta to make the introductions, curtsying carefully.

      “Miss Richardson,” one gentleman said, smiling broadly at her. “Might I see your dance card? I simply must secure a dance with you.”

      “And I,” said another, slapping the first gentleman on the back. “That is, if I may be permitted to put my name there, Miss Richardson?”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Charlotte replied a little breathlessly.

      She could hardly believe that no less than five gentlemen signed their name on her dance card, and she saw Augusta’s wide grin as the last of them stepped away. Her eyes caught sight of Lady Emma standing just behind one of the gentlemen and was somewhat startled by the malice she saw there. Turning her attention back to the smiling gentlemen, she chose to ignore her stepsister entirely. Instead, she smiled back at her companions.

      “You are all very kind,” she finished, glancing down at her card and seeing it almost filled with names. “I cannot remember the last time I had so many dances.”

      “And I believe our dance is just being called this very moment,” said one of the gentlemen, stepping forward to take her hand. “Shall we, Miss Richardson?”

      “Thank you, Lord Martin,” Charlotte heard herself say, her heart bursting with joy as she was led onto the floor. It appeared that Lady Perrin was to get her wish—for Charlotte knew she was bound to enjoy this evening, now that she had so many gentlemen to dance with. She would have to remember to thank Augusta later.
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      “And, has anyone in particular caught your eye this evening?”

      Phillip, the Marquess of Withington, sighed heavily and rolled his eyes at his friend.

      “No, Kinsley, they have not. As much as you dance your pretty acquaintances before my eyes, I confess that not one of them has made any impact on my heart whatsoever.”

      Lord Kinsley snorted. “You are much too particular, Withington.”

      “That, I will admit to!” Phillip agreed at once, thinking that marriage was much too important a prospect to be taken lightly. “I cannot find myself interested in any lady simply because of her looks or status. They are all far too grasping anyway.”

      Lord Kinsley shook his head in despair. “You are impossible, Withington.”

      Phillip could not help but laugh at the despondent expression on his friend’s face. “I think you will find that I am wise, Kinsley. A man should not allow himself to be taken in by a pair of pretty eyes or a bright smile—as I ought to know.”

      “You are not being taken in!” Kinsley spluttered, waving his arms wildly. “You are simply showing some kind of interest in them. I cannot recall the last time you danced with anyone of note, and practically the entire assembly is waiting for you to do so.”

      Grimacing, Phillip sighed inwardly. “I am aware of that, Kinsley. That, in fact, is the entire problem.”

      Seeing the frustration ebb away in his friend’s eyes, Phillip shrugged one shoulder, hoping Kinsley would understand. “I am a marquess, and that means I must marry well. And, whilst I am well aware of that, there are a great number of mothers who are aware of it also. Their daughters are paraded before me, hoping that I might settle on one of them to be my bride, and as you well know, they often go to ridiculous lengths in order to try and secure my hand. They do not care as to whether or not we would be a good match, rather they think only of the status and wealth that will come with a union to me.”

      “And is that such a bad thing?”

      Phillip grunted, aware that his friend did not see things in the same light as he did. “Yes, I rather think it is, Kinsley. Although I do not think we shall readily agree on this.”

      “No, we shall not,” Kinsley retorted, with a chuckle. “I, for one, do not understand why you do not simply take your pick of the ladies and enjoy their company for a time. There is no need to take things any further than that. One bad experience does not mean that all eligible young ladies are the same. All this talk of matrimony makes you much too serious.”

      Phillip grinned, his dark blue eyes alive with good humor. “Much too serious, eh? Then I can only pray that these young misses will see me in much the same light and find me singularly disinteresting. Mayhap I can encourage them to place their gaze on you for a time instead. Perhaps then you will find the idea of matrimony a little more appealing.”

      He saw Kinsley grimace and could not help but laugh aloud, knowing that Kinsley did not intend to wed any time soon. That did not stop him from attempting to charm the very many eligible young ladies that they met at almost every social event they attended.

      “Speaking of young misses, I had best go in search of Miss Laura Folkstone,” Kinsley muttered, his eyes roving across the ballroom. “It is to be our dance next, I believe.” He raised one eyebrow at Phillip, his dark eyes gleaming. “Are you sure I cannot tempt you to dance? I would be able to find you a partner in a minute, I am quite sure of it.”

      “And yet, I find no inclination to do so,” Phillip replied with a heavy sigh, as he put on an almost sad expression. “Go and enjoy yourself, Kinsley. I shall be quite all right here, avoiding those grasping mothers and their doe-eyed daughters.”

      Chuckling to himself, Phillip moved towards the staircase that led up to the balcony, thinking to excuse himself from company for a time. As much as he laughed about it with Kinsley, the truth was that Phillip did find these milk-and-water misses to be something of a trial. They all came to him because of his title and wealth and certainly not because of who he truly was. His character was never truly considered, and, in fact, Phillip had once overheard a remark that, even if he were a drunkard and a rogue, the mother would still press her daughter onto him.

      It was not a comment he had appreciated.

      Sighing heavily, Phillip sat down on a small bench and leaned back against the wall. The noise of the guests clamored in his ears, his head buzzing with sounds. Was he never to find what he wished? A woman who might care for him without too particular an interest in wealth or title? The last thing he wanted was to marry a lady who would practically ignore him for the rest of their married life once the heir and the spare were produced. He had seen that kind of marriage between his parents, and it had neither been a happy nor a fulfilling one.

      And yet, he mused, Kinsley was probably correct in saying that he would never find the right woman, the kind who would live up to his expectations. It was every young lady’s dream to marry well, and, after all, he had a duty to marry well also.

      “But they are all so dull,” he muttered to himself, passing a hand over his eyes to blank out the sight of the twirling skirts for a moment. He wanted someone with a little spirit, a little fire within her. Someone who had enough intelligence to hold a good conversation, someone whom he would look forward to seeing on his return home.

      “Hopeless,” he sighed, shaking his head to himself. “It is quite hopeless.”

      Sitting back, he heaved a sigh of relief as the music slowly came to a close, allowing him a brief respite from the noise. There was no urgency to return to the ballroom, although the thought of the card room sparked a flicker of interest in his mind.

      Getting to his feet, Phillip chose to wander along the balcony, studiously ignoring the whispers emanating from the shadows at various points. He had no wish to intrude on the privacy of the couples hiding there, although they did intrude a little on his own precious solitude.

      The music started once more, and Phillip continued his slow stroll around the ballroom, his gaze on the paintings adorning the walls rather than on the dancing couples below him.

      Suddenly, a strange noise caught his ears. Frowning, he tried his best to locate where the thump had come from, quite certain he had heard some kind of rattle and bump coming from somewhere.

      There! It came again!

      His brows furrowing, Phillip slowly moved forward—only to see a door handle being turned repeatedly, followed by a loud thump and a shout of frustration. His heart picked up speed at once, as he moved closer, suddenly afraid that a gentleman was pressing his attentions onto a lady who did not welcome them.

      The key was still in the lock, although the handle continued to be turned repeatedly. Over the sound of the music and laughter from the guests below, Phillip knocked once on the door and tried to speak clearly.

      “Stand back from the door, madam. I am just about to unlock it for you.”

      The last thing he wanted was to push the door open suddenly and find that he had knocked whoever was within clean off her feet. Pausing for a moment, he turned the key and pushed open the door—only to be confronted by a very angry-looking young lady, who clearly had been crying. Her hair was a little unkempt, her cheeks red and blotchy, and her dark hazel eyes filled with tears, although her mouth remained a tight, thin line.

      “I say!” he exclaimed, stepping inside. “Are you quite all right? What are you doing in here?”

      “There is not a gentleman in here with me, if that is what you are implying!” the lady exclaimed, her cheeks bright red with a mixture of anger and embarrassment, as she quickly wiped at her eyes.

      “No, I was not implying that in the least,” Phillip replied calmly. “However, you do look quite out of sorts. Whatever happened here?”

      The young lady cleared her throat and lifted one delicate shoulder, an inscrutable expression on her face. “I must have locked myself in, somehow,” she murmured, not looking at him. “I am sorry; I should not have shouted at you so.”

      Phillip found himself suddenly intrigued by the lady, wondering what the truth of her trouble really was. It was quite clear that she had not locked herself in, for that simply could not have occurred. Someone had turned the key and left her inside—although whether that was deliberate or not, he could not say for certain. A niggle of worry bit at him. Had she been in here with a gentlemen and then argued or something? Had the gentleman locked her in the room alone, in the hope of making his escape?

      “I was in here alone,” the lady said firmly, evidently aware of the questioning look on his face. “No gentleman has been here and left me behind in a fit of anger.”

      “No, no, of course not,” Phillip heard himself stammer, a river of heat creeping up his spine. “I did not even think such a thing.”

      The young woman looked at him with one eyebrow arched, clearly disbelieving. Letting out a long sigh, she shook her head and tried to smile. “I suppose I should thank you for unlocking the door,” she continued, looking a little more composed. “I have already missed two dances; I am quite sure of it.”

      Phillip’s eyes strayed to the dance card twirling on a ribbon tied around her wrist and found, much to his surprise, that a spiraling disappointment filled his chest on seeing that it looked nearly full. It was only when he looked up into her eyes that he saw her looking at him with expectation, realizing that he had not yet said anything in response.

      “Not in the least,” he said, holding the door open wide for her to step out into the balcony. “I was walking along here and heard you shout, that was all. Nothing particularly heroic.”

      He gave her a lopsided smile, but she did not return it.

      “This has all been a little embarrassing,” she said quietly, her gaze already drifting away from him and back down towards the ballroom. “I must thank you, truly, for helping me. I must beg you not to speak to anyone of this, although I know it would make a fine story.”

      Phillip shook his head, stepping a little closer to her so that he might assuage the worry in her eyes. “No, I shall not breathe a word, I promise you. Although might I know your name? I am the Marquess of Withington—if you please.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, goodness,” she murmured, dropping into a curtsy. “I thank you very much, my lord. And pray, do excuse me. I must return to the ballroom.”
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      Charlotte made her way back to the dancing with steam practically pouring from her ears. Not only had she been stuck in that room for a time, she had then been rescued by one of the most handsome gentlemen she had ever set eyes on, who, much to her dismay, had looked quite astonished at finding her so. He had been gazing around the room to see who else might be in there with her and, on finding no one, had assumed that she might have had some kind of falling out with a gentleman lover.

      Her cheeks burned with heat. She was going to throttle Lady Emma.

      Making her way carefully down the stairs, Charlotte caught sight of Lady Emma watching her with a smug expression, before turning and lightly tapping the arm of the gentleman next to her with her fan, laughing at something he said. Charlotte wanted nothing more than to march over there, grab her fan from her, and practically beat her with it; but instead, she chose to remain in the shadows until she was composed enough to continue.

      Oh, Lady Emma had been very cunning indeed, telling her--with a horrified expression of course—that Aunt Agatha had collapsed and was now in the small room at the other end of the house. Charlotte had not even thought to consider that her stepsister was lying to her and had hurried after her at once. Lady Emma had led the way up the staircase and along the balcony until they came to a small room with the door a little ajar. Charlotte had entered and—on seeing no one there—had turned back to speak to Lady Emma, thinking she had gone to the wrong room, only for the door to be slammed shut.

      It had taken her a second to realize what had happened.

      Even as she had rushed to the door, she had heard the key turning in the lock and had heard Lady Emma’s cry of delight in succeeding in her mission.

      “That will teach you to try and get your claws into Lord Martin!” Lady Emma had shouted through the door, thumping on it once with her fist. “You come second, Charlotte. Stay away from my acquaintances.”

      Charlotte had banged on the door in fury, going from begging and pleading to outright anger, but nothing had happened. Lady Emma had clearly left her in the locked room and returned to the ball, not caring in the least about what happened to Charlotte. It had only been by good fortune that the Marquess of Withington had come by and heard her frustration.

      But now, however, her absence would have been noted and her dance partners left without her company. Such a thing could easily start some rumor or another, which was possibly what Lady Emma wanted. Lifting her chin, Charlotte stepped out from the shadows and made her way towards a group of gentlemen and ladies, seeing that some of her dance partners were there.

      “Gentlemen!” she exclaimed, putting on what she hoped was a sorrowful expression. “I must beg your forgiveness for missing our dances.”

      “Ah, Miss Richardson,” said one gentleman, frowning heavily. “We wondered where you had disappeared to. You have missed at least two dances.”

      Charlotte shook her head. “I am terribly sorry, but it could not be helped,” she said quietly, as though devastated by the loss of their company. “A rather large gentleman trod on my foot and almost pulled me to the ground!”

      A gasp came from one of the ladies present, and Charlotte took the opportunity to sigh heavily. “I had to have a maid fix both my gown and my coiffure, and I am afraid it took some time.”

      Letting a long, languid sigh escape from her lips, Charlotte glanced around the group and saw the sheer sympathy on the other ladies’ faces.

      “I had that happen to me once,” began one of them, before launching into a story about a disastrous night that had occurred the previous season. Charlotte listened carefully, making sure to sigh and shake her head at the right times, her heart slowly losing some of its anxiety as she saw the gentlemen nod and grunt in sympathy.

      “I am quite sorry for what you have been through—for what you have all been through,” one of the gentlemen said loudly. “Although you can be assured, Miss Richardson, that I myself am not of that nature. I would never do such a thing.”

      “How glad I am to hear it,” Charlotte replied, recalling the gentleman’s name. “Lord Wiltshire, I do believe you will have the opportunity to prove that point now, for it is soon to be our dance.”

      The man’s face practically split open with a grin. “Capital!” he exclaimed, holding out his hand to her. “Shall we go?”

      Thoroughly relieved that she was not about to have to do any more explaining as to her absence, Charlotte accepted Lord Wiltshire’s arm and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor. She could not help but turn her head in search of Lady Emma, easily able to spot her fiery gaze as she too joined the other dancers. Charlotte gave her a triumphant smile, which was not returned. As far as Charlotte was concerned, Lady Emma needed to learn that she was not about to do as Emma requested, simply because it was she that requested it. Charlotte had every right to dance with whomever she chose, just as she was doing now, and Lady Emma would not affect that.
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      “Charlotte?”

      As the dance came to an end, Charlotte saw Lady Perrin coming towards her, with a gentleman walking beside her. A little curious as to whom it might be, Charlotte took her leave of Lord Wiltshire, thanking him for the dance, before returning her attention to Lady Perrin. Much to her shock, she saw that Lady Perrin was accompanied by none other than the marquess who had freed her from the locked room on the balcony.

      Her cheeks fired with heat.

      “Ah, Charlotte, there you are,” Lady Perrin smiled, reaching for her hand. “I must introduce you to the Marquess of Withington.”

      “My lord,” Charlotte murmured, dropping into a curtsy. “It is nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “Indeed, it is,” the marquess replied, with a smile that warmed his eyes. “You must forgive me for finding out who you were, Miss Richardson. For you did not give me your name the last time I saw you.”

      His smile broadened as he spoke, making her well aware of what he meant. Her cheeks burned all the hotter, as Lady Perrin gave her a somewhat curious look.

      “Indeed, that was my oversight,” Charlotte mumbled, not quite sure where to look.

      “Better that we do it the appropriate way, is it not?” the marquess replied jovially. “I am acquainted with Lady Emma’s father, although I have never been formally introduced to her. However, I found out from a friend that she had a stepsister and that you were both present this evening. Lord Martin was able to point you out, and I thought it best to greet Lady Perrin first, so we might be introduced properly.”

      Charlotte’s smile was a little strained, aware that she was going to have to explain all to Lady Perrin later on. “That was very good of you, my lord,” she answered, finally managing to look into his face. “And may I thank you again for extraditing me from a rather difficult situation.”

      He inclined his head, although his sharp blue eyes never left her face. “It was my pleasure,” he replied softly. “Now, I do hope you have one dance left free?”

      “A dance?” Charlotte repeated, as a tingling began to crawl up and down her arms.

      “If you would be so inclined,” he said and smiled, his eyes on her dance card. “Although I believe I may be a little too late in requesting the pleasure of your company.”

      As though in a dream, Charlotte lifted her wrist and allowed him to peruse her dance card, her stomach churning with a mixture of delight and embarrassment.

      “There,” he murmured, setting his name down on the only two dances remaining. “A quadrille and a waltz, Miss Richardson. May I say I am looking forward to both with great anticipation.”

      “As am I,” Charlotte repeated, mechanically, not truly aware of what she was saying. Her mind refused to work as the marquess gave her a deep bow and took his leave of both her and Lady Perrin.

      “Goodness!” Lady Perrin exclaimed, the moment the marquess was out of earshot. “Whatever happened to you, Charlotte?”

      “Happened?” Charlotte asked, her eyes still on the marquess as he greeted some friends of his. “Oh, do you mean how does he knows who I am?”

      Lady Perrin let out a quiet laugh, drawing Charlotte’s attention. “Yes, Charlotte. That is precisely what I mean. I was just sitting talking to Miss Judith—another companion, you see—when the marquess begs my pardon for interrupting and enquires as to whether I knew a Miss Richardson. When I said I did and that I was your stepsister’s aunt, he looked most delighted and then asked if you were quite all right!”

      Charlotte recalled the surprised expression on the marquess’ face as he’d opened the door to find her trapped inside. “And what did you say?” she asked quietly.

      “I said yes, as far as I knew, you were just fine.” Lady Perrin frowned, her eyes a little suspicious. “What happened, Charlotte?”

      Charlotte bit her lip, not wanting to tell tales on Lady Emma. “Lady Emma and I had something of a disagreement,” she began, carefully. “Unfortunately, that disagreement ended with me being stuck in a room on the balcony.” Her color rose, as she saw the astonished expression on Lady Perrin’s face. “The marquess heard me knocking on the locked door and opened it for me, that is all,” she finished, hoping Lady Perrin did not ask for the details.

      “I see,” Lady Perrin replied softly. “And might I guess that your dear stepsister had something to do with you being trapped?”

      Charlotte lifted one shoulder, feeling a little uncomfortable. “It is of little consequence, Lady Perrin. I only missed two dances, and the gentlemen in question accepted my apologies without any difficulty.”

      Lady Perrin nodded slowly, her expression growing a little grim. “Lady Emma is a selfish creature, but you appear strong enough to withstand her,” she answered after a moment. “And now you have been introduced to a marquess, so it is not an entirely bad outcome.”

      “No,” Charlotte murmured, a sudden thrill of delight running through her as she glanced down at her dance card and saw his name there. “No, it is not at all upsetting, I must admit.”

      “Just as well you have been given permission to waltz,” Lady Perrin quipped, with a quick smile. “I am glad to discover all is well, Charlotte. Do enjoy the rest of your evening and allow me to keep an eye on Lady Emma. I will ensure she does not attempt such a thing again.”

      “Oh, please, do not say a word to her,” Charlotte begged, not wanting to put yet more enmity between herself and her stepsister. “It does not need to be said.”

      Lady Perrin shook her head, her lips thinning. “Allow me to be the judge of what does or does not need to be said to Emma, Charlotte. On you go now, your next dance partner is waiting for you, I believe.”

      A little worried, Charlotte had no choice but to leave Lady Perrin to do what she thought to be right, turning on her heel and seeing that Lord Waters was now waiting for her, his arm held out for her.

      “Good evening, Lord Waters,” Charlotte said, as cheerfully as she could. “It is our dance, is it not?”

      “It is,” Lord Waters replied with a bright smile. “Allow me to lead you onto the dance floor, Miss Richardson.”

      Charlotte smiled and did as he bade, her mind still on the Marquess of Withington as she mentally counted how many dances she had yet to do before it would be his turn. She could hardly contain her excitement at being in his arms, her cheeks flushing at the thought. Lady Perrin was quite right. This evening had turned out wonderfully.
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      “Who was it you said you danced with?”

      Phillip grinned lazily, nursing a glass of brandy. “A Miss Richardson, stepsister to Lady Emma.”

      Lord Kinsley made a noise of comprehension, his eyes fixed on Phillip’s face. “It appears she has made something of an impact on you.”

      Phillip snorted, disregarding the idea entirely. “I should not say that much, Kinsley. It was just an interesting evening, that is all.” He laughed aloud, unable to help himself at the recollection of finding her within the small room. “After all, it is not often that one finds a lady trapped somewhere!”

      “So, you came to her rescue, did you?” Lord Kinsley replied slyly. “My, my! A veritable knight in shining armor then.”

      “You are doing it much too brown,” Phillip retorted, unwilling to admit that the lady had, in fact, been in his thoughts since the ball two nights previously. “I simply wanted to ensure she was all right after what must have been a distressing episode.”

      “And so you danced with her twice, did you?” Kinsley asked, raising his brows. “I would have thought you would have been able to discover how she was without going that far.”

      Phillip could not help but laugh aloud, aware of where Kinsley’s probing questions were going. “Enough, Kinsley,” he said, putting up his hands in jest. “That is more than enough. Allow me to have enjoyed dancing with the lady, but ask me no more about it, I beg you.”

      Kinsley chuckled, his eyes bright. “Then you will not mind that I have invited her here this evening.”

      Blinking, Phillip gazed at his friend. “Invited Miss Richardson?”

      Raising his shoulders, Kinsley grinned back at him. “Well, not just Miss Richardson, but also her stepsister, Lady Emma, and their companion—an aunt, I believe.”

      “Lady Perrin.”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” Kinsley replied immediately. “A widowed aunt, I think. Anyway, they have accepted and should be here within the hour.”

      Phillip did not know what to say, a little frustrated at his friend’s schemes. Kinsley was to have a musical evening, and Phillip had expected only a few acquaintances to attend. A small gathering meant that he would not have to endure the overemotional attentions of any particular young ladies—for Kinsley had made sure to only invite those who would not behave in such a way. Now, however, Phillip could not tell what the evening would be like. In addition, while Miss Richardson had occupied his thoughts somewhat, Phillip was not exactly sure that he wanted to see her again so soon. His continued fixation on her was a little confusing, even to himself, and he had hoped for a few days in which he could forget about her completely, but Kinsley had seen that he simply could not do that.

      “You need not look so frustrated,” Kinsley said mildly. “The girl is not likely to drag you away from the rest of the guests and then cry foul in the hope of capturing your hand.”

      Phillip’s brow furrowed. “You do not know that for certain,” he replied quickly. “I do not know that for I have only danced with her twice and had a very brief conversation with her. Who knows what she could be seeking?”

      Kinsley let out a long sigh, rolling his eyes at Phillip. “You do not need to believe that every eligible young lady will do what your Miss Thackery did,” he said firmly. “You are being quite ridiculous, Withington.”

      At the mention of Miss Thackery, Phillip felt his entire body tense. He did not easily forget the young woman who had tried to capture him with her wiles—especially since she had very nearly succeeded. It had been before he was the marquess, but evidently being the heir was more than enough for Miss Thackery. He had been both young and foolish back then and was not about to be taken a second time.

      “You treat them all as though they are each another Miss Thackery,” Kinsley continued, evidently unaware of Phillip’s hackles rising. “Enjoy their smiles and their attentions, but do not allow yourself to be as easily led as you were before.”

      “Enough talk of Miss Thackery,” Phillip grunted, getting out of his chair. “Leave her be, Kinsley. You know I dislike speaking of her.”

      Kinsley muttered something under his breath, but he did as Phillip asked.

      “I had best go ensure that all is ready for my guests,” he said, gruffly, leaving the room. “Do not look so sullen when my guests arrive, Withington. You will never capture Miss Richardson’s heart if you do not at least smile a little.”

      Phillip said nothing, his mouth pulling taut. He did not want to capture Miss Richardson’s heart—at least, he did not think that he did. Confusion continued to reign, as he threw back the rest of his brandy, resisting the urge to pour himself another one. It would not do to be in his cups when Miss Richardson and the rest of Kinsley’s guests arrived.

      The truth was, Kinsley was quite right when he said that Phillip considered all eligible women to be the same as Miss Thackery. Why should he not? As far as he knew, all the eligible young ladies of the ton had only one thing in mind: status. They were all social climbers, wanting to marry well so that their family line might continue to do well. There was no talk of love or happiness or even affection, rather just a calculation of how good a connection it would be to have a marquess for a husband.

      When Miss Thackery had first set her eyes on him, Phillip had been less than entranced. She appeared too doe-eyed, too innocent for his liking. There was something in her eyes that he had never quite been able to make out, but he had accepted her acquaintance without too much consideration. She was, after all, just one of many young ladies who sought an acquaintance with him.

      What he had not expected was for Miss Thackery to try and trick him into matrimony. Apparently upset over his lack of specific interest in her, the lady in question had come up with a plan. One evening, at a ball thrown by Miss Thackery’s father, a footman had approached Phillip with the news that his friend, Lord Kinsley, required him urgently in the library. Phillip had not stopped to question it and had hurried off towards the library at once—only to see Kinsley wandering along the corridor with a lady on his arm.

      In some confusion, Phillip had questioned Kinsley as to what the matter was, only for his friend to deny all knowledge of sending a footman for him. The lady on Kinsley’s arm had insisted on accompanying them, and then Phillip and Kinsley made their way to the library. On opening the door, they had found Miss Thackery in a state of undress, evidently waiting for him.

      Phillip had never been more grateful for his friend’s presence. Miss Thackery had shrieked in horror, whilst the lady on Kinsley’s arm had gasped in shock—although a brilliant smile had then spread across her face. Rumours and gossip ran all through society within hours.

      It had been more than clear to Phillip that Miss Thackery had intended to snare him into matrimony, using her state of undress as a reason to cry foul. Had he fallen into her trap, he might now have found himself wed to her; but instead, it had led to her own downfall. Miss Thackery had been taken back to her father’s country estate, and—even though a great deal of time had passed between that occasion and now—Phillip had never heard of her again. He could not feel any kind of sympathy for the girl, however. It had all been entirely of her own doing.

      Wandering to the window, Phillip looked out at the street below, seeing the lamplighters already at work. Was Kinsley right in telling him it was time to start enjoying himself once more? Was there anything wrong in enjoying a lady’s attention without allowing himself to become entangled with her?

      A grimace on his face, Phillip let out a long sigh, his eyes still on the lamplighter below. It was impossible to separate himself from his title, and even if a lady appeared affectionate enough towards him, there was no guarantee that she would have any kind of genuine feelings for him. That was the one thing Phillip wished for—not that he was asking for love, but, at the very least, that his wife would have a fondness for him and not just for his title.

      How was he to find such a lady? It seemed an almost impossible task. Yet, Phillip decided that he would do as Kinsley requested and actually attempt to engage with the eligible young ladies who would attend that evening. There would be no shame in getting to know Miss Richardson a little better, and Phillip had to admit to himself that she was the only lady to catch his eye in as many months.

      “Withington?”

      “Yes, Kinsley, I am coming,” Phillip muttered, as his friend wandered into the study, looking at him expectantly. Suddenly he wished he had allowed himself another brandy. Phillip felt as though he was walking a tightrope, walking a path he had not experienced for some time. How was he to separate those who might truly have some affection for him against those who only wanted his wealth and status? Passing a hand over his eyes, he bit back a groan, as Kinsley chuckled, slapping him hard on the back.

      “Come now, Withington, they will not tear you to pieces,” he said, moving him towards the door. “Some of my guests have already arrived, including your dear Miss Richardson.”

      “She is not my anything,” Phillip retorted, with a little more bite than he had intended. “Do not torment me this evening, Kinsley. Allow me to talk to whom I want without any interference, I beg you.”

      Kinsley’s expression grew suddenly serious, and he paused for a moment. “Of course, Withington,” he said, quietly. “I have only ever wanted this for your good, I promise you.”

      Phillip sighed, appreciating his friend’s candor. “I know that, Kinsley. I just have the feeling I am about to sail into uncharted waters.”

      Kinsley’s grin returned. “But uncharted waters are always filled with adventure,” he chuckled, walking along the hallway towards the drawing room. “Prepare yourself for a little more excitement than you are used to.”

      Straightening his shoulders, Phillip drew in a sharp breath and tried to relax, surprised at how nervous he suddenly felt, as though he were preparing to meet a pack of wolves ready to tear him apart.

      “Courage, man,” he muttered under his breath, before striding into the drawing room.
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      Charlotte was aware of the very moment the marquess stepped into the room, although she ensured that she did not look his way. She did not want to appear overeager, especially when various other ladies began to move towards him as one. Trying her best not to roll her eyes at their grasping behavior, she walked in the opposite direction, finding an old acquaintance to talk to.

      It was not as if Charlotte did not wish to speak to the marquess, for she most certainly did, it was more that she did not want to treat him in the same way as everyone else did. Their behavior was embarrassing, she had to admit, and she did not want to ever appear to be in the same camp as them. But then again, gentlemen of high title usually appreciated being lauded in such a way.

      As her acquaintance was speaking, Charlotte could not help but look over her shoulder at the marquess. The marquess was practically surrounded by ladies and, much to her surprise, did not look to be enjoying the situation. His lips were pulled tight, and he was frowning. There was no laughter coming from him, no broad smiles with which to encourage the ladies to continue in their attentions. His eyes did not focus on one particular person, but rather roved restlessly around the room, and he shifted from foot to foot, as though eager to get away.

      Charlotte was astonished. This was not something she had expected. A marquess—or any man of good breeding and high title—would normally devour any attentions given to them, whereas he appeared to be doing exactly the opposite.

      “I must say, it is a surprise to see Lord Withington like this,” commented Charlotte’s acquaintance. “I would have expected him to hurry away like he usually does.”

      Charlotte’s attention was caught by the comment. “Whatever do you mean?”

      Her friend laughed. “You have not known the marquess for long then. He does not behave as many other gentlemen do. He does not encourage the eligible ladies but rather insists on walking away from them. That is why I am so surprised to see him still engaging with them instead of finding his solitude as he normally does.”

      “Mayhap he is simply being kind,” Charlotte murmured, her heart suddenly filled with an inexplicable warmth for the man.

      To normally behave in such a way told her more about his character than anything else. It meant that he did not allow the constant compliments and warm smiles to affect his heart. He did not revel in them nor welcome them. Her lips crept into a small smile as she saw him let out a long breath, a pained expression on his face as one of the eligible young ladies put her hand on his arm for a moment.

      “A very different kind of man then,” she said, half to herself.

      “Indeed!” her acquaintance laughed, shaking her head. “The man is one of the most eligible in society, and I know a great many people find his lack of interest to be most distressing, although some see it as a challenge.”

      A moue of distaste curled Charlotte’s lips, as she saw Lady Emma watching the marquess with a gleam in her eye. She had no doubt that her stepsister saw the marquess as a challenge—but found that the thought of her trying to capture his attentions made her almost sick to her stomach. She had grown quite angry over Charlotte’s dances with him, although Lady Perrin had exchanged a few strong words with her, forcing Lady Emma to lapse into silence.

      However, Charlotte could still feel the hatred emanating from her stepsister whenever they were in the same room together. It was almost palpable, as though she could reach out and touch it. Startled to see Lady Emma turning her steely gaze onto her, as though aware that Charlotte had been thinking of her, Charlotte deliberately turned her back to her stepsister and continued her conversation with her friend, trying her best not to think of the marquess or turn around to glance at him once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The recital had been wonderful, but soon there were calls for dancing, and Charlotte found that she was already a little too hot and certainly did not want to engage in dancing. Perhaps a breath or two of fresh air might give her the respite she needed.

      “I am just going to go out onto the balcony, Aunt Agatha,” she explained, as she found Lady Perrin. “Might you come with me?”

      At that very moment, Lady Emma let out a shriek of horror as a gentleman stood on the bottom of her gown, tearing it. Charlotte heard the ripping of fabric as the gentleman apologized profusely and made to move out of the way, but somehow managed to continue standing on it. Lady Emma’s eyes filled with hot tears, her face going red, and as Lady Perrin hurried towards her, Charlotte chose that very moment to slip away.

      It was not always particularly wise to go out alone, but Charlotte could not stand to be indoors another moment. It was too cloying, and Lady Emma’s shrieks could still be faintly heard. Drawing in a long breath of fresh air, Charlotte looked longingly down the small steps to her left, seeing that they led into a small garden area. It was by now quite dark, although the sky seemed to be a dark blue as opposed to a heavy black, and the many lanterns that twinkled around the gardens made her feel quite safe.

      “Would you like to walk with me?”

      Charlotte let out a yelp of surprise, turning to see Lord Withington smiling at her, having left the drawing room also.

      “Oh, Lord Withington,” she gasped, putting one hand on her thundering heart. “I was lost in thought. I did not see you. I do apologize.”

      “Not in the least,” he said easily. “If you would like to walk in the grounds, I would be happy to accompany you.” He must have seen the look of worry on her face for he immediately continued, “I know it is a little improper, but almost everyone else is caught up with the goings on with Lady Emma’s dress.”

      “That is my stepsister,” Charlotte murmured softly. “Have you been introduced?”

      “Not as yet,” the marquess replied, with a half-smile. “I know of her, of course, but no formal introductions have been made.”

      “I shall probably have to do it at some point,” Charlotte said softly. “Is her dress quite badly torn?”

      He lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “I am afraid I am not particularly good with that sort of thing. As soon as the hubbub became too great, I quit the room in the hope of a little solitude.”

      Charlotte blushed, wondering if she had ruined his plans by her presence. “I can return indoors then, my lord, so you may have your privacy.” She made to walk by him, only for him to catch her arm, stopping her dead in her track.

      “No, no, that is not what I meant in the least!” he exclaimed, looking down at her with fervor in his expression. “I do not wish for you to go back inside on my account, Miss Richardson. Pray, do not feel as though you must return when you are not ready.”

      Charlotte’s mouth went dry as she looked up into the marquess’ face. The flickering lanterns on either side of them sent rippling shadows across his features, and Charlotte found herself watching them intently. He had not yet let go of her arm, his fingers burning holes into her glove, the warmth of his hand searing her skin. Her breath caught as the smile slowly left his face, replaced with an intense gaze that had her transfixed.

      Her attraction to this man could not be denied.

      “I do beg your pardon, Miss Richardson,” he whispered, dropping his hand and stepping a little further back. “I did not mean to startle you.”

      Trying to find her voice, Charlotte managed a small smile. “Truly, you did not,” she managed to say, her voice a breathy whisper. “You are very kind, my lord.”

      His half smile made her stomach curl. “Then shall we walk?” He held out his arm to her, one eyebrow lifted.

      Charlotte was torn. She wanted to walk with him, of course, but it would be less than proper, and she was not quite sure what Lady Perrin would say when she discovered it.

      “We will not be long,” he continued, as she hesitated. “We will return before they have even missed us.”

      Finding that she could not deny him any longer, Charlotte put her hand on his arm and, smiling up at him, began to walk down the steps and into the gardens. The myriad of sensations cascading all through her had her feeling as though she were walking through clouds, not quite sure where to put her feet as she became lost in the heady sensation on being on the marquess’ arm.

      “I thank you for walking with me,” the marquess said softly, as they made their way through the gardens. “I had thought I required solitude, but now it seems your company is just the ticket.”

      Remembering what her friend had told her, Charlotte glanced up at him. “And do you often like to be alone?”

      The grin on his face was immediate. “You have heard what people have said of me then?” He chuckled, waving away her protests. “Yes, I do enjoy being alone at times. I find the many, many acquaintances a little overwhelming.”

      “I can imagine,” Charlotte replied, with a little more vehemence than she had intended. “But I had thought gentlemen appreciated company.”

      “Oh, but we do,” he replied, with a warm smile. “But only specific company will do for me.” He paused in his steps and looked down at her, holding her gaze with his own. “Your company I find to be most refreshing.”

      Charlotte blushed, glad that the darkness would hide her burning cheeks. “And yet we have only had a very brief acquaintance. I might turn out to be just like all the other young ladies who seek out your company.”

      Although she had spoken lightly, Charlotte saw—much to her dismay—the smile leaving the marquess’ lips and a deep frown furrowing his brows.

      “I did not mean it,” she promised, growing a little worried as to his reaction. “I did not mean to distress you.”

      His gaze slowly refocused on her, the tension slowly leaving his body. “This was, perhaps, a bad idea,” he murmured, turning around abruptly and beginning to walk back towards the house. “Come, Miss Richardson. I should not have taken you out in such a way. Most improper.” He did not so much as even glance down at her, his expression blank. “I do not know what I was thinking,” he continued, as though talking to himself. “Anyone could see us.”

      A ripple of unease raced through Charlotte’s mind. “If you think I am going to cry foul, then you are quite mistaken,” she exclaimed, huffing a little with the effort of being hurried along so quickly. “For heaven’s sake, Lord Withington, stop!”

      With a huge effort, she tore her hand from under his arm and stopped dead, quite angry with the abrupt manner in which he had tried to hurry her back inside. After all, the stroll in the gardens had been his idea.

      “Can you kindly explain what it is you are doing, Lord Withington?” she asked between breaths. “I do not appreciate being half dragged back towards the house.

      He frowned, his jaw clenched. “I simply thought it best that…. Well, just suppose someone else were to see us, it would be my word against yours.”

      Charlotte’s anger blazed into a furnace at once. “Your word against mine?” she repeated, her fingers curling into fists. “You think that I would use this situation to my own advantage?” Her voice was rising as her anger burned, but Charlotte did not care. Apparently, the only reason he was trying to get her back inside was because he was under some mistaken idea that she was going to use it to her advantage. How dare he? He did not even know her, yet he presumed she would behave in such a way. The very impertinence of the man!

      “If you will excuse me, Lord Withington, I believe I shall make my own way inside,” she said tightly, her fingers itching to grasp his lapels and shake him in frustration. “After all, we would not want anyone to see us coming in together.”

      She could not keep the sarcasm from her voice, and without waiting for his response, turned on her heel and marched back towards the house, her cheeks burning with anger.
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      Try as she might, Charlotte could not get Lord Withington out of her mind. She should not be thinking of him at all, given how poorly he had treated her, but she found herself almost constantly thinking of him.

      He had been so warm towards her, only for his demeanor to turn quite cool as he had attempted to hurry her back inside. Did he truly believe that she would have cried foul in an attempt to make it look as though she were compromised? That said very little about how well he thought of her. He must consider her fickle and capricious, apparently desperate for a husband and willing to try to wed the wealthiest one she could at whatever cost.

      Her lips thinned. She could not bear thinking of it and yet, there he was, still in her thoughts.

      It probably would not hurt so much if you did not find yourself so drawn to him.

      The quiet voice in her head made her pause, her heart slowly sinking into her stomach. She did not want to admit that she found the marquess attractive, but there was no denying it. He was handsome and amiable, and their conversations—although brief—had been pleasant enough. She had hoped to get to know him a little better over the course of the next few weeks, but after his behavior towards her the prior evening, she was not quite sure what to do.

      And yet, there was something in what he had done. It was a peculiar thing to simply turn around and begin to drag your partner back indoors, worrying that they were going to cry compromise. Had something happened to him that had made him believe she would do so? His change in demeanor had been so swift that even now she was a little overwhelmed by it. Was it worth giving him a chance to explain?

      “He will need to apologize first,” she determined crossly. “Then, we shall see.”

      “You!”

      The door flew open, slamming hard against the wall and, as Charlotte lifted her head, she saw Lady Emma standing, framed, in the doorway. Her cheeks were bright red, her eyes blazing and lips pulled into a tight line.

      “Lady Emma,” Charlotte replied, calmly, ignoring the winding spiral of anxiety in her chest. “Is something the matter?”

      “You are a conniving little schemer, that is what is the matter!” Lady Emma screeched, storming into the room and coming closer to Charlotte. “How dare you try and steal the marquess?”

      Charlotte stared at her, wondering if her stepsister had lost her head. “What are you talking about, Emma?” she asked, dropping her stepsister’s formal title. “I certainly am not trying to steal anyone.”

      “I saw you!” Lady Emma cried, her cheeks burning bright red. “You went out and the marquess followed. What are you trying to do? Have a secret liaison with him in the hope of catching his hand?”

      Charlotte rose to her feet, an uncomfortable sensation rippling up her spine. “Emma,” she said, as evenly as she could, “I went out for a breath of fresh air, and the marquess simply happened to come out around the same time as I did. It was not intentional. I think he was as surprised to see me as I was to see him.” She was determined not to lose her temper in front of her stepsister, even though her fingers slowly began to curl into fists.

      “Liar!” Lady Emma shouted, unexpectedly slapping Charlotte hard across the face. “I know you are trying to entrap him! He is not for you, Charlotte!”

      Staggering back, Charlotte pressed one hand to her cheek, stunned at what her stepsister had done. However, she was not about to give in to tears, even though they pressed heavily against her eyes.

      “How often do I have to tell you to stay away from those of my acquaintance?” Lady Emma hissed, looking quite unrepentant. “That includes the marquess, Charlotte.”

      Charlotte dropped her hand from her cheek and gazed at her stepsister, lifting her chin. “But the marquess is not acquainted with you, Emma. In fact, he is only really acquainted with me. Although I should probably thank you for locking me in that room. If you had not, then he might never have found me, and I would not have had the pleasure of his company.” A sardonic smile tugged at her lips, satisfaction growing in her chest as she saw Lady Emma’s eyes narrow. “And, no matter how many times you warn me, I will speak to whomever I choose. You do not have any rights over me, Emma. I am not your father. I will not bow to your iron will, just because you desire it.”

      For a moment, there was a brief silence and Charlotte felt a sense of triumph. It was not long lasting, however, for Lady Emma let out a blood-curdling scream and launched herself at Charlotte who, not expecting it in the least, fell heavily to the floor. Lady Emma screamed vehement curses down on Charlotte’s head, scratching wildly, pulling her hair for all she was worth and trying her best to inflict as much pain as possible.

      “Lady Emma!”

      At the sound of Lady Perrin’s voice, Lady Emma stopped her vicious onslaught almost at once. Bruised and sore all over, Charlotte closed her eyes and waited until Lady Emma rose to her feet, completely stunned over what had just occurred. Apparently, Lady Emma was not used to having such a strong force of will going against her own.

      “What in heavens name do you think you are doing?” Lady Perrin asked, striding over and grasping Lady Emma’s arm, dragging her away from Charlotte. “My goodness, child. This is beyond the pale!”

      “She has no intention of leaving the marquess alone!” Lady Emma shrieked, her skin now blotchy and red. “She wants him for herself; she is trying everything she can to make herself his bride.”

      “Enough!” Lady Perrin exclaimed, holding out her hand to Charlotte, who got to her feet carefully. “My goodness, what have you done to your stepsister?”

      Charlotte tried to smile but discovered that her mouth was sore and split and that she could taste blood. “I will not do what you ask, Lady Emma,” she mumbled, touching her lip delicately. “I have every right to speak to whomever I choose. After all, you are not the only one who considers matrimony in their future.”

      Lady Emma lunged for her again, only for Lady Perrin to step in, blocking her way.

      “I think it best you return to your chamber, Lady Emma,” she said firmly, grasping her arm and walking her to the door.

      Despite Lady Emma’s howls of protest, Lady Perrin practically frogmarched her from the room, closing the door behind them both.

      Charlotte collapsed into a chair, not quite sure what to do. She did not want to ring the bell for the maid, knowing that rumors would spread like wildfire should she do so. She had never once thought that Lady Emma would ever physically attack her, but apparently, she did not know her stepsister as well as she thought.

      And yet, Charlotte was not swayed in her determination to continue her acquaintance with the marquess, as well as with any other gentlemen she chose. She knew that, at some point, she would need to marry and certainly was not going to be a quiet wallflower until Lady Emma found herself her own husband first.

      “My goodness, I do not know what has come over that girl.” Lady Perrin stepped back into the room, carrying a tray with a bowl of water and a few cloths. “I am terribly sorry, Charlotte.”

      “It is not your doing,” Charlotte replied, as Lady Perrin sat opposite her, looking at her with a concerned eye. “Is it very bad?”

      Lady Perrin did not immediately answer, putting the cloth into the bowl and soaking it for a moment. “Once we have cleaned up the blood and sorted your hair, then I do not think it shall look as unsightly as it does now,” she said eventually, in her usual practical manner. “But I am going to have to consider what to do with Lady Emma.” She shook her head, her lips a thin line. “I have never seen her lose her temper in such a way as this. Thank goodness her father is not here.”

      Charlotte sighed heavily, letting out a loud hiss as Lady Perrin began to delicately wipe the deep scratches on her cheek. “She does not want me to go near those she considers potential husbands,” she said softly. “I know the easy answer would be to do as she asks, but—”

      “No, you must not do that,” Lady Perrin said firmly, her eyes fixed on Charlotte’s face. “You have your own happiness to consider.” She regarded Charlotte carefully for a moment. “The Marquess of Withington, is it? The one who found you in that room?”

      Charlotte blushed despite herself. “Yes, Lady Emma does not want me near him. I think she was upset because she saw him follow me out to the gardens last evening and made an incorrect assumption.” She closed her eyes tightly, wincing as blood was cleaned from her mouth. “The marquess simply wanted a little fresh air and was surprised to find me there, I believe.”

      “And you talked for a time?”

      Charlotte nodded, glancing down at the blood and seeing the tinge of red swirling through it. Clearly, Lady Emma had been more than a little severe with her attack. “It was nothing improper, although I should not have been alone with him, I know.”

      “Well, that aside, I will only encourage you in your acquaintance with him,” Lady Perrin said calmly. “The marquess appears to be a good man by all accounts, and if he is interested in you, then that can only be a good thing.”

      Charlotte tried to smile, her mind filling with how he had been so suddenly dismissive of her. Should she tell Lady Perrin about that? Or was it best for it to remain her own?

      “I shall speak to Emma,” Lady Perrin continued, not giving her an opportunity to discuss the marquess further. “I am afraid she will have to be punished. I cannot let this,” she indicated the marks on Charlotte’s face, “go without some sort of penalty. Although I must say that I think it best for you remain indoors for a time, until your face has healed.”

      “Of course,” Charlotte agreed, ignoring the spiral of disappointment in her chest. “I do not want any rumors to start, not when it would affect my mother and stepfather.”

      Lady Perrin put down the cloth and patted her hand. “You are very good, Charlotte. You see things so clearly, and I am appreciative of your willingness to keep gossip from our door, although I am sorry you will miss a few events.”

      Charlotte shrugged, trying to make the best of it. “It will not be too much, I assure you. You may claim that I have a headache or some such thing.”

      Lady Perrin bit her lip. “Although I should not leave Emma with you alone,” she mumbled, half to herself. Clearing her throat, she gave Charlotte a small smile and got to her feet. “Speaking of, I should go and ensure Emma has calmed down. I was not able to talk to her when she was in such a state, but hopefully—by now—things have settled a little.” She gave Charlotte a somewhat anxious glance. “Are you going to be all right? Should I send for the tea tray?”

      “A tea tray would be lovely. I thank you,” Charlotte replied, smiling so as to assuage the lady’s anxiety. “I think I will read for a while, to calm myself a little.”

      “Very wise,” Lady Perrin agreed, with a quick smile. “I will not be long in returning. Thank you for your forbearance, Charlotte. It is greatly appreciated, I assure you.”
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      Three days later and Phillip was still trying to argue his point, although he was beginning to realize just how wrong he had been. Kinsley had clearly been on the point of throttling him when he had first heard the news. Miss Richardson had claimed a headache, and as such, the three ladies had left almost at once, despite Lady Emma’s protests.

      “I cannot believe you treated Miss Richardson in such a way,” Kinsley continued, his frustration evident. “I am surprised she did not slap some sense into you!”

      “Can we please forget the matter?” Phillip asked, growing a little tired of Kinsley’s constant haranguing. “Yes, I confess that I was a little over the top, but my inclination to return inside was quite correct.” He ignored the guilt that pressed into his very soul, trying his best to remain nonchalant. “After all, I should not have been out walking alone.”

      Kinsley gave a loud snort. “You are not the first gentleman to do so, and I can guarantee you will not be the last. Tell me, Withington, what was your motivation for asking her to take a walk with you?”

      Phillip cleared his throat, aware that his emotions were already in a bitter tangle. “I thought to spend a little more time in her company.”

      “And why was that?” Kinsley pried, glancing over at Phillip as they walked. “Is it because, in fact, you find her to be often in your thoughts? That you decided that you might let your guard down for just a moment, only to find it a little terrifying?”

      I wish you did not know me so well, Phillip thought, more than aware that Kinsley, as his closest friend, knew almost everything about him. “Yes, I suppose that is quite correct,” he muttered, keeping his gaze on the path ahead of him. He fully expected to hear Kinsley snort with laughter, or to crow ‘I told you so’ over him; but instead, his friend simply sighed.

      “Must you invite them to your house party?”

      Kinsley shook his head at Phillip, evidently still frustrated. “The invitation was sent yesterday, Withington.”

      His heart picked up speed. “And?”

      “And they have accepted,” Kinsley replied quietly. “I am to expect them next week at my country estate—along with my other guests. And of course, that includes you.”

      Phillip grunted. “Mayhap I shall claim a headache.”

      “No, you shall not,” Kinsley grated, his eyebrows furrowing together into one dark line. “You are not a coward, Withington.”

      For a time, there was nothing but the gentle birdsong surrounding them, the wind tickling his cheek. They were drawing closer to the part of Hyde Park where the fashionable lot would be parading themselves about. Although Kinsley would want to be a part of it, Phillip found himself wanting to avoid the ton altogether.

      “I think I shall walk over this way for a time,” he said, as Kinley rubbed his hands in delight on seeing some of the splendid carriages glistening in the light. “I will come and find you presently.”

      “Very good, very good,” Kinsley agreed, a grin on his face. “Trying to avoid her, are you?”

      “Not in the least,” Phillip assured him, the lie rolling off his tongue with ease. “Enjoy yourself, Kinsley, and try not to lose your head.”

      His friend laughed aloud and made his way towards the carriages whilst Phillip turned in the opposite direction.

      As he walked, Phillip could not help but reflect on what he had been doing when Miss Richardson and he had been walking in the gardens. All had been going wonderfully well and he had found himself offering to take her for a short stroll without even the smallest worry that she would use it to capture his hand in matrimony.

      After all, she seemed quite different to the other ladies at the recital. She had not swarmed towards him, desperate to renew their acquaintance although he had caught her watching him. In fact, she had not sought out his company at all. During the recital, she had kept company with Lady Perrin and had shown an avid interest in all the performers, not once glancing in his direction.

      He had been quite surprised at her behavior, having expected her to at least try and speak to him again, and discovering that in her lack of interest, his own grew quickly. When the dancing had begun, he had made to quit the room for a time, spotting Miss Richardson heading in the direction of the balcony that stood just above the gardens. Of course, then had come the hullabaloo with Lady Emma’s dress, and in the melee, he had not seen her leave. Something had tugged at him to go after her, to finally get to speak to her, and so he had followed her outside.

      And then, during their walk in the gardens, he had cursed his foolishness repeatedly. It was as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over him as she had spoken, teasing him and reminding him a little too much of Miss Thackery. And so, he had done the only thing he could and tried to get her back indoors before anyone noticed their absence.

      Wincing, Phillip shook his head to himself and passed a hand over his eyes. Whatever had he been thinking? He had insulted and upset Miss Richardson, who had only been teasing him a little. Kinsley was quite right. He was most likely going to have to apologize to her somehow.

      “Lord Withington?”

      Lifting his head, Phillip tried to smile as he saw Lady Emma walking with a lady he did not recognize, their maid a little behind them. He had finally been introduced to Lady Emma after her encounter with the heavy-footed gentleman who had torn her gown, but he had found her a little insincere.

      “Lady Emma,” he said with a deep bow. “How good to see you.”

      The lady smiled and batted her eyelashes, but Phillip was not even watching. In fact, he was trying his best to look discreetly about, in the hope that Miss Richardson was with her stepsister.

      “And are you out walking alone?” the lady asked, her tone a little frosty as she realized he was not focusing entirely on her. “I am surprised, my lord. I would have thought you would have been joining the parade of fashionable folk.”

      “Alas, my inclinations do not lie in such a thing,” Phillip replied, wondering when Lady Emma would introduce her companion to him. He gave the girl a small smile, aware of how quickly she blushed. Evidently, she was more than aware of who he was.

      “Lady Emma,” he interrupted, as Lady Emma continued to talk about the fashionable hour. “Might you introduce me to your friend? I do not believe we have met.”

      Lady Emma’s face grew a little frustrated, although it was quickly smoothed away with a smile. “Yes, of course. Lord Withington, this is Lady Sarah Chatham, soon to be wed to the Earl of Beddington.”

      “My many congratulations,” Phillip murmured, as Lady Emma finished the introductions. “And how long is it until the happy occasion takes place?”

      “But two weeks,” Lady Sarah murmured, her face pink. “I thank you for your congratulations, my lord.”

      Phillip made to say more, only for Lady Emma to interrupt, her eyes fixed on his face. “I, myself, am entirely unattached,” she said, smiling at him. “I think that such an important state as matrimonial happiness requires one to take one’s time when choosing a partner.”

      Surprised at the sentiment, Phillip had to agree. “I find that our minds think in much the same way, Lady Emma,” he said quietly, wondering if he had misjudged the lady.

      “It is a shame my stepsister does not think so,” Lady Emma continued, with a heavy sigh. “I have found her quite a burden, I must confess.”

      “Emma!” Lady Sarah exclaimed, sounding quite horrified. “Please, do not—”

      “I am quite sure Lord Withington does not mind,” Lady Emma interrupted, with a wave of her hand. “After all, he has no particular attachment to anyone.”

      Phillip felt as though he had swallowed a heavy stone that now sat in the middle of his stomach, although he kept his expression blank. “Indeed,” he murmured, wondering frantically what Lady Emma could mean. He had not known Miss Richardson for a particularly long time, but she had not seemed to be any kind of flirt. However, Lady Emma would know her better than he, so should he give consideration to what she said?

      “Mayhap Miss Richardson can learn from your ways,” he said hurriedly, suddenly desperate to quit this conversation.

      “I do hope so,” Lady Emma said, with a heavy sigh. “I do hate to see her put on such a display for the gentlemen she chooses to surround herself with. She ought not to give away her favors like that. I keep reminding her of the importance of propriety, but she will not listen! She does not seem to understand that choosing suitors carefully will bring her happiness. It is quite disconcerting and a very grave concern to both myself and my aunt.” She leaned forward, as though preparing to tell him a great secret. “In fact, my aunt has forbidden her to attend any kind of gathering for a week or so until she learns to control herself.” Her eyes were bright as she leaned back, evidently unaware of the disgust that ran straight through him. “That means that she will be out of society until the time comes for Lord Kinsley’s house party,” she murmured, shaking her head sadly. “I just hope she can behave herself there.”

      His stomach churning, Phillip executed a perfect bow, begged the ladies to excuse him, and began to hurry away, hearing Lady Emma call after him that she hoped to see him again very soon.

      Phillip could not return the sentiment. His mind was all in a whirl, filled with thoughts of Lady Emma, Miss Richardson, and all the gentlemen suitors she had spoken about. Lady Emma had insinuated that Miss Richardson was not the innocent young woman she appeared to be, that she was free with her words and even, perhaps, her kisses. The thought made him almost nauseous.

      Forgetting entirely about Lord Kinsley, he hurried through Hyde Park, desperate to be on his own for a time. He had to think through a lot and his determination to apologize to the lady now seemed to be less of a consideration than before. Whom was he to believe? Lady Emma, who as far as he was aware, had an impeccable reputation, or should he trust what he knew of Miss Richardson thus far?

      “And yet we have only had a very brief acquaintance. I might turn out to be just all the other young ladies who seek out your company.” Miss Richardson’s words echoed through his mind, making his heart twist all over again. Had she truly been jesting when she had said such a thing to him? Or had there been truth in her words, a way of inviting him to press his attentions on her a little more?

      No, that could not be so, for then she would not have reacted with such anger when he had attempted to draw her back inside.

      Unless she had been upset that he had not taken advantage of her offer.

      Groaning, Phillip threw his head back and gazed up at the sky, his entire being buzzing with confusion and his thoughts in chaos. He needed time to think. Mayhap Lady Emma was right, in which case it was good he knew now, before his affections for Miss Richardson grew too strong.

      “I knew letting my guard down was a bad idea,” he muttered to himself, returning his gaze to the path and beginning to stride along the pavement. “Just look where it has taken you this time.”
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      “Yes, I think that should do it.”

      Charlotte looked at herself in the mirror, her eyes a little narrowed as she regarded herself carefully. A few marks remained on her face. Her maid had done an excellent job of hiding them with her artful hairstyle. In addition, Aunt Agatha had insisted on a little paint, although Charlotte had been horrified at the idea. However, now that she looked at herself again, she could see why Aunt Agatha had insisted so. There was nothing remaining of the long scratch that ran from her chin to her ear, evidently very well hidden.

      “You look quite beautiful, if I may say,” the maid murmured, stepping away to fetch Charlotte’s dress so that she could step into it.

      “And you have done a wonderful job, Betty,” Charlotte replied, aware that her long-time maid would not say a word about her injuries to anyone else. “Thank you for your diligence.” She stepped into the gown of light green silk and waited for the maid to secure it around her shoulders, breathing in tightly as it was buttoned.

      She could not help but be a little excited. They had only arrived at Lord Kinsley’s estate that very afternoon. Having managed to escape up to her bedchamber almost as soon as they had entered the house, Charlotte had been forced to dine in her room so that her maid could prepare her hair and her face for this evening’s entertainment.

      Apparently, there was to be some kind of musical evening, although Charlotte was not quite sure what that entailed. Regardless, she was very much looking forward to it—for it felt like an age since she had been within society, even though the truth was that it had been only a week or so since her last outing.

      Lady Perrin had been very kind to her, refusing to allow Lady Emma out to various events, given what she had inflicted on Charlotte. Although Lady Emma often left the house with the company of her maid, so as to walk in the park or go to various shops during the day. Charlotte winced as she recalled the many loud, vehement arguments between her stepsister and Lady Perrin—although Lady Perrin’s iron will had always prevailed.

      In addition to all this, Charlotte found herself rather conflicted over the marquess. Her absence from society had given her very little to fill her mind with, and so it was that she continued to consider the marquess’ actions towards her over and over again.

      In truth, she could not get him from her mind.

      Her heart was filled with a great many emotions, and much to her surprise, she found herself very much wishing to see him again despite his previous behavior. She wanted to talk with him, to ask him why he had treated her in such a way. The more she thought of it, the more she considered that there was an explanation behind what he had done, if only he would tell her of it.

      She had reacted with anger and frustration at the time, but now she was more desirous to discuss the matter. Besides which, she could not easily dismiss the fact that she was still drawn to him. She could not easily forget his warm smile nor the kindness of his eyes. Surely, they did not have to so easily forget their acquaintance over this one matter.

      A sharp rap came at the door, and without waiting for her to call out, Lady Perrin stepped inside, dressed in all her finery.

      “I do hope you are ready?” she asked, walking into the room and looking over Charlotte with a critical eye.

      “I am,” Charlotte replied, seeing the smile slowly begin to spread across Lady Perrin’s face. “Do you think I will do?”

      “I think you will more than suffice,” Lady Perrin answered, smiling broadly now. “Come then. I believe your stepsister has already made her way downstairs.”

      Charlotte smiled and followed Lady Perrin from the room, her hand pressed lightly against her stomach so as to calm the butterflies rushing all through her. She had not expected to be so nervous.

      The drawing room was already abuzz with guests, and Charlotte tried her best to remember names and faces of all the guests she was introduced do, although her mind refused to linger on them for any length of time. All she could think of was seeing the Marquess of Withington again.

      “And here is our host,” Lady Perrin smiled, curtsying to Lord Kinsley. “You see? Miss Richardson is right as rain now.”

      “Miss Richardson,” Kinsley boomed, bowing towards her. “I am glad you are able to join us.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Charlotte replied, dropping into a curtsy. “I am delighted to be here.”

      “Capital to have you!” Kinsley murmured, his eyes on someone over her shoulder. “Do excuse me, Miss Richardson. I see that our first performer is here already, and I must go to greet them.”

      “Of course,” Charlotte murmured, stepping aside.

      Lady Perrin, caught by another lady’s conversation, moved away, leaving Charlotte alone. She meandered through the other guests for a time, making sure to give Lady Emma a wide berth and stopping a few times to greet some other acquaintances. Her fingers twined together, her heart thundering in her chest as she continued to search out the marquess. Still, despite her careful regard of the room, she did not see him.

      In fact, she did not see him for almost the entire evening. The musical performances began, and she sat quietly with the other guests, commenting and applauding as she ought. The performances were wonderful of course, but Charlotte found that she simply could not enjoy them, not when she was busy wondering where the marquess might be.

      As the final performance came to an end, Charlotte smiled and rose to her feet, along with the other guests.

      “And now, a special performance is to take place outside!” Lord Kinsley called, clapping his hands together and beaming with delight as his guests began to buzz with curiosity. “Just on the front lawn, ladies and gentlemen. The maids and footmen are on hand to fetch you shawls and the like.”

      Charlotte, wondering what this event might be, followed the other guests outside, and with her shawl now wrapped tightly around her shoulders, stood on the grass and watched as a man with a flaming torch in his hand began a magnificent and breath-taking display. Fire burst in all directions, although the performer never appeared injured. It was quite astonishing.

      As the guests clapped hard, the air filled with whoops and cheers, out of the corner of her eye, Charlotte saw something move. Turning her head, she saw the Marquess of Withington standing a little aside from the rest of the guests, his arms folded as he leaned heavily against a tree trunk.

      “Lord Withington!” Charlotte exclaimed, hurrying towards him. “I have been looking for you all evening.”

      He barely looked at her. “Is that so?” he murmured, seemingly disinterested. “Is that for any specific reason?”

      “I had wanted to talk to you,” Charlotte replied, a little confused by his coolness. “I believe we left things on rather a bad note.”

      The Marquess’ eyes flickered. “Yes, we did, rather,” he said quietly, still not looking into her face. “I am sorry for overreacting, Miss Richardson. I assure you it will not happen again.” He gave her a stiff bow, which only furthered her confusion and sparked a little annoyance within her. It was as though this was the end of the matter, and whilst his apology seemed sincere enough, he did not display any kind of warmth towards her.

      Thinking it best to be utterly forthright, Charlotte lifted her chin, moved to stand directly in front of him, and looked into his face with a firm gaze. “Is something wrong, Lord Withington?”

      He glanced at her, his face still a mask. “Wrong? No, not in the least.”

      She frowned, growing a little angry with him now. “You missed the earlier performers. Did you not wish to see them?”

      “No, I did not.” He looked at her again, something like confusion flickering across his face. “Then again, I have seen a great deal of performances and the like this last week, although I have not seen you at any social events.”

      Was this the reason he appeared so distant? Charlotte thought, the entire situation becoming clear in her mind. He thinks I have deliberately avoided him after what he did.

      “Yes, indeed, I have been forced to stay indoors,” she replied, with a heavy sigh. “My aunt insisted upon it for both myself and my stepsister.”

      “For what reason?” he asked, looking more than a little interested. “Were you both unwell?”

      Biting her lip, Charlotte tried to think of how to explain herself. “My stepsister was not unwell, whereas I am afraid that I was a little under the weather.”

      “But your aunt kept your stepsister in also?”

      Charlotte tried to smile, shrugging a little. “Lady Perrin is very good to me. She did not want me to be lonely—although I am very glad to be back within society now. It was good of Lord Kinsley to invite us to his house party.” She paused for a moment, wondering whether to be honest with the man and thinking that it would be best. “I am glad to see you again, Lord Withington,” she continued, a little more softly. “I must tell you that our last exchange has been on my mind for some time. I do not know why you treated me so, and I must hope that you do not think I would have used our short walk as any kind of attempt to engage your affections.”

      Charlotte was glad for the darkness of the evening to hide her burning cheeks. She had spoken more freely with him than she had ever done before, but she was determined to clear up the matter entirely.

      Much to her surprise, the marquess passed a hand over his eyes, looking more confused than contrite. “I confess that I have had an experience in the past which may have colored my picture of you,” he muttered, the words being almost dragged from his lips. “I should not have been so abrupt, Miss Richardson. I do beg your pardon. Truly.”

      Thinking that this was, at least, sincerer than before, Charlotte managed a small smile. “Then, we are quite at ease with one another again, my lord. I very much appreciate your apology, and should you ever wish it, I would be glad to listen to whatever burden it is you carry.” A raindrop fell on her cheek as she finished speaking, and without even thinking, she brushed it away with the back of her hand. At the same time, the fire performer finished his act with the biggest explosion of all, which quite lit up the grounds.

      “I had best return to Lady Perrin,” she said softly, turning back to smile at the marquess. “I look forward to furthering our acquaintance, my lord.”

      He swallowed hard, his eyes straying towards her cheek. “And I,” he replied, a little hoarsely. “Thank you, Miss Richardson.”

      Charlotte felt her mouth go dry, as she looked into his eyes and saw something in his expression that she did not quite understand. After a moment’s hesitation, she drew in a sharp breath and turned away, hurrying back towards Lady Perrin. The marquess was still something of a mystery, but at least they had managed to have a civil conversation, even if she could still feel his eyes on her as she retreated. A small smile crept over Charlotte’s face as she fell into step with Lady Perrin, her cheeks still warm.

      “Is everything all right, Charlotte?” Lady Perrin asked a little sharply. “I did not see you out here.”

      “I am quite well,” Charlotte replied with a quick smile. “Did you enjoy the display?”

      As Lady Perrin began to talk animatedly about the fire performer, Charlotte’s thoughts remained entirely fixed on the marquess, wondering when she would be able to spend time in his company again. She did not hope it would be too long.
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      “And what of Miss Richardson?”

      Phillip bit back a sigh as Kinsley gave him a roguish wink. “What of her?” he asked, with a lift of his eyebrow.

      “You have been spending a great deal of time in her company,” Kinsley replied, sitting down opposite him. “Are you glad now that she chose to attend my house party?”

      “I am,” Phillip admitted, mentally looking back over the last three days. “It has, at least, cleared up a little confusion.”

      “Oh?”

      Lifting one shoulder, Phillip held back a long, pronounced sigh. “I have been confused regarding her character, Kinsley. I will confess to that.”

      Kinsley looked most confused, one eyebrow arching. “Her character? By all accounts, she is both sweet and kind, with a spotless reputation.”

      All accounts but her stepsister’s, Phillip thought, frowning heavily. And would she not know her best?

      “And she seems quite delighted with being invited here,” Kinsley continued, when Phillip said nothing. “She is a gentle and considerate young lady. You could do worse.”

      “I am not interested in matrimony at this present moment!” Phillip exclaimed, suddenly frustrated. “Do drop the matter, will you not?”

      His words echoed around the room, bouncing off the walls as embarrassment raced up his spine. Kinsley did not look particularly upset however, sighing heavily and shaking his head.

      “She is not Miss Thackery.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Phillip retorted, pushing himself up from the chair and making his way towards the door. “I am going to take a turn about the gardens before the rest of the guests come down to break their fast. Excuse me, Kinsley.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning air was cool and clear, bringing a calmness to his bubbling anger and exasperation. Kinsley continued to talk about matrimony as though it was something Phillip should be thinking of; but still, Phillip pushed the idea aside. He was still unsure about Miss Richardson’s true character, despite Kinsley’s inference that she was nothing more than a sweet-natured girl.

      However, Phillip had to admit to himself that something about Lady Emma made him consider her words entirely false. Miss Richardson had not tried to garner anyone’s attentions during her time at the house party whereas Lady Emma had done exactly that. She had cooed and smiled and batted her eyelids in his direction, often placing a cool hand on his arm as she leaned in to talk to him.

      He was not warming to the lady in the least.

      In addition, her mention of being kept away from society due to Miss Richardson’s poor behavior was not something he could easily believe any longer. That night of the fire performer, he had caught sight of marks on her skin—marks that appeared to be long scratches, which he thought might have come from someone’s hands.

      A rush of anger raced through him at the thought of someone hurting Miss Richardson. He had been forced to consider that perhaps the reason both Miss Richardson and Lady Emma had been away from society was due to Miss Richardson’s appearance.

      Not that he had been able to ask her anything about the scratches, of course, for that would have been rude.

      “My lord!”

      Dragged from his thoughts by the sound of a soft voice, Phillip looked up to see Miss Richardson walking towards him. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks dusted with pink, and her auburn hair practically glowed in the early morning sunshine. His breath caught in his chest as she smiled at him, almost overcome by the picture of gentle beauty she presented.

      “Good morning, Miss Richardson,” he murmured, inclining his head. “I did not expect to see you outdoors this morning.”

      “Oh, I always take a walk before the other guests rise,” she replied, laughing. “I cannot sleep as long as they, and I find that a short stroll truly brings one to life.”

      “I could not agree more,” he murmured, his eyes still fixed on her face.

      “The maid is very good at bringing me a small breakfast tray before I come outside so I am not faint from hunger by the time the other guests have risen,” she continued, still smiling. “These beautiful mornings are much too wonderful to miss, in my humble opinion.”

      She turned a little away from him, her gaze now on the picturesque country scene behind them. Nothing but wide-open spaces surrounded the estate, although much of it was fields and the like, which were due to be harvested soon. However, Phillip had to admit that it held its own beauty.

      “Might you like to walk with me for a moment?” he found himself saying, suddenly desperate for her company. “Or were you just returning to the house?”

      Her hazel eyes glittered as she looked back at him. “Will you suddenly rush me back inside, worried that I will stain your reputation?” she asked bluntly, the smile fading from her lips.

      Shaking his head, Phillip dropped her gaze for a moment and cleared his throat. “No, indeed,” he said softly. “I swear I shall do no such thing.”

      “And shall you tell me why you treated me so?” Miss Richardson asked, tilting her head just a little. “I will admit that it has not left my mind since the very night it occurred.”

      Phillip swallowed hard before nodding. “I suppose I owe you that,” he agreed, holding out his arm to her and feeling the racing tingles shoot up his arm as she took it. “What is it you would like to know?”

      They began to walk slowly along the garden path, surrounded by beautiful flowers and wonderful scents. Miss Richardson did not answer for a few moments, leaving nothing but birdsong in answer to his question.

      “Did something happen that made you believe I would cry foul?” she asked softly. “Did you honestly believe that I would do something so untoward?”

      “Yes, I did, but that is not because you displayed any kind of behavior in that regard,” he confessed, seeing the hurt jump into her expression. “I had a young lady some time ago who tried her best to ensnare me.” He heard her suck in a breath, a little relieved by her shock. “I have been wary ever since.”

      “And little wonder,” she replied, still sounding utterly horrified. “How truly awful for you, my lord.”

      He shrugged and gave a quiet laugh. “Kinsley has told me over and over that I should not consider the rest of society’s feminine kind to be anything like Miss Thackery, but until I saw you, I was unable to act on his advice.” He paused in his steps for a moment, suddenly aware of what he had said and feeling heat burst all through him.

      “Until you saw me?” she repeated, looking up at him with astonishment written across her face. “Truly?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” he asked, growing aware of just how secluded they were. He glanced back at the house, and much to his surprise, he did not immediately worry about returning there in order to keep his reputation from harm. “After all, you are very beautiful, Miss Richardson.”

      She frowned, dropping her hand from his arm. “I appreciate the compliment, my lord,” she murmured, turning a little away from him. “And yet it appears that for some time you still considered that I would be like your Miss Thackery, that I would do all I could to entrap a gentleman into matrimony.”

      “No, no, not in the least!” he exclaimed, desperate to make her understand. “It is just that you are the stepdaughter of the Earl of Hardwick, and your stepsister is Lady Emma—”

      “And my status might make it a trifle more difficult for me to marry well,” Miss Richardson finished, her eyes suddenly ablaze. “However, that does not mean I would do such a thing, my lord. After the evening in question, you did not write to me, nor call upon me to sort out the matter, and you were decidedly cool towards me when I first came to speak to you here. What else am I to make of your behavior?”

      Seeing the hurt in her expression, Phillip let out a groan and closed his eyes. “I am making a mess of this, am I not?” he said, letting out a sigh of exasperation. “I did not mean to suggest that at all, Miss Richardson. It was just that, after the evening we were out walking alone, I met your stepsister, who suggested a few other things about your character.”

      “My stepsister?” Miss Richardson repeated, her face growing pale. “She spoke to you about me?”

      “Very unkindly,” he confessed, stepping forward and reaching for her hand, desperate not to put another wedge of animosity and anger between them. “I will admit that I considered her words to be true for a time, but that was only because I did not know you particularly well. Now I see that she was not speaking the truth.”

      Miss Richardson swallowed and lifted her chin. “We are not close, my lord,” she said, her eyes sparkling with bright, shimmering tears. “Lady Emma believes she ought to marry first, which in her opinion, means I must not encroach on her friendships and acquaintances.”

      Phillip, feeling more than a little guilt-ridden over his poor consideration of Miss Richardson, dropped his head. “I am sorry for thinking ill of you,” he said quietly. “I meant every word I said, Miss Richardson, about how my intentions to remain entirely unattached went out of my head the moment I set eyes on you.” He slowly raised his eyes to hers and saw, much to his relief, that her tears were gone. “I am struggling with the burdens of the past. If you are willing to forgive me, yet again, then I would like to continue our acquaintance, fraught as our first few interactions have been.” Pressing her hand, he drew a little closer, filled with a desire to press his lips against hers, even though his mind was screaming at him not to do such a thing.

      She lifted her chin and looked into his eyes with a steadiness that had his heart quickening with hope. “Very well, Lord Withington,” she said softly. “I will allow you the opportunity to prove that you do not think ill of me.”

      “What I think and feel is quite the opposite, I assure you,” he breathed, suddenly desperate to show her the depth of his feelings.

      “Good,” she replied firmly, stepping away from him. “I look forward to furthering our acquaintance, Lord Withington. I had best return inside now before Lady Perrin rises.” She gave a quick bob, her skirts flurrying around her, before turning around and walking quickly back inside.
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      It took all of Charlotte’s inner strength not to find her stepsister and tear her hair out right in front of Lady Perrin. When Lord Withington stated, with confusion and worry in his eyes, that Lady Emma had spoken to him about her, Charlotte had wanted to scream out loud in frustration.

      It was as though Lady Emma was trying to sabotage her at every turn, even though Charlotte had done nothing but try to be amiable with her. Her hands curling into fists, Charlotte paced the floor and tried to calm her fierce anger. Nothing good would come of losing her temper with her stepsister, for that was most likely what Lady Emma wanted. If Charlotte made a scene in front of either Lady Perrin or, worse, in front of the other guests, then Lady Emma would look like the one being attacked, despite it being the exact opposite.

      “Did I see you walking with Lord Withington?”

      Startled, Charlotte turned to see Lady Perrin, swiftly followed by Lady Emma, walking into her bedchamber, entirely unannounced.

      “I beg your pardon?” Charlotte asked, not quite sure what Lady Perrin had said since her gaze had been fixed on Lady Emma, who was giving her a slightly dark smile.

      “I said, were you out walking with Lord Withington?”

      “No, I was not,” Charlotte replied honestly.

      “Liar!”

      Lady Emma stepped forward, her finger pointed directly at Charlotte’s face. “I saw you. I saw you both.”

      Charlotte lifted one eyebrow. “I did not go out walking with Lord Withington, Emma. I was out for my morning walk as usual, and he happened upon me. We talked for a few minutes, and then I went indoors.”

      Lady Emma grinned, her eyes flashing before spinning around to face Lady Perrin. “You see?” she declared triumphantly. “I told you she was out walking with him.”

      Lady Perrin frowned, making Emma’s smile widen all the more and sending a dart of anxiety rushing through Charlotte. She had done nothing wrong, had she?

      “Lord Withington was simply out strolling in the garden then?”

      “Yes,” Charlotte replied calmly, forcing herself to ignore Lady Emma’s gleeful smile. “As I said, we talked for a few moments before I continued indoors. Nothing was untoward.”

      “And you were in full view of the house.”

      “And the gardeners,” Charlotte answered, relieved to see Lady Perrin’s frown lift slightly. “I was civil, and then I left.”

      There was a short silence where Charlotte felt as though she were in a courtroom, waiting for judgment to fall.

      “Well then, I can see nothing wrong,” Lady Perrin determined with a brief smile. “Why ever you thought to tell me such a thing, Emma, is quite beyond me. I have a deep trust in Charlotte. I know she will never allow her reputation to become stained.” She lifted one eyebrow as she regarded Lady Emma, a slight rebuke in her words as she spoke. “Lord Withington, equally, is a well-respected gentleman with no fault in his character that would make me believe he would ever take advantage of Charlotte.” She brushed her hands together as though dusting the matter from them entirely. “Now, are you ready for breakfast?”

      “No!” Lady Emma screeched, her face going a shade of crimson as she stormed in front of Charlotte. “She is wicked! She is deceitful! She ought not to be a part of this house party any longer. She is not worthy of Lord Withington’s notice!”

      Charlotte’s hands curled into fists. “Why are you so determined to push me aside in any way you can, Emma?” she retorted, pain slicing through her soul. “We are meant to be acting like sisters, but you are doing all you can to have my name and reputation brought into question! I cannot understand it!”

      Lady Emma whirled around, her face contorted with frustration. “You took my life away from me! You and your mother, thinking that you know what is best for my father!”

      “My mother loves your father, and he loves her,” Charlotte replied, battling to keep her anger in check. “And that does not mean that he does not care for you any longer.”

      Lady Emma opened and shut her mouth, her eyes still blazing.

      “Things have changed for us both,” Charlotte continued, wondering whether or not Lady Emma was going to attack her again. “It is time we simply got on with it and stopped trying to make enemies of one another.”

      “I just want you to get out of my way,” Lady Emma retorted, her voice losing some of its anger. “Leave me to find my own husband, then you may find your own.”

      Charlotte shook her head, lifting her chin a little. “I will not be told what to do, Emma. My acquaintances are my own business, and therefore, none of your concern.”

      “And that is where this conversation ends,” Lady Perrin interjected firmly. “Emma, I had thought you had gotten over this ridiculous obsession, and I am deeply disappointed to discover it is evidently not the case. It is not your place to determine who Charlotte chooses to speak to.” Putting her hands on her hips, Lady Perrin considered her niece for a few moments. “I think you and I need to have a long discussion. A breakfast tray in my chambers, I think.”

      “Aunt Agatha, no!” Lady Emma whined, sounding more childish than before. “I have acquaintances to greet, conversations to have…”

      “All of which will still be waiting for you once we have talked,” Lady Perrin said firmly. “Come now, child. No complaints from you.” There was both a firmness and gentleness in her voice, as though she were cajoling a small infant.

      Charlotte felt herself slowly begin to relax as Lady Emma unwillingly followed Lady Perrin from the room. Frowning to herself, she sat back down by the fire and waited until the door clicked shut before letting out a long breath of relief.

      There was truth in what Lady Perrin had said. Lady Emma had been carrying this burden of spite for some time, and she still continued to grow angry with Charlotte over what she perceived to be inappropriate behavior. This happened despite the fact that nothing Charlotte did was in any way improper. Her lips twisted as she considered what Lady Emma had revealed.

      Clearly, a great deal of anger remained in regard to her father’s marriage to Charlotte’s mother, a resentment that had built up into something ugly. Charlotte bore the brunt of that ugliness, which did not seem to be diminishing in any way.

      Deep within her heart, Charlotte allowed herself to feel a little sympathy for Lady Emma. It had been a charmed life for her thus far, where practically everything she asked for was granted—only for all that to be taken away when Charlotte’s mother had wed Lady Emma’s father. No longer was Lady Emma the apple of her father’s eye, although it did not mean that he lost any kind of love for her. It was just that she was no longer the only one he thought of, the only one he was concerned about. Charlotte could understand why that was difficult for her stepsister.

      She herself found sharing her mother a little unsettling, although she was aware of just how lonely her mother had been over the last few years. There was a great deal of happiness in Charlotte’s heart over the marriage, even if it meant that it would never truly be simply her and her mother again. She did not feel the same as Lady Emma did, yet that did not stop her from feeling a little compassion towards her.

      “I do hope Lady Perrin can talk some sense into her,” she murmured to herself, absentmindedly tracing her cheek where Lady Emma had scratched her the first time she had burst into anger. The last thing Charlotte wanted was another all-out fight. It had caused her a great deal of pain last time and had made Lord Withington wonder why she had been out of society.

      Lord Withington was another matter altogether, however. Charlotte sighed again, although the corners of her mouth lifted just a little. He had apologized profusely, and she had forgiven him almost at once, although she had enjoyed taking her time in doing so. It had made him even more repentant, all the more urgent in his desperation for her forgiveness. His words, she could not forget. They had made their way into the crevices of her mind and lodged there, determined to remain forever.

      What I think and feel is quite the opposite, I assure you.

      Charlotte blushed despite being entirely alone. He had almost been about to kiss her, she was quite sure of it. Had she given him the slightest encouragement then, she had no doubt that his lips would have been pressed to her own in a moment.

      It was not that she did not want such an attention, of course, but rather that she knew it would not be appropriate to do so. Such things were only done when one was deeply attached, and even then, a kiss remained a trifle questionable. Yet, she could not deny the strength of feeling that came over her whenever she considered what it would be like to be kissed by Lord Withington. Closing her eyes, Charlotte tried to rid herself of such thoughts, aware that she had decided only to further her acquaintance with Lord Withington for the time being—despite the strange warmth burrowing into her heart whenever she laid eyes on him. He had much to prove first.

      “All in all, he appears to be quite a genteel man,” she murmured to herself, rising to her feet and checking her reflection in the mirror. Much to her surprise, she saw a rosy haired, bright-eyed young lady looking back at her, when before she had been pale skinned with no brightness in her eyes. Evidently, thinking of Lord Withington did wonders for her appearance.

      Checking the time, Charlotte drew in a sharp breath, and with one last critical look at herself, hurried to the door, opening it and descending quickly down the stairs. She was already late for breakfast, and despite having eaten a light repast only a few hours earlier, Charlotte felt her stomach grumble.

      Her mind flurried with thoughts of Lord Withington, wondering when they might have the opportunity to speak to one another again. A wide smile spread across her face at the thought, suddenly glad that he had been so willing to talk to her about what had occurred between himself and another young lady. In that way, she was able to understand a little better as to why he appeared so wary in continuing their acquaintance—although, of course, she would never try to trick him into matrimony. Charlotte determined to enjoy the house party simply for what it was, and in doing so, get to know the remaining guests a little better instead of fixing her attentions all on one particular gentleman.

      However, such a determination went right out of her head the moment she stepped into the dining room and saw Lord Withington smiling up at her, his gaze intent as the other guests continued to talk amongst themselves. None of them noticed the brightness of his smile, nor the delight in his eyes—except for Charlotte, who—for a moment—felt as though she were walking on air.
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      Charlotte laughed aloud as Lord Withington finished his story, finding his antics of youth more than a little humorous. In the last two days since their first meeting in the gardens, Charlotte had spent more time in the marquess’ company and had found him to be both amiable and warm. Thankfully, Lady Emma had remained quiet and slightly subdued. Her stepsister barely looked at Charlotte during that time, which relieved Charlotte to a great extent.

      “I can hardly believe it, Lord Withington,” she chuckled, once her laughter had abated. “You would not have been so foolish!”

      “Ah, but I was a very different man in my youth,” he replied, shaking his head. “A very different man indeed. I do not think you would have liked me as I was.”

      “And you think I like you now?” Charlotte asked, lifting one eyebrow but finding it impossible to hide her smile.

      Lord Withington stared at her for a moment, before chuckling. “Now you are teasing me, Miss Richardson,” he said softly. “Who would have thought it?”

      They continued to walk together as the rest of the guests continued to stroll quietly a little ahead of them, apparently awestruck by the beauty of the rolling hills that surrounded them.

      “May I ask what made such a swift change of character?” Charlotte asked softly, hoping she was not prying too much. “Was it this lady that you once spoke of?”

      “Miss Thackery,” he replied, his laughter suddenly gone. “Yes, Miss Thackery made me realize a great deal about myself and the world in which we live. You see, Miss Richardson, I realized that I was, in fact, surrounded by those who cared nothing for me but only for my title and my wealth. I came into my title at a rather young age, you see. My father was never a well man and neither were we particularly close. Unfortunately, due to that lack of guidance, I knew very little about what was expected of me. In fact, I truly did not care about the responsibilities I inherited. Not until the incident with Miss Thackery.”

      “So, in a way, you ought to be thankful that you had such an experience,” Charlotte murmured, thinking aloud. “Although I understand just how dreadful that must have been.”

      “I was never more grateful for my friendship with Lord Kinsley,” came the fervent reply. “And yes, I suppose that I should consider that part of my life as having a good outcome, despite the experience. In her way, Miss Thackery taught me a great deal.”

      Charlotte laughed softly, looking up at him. “Except for the fact that you believed all women to be the same as she was,” she stated wryly. “That is your only failing in this, Lord Withington.”

      He paused for a moment, allowing the guests to walk a little further ahead. “But now I have you to teach me otherwise,” he said softly. “I cannot believe that you care only for title and wealth, Miss Richardson.”

      A little taken aback, Charlotte frowned. “I would hope that you know me well enough to be aware of that,” she replied carefully. “I know our acquaintance has not been of long standing, but I have never once considered your title nor your fortune as part of my reason for continuing our association, Lord Withington. I have never—”

      His lips touched hers, stopping her dead. It was nothing more than a feather touch, so swift yet so light to the point that she had to wonder whether it had actually occurred.

      “I do apologize,” he murmured, stepping back and casting an anxious glance towards the guests who, thankfully, had not noticed their absence at all. “I have made such a muddle of my words that I thought that might be the only way to assure you of my high opinion.”

      “Indeed,” Charlotte breathed, fighting the urge to touch her lips. “I am quite astonished, Lord Withington.”

      “I did not do wrong, did I?” he asked, looking more than a little apprehensive. “I simply could not help myself, Miss Richardson. I confess to you now that my feelings for you are growing with almost every moment that passes.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat, her entire body warming. “I…I do not know what to say,” she whispered, keenly aware that he was waiting for her response with a great deal of expectation. “Of course, I have a certain attachment to you, my lord, but I did not expect you to…”

      There was a short silence.

      “I was too hasty,” he said eventually, his shoulders slumping. “I see.”

      Charlotte shook her head, grasping his arm as he turned away from her. “I would not have you turn from me, Lord Withington. Whilst I will confess that it was a trifle hasty, I was simply taken quite by surprise, that is all,” she promised, desperate for him not to walk away. “Do not think that I have no feelings to share with you in return, Lord Withington. For that is certainly not the case.”

      He nodded, his smile slowly returning. “I am glad to hear it,” he said, hoarsely. “I suppose we should continue on and catch up with the others. I would not want to be the cause of any gossip.” He held out his arm to her, and with a smile of relief, Charlotte took it, aware of just how quickly her heart was pounding.

      “Thank you, Lord Withington,” she murmured, as they began to walk. “I am sure we will have a great many more conversations before the week is up, and I am truly grateful for our continued friendship.”

      “As am I,” he replied warmly. “You mean a great deal to me, Miss Richardson. I hope I have proved that, even though I was a little hurried in my affections.”

      “You are proving it with every moment we share together,” she replied, looking up at him. “You need not worry, Lord Withington.”

      He looked incredibly relieved. As they neared the rest of the guests, he pressed her hand with his for a moment before moving away to talk to another one of his acquaintances.

      Charlotte walked quietly for a time, a smile spreading across her face as she considered Lord Withington. He had made a rather foolish assumption about her character, but he had been able to both admit and apologize for it.

      Nothing was insincere about him, as far as she was concerned. Her smile broadened as she recalled how he had kissed her, even if it had only been the briefest of touches. There had been a warmth shooting through her limbs as he had stepped back from doing so, and despite the astonishment racing through her, Charlotte could not help but admit that she had delighted in the moment.

      “Charlotte?”

      Glancing behind her, Charlotte saw Lady Emma hurrying after her, with Lady Perrin staying a little further behind. She tensed at once, nerves shooting through her as her stepsister approached.

      “Yes, Emma?” she asked a little coldly.

      “Oh, you need not speak to me with such disdain,” Lady Emma replied, her eyes looking a little sorrowful. “Although I can quite understand it after how I have behaved.”

      This did not sound like Lady Emma, which immediately made Charlotte’s suspicions rise. “What do you want, Emma?” she asked, glad to be a little out of earshot of the rest of the guests.

      Lady Emma fell into step beside her. “What I want, is to apologize,” she said quietly. “Oh, Charlotte, I realize now just how terribly I have treated you. I have behaved like a spoilt child losing her temper, and I am quite ashamed of myself.”

      Charlotte did not know how to respond, looking into her stepsister’s face and seeing her look back at her with tears in her eyes.

      “I should never have done those awful things,” Lady Emma whispered, her voice breaking with emotion. “Lady Perrin has spoken to me at length, and I have come to realize just how stupid I have been.”

      Looking ahead, Charlotte saw Lady Perrin glance over her shoulder at them both, a slight smile on her face. Emma was at least telling the truth on that point. Lady Perrin clearly had spoken to Lady Emma about her behavior, although Charlotte knew that her stepsister could easily pull the wool over even Lady Perrin’s eyes, so long as it would be in her own best interests.

      “You are free to talk to whomever you wish and to form attachments with whomever you wish,” Lady Emma continued softly. “I should never have tried to prevent such a thing, for you have just as much right to be happy as I do.”

      Charlotte bit her lip, just as Lady Emma caught her hand in her cold one, pressing it tightly. She did not know quite how to respond to her stepsister’s words, for Lady Emma had never spoken so candidly to her before and had certainly never thought to apologize.

      “I am afraid that you do not believe me,” Lady Emma said, squeezing Charlotte’s hand tightly. “I am afraid that this has all come too late.”

      “You did lock me in a room,” Charlotte replied wryly, wishing she could pull her hand from Emma’s.

      “You do not believe me then,” Lady Emma cried, tears beginning to run down her cheeks like the rain. “Oh, I can see how foolish I have been in hoping for such a thing when clearly it is already too late.”

      Seeing Lady Perrin glance over her shoulder at them both again, and aware that guests were behind them also, albeit it far away, Charlotte tried her best to quiet her stepsister.

      “Hush, please,” she hissed, tugging her hand out of Emma’s. “You cannot expect me to simply believe everything you say, Emma. Too much has been done for that to occur. I am afraid that this is simply something you must prove to me.”

      Lady Emma sniffed delicately and pulled her lace handkerchief from her sleeve, dabbing at her eyes. “I suppose I have no choice but to do so,” she replied, looking quite miserable. “Have no fear, Charlotte, I shall do nothing but try to support you in whatever choices you make. I shall no longer try to get in your way or cause others to think badly of you.” Her expression lightened, as though she had just hit on an idea. “In fact, I shall speak to Lord Withington and confess that I spoke ill of you without cause. He shall know for a fact that what I said was quite untrue.”

      “I do not think that necessary, although I appreciate the offer,” Charlotte replied slowly. “He is already aware that what you stated was not true.”

      “All the more reason for me to apologize to him,” Lady Emma declared, wiping her eyes again before replacing her kerchief back in her sleeve. “In this way, I hope I shall begin to show you that I fully intend to be a wonderful sister to you. As Lady Perrin states, I have been given a wonderful gift and I must choose to treat that gift well instead of tossing it aside.”

      So saying, she smiled brightly at Charlotte and stepped away, evidently in search of Lord Withington in order to apologize to him seemingly at once. Charlotte was left to walk alone for a time, her mind clouded with thoughts. Lady Emma seemed to be quite sincere, but still Charlotte could not allow herself to simply take her at her word. There would have to be a great deal of practical evidence before Charlotte finally let herself start to trust Lady Emma.

      “She spoke to you then?”

      Seeing Lady Perrin waiting for her, Charlotte nodded and fell into step beside her. “She did, Aunt Agatha.”

      “And do you believe her?”

      It was an odd question for Lady Perrin to ask, given that she had been the one talking to Lady Emma for some time before she had approached Charlotte. Frowning, Charlotte glanced up at Lady Perrin, seeing the slight smile on her face.

      “To be truthful, Lady Perrin, I am not quite sure I do,” she replied slowly. “It is not that I do not want to believe her, but I know I must be careful around Emma.”

      “Very well put,” Lady Perrin agreed, with a smile. “It would be wise to show caution around your stepsister, Charlotte. Emma is a wonderful actress, and even I found myself growing more and more convinced of her sincerity. It was with an effort that I had to remind myself that she might easily be playing us all for fools.” She looked down to the ground and frowned. “Then again, she might prove us both wrong, and I cannot help but hope that there might be a change in her character that will benefit us all.”

      “I do hope so,” Charlotte sighed, relieved to find Lady Perrin so shrewd. “It would be wonderful to have a kind, caring sister. I suppose we shall have to just wait and see.”
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      “And so, it is the final ball of the house party,” Kinsley murmured, looking down from the balcony into the ballroom below. “It has been a most enjoyable sennight, I must say.”

      “You have done very well, Kinsley,” Phillip agreed, coming to stand by his friend. “Thank you for the invitation.” He grinned, as Kinsley chuckled, shaking his head at him. “I will confess that I did not want to attend at first, but now I am quite glad I did so.”

      Kinsley’s laughter grew. “And is that because you have been able to spend a great deal of time with Miss Richardson?”

      “Perhaps,” Phillip admitted, no shame in the fact that he found the lady more than a little desirable. “I was quite wrong about her, Kinsley. I should never have believed her to be a lady with questionable morals, batting her eyelashes at everyone and giving away her favors freely.”

      Kinsley’s smile faded. “No, you should not have,” he agreed firmly. “But she has forgiven you, has she not?”

      “Unbelievably, she has,” Phillip agreed, shaking his head as a sense of disbelief filled him. “And, even more surprising, Lady Emma came to beg my forgiveness for speaking so cruelly about her stepsister.”

      Kinsley stared at him, his mouth falling open.

      “I know, I was just as astonished as you are now,” Phillip said and chuckled, recalling how Lady Emma had confessed all to him, desperate for him to forgive her and hoping aloud that he did not think badly of Miss Richardson. “Of course, I already knew that Miss Richardson was not what her stepsister said she was, but it was heartening to hear it from Lady Emma herself.”

      “Perhaps she is finally showing a little bit of responsibility,” Kinsley murmured, blinking in surprise. “Lady Emma has always come across as a bit of an immature, flighty young thing, but I am glad now that she has shown some common sense and maturity."

      “Indeed,” Phillip replied, seeing the guests begin to arrive and finding himself eager with expectation. “We should go down, Kinsley. You cannot be absent from the ball, especially not when you are the host.”

      Kinsley chuckled, slapping Phillip hard on the back. “Desperate to see her, are you? Well, well, who would have thought that I would ever see my dear friend fall so helplessly in love with a pretty little thing like Miss Richardson?”

      Phillip froze to the spot, his hand tightening on the rail. In love?

      “I had best go,” Kinsley continued, evidently unaware of how his words had affected Phillip. “Come down when you are ready.”

      Phillip watched him go, something building in his chest. He had never once considered himself in love before, having never truly experienced such a feeling. Was Kinsley correct? Was he in love with Miss Richardson?

      Looking down into the ballroom, Phillip felt his heart slam into his chest as he saw her descend the steps. She was utterly breathtaking, and within his core, Phillip felt something deep and everlasting settle within him. He had eyes for no other and could not think of dancing with anyone but her.

      She made him smile, and his smile brightened each and every day he spent in her presence. The thought of her leaving to return home, whilst he went to his, brought a sharp pain to his heart. He enjoyed breaking his fast with her, dining with her, spending the days and evenings in her company. She was quickwitted, intelligent, lively, and beautiful. Phillip knew he could never feel for another what he did for her.

      “Good gracious,” he whispered aloud, not knowing whether to smile or burst into raucous laughter. “I love her.” He kept his gaze fixed on her as he slowly made his way to the staircase that would bring him into the ballroom itself. “I love Miss Richardson,” he whispered to himself, suddenly desperate to tell her so.

      He did not want her to doubt his affections, nor could he let her return home without being fully aware of what he felt for her. His future was filled with visions of her, making him realize that he wanted nothing more than to wed her and bring her to his home.

      The realization was quite overwhelming, forcing him to pause on the stairs for a moment.

      “Lord Withington?”

      Looking down, he saw Lady Emma climbing the stairs towards him, a shy smile on her face.

      “Lady Emma,” he murmured distractedly. “You do not wish to join the other guests?”

      “In a moment, I suppose,” she replied, climbing the stairs past him and stopping so that she stood just above him. “I am going to take some time to view the guests and the dancing and consider what I have learned during my time here.”

      “I see,” Phillip replied, smiling. “I do hope you will be able to join us soon.”

      Lady Emma chuckled, leaning forward just a little. “I can guess who it is you wish to dance with, Lord Withington,” she murmured, glancing to her left. “Your interest has not gone unnoticed.”

      Phillip felt heat race up his spine, crawling into his face, as he glanced over to see Miss Richardson watching them both. “Indeed,” he murmured, clearing his throat. “Then, I can assure you that I have nothing but good intentions for your stepsister.”

      Lady Emma looked down at him, her eyes suddenly narrowed. “And yet, she is below me in status.”

      He raised his eyebrows, wondering what she meant by such a statement. “Such a thing does not concern me, Lady Emma. I have no reservations in that area.”

      She put one hand on his chest and, jumping in surprise, Phillip looked up at her, about to ask what it was she was doing—only for her to kiss him full on the mouth.

      It took a moment for him to register what it was she was doing and another moment for him to jerk away, practically falling down the stairs as he did so.

      “Whatever are you doing?” he hissed, wiping his mouth. “Lady Emma, I am astonished at you!”

      “I am better than her in both status and beauty,” she snarled, her hands fisting as she glared at him. “Yet it is she who manages to capture the attention of a marquess.” She tossed her head, her fair curls flying. “I will not have it, I say! It is I who should marry first, not her.”

      Flabbergasted by the venomous hatred in her eyes, Phillip stared at her for another moment, only for dread to settle in his stomach. Slowly, he turned his gaze towards Miss Richardson, only to see her hurrying from the room.

      “How dare you!” he whispered, anger bursting in his veins. “How dare you try to manipulate me like this! You are nothing but a snake, Lady Emma, and I can assure you that all this will come to naught.”

      She laughed harshly and turned on her heel. “We will see, Lord Withington. You may discover that it is I who am the victor after all.”

      Phillip did not wait to hear more, practically running down the steps and rushing—headlong—into the ballroom.

      “My lord!”

      His heart beating wildly in his chest, Phillip turned to see Lady Perrin hurrying towards him, her expression horror-stricken. “Charlotte just left the ballroom without explanation,” she said, grasping his arm and pulling him into the shadows. “She claimed a headache, but tears were in her eyes.” Her sharp eyes pierced him, as though already blaming him for what had occurred. “Is there something I should know?”

      Seeing that he would have no choice but to answer truthfully, Phillip let out a long sigh. “I am afraid Lady Emma chose to kiss me only a few moments ago,” he murmured, seeing Lady Perrin’s shock as she clapped one hand over her mouth. “I stepped away at once, of course, but it was in full view of the other guests, and unfortunately, of Miss Richardson.”

      Lady Perrin drew in a sharp breath, her hand falling back to her side as she tried to regain her composure. “Did anyone else see you?”

      “Not that I am aware of, but Miss Richardson was Lady Emma’s intended victim,” Phillip replied, hoarsely. “I confess to you now that I am in love with Miss Richardson. I will not allow this to sever the connection between us. I must find her…so long as I have your blessing.”

      Lady Perrin smiled softly, putting a gentle hand on his arm. “Of course, you do, Lord Withington. It is my niece that must take the blame for this matter.” Her expression grew grim as she looked around the ballroom. “Where is she?”

      “I believe she went up to the balcony,” Phillip replied. “Do you think Miss Richardson returned to her chambers?”

      “Most likely she escaped outdoors,” Lady Perrin said after a moment. “She will not want the four walls around her, not when she is distressed.” She smiled sadly. “Take care of her, Lord Withington. I will come to her chambers a little later.”

      Phillip nodded, and as Lady Perrin left, he shot a glance up towards the balcony. Lady Emma was standing there still, a dark smile on her face that told him she already thought she won. How easily he had been taken in, believing that she meant every word of her apology. And yet it had all been done for a particular cause, so as to try and separate him from Charlotte.

      “I will find her,” he growled to himself, pushing open the door and walking quickly up the hallway, grasping the arm of a passing footman and asking him if he had seen one of the guests coming this way. The mention of a young lady who had hurried outside in the direction of the arbor by the lily ponds shot hope through Phillip’s heart. Within minutes, he was outside striding through the dark paths with ease. A few lanterns were lit, for which he was more than grateful, otherwise, he would have very little clue as to where she might be.

      “Charlotte?” he called with desperation, doing away with all formalities. As he approached the arbor, he called for her once more. “Charlotte? Are you in there? Please, do not push me away. We need to talk. I beg of you, let me talk to you. Do not let your stepsister’s evil ways push us apart, not when I have so much to say to you.”

      Silence met him. There was no answering call, nothing but the gentle lapping of the water against the sides of the pond. Stepping inside the arbor, he was met with nothing but blackness. Despair filled him, and he put his head in his hands for a moment, drawing in a deep breath. He had to find her. He had to tell her how he truly felt and explain that what she had seen was nothing more than her stepsister’s manipulation at work.

      Raising his head, Phillip looked about him again as he stepped out of the arbor, wondering in which direction to go next. A sudden flash of color caught his gaze, coming from the maze just beyond the ponds.

      “Charlotte!” he shouted, rushing towards the entrance to the maze. “Charlotte, please! Do not run from me!”
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      Charlotte had been caught up watching her stepsister talking to Lord Withington, wondering whether Lady Emma was confessing that she had told him falsehoods. It had been a few days since their conversation in the gardens, and in that time, Lady Emma had appeared to have the change of character she had promised.

      She had been nothing but kind towards Charlotte, even going so far as to link arms with her and discuss the day’s events with her in a warm and friendly manner. Charlotte had not known what to do other than to go along with it but still refusing to trust that her stepsister was entirely trustworthy.

      Lady Perrin, of course, had been delighted to see such a transformation and had encouraged them both in different ways—although Charlotte had never seen the flicker of doubt in Lady Perrin’s eyes entirely disappear. It was not something she could easily let go of either, not when it had only been a short time since Lady Emma had declared her change of heart.

      And then, to see her lean forward and kiss Lord Withington full on the mouth, it had struck an arrow right through Charlotte’s heart.

      The worst of it was that Lord Withington had not immediately moved away. Charlotte did not know why he had not, her eyes unable to remove themselves from the scene unfolding in front of her. Finally, when he had broken it off and stumbled back, she had seen him stare at Lady Emma before turning his gaze to her, searching for her amongst the crowd.

      She had been unable to remain, unable to watch what would occur after such an incident, and so she had taken to her heels, hurrying away from the ballroom, and in the process bumping into Lady Perrin.

      Somehow, Charlotte had come up with a garbled explanation about having a headache, and before Lady Perrin could even respond, Charlotte had left her side and hurried up the corridor.

      The thought of going to her chambers was an unwelcome one—for surely that was where Lord Withington would seek her out first. Instead, she had hurried outside, relieved that she had her thin shawl with which to cover her shoulders.

      The cool night air was a welcome relief, a calming stillness away from the hubbub of the crowd and noise of the ballroom. Charlotte had not known where she was going, her feet taking her in a random direction as she sought to find a place of solace.
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      The lily ponds were quiet and still, and Charlotte sank down onto a bench by the water, her eyes filling with tears. She could not express how she felt with words, for the tearing of her soul was so painful it racked her entire being. Sense told her that Lord Withington had been taken by surprise, but then why had he not moved away almost at once? Why had he lingered?

      Charlotte’s tears dripped onto her lap, soaking into her dress. Her stepsister still hated her with every part of her being, that was for certain. This had all been a ruse, a cover to allow her to concoct a way to tear Charlotte’s life apart, to make her believe that Lord Withington could be easily pulled towards another.

      The memory of them on the staircase was burned into Charlotte’s mind and was not something she thought she would easily be able to forget. How did one simply dismiss something like that?

      Wiping her eyes hurriedly, Charlotte heard the sound of running feet. Quickly hiding herself behind a rather large tree, she heard Lord Withington shouting for her.

      “We need to talk. I beg of you, let me talk to you. Do not let your stepsister’s evil ways push us apart. Not when I have so much to say to you!”

      His words tore into her already damaged heart, trying to believe that what he said was true, but finding it impossible to forget what she had seen. She did not want to see him, not now. Not yet. It was still too soon, still too fresh.

      “Charlotte?” he called again, stepping into the arbor, and Charlotte took her chance. Seeing the lantern-lit maze just behind her, she quickly hurried towards it, thinking that she would hide herself there for a time. Her heart thundered in her chest as she moved away from him, tears still running down her cheeks in rivulets.

      “Charlotte!”

      He had seen her.

      Her feet moved quickly, pushing her to run faster, moving heedlessly through the maze.

      “Charlotte, please!” he called, his voice closer to her than before. “Do not run from me. We need to talk! You know we do. What happened—it was not of my doing! I swear it to you.”

      Charlotte could hardly get her breath, sobs rising in her chest as she tried to hide herself from him, but finding that the deeper she went in the maze, the more hopelessly lost she became.

      “Leave me, Lord Withington,” she called, her voice breaking with pain. “I do not wish to speak to you.”

      “I cannot leave things as they are,” came the reply, from only just behind her. “Charlotte, stop.”

      Turning one more corner, Charlotte came to an abrupt halt. There was nowhere for her to go. This was a dead end. The only choice she had was to turn back and find another path through, but unfortunately, that path would also lead back to Lord Withington.

      Putting shaking hands in front of her face, Charlotte tried to quieten her breathing, hoping that he would not hear her quiet sobs. Sinking down, she pressed her back against the hedge, putting her arms on her knees as she crouched low, wanting to hide herself entirely from his presence.

      “Charlotte, please…”

      His agonized whisper told her that his heart was tearing just as much as her own.

      “Charlotte, I did not mean for that to occur,” he continued, bending down directly in front of her. “Lady Emma took me completely by surprise. I swear it to you.”

      His words wrapped around her mind, settling into her soul. She knew them to be true. She knew Lady Emma too well to believe that he had anything to do with it.

      Lifting her head, she looked into his face, seeing the agony written in his eyes as the lanterns flickered above them. “You did not step away at once.”

      He closed his eyes, pain tightening the corners of his mouth. “No, I did not. I was overtaken by surprise.” Opening them slowly, he studied her, one hand tentatively reaching out to rest on her knee. “I can give you no other explanation than that, Charlotte,” he finished heavily. “When I saw you were gone, I knew what you must have seen and what you may have thought.”

      Something heavy fell into her stomach. “Did any of the other guests see you?” She clasped his cold hand, a deep fear curling in her stomach. “Are they calling compromise?”

      Lord Withington drew in a deep breath, and much to her relief, he shook his head. “No, I do not believe so. I spoke to Lady Perrin as I came to find you and discovered that she was quite unaware of what had occurred, and you know that she has very sharp eyes!”

      All of her breath left Charlotte’s body in one go, making her chest heave with relief. She leaned back against the hedge and looked up at the sky as fresh tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “I do not know why she hates me so,” she whispered, growing aware of how he was brushing her fingers with his thumb. “If I close my eyes, all I can see is her…and you.”

      Lord Withington said nothing, but slowly got to his feet and gently pulled her up beside him. Charlotte looked up into his face, wanting to crumple into a million pieces, shattering entirely in the hope that he would be able to put her back together.

      “I do not know what to do,” she whispered, her lips trembling. “Lady Emma can use this to her advantage. She will try everything to prevent—” Biting her lip, she shook her head and dropped her gaze to his chest, not quite sure what she was trying to say.

      “She will try her best to prevent your happiness,” Lord Withington finished, brushing her cheek gently. “Even I know her well enough to see that now. I had thought her change in character was a genuine one, especially when she apologized to me for what she had told me about you.” A frustrated groan left his lips as he threw his head back and stared up at the sky, his hands clenching into fists. “How foolish I was!”

      Charlotte drew in a long, shuddering breath, trying to find her equilibrium. “I do not blame you, my lord,” she managed to say, shivering a little with the chill of the night air. “I was just overcome with what I saw.”

      “And who could blame you?” he muttered, returning his gaze to her. “My dear Charlotte, I care not a jot for Lady Emma. I swear it to you—here and now. The only person I care for, the only one I need, is you.”

      Looking up into his face, Charlotte stepped closer and boldly put her hands on his chest. There was something solid about his presence, something that settled her mind and soul. “I believe you, Lord Withington. I am much relieved that no one saw what occurred.”

      “I could never marry Lady Emma,” Lord Withington replied, fervently. “She is the very antithesis of you. All she cares for is her status and title, which is mayhap why she thought to try and force my hand. Had someone seen us, other than just you, then she might now be crying for matrimony.” His lip curled, his jaw tightening. “Just like all the others who sought me for my title.” Glancing down at her, he smiled softly, his anger fading. “Not like you, however.”

      “I am glad that you know me so well,” Charlotte replied, looking up at him and seeing his irritation die away as he settled one hand on her waist, catching her cheek with the other.

      Peace settled in her heart, her pain and sadness fading to nothing. Her stepsister was not about to win this, nor was she going to succeed in taking Lord Withington away from her.

      “I am sorry for running off like that, Lord Withington. I was just completely overcome.”

      “Withington, please,” he murmured, running one hand over her shoulder and down her arm until he caught her hand. “You need not apologize, my dear. I understand why you needed an escape.”

      “Although now it seems it is you who has caught me in a trap,” Charlotte whispered, her skin prickling with anticipation, as she grew aware of just how entirely alone they both were.
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      The change in his expression was almost immediate.

      “Yes, I believe I have,” he murmured, moving fractionally closer to her. “I would follow you to the ends of the earth if I had to, for I could not let you go from this place without declaring my feelings to you.”

      “Your feelings?” Charlotte breathed, all pain and sadness forgotten as she saw the depths of emotion in his eyes.

      He smiled softly, taking both of her hands in his own. “I will confess that it took me a little time to become aware of my emotions. Indeed, it was actually Kinsley who suggested it only for me to realize that what he said was true.” Releasing one of her hands, he ran his finger lightly down her cheek, as though wanting to prolong the moment. “I believe I am in love with you, Charlotte.”

      Stars exploded around them as she stared at him, feeling the way his hand tightened on hers.

      “I mean it, Charlotte,” he repeated, laughing softly as she struggled to find a way to respond. “I truly love you. I know our acquaintance has not been of a particularly long duration, but I will confess that I have never felt such a way as this before. You are the one who has shown me that there can be such a thing as love without regard for status or title, without the constant worry about fortune and whether or not you are marrying into a good family. I love you because of who you are, because of your truly beautiful character. Your eyes capture my heart. Your smile is constantly in my thoughts. I could not let you go this evening without telling you the truth about my heart.” Taking her hands, he pressed them lightly against his chest, his voice growing hoarse with emotion. “My heart is yours, Charlotte. Yours alone, and I swear to you, it will never belong to another.”

      Charlotte was swept away in a wave of delight and happiness, her smile so bright that even the stars were envious of her beauty. “I am not worthy of such a gift.”

      “Yes, you are,” he replied fervently. “More than worthy.”

      Charlotte’s hands dropped to her sides as Withington pulled her tightly to him, clearly aware of the love shining in her eyes. She found that she could look nowhere but his face, her hands reaching up onto his chest once more, feeling the beating of his heart and knowing that every word he said was true.

      “Will you be mine, Charlotte?” he whispered, resting his forehead lightly against her own. “Will you be my bride?”

      Charlotte laughed softly, twining her arms around his neck. “You should ask my stepfather first, I believe.”

      Withington chuckled. “He is not here, nor is he likely to return from the honeymoon any time soon. I am afraid I simply cannot wait that long.”

      The smile never leaving her face, Charlotte looked deeply into his eyes. “I love you, Withington. Should my stepfather grant it, then I accept your offer of matrimony. I will be your bride.”

      He did not pause but dropped his head, his lips touching hers with such fierceness that Charlotte lost her breath. She did not hold back but kissed him back with all the desire she felt, wanting to show him just how much love was in her heart.

      His breathing slightly ragged, Lord Withington broke their kiss although his arms remained encircled around her waist. “I should return you to the ball and to Lady Perrin,” he murmured, giving her the lightest of kisses. “She will be worried.”

      “And mayhap, in light of my stepfather and mother’s absence, you might seek her permission instead,” Charlotte replied, with a small smile. “I have no doubt that Lady Perrin will be more than willing to give you the consent you need. My stepfather will not hesitate to agree with her. I can assure you of that!”

      Lord Withington chuckled. “A very good idea, my love,” he said warmly. “Come now, take my arm and maybe together we will be able to find a way out of this maze!”

      That was one thing Charlotte had forgotten, realizing that in her haste to run from Lord Withington, she had become quite lost within the maze. They walked for some time, going this way and that, and encountering numerous dead ends before finally, they saw the lily ponds and arbor once more.

      “Goodness, that was more difficult than I had imaged,” Withington muttered, shooting a glance behind him. “Remind me to tell Kinsley that his maze is much too intricate.”

      Charlotte laughed and made to reply, only for the sound of a shriek to reach their ears. Glancing up at once another, they hurried forward without a word—only to see none other than Lady Emma come flying towards them, swiftly followed by Lady Perrin.

      “You!” Lady Emma shrieked, pointing one shaking finger towards Charlotte. “Take your hand away from my fiancé!”

      “Fiancé?” Charlotte echoed, her mind going quite blank. “Are you referring to Lord Withington, Emma?”

      “Of course, I am!” she shouted, starting towards Charlotte. “I kissed him in full view of all the guests, and now I am afraid, we must wed.”

      Charlotte’s hand tightened on Lord Withington’s arm, only for him to pat her hand gently.

      “Lady Emma, I have very little idea of what you are saying,” Lord Withington said quietly. “I have only just now become engaged to Miss Richardson.” His tone was firm and defensive, reassuring Charlotte that he had no intention of giving Lady Emma any leeway. “There is nothing between you and I, Lady Emma. You are quite mistaken in that idea.”

      “Emma!” Lady Perrin exclaimed, catching up to her niece and grasping her arm firmly. “Whatever are you doing?”

      “I am engaged to Lord Withington,” Lady Emma declared, her eyes burning with fire. “I told you how he kissed me in the ballroom, Aunt Agatha.”

      Charlotte bristled with annoyance. “Emma, you are a fool if you think that anyone here believes that nonsense. Withington has explained everything to me.”

      “And you would believe him over your stepsister?” Lady Emma asked, sounding quite incredulous.

      Charlotte shook her head, hardly believing that Emma was continuing with her ridiculous façade. “There is nothing but animosity between us, Emma. I thought to believe you when you told me you had changed. I thought you realized the damage and hurt you had caused, but I see now that it was nothing more than a sham, a game, to try to push me away from Lord Withington.”

      “Unfortunately, your little ploy has not succeeded,” Lord Withington continued, taking Charlotte’s hand in his own. “Charlotte and I intend to be wed very soon.”

      Lady Emma glared at them both, shaking off Lady Perrin’s hand and moving closer to Charlotte, who—aware of what Emma’s temper was like—took a small step back.

      “Careful,” Withington whispered, holding her hand tightly. “The ponds are just behind you.”

      Lady Emma stopped dead, only a few steps away from Charlotte. “You are not meant to have a husband of such a high title,” she said, her expression one of pure hatred. “You come after me, Charlotte. This should be my engagement.”

      “That is not how love works,” Charlotte replied softly. “Love cares nothing for social climbing, nor for whose fortune will be bettered by an arranged betrothal.”

      Lady Emma snorted. “Love?” she spat, her eyes burning. “That means nothing.”

      “It means the world,” Lord Withington replied firmly. “Lady Emma, I once knew a young lady such as you. She was kind and sweet and attentive, but I was not drawn to her particularly. She tried to arrange a situation where I would be forced to wed her, and since that time, I swore never to go near such ladies as she was.” He paused and cleared his throat, his gaze fixed on Lady Emma. “Ladies such as you, Lady Emma.”

      She snarled, her brows furrowing as her hands curled into fists. Lady Perrin stepped forward, making to reach for her niece, but Lady Emma stepped aside, dodging her quickly.

      “I will not be manipulated into matrimony,” Withington finished, tightening his grip on Charlotte’s hand. “I intend to seek Lady Perrin’s permission to wed Charlotte, given that her stepfather and mother are absent at this present time. When she agrees, a wedding date shall be set.” He looked down at Charlotte, a warm smile crossing his face. “As soon as possible I think.”

      Charlotte glowed with happiness, forgetting all about Lady Emma for a moment—only for a shriek of pure rage to meet her ears, breaking the silence. As she turned back to face her stepsister, she saw her lunge at her, and just as Lady Emma was about to grab her, Withington tugged her out of the way.

      Lady Emma grasped at nothing but air, and—with another scream—she staggered forward, unable to reclaim her balance, and fell headlong into the lily pond.

      “Emma!” Lady Perrin exclaimed, as her niece emerged, spluttering from the pond. “Are you all right?”

      Charlotte grasped Withington’s hand. “Oh, goodness,” she whispered, seeing some of the other guests emerging from the French doors. “It appears someone heard Emma’s screams.”

      Lord Kinsley hurried over, his face etched with concern as he helped Lady Emma out of the pond, assisted by Lady Perrin. “Good gracious!” he exclaimed, as Lady Emma began to shiver. “Whatever happened here?”

      Charlotte saw Lady Emma look all about her, seeing the rest of the guests all coming towards them, staring at them in astonishment. Humiliation pulled at her expression, her hands covering her face in embarrassment.

      “I am delighted to announce that Miss Richardson and I are now betrothed,” Withington said, suddenly drawing attention away from Lady Emma. “I was just now discussing the matter with Lady Perrin and Lady Emma when the lady slipped and fell in. It is, after all, quite dark, and she simply missed her footing.”

      “I had best take my niece back indoors,” Lady Perrin said at once, seeing Emma open her mouth to say something. “I think that once your parents have arrived back home from their honeymoon, I shall request that you come stay with me for a prolonged period of time, Emma. I think there is a great deal I can teach you.”

      Lady Emma let out a long wail of dismay but was led away by Lady Perrin, who ignored her cries completely. The other guests stared at her, open-mouthed, adding to her mortification.

      Charlotte let out a long breath, relieved that the matter was finally over. Lady Emma could become a charming young lady, if she rid herself of the malice and spite she carried with her. Charlotte was certain that Lady Perrin would be more than able to aid her niece in that matter.

      “Betrothed, you say?” Kinsley exclaimed, drawing back Charlotte’s attention. “Goodness, that was swift! My hearty congratulations!”

      “I thank you,” Withington replied, as the other guests began to offer their own compliments. “The night air is a little cold, however. Shall we return to the ballroom?”

      Kinsley grinned, slapping Withington on the back. “We shall offer a toast as well, for you both!” He turned back to his guests and began to encourage them back inside, leaving Charlotte and Withington to wander inside together.

      “I believe you have your permission then, Withington,” Charlotte murmured, as they walked inside.

      “I do indeed,” came the reply, as he paused and caught her hand. “And I meant what I said, Charlotte. The sooner we can marry, the happier I will be.”

      Charlotte smiled, slipping one hand up around his neck as she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. “As will I,” she murmured, as his lips found hers. “And I shall be all the happier knowing I am marrying a man who loves me and whom I love in return.”

      “I love you with all my heart and soul,” he replied, his eyes filled with nothing but truth and light. “You shall make me happier than I have ever been, Charlotte. Thank you.”
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      London 1814

      “I am afraid it is a very serious illness, my lord.”

      Matthew Arthur, the Duke of Harrogate, ran one hand through his carefully styled chestnut-colored hair, sighing heavily.

      “I am sorry, your grace,” the doctor continued with a shake of his head. “It appears the duchess has contracted an illness after the birth of your daughter.”

      A heavy weight settled in Matthew’s stomach. He barely knew the duchess, and now it appeared that she was to be gone from this world in a very short time.

      “I should send for her parents,” he muttered to himself, passing one hand over his eyes before blinking at the doctor in an attempt to order his thoughts. “They should be here, should they not?”

      It was a question meant to ascertain just how ill the duchess was, and with only a momentary hesitation, the doctor nodded slowly.

      “Yes, your grace, I think that would be wise,” he said softly. “I am sorry I cannot do more.”

      Matthew nodded mutely.

      “You have a wet nurse for the child?”

      That brought Matthew’s head up sharply. He had almost forgotten his newborn daughter, the one who was now being held tightly in the nurse’s arms in the corner of the room.

      “I do,” he replied, swallowing the sudden lump in his throat, as he thought of his daughter growing up without a mother. “She has taken good care of my daughter thus far.”

      “I do not mean to question you, of course,” the doctor murmured, glancing behind him. “But so often these things can be forgotten in the wake of tragedy.”

      A sudden terror clutched at Matthew’s throat, making him lunge for the doctor’s shoulder as he turned away.

      “She is not ill?”

      Lifting his grey, bushy brows, the doctor looked back at Matthew inquiringly.

      “My daughter, I mean.”

      “Oh,” the doctor replied with a sad smile. “No, she is not ill. She is as hale and hearty as I have ever seen a babe, and one of the female persuasion at that! Ensure she has a good nurse, plenty of milk, and she will remain just as vigorous, I am sure of it. Send for me again if you require me, your grace. I am at your disposal.”

      “Thank you, doctor,” Matthew murmured, as the man turned away again and headed for the door. “I will ensure that you are paid for your work here.”

      There was no reply, and as Matthew turned his gaze back to the small, frail figure in the corner of the room, he felt his breath escape him in a long, painful sigh.

      This was his wife, the Lady Elizabeth Donnington, who had been placed on his arm only a few days before their wedding was due to take place. He had never laid eyes on her until that day, and it had been a disappointment to realize that there would never be any kind of love between them. Not that he expected that, of course, for a gentleman such as he was, had to marry responsibly and that meant a marriage of convenience and practicality. Lady Elizabeth Donnington had been his chosen bride. She was not chosen by him, of course, but by his father when he had been in infancy. Mathew’s father was quite happy to see Matthew wed, and relieved to know that Matthew’s wife was with child. Apparently awash with relief, the duke had taken to his bed and succumbed to his weak heart. That had only been a few months ago, and now, it seemed, Matthew was to stare death in the face all over again.

      Walking toward the bed, Matthew looked down at the pale figure lying there, his heart sore for her. It was not as though he had ever loved her, nor had she ever loved him, and since the very day of their marriage, they had lived very separate lives. It had brought about a degree of loneliness, which he had never quite been able to remove from himself, and now that loneliness was to deepen only further.

      A slight murmur came from the corner of the room, and glancing over at the nurse, Matthew saw her throw him a slightly terrified look before shushing the baby quietly.

      “Do not worry,” he murmured, not wanting the wet nurse to think him cruel. “She is a baby, I suppose.” He held his arm out to her, his heart thundering with a sudden, furious tension. “Bring her to me.”

      He had not held his daughter yet, since his wife’s condition had worsened with almost every passing hour these last three days. Now, however, he wanted to hold his child in his arms, to look into her tiny face and see if there was anything of himself there.

      Not quite sure how he was meant to hold her, he glanced at the wet nurse, who gave him a small smile, clearly less afraid of him now.

      “There, your grace,” she said quietly, lifting the baby from the crook of her arm. “Just like that. Put her head in your elbow and hold her close to your body with this arm.” She smiled again as Matthew took the tiny baby from her, doing exactly as she said and felt as though he might break his child were he to hold her too closely.

      “Perfect,” the nurse whispered, tugging the blanket a little more snugly around the child’s neck before stepping away to sit back amongst the shadows.

      Drawing in a long breath, Matthew looked down at the baby in his arms. She was sound asleep, her cheeks pink and tiny, rosebud mouth half open. She was the most delicate, most beautiful thing he had ever seen, and deep within him, Matthew felt his heartbreak open with a love he had never experienced before.

      How he could love someone he had only just met, only just seen, was quite beyond him, and yet, from a well of love springing into life within him, Matthew knew that he would never let this child go. He would do everything he could for her, showing her the love and affection a father ought to show to his daughter. A love he had not experienced from his own father.

      “If you will forgive me, your grace,” the wet nurse said quietly. “Do you have a name for the child? I was not told.”

      Blinking, Matthew lifted his head and looked at the nurse, who was sitting with a patient expression on her face. Had he truly never given his daughter a name?

      “Of course,” he mumbled, his gaze dragged back down to the child in his arms. “She should be called after her mother.” But even as he said those words, Matthew felt his eyebrows draw down into a dark frown. Yes, the girl should be called after her mother, but there was something in him that did not want to remember the pain of his arranged wedding, and the loneliness that had grown between them. “She will be Sarah Elizabeth,” he said, firmly, taking his mother’s name and setting it before his wife’s name. “Sarah Elizabeth. Yes, that will do.”

      “A lovely name, to be sure,” the wet nurse murmured, coming over to him and holding out her hands as Sarah Elizabeth began to fuss. “I should feed her now and put her to sleep.”

      It was as though he were the servant and she the master, for Matthew found himself doing exactly as the wet nurse said. Handing over the child, he paused for a moment, as her tiny hand wrapped around one of his fingers, making him catch his breath.

      She was utterly perfect. The only good thing to come out of what had been a difficult and lonely marriage between two people who did not care for one another very much at all.

      And then his wife drew in a long, sharp breath and let out a soft moan – before falling completely silent.

      The wet nurse hurried away, the servants by his wife’s bed gasped, and Matthew hurried to her side.

      Taking her cold hand in his, Matthew tried desperately to find a pulse, but there was nothing there. A sheen of sweat was on her brow, and as he wiped it away, he felt the coolness of her skin beneath. Her eyes were closed, purple veins showing through her almost translucent skin.

      “My wife is gone,” Matthew said quietly, reaching for the blankets and pulling them up around her shoulders, as though to warm her. “Send for the coroner.”

      The servants left the room at once, the wet nurse with them. Matthew was left alone with his wife, the blackness tugging at his heart and mind all over again. He was alone. His mother had gone some years before his father, and now his wife had left him alone in this world. With only a brother to speak of – a brother who was something of an adventurer and currently traveling the world – Matthew felt more isolated than he had ever done before.

      “I am sorry, your grace,” the butler murmured, as he came into the room to stand next to Matthew. “She was so young. It was not her time.”

      “It appears it was, Jenkins,” Matthew replied heavily. “Have you maids to dress the body?” The words were torn from his lips, his heart so heavy with a sudden grief that he felt as though he could barely stand.

      The butler nodded. “The maids are ready, your grace. Just whenever you wish it.”

      “Now is as good a time as any,” Matthew muttered, taking one last look at his wife. “I shall be in my study.”

      “Very good, your grace,” came the quiet reply, and on legs that felt like blocks of wood, Matthew walked from the room and made his way to the solitude of his study.

      Once there, he poured himself a stiff drink and sat down by the fire, his eyes looking deeply into the flames. His mind thought of nothing, his expression blank and eyes distant. It was not as though there had been any love between himself and his wife, but yet there came a sadness with her passing. It was as if he had hoped for them both to find a way together, as though sometime in the future they might grow closer. He had perhaps thought that the baby would be the reason for such a change, that the child could draw them closer. That, somewhere in the distant future, there might be a true friendship and even an affection between them.

      All that was gone now. His hopes shattered. His dreams in pieces at his feet.

      “I shall be both mother and father to you, Sarah Elizabeth,” he said softly, half to himself, as he continued to watch the flickering flames of the fire. “No matter what we will face, we will face it together. I will never leave you. I will always be by your side.”

      Lifting his glass to the flames in memory of his wife, Matthew drank deeply, but the liquor took none of his pain away.
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      Five Years Later

      “There is nothing for it, I am afraid. You are going to have to find yourself a situation.”

      Miss Sophia Weston stared at her brother in shock, her whole being crumbling beneath his scornful gaze.

      “A governess or the like,” he continued airily. “Something in that regard. I am quite sure there will be plenty of men looking out for such a thing.”

      “In fact, I have managed to procure you a few advertisements,” Sophia’s sister-in-law crooned, holding out a sheaf of papers. “And one from a duke as well! My dear friend, Lady Margaret, had a letter from him and thought you might be inclined to reply to him. I am quite sure you will be able to find something suitable.”

      Sophia did not take the papers from the new Viscountess Brookridge, keeping her gaze trained on her brother, who was looking away from her with all the careless disregard she had grown used to.

      “Why are you doing this, Peter?”

      Her brother drew himself up, as though he expected her to refer to him now as ‘my lord’ instead of the usual Christian name she had used for two decades. “You, Sophia, cannot live on my charity any longer. It is time that you found your own path in life.”

      “But you promised Papa that you would take care of me!” Sophia exclaimed, her vision blurring with tears, as she thought of her dear father, who had passed only a little over a year ago. “You stood by his deathbed and vowed that–”

      “And this is how I have chosen to take care of you, Sophia,” he grated, interrupting her. “When I made that promise, I did not mean that I would allow you to live here, using my possessions and eating up my wealth.” He gave a harsh laugh, just as the viscountess smiled in agreement. “You are somewhat plain, and I have no intention of allowing you a Season—for that would simply be even more of my funds lost for no good cause, so I think a governess would be best.”

      “Or a teacher, should you care to write back to one of the many schools that are keen for new blood,” the viscountess said, setting the papers down on the table to her left. “You will not, I am sure, refuse to thank me for all my hard work in finding these positions for your scrutiny.” One arched eyebrow rose, as she fixed Sophia with a stern gaze, as though reminding her that she was less than nothing in her eyes.

      A deep, unsettling fury began to rush through Sophia’s very core, sending molten heat into her veins.

      “I will not thank you for throwing me from my own home,” she breathed, her eyes narrowing as she looked back at the lady she had once hoped to call a friend. “This is your doing, is it not? You are the one who has persuaded my brother to push me aside, to send me away from the only home I have ever known. And to think, all of this so that he can spend more money on you!”

      She did not know where the torrent had sprung from, but the anger made her say things she had kept within her for so long. The fury at being so discarded, being so easily cast aside by the brother who had promised to care for her, burned hot and furious.

      “You, dear brother, have treated me with more disdain than I ever thought possible. You made a promise to our father, which you are now reneging on. Taking away any hope of a future from me by sending me away was not what our father intended for me, and you know it! How can you be so unfeeling?”

      Drawing in a sharp breath and aware of just how hot her cheeks were, Sophia waited impatiently for her brother to speak, ignoring her sister-in-law entirely. Peter shifted a little uncomfortably, one hand tugging at his cravat, as he cleared his throat.

      “I suggest you look through those advertisements, Sophia. They may be your best chance at a successful post, as Evette has done her best to vet each of them carefully. I would have expected you to be a little more grateful that she showed you such kindness, but then again, you have become rather churlish of late.” He sniffed disdainfully, although his eyes did not quite meet her gaze. Linking arms with his wife, he lifted his nose in the air. “Come, my dear. Let us leave my spoilt little sister to consider her future.”

      As he walked away, Sophia felt herself begin to crumble from within, tears clogging her throat. Blinking furiously to keep them at bay, she silently urged her brother and his wife out of the room so that she might finally collapse with grief and pain without their knowledge.

      “Oh, and Sophia,” came her brother’s voice, just as they reached the door. “I expect you gone within the month. So, do get on to writing those letters just as soon as you can.”

      A quiet chuckle came from the viscountess, as he led them both out of the drawing room. Sophia, her lungs gasping for air as she forced herself to take short, slow breaths, clenched her hands tightly together in an effort to stop herself from trembling.

      As the door closed behind her brother, Sophia sank down into a chair, the sheaf of papers just to her left. Tears began to pour from her eyes, her soul sinking into despair. Her brother had once been the kindest, gentlest man imaginable, and she had hoped that their relationship would always be one of care and consideration, given just how close they had been. However, her brother’s marriage appeared to have changed all that. Now, she was little more than an afterthought.

      Wiping her eyes, Sophia hung her head and stared at the floor, her mind scrambling for an idea of what she might to do counter this plan for her life. After all, she was the daughter of a fine family and had a significant dowry tucked away for her, but now, it seemed, she was to be sent away because of the proclivities of her brother’s new wife. There appeared to be no way out. How foolish she had been to ever hope that she and Evette could become friends. Evette had hated her presence in her new home ever since the day they had returned from their honeymoon, even though Sophia had her own bedchamber and drawing room. It was not as though they were even much in each other’s company, but it was now evident that the little time they spent together was too much for her sister-in-law. She had clearly been collecting advertisements for a few weeks, given the number of papers on the table.

      “Oh, Papa,” Sophia whispered, pain rifling through her, as she thought of her dear, loving father, who had never had a cruel word to say to anyone. “How much I miss you.”

      With a deep, heart-wrenching sigh, Sophia picked up the papers and stared at them blindly. So, this was to be her future. She was to be sent away, entirely without love or loyalty from her family, to start life as a governess. She had never taught a child before; she had never even been involved with children, and yet, this was what she was expected to do. There was no doubt in Sophia’s mind that her brother meant every word he said. Were she not to find a position, then she would be left on the doorstep of the manor house with all her earthly possessions in a few bags at her feet. The cruelty within him had grown steadily, ever since he had taken a wife.

      Closing her eyes, Sophia forced herself to draw in a few steadying breaths, forcing the rest of her tears back. Were she to get through the next few weeks, she would have to find a determination within herself, a strength of character that she had not often had to call upon before this day. She would separate herself from her brother as much as possible, take meals in her room, and concentrate on what she would need to take up the role of governess or teacher, whichever came her way first. Her fine gowns would have to go, although Sophia knew she could not bear to part with them all. New, dowdy, plain gowns would be bought and worn, dark colors surrounding her, as was expected of a governess. No longer would she have the beauty and light and color she was used to. Peter had taken all that away.

      Leafing through the papers with shaking fingers, Sophia read each one in turn, trying not to feel the pain that deepened with every word she took in. There were posts for teachers, posts for governesses, and even one for a matron, which she disregarded at once.

      None caught her interest; none tugged at her heart. There was not a situation that called out to her more than the others; they were all much the same. Besides which, Sophia knew she could not afford to be choosy. To be out of her brother’s home in a month meant that she would have to write back to each of these advertisements at once, aside from the request for a matron. Five letters, each with the hope that she might receive at least one response.

      Her heart filled with heaviness and feeling a weight settle on her shoulders, Sophia made her way from the drawing room and slowly climbed the staircase to her bedchamber. Closing the door behind her, she turned the key in the lock, feeling as though this was the only place she might have a little privacy from her brother and sister-in-law. They would not see her torment, as she scratched out each reply; they would not see the tears on her face, as she sealed up each one. They had already done more than enough damage.

      

      By the end of the day, Sophia was completely spent. Her tears had long since dried, but her heart was still broken. Taking a dinner tray in her room, she ate quickly, eating only because she knew she needed to keep up her strength and not because she was particularly hungry.

      Life was going to change for her now, and the only thing she could do was accept it. Her brother was not likely to change his mind, and it was more than obvious that her sister-in-law did not want her company in the house any longer. How much she had hoped for when her brother had first married – and how much had been dashed from her.

      Rising a little unsteadily from her chair, Sophia made her way to her wardrobe and opened it up completely. Gowns of all colors and shades spilled out, reminding her of all the wonderful times she had with her family, or enjoying a pleasant evening with a few friends. Even though she had not yet had a Season, her father had always ensured that Sophia had occasion to enjoy a country ball or a musical recital or two. She would have enjoyed her Season two years previously, had it not been for her father’s ill health, and then, of course, the year after that, her dear father had passed away. The gowns that had been bought and prepared for her Season now hung, unworn, in her wardrobe. They would never be worn, for a governess did not wear such things.

      Pulling them out one after the other, Sophia flung them heedlessly onto the floor, her pain and sadness overwhelming her entirely. Tears ran down her face in rivulets, pain tearing her apart until she thought she might not be able to contain it. Unable to stand, Sophia sank down amongst the soft gowns, burying her head in her hands as she sat amongst them, sobs shaking her frame.

      Her life as she knew it was over. Her brother and sister-in-law would no longer be a part of her life, for Sophia was sure that, once she found a new situation, they would not so much as think of her again. She had no fortune to speak of, only her dowry, which would never be given to any man given what now lay in her future.

      Darkness billowed around her as the flames in the grate began to flicker. Shrouded in gloom, Sophia felt her heart sink all the lower, beginning to shatter within her. Everything was gone with the hopes for her future discarded.

      From now on, she would be entirely alone.
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      “Sarah Elizabeth!”

      Matthew tried hard not to smile as his precocious five-year-old daughter stopped what she was doing and looked up at him, a somewhat guilty expression on her face.

      “What is it you think you are doing with that creature?”

      His daughter stood up slowly, a small, black, furry kitten nestled in her arms.

      “Papa, I found this.”

      “This?” Matthew repeated, arching one eyebrow and trying not to allow the swell of emotion he felt on seeing his daughter so tenderly patting the small creature to push the frown from his face.

      “I found the kitten,” she said slowly, her eyes downcast. “The cook was going to throw it outside.”

      A surge of compassion ran through him for the poor creature, seeing just how tiny it was. Most likely it was the runt of the litter, and the mother cat had simply left it behind. It happened all too often, unfortunately.

      “It is too small for you to look after, Sarah,” he said softly, coming toward his daughter and bending down to look her directly in the eye. “The cat obviously had her kittens somewhere warm, and she has left this one behind when the rest were big enough to be moved.”

      His daughter’s eyes filled with tears. “But why?” she whispered, as the tiny creature let out a small squeak. “It is so beautiful. Why would its mother leave it all alone?”

      Something tore in Matthew’s heart as he looked at his daughter’s big blue eyes, his throat aching. Was she only asking about the kitten, or was there more to her question? He had often wondered how his daughter was faring without a mother of her own, even though she had a wonderful nurse and a maid who doted on her almost as much as he did.

      “It is just something cats do,” he said with a shrug. “This kitten is very small, Sarah. The mother cat probably just had too many kittens to look after all on her own.”

      His daughter sniffed loudly. “Then, I want to look after it, Papa.”

      As much as he wanted to refuse her, Matthew found that he could not speak those words. She looked so forlorn, and the creature was so completely tiny, and Matthew knew it would not survive were he to return it to the cold.

      “Very well,” he said heavily. “But it will be entirely your responsibility, Sarah. It will need milk and scraps of food if it is to get any bigger. It will need a warm place to sleep and plenty of loving care.” His smile dimpled, as he looked down at his daughter, seeing her tear-filled eyes now shining brightly. “Do you think you can do that?”

      She nodded at once, her expression serious. “Yes, of course I can, Papa. I will take very good care of it.” She set the animal down on a small scrap of blanket she had near her, only to throw her arms around his neck and hold him tightly. “Thank you, Papa,” she said again, as the kitten let out another tiny squeak. “He will be a lovely cat; I know it.”

      Matthew chuckled and patted his daughter’s cheek. “I am sure he will be. Although, I would make sure to check with nanny whether it is a boy or a girl before you name him.”

      His daughter’s eyes opened wide for a moment, her mouth forming a perfect circle before, with a cry of, “Yes, at once, Papa!” she scooped up the forlorn kitten and hurried from the room back toward the nursery.

      Matthew stood up slowly, his lips stretched wide into a smile as he took in his daughter, seeing her bouncing curls and flying dress ribbons as she practically ran down the hallway. She had all the impetuousness of youth, but he could not chide her for it. That was part of her character, and Matthew was sure that, in time, she would learn to think things through more carefully. However, he adored her soft heart, her compassion for creatures more helpless than she, her desire to help them in any way she could. The kitten was just another example of her sweetness, and whilst it was a tiny scrap of a thing at the moment, Matthew was sure that by the week’s end the kitten would be well on its way to good health. His daughter would dote on it and feed it only the best food she could wrangle out of the cook, who, Matthew knew, would end up being more than willing to give her whatever she wished.

      His smile faded as he turned toward the window in the drawing room, looking out across his wonderful, ornate gardens. His home had been a happy one these last few years, for the most part. That was not to say that there had not been times when he had been confused, lonely, and afraid about his child and how she would fare without a mother. But as the years had gone on, he had seen just how wonderful his daughter had been. She was not troubled by lack of a mother—although it did, at times, come to the forefront of their conversation. Sometimes, when she tilted her head to the side and regarded him, he was caught by a memory of Lady Elizabeth, seeing her in his daughter.

      He had done all he could for her thus far, making sure to spend as much time as he could with Sarah Elizabeth, and that had gone a long way to soothing his lonely soul. It was not that he missed the love he had once shared with his wife, for they had never had any kind of affection to speak of, but rather it felt as though his heart had been longing for something that could never come to pass for him. That desire for love and companionship from the one he had called his wife had never been fulfilled whilst Lady Elizabeth had been alive. Now, five years a widower, he had no expectation for it ever coming to pass.

      Dragging his thoughts away from the melancholy, Matthew sighed heavily to himself. He would have to, at some point, find another bride so that he might ensure to provide the heir for his family’s line, but that held no hope of the love and affection he craved. He was a duke and that meant that the ladies of the ton would see him as nothing more than a title and fortune to which they could attach themselves. It would all just be the same as before.

      Sighing heavily, Matthew shook his head to himself and walked from the room, knowing he had some correspondence to deal with in the study. He had time to think about London much later, for the Season was still a few months away. Springtime had only just arrived, and his estate was busy with all that needed to be done so that they might have a productive harvest. Of course, it was not as though Matthew himself was involved in the tilling of the ground or the planting of the seeds, but he did, at least, oversee it all and have timely reports from his steward. There was more than enough for him to do, more than enough to distract him from all thoughts of London, the ton, and the need to marry.

      “Ah, your grace!”

      Coming to the door of his study, Matthew was met by the butler, who was holding a few letters in his hand.

      “Your correspondence, my lord. Some only arrived a few minutes ago with the post. Shall I set them on your desk?”

      “No, I will take them,” Matthew replied, holding each letter carefully. “Although can you send down for some fresh coffee and perhaps any of those orange cakes the cook had yesterday?”

      The butler nodded, a ghost of a smile on his face. “But of course,” he replied, inclining his head. “I believe the cook made a fresh batch this morning, knowing that you liked them so much.”

      Matthew chuckled and opened the door to his study as the butler hurried away. His staff had been with him for a good few years now, and he found their company to be something of a support to him. The butler knew him and his ways very well, and the cook often went out of her way to cook things she knew Matthew would like. They all doted on his daughter as much as he did, showing her so much care and consideration that it gladdened Matthew’s heart.

      Sitting down at his desk, Matthew spread out the seven letters, considering them each in turn. There was one from his friend, Lord Barton, back in London, who would most likely be encouraging Matthew to return to the city again very soon. He had been doing so for the last four years although Matthew had never taken him up on his offer. Setting that one aside to read at his leisure, Matthew looked hopefully at the others, wondering if he would recognize his brother’s handwriting. Alas, there was none that looked anything like Arthur’s hand. He had not seen Arthur in as many years, although he had stopped by for a month or so a year after the duchess had passed away. However, Matthew had been glad to see that regular letters began to come to the house from his brother. It was as though Arthur somehow knew that Matthew would be feeling somewhat tumultuously thrown about and had wanted to reassure him that he was not entirely alone.

      Slitting open the first letter, Matthew realized that it was none other than a response to his notice for a governess. He had written to a few trusted friends and acquaintances, asking for their suggestions, and apparently, this was one of the responses. He quickly scanned the letter before picking up the next one and opening it, too.

      Soon, five letters lay on his table, each one telling him just how appropriate a governess they would be for his daughter. They were all much the same, assuring him of their references and suitability, but none caught his interest. He knew that Sarah required a governess, but it was important to him that he chose that governess wisely. She would have to fit in with the family, would have to make sure to teach Sarah with all gentleness and wisdom, bringing her up to be a lady of quality. Whilst he could, of course, send a governess away if she did not suit, he would prefer not to have to do that. He knew that his daughter would be inclined to form something of an attachment with whichever lady he chose.

      Sighing to himself, Matthew picked up the final letter and opened it carefully, noticing that it bore a wax seal, although it was one he did not recognize. Frowning slightly, he began to read the first few lines, his eyebrows reaching up so high they almost disappeared into his hairline.

      The writing was shaky, the words sometimes almost indistinct so that he struggled to read it clearly. At the bottom, there was something like a tearstain that had marked the signature, as though the writer had been crying.

      Somewhat confused as to what this might mean, Matthew read the letter again, taking it in slowly. From what he understood, the applicant was a lady of quality, the sister of a viscount. Why was she applying to be his daughter’s governess? Had the family fallen on hard times and so she was required to do what she could to make a life for herself? On paper, she appeared to be the perfect lady, the answer to his concerns about whether he would find someone truly suitable for little Sarah, but he did not want to have a governess who was, it seemed, somewhat upset at having to become a governess instead of continuing with the life she had been born to.

      Why had she not married? Was there something about her appearance or her manner that made her entirely unsuitable as a wife? Frowning, Matthew re-read the letter again, not quite sure either what to make of it or what to do.

      Picking up his quill, he paused for a moment before scratching out a reply. He could not pass up on the chance of having such a lady for his daughter’s governess, even if it was very strange for a viscount’s sister to be looking for such a position. Sealing the letter with his wax seal, Matthew rang the bell and handed it to the butler to be posted at once. Sitting back in his seat, he piled up the rest of the application letters and set them to the side. He would see what Miss Sophia Weston had to say before he went in search of anyone else.
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      “It seems you have a letter, sister dear.”

      The voice from outside her bedchamber door was one filled with scorn as well as tinged with delight, which meant that it had to be the viscountess. Sophia closed her eyes for a moment, frustration rifling through her as she thought about what to say in response. She did not want to open the door to take the letter from her sister-in-law, knowing that the viscountess might simply push her way into the room whilst practically crowing with delight over the fact that Sophia had, most likely, found herself a position.

      “If you just set it down, I will come to fetch it in a short while,” she replied, not moving from her seat. “I am currently occupied.”

      There was a short silence from outside the door. Sophia held her breath whilst she waited for the viscountess to make her decision, knowing that more than anything, she wanted to barge into Sophia’s private space. The place she had made all of her own these last few weeks.

      “I really think you should read it just as soon as possible,” came the reply. “Do you not want to find out who has written back to you?”

      The truth was that Sophia did want to find out who had written to her so that she might know where her future was to lie, but the last thing she wanted was to face the viscountess in doing so.

      “I can open it and read it for you, if you like.”

      Quick as a flash, Sophia hurried across the room, unlocked the door and snatched the letter from her sister-in-law’s fingers. She only briefly registered the shock on the lady’s face before slamming the door shut again, turning the key in the lock just as quickly as she could.

      A sense of satisfaction rose within her as she heard the viscountess stomp her foot.

      “Sophia, that was more than a little rude!” the lady cried, clearly upset now with being denied the prize of entering Sophia’s chamber and finding out what the letter said. “Open this door at once.”

      Relieved to know that the only two keys for her door were now hanging by a hook on the wall by the door, Sophia ignored the viscountess’s whining voice entirely and made her way back to the chair by the fire. There was a good fire in the grate today, with some coal in a bucket to one side, just in case she should feel cold. This was not the generosity of her brother, however, but rather the staff that had been with Sophia since long before her brother gained the title. The news that she was to be sent away had made its way below stairs, and the staff had rallied around her, in as much as they could do without being noticed. The second key to her door had mysteriously found its way from the housekeeper’s ring of keys to her own room, just so that there was no way her brother could enter her room without her knowledge. In addition, the maids always brought in extra coal and wood for her fire, so that she would not be cold, and she had more food than she could ever eat sent to her rooms.

      It was a gesture that had made her last few days here a little more bearable. She had barely left her rooms, save when a footman came to tell her that the viscount and viscountess had left the house for a time. Those had been the occasions where she had slipped from her room and scoured the house for her belongings. The one thing she had taken that had not been hers to take without asking her brother had been her mother’s locket, the one that held a miniature of her mother and of her father. She did not think that Peter would notice it gone, and so she had taken it from her late father’s room, sadly aware of the thin layer of dust that covered every surface. She had held the locket in her hand and squeezed it tightly, battling tears as she did so. Peter would never notice it gone; he would never care that she had taken it with her, whereas she needed it. It was a simple connection to her parents, to a life she was to leave behind. It was now buried in the bottom of one of her bags, wrapped in a soft linen cloth. It would go with her wherever she went.

      Looking about her, Sophia took in the almost bare room, her heart crying out in pain. She now had practically everything she owned in her chamber, packed and ready to go with her the moment she was to leave her brother’s house.

      Turning the letter over in her hands, Sophia held her breath and closed her eyes for a moment, building up the courage to see what was held within. The viscountess’s frustrated voice faded away, as she gave up trying to wheedle her way inside Sophia’s rooms, leaving Sophia entirely alone.

      Pulling her shawl around her shoulders, Sophia sat down on the floor by the fire, feeling the need to have as much warmth around her as she could. It was as if her blood was cold, sending shivers all through her, as she looked down at the letter in her hand.

      The wax seal broke easily enough, and unfolding the letter, Sophia read the few short lines.

      This was it. This was to be the turning point in her life. This was to be her new position, her new home, her new social standing. No longer treated as she ought, she would be somewhere in between the master of the house and the servants below stairs. Never allowed to mingle with either class, she would be, for the most part, entirely on her own.

      Swallowing hard, Sophia brushed away a single tear that touched her eyelashes, not wanting to give into yet more weeping. She had done more than enough of that already.

      Reading the letter again, she sighed to herself, as she saw that the Duke of Harrogate wanted her to move there just as soon as she could, which meant that she could make arrangements to leave and be gone within a day or so, well before her brother’s demand for a month.

      And yet, she did not want to go. To leave and step out into a new, unfamiliar world, sent terror to her very bones. To stay here with her vile sister-in-law and her—now unrecognizable—brother was entirely out of the question. In a way though, it seemed to be the better option than to start her life as a governess. It was not a life she had chosen for herself, but was instead, a life forced upon her. She had no idea how to work with children, how to teach them and educate them to a proper degree! What if the child did not like her? What if her lack of experience was much too obvious and she was sent away again? Where would she go? It was not as though her brother would welcome her back with open arms.

      Dropping the letter from her fingers, Sophia drew her head down, resting it on her knees as she sat on the floor by the fire. Her breathing came quickly, as she fought the urge to cry, to give in to despair and hopelessness. Her life here was over. She had to face the fact that within a week, she would be the new governess to the Duke of Harrogate’s daughter. She would have to let go of all she had here, all the hopes and expectations she had about her future. Acceptance was not going to come easily, but Sophia was determined to try and find some kind of inner strength that would allow her to go forward without this burden of sadness and pain resting on her shoulders.

      Lifting her head, Sophia sniffed and gave herself a slight shake. There were things to be done. She would have to write to the duke and inform him that she intended to leave in two days’ time, expecting to be with him within a week of departure. She had very little idea as to how far away the duke’s home was, nor where she ought to stay to break up the journey, but somehow, she would find a way to get there. There was little hope in her using her brother’s carriage, so Sophia supposed she would have to find a stage to take her to her destination. She had never done that kind of thing before, the very idea filling her with fright, but it would have to be done regardless of how she felt.

      Perhaps the maids would be able to help her arrange something. The last thing Sophia wanted was to go to her brother and ask for his help, not after what he had done thus far. The sound of his voice telling her that she had to be gone from his house within the month echoed in her mind, seeming to bounce off the walls as she thought about the kind of man he had turned into. It was as though her brother had died alongside her father, his goodness and warmth gone from him. No, she could not go to him.

      “Sophia?”

      Jumping, Sophia heard her brother’s angry voice from the other side of the door.

      “Sophia, open this door at once! Explain your behavior toward my wife!”

      Closing her eyes, Sophia got to her feet and made her way toward the door with very little intention of opening it. “Brother, I am going to do no such thing,” she said calmly. “This is my bedchamber and has been for many years. I will decide who is to come in and who is not.”

      There was a short silence before a sudden, heavy thump made her jump in fright.

      “You are a spoilt, headstrong girl,” her brother snarled, from behind the door. “Just as well you are to go from this place. I assume you have a position?”

      “I do,” Sophia replied calmly. She did not need to tell him where it was nor whom it was with, although she was quite sure the viscountess had taken a good, long look at the seal.

      Her brother chuckled darkly. “Good. So, you will be gone very soon. A new life for you, Sophia, one where you will have to learn not to be so dependent on others, one where you will have to let go of your selfishness and pride.”

      Closing her eyes, Sophia leaned against the door, the pain of her brother’s words piercing her heart.

      “One of the grooms will take you to the village to catch the stage whenever you require it,” her brother continued, thumping the door again so as to make sure she was listening. “The sooner, the better, Sophia. Do you hear me? The sooner, the better.”

      “I hear you, Peter,” Sophia managed to say, refusing to allow him to hear any tears in her voice.

      Something slid under the door, and Sophia glanced down in surprise to see some notes being shoved underneath.

      “These are not for your fripperies, Sophia, but for the stage,” Peter continued. “I just want to make sure you get to your destination without any difficulty. The last thing I need is to come and rescue you from some far away inn because you have no money left.”

      Torn between gratefulness and deep agony, Sophia picked up the notes and clutched them to her chest. At least she would not have to scour her room for any remaining pin money in order to pay for the stage.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, the words coming unwillingly from her mouth.

      He did not say anything more, the silence growing between them. Then, after a moment or two, Sophia heard the sound of his footsteps, as he turned from her door and walked along the hallway, leaving her alone once more.

      She did not think she would ever see him again.
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      “This be you, miss.”

      Jerked into wakefulness, Sophia stared at the man at the door, blinking furiously as she tried to remember what she was doing.

      “You are here, miss,” he said again, stepping aside and waiting for her to climb out of the stagecoach.

      Her limbs felt like blocks of wood as she climbed out, seeing her bags being set down by the side of the road. Just ahead of her, up a long gravel drive, there was a huge manor house gleaming in the late afternoon sunshine. It was cold, with the February wind chilling her to the very bone.

      “Is this the Duke of Harrogate’s house?” she asked, as the last of her four bags were set down by her side.

      The man grinned, his eyes dancing. “Yes, indeed. What are you going there for, miss, if you do not mind my asking? There ain’t been anyone new in that place for a long time.”

      “I am the governess,” Sophia whispered, already feeling like a fraud by simply letting those words pass her lips. “I mean, I am going to try to be.”

      Frowning, the man studied her for a moment. “There ain’t nothing to be afraid of, miss. The Duke of Harrogate is a good man, do you not know? A good master to his tenants, so I am told. You ain’t got nothing to fear from him.”

      His words penetrated through Sophia’s anxiety, bringing her a slight tinge of relief.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, looking down at her bags and then back up at the faraway manor house, not quite sure how she was to get her things to the house by herself. “That is good to know.”

      The man smiled again and patted her shoulder. “Well, all the luck to you.” He doffed his cap, climbed back up into the driver’s seat, and the stagecoach rolled away, leaving her standing alone on the road with her bags all about her.

      Sophia did not know what to do. She was already overwhelmed by all that had happened, the days of traveling, her mind going over and over what she might find and what kind of man the Duke of Harrogate might be, only to now find herself deposited half a mile away from the manor house.

      Gritting her teeth, Sophia drew in a long breath and lifted her chin.

      “I have got to find some strength from somewhere,” she told herself aloud, knowing that she could not simply stand there and wait for someone to come and find her. If she was to start her new life, then she had to somehow find the strength within herself to do the best she could, no matter the circumstances. She would not fail at this. She could not fail at this. Her life was here, and Sophia knew she needed to find some kind of determination within herself, a strength of character that had to build up a resilience that would see her through. There would be no one else to help her, no one else to tell her what to do or to even so much as listen to the sorrows in her heart. From now on, she was going to have to find a way to live her life alone.

      Picking up two of her bags, Sophia strode forward on legs that wobbled just a little, depositing them just within the driveway and making sure they remained mostly out of sight. Walking back to where her other two bags were, she picked them up. With determination, she began to make her way toward the house.

      By the time she reached the house, sweat trickled down her back, her hair was plastered to her head underneath her bonnet. Every muscle within her was aching with the effort of carrying them. Deep within her, there came a small burning satisfaction that she had, in fact, managed to carry her bags thus far.

      Looking up at the front door, Sophia paused for a moment, not certain where she ought to go. The front door was meant for those who came to call on the duke whereas, since she was no longer a lady of quality but rather a governess, she should go to the servants’ entrance.

      She was still contemplating what to do when the sound of footsteps caught her ears. Turning around, she saw a tall, well-dressed gentleman coming toward her, having evidently been walking in the gardens. He looked at her with contemplative eyes, his dark hair flopping down over his forehead just a little. There was a youthful air about him. Although, as he drew nearer, Sophia saw the weariness deep within his gaze, as though life had treated him a little cruelly, giving him burdens to carry that he had not anticipated.

      Putting her bags down, she bent her head and kept her hands clasped in front of her, not quite sure what she should do. Should she speak first and introduce herself? Or wait until he asked her?

      “And you are?”

      The words were taut and brittle, his voice a little irritated. Glancing up at him, Sophia saw that his jaw was clenched, his eyes glinting with something like frustration.

      “I am your new governess, your grace,” she murmured, dropping her eyes to the gravel at her feet instead of keeping them on his face as she as used to. “Miss Sophia Weston, at your service.”

      There was a short pause. Sophia dared not look up at him, suddenly filled with worry that he might choose to turn her away there and then. She could not imagine what her appearance was like, resisting the urge to sweep back her errant blonde curls from her temples and tuck them back into her bonnet.

      “I see,” he murmured, after a few moments. “And are these all your things?”

      Looking up at him, Sophia saw the frustration slowly leaving his face. Apparently, she was acceptable. “No, your grace,” she replied softly. “I have left two of my other bags at the bottom of the drive.” Her cheeks heated, as she looked away. “I could not quite manage to carry them all.”

      “Of course,” he replied at once, calmly. “However, you could have left them all at the bottom of the driveway, Miss Weston. My footmen will go to fetch them for you and set them in your rooms.” He gestured toward the house, as one of the footmen came scurrying toward them, picking up Sophia’s bags as though he had heard the duke speak. The duke murmured something in the footman’s ear, and without a word, he hurried back into the house to do the master’s bidding.

      “I do not think you need meet my daughter today,” the duke continued, as Sophia fell into step alongside him. “It is already growing late, and she will be going to bed very soon.” He turned his head to regard her, as they climbed the steps, and Sophia felt herself grow hot under his scrutiny. “I think, mayhap, a time to get to know you a little better would be best, Miss Weston. I do have a few questions for you, you see.”

      “Of course, your grace,” Sophia replied automatically. “I will do whatever it is you wish of me.”

      A chuckle came from his lips, making her look over at him in surprise. She had not expected any kind of mirth from him. Was it because of what she had said or because of how she looked? Did he find her changed situation to be one of hilarity? Her cheeks burned, as she turned her face away, looking ahead of her into the house.

      “Thank you, Miss Weston, that is very good of you,” the duke murmured, as he walked into the house ahead of her. “I am not a hard man, as you will soon come to know, although I do expect my staff to work to the very best of their ability at all times. However, I will not allow you to simply agree with me at all times, Miss Weston. When it comes to my daughter’s education, I will want you to speak to me about what you have been considering for her, what your thoughts are for her future, and what subjects you intend to focus on. Provided the situation works out, of course.”

      “Of course,” Sophia echoed, her stomach swirling with a mixture of nerves and a feeling of being entirely unprepared for what was expected of her.

      “I will not have you doing what I ask and what I say without allowing me into your own thoughts and opinions, Miss Weston,” the duke continued, as they made their way to the bottom of the staircase that led up through the grand house. “I want you to be very clear on this issue,” he finished, turning to face her. “This is vastly important to me, and I want to ensure that we are clear on this from the start.”

      Still feeling entirely overwhelmed, Sophia found herself nodding without being altogether sure of what she was agreeing to. The duke gave her a small smile, his blue eyes still lingering on her and giving Sophia the impression that she was being scrutinized by him. Did she live up to his expectations?

      “So, rest and eat, and then I shall send for you,” the duke said, as a maid hurried forward to stand by her side.

      Seeing the maid walk ahead of her and realizing that she was expected to follow, Sophia curtsied quickly – although as gracefully as she could – and then began to make her way up the stairs, leaving the duke behind.

      Her mind was so full that she barely took in the grandeur of the house. She hardly saw the ornate carpets, the beautiful tapestries, and marble busts that decorated the hallway. The maid hurried her along to the end of one long hallway, turning left and then right until Sophia found herself in a small alcove with one door on either side.

      “This here is the nursery,” the maid said quietly. “Lady Sarah will be getting changed for bed, so I will not show you in at the moment.”

      Sophia nodded, looking toward the other door. The maid opened it and ushered Sophia in, standing just outside the doorway.

      “And this will be your room,” the maid continued softly. “The master is very kind, miss. He thought you should have a bath in your room. Just pull the bell when you are ready and it will be emptied for you.”

      Sophia could hardly breathe, such was her shock. The room, whilst smaller than her own bedchamber at home, was beautifully decorated with the bed at one end of the room and a table, chair, and rocking chair by the fire at the other end. There was a screen where she might change, with a large wardrobe next to it, and best of all, there was a large tub filled with water that was already gently steaming, just waiting for her to step inside.

      It was a kindness and a consideration she had not expected, especially given her now-lowly situation.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, as the maid smiled at her. “This is truly wonderful.”

      The maid’s smile broadened. “The duke is a good master, Miss Weston. You will find him not to have a harsh word for anyone, unless they deserve it.” She walked toward the door, her hand on the door handle. “I will bring you up some refreshments in an hour or so.”

      “Thank you,” Sophia said again, her numb fingers trying to untie her bonnet ribbons. “This is more than I ever expected, truly.”

      The maid said nothing but shut the door gently, leaving Sophia to look around her new room with a slow-building happiness settling in her heart. Perhaps her life here would not be so bad after all.
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      Matthew settled back in his chair, his brandy in his hand. It had now been some hours since the new governess had arrived. His first impressions had not been particularly positive. She had been younger than he had expected, thinking her to be something of a spinster whereas, from the youthfulness of her face, she ought to be in London for the Season, although she was certainly no debutante. She had looked bone weary and utterly bedraggled, but there had been a slumping of her shoulders that told him she had not wanted to come to his home and take on the role of a governess. That did not bode well for their ongoing relationship, especially when he was handing her full care of his daughter.

      He had been a little abrupt initially, of that he could admit. He had come from the stables and found one of his horses to be lame. Thankfully, it had appeared to be nothing more than a stone and a large thorn embedded into the hoof, but it had not been noticed by his stable hands until this morning when it was apparent that it had happened yesterday at some point. His mount would be back to full health soon, but he had been forced to give a few stern words to his stable hands, and they had been left with no doubt as to his anger and upset over what had occurred.

      Then, he had made his way back to the house only to come across this disheveled-looking woman, and his irritation had made its way into the words he had spoken to her. Perhaps she had not had the best impression of him either, which might have accounted for the fearful way she had regarded him. Hopefully, the bath he had ordered for her had helped with her impression of him.

      Sighing heavily, Matthew sat back and took a swig of his brandy, worrying that he had made the wrong decision. Miss Weston had looked afraid and vulnerable, and as much as he had not wanted to admit it to himself, his heart had swelled with sympathy for her. There was certainly more to her story, and that was why he had chosen to have a conversation with her this evening. He wanted to know what it was that had occurred to make her step down from her place in society to a much lesser one. That meant that there had to be some reason for her to be as she was, which might explain the deep sadness that had covered her as she’d talked with him. Mayhap she had tried and failed to find a husband, for she was not exactly a beautiful woman, although certainly not unattractive. Did her father not have enough funds for another Season? Had she become a financial burden, forced to take on a role as a governess until her father’s situation improved? Question after question about the lady burrowed into his mind, unsettling him further.

      This was not something he could afford to get wrong. Little Sarah would form an attachment with any governess he gave her, and he had to ensure that the lady was the right governess for her. He could not bear to tear a governess away from his young daughter once an attachment had been formed, knowing that his little girl was already so gentle-natured that such a thing could injure her greatly.

      There came a quiet scratch at the door, the butler stepping inside at Matthew’s call to enter.

      “The governess,” Matthew began, getting to his feet. “Tell her that I would like her to come to the study within the next half hour, whenever she is ready.”

      “Very good, your grace,” the butler replied, inclining his head.

      “In the library, I think,” Matthew continued, thinking that the study might be a little too imposing for her. “And send a tray for her, and one for me. No tea or coffee for me, however.” He lifted his glass of brandy and chuckled. “I have more than enough here.”

      The corner of the butler’s mouth quirked, as he nodded. “At once, your grace.”

      “Thank you, Jenkins,” Matthew replied, as the door closed behind the butler. It was one thing he had always been truly grateful for – a staff that was loyal to him. The butler had been with him for a good many years now and knew Matthew’s ways very well. He just had to hope that the Miss Weston would manage to fit into his household without too much difficulty, if he decided to keep her on.

      It was not more than ten minutes before Miss Weston knocked on the library door and stepped inside, her sapphire-colored eyes wide, as she took in the large room and the great many books held within it

      “Miss Weston, thank you for coming so promptly,” Matthew said, getting to his feet. “Please, come and sit here.”

      Miss Weston swallowed once, hesitated for a moment, and then made her way toward him, sitting down opposite him. There was a tenseness to her movements, as she sat down on the very edge of her seat, her fingers clasped tightly in her lap.

      “You need not have any kind of fear of me, Miss Weston,” Matthew said at once, wanting to put her at ease. “I am not about to throw you out on your ear.”

      “No, your grace, of course I did not think that,” came the soft reply as her eyes darted all over the room. “I just thought… I mean, I am a little unused to…”

      Realizing the reason for her discomfort, Matthew nodded slowly. “I understand. I can fetch a maid here, if you wish.”

      Her eyes flickered to his for a moment only to dart away again. “No, thank you, your grace. It is just going to take me a little time to become used to it, and I beg your forgiveness for that.”

      That had him wondering about her, taking her in properly for the first time. She did not have that bedraggled look about her any longer, looking a little more rested and less afraid. Her eyes were still a little widened, as though she were still taking everything in, still a little overcome with it all. Her high-collared, grey dress did not become her in the slightest, her fair hair tied back neatly into a bun with only a few wisps escaping to curl around her temples. Whilst neat, Matthew was sure Miss Weston was entirely unaccustomed to wearing such things.

      “I am afraid I shall have to ask you some somewhat probing questions, dear lady,” he said firmly. “I know that there will be some questions you will not wish to answer, and I will not press you on them, for you have your own right to privacy. However, I must ensure that you are a suitable lady for my daughter. I cannot trust her into another’s care without being settled in my own mind as to whether or not that person is entirely right for her.” He lifted his chin a little, making sure to keep his gaze steady. “My daughter is a gentle soul and one who will grow to love you with very little effort on your part.”

      “What a lovely child she must be,” Miss Weston replied softly, her eyes growing gentle. “How old did you say she was?”

      “She is five years of age, due to be six this year,” Matthew answered, surprised to see her so unperturbed by his stern gaze. “Do you have much experience with children, Miss Weston?”

      Her soft expression faded to one of anxiety. “No, your grace, I do not,” she replied honestly, without even the slightest hint of guile. “I will be truthful with you and say that this is my first charge.” Her gaze faltered, as the words slipped from her mouth, as if worried he might immediately ask her to leave.

      Matthew nodded slowly. “I see.”

      “However, I myself have been brought up with all the refinements expected of a lady,” she continued hurriedly. “I can teach them to your daughter, I am sure.”

      “You are a lady of quality,” Matthew stated, questions beginning to burn in his mind. “That was precisely the reason I asked for you to come here, Miss Weston. I knew that a lady such as yourself would be able to teach my daughter all that she will need to know as the daughter of a duke.”

      Something like relief flashed across Miss Weston’s face as she nodded, although Matthew could see the way her lips trembled. Feeling a trifle sorry for her, he indicated the tea tray to her left, suggesting she pour herself a cup whilst they talked.

      His keen eyes did not miss the way her hands shook slightly as she did so, although he rose to pour himself another brandy so that she did not feel him watching her. He was tempted to give her the opportunity to prove herself as a good governess for Sarah, but still there was so much of a mystery about her that nagged at his mind, pressing him with doubts.

      “You were not pleased, I think, to come here,” he said, sitting back down and fixing his gaze on her once more. “You need not try to find an excuse, Miss Weston. I saw your face when you arrived and that told me more than you could ever say.” He saw her flinch but kept his eyes on her, not allowing himself to be swayed by the sudden agony etched on her features.

      Miss Weston pressed her lips together for a moment, her eyes darting here and there before settling back on to his face. “Your grace, I am very glad to be here,” she said, slowly. “It is not what I expected for my life, that is true, but you have been kind enough to invite me to take on the role of governess, and I will do all I can to teach Sarah everything I know.”

      The answer was a truthful one, Matthew would swear on it. There was no guile in her eyes, no looking away as she spoke.

      “I will not press you as to why you have been made to take on this role when you are a lady of refinement,” he replied, seeing the relief in her gaze. “However, should any difficulty arise for any reason, I wish you to come and speak to me freely about it. Your situation, as it is, is a temporary one here, until I decide whether or not to make it a more permanent arrangement.”

      She lifted her head, her eyes widening. “Does that mean that I will be allowed to meet your daughter tomorrow?”

      “It does,” he replied, his heart still filled with doubts and questions which he had to continually silence. “There shall be a month’s trial, starting from tomorrow. At the end of the month, you shall give me a report on my daughter’s progress. I will speak to her myself and to the nurse. If they are satisfied with you, and if I am pleased with her progress, then I will consider a more permanent arrangement for you. Does that satisfy you?”

      Miss Weston’s eyes were glassy as she nodded, her gratefulness evident. “Thank you, your grace,” she murmured before lifting her teacup to her lips and sipping delicately. It gave her a moment to blink back her tears, meaning she was able to lift a smiling face toward him again.

      “I look forward to meeting your daughter and beginning our lessons,” she said, after a few moments of silence.

      “Very good,” Matthew replied, getting to his feet, just as she made to do so. “No, Miss Weston, there is no need for you to rise. You may remain in the library for as long as you wish. In fact, the books are at your disposal, for I think they would do you and my daughter a world of good. In addition, you are free to walk the grounds whenever you wish, although I would be grateful if you made sure Sarah is always warmly wrapped up.”

      She nodded. “Of course, your grace.”

      “In addition, you are to work with my daughter after breakfast and until the dinner gong sounds,” he continued, laying out her terms. “Your pay shall come at the end of every month, and you have Saturday afternoons and Sundays free to do as you wish. There is a small village nearby, which has a few shops, and there are some lovely walks in the grounds themselves, as well as the woods beyond.”

      Miss Weston looked surprised.

      “I like to spend time with my daughter, Miss Weston,” he explained, aware that he was one of the few gentlemen who enjoyed spending time with their offspring. “You are to accompany us to church on Sunday morning, but thereafter the time is yours.”

      A slow smile began to spread across her face, making Matthew’s heart suddenly skip a beat. It was the first time she had shown any kind of happiness in her expression. To his surprise, it completely transformed her features. Gone was the sadness that had lingered there for so long, her blue eyes sparkling with delight.

      “You are very kind, your grace,” she murmured, lowering her gaze respectfully. “Thank you for allowing me this opportunity to prove myself.”

      Clearing his throat, Matthew walked toward the door, a little confused as to the strange spark that had shot through his heart when Miss Weston had smiled at him.

      “Tomorrow then, Miss Weston,” he said, glancing back at her for one last moment before stepping through the door and out into the hallway.
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      “It is very nice to meet you.”

      Sophia tried her best to smile at the little girl who was staring up at her with big blue eyes, so like the duke’s. There was no smile on her face, but no anger or upset either. Instead, there was simply a consideration of her, as though the child was assessing her in some way.

      “Curtsy, Sarah,” the duke murmured pressing his daughter’s hand. “Can you show Miss Weston your very best curtsy?”

      The girl frowned for a moment, before her face split into a wide smile, beaming up at her father. She did her very best – almost tumbling over in the process since she bent forward a little too much, only to laugh aloud as her father caught her.

      Sophia was in love.

      The child was beyond beautiful, her adoration for her father evident. The duke had been a little intimidating last evening, but today, in front of his daughter, he was much softer with a great deal of tenderness displayed. Sophia had been surprised to learn that she was to have so much time free from her duties as governess—for she had not expected the duke to care so much about his child. Now that she saw them together, she quite understood. They had such a strong bond that she did not think the duke would be able to go even a single day without seeing his daughter. It was a bond she had shared with her own father, albeit later in life when she had taken more of a role in the running of the house, but it had been wonderful nonetheless. A stab of pain shot through her heart as the duke lifted his face to hers, his smile for his daughter still lingering. Oh, how she missed her father!

      “Miss Weston?”

      Wiping the pained expression from her face, Sophia smiled brightly down at the child, not wanting to give a bad first impression. “I am sure we will get on splendidly, Lady Sarah. I can see that you have already learned to curtsy very well, and I am quite sure that come the end of the week, you will be able to do it perfectly.”

      To her consternation, the girl frowned. “My name is Sarah. Not Lady Sarah.”

      A little confused, Sophia looked up at the duke, who was laughing quietly.

      “I do beg your pardon,” she mumbled, her cheeks burning red, as she wondered if she had somehow misstepped. She had thought it was perfectly appropriate to refer to the duke’s daughter by her correct title, but apparently, she had been wrong.

      “Do forgive me, Miss Weston,” the duke chuckled, shaking his head. “My daughter is unused to such formality, although I suppose it is best that she begins to get used to it.”

      “No,” the child interrupted, folding her arms. “I do not like being called Lady Sarah. I am just Sarah.”

      “Very well,” the duke grinned, shrugging slightly, as he turned his eyes back toward Sophia. “Miss Weston, I believe my daughter would like to be referred to without her title at the moment. I am sure that in the years to come, she will grow to understand the significance of it.”

      “I am sure she will,” Sophia agreed softly, finding even the child’s stubbornness to be something of a delight. “I would say that such determination is a good quality, your grace.”

      He nodded slowly, the smile fading from his features as he contemplated her. “I suppose it is,” he said eventually. “Just so long as she does not become accustomed to always having her way, you understand.”

      “Yes, indeed, I quite understand,” Sophia replied, looking down at the girl who was looking up them both with a slightly puzzled expression. “Might I take Sarah to the schoolroom now, your grace?”

      “Of course.”

      The duke bent down to look into his daughter’s face, instructing her to do everything that Sophia asked of her and telling her that he would be getting a report on her progress by the end of the week. This seemed to give little Sarah a determination to do as well as she could for her father, solemnly promising that she would do just that.

      The duke smiled and rose to his feet, standing a little closer to Sophia than he had done before.

      “Do come and find me this evening, once you have eaten,” he said, his eyes still on his daughter. “I would like to know how everything has gone.”

      Her heart quickened as she looked up into his face, seeing his gaze slowly travel toward her. There was a moment of silence, a moment of something sparking between them. Then, it was gone.

      He did not say another word, but turned on his heel and left the room, leaving her with her new charge staring up at her and a heart that was suddenly pounding with confusion.

      The schoolroom had been dusted, tidied, and aired by the maids, and Sophia had only had the briefest of visits to it before she had been called to meet Sarah. Walking into the room now, she felt a fresh new responsibility settling on her shoulders, seeing the little girl coming in behind her as they stepped inside.

      “I have not been here before,” Sarah said loudly, looking at the chalkboard and then at the map on the wall. “What is it we are meant to do?” She looked up inquiringly at Sophia, who immediately tried to think of the best explanation she could give.

      “Well, Sarah, in this room, we are to start to fill your mind with all kinds of knowledge,” she said slowly. “There is so much for you to learn that I hardly know where to begin!”

      “I know my numbers and my letters,” Sarah replied, with a slight air of indignance. “Is that the kind of thing you mean?”

      “Yes, that is it precisely,” Sophia answered, pulling out a slate and a piece of chalk. “Why do you not show me your numbers, Sarah? I would very much like to see them.”

      The girl looked up at her for a moment, her eyes traveling from Sophia’s face to the slate and chalk she held out in her hand. Then, with a slow deliberateness, she took the slate and set it down in front of her.

      Sophia let out a long, slow breath of relief, having been a little concerned that the girl might not do as she asked. She had no idea what she was supposed to do if that kind of thing occurred, wondering if she would have to go and speak to the duke and ask him for his help, only to worry that in doing so, she would then appear to be entirely incompetent.

      “Here,” Sarah said, interrupting her train of thought. “I did them.”

      Taking back the slate, Sophia looked down at the scrawl of numbers. Some were back to front, some upside down, and some entirely wrong. Sophia smiled at the little girl.

      “You have done an excellent job,” she said, wanting to encourage her. “I think, however, that we will do the numbers one at a time, and we shall do them together. That way, we can make sure not to have any mistakes.”

      Sarah nodded, giving Sophia the smallest of smiles as she came to sit next to her, her own slate in hand. She smiled back at the girl, her heart filling with a happy relief that Sarah now seemed to be a little more amenable to having a governess.

      The day passed quickly, and to her surprise, Sophia found herself more than able to fill the day with lots of different activities. After doing their numbers, she helped Sarah to write her full name, explaining to her the reason she had referred to her as ‘Lady Sarah’. After lunch, they had wrapped up warmly and gone for a brief walk outside, even though it was windy and rather cold. The girl had bounced about like a jack-in-the-box and made Sophia laugh, finding a spark of happiness beginning to build a fire inside her.

      When the dinner gong sounded, Sophia was surprised to find that she was already looking forward to having another day with the little girl tomorrow. After all of her worry and concern, she had found the little girl to be a happy and bright child, who smiled readily and laughed often. She was sure that tomorrow would go just as well, if not better, now that she had begun to get to know her.

      “Good evening, Sarah,” she said, rising to her feet and smiling down at the little girl. “It is time for me to go now. The nurse will be here with your dinner very soon.”

      Sarah nodded and got to her feet, setting the dolls she had been playing with aside. “Are you back again tomorrow?”

      “Yes, of course I will be,” Sophia replied, with a gentle smile. “I will see you again tomorrow morning after breakfast. I am sure we will have another wonderful day, Sarah. I will be sure to tell your father just how delightful you were today.”

      Sarah lifted her eyes to Sophia’s, and to her surprise, wrapped her arms around her waist. A little taken aback, Sophia did not know what to do initially, only to then press one hand to the little girl’s head, her heart filling.

      “Goodnight, Miss Weston,” Sarah said, her voice muffled in Sophia’s skirts. “Thank you for helping me with my letters.”

      Sophia swallowed the sudden lump in her throat, running one hand down Sarah’s dark curls.

      “You are more than welcome, Sarah,” she replied, hoarsely. “I will see you again tomorrow.”
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      Rubbing one hand over his eyes, Matthew groaned as he tried his best to fall asleep. Throwing himself over to the other side of his large, four-poster bed, he grasped the pillow and threw it over his head, hoping to drown out the many thoughts that were swirling through his mind.

      It was to no avail. His eyes remained open, refusing to close, his body tense, as anxiety ran through his veins. And all because he had received a letter from his brother, which had forced him to do the one thing he hated.

      Sitting up, Matthew yawned widely, as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed. This was useless. There was no point in trying to sleep, not when he knew it was futile. His mind was much too busy.

      Perhaps he should go for a walk in the gardens, despite the late hour. The fresh air and quiet skies might bring peace to his thoughts, allowing him to return to his bed. Dressing quickly in shirt and trousers, he threw his greatcoat on, pulled on his boots, and headed for the door.

      The night air was cold, so cold that it made Matthew catch his breath. Tugging his collar a little tighter, he hurried from the front door before he could change his mind and retreat back inside, shivering as he did so.

      His footsteps left marks on the frozen grass, his breath like a cloud of smoke. He knew the way already, but the light of the moon aided his steps. Walking toward the rockery, the only place where green shrubs grew this time of year, Matthew let out a long sigh, his shoulders slumping heavily.

      He had not seen his brother, Lord Arthur, for some years, although the letters had come frequently enough. He had been somewhat worried of late that there had been no correspondence from him, but now it seemed, his brother had returned to England and would be home within a fortnight. He had requested specifically to invite a few friends for a short visit, apparently desperate to reacquaint himself with society. So, unwilling to deny his brother this simple request, Matthew had dutifully written back to him, telling him that he had the freedom to invite ten guests to a small house party which would commence in two weeks’ time.

      He hated the idea already.

      Arthur, of course, would enjoy every moment of it, for he was the kind of man who enjoyed frivolity and fun. Not that Matthew himself was incredibly dull or the like, but rather that he found himself often preferring a good book and quiet drink to loud, raucous laughter and dancing. That was why he had not returned to London these last five years, why he had not chosen to find himself another wife in place of Elizabeth. There had been no pressing need, and on top of which, he highly doubted that he would find a quiet, bookish lady from amongst the ton. There would always be the wallflowers, but Matthew would not be able to so much as talk to them, given that he would have his attention entirely caught up by various young ladies or their grasping mothers. Being a duke often brought its own difficulties with it, and this was one of them. Arthur, his brother, was apparently more than able to laugh and dance and converse with as many ladies as he liked without ever taking anything too seriously, but Matthew could not do the same. There was always a pressing need for him to be careful with what he said, thoughtful about who he danced with and how many times he had danced with them. He could never show anyone too much favor, give anyone too much time, or else the rumors and speculations about whom he might be interested in would begin to surface. All mothers wanted their daughters to be duchesses, but the problem was that he did not want a new duchess. Not yet, at least.

      “Not until I absolutely have to,” he muttered to himself in the darkness, his breath frosting.

      Swiping ineffectually at some tall stalks of grass, Matthew made a mental note to remind the gardeners about ensuring they cut the grass soon. One of his gardeners was growing a little slow in his old age, but there was no intention on Matthew’s part to remove him from his post, not until the time came where the man simply could not keep up. Whenever that occurred, Matthew had every intention of ensuring the man would have enough to live on for the rest of his days, as a thank you for the long service he had given Matthew’s household. A respected master came from the fair and honest treatment of his staff, and this was one of the times when Matthew knew he could do some good.

      Thinking of his staff led him to consider Miss Weston, his lips curving into something of a smile. She had been there for close to a fortnight now, and he had been delighted to discover that, not only did she teach his daughter, but that she had grown fond of her also. There was a blossoming relationship between Miss Weston and Sarah, and Matthew could not help but be pleased about it. His daughter needed an elegant, refined lady to help her turn into a beautiful young woman, ready to reach out into the world, and into society. By now, Matthew was quite sure that Miss Weston would be more than able to do so. The month’s trial was not yet complete, but Matthew did not think he would have any cause to change his mind. She had done wonders with Sarah this far, having only been there for a short time, and he was more and more content with Miss Weston’s presence in his home. Miss Weston herself appeared to be much more at ease, much more settled and happy to be in his estate. It was not often they met, but whenever they had done so, she had none of the fear and worry in her eyes that he had first seen when she had arrived. It felt as though Miss Weston was a part of his household now, and he had no intention of sending her away.

      Shivering with the cold, Matthew turned back toward the house, wondering if perhaps a brandy might help him to sleep. He now felt even more wide awake than he had done before, a small niggle of worry continuing to nag at him. He did not want the house party, not when he was only just becoming used to the new situation in his life with the governess and Sarah. Arthur on his own would have been more than welcome, but to have a few more additional guests was not something he would particularly enjoy, especially as he would have to play host.

      Sighing to himself, Matthew walked back toward the house, looking up at it for a moment and seeing a small light flickering in one of the windows. Narrowing his eyes, he saw it was the library, but given the hour, he would not expect anyone else to be awake. Had the maid forgotten to put out the fire? He had not been in the library himself that evening and so he had told the butler to ensure the fire in the grate was not attended to, not unless Miss Weston had intentions of finding herself a new book as she was inclined to do at times.

      A little frustrated that he would have to go and see instead of returning to his bed and warm room, Matthew closed the door, bolted it, and then hurried up the stairs, glad for the strong moonlight shining through the windows. The library door was ajar, and as he pushed the door open, he saw that there was a figure sitting by the fire.

      Frowning, he stepped in a little farther, only to see that it was Miss Weston, and she was sound asleep.

      His heart clenched as he took her in, seeing the errant blonde curls framing her face, and the soft look about her eyes as she slept. Her lips were gently curved, as though she were having some kind of marvelous dream, her hand resting gently on a book that was still open. Evidently, she had been reading and the warmth of the fire and her own weariness had forced her eyes closed, pulling her into a deep sleep. Her stockinged feet caught his attention, seeing the slippers standing neatly to the side of the grate. Apparently, Miss Weston had been quite at ease, lost in a good book before drifting off to sleep.

      And, strangely enough, it felt as though she belonged there, within his home.

      There was no anger in him now, no irritation remaining deep within his heart. Instead, he found himself overcome with an altogether different sensation, one that caught him completely by surprise.

      Fondness.

      It was a feeling he did not welcome, having pushed aside all thoughts of affection or love for a great many years. He had believed it to be entirely foolish to hope for such things, particularly after his marriage to Elizabeth. Yet, here he was, some five years later, with a faint stirring in his heart as he looked at his sleeping governess.

      His feet moved toward her of their own accord, his heart beginning to thump wildly as he looked down at her. Her skin was like alabaster, her cheeks a little pink from the warmth of the fire. How had he ever thought her plain? Here, now, at that very moment, he could think of her as nothing more than beautiful.

      He did not mean to, but as if put there by its own force of will, Matthew found his fingers gently tracing her soft cheek. She did not move; she did not so much as stir at his touch, although a surge of heat raced up his arm and into his face. The sensations were growing stronger now as he continued to look into her face, pushing him toward something he was afraid to recognize.

      Drawing in a sharp breath, Matthew turned on his heel and hurried away, frightened of whatever it was he was feeling. He did not want to think like this. He did not want to feel like this. He was perfectly content with his life as it was and had more than enough to think about with his brother and his many friends coming to stay. The last thing he needed was to have his heart twisted about by the governess, even though she was doing nothing to instigate that kind of emotion.

      Closing the door quietly, Matthew made his way back toward his bedchamber, hearing no sound coming from the library. Apparently, Miss Weston still slept, unaware of his presence and of his touch. Relief rifled through him, his hand rubbing his forehead, as he stepped into his bedchamber and shut the door. That had been foolish indeed. He would have to make sure not to do anything so ridiculous again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, no, Sarah,” Sophia laughed, as the girl began to spin around the dance floor. “You are not listening to me.”

      “I am listening to the music,” the little girl exclaimed, holding out her arms wide as she danced around. “Listen to it, Miss Weston!”

      Sophia laughed again, unable to chide the girl. The pianist continued to play, regardless of what Sarah was doing, looking to Sophia for guidance, but she simply shrugged and let her express herself.

      The last three weeks had been a wonderful, albeit very different to what Sophia had been used to. There were no servants to help her, although she did still have trays brought to her whenever she required them. She was expected to rise early and prepare her lessons for the day, to teach Sarah with care and consideration, before ensuring that everything was neat and tidy for the following day. Her gowns were black, grey, or a mixture of the two instead of the normal, bright colors she had been used to wearing, and there was no maid sent to dress her hair. Pulling it up into a bun every day had taken some getting used to, but by now she was more than proficient at doing so. While Sophia certainly found her life a great deal busier than before, and certainly difficult in terms of how she was seen by both the staff and the duke, she felt a growing happiness deep within her. That was all because of Sarah.

      The little girl had been the happiness and the joy she had needed, sending light back into her soul with each day they spent together. There were times, of course, when the girl was disobedient or just downright unruly, but those times were few and far between. It often only took a few sharp words from Sophia to have her settle back down again.

      Sarah, for whatever reason, had taken to Sophia almost at once, and she was an easy young lady to teach. She seemed to revel in learning as much as she could and was growing more and more proficient in reading with each day that passed. She knew her numbers and had begun to study arithmetic, although her greatest joy was to be out of doors, running and skipping and doing all the things a young girl ought to do at her age. It had been a joy for Sophia, too, to be allowed such freedoms as walking in the garden whenever she chose or finding a new book from the library.

      Her brother, when she had been living at home, had severely curtailed Sophia’s freedom the last few weeks she had lived there, even to the point of banning her from walking out of doors alone. So, to have that joy again brought Sophia a great deal of happiness. Most of all, however, Sophia was glad to have Sarah by her side each day. The gladness the little girl displayed on an almost daily basis on seeing Sophia at her door brought her such a happiness that, at times, Sophia did not quite know how to contain it all.

      That did not mean, however, that Sophia did not miss the dreams and the hopes for her future that she had once had. They had been a part of her life for a long time, back when her father still lived. She had dreamed of going to London, of being courted and the like, before finding a suitable match for herself. Now, of course, that could never be. At some point, she was sure, the duke would remarry, and she might have to watch the family grow together whilst she remained on the sidelines, if she were permitted to stay.

      However, Sophia knew she would simply have to accept that now. To linger on those dreams, to feel regret and sadness for the life she would never have, would only send bitterness into her soul. Instead, she would be grateful for what she had been given, for the duke’s kindness in letting her stay on as governess even though this was her very first charge.

      She laughed again, as she saw Sarah raise her hands up to the ceiling, her fingers wiggling back and forth as she spun around. She could see now why the duke had so much love for his daughter, for she was truly a remarkable young lady.

      That thought made her pause. The duke himself was a man she had not quite managed to make out as yet. They spoke on a weekly basis, so that she might tell him how things were with his daughter, but he never gave very much away. He asked questions about Sarah and was always pleased to hear about her progress, but there was never any true conversation between them. Not that she should expect it, of course, but yet there was a small desire growing steadily in her heart, a desire to know the duke better.

      It did not help that she was beginning to realize that he was truly a handsome gentleman, even though she had been a little afraid of him their first few conversations. When he smiled, she felt something glow within her, even more so when the smile was directed at her. The bright blue of his eyes was always warm whenever they conversed, usually fixed on her face instead of drifting elsewhere. He was a man who liked to give his full attention to whatever it was he was doing, and Sophia had never felt so aware of his consideration whenever his eyes lingered on her.

      Were she still a lady of quality, not one who had been forced to remove herself from her position in her brother’s home to a paid occupation, then she might have allowed herself to return some of his smiles, to allow the desire to develop her acquaintance with him to move forward. Knowing that she could do no such thing, Sophia had kept her distance and only spoken to him when he had asked a question of her. There had so often been a time when she had wanted to ask him about his home, ask him about his wife – Sarah’s mother – who was very rarely spoken of, but she had kept her mouth closed and her lips silent. This was not her home and certainly not her place to ask such things. And so, her desires would be kept within her, kept secret and silent, as she continued her tutelage of Sarah, trying her best to remain glad for all she had been given instead of longing for more.

      “Now, whatever is this?”

      Turning on her heel, Sophia gasped as the duke walked into the ballroom, another gentleman just behind him. Waving a hand at the pianist, she curtsied quickly just as Sarah ran over to her father, throwing her arms about his waist.

      “I do apologize, your grace,” Sophia said hurriedly. “I was attempting to teach Sarah the first few steps of the waltz, but she was just enjoying the music too much, and so I thought to allow her to dance her own way for a time.” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, as the duke lifted one eyebrow and looked at her directly, aware that she had not been doing as was expected in his eyes.

      “Oh, leave off, Mathew,” the other gentleman interrupted, slapping the duke on the shoulder. “Your daughter was just having a bit of fun.” He grinned at Sophia, who, not knowing who this man or what she was to do, curtsied again.

      Bending down to Sarah, the gentleman smiled at her, his expression softening. “Well, well,” he said softly. “Are you not just like your father, little Sarah? All the better, I say,” he finished, patting her hand.

      “Sarah,” the duke interrupted, looking down at his daughter. “Do you remember Lord Arthur? He is your uncle.”

      “Uncle Arthur,” the gentleman replied, rolling his eyes at the formality. “Uncle Arthur to you, dear child.”

      Sarah stepped away from her father and studied her uncle for a moment, before a smile of recognition came over her face, and she hugged him tightly. Sophia could not help but smile at the sight, finding it almost too intimate for her to be a part of.

      “Should I leave you, your grace?” she murmured, as Lord Arthur and Sarah began to talk with one another. “I do apologize for the dancing, as well; it was only a few minutes of fun, I assure you.”

      Looking up at him, Sophia was surprised to find a curious gleam in his eye, as though a thought had suddenly struck him.

      “No, you may carry on,” he said abruptly. “Sarah, come here for a moment. Tell me, what dance was Miss Weston to be teaching you?”

      “The waltz,” Sarah replied, screwing up her face. “But I did not like it. I much prefer to do my own. I was being a butterfly, Papa.”

      Holding her breath, Sophia waited for the duke’s reaction, only to let it out in a long breath, as he laughed, patting his daughter on the head. “Very good, my dear,” he said, waving his hand at the pianist. “But I can assure you that you can be just as much a butterfly when you are waltzing as when you are dancing all on your own.”

      The music began to play again, and Sophia took a single step back from the duke and his daughter, thinking that he was about to lead Sarah onto the floor and show her some of the steps. However, much to her surprise, the duke turned to her and held out one hand.

      “I think Miss Weston and I shall show you just what we mean, Sarah,” he continued, his eyes still on his daughter, as he waited for Sophia to take his hand. “Your uncle may dance with you after you have watched us, if you wish.”

      Her throat constricted, as she stared at the duke, her heart quickening as her fingers hesitantly touched his. He grasped her hand firmly the moment she did so, as though not allowing her to escape, and they walked onto the dance floor.

      Heat poured into her face as he let go of her hand and bowed, just as he might do had they met at a ball. Curtsying as best she could, Sophia trained her gaze to go over the duke’s left shoulder, as he took her hand, jumping slightly when his other hand settled on her waist.

      “I assume you know the steps, Miss Weston,” he murmured, as he began to lead her across the floor. “No treading on my toes now.”

      Her eyes jumped to his, seeing the mirth there. Smiling a little hesitantly, she continued to allow him to lead, tension running through her limbs.

      This was not right. A governess did not dance with a duke, not even when they were supposedly showing his daughter how it was to go. She could hear Sarah laughing and clapping as they continued to spin around the floor, her mind filling with thoughts and anxieties as the duke held her tightly.

      “You must relax, Miss Weston,” the duke murmured softly, “Look at me, please. You are wound like a spinning top; I can feel the tension in your hands.”

      “I do apologize, your grace,” Sophia whispered, not able to drag her eyes toward his, as he had requested. “This is a little surprising for me.”

      He chuckled quietly. “That I can tell. You are a proficient dancer, I am sure, but you still need to relax. Look at me, Miss Weston.”

      It was a command, not a request, and so, with her heart hammering in her chest, Sophia returned her gaze to his face.

      His eyes were burning with a deep intensity, to the point that Sophia found herself entirely unable to look away. To her shock, he pulled her a little closer, a little too close given the impropriety of what they were already doing, and her breath hitched.

      Something flickered over his face, sending a warm darkness into his eyes. Sophia clung to him, feeling entirely overwhelmed and feeling such a stirring of desire and affection within her that she was sure he would be able to tell were she to continue dancing with him much longer.

      “Your grace,” she whispered, through lips that were barely able to form words. “I–”

      “Miss Weston,” he interrupted, his words soft and for her ears only. “You are a wonderful dancer. Indeed, there is more to you than I ever expected. You have blossomed before my very eyes, as a beautiful rose might slowly reveal the beauty of its petals.”

      The compliment was as unexpected as the dance, her mouth going completely dry as he looked at her, a rush of heat crawling up her spine and into her face.

      And then, the music came to a close. Sarah and her uncle were still busy dancing, although Sarah was getting none of the steps correct whatsoever, and much to Sophia’s relief, neither of them seemed in the least bit interested in what had been going on between Sophia and the duke.

      The duke slowly released her waist but kept her other hand in his. Sophia pressed her lips together as he lowered his head to her hand, his lips brushing the back of her hand as though she had truly been a lady at the ball, had truly been his dance partner for one of the two waltzes that would be played that evening.

      Sparks shot into her vision, her skin prickling as he held her hand for just a moment too long. Nothing was said between them, but Sophia knew that she would never be able to see the duke in the same way again. She had been in his arms; she had felt the heat rushing through her veins, as she had danced with him and allowed her heart to fill with a rush of affection that could never be returned.

      “Thank you, Miss Weston,” he said, his voice a little hoarse as he stepped back. “I do hope my daughter was watching.”

      With one lingering look, he stepped away from her and walked back toward his daughter, who was still being spun around by her uncle. Sarah laughed aloud and ran toward Sophia, catching her hand and dragging her back toward the duke and Lord Arthur.

      “My goodness, you are like a spinning top!” Lord Arthur declared, ruffling Sarah’s dark curls. “I am sure you shall be just as good a dancer as Miss Weston one day.”

      “I am certain of it,” the duke agreed, smiling down at his daughter. “Miss Weston is an excellent dancer and an even more excellent tutor, so I have no doubt that Sarah will turn out very well.”

      He did not look at her as he spoke those words, but the compliments brought Sophia a rush of pleasure.

      “Thank you, your grace,” she murmured, wondering when her heart would stop its furious thundering that had begun the moment the duke had asked her to dance. “I think it is time for our walk in the gardens, Sarah. Is that acceptable to you, your grace?”

      “More than acceptable,” the duke replied, lifting his eyes to hers. “Although dinner will be a little earlier than usual so that Sarah can join us.”

      Sophia nodded, setting her shoulders and drawing in a deep breath so that she might regain some sense of composure. “Of course. I will ensure Sarah is ready.”

      Lord Arthur cleared his throat, nudging his brother.

      “Oh, of course, I quite forgot. Miss Weston, next week I am expecting a small party to join us at the house. My brother has recently returned from his travels and wishes to be reacquainted with a few friends.”

      Not quite sure how this affected her, Sophia nodded and glanced from one to the other. “I see.”

      “Sarah will be asked to join us at times during the day, and during your daily walks in the grounds, there may be others present,” the duke continued, ignoring his daughter’s squeals of excitement. “However, I will expect her education to continue for the most part, you understand.”

      “I quite understand,” Sophia agreed, reaching forward and taking hold of Sarah’s hand so as to quieten her. “Might I ask how long they will be staying for? Just so that I can prepare for some disruption to Sarah’s lessons.”

      “No longer than ten days,” the duke replied, with just a hint of displeasure in his voice, giving Sophia the impression that he was not exactly looking forward to his guests arriving. “You will have advance notice of when and where Sarah is to join us. Although, most days, I shall come to fetch her myself.”

      A hint of anxiety began to rattle through Sophia’s chest as she wondered whether or not the duke expected her to join Sarah alongside the rest of the guests. She could not bear the thought of mixing with the beau monde again, not when she had been so removed from her status.

      “Is everything quite all right, Miss Weston?”

      Her eyes leapt back to his, and she nodded fervently, not wanting to explain her worries to him since that was not the done thing. “Yes, of course, your grace. Thank you.”

      He nodded, a slight frown settling between his brows, as she pressed Sarah’s hand.

      “Well then, good afternoon to you, Miss Weston. Sarah, enjoy your walk with Miss Weston. You are to join us for dinner. So, for heaven’s sake, do not get yourself covered in mud or the like.” His eyes twinkled, as he patted his daughter’s cheek, making Sophia smile at the tenderness he displayed toward her.

      “I will not, Papa,” Sarah replied in a very serious voice. “I shall make sure to be perfectly clean.”

      “Of course, you will,” Lord Arthur boomed, chuckling. “Enjoy yourself, little one. I will see you soon.”
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      Try as she might, Sophia simply could not sleep. She had not so much as undressed, sitting by the dying embers of the fire with a book in her hand, although her eyes remained entirely unseeing as she looked at the lines within it.

      The hour was late and still Sophia worried, her stomach turning over each time she thought about the house party that the duke was to host. She was terrified that he would ask her to join Sarah at some point and that she would have no choice but to step into the room filled with guests, aware of just how lowly her new position was. What was worse was that she was now concerned that one of the guests might recognize her, aware that she was Viscount Brookridge’s sister, and that question after question would follow – along with a few mocking glances and scornful laughs.

      Sighing to herself, Sophia tried to untie the knot of worry that had settled in her stomach but try as she might to calm her fractious mind, it would not leave her. Instead, it grew all the tighter, sending her heart fluttering, as she thought about what was to come.

      “This is ridiculous,” she said aloud, getting to her feet and walking to the mantlepiece to fetch a candle. “You just need to talk to the duke.”

      It was much easier said than done, however, for the thought of talking to the duke and telling him her worries and fears was not something she had ever done before. She had kept secret as much of her past and her family situation as she could, not wanting to tell him the shameful truth that she had been turned out from her own family’s home.

      Patting the locket that now sat around her neck, hidden entirely by the high collar of her dress, Sophia closed her eyes and let the wave of homesickness wash over her. It was not homesickness for her brother, but rather a longing for the life she’d once had with a happy, loving father and a gregarious, kind-natured brother. How much life had changed!

      And yet, she had the blessing of Sarah in her life now. She was as loving and as sweet as could be, filling every day of Sophia’s life with happiness. It took away the pain and agony that had been tearing at her heart, making her smile all the more ready and her heart all the more open to joy and delight. It was only the prospect of the houseguests that dimmed those a little.

      “Well, come the morrow, I shall speak to him,” Sophia determined aloud, opening the bedroom door, and with a candle in hand, slowly made her way along the dark hallways until she found the library door.

      The library was one of her greatest delights in living under the duke’s roof and she could not help but appreciate her good fortune in finding an employer so willing to allow her to read his books freely. The novel she had been attempting to read had not caught her interest, and so, thinking that another book might help her to rest her uneasy mind, Sophia stepped inside and closed the door.

      “Miss Weston.”

      She shrieked in surprise, almost dropping her candle as she sagged back against the closed door, slapping on hand over her mouth in horror.

      “I do apologize,” the duke said, looking as horror-struck as she felt. “I did not mean to scare you.”

      “Oh, your grace,” Sophia whispered, trying desperately to get her breath back. “I did not expect you to be here at so late an hour. I do apologize.” Her free hand scrabbled at the door handle, desperate not to disturb him. “I shall return to my room at once.”

      “Wait.”

      The command hurried toward her, demanding that she let go of the door handle. She did so, her eyes closing tightly for a moment as she turned to face him. Only then did she see the fire burning brightly in the grate, the many candles lit around the room. Evidently, the duke had been unable to sleep also.

      “I would not have you run away when you are obviously in need of a good book,” the duke continued, as she turned back around. “Please, take as long as you wish.”

      Everything in her told her to leave, to hurry back toward her room, and to leave the duke in peace, but Sophia found her legs moving forward, her hand placing the candlestick down on a small table. Memories of how it had felt to be in his arms flooded her as she looked up into his eyes, aware that he wore no cravat, no jacket, and no waistcoat.

      “I shall be very quick, your grace,” she promised, hurrying to the other side of the room and as far away from him as possible. “I do not want to disturb you.”

      He chuckled and sat down in his seat, picking up his brandy glass. “You are not disturbing me, Miss Weston. In fact, I might be glad of your company for a time.”

      “My company?” Sophia repeated, finding herself a little at a loss as to what to do. It was not usual for a duke to spend time with his hired help, especially not when the doors were closed, and it was late at night. Embarrassment sent heat into her cheeks, and she fanned them with her hands, glad he could not see her.

      “Indeed,” the duke said quietly. “I cannot sleep because I have a great deal on my mind at present.”

      A sudden fear hit Sophia right between the eyes, her stomach tightening as though she had been punched. She slowly made her way into the light of the fire’s glow, her eyes searching his face. “Do you mean, with Sarah?”

      “Oh, no,” he replied, with a wave of his hand. “You are doing a wonderful job, and you need have no concern in that regard. I assure you.”

      “Oh.” The relief that flooded her must have shown on her face, for the duke laughed softly and shook his head.

      “My goodness, Miss Weston, do I not let you know often enough that I find your education of my daughter to be more than acceptable? That is a failing on my part, and one that I must rectify.”

      Sophia, not quite sure what to say, simply cleared her throat and smiled, somewhat tremulously, in his direction. Her heart was beating quicker than before, aware of just how very alone they both were. Was this, perhaps, the time to talk to him about the worrying thoughts that were on her mind? He appeared more relaxed than she had ever seen him, and that gave her a little boost of encouragement.

      “I think there is something on your mind also,” the duke murmured, lifting the glass of brandy to his lips. “Do you wish to speak of it, Miss Weston? I am not much good with advice, but I would be glad to listen.”

      Her eyes lingered on the brandy glass, half wondering if it was the liquor that had made him so at ease, but deciding that she could not allow the opportunity to slip away, Sophia came to sit down opposite him.

      His eyes flared as he watched her, sending a flurry of excitement into Sophia’s belly. She tried her best not to feel anything but respect for her employer, but could not prevent the quickening of her heart or the warmth she felt in his presence.

      “Your grace, you are quite right to suggest that I have something on my mind, for that is what has been keeping me awake this evening.”

      “Oh?” he queried, tipping his head to one side. “And what is it, Miss Weston?”

      “It is about your guests, your grace,” she explained, speaking quickly. “As you know, I come from a background of quality. For various reasons, I came to you as a governess – a position I am most grateful for.”

      He nodded, slowly, his eyes fixed on her own.

      “I was just wondering if you would require me to join Sarah when she is to spend time with you and your guests,” Sophia continued, lacing her fingers together. “I do not want to give the impression that I would not do as you ask, your grace, for I understand my position here very well, but it is that–”

      “You are afraid that someone will recognize you,” the duke interrupted quietly. “That would be embarrassing for you?”

      Sophia nodded, the familiar ache returning to her throat as her mind turned to her brother. “I am afraid that my writing to you to seek the position of governess was not one of my own choosing,” she said slowly, making sure to pick her words carefully. “I am very glad to have come here now, of course, but at the time, it was thrust upon me and came as a great surprise.”

      The duke’s eyes grew curious, a slight frown between his brows. “You were given no choice in the matter?”

      Pressing her lips together for a moment, Sophia thought about what to say. The duke appeared to be interested in what she had to say, more open to hearing her conversation than ever before, and despite her misgivings, Sophia felt herself grow desirous for him to know her better, even if he did not speak much about himself.

      “My brother is Viscount Brookridge,” she said softly. “My father died a few years ago, and so he took on the title.”

      “I see,” he murmured, a slightly puzzled frown on his face. “I thought it might have been your father that had sent you to find such a position.”

      The ache in her throat became almost unbearable, as she drew in a long breath, steadying her frayed nerves. “No, your grace, it was my brother. You see, he married a little less than a year ago, and so, my position in his house became untenable.”

      A flare of anger crossed his expression, and he sat forward, his hands clasped firmly together. “Are you saying that there is no money for you? That your brother is almost destitute?”

      “No, that is not what I mean at all,” Sophia replied, realizing she was not explaining herself well at all. “My brother simply decided my future for me, so that I was not a financial burden to him any longer.” Lifting her gaze from the floor to the duke’s face, Sophia was surprised to discover that he appeared almost furious over what she had told him. “I do apologize if I have upset you, your grace,” she finished shrinking back in her seat. “Perhaps I ought not to have opened my mouth.”

      “No,” the duke murmured, leaning across and catching her hand in his. “I am glad you spoke to me, Miss Weston. I will confess to being very much surprised that your brother would send you here if there was enough money to continue to care for you.” He lifted one eyebrow, and Sophia felt her embarrassment grow all the more.

      “My brother did not allow me a Season,” she whispered, lowering her gaze. “I will not go into his reasons.”

      There was a long pause. A pause where Sophia did not dare lift her head, did not dare look into his eyes to see what expression there might be there. She did not want to see his pitying gaze, quite sure that this was what would be there.

      Clearing his throat, the duke leaned forward in his seat. “Miss Weston, I quite understand your predicament. Of course, I will ensure that you have no need to encounter my guests when they are here.”

      Sighing with relief that she would not need to explain any more about her brother, and in particular that she would not have to greet any of the guests, Sophia lifted her gaze and smiled at him. As she did so, she felt his hand tighten on hers.

      “I am sorry you have been so poorly treated by your own kin,” the duke continued, his brows furrowing all the more. “That is shameful.”

      Shrugging slightly, Sophia’s smile spread across her face. The way he had reacted to her story brought her a small amount of happiness, glad that he had believed her without question.

      “I do not think it has turned out so badly,” she replied honestly, allowing her fingers to intertwine with his despite the knowledge she should have pulled her hand away entirely. “I have met your daughter and find her to be such a delight that I have no cause to be upset or sad over my lack of family. I have had a happier time here these last few weeks than I have ever had at home with my brother. I can assure you that I do not find it a terrible situation, but rather one that has brought me a great deal of joy, and I thank you for that.”

      The duke did not reply for a while, simply looking into her eyes and keeping a hold of her hand. The silence grew thick, the atmosphere filling with a delicious tension that had anticipation rifling through Sophia although she had very little idea of what it was she expected.

      “You are an extraordinary young woman,” the duke whispered, eventually letting go of her hand and sitting back in his chair. “I believe myself to be quite blessed by your presence. Perhaps your brother has done us both a favor in being so unchivalrous, although I find myself rather angry with his uncouth behavior.”

      Sophia smiled and rose to her feet, feeling a burden roll from her shoulders. “Thank you, your grace. I do hope that whatever is on your mind will not keep you from sleep much longer.”

      He chuckled, only to look away into the fire with an almost sad expression on his face. Sophia wanted to ask him what was wrong; she wanted to find out what tore at his mind so, but instead, she held her tongue.

      “Miss Weston,” he said abruptly, as she began to move away toward the door. “Might you join me here tomorrow evening?”

      “Tomorrow?” she repeated, a little confused. “Yes, of course, your grace.”

      His head twisted toward her, his eyes bright. “Good,” he replied, with a smile on his face. “I find your company rather engaging and would like to continue our conversation.”

      Happiness burst through her, sending shivers up her spine as she saw the glint in his eyes. “I would be glad to, your grace,” she murmured, bowing her head as she made her way toward the door. “Thank you and good evening.”

      “Good evening, Miss Weston,” came the quiet reply.
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      The following day came and went, and as Matthew waited for his brother to choose to go to bed, he found himself growing all the more anticipatory for Miss Weston’s arrival.

      He had not seen her apart from a few passing meetings in the hallways, having been caught up with ensuring that everything was in order for the guests who would be arriving in three days’ time. It was not something he was looking forward to in the least, although he had been enjoying his brother’s company. Arthur had been full of tales about his adventures across the world, catching Sarah’s attention completely over dinner, as he had regaled them both with story after story about where he had been.

      Smiling to himself, Matthew got up and poured himself another whiskey, offering one to his brother, who accepted it without question

      “That governess of yours,” Arthur began, frowning. “There is something not quite right with her.”

      “Miss Weston, you mean?” Matthew replied, confused. “Whatever do you mean?”

      Arthur shook his head. “She is much too proper to be a governess. The way she speaks, even the way she moves, tells me that she ought to be a refined, genteel lady. Instead, for whatever reason, she is here, teaching your little girl.” He shrugged and took a mouthful of whiskey. “Not that this is a bad thing, of course. Sarah’s a lovely little thing and is sure to turn out wonderfully with Miss Weston by her side.”

      Recalling how Miss Weston had spoken to him so candidly the previous evening, Matthew felt the same spurt of anger rush through him that he had felt when she had first told him of her past. “That is because she is a refined lady, Arthur," he explained, with a sigh. “I will not go into it, but I have discovered she was basically thrown from her brother’s house for no good reason.”

      “Is that so?” his brother murmured thoughtfully. “What title does her brother hold then?”

      “Viscount Brookridge, I believe,” Matthew replied, with a shake of his head. “If I get a hold of him, I do not know what I will do. From what Miss Weston said, he turned her out simply so that he could keep more money for himself.” He turned his gaze back to his brother, frowning as he saw him stare back at him, his eyes wide and cheeks pale. “For goodness sake, whatever is the matter?”

      “Did you say, Viscount Brookridge?” he asked slowly, one hand now clasping the arm of the chair tightly. “Tell me you did not say Viscount Brookridge.”

      “Yes, I did,” Matthew replied, understanding slowly beginning to dawn as horror filled him. “No, Arthur, it cannot be!”

      “I do not know him particularly well,” his brother pleaded, throwing back his whiskey in one gulp before shaking his head. “But I thought, since he has only recently gained his title, it might be nice to have him join us here.”

      His stomach roiled, as he thought of Viscount Brookridge coming to stay in his home for a time, his hand tightening on his glass. “We must rescind the invitation.”

      “I do not think we can,” his brother replied, heavily. “It takes a good few days of travel to come here, and by the time a letter reaches the house, they will have already left.”

      “I cannot have that particular gentleman here!” Matthew exclaimed, thumping the arm of his chair. “If what Miss Weston says is true – and I have no reason not to believe her – then to have him here will bring nothing but discord and upset. He is not the kind of man I wish to befriend, Arthur.”

      His brother stared at him for a moment, as though trying to find some solution but coming up with nothing. “I do not know what to do then,” he muttered, eventually, passing one hand over his eyes. “I did not know, Matthew.”

      Aware that it was not his brother’s fault, Matthew sank back into his chair, his heart painful. “I know you did not,” he admitted quietly. “Nor did I until yesterday. Miss Weston has been very good at keeping her reasons for becoming a governess quiet.”

      “It is only ten days,” his brother replied helpfully. “If Miss Weston is not to see the guests, and they do not see her, then there should be no reason for her to have any kind of contact with her brother and his wife.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I cannot keep this from her.”

      His brother frowned, tilting his head a little as he regarded him closely. “Do not tell me you have some kind of feelings for Miss Weston!”

      The rebuttal did not spring to his lips as Matthew had expected. He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but it did not come to him. Staring at his brother, his heart began to quicken, urgency flooding him as he thought of something to say, only for Arthur to laugh out loud, slapping his thigh in the process.

      “By Jove, Matthew! I never thought I would see the day.”

      Going hot all over, Matthew shook his head, trying to find something to explain all that was going on within his heart.

      “Not that I think it is a bad thing, of course! I would have usually pushed you away from a governess, but since she was the daughter of a viscount, I can see no difficulty in you pursuing…. whatever it is that is between you.” Arthur’s mouth tipped up, his eyes glinting with mirth that Matthew could not quite understand.

      “It is not like that,” Matthew retorted, firmly. “There is nothing–”

      “I did wonder, when I saw you waltzing with her,” his brother interrupted, chuckling quietly. “My goodness, Matthew, I must say I am very pleased for you. After what happened with Elizabeth – God rest her soul – I think it is high time you found someone you actually held some affection for.”

      Swallowing hard, Matthew closed his eyes and frowned, trying to clear his muddled thoughts. His brother appeared so certain that Matthew felt something for Miss Weston—whilst he, himself, continued to grow more and more confused about what it was beginning to burn with him.

      “You do not have to hide it from me any longer,” Arthur continued, offhand. “It is a little surprising, but as I said, it is high time you had someone who cares for you in your life. I have seen the way Miss Weston looks at you, the blush on her cheeks when you speak to her. I am glad for you, truly.”

      “You are much too quick to assume things,” Matthew retorted, opening his eyes and glaring at his brother. “I have no strong emotion for Miss Weston other than a desire to protect her from those who had mistreated her thus far. The rest is just muddled in with that particular feeling, I am sure.”

      His brother rolled his eyes, the grin remaining plastered across his face. “Is that so?” he murmured lazily. “Well, you can hide it from yourself for as long as you wish, but even from the uncomfortable way you look at me I can tell there is more going on than you wish to make known.” He held up two hands, as though protesting his innocence. “Fear not, I shall not speak of it any longer.”

      “And nothing to Miss Weston,” Matthew grated, suddenly afraid that she might walk into the library at any moment and find them both there discussing her. “As I said, Arthur, I am not altogether certain what is going on within my heart. It has all been rather confusing and has certainly come upon me rather quickly.”

      Arthur shrugged, getting up to pour himself another brandy. “Well, how long does it take for one to fall in love?” he asked, more softly than before. He raised his glass in a toast, his gleeful expression fading only to be replaced with a serious smile. “Do not shirk from this, Matthew. Do not run from it. I know how much you have despised the thought of returning to London’s society, how much you dreaded going to meet the ladies of the beau monde in the hope of making one of them your bride. I know that you did not want to meet another like Elizabeth, that you have often dreamed about having more. It is not a foolish desire to seek affection between you and your bride, but being as practical as you are, you have sent that idea aside in the knowledge that it is not likely to happen.” His smile broadened as he stretched his arms out wide. “And now, here is a lady right within your own home, one who has hoped for nothing but employment so that she might support herself. I can tell she has not tried to wangle her way into your feelings, that she has in no way attempted to find an association with you that might induce you into marrying her. Instead, she has put her time and effort into Sarah, just as she was expected to do. Does that not say a great deal about her character in itself?”

      “Yes, it does,” Matthew agreed, with a small sigh. “Except it is not her character that has ever come into question. It is the fact that I am unsure what to do about the unwanted feelings within my heart. I may only be wishing to protect her, angry that her brother has treated her so poorly. That does not mean that there is anything of substance there; nothing that will last the test of time.”

      Arthur nodded sagely, lowering his arms. “Then, mayhap, you need to have a few more conversations with her. Allow yourself to show something of your own struggles, your own life, with her, and see how she responds. Build a trust between you that can begin to grow into something more. That will let you know whether or not the feelings you have for Miss Weston can ever become something substantial.”

      Looking up at his brother, Matthew was struck by just how wise he appeared to be. It was as though he had experience with such things, as though he knew exactly what Matthew felt because he had felt the same himself.

      “Something you want to tell me, Arthur?” he asked softly. “Someone you met on your travels, mayhap?”

      His brother’s smile grew a little mischievous, his eyes twinkling. “Perhaps, but that is not a story for tonight. Another time, I think, when your heart is a little more settled.” He smiled at him, lifting his brandy glass again. “To your health, Matthew. Goodnight.”
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      Sophia had made her way to and from the library on three separate occasions, but, each time, had retreated back to her own room having heard the duke and his brother talking.

      Her stomach swirled with a delicious excitement, as she made her way back along the hallway, her slippered feet making no sound as she walked. The duke had wanted to speak to her again, and that in itself was something she could be glad about. It had been rather freeing to speak so openly with him last evening about her brother, although she had chosen not to express the depths of her feelings toward Peter in doing what he did. The duke had listened carefully and had appeared to be rather upset for her, which Sophia had found somewhat touching. Even though he did not know her particularly well, and even though she was the hired help, he was still angry enough about the whole situation—enough to allow it to show in his expression and his words.

      And then he had asked her to come back and talk to him again this evening. She had not been able to refuse, aware that her pulse was beating somewhat erratically as he had held her hand in his. There was something growing between them, something that should be completely forbidden, and yet remained there, as undeniable as ever.

      She should not be going back to speak to him again; she should not be so willing to be alone in his company, but the desire to do just that could not be ignored. She wanted to talk to him, to have him talk to her so that she might learn more about him, more about his life and his character, his hopes and desires, his struggles and dreams. It was, perhaps, foolish to hope for all of that to be shared since their association was still one of employer and servant for the most part, but the chance to simply talk to another living soul, to be able to speak with more freedom than she had been able to for a long time was so great.

      There were no voices from within the library, and tentatively, Sophia knocked on the door, hearing the duke’s low voice call out to her almost at once. With excitement rifling through her veins, she stepped inside and looked all about her, seeing the duke sitting by the fire, his head tipped a little to the side as she came in.

      “Your grace,” she murmured, coming nearer to him. “Do you still wish to converse this evening? I am more than happy to retire if you would prefer to be alone.”

      He smiled at her and warmth pooled in her core.

      “No, indeed, I would be glad to speak to you,” he replied, gesturing for her to come and sit down. “I have a few things I need to apprise you of as well.”

      She sat down carefully, folding her hands in her lap. “Oh?”

      He waved a hand. “They will come later.” His eyes lingered on her for a moment or two, his smile remaining fixed. “I was just thinking about our conversation last evening. I was sorry to hear of your brother’s treatment of you. I can understand now why you appeared so upset when you first arrived.”

      She laughed, wincing just a little. “Yes, indeed. It was all a bit of a shock.” Recalling how she had been dropped at the bottom of the driveway with her four bags, she shook her head ruefully. “The day I walked with my bags was only the beginning of all the changes I had come to expect. How glad I am that you have proven to be a kind and compassionate man, your grace. I have been truly blessed in coming here.”

      “That is very good of you to say,” the duke murmured softly. “This home was once a place of deep sadness, and so I am relieved to know that you find it so appealing.”

      Sophia’s breath caught, and she held it for a moment, waiting to see if the duke would say more whilst not wanting to pry. Sarah had never mentioned her mother, and aside from being aware that the duchess had passed away some years ago, Sophia was entirely in the dark about the lady.

      “My wife passed away soon after bringing my daughter into this world,” the duke murmured, his gaze now lingering on the flickering flames of the fire. “It was a long, hard labor, and a fever set in.”

      Her heart broke for him, wondering if his marriage had been a happy one and how much of a loss it had been for him to lose his bride.

      “We were not long married,” he continued, a faraway look in his eyes, as he glanced back at her. “It was a marriage of convenience.” He shrugged, a sad smile on his face. “After all, it is what is expected of a duke.”

      “I am terribly sorry, your grace,” Sophia whispered, a lump in her throat as she thought of him standing by his wife’s bedside with baby Sarah in his arms. “That must have been a very difficult time for you.”

      He blinked and turned back to her, his eyes filled with sadness. “I did not care for her in the way I should have, Miss Weston, and I can assure you that she did not care for me in the least. Sarah was the only good thing that came from our marriage, aside from the connection created for both of our families.” His eyes glazed over, his lips twisting, as he frowned heavily, his voice low and husky. “I swore I would never be in that kind of situation again.”

      Her hands tightened in her lap, as Sophia struggled to think of what to say. She knew precisely what it was she wanted to express, but as yet, she was not certain he would not think her rude if she spoke with such freedom as she might with a friend.

      “My brother, of course, began to write to me a great deal more often when Elizabeth passed, but he has only visited once since then.”

      “I am sure you are very glad to have him back with you now,” Sophia murmured softly. “He seems to be a very kind man.”

      The duke chuckled. “You saw him with Sarah, did you not? And that told you the kind of man he was?”

      “Indeed,” Sophia replied without any hesitation. “I always think how a gentleman or a lady treats either a child or a servant says a great deal about their character.”

      The duke nodded slowly, looking at her thoughtfully. “That is very astute, Miss Weston.”

      There was a short silence, as the duke looked back into the fire, clearly lost in thought. Sophia closed her eyes tightly, drawing in a long breath, as what she wanted to say, what she wanted to express, refused to let go of her mind.

      “It sounds as though you were…somewhat lonely these last few years,” Sophia ventured, her stomach tightening, as she finally gave voice to her thoughts, praying that he would not think she had overstepped in expressing such a thing. “I can well understand that, your grace. It lingers for a long time, does it not, even when there is company to be found?”

      Slowly, he turned his whole body back toward her, his eyes pensive, as he regarded her carefully. She could almost see the way he was thinking about what she had said, her nerves stretched taut as she waited for him to respond.

      “You have seen more in me than anyone else,” he murmured, looking at her as though she were a gift sent from heaven. “Yes, that loneliness still lingers. My daughter gets all of my heart and soul, for she is the one that fills my life with joy. But yet, when it is late and there is no one else about, I have often felt wrapped in the arms of loneliness.” A slow smile spread across his face, his gaze flickering across her features. “And yet I have found that feeling dissipating somewhat since your arrival.”

      Sophia shivered.

      She could not look away from him, the only sound the crackling of the wood as it burned. She could feel a long, slow heat began to burn all through her, her breath quickening as he smiled slowly.

      “You are good for me and for my daughter, I do believe,” he said quietly. “I do not think I should ever want you to leave.”

      His words rang around her mind, capturing her heart. She could tell that he had surprised himself by what he had said, as though he had never meant to say it out loud. His eyes flared, and in a moment of embarrassment, he cleared his throat gruffly and turned his face away from her.

      “I think I should retire now, your grace,” Sophia said, aware that tension was now crackling between them. He had said too much; she had said too little; and whatever it was that she felt, or he felt, it was not to be said tonight.

      “Thank you for coming to speak with me, Miss Weston,” he murmured, as she rose from her chair. “I do hope I have not put you off coming to speak with me again another time.”

      A swell of relief ran through her, and she managed a quick smile, inclining her head as she remembered her place. She had forgotten that she was the governess for a few minutes, forgotten that she was Miss Weston, the hired help. She had thought herself back amongst the best of society, engaging in conversation with a gentleman of the ton.

      “No, indeed not, your grace,” she replied softly. “I will be glad to come and talk to you again, whenever you may wish it. I find your conversation to be very pleasant, and I have greatly enjoyed speaking to you.”

      He nodded, his lips quirking into a small smile. “As have I. Good evening, Miss Weston.”

      “Good evening, your grace,” she whispered, leaving the room and closing the door softly behind her.
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      Unfortunately for Sophia, the fact that guests were soon to descend on the house sent the household into an uproar.  She had no time to speak to the duke again, and—in fact—she barely saw him as she went about her duties. Her charge was in rather high spirits, far too excited about the ladies and lords who were to appear very soon, and so Sophia found herself giving all of her energy to the girl. Mathematics and writing took much longer than they ought, given that Sarah was so easily distracted, and to Sophia’s frustration, she found herself growing irritated much more easily.

      It was, therefore, something of a relief for the guests to finally show face. Sophia laughed, as Sarah danced about the room chattering wildly about the carriage she had spotted from the window.

      “Go and sit down by the window and ensure you are well hidden,” Sophia instructed, choosing to seat herself at the desk where she kept all of her notes as well as Sarah’s own work. “You may describe the carriages to me if you wish, although I will warn you that there may be a great length of time between one carriage and the next!”

      This, however, did not appear to put Sarah off in the least. A good two hours passed and only four carriages appeared, but there was enough business at the front of the house to keep the girl entertained.

      Sophia listened with only half an ear, working through her notes of what Sarah had covered and what needed to be repeated or done in a little more detail. It was only when Sarah commented on a particular carriage that she frowned, giving the child her full attention for a moment, only for Sarah to squeal in delight as another carriage appeared just after.

      Shaking her head wryly, Sophia continued with her own work, trying to ignore the ball of tension that sat in her stomach. She was feeling nervous about the guests inhabiting the house, even though it was for less than two weeks and she would, most certainly, keep herself away from them. In fact, she would not be in their company, and would therefore, most likely never meet any of them face-to-face.

      However, just knowing that her peers were within the duke’s house made her stomach clench. It was difficult knowing that she could easily mix amongst them, that her status as a viscount’s daughter made it more than acceptable for her to do so, but that she simply could not. She had been demoted to a governess by her brother’s choice, not by her own decision. To be in society now would be more shame than enjoyment.

      And yet, she thought, glancing toward Sarah, there was a great deal of enjoyment in what she did. She was very fond of Sarah and had found her time in the duke’s home to be a time of happiness. Mayhap, that was because the duke showed her more attention than should be expected. Regardless, Sophia found herself glad at her new position in life. It was better than living with her brother and sister-in-law, looked down on and discarded by them in all things and in all ways. Here she had company, purpose, and respect—more than her brother had shown her in a long time.

      “There are so many beautiful ladies,” Sarah sighed, pressing her face almost flat against the pane. “Look at them all, Miss Weston!”

      Smiling to herself, Sophia made her way to the window just as the two horses and carriages were led away. A slight frown creased her brow, as she caught sight of the coat of arms on the side of the carriage, a stab of recognition hitting her. It was only the briefest of glances, and yet, she felt as though she ought to recognize it. The familiar feeling of worry settled over her again, growing almost queasy at the thought that an old acquaintance might be at the duke’s house party.

      Shaking her head, she threw her thoughts away and let herself get caught up in Sarah’s excitement. Another carriage rolled up the driveway, and Sarah let out a gasp as a tall lady exited the carriage, her fine dress the object of Sarah’s delight. Much to Sophia’s relief, she did not recognize this particular lady, nor the gentleman who came out of the carriage afterward to stand by her side. What she did see was the duke greeting his new guests, her eyes fixing on him for a moment. He was as jovial as she had ever seen him, his delighted greetings reaching through the window to her ears. She could not hear any words in particular, but his effusions were obvious.

      A small, wry smile tipped her mouth. She knew very well that the duke did not care for such company, and yet, here he was, playing the part of host with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. No one would doubt that he wanted them here, that he was looking forward to being with them in the house. Only she – as well as perhaps the duke’s brother – knew the truth.

      A sharp rap at the door caught her attention, and as she turned, she saw the footman step inside with a note in his hand.

      “Thank you,” Sophia murmured, taking it from him and wondering what it might be about. “Do I need to reply?”

      The footman shrugged, a little more at ease with her than with the duke due to her station. “I was not instructed to wait, Miss Weston.”

      “Very well. Thank you,” she murmured, as the footman closed the door. The note was not sealed, and unfolding it, Sophia looked down at the bottom of the page and saw the duke’s signature. A flurry of excitement wrapped around her belly, and whilst giving herself a stern talking to, Sophia left Sarah where she sat and took herself back to her desk.

      ‘Miss Weston,’ the note began. ‘There are some things I must speak to you about without delay. I had hoped to find a time to talk with you before the guests arrived, but I am afraid it is not to be so. Please come to my study this evening at precisely ten o’clock.’

      The note was not signed, ending rather abruptly Sophia’s thought. Her excitement faded only to be replaced by a growing concern. Was something wrong?

      

      When the nurse came to sit with Sarah for dinner, Sophia was more than ready to spend some time on her own. Her head was filled with thoughts of the guests and the note the duke had sent, worrying about what it might mean.

      Making her way from the nursery to her own room, she paused for a moment, looking down at the papers in her hand. She was due to give the duke a report on Sarah’s progress, and whilst she knew he would be busy with all his guests, she did not want to delay her report.

      “But you will be seeing him this evening,” she murmured to herself, knowing that she did not need to go directly to his study at this very moment. Worrying, however, that the duke would wish to talk to her about Sarah’s education, Sophia did not go into her room but rather looked down the empty corridor. The guests would be dining soon enough, for the duke kept country hours, so there was very little chance that she would meet anyone unexpectedly. Biting her lip, Sophia set her shoulders and began to walk swiftly down the corridor, knowing that none of the guests would be anywhere near her quarters. She would find a footman soon enough and would hand the papers to him to leave in the duke’s study.

      “Ah,” she exclaimed, seeing a footman walking along the hallway toward her, having just reached the top of the staircase. “Might I ask you to set this in the duke’s study?”

      The footman frowned but took the papers from her.

      “I would do it myself, but I do not want to meet any of the guests unexpectedly,” she continued, aware that it was something of a poor excuse. “Thank you.”

      The footman, still looking somewhat unimpressed, turned his back on her and walked swiftly away from her, leaving Sophia to let out a long breath of relief before making her way back toward her own rooms.

      “Sophia?”

      The voice was high pitched and filled with astonishment, and with a slow sense of horror filling her, Sophia turned around.

      Viscountess Brookridge, her sister-in-law, was staring at her with a slight smirk around her mouth.

      “Good evening,” Sophia said, crisply, aware of just how hard her heart was hammering. “You will have to excuse me. I am expected back.”

      “I hardly recognized you!” Lady Brookridge exclaimed, ignoring her completely. “I did not know that it was the duke who had taken you in!”

      Sophia’s hands grew clammy, as she held herself stiffly, desperate for this conversation to be over.

      “It is good that I have found you, however,” Lady Brookridge continued, with a slight sigh. “Your brother has come to regret what happened, Sophia. I think he wishes you to return home.”

      Suspicion lodged itself in Sophia’s mind.

      “You can come back with us, of course,” Lady Brookridge continued, as though it was all settled. “We are here for the full ten days, and then we leave. Will you be ready by then?”

      Sophia looked into her sister-in-law’s cold, calm face and drew in a long breath, calming her frantically beating heart. “Lady Brookridge, I will not be returning with you and Peter. My place is here. I am employed here, and I am more than satisfied with my role.”

      Lady Brookridge laughed and waved a hand. “Nonsense, you’ll be coming back with us. I am sure the duke will understand once he knows who you really are.”

      “He is already aware of my circumstances.”

      That seemed to take the wind from Lady Brookridge’s sails. Her eyebrows furrowed, her hands clasping in front of her. For a moment or two, there was silence.

      “If he is aware of who you are, then there can be no difficulty in explaining why you must return,” Lady Brookridge said slowly. “We need you back at home, Sophia.”

      Seeing the lady touch her stomach gently, Sophia realized what she meant. Her eyes widened, her hands planting themselves on her hips.

      “You want me to play nursemaid?”

      Lady Brookridge looked astonished for a moment before laughing and waving one hand. “Well, you have already gained so much experience here that it would be most untoward not to consider you for what will be your own niece or nephew!” she exclaimed, as though Sophia was joining in with her mirth. “You will be a wonderful governess to our little one.”

      Filled with sudden, furious anger, Sophia stepped forward and looked directly into the viscountess’s eyes. She was not intimidated by her, nor was she about to give in to the viscountess’s demands simply because of who she was.

      “I will not be leaving the duke’s home just because you decide that I am to be useful again,” she said in a low voice. “I will not be returning; I will not be governess to your child and certainly will not be doing as you ask ever again. I am happy here and have every intention to remain. Now,” she finished, lifting her chin a notch, “do excuse me, Lady Brookridge. I do not think that I will have either need or opportunity to see you again. I wish you a pleasant and safe journey home when the time comes.”

      Spinning on her heel, Sophia hurried along the hallway, her governess dress billowing out behind her. She was both angry and upset, feeling hot tears prick at her eyes. It had been a shock to see her sister-in-law here, but to be asked – to be told that she would supposedly be leaving this place to return home – was both infuriating and insulting.

      Slamming the door of her bedchamber closed, Sophia slid down the length of the door before burying her head in her knees. Tears dampened her dress as her shoulders shook, sobs shaking her frame. Once again, she was being treated as nothing more than a possession, useful in various ways until her brother and sister-in-law decided that she was no longer of any kind of use. Then she would be sent away, married off, or some other option chosen by her brother.

      “No,” she whispered to herself, firmly. “I am going to stay here. They cannot force me to leave.” Her head dropped, her shoulders slumping. “Can they?”

      Her heart beat wildly, her eyes burning with fresh tears. The thought of leaving the duke, of leaving Sarah, put nothing but fear into her heart. A vision of the duke fluttered into her memory, the feelings of just how happy she had been to talk with him soothing her pained heart.

      Should she tell him about what her sister-in-law had said? Would he want to know? Would he care? The answer was already in her heart, knowing that he would want to hear what had been said.

      Her tears slowly abated, as the thought of speaking to the duke brought a sense of calmness to her injured heart. She did not have long to wait now.
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      Matthew wanted nothing more than to escape to the quietness of his study, and hopefully, to the company of Miss Weston. Yet, he was still forced to entertain his host of guests.

      His brother, of course, was having a wonderful time. Matthew could see him down at the pianoforte, offering to turn the pages of the music for whichever young lady it was sitting down to play. He, himself, was enjoying drinking his port in one of the large comfortable chairs in the corner, managing to keep himself mostly separate from the large crowd of guests. Soon enough, he would be able to excuse himself, citing some business that needed to be seen to, although the minutes were ticking by with agonizing slowness.

      “Your grace!”

      Looking up, Matthew tried not to let a grimace settle on his face, as he saw Lady Brookridge approach him with her husband not far behind. Out of all of his guests, he could not find them in any way amiable. They were both rather full of themselves, loud and exuberant. They had both commented on practically everything they had seen, touched, or eaten since they had arrived, gushing over him and his home.

      Matthew had not been impressed.

      “Lady Brookridge,” he murmured, getting out of his seat so as not to be rude. “How are you this evening?”

      “Well,” Lady Brookridge replied, with a gleam in her eye. “I was just telling my husband how surprised I was to discover that you have someone we know within your household.”

      A ripple of unease settled in his stomach. He had not had the opportunity to talk to Sophia about the presence of her family in his home. Now, it appeared that they had somehow met her already. What had been said? Was she quite all right? Had they upset her? Laughed at her? Mocked her?

      “My wife tells me you have employed a new governess,” Lord Brookridge chuckled, his eyes bright with too much liquor. “I do hope she is doing well.”

      They have no shame, Matthew thought to himself, his hands twisting together as he struggled to contain his anger. Most of the ton would be embarrassed to discover that their relation was in employment in another home, but it was clear that neither of them particularly cared.

      “We had to send her away, of course,” Lady Brookridge murmured, a little more quietly. “Circumstances had changed, and it was best for her to find employment.”

      “It was not as though she would have much success in London,” Viscount Brookridge chuckled, rolling his eyes. “Such a plain thing, is she not? Best suited to a governess. Although, I do hope she has not let you down in that regard. Never too sure just how much she was able to take in, you know.”

      “Miss Weston is quite intelligent, and I am very pleased with her,” Matthew grated, finding their company more and more intolerable the longer they spoke. “She has done a remarkable job with my daughter thus far.”

      Viscount Brookridge nodded slowly, shooting a glance toward his wife that had Matthew wondering what they were about. There was something more to this conversation than simple discussion, he realized, frowning heavily.

      “We will have to take her back with us, you understand,” Viscount Brookridge finished, clearing his throat briskly. “My wife is due to have our son or daughter in a few months’ time, and we will require Sophia’s help.”

      Matthew felt himself bristle with fury, their clear disregard for Sophia and her own wishes causing him a great deal of frustration.

      “I am sure you will understand,” Viscountess Brookridge continued calmly, as though it were all settled. “Ten days’ time and we shall have to take her with us.”

      Clearing his throat, Matthew lifted his chin and pinned the viscountess with his gaze. He was not about to let Miss Weston go just because her sister-in-law decided that she wanted Sophia’s help for her own child when the time came.

      “Miss Weston is in my employ, and I have no intention of ending her employment here,” he said firmly. “She is doing wonderfully with my daughter, and since I know she does not wish to leave, then I will be ensuring that she stays.”

      Viscount Brookridge frowned, his eyes glazing over. “I say, your grace, that is a little high-handed, do you not think?”

      Matthew arched one eyebrow, as though reminding Lord Brookridge who he was speaking to, but the man did not so much as look away.

      “If you will excuse me,” Matthew said, aware that the conversation was not about to continue. “I think there are some matters of business that I need to see to.” Leaving them standing together in the drawing room, Matthew caught his brother’s eye and jerked his head. Arthur nodded and gave him a half smile, telling him silently that he understood exactly what Matthew was saying. He would continue as the host of the party until the guests chose to retire. Relieved that he could escape them, Matthew slipped out of the door and made his way along the corridor, breathing hard with anger.

      He had known that he would not enjoy Viscount Brookridge and his wife’s company but had never thought that they would ever find out that Sophia was within the household. It must simply have been a chance encounter, one that might have greatly upset her.

      Clenching his fists, Matthew hurried to his study, looking up at the clock as he entered. She would be here within a few minutes.

      Letting out a long breath, Matthew considered what life would be like without Miss Weston in his home. He was surprised at just how much pain stole through his heart at the thought, aware that it would greatly affect both himself and his daughter. Sarah would be devastated if Miss Weston were to leave, for it was more than obvious just how much she loved her governess. He had seen his daughter brighten the moment Miss Weston stepped into the room and had seen the happy smile on her face as she walked with Miss Weston in the gardens. There was so much love shared between them that he could not bear to think of it being ripped away from his daughter.

      What would he feel about it all? Would he miss Miss Weston, were she to leave?

      The answer was not something he needed to consider for more than a second or two. To have her gone from his life when they were only just beginning to get to know one another brought him nothing but sadness. He did not want to lose her.

      “She cannot go,” he whispered to himself, beginning to pace up and down the study floor. “I cannot be without her.”

      The feelings he had for Miss Weston suddenly flared to life, burning with a sudden, deep passion. They had been so small, so timid before, but now they burst through him with such an intensity that he fought to catch his breath.

      His brother was right. He had been hating the prospect of returning to London for the Season, to find himself a suitable wife that would be no better and no worse than Elizabeth. He had resigned himself to the fact that his bride would neither love nor care for him, although he had hoped that there might be some kind of tolerable affection between them. The last thing he had wanted for himself and his daughter was a cold, distant woman so like his first wife.

      And yet now, here in his home, he had a young, genteel young lady of good breeding, who loved his daughter with such gentle tenderness that it was obvious to everyone who saw them. He did not need to worry about Sarah when she was with Miss Weston, for he had no doubt that she was being both well taught and well cared for. Miss Weston was not someone who held her heart back from her charge; she did not keep herself from showing any kind of affection to Sarah. She was almost as devoted to his daughter as he was.

      But marriage?

      The thought pierced his mind, knowing that if he revealed his affections to her, then that would lead to one of two outcomes. Either he would have her as his bride, or she would leave his home and his heart forever. It was not as though he did not believe she had no thought of him in her own heart, for he had caught her shy glances and flare of light in her eyes when they had talked, when he had smiled at her, when he had told her that he could not think of his home without her in it. But to move to more than that was somewhat dangerous ground. He did not care about the scandal that might follow them should he marry her. After all, he was a duke and cared very little for what rumors might attach themselves to him. Besides which, it was not as though Miss Weston was in any way a poor, untitled spinster with no good family or fortune to speak of. She was the daughter of a viscount, which meant there could be no difficulty in the wedding. It might raise a few eyebrows, but that would not bother them here, not when they would live so far away from London.

      “Good gracious,” he murmured, sinking down into a chair as his legs grew suddenly weak. Was he truly thinking about marrying Miss Weston? Was he doing so in order to keep her in his household, or because he truly wanted to do so?

      It was a question he could not easily answer, his emotions tied up in knots as he put his head in his hands, trying to sort out one lot of feelings from the other.

      A quiet rap at the door signaled the arrival of the person he had been waiting for. Without calling out, he rose to his feet and went to open the door himself, turning the handle and pulling it back.

      Miss Weston looked back at him, her eyes red-rimmed and face pale in the lamplight.

      “Oh, Miss Weston,” Matthew said heavily. “I am truly sorry for what has occurred. I meant to tell you. Please, do come in.”

      She nodded and stepped inside, her fingers knotting together in front of her. Feeling nothing but guilt over what he had neglected to do in warning her about the presence of Lord and Lady Brookridge, Matthew shut the door firmly and turned the key in the lock. He was not about to be disturbed.
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      “Miss Weston,” the duke began, coming to sit down opposite Sophia. “As I have said, I am truly sorry for what has happened. I should have made it a matter of urgency to speak to you about their presence, but I did not think that you would have any chance to meet them.”

      Sophia saw the honesty in his eyes as she looked back at him, her hands growing painful as she tightened her fingers again and again.

      “It is quite all right, your grace,” she said slowly, her heart breaking into pieces within her. “You need not apologize.”

      “No, but I must,” he said earnestly. “I should have shown you more consideration than that.”

      Sophia wanted to lean forward, to beg him to catch her as she cried in his arms, but she remained exactly as she was, her body tense. “I think it is best that I return with my brother and his wife when this house party is over.” The words stuck to her throat, her whole body aching with agony as she said them aloud, knowing that she did not want to do anything of the sort, but that there was no other choice open to her.

      The duke’s mouth fell open as he gaped at her, his eyes wide.

      “I-I am sorry,” she stammered, not sure where to look as tears fell from her eyes. “I do not want to go, but I think I must.” Closing her eyes, Sophia winced inwardly. She should not have said that. She was not to raise the slightest suspicion.

      “No,” the duke replied firmly, as she opened her eyes again. “No, Miss Weston. I will not discharge you from my employ.”

      Tears dripped onto her cheeks. “I am sorry,” she whispered quietly. “I–”

      “Do you not care for my daughter?”

      His words were a lance to her soul, and she very nearly broke down. Drawing in a shuddering breath, Sophia tried her best to keep a control on her emotions, already filled with pain over the idea of leaving Sarah behind.

      “I know you do,” the duke continued, getting up out of his seat and looking down at her, as though he could not quite believe what she was saying. “I know you love my daughter almost as much as I do. Why then would you leave simply because your brother demands it? I had not thought he had such a hold on you.”

      “He does not,” Sophia whispered, softly. “He–he has made some requests of me, and whilst my heart is breaking over the thought of leaving you – I mean, of leaving Sarah, I know that I must. It is the best thing for everyone.” Her voice had lowered to a whisper, as she forced the words from her lips, her heart tearing with agony and causing her breathing to become ragged. Her head dropped, her gaze landing on the embroidered rug at her feet instead of up at the duke. She could feel his penetrating stare on her; she could see his shadow spreading out across the floor, but still, she remained silent. There was nothing for her to say, nothing for her to explain. She had to keep silent. They might be listening.

      “Sophia.”

      His voice was nothing more than a whisper, catching her ears and pressing itself to her heart. She began to sob then, hearing the tenderness in his voice, hearing the gentleness that urged her to tell him everything.

      The duke dropped to his knees in front of her, taking her cold hands in his and looking up earnestly into her face.

      “Sophia,” he said again, a little more loudly this time. “I know you do not want to leave us. I know that something has happened that is forcing you to say these things when it goes against everything you want. I cannot allow you to go back to that house, where you will be mistreated and disrespected, robbed of your dignity, and forced to do whatever they ask for fear that they will throw you from the house if you do not. I know what you have told me and what you have left unsaid about your situation with your brother. I can see the pain written on your face. I have spoken to the viscount and to his wife and find them both to be exceedingly arrogant and practically heartless. Unless you give me a very good reason, Sophia, I will not allow you to leave with them.” One eyebrow lifted, as a small smile played around his mouth. “Mayhap I shall keep you locked in the study until you agree to stay, or until they are forced to leave. Ten days is a long time, but I think I could manage to be in your company for that long.”

      His light manner forced a small smile to her lips, even though her heart was breaking all the more.

      “I must go, your grace,” she began, her throat working. “You do not understand.”

      Pressing her hands, he lifted one hand and let it trail down her cheek, forcing her to look into his eyes. Sparks shot through her, her mind whispering that she needed to trust him, that she needed to let him know all that was going on.

      “They might be listening,” she whispered, the words falling, almost unwillingly, from her lips.

      The duke’s gaze shot to the door and back again. “Then we shall talk quietly,” he said, getting up from his knees and pushing a chair toward her before sitting down in front of her. He did not hesitate but took her hands in his again; his eyes fixed on her own.

      Sophia knew she was lost.

      She could not keep this back from him, not when he could see through her so well. She had not been able to convince him that to return home with her brother and sister-in-law had been a decision of her own making, for he knew just how poorly treated she had been. Of course, he knew how happy she was presently, how much she loved Sarah, for had he not once told her that she appeared to have practically blossomed before his very eyes since the day she first arrived?

      “I am afraid,” she confessed quietly. “I am afraid of what they will do.”

      His eyes darkened. “You are talking about your brother and sister-in-law,” he said slowly. “I am sorry you ever saw them.”

      “It was Lady Brookridge who saw me first,” Sophia began, knowing that she would have to lay the full weight of her heart out before him. “It was purely by chance, you understand, but she demanded that I return home to care for their child when it is born.” A twist of distaste clamped her gut. “I think they thought I would be more than delighted to do so, as though all I have been waiting for is the chance to return to their bosom.”

      The duke let out a small chuckle. “I can see that you found that idea less than appealing.”

      “I told her as much,” Sophia replied, her brow creasing. “I think Lady Brookridge was a little taken aback. Perhaps she has forgotten just how much I dislike being in both her and my brother’s company.” She winced, realizing just how forceful those words sounded, but the duke did not seem to notice. “You can imagine my surprise when they appeared at my bedchamber door.”

      His eyes opened wide, and he stared at her, making her lips tip in a rueful smile.

      “I will not blame any of the staff for directing them to my chamber,” she continued quickly, not wanting anyone to be punished for doing something as innocuous as sending a viscount and viscountess where they wanted to go. “It was clear from the moment I opened my door that they were not about to leave my room without getting the answer they desired.” Her eyes shut of their own accord, as she recalled that dreadful moment, the moment when it felt as though the ground had opened and swallowed her, holding her tightly until she agreed to do what her brother demanded. “Unless I return home, my brother will spread rumors about you and…and me, your grace,” she whispered, feeling shame heap itself in abundance on her shoulders. “He has promised to make them so terrible that your daughter will never be able to hold her head up in society, not even when it comes time for her come out.”

      A sharp intake of breath caught her ears, and she opened her eyes slowly, feeling the duke squeeze her hands almost painfully.

      “I am sorry,” she finished, not knowing what else to say. “I think it is best that I go with them, your grace. I will not have any harm come to you or your daughter.”

      He did not say anything for a few minutes; his jaw clenched as his eyes darted around the room. It was clear that he was struggling to keep a hold of his temper, his breathing quick and fast.

      “This is not something you need to apologize for, Sophia,” he said slowly, his hands slowly relaxing over hers. “But the fact that you were willing to give up what you wanted in order to save the reputation of both myself and my daughter speaks volumes about your character.”

      “I love…” Sophia began, only to trail off, as she realized what she was about to say. “I mean, I love this place. I love Sarah. I cannot imagine any harm being brought to her. I would rather spend the rest of my years begin shifted from pillar to post at my brother’s demand than see her future damaged in any way. I am sorry for all that has gone on. I have brought so much difficulty to your home.” Embarrassment crept up her spine, making her face flush as she bent her head.

      “No, Sophia,” came the gentle reply, as two fingers lifted her chin, forcing her to look into his eyes. “No, my dear lady. You have not brought any difficulty here. That has all been the doing of your brother, and I will not allow you to take on any of the blame.”

      Her cheeks burned crimson. “You are very good, your grace.”

      His smile warmed her heart, telling her that she did not need to be afraid any longer. Sharing her burden had brought her both relief and happiness, knowing that the situation would, somehow, be resolved.

      “I do not want you to leave.”

      Her answer sprang to her lips immediately. “I do not want to go.”

      She did not expect him to lean forward and catch her lips with his, her eyes fluttering closed, as the gentlest of kisses was placed upon her mouth. Her breath caught, her hands tightening on his, as he lingered there for a moment before settling back into his own chair.

      “Sophia,” he breathed, his eyes filled with some kind of deep emotion. “I am caught up by you. I cannot bear the thought of you leaving me, leaving Sarah. Each day, I look forward to seeing you, hoping for a time when we might talk together. I feel as though I am only just getting to know you for who you are and that there is so much more to discover.” Tilting his head, he smiled at her softly, his heart open to her. “I confess this because I want you to know that I have an affection for you that is growing with every day that passes. I confess I have been confused as to whether I want to keep you here for Sarah’s good or for my own, but now I realize the desire is one and the same. The love you show to Sarah is one reason for asking you to stay, but the other is so that I might show you that love in return.” Pressing his lips together for a moment, he looked down at their joined hands whilst Sophia continued to stare at him, hardly daring to breathe. She struggled to take in what had just occurred, hardly believing that the duke had just kissed her.

      “Will you let me handle this situation?” he asked softly. “I want to bring an end to it all, for good. I want to make sure that they will never have a need to come near to you again, my dear. I want us to be able to consider our future without fear, without worry about what they might do.”

      Our future?

      Sophia could not get her breath; she could not form words. Her heart skipped wildly, filled to the brim with sheer happiness. She had gone from frustration and upset to overwhelming joy.

      “My dear Sophia,” the duke said quietly, a small smile lingering on his face. “Will you trust me with this?”

      She nodded slowly, her mind still somewhat dazed. “I will, your grace.”

      A chuckle escaped him, his lips tipping into a broad smile. “My name is Matthew. I would be honored if you called me by my Christian name. After all, I did just kiss you.”

      “Matthew,” she managed to repeat, her world suddenly bursting into life. “Thank you, Matthew. I do trust you, whatever you intend to do.”

      His smile grew tender. “Thank you, Sophia. I promise you that, by this time tomorrow, it will all be over.”
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      The following morning, Matthew sent for his brother almost as soon as he was awake, telling the footman to insist that he come at once. He could not help but chuckle at the frustration on his brother’s tired face as he stumbled into Matthew’s study, clearly a little worse for wear.

      “Good evening last night, was it?” Matthew asked, with a small chuckle. “You appear to have had a very good time.”

      “It is far too early,” Arthur groaned, sitting down heavily in an overstuffed chair. “Whatever is the matter?”

      Matthew waited for the butler and footmen to set down the trays on the table, seeing his brother reach for the coffee almost at once. Once the room was quiet, he turned to his brother who was now adding cream to his dark coffee, muttering under his breath.

      “It is about Miss Weston and her dear brother,” he began, seeing Arthur look up with a sudden frown. “All is not well.”

      Arthur’s frown deepened. “Lord and Lady Brookridge were not particularly happy with you last evening, that is for sure,” he said, sitting back in his chair. “Once you left, they huddled in a corner for a good half hour, talking together. I had very little idea as to what they were saying, but there were a lot of dark looks from them both. Whatever did you say?”

      “They want to take Miss Weston back with them,” Matthew said calmly. “I told them they could not.”

      That woke his brother up a little more. Arthur pushed himself up a little straighter in his seat and frowned at his brother. “What do you mean? I didn’t think they knew she was here.”

      “By unfortunate coincidence, they managed to meet,” Matthew replied, sipping his coffee. “Regardless, Miss Weston then came to speak to me to say she wished to leave. I soon discovered that her reasons for doing so were not because she truly desired to leave, but more that she was being forced to.”

      Arthur’s eyes widened all the more.

      “Lord Brookridge has said he will do all he can to disrupt my daughter’s future by spreading the most vile and vulgar rumors about me,” Matthew replied, aware of the hot rush of anger that spread through him still. “I do not take such things lightly, Arthur. This must be dealt with.”

      For a few minutes, Arthur simply stared at him, his mouth now ajar as he attempted to think of something to say in response. It had clearly come as quite a shock, especially since he had been previously acquainted with Viscount Brookridge before he had gained his title.

      “I am sorry I ever invited them,” he stammered eventually. “Truly, Matthew, I had no idea that Brookridge was this kind of man.”

      Matthew sighed and shook his head, feeling somewhat weary of the whole business. “Indeed, Miss Weston has said much the same. I believe the woman he married is more a serpent than anything else. Poisoned him slowly until he is no longer recognizable as the man he once was.”

      Arthur blustered for a moment or two, clearly now quite awake. “Well, what are you going to do about it? The man cannot be allowed to take his sister back with him, not when he is clearly both cruel and vindictive, but neither can you let him say anything of the kind about you!”

      “Calm yourself, brother,” Matthew replied firmly. “That is precisely why I have woken you so early. I need you to go to the seamstress in town – the one a few miles away from here. It is a good distance away, which is why you must go with as much urgency as you can.  Find the seamstress and ask her for the best gown she has in her shop. I do not care about price. In fact, I want you to buy a good number of gowns, although you need only bring a couple back with you. I had the maid come up with a few measurements earlier this morning, which should be contained in this note.” He handed the scribbled note to his brother, who took it without a word. “Then return here as quickly but as carefully as you can. That gown is to go straight to Miss Weston. Once she has been prepared, Miss Weston will join us for dinner.”

      Arthur nodded slowly, aware that the rest of the household guests would not rise until the early afternoon, if not later. “You intend to introduce Miss Weston to the rest of the guests?”

      “More than that,” Matthew replied firmly. “I intend to ensure that her so-called family will be shown the error of their ways. They will be thoroughly shamed, and Miss Weston will never have reason to fear them ever again. I intend them to be as lowly as they have tried to make her, to the point that they dare not show their faces for the shame of it.”

      His voice had grown louder, more resounding as he finished his speech, his blood already beginning to boil as his thoughts settled on Viscount Brookridge.

      “By Jove,” Arthur muttered, getting up from his chair. “You have it all worked out, do you not?”

      “I do,” Matthew replied firmly. “I do not intend to let Miss Weston be treated this way.”

      His brother nodded but paused, his eyes lit with curiosity. “Does this mean that you are now willing to admit that there is something of an affection in your heart for Miss Weston?” he asked quietly. “I swear I shall be greatly delighted if that is the case.”

      Matthew paused for a moment, wondering whether or not to tell his brother all that he had planned but choosing at the last moment not to do so. “I care very deeply for Miss Weston,” he admitted, “and she for me, I think.”

      Arthur grinned, thumping the top of the chair in delight. “Wonderful. I am very glad to hear it. There’s something more to her than there ever was with Elizabeth, if you do not mind me saying so.”

      Not able to disagree, Matthew smiled and lifted his shoulder. “I have a real and true affection for her, which I never had for Elizabeth. Our match was one of consideration, practicality, and tradition. Nothing more. That is entirely absent with Miss Weston. I feel none of the coldness nor experience any of the distance I had with Elizabeth.” Hoping he was not coming across as callous, Matthew let out a long sigh. “I hope I do not sound cruel, Arthur, but I barely knew my wife. She was a veritable stranger, who kept to her own rooms and who I took to my bed only the once. Of course, I mourned her, but there was no real pain there. When it comes to Sophia – to Miss Weston, I mean – just the thought of her leaving my home brought me such agony that I could not bear it!”

      Arthur’s smile spread, clearly delighted. “Well, may I say how glad I am to see you in love at last, brother. It is a wonderful state of being and one I very much hope to be in again, whenever the time comes.”

      “Thank you,” Matthew replied, not sure what else to say. He had said more than he had meant to but with the truth of his feelings came a sudden feeling of relief. He did love Miss Weston, even though it was only the very first fruits of such a feeling, and he was quite sure that, whether she loved him yet or not, such an emotion would soon be returned. It was just as he had said to his brother: he had never felt such emotions before, and it was opening up a bright new world to him.

      “I’d better go if I am to return on time,” Arthur said, making his way to the door. “Make sure not to start dinner without me!”

      Matthew laughed, waving his hand to shoo his brother out of the door. “I do not think we can!” he called, sitting back down at his desk. “Now do be quick about it! It all depends on you.”
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      Sophia was busy preparing for the first lesson of the day with Sarah when a knock at the door came. Looking up, expecting it to be the nurse or a footman, she was astonished to see none other than the duke step inside the schoolroom.

      “Your grace,” she exclaimed, blushing furiously, as he took her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. “I mean, Matthew…” She trailed off, the name still sounding unfamiliar to her lips whilst a rush of heat shot up her arm and pooled in her core. She looked into his blue eyes and saw them almost glimmer with something like excitement or anticipation. His promise to ensure that her difficult situation would come to an end by this evening had been like a candle held up in the midst of darkness, giving her hope when everything had seemed black. She could not help but give him both her trust and her heart. He had treated her with more respect, more consideration than her own brother, despite her lower place in his household.

      “Sophia, how are you?” he asked softly, reaching for her hand and pressing it gently. “I have some news. Are you able to speak with me for a moment?”

      “Of course,” she breathed, finding herself growing more and more nervous as she looked up into his face. What was it he intended? How was he to resolve the situation?”

      His expression grew solemn. “I regret to inform you, Sophia, that I can no longer keep you on as governess.”

      Sophia stared at him in shock, her face paling as he held her hands tightly.

      “I cannot let the woman I love be a hired worker in my house,” he continued, as she closed her eyes in relief. “Sophia, we have to consider the future.”

      Her legs were weak, making her sway slightly, as she tried to regain her composure. For a second, she had thought he intended to push her from his house, that she would have nowhere to go, but then the reassurance had returned to her heart. Of course, he would not do such a thing as that.

      “Sophia,” he said again, looking down into her eyes. “I believe myself to be falling in love with you. You have brought delight and happiness into my home and made my daughter an even brighter star than she already was. I cannot think of my home without you.”

      Confusion reigned. Shaking her head, Sophia frowned, her forehead creasing. “But I cannot remain here if I am not employed by you,” she said slowly. “I will have to go back to–”

      “No,” he interrupted firmly. “You will never have to go back to your brother. Sophia, if you will accept, I intend to make you the Duchess of Harrogate.”

      She blinked, her legs refusing to hold her weight for a moment. The duke caught her tightly, her hands curling around the edge of his waistcoat as she held onto him tightly. The words he’d said resonated in her mind over and over, until she had no choice but to accept them.

      The Duke of Harrogate wanted her as his bride. As his wife.

      “I will have the banns called this Sunday, and we shall be wed in a fortnight,” he whispered in her ear, his arms holding her tightly. “What do you say, my love? Will you have me?”

      It had all happened so quickly that, for a moment, Sophia was struck dumb. To become his wife would be the happiest moment of her life thus far, and she could not even think of refusing.

      “Are you sure, Matthew?” she whispered, her throat aching with a sudden yet wonderful ache of happiness. “We have not been all that well acquainted.”

      “Something I fully intend to rectify in the next few weeks,” he assured her, smiling. “Sophia, I did not love my first wife. She was, by all accounts, a genteel, proper lady, but that was all I knew of her. We did not spend time together; we did not so much as converse on a regular basis. When she found she was pregnant, we spent even less time together. I never had the urge to know her more, and she did not feel that for me either. It was all very convenient, very neat. That is not the case with you. I feel such a fire burning whenever I see you, and my desire is only to be with you. I want to spend hours talking with you, to have you in my company as my wife and not the governess. I know that my love will grow all the more, for I do not think I have ever felt such happiness in my life before.”

      Sophia closed her eyes to stop her tears from escaping, her lips curving into a beautiful smile. Her arms wrapped around his neck, a sigh of contentedness escaping her.

      “Does this mean that you accept?” the duke asked softly, his lips whispering across her forehead. “You will have me?”

      “I will,” Sophia whispered, her lips finally meeting his for a brief, gentle kiss.

      They stood there for a long time, wrapped in one another’s arms and simply considering the life that now lay out before them. Sophia did not think she had ever been so happy, her very being seeming to come alive with sheer joy. She would be wife to a man she loved and mother to a girl she had come to care for so very deeply. Her brother and sister-in-law would have no grounds to come to her, to insist that she do whatever they say. She had nothing left to fear. The duke had taken care of it all.

      “Now,” he murmured, finally taking a step back. “I have already had your things moved. You are to have a proper bedchamber, as becomes your new station as my betrothed, and there is a bath being drawn for you. A maid will come to dress your hair, and Arthur is returning this very moment with a few new gowns for you. Although, you shall order yourself as many as you wish once the guests have left us. I think you more beautiful than anyone in your governess’s dress, but I do not think it will be appropriate for dinner tonight, do you?”

      Blushing furiously, Sophia laughed softly. “I do have some of my other gowns with me from home. Just a couple I could never bear to part with.”

      “That does not matter,” he replied firmly. “You are to have a brand-new gown of the highest fashion so that I may present you this evening to the rest of my guests as my betrothed.”

      The thought had her worried for a moment, but he brushed it away with a gentle kiss to her forehead.

      “Arthur will stay on with us until the wedding, so you need not worry about lack of propriety,” he said gently. “Sarah will be delighted, I am sure. Although, now I realize I must find her a new governess!” He chuckled, as she opened her mouth to protest, patting her hand. “Come with me, my love. I will show you to your new rooms so that you might begin to get ready. Tonight is the night when all shall be revealed, when your brother and his devious wife will realize that their schemes will no longer be tolerated.”

      A flash of anger crossed his face, and Sophia felt a shiver creep up her spine.

      He kissed her again, a little more firmly this time, and it was all Sophia could do not to melt into his arms. Within a few minutes, they had left the schoolroom behind, walking together to her new rooms within the main part of the house. She was no longer a governess. She was Miss Sophia Weston, the bride-to-be of the Duke of Harrogate. Sophia felt herself practically glow with happiness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is this all right, miss?”

      Sophia blinked at her reflection as the maid finished putting the last of a few incandescent pearls into her hair. It had been washed and dried and was now pulled up onto the top of her hair in an elaborate style, with a cascade of curls falling down onto her neck whilst still away from her face. A few gentle golden tendrils curled around her ears, reaching down to where a stunning diamond necklace lay. Sophia barely recognized herself.

      “Thank you,” she breathed, pressing one hand to her chest as she struggled to keep her composure. “You have done a marvelous job.”

      “And just in time too, miss,” the maid replied, as a quiet knock sounded at the door. “I think you are quite ready.”

      Standing up carefully, her feet in soft slippers, Sophia made her way to the door and opened it, finding the duke standing there with his back to her. He turned around at once, his eyes widening and his mouth falling open as he took her in. Blushing furiously, Sophia saw him swallow hard, his mouth closing as he let out a long breath.

      “My goodness,” he muttered, shaking his head. “How am I meant to speak coherently with you by my side, Sophia? You take my breath away.”

      Looking down at the emerald gown that encased her frame, Sophia spread her arms wide. “Your brother chose wonderfully, Matthew.”

      The duke chuckled and offered her his arm, which she took at once. “Do not think that Arthur had anything to do with it, my love. Most likely, the seamstress chose for him.”

      “I will be sure to send her my thanks,” Sophia murmured, as they made their way down the staircase, one hand pressed lightly against her middle, as she fought to keep her nerves at bay.

      As though he knew what she was feeling, the duke stopped at the bottom of the stairs, reaching for her free hand and taking both in his. “My dear, you have nothing to worry about. You will be the talk of the town, I am sure of it, whilst your brother will scuttle back to his manor house in disgrace. I cannot tell you how proud I am to have you on my arm. You have made me the happiest man in England.”

      Pressing his lips to her cheek for a moment, he smiled into her eyes, giving her the courage she needed. Lifting her chin a notch, she took his arm and began to walk forward toward the drawing room where the rest of the guests would be waiting to go through to dinner.

      The door opened for them, and Sophia felt her stomach tighten as she walked inside. The small gathered crowd turned as one to look at them both, and Sophia felt her smile become fixed. She had no idea what any of them were thinking and did not dare ask.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present a somewhat late arrival to our party,” the duke said, patting her hand. “This is Miss Sophia Weston. My betrothed.”

      A ripple of surprise ran around the room, but to Sophia’s relief, no one appeared shocked or discomfited in any way by the announcement. In fact, most of the ladies there were smiling at her.

      “Is your brother not here, Miss Weston?” she heard Arthur say, her eyes traveling across the room to find the duke’s brother. He was leaning on the mantlepiece, a grin on his face. “Lord Brookridge, where are you? Are you not to offer congratulations to your sister?”

      Sophia swallowed hard, as her brother and sister-in-law stepped forward, both with rather white faces and the viscountess with pursed lips. They did not look pleased in the slightest.

      Before she could speak, the duke cleared his throat, capturing the room’s attention once more.

      “Unfortunately, I think I shall have to ask you both to leave my house this very night, Lord Brookridge.”

      An audible gasp came from the rest of the guests, as they looked from one to the next.

      “It is my sad duty to inform you all that Lord and Lady Brookridge threatened to spread rumors all around London about myself, so much so that my daughter would not be able to enjoy her come out when the time came,” the duke continued steadily, as the guests continued to look from one to the next. “I will not go into the specifics as to why you intended to do such a thing, but be assured that I will not allow it to stand.”

      “How dare you threaten a duke with such a thing, Brookridge!” Arthur exclaimed, coming away from the mantlepiece and striding toward them. “You ought to be run out of this place!”

      The murmurs of the guests began to grow somewhat louder and angrier. Pointing fingers jabbed in the viscount’s direction, who, to his own failing, did nothing to deny what had been said.

      “You have failed in your scheme, Brookridge,” the duke continued calmly. “Now, pack your things and get out. You and I will never cross paths again.”

      Sophia watched as her brother’s face paled all the more, his eyes turning from Sophia to the duke and back again. He had no real courage in the face of the duke’s anger, whilst the viscountess appeared to have nothing at all to say. It was as though she realized that her standing and her influence were now entirely ruined. There was no doubt that the news of what they had tried to do would spread all around London and Bath, meaning that she would not be able to show her face there for a good many years.

      “Goodbye, Peter,” she said softly, as her brother stumbled toward the door. He paused and looked back at her, his jaw working, but finding nothing to say, he quit the room.

      A sense of relief washed all through Sophia the moment the door closed, and she felt herself slump inwardly. The room was abuzz with chatter, questions being thrown at both herself and the duke, none of which she could bring herself to answer.

      “Now, now!” the duke called, bringing the room to quiet. “I know there is a great deal that must be asked and explained, but can I suggest we go through to eat? I would much rather explain it all over a good meal!”

      There were a few chuckles, and after a moment or two, the guests began to file out of the room. Sophia felt her hand pressed, her cheek kissed, and whispers of congratulations filling her ears. Her happiness knew no bounds; her heart freed entirely of the shackles it had once been held in.

      “My dear Sophia,” the duke murmured, as the last of the guests quit the room. “You have shown so much courage and fortitude that I confess myself almost in awe of you.” He turned to face her, smiling down gently. “You have a beauty in your character that draws me nearer to you every day. Sarah loves you and cannot wait for you to be a permanent part of her life.” He swallowed, his fingers reaching up to gently lift her chin. “I love you so much, Sophia. I cannot wait to make you my wife.”

      Thinking that she had never experienced such joy before, Sophia smiled back at him, her fingers twined with his. “And I cannot wait to be your bride,” she whispered, seeing her bright and happy future in his eyes. “I love you, Matthew. With all of my heart.”
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      England, 1816

      “Papa?”

      Lady Emily Dove, daughter to the Marquess of Rawson, stopped dead just inside her father’s study. Her hands scrabbled for a hold, as she struggled to take in what she was seeing. She had only just returned from a short walk and had come to take tea with her father, as was their custom. However, her father was not ready to take tea. Instead, he was sitting back in his chair with one arm covered in blood, his breathing ragged and face pale with a sheen of sweat on his forehead. His entire study was ransacked. Papers were all over the place, glasses and ornaments lay smashed on the floor, and almost everything had been overturned.

      “Emily,” her father groaned, pushing himself back in his chair. “You must get to safety.”

      She shook her head, her face paling and her legs beginning to shake. As much as she wanted to go to him, as much as she wanted to help him, she could not so much as move. “You said this would never happen, Papa. You said—”

      “Please,” he gasped, one hand pressed against his chest. “You know what you must do. Cynthia will be waiting.”

      She did not want to leave him. She did not want to step away and leave her father alone. There was no way to tell what was happening to him, no way to tell if this would be the last time she would see him. Her fingers dug into the doorframe, forcing herself to remain upright.

      “Go, Lady Emily.”

      A strong hand grasped her arm, tugging her away. Spinning, she saw her father’s butler tugging her out of the room, his face white.

      “He was asleep in his chair, and I heard no guest come into the house,” Jefferson said hoarsely. “But I will deal with the master. You must go, my lady. Do you have them safe?”

      She could barely speak, giving a jerky nod.

      “Then go,” he said, grasping her arm and pulling her gently away. “You will be safe with Lady Millington.”

      Her breathing was ragged, her feet stumbling along the hallway. She had her father’s most precious possession, the thing that had brought him nothing but fear these last few months even though they had been his long before Emily had been born. It was already safely stored in her bedchamber, and now, even though they might have cost her father his life, she would not leave them behind. They would come with her, just as she had promised her dear papa. She had made that promise every night for the last few months, never really believing that anything would happen.

      Each of the threatening notes her father had received of late, she’d read and then immediately dismissed with a laugh. It was nothing more than a foolish halfwit trying to get what he could from a rich marquess she had told her father, rolling her eyes at him. After all, they had been living quite contentedly these last few years and never had even a hint of trouble. Besides which, she had told herself, they were quite safe here in her father’s country estate, and Emily had been certain that no one would ever be able to reach them.

      How wrong she had been.

      Gasping for breath, she stumbled into her bedroom, seeing the maids scurrying about, hauling her belongings onto the bed. There was no time for her to take much.

      “Here, my lady,” one of the maids murmured, throwing a cloak over Emily’s shoulders. “You’d best make sure you’re warm. It’s a long way to London.”

      Emily blinked but did not respond, feeling as though she were simply watching everything happen around her instead of actually being involved. She let her gaze drift across the room, knowing that she would not see it again for some time.

      “You have them, my lady?”

      Slowly, Emily turned her head back towards Sarah, the maid, not quite sure what she was asking.

      “They’re still where they always were?” the maid asked, putting a tentative hand on Emily’s arm. “You haven’t moved them, have you?”

      Blinking slowly, Emily finally worked out what the maid was saying and shook her head. Everything was moving so slowly, so carefully and tentatively, and she could not understand what was going on around her.

      It was only when she found herself in the carriage, Sarah sitting opposite her as her lady’s maid as they were being driven out of the gates of her father’s country estate, that the coldness began to leave her bones. Her mind slowly came back to life as she worked through everything that had occurred that afternoon. Turning her head, she stared out of the back carriage window, desperate to see any sign of her father. No one had come to tell her what had happened to him or even whether or not he still lived. She was going to her new life without any real knowledge about her dearly loved father.

      Her throat began to ache as she turned away from the window, her mind dulling with pain. Grief tore through her, as tears slipped from her eyes, unabated. This had never been more than something of a joke to her since she had never really believed that either she or her father was in any real danger. But now they were to be separated after all. Perhaps forever.

      Closing her eyes against the sea of pain that threatened to drown her, Emily dragged in air, trying to steady herself. Her life was about to change completely, and it was something that would require all of her strength. Sniffing into her handkerchief, Emily leaned her head back against the squabs and, tired of fighting her tears, gave into her sorrows completely.
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      Two months later

      

      “How are you, my dear?”

      Emily closed her eyes, hating that there was still such a degree of sympathy in her patron’s voice, even though she had been with the family for some months now.

      “I am quite well, Lady Millington. I thank you,” she replied, giving the lady the same response she had done for the last few weeks. “Thank you for your concern.”

      Lady Millington sat down opposite Emily, her expression sympathetic, and Emily immediately felt a wave of guilt crash over her. Cynthia – who had been a dear friend of Emily’s late mother – had been nothing but kind to her since she had arrived on her doorstep some weeks ago, broken and afraid with only Sarah, her maid, for company.

      Cynthia had been horrified to hear what had occurred and had treated Emily as though she were some fragile possession. The first month had been torturous, knowing nothing about what had occurred with her father and whether or not he still lived, but the beginning of the second month had brought a little respite with it. She had received the smallest of notes, bearing the words: “Alive. Hidden. Remain where you are.”

      She had known what those words meant, well remembering the plan her father had gone over with her time and again, but having never expected to need to play it out. Sighing to herself, she looked across at Lady Millington, who was regarding her with those sharp blue eyes of hers.

      It was not as though she disliked Lady Millington, but rather that her constant sympathy was growing a little wearying. Emily wanted to do something but knew she could not. All she was permitted to engage in were a few short walks around the gardens. There had been no outings to the many wonderful places London had to offer, no company to speak of, and certainly no thought of pursuing social affairs. Then again, social engagements had not been of particular importance to Emily. All she had been concerned about was her father.

      “I can tell that you are struggling to be here all on your own,” Lady Millington began gently, her smile warm and friendly. “I have a proposition for you.”

      Emily looked back at her patron, taking in the smile on Lady Millington’s face. Lady Millington had not yet displayed even an ounce of ill thought, always behaving wisely. She was elegant and graceful, with blonde curls that always were set just so, even though Emily knew it must take the maids a good deal of time to do so. She was still very beautiful, even though she would have been ages with Emily’s mother, had she lived. Her husband, the Earl of Millington, had passed away some years ago, and Emily had no recollection of meeting him although she had been told that she had done so some years ago.

      Lady Millington was now enjoying life, having been left a townhouse in London and a smaller residence in the country near the Millington manor house, where her son, the new Earl of Millington, now resided.

      “Emily?”

      Jumping slightly, she realized that Lady Millington was waiting for her to respond.

      “I do beg your pardon,” she stammered, a little flustered. “I was lost in thought for a moment.”

      Lady Millington chuckled. “I can see that. You have done very well to be so strong thus far, my dear.”

      Emily managed a small smile, aware of the heat in her cheeks. “I cannot tell you just how relieved I am to know my papa still lives. Even though I do not know where he is gone, it has brought me a good deal of happiness in the knowledge that he is not gone from this world, as I had feared.”

      Reaching across to pat Emily’s hand, Lady Millington smiled gently. “I can imagine. Although why he does not simply get rid of those ridiculous gems, I cannot understand.”

      Shaking her head to herself, Emily thought of the Hatherley diamonds, which were still hidden safely away amongst her things. They were the reason for all of this, and she could well understand why Lady Millington would think such a thing. But then she recalled how her father had often told her about his life before he had returned to England, how the diamonds had come into his possession, and she knew that she would fight to retain them despite the danger they brought.

      “My father would be broken hearted,” she explained softly. “You know very well that they are precious to him.”

      Sighing heavily, Lady Millington nodded and looked away, her expression tinged with frustration. She knew and understood the reason for the diamonds, although she clearly felt that the danger that came with them was much too great. However, out of loyalty to Emily’s late mother, as well as to the marquess himself, she did not press the matter of the diamonds any further.

      “Ah, here is the tea tray,” Lady Millington murmured, as the door opened. “I thought you might be in need of some refreshment.”

      As Lady Millington continued to talk about a good many things – the weather, the fashions, the fact that Lord Featherstone was much too old to be wearing such gaudy clothes, Emily let her mind drift back to the Hatherley diamonds, recalling the day her father had first shown them to her.

      He had never been destined to be Marquess of Rawson. That had been his elder brother’s responsibility, and so, without an inclination towards anything in particular, he had gone into the army. With purchased colors, he had done rather well and had forged a strong bond with one Lord Thomas Ferguson, who was in his regiment.

      Thomas had been the second son also, and the two had become firm friends. Emily closed her eyes for a moment, remembering her father’s exact words as he told the story to her. It was as if he were in the room, his familiar voice surrounding her.

      Thomas and he had returned to London for a short respite, and it was here that Thomas had shown him the Hatherley diamonds. They were a family heirloom, but on winning a bet against his elder brother, he had claimed them for his own. He had in mind to bestow them on his dear love, a Miss Eleanor Castleton.

      However, it was not to be. Thomas had been brought down, far from the fair shores of England, and the marquess had cradled him in his arms, as death had approached his friend. Out there, on the battlefield, he had promised to give the Hatherley diamonds to Miss Eleanor Castleton, whomever she might be. Thomas had made him swear that they would be given to her and never removed from her family line. Since they were Thomas’ to give, the marquess had accepted the request without hesitation.

      Once back in England, he found the lady after a good deal of searching and had told her all that had occurred. He had bestowed the Hatherley diamonds on her, and she, from what Emily recalled of the story, had sobbed in his arms. It had been from that moment onwards that their lives had become intertwined. The marquess had married Miss Eleanor, having fallen deeply in love, and it was only a year after their marriage that he found himself ascending to the title, thanks to his brother’s premature death from a duel of some kind.

      Emily was the second of their two children, with her elder brother currently abroad looking over his father’s holdings. The diamonds had remained in their family, just as Thomas had wanted, and there had never been even the smallest hint of trouble – until a few months ago. The old Marquess of Hatherley had passed away, and now his son had taken his place in line – and he did not appear to be pleased that the Hatherley diamonds remained in the Marquess of Rawson’s possession.

      Whilst there had been no formal request for the return of the diamonds, Emily was quite sure that the notes that were sent to her father, demanding that he leave the diamonds in one place or another so that they might be collected by the writer of the notes, had come from no other than the current Marquess of Hatherley.

      And now, she had to remain hidden. Her father had been shot and his study ransacked. Although he had written to let Emily know he was alive, her father had not written to tell her that all was well and that the culprit had been found. She would have to remain with Lady Millington for the foreseeable future, protected by the four walls that seemed to close around her a little more each day.

      “Emily, dear? What do you think of my proposal?”

      Shame flared through her. “I do apologize, Lady Millington,” she stammered, realizing that once again she had been nothing but rude to the lady who had brought her such comfort. “What was it you were suggesting?”

      Lady Millington did not look in the least bit affronted. “I was suggesting, my dear girl, that you accompany me to the house party next week. You cannot come as my friend, of course, since we are to keep your true identity concealed, but I know that a particular gentleman is seeking a suitable companion for his new ward. You could attend the house party under the guise of companion and nothing more, which would give you a little more freedom than you have had of late.” She smiled as Emily’s eyes widened, her heart suddenly lifting from its loneliness. “It would mean you would have to act very differently from how you have been taught thus far, but since it is a house party, I am quite certain you would have very little to worry about. I have made quite sure that Lord Hatherley is not on the guest list!”

      Emily blanched, her stomach tightening suddenly. “Is Lord Hatherley in town?” she asked, her fingers twining together as she held her hands in her lap. “I did not realize.”

      Lady Millington shrugged. “It is the Season,” she explained, quite matter of fact. “Gentlemen, whether they be kind or cruel, must find themselves a wife and produce an heir. I believe Lord Hatherley intends to do so this year. But as I said,” she finished, waving away Emily’s concerns, “he will not be at the house party.”

      Nodding slowly, Emily considered the matter. “Who is it holding the house party, Lady Millington?”

      An almost dreamlike smile crossed Lady Millington’s face, her eyes sparkling as her cheeks flushed a light shade of pink. “Lord Brighton,” she replied, glancing away from Emily for a moment. “He is not a young man by any means, but he does have a particularly nice manor house only half a day’s drive from London. I am thrilled that he thought to invite me but….” She trailed off, now looking back at Emily with a slightly worried expression on her face. “I would not go should you prefer to remain here. You are my first thought, Emily dear.”

      Emily arched one eyebrow, tilting her head as she studied Lady Millington carefully. “Is Lord Brighton wed?” she asked, a little drolly. “From your flushed cheeks, I would suggest that if he is not, then it would disappoint you a great deal if we did not go.”

      Lady Millington laughed and waved a hand, although the laugh itself was a little strained. “Nonsense, my dear! I would not be disappointed.”

      “Is he married?” Emily persisted, watching with faint amusement as Lady Millington blushed all the more.

      She sighed and lifted one shoulder, as though accepting she had been found out.

      “No, he is not,” she replied with a sigh of exasperation that Emily had been so determined. “But I am speaking in truth when I state that I would not go if you preferred to remain.”

      Considering the matter for another moment or two, Emily bit her lip. To be a companion meant to be in the shadows. She would not dance, nor sing, nor perform as she was used to when in good company. Instead, she would have to linger as a wallflower might, watching everything but engaging in nothing.

      But, then again, there would be company at least. She could expect conversation, and mayhap there might be one or two ladies who preferred quieter employments with whom she could have some company. It would be better than remaining here, with none but Lady Millington for company and only the garden to walk in.

      “I think I should like to attend with you, Lady Millington,” she said slowly, seeing the beaming smile break open on Lady Millington’s face as she spoke. “But as a companion, you say?”

      Lady Millington nodded eagerly. “To keep you quite safe—for no one must know the truth of your identity in case they are acquainted with Lord Hatherley and might tell him where you are. We cannot allow that to occur, Emily, for then the man could use you in order to seek those diamonds!” She clucked her tongue, her brows furrowing for a moment before her expression cleared. “Ah, yes, as a companion. I have an acquaintance, a Viscount Pallson, who has recently been forced to take his niece under his wing for the Season.” She shrugged, pouring another cup of tea and adding a dash of milk before picking it up to take a small sip.

      “His niece?” Emily asked pointedly. “What age is she?”

      “This is her first Season,” Lady Millington replied, screwing up her face to indicate that the tea was much too cold for her liking. She rose to ring the bell for a fresh teapot before sitting back down again, her face alive with delight. “She is a quiet sort of girl, I believe, although I was only introduced to her the once.”

      Emily, who had not been granted a Season due to her mother’s ailing health some five years ago, nodded slowly. The truth was, she was old enough to be a companion since within a year or so she would be considered to be nothing more than a spinster, even though she did not feel particularly old.

      “Lord Pallson does not know what to do with the girl, I think,” Lady Millington laughed, shaking her head at some recollection or other. “I am sure he would be delighted with my suggestion to have you as her companion for the house party. It might help Miss Helen also—since she is so very quiet. You could buoy her spirits and bring her into her bloom, I am quite sure.”

      A smile tugged at Emily’s lips. “You need not try to make it sound grander than it is, Lady Millington,” she replied, as the maid brought in another tray. “I will do what is expected of any companion, should Viscount Pallson be willing to take me on. I am quite sure it will be a wonderful house party.”

      Lady Millington smiled happily, sitting back in her seat for a moment as though exhausted from their conversation. “Indeed, it will. Well, I shall write to Viscount Pallson at once, and then we must begin to consider your wardrobe—since a companion would not be as beautifully dressed as you are at this present moment.” She thought for a moment, before throwing up her hands. “Oh, and we must think of another name for you so that none will be suspicious. How does Miss Emily Thorpe sound?”

      Emily laughed, thinking that a name did not make much of a difference to her. A companion was not often brought into conversation. “That will suit me very well, Lady Millington.”

      “And you will be the sister of my dear friend, Mrs. Thorpe, who lives near the coast,” Lady Millington continued, as though she had not heard Emily and was lost in a world of excitement. “Viscount Pallson will be sure to accept you on my recommendation.”

      Emily smiled to herself and began to pour the tea for a second time, allowing Lady Millington to witter on in a bright, excited voice. She could not find as much delight in the house party as Lady Millington, but as she brought her tea to her lips, she thought that it would take her mind away from the constant worrying about her father. She would continue to do precisely what he asked: remain hidden and out of sight whilst he did his best to recover.

      What they were to do after that, Emily was not quite sure.
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      Joseph, Viscount Pallson, sighed heavily as his carriage pulled up to Lord Brighton’s stately house. He was not particularly fond of house parties, but it pained him all the more to have such an excited creature as his niece with him. His sister, who was ten years his senior and married to Viscount Broadhurst, had begged him furiously to take Helen under his wing, declaring that she could not leave her ill husband in order to give the girl the Season she deserved.

      Joseph was not quite certain that Viscount Broadhurst was as ill as his sister had made out, aware that she was something of a conniving woman, who had married an equally devious gentleman. Their son, the heir apparent, was already wed and settled, and to Joseph, it appeared that neither his sister nor her husband particularly cared for their young child, Miss Helen Martin. From his considerations, and from what Helen had told him, he now believed that the story of Viscount Broadhurst’s illness had been entirely made up so that neither of them would have the bother of escorting Helen through London society for the Season.

      He could have refused, but his foolish heart could not reject the girl so easily, recognizing that if he did refuse to aid her, then it would not be his sister or the viscount who would be hurt, but rather Helen herself. And so, here he was standing in front of Lord Brighton’s manor with his niece by his side.

      “Are we the first to arrive, do you think?” Helen asked breathlessly.

      Joseph shook his head, taking in her wild blue eyes and flushed cheeks. Her very dark hair, which had been so neatly placed under her bonnet before they had set off, was now trying to escape around her ears – although she did not appear to notice. Her traveling gown was a little crumpled, but that was to be expected. All in all, she made quite the respectable picture.

      “I doubt it,” Joseph murmured, as the butler appeared at the top of the stone steps, looking a little harassed as he hurried towards them, gesticulating wildly to a few tardy footmen. “I would say we are certainly not the first.”

      “I do apologize, my lord,” the butler said, as he approached, bowing low. “We have had a little trouble with…” He trailed off, looking embarrassed. “Not that it is of any consequence. We should have been here to greet you, and I apologize for our delay.”

      Joseph tilted his head as the footmen began to climb the stairs towards the house. “I believe the Dowager Countess Alberta is one of the guests,” he said slowly, as they began to follow them. “Has she arrived?” He could not help but chuckle as the butler threw him a glance, seeing that he well understood why the footmen had been late. Lady Alberta was well known to find fault with almost everything, which, most likely, would have been the reason for the servant’s unpunctuality. “I can see that she has. Well, in that case, I think I can quite understand.”

      The butler managed a small, relieved smile. “Thank you, my lord. Davies here will show you to your room. Oh, and a Lady Millington wishes to greet you at your earliest convenience. There is a small parlor at the top of the staircase to your left, where you might wish to speak with her. I believe she is there now.”

      Glancing at his ward, who was looking all around her with delight, Joseph thanked the butler and then quickly climbed the stairs with Helen trailing after him. Lady Millington’s note last week had been a welcome one, for she had offered the services of some friend or other as a companion to Helen.

      Given that Joseph did not much want to spend his entire Season following after his niece and ensuring that she did not step outside the bounds of propriety, he had thought the suggestion an excellent one. Of course, he had not yet met this companion, but he was quite sure that if Lady Millington suggested her, she would be more than suitable. Quickly giving instructions to Helen, he hurried to his room, wanting to greet Lady Millington just as soon as he could.
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      One hour later and Joseph was still waiting for his niece. Pacing up and down the small hallway, he consoled himself with the knowledge that he would not have to do so much longer, planning to hand the girl over to this companion almost entirely.

      “Good heavens, what is taking her so long?” he muttered to himself, resisting the urge to rake one hand through his hair as he turned on his heel yet again. Thankfully, his prayers were soon answered, for his niece stepped out of her bedchamber wearing a soft blue gown and a bright smile.

      “Do hurry up, my dear,” Joseph muttered, quickly walking towards the small parlor the butler had indicated previously. “I would like to introduce you to your companion before the gong sounds for dinner.”

      Given that dinner was a good few hours away, Helen laughed softly and Joseph, despite himself, could not prevent a smile from breaking out across his face in spite of his frustrations. Walking to the parlor door and seeing that there was no one available to announce him, he stepped inside and let his eyes settle on the room.

      “Ah, Lord Pallson!”

      Lady Millington swept to her feet, her smile welcoming, as he bowed before her. She curtsied beautifully before turning her gaze upon Helen.

      “And this is my niece, Lady Millington. Miss Helen Martin, daughter to Viscount Broadhurst.”

      “Very good you meet you, my dear,” Lady Millington murmured, looking at the young lady with a slightly curious eye. “I am sure you will do marvelously well this Season. Have you enjoyed your time thus far?”

      Helen, who had managed a spectacular curtsy, nodded. “I have only been here for a fortnight, Lady Millington, but my uncle has been very good to me.”

      Lady Millington smiled. “I am certain he has been. I do hope that you will get along marvelously well with my dear friend, Miss Emily Thorpe. Miss Thorpe is the sister of a good friend of mine and was delighted to hear of your need for a companion, Lord Pallson.” She turned her gaze back to Joseph, who nodded at once.

      “Indeed.”

      “She will join us very soon,” Lady Millington continued, with a bright smile. “But now, let us take tea together, and I will get to know your niece a little better.”
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      Conversation flowed for around half an hour, during which time Joseph found himself growing a little anxious about meeting this new companion. He hoped that she would be everything that Lady Millington had said, looking forward to simply being able to relax and enjoy himself during the house party. Of course, if Miss Thorpe proved herself to be an excellent companion, then he would have no qualms in requesting her to remain with Helen during the rest of the Season. That would take the burden from his shoulders considerably!

      Even though he did not wish to consider it, he knew full well that he too would have to find himself a suitable bride at some point in the near future. After all, he had the title, but as yet no heir on whom to place it should he pass from the earth. There was his younger brother, of course, which meant that the title would certainly stay within the family line, which eased the pressure of marrying somewhat.

      “Ah, Miss Thorpe!”

      Having been lost in his own thoughts, Joseph was caught by the sudden arrival of Miss Thorpe and, scrambling to his feet, bowed at once before he even had a chance to look at the girl.

      Then, when he raised his eyes and saw the young lady curtsying with all the elegance and grace he would have expected, Joseph’s heart swelled with relief. A curtsy revealed a good deal about a young lady as far as he was concerned, and to do one so beautifully and without even the slightest fault spoke of refinement and gentility.

      “Miss Thorpe, this is Viscount Pallson and his niece, Miss Helen Martin.”

      “Lord Pallson.” The young woman’s voice was soft, as she turned her eyes towards him – and Joseph felt his own heart stop suddenly in his chest.

      Good gracious, she was beautiful.

      More than beautiful, she was…Joseph could not find the words to describe what he saw, taking in the slight flush to her cheeks, her oval face, and slender neck. She had a deep, rich red to her hair, which was neatly held in place although a few small curls brushed her temples. Her vivid green eyes held his steadily, her lips curved into a gentle smile – and Joseph was lost.

      His mouth went dry, his throat constricting. His palms grew sweaty, as he placed them behind his back, clearing his throat as quietly as he could in an attempt to get a hold of himself. There was no good reason for him to be acting in such a ridiculous manner, he told himself, but such a reprimand did nothing to prevent his heart from quickening all the more when he raised his eyes to her beautiful form once more.

      “Miss Martin,” Lady Millington was saying, her eyes flickering to him for just a moment. “Might you wish to sit with Miss Thorpe? I am sure you will find a good many things to talk about.”

      Helen smiled brightly and nodded. “Yes, of course. Might I ring for more tea, Miss Thorpe? We have already had some, but you were not present.”

      Miss Thorpe took her eyes from his and turned them towards Helen, and Joseph felt the tightness in his chest slowly loosen.

      “Yes, I thank you,” Miss Thorpe replied, coming to sit by Helen. “Now, let me ask you how you have found London thus far. I know it can be quite overwhelming during the Season in particular!”

      Helen and Miss Thorpe continued their quiet conversation as Joseph tried his best to steady his heart. He had not expected such a strong reaction to seeing the lady in question and found himself quite at a loss as to how to deal with it. His emotions had never once been deeply stirred when it came to the young ladies of the ton, even though he had been in London for a good five or six years thus far. He had never once let his gaze settle on a lady and found his pulse racing simply by looking at her. And now here was Miss Thorpe, a companion no less, practically bringing him to his knees.

      “What do you think, Lord Pallson? Will she do?” Lady Millington was looking at him carefully, as though attempting to find the answer to her questions in his expression. She came to stand beside him so that they might survey Miss Thorpe and Helen together, and Joseph felt himself grow embarrassed, as though Lady Millington would be able to ascertain his reaction to Miss Thorpe somehow.

      Clearing his throat, he tried his best to speak calmly and without any sort of inflection. “She is younger than I expected, Lady Millington.”

      “Oh?” Lady Millington looked a trifle confused. “I thought I had made that quite clear, Lord Pallson. I do apologize. Miss Thorpe has had a Season or two, but the family grew a little impoverished of late, which is why she must serve as a companion. I do hope that is not of a concern to you. I assure you that Miss Thorpe will do very well as a companion to Miss Martin.”

      Finding that he could not exactly complain that Miss Thorpe was much too beautiful to be Helen’s companion, Joseph nodded and attempted to draw his gaze away from the lady. “I am sure she will be more than adequate,” he replied, clearing his throat again and aware that he now had adopted a rather gruff manner in an attempt to hide his true feelings from Lady Millington. “Thank you, Lady Millington.”

      Lady Millington smiled happily. “You are most welcome, Lord Pallson. Believe me when I say that it is not only yourself and Miss Martin that will benefit from this, but Miss Thorpe will also. This is a welcome joy for Miss Thorpe also.”

      Joseph caught Miss Thorpe watching him for a moment, her eyes a little curious as though she were wondering what he and Lady Millington were talking about, and despite his determination not to be affected in the least, he found his breath catching in his chest.

      “Are you quite all right, Lord Pallson?”

      Hating that he had been so transparent, Joseph gave Lady Millington a jerky nod and turned away entirely from Miss Thorpe. “More than all right, Lady Millington,” he replied grandly. “I am truly delighted at this arrangement. I am quite glad that I shall not have the sole responsibility for Helen during our time here. It relieves me of the burden quite considerably, as I am sure you understand.”

      Lady Millington laughed, relieving Joseph of any concern that she might know full well what it was he was struggling with. “I am glad for you, sir. It should be a most enjoyable house party.”

      “Yes, indeed,” he replied, quietly despairing over the fact that he would not have the quiet and uninterrupted house party he had hoped for. Instead, he would be trying to fight against his uncomfortable feelings towards Miss Thorpe whilst ensuring that his niece continued to do well. It appeared to be an almost impossible task.
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      Emily sighed heavily to herself as she made her way towards the library, having only just bid Miss Martin a good evening. This was the second full day of the house party, and whilst she had been introduced to the rest of the guests and the host, Lord Brighton, she had found herself very obviously overlooked when it came to conversation and other considerations. It was to be expected, she supposed, given that she was nothing more than a companion, but still, it had stung. She was not even a paid companion, considering that this was to be for the house party only, but even still, the rest of the guests had very little to say to her.

      She had wanted to interject and interrupt the flow of conversation in order to give her opinion but had forced herself to remain quiet. Lady Millington had, on occasion, shot her a stern look reminding her of her place, and she had acknowledged her with a jerky nod, before forcing her lips to press themselves together tightly so that she would not say a single word.

      Sarah, the only connection she had to her past life of comfort and contentment, had been silently encouraging, always making sure to do as much as she could for Emily. She was the only one who knew exactly what Emily endured, who knew precisely what had occurred with the marquess, as well as the Hatherley diamonds.

      Of course, Emily was the only one who knew precisely where the diamonds were hidden, for she had not even told Lady Millington where she had placed them. They were with her—for she would not even consider leaving them behind for fear that they might be taken. Besides which, they were another connection to her father, knowing that he thought so dearly of them, knowing that they reminded him of the joys he had shared with his dear wife. She could not let them go, nor leave them behind. They had to remain with her at all times.

      Wandering towards the grand library – which was larger than even her father’s extensive collection, she saw the door was ajar and immediately hesitated. The rest of the guests, as far as she was aware, were still in the drawing room or out on the terrace, but then again, the number of guests was rather large.

      She did not want to disturb anyone within the library, her cheeks flaming with heat as her mind drifted towards Lord Humphrey and Miss Sophia Alberta, daughter of Lady Alberta. They had been often in one another’s company these last two days, to the point that Emily was now concerned that she might accidentally stumble in on them both. After all, the library was rather large and certainly very quiet and away from the other guests.

      But, then again, she did not want to return to her room and attempt to sleep, not if she had nothing with which to occupy herself. Whilst she was somewhat weary, she had found it difficult to let herself sleep soundly these last few months, given the situation with her father. Lately, she had found that reading by candlelight often helped calm her fractious mind, allowing her to rest and drift into an easy sleep.

      Except she had finished her book last night and had not yet come to take another one.

      Hesitating, Emily knocked on the door, the sound echoing up the hallway so, hearing no response, she pushed the door open a little further.

      There was no one within. There was a large fire burning in the fireplace, giving the room a rather cheery and welcoming glow, which seemed to beckon her in. Sighing happily, Emily pushed the door closed and leaned against it for a moment, before wandering to the nearest shelf of books.

      As she let her gaze drift across the spines, she thought about her new charge, Miss Helen Martin. The girl appeared to be quite lovely in a good many ways, being refined, elegant, and graceful, but with a shyness that held her back from displaying those qualities to her advantage. She had plentiful conversation when it came to talking with Emily or any other of the other ladies that joined them, but the moment a gentleman walked into the room, Miss Martin seemed to withdraw into herself. She barely said a word, although her eyes watched everything. It was only a few days since they had first met, but Emily was quite sure that, in time and with a little encouragement, Miss Martin would soon improve.

      She lifted a book from the shelf and let her gaze run idly over the cover. It appeared to be a novel of some sort, although she could not tell precisely what it entailed just by looking. Opening the cover, she began to read and found herself some minutes later, becoming thoroughly engaged with the story. So much so, that she did not hear the creak of a door opening, nor see a figure walk into the room.

      “Oh, do excuse me.”

      Shrieking aloud, she stumbled back, the book flying from her fingers. A strong hand caught her arm, and she pulled away from it at once, expecting to be set upon. Cowering and holding her arms in front of her face, she heard the same voice begging for her to be calm and apologizing profusely for frightening her.

      Her breathing was ragged, as she slowly opened her eyes, seeing none other than Lord Pallson standing there, looking horrified at her reaction to his presence. Her heart was beating so fast it was almost painful, her legs trembling beneath her.

      “I do apologize, Miss Thorpe,” Lord Pallson said again, sounding terribly apologetic. “I did not think anyone would be within.” Slowly, carefully, he extended a hand towards her, as though she were a frightened animal caught in a net. She took it at once, aware that she might stumble and fall if she did not lean on him for support.

      “Let me fetch you a brandy,” he muttered, helping her to sit down. “I am truly sorry, Miss Thorpe. I thought you saw me emerging from the door, else I would not have said a word.”

      “The door?” Emily repeated, looking toward the library door and seeing it firmly closed. “No, my lord, I did not hear the door open nor close.”

      Lord Pallson looked a little embarrassed. “No, I mean this door,” he replied, walking to one of the shelves of books and, giving it a slight tug, showing her the hidden door that, apparently, he had expected her to know about. “Lord Brighton showed it to me earlier this evening. It links the library and the drawing room – a handy escape if it all becomes a little too much!” His lips tugged into a rueful smile, but Emily did not manage to smile back at him, still struggling to quell her fright. It just proved that she was not as secure as she believed herself to be, that she was still just as frightened over what had happened back at home as she had always been.

      “Here,” Lord Pallson muttered, handing her a brandy glass. “I do apologize again, Miss Thorpe. I did not mean—”

      “You do not need to continue apologizing, Lord Pallson,” she said, interrupting him. “I did not know about the hidden door, that is all. I was lost in my book.”

      He nodded, his face a little flushed. “Ah, yes. Your book. Allow me to retrieve it for you.” Carefully, he picked it up, closed it and brushed off the cover before handing it to her. “Do you particularly enjoy reading?”

      “I do. I thank you.” She took the book from him, jerking her hand back as their fingers touched, surprised at how quickly she had reacted. The book went flying to the floor again, and as she reached for it, she managed to collide with Lord Pallson, who had bent to do the same.

      Closing her eyes tightly, she rubbed hard at the sore point on her forehead, flushing with mortification. First of all, she had practically fallen into a faint at the sight of him, given his unexpected arrival, and now here she was managing to knock heads with him. Opening her eyes slowly, she saw Lord Pallson looking down at her with nothing more than abject horror, clearly distraught at what he had now, inadvertently, done.

      The ridiculousness of the situation, combined with her sore head and embarrassment, caused a giggle to escape from her mouth. She pressed one hand to her lips but could not prevent more laughter from spilling from her. The sound echoed around the room, and the more Lord Pallson stared at her, the more she found herself unable to stop.

      Then, much to her surprise and adding even more to her mirth, Lord Pallson himself began to laugh, his astonishment turning to sheer relief at her reaction to his mistakes. Their laughter rang around the library, breaking the cloud of tension that had settled over them both only moments before.

      Lord Pallson’s face was immediately transformed when he smiled, and Emily found herself smiling back at him, her fear gone entirely. He had firm features that often gave him a severe look when he was not smiling, but now that he was doing so, she saw the way his hazel eyes crinkled at the corners, the way two small indentations appeared in his cheeks as he chuckled. In a moment, he was transformed from stern-faced to boyishly charming, making the impression all the greater as he raked one hand through his dark hair as he shook his head at her.

      “It seems I am quite ridiculous, Miss Thorpe,” he said, as their laughter died away. “I do apologize yet again. Does your head pain you terribly?”

      “No,” she replied, glancing down at the book on the floor. “But might you pick up the book for me, Lord Pallson? I will ensure I remain quite still sitting here so that such a thing does not happen again!”

      He chuckled and did as she asked, bowing in front of her in a marvelously embellished gesture as he did so, making her laugh.

      “And I think I should bid you good evening, Miss Thorpe,” he said, as she accepted it from him. “That is, before I do any more damage to you!”

      She shook her head, finding that she did not find the idea of his leaving her side so quickly to be a welcome one although, she realized, it was quite proper for him to do so given just how alone they were. But then again, she was nothing more than a companion, and so such things were a little lessened due to her status.

      “Do not let me keep you from finding a book of your own if you wish, Lord Pallson,” she replied with a small smile. “Do you enjoy reading yourself?”

      Lord Pallson sighed and, much to her surprise, sat down in the chair opposite her, his features illuminated by the fire. “I do not do as much of it as I ought,” he replied with a small shrug. “But I find that there is so much else that takes a hold of my time that I struggle to set aside the opportunities to do so.”

      “I quite understand,” Emily replied, knowing just how busy her father’s life had been as a titled gentleman. “I am sure you have a great many responsibilities, Lord Pallson.”

      “I do,” he replied thoughtfully, his eyes lingering on her with such an intensity that she felt her heart quicken. “And now I have Helen to deal with – although I am truly grateful to you for your involvement with her, Miss Thorpe. Do you think she will do well?”

      Emily nodded, a gentle smile on her lips. “I find her to be a very agreeable young lady, Lord Pallson. She is a little shy, but that will improve with practice.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Practice?”

      “Practice in conversing with both ladies and gentlemen,” she explained, a slight flush of heat coursing up her spine. “It can take some time to conquer, especially when gentlemen are a good deal more confident than a quiet young lady.”

      Lord Pallson said nothing for a moment or two, one elbow resting on the arm of the chair, as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully, never taking his eyes from hers. Emily found herself growing with the desire to see him smile again, to tempt it out from behind his thoughtful expression.

      Her body flushed warm, as what she wished for came into being, although it was a slightly crooked smile that tipped the corner of his mouth, his dark eyes glinting. She had very little idea of what it was he was thinking but was astonished at her own reaction to him. Forcing herself to set such emotions aside to consider later, she took a small sip of her brandy before setting the glass back down again.

      “I confess, Miss Thorpe,” Lord Pallson said in a low voice, “I confess I am surprised at your need to become a companion. From what I have seen of you thus far, you are almost everything a young lady of quality ought to be. Lady Millington told me that you had enjoyed a London Season. I would have thought that you would have been hailed a diamond of the first water!”

      Heat poured into her cheeks, and she looked away, a slight murmur of panic rumbling through her. She could not tell him the truth, but not having expected him to ask her anything so particular, she found herself struggling to come up with a decent reply.

      “I have embarrassed you now, have I not?” he muttered, as the silence stretched between them. “I fear I must apologize again, Miss Thorpe. Goodness, I have made a bad impression!”

      “You are very kind, I think,” Emily replied honestly. “Miss Martin speaks very highly of you.”

      This seemed to touch him—for his expression softened, as he let out a long breath, relaxing a little more in his seat. “Is that so?” he murmured, half to himself. “That is good to hear, Miss Thorpe.”

      Emily, relieved that they had managed to get onto the subject of Miss Martin and were no longer discussing her history, continued on, “She tells me her father is a little tired and that her mother insists on staying with him.”  She was surprised at the quiet snort that came from him. “I thought that a wonderful act of devotion.”

      “Do not let that fool you, Miss Thorpe,” Lord Pallson stated harshly, his spine stiffening as he sat up straight in his seat, looking at her directly. “My sister, Lady Broadhurst, cares very little for her daughter. I believe that she used this supposed illness in order to absolve herself of any responsibility for Helen for a time. I am quite sure she hopes Helen will marry by the time the Season is over, so that she can give herself fully to her own indulgences.” So saying, he shot to his feet and stalked towards the library window, looking out across the dark gardens.

      The air crackled with tension as Emily sat, frozen, in her seat. She had not meant to upset him, but to be spoken to so directly about family matters which did not concern her in any way whatsoever had been a little shocking. Seeing him now standing at the window, almost rigid in his stance, made her feel more than a little uncomfortable. Thinking it best to retire, she picked up her book from her lap and rose, her skirts rustling gently.

      “Do forgive me, Lord Pallson,” she murmured quietly, making her way towards the door. “I bid you goodnight.”

      He turned sharply. “Wait, Miss Thorpe.”

      For no particular reason, her fingers tightened on the book, as her heart began to race. “Yes, Lord Pallson?” she asked, walking slowly towards him.

      “I…I ought not to have spoken so harshly,” he explained, as she drew near. “I have apologized a good many times already this evening, but now I must do so again.” Rubbing his forehead with his hand, he looked at her with a rueful expression, evidently chagrined by his own lack of decency. “Forgive me, Miss Thorpe. As you may have ascertained, there is a slight strain between my sister and me. However, I do not wish Helen to have knowledge of this for I am quite determined that she is to have a wonderful Season. It is not her fault that her mother is so entirely selfish.” His brows furrowed, only for him to close his eyes tightly, a small groan escaping him. “I have spoken out of turn again, Miss Thorpe.” He held out his hand and, despite being quite unsure as to what he intended, Emily gave hers to him.

      Lord Pallson smiled wryly, looking down at their joined hands. “For whatever reason, Miss Thorpe, I find myself being more open with you than I have been with almost any other person of my acquaintance.”

      She tried to smile but found herself almost frozen entirely—despite the waves of heat rushing through her as he continued to hold her hand.

      “Miss Thorpe,” he murmured again gently, but said nothing more. Instead, he lifted her hand to his lips and brushed a kiss to the back of her hand. Emily jumped slightly with the contact, finding her body now aflame as he lifted his dark eyes to hers.

      What are you doing, Emily?

      The quiet warning voice in the back of her mind tried to be heard, tried to force her to move away from Lord Pallson, but it was as though he had enchanted her in some way. She could not think, could not speak, and certainly could not move. Lord Pallson did not appear to want to let go of her hand for, although he lowered it, he did not remove himself from her presence. Instead, he took a small step closer, his breath brushing across her cheek.

      Emily caught her breath, looking up into Lord Pallson’s eyes and finding herself utterly transfixed. She had never been so overwhelmed with feeling before, not with any gentleman of her acquaintance, and yet within the hour of his arrival in the library, she found herself almost desperate for him to linger.

      And then, without warning, Lord Pallson lowered his head and kissed her soundly.
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      “Good afternoon, Lord Pallson!”

      Joseph bowed to Lady Millington, Lady Fareham, and then greeted Lord Brighton, who was sitting quietly with the two ladies, staring intently at his hand of cards. “Good afternoon to you all,” he replied with a smile. “Are the rest of your guests gone out, Brighton?”

      Lord Brighton looked up, his expression vacant. “What did you say, old boy?”

      “I asked if your guests have gone out of doors,” Joseph asked patiently. “I thought to take a short stroll myself after what was a very hearty luncheon.”

      Lord Brighton grinned, evidently pleased with just how well his house party was going. “Capital, Pallson, capital! Yes, indeed. Some have taken a carriage ride to the village, simply to take in the scenery about these parts. Some are simply walking in the gardens, taking in the air—for although the sun insists on remaining hidden behind the clouds, it is still fairly warm. Your niece and Miss Thorpe have gone to the stables with Lord Winchester and Lord Franks to have a look over my horses.”

      Joseph found all thoughts of taking a short walk in the grounds flying from his head upon hearing that Miss Thorpe was out at the stables. “Indeed,” he murmured, seeing Lord Brighton’s gaze return to his cards. “Then I may join them. Do excuse me.”

      Inclining his head, he turned on his heel and strode from the room, his thoughts suddenly caught up with Miss Thorpe.

      It had been two days since he had kissed her in the library, and since that night, Miss Thorpe had made every effort to remain entirely out of his company. She had never once caught his gaze, had not even so much as looked in his direction, and had made sure to retire early, apparently heading straight to her rooms.

      Even though he had gone to the library in the hope that she might have returned there, he had never found her present. They had not had even a single moment alone, and that in itself was frustrating Joseph terribly.

      The kiss had been quite unexpected and certainly not intended, but the way she had looked up at him, the warmth in her expression and the sheer beauty of her had practically demanded that he do so. He had found himself quite caught up with her, just as he had been since their first introduction. Her beauty still overwhelmed him, but it was the sweetness of her character and her gentle consideration of Helen that had warmed his heart. He had seen how she had really taken his niece under her wing these last few days, had seen how Helen had been trying to improve herself with the gentle encouragement that came from Miss Thorpe. Helen had begun to leave her bashfulness behind, even though her cheeks had still mounted with color whenever she spoke to one or two gentlemen in particular. Joseph was glad to see such a change and could not help but think all the more highly of Miss Thorpe in the process.

      Their kiss had been wonderful. It had been quite clear to him from the moment he had pressed his mouth to hers that she had never been kissed before, for she had remained almost frozen in place until, ever so slowly, she had begun to respond.

      That had brought a fire to his bones that he had not expected. She had not stepped back from his embrace and slapped him hard, which he would well have deserved, but rather she had let her arms lift around his neck, which had allowed him to hold her close, his hands settling on her waist. She had been warm and soft and sweet – and it had only been the sound of voices coming along the hallway that had broken their kiss.

      Her face had flushed red, as she had stepped back from him, one finger lightly on her lips, as her eyes had widened. Without another word, she had turned and almost ran from the room, her book forgotten. He had not known what to do, picking up the book from the table and thinking about going after her, but in the end, choosing not to do so. There was no good in finding her only to apologize again—for he had done enough of that already. The truth was, however, he could not get Miss Thorpe from his mind. Companion or no, he wanted to spend a good deal more time with her and certainly did not want their first kiss to be their last.

      You cannot toy with her.

      Hesitating at the front door of the house, Joseph considered what he was doing. If he was to pursue Miss Thorpe, then that would suggest that he had intentions for her and for their future together. To his surprise, no doubts or fears immediately burned into his mind. Instead, he found himself almost glad at the prospect, as though he had suddenly become quite certain that Miss Thorpe was exactly the kind of lady he wished to make his wife.

      Swallowing hard, Joseph tried to clear his thoughts. He was thinking much too quickly and certainly much too far ahead. He did not know much about Miss Thorpe and certainly knew very little about her family or her past. Besides which, she was a companion, which meant that she would have no dowry to speak of and would certainly come from reduced circumstances.

      Steady.

      Giving himself a slight shake, he tried once more to remove all thoughts of the lady and their potential future from his mind, aware that he was reacting much too quickly to the sudden rush of affection and desire that had overwhelmed him ever since the very first moment he had seen the lady.

      That being said, however, it did not appear as though Miss Thorpe was entirely unaffected by his presence, although certainly, he thought, not in as intense a way as he. That brought him a good deal of satisfaction in the knowledge that, should he pursue her with intentionality, then Miss Thorpe ought to be a warm recipient of his affections. Then again, given her reduced circumstances, he would expect her to accept him regardless of whether she felt anything for him or not.

      Having deliberated long and hard as to what he ought to do, Joseph found himself striding out towards the stables, intending on at least being in Miss Thorpe’s company for a time. At least whilst he thought about what he might do with regards to his future with the lady he would be able to spend a good deal of time with her without raising an eyebrow from any other guests. She was his niece’s companion, and therefore it was quite acceptable for him to be with her often. A small smile tugged onto his lips as he approached the stables, hearing the sound of laughter coming from within.

      However, it was not Miss Thorpe who greeted his eyes, but rather Helen, standing with Lord Winchester and Miss Sophia. Miss Sophia’s maid was with the group also—although standing to one side. A frown caught his brow, as he moved towards them, wondering why his niece’s companion was entirely absent.

      “Oh, Lord Pallson,” Miss Sophia exclaimed, greeting him warmly. “How good to see you. I am sure you know all about horses, do you not? Might you give us your opinion on Lord Brighton’s new matched greys? They are quite the prize, I believe, and appear to be very gentle indeed.”

      Joseph cleared his throat and attempted to appear interested in the creatures, whilst unable to remove his thoughts from Miss Thorpe. He waffled for a few minutes as best he could, seeing Miss Sophia’s attention never flicker from him, whilst Helen, his niece, gently stroked the horse’s velvety nose.

      “I thought you had Miss Thorpe with you, Helen?” Joseph murmured, as Lord Winchester engaged Miss Sophia in conversation. “She is not with you?”

      Helen shot him a sharp look. “You need not think that she is neglecting her duties, Uncle. Lord Franks wished to take a short ride around the grounds, but none of us wished to join him. I could see that Miss Thorpe was looking longingly at the greys, and even though she had no riding habit, I insisted that she join Lord Franks. After all, I have Lord Winchester, Miss Sophia, and her maid here for company, and Lord Franks had a groom attend with Miss Thorpe. There can be no impropriety, Uncle, truly.”

      A little surprised at the spirit in which such words came from his niece’s mouth, Joseph nodded slowly. “I see. And have you been enjoying your conversation with Lord Winchester and Miss Sophia?”

      A slow flush crept up Helen’s cheeks, as her eyes drifted from him towards Lord Winchester. “I am doing my very best to speak calmly and slowly, just as Miss Thorpe has suggested,” she replied in a low voice. “It is helpful to have a small number of companions with which to continue the conversation. You do not think I am an embarrassment, do you, Uncle?”

      Her eyes were searching his, a tension in her expression for which Joseph could not help but reproach himself. He had not meant to have her question herself and, pressing her hand lightly, smiled just as brightly as he could. “No, indeed not. I am very glad to see you so improved these last few days. You are doing marvelously well, my dear girl. I did not mean for you to question yourself in such a way.”

      Helen looked immediately relieved. “Miss Thorpe has been so marvelously helpful. I do hope you do not mind that she went riding—for I thought she ought to have a little enjoyment of her own instead of simply watching me!”

      Joseph ignored the disappointment that had seared his chest on hearing that Miss Thorpe had gone riding with another gentleman. “No, of course not. You are quite right and very kind natured to think of her, Helen. Now, what can I—?”

      His conversation was immediately cut off by the sound of loud shouting that seemed to grow ever closer. He, along with the others, immediately hurried out of the stables to see that Lord Franks was riding furiously towards them, his shouts filling the air. What on earth had occurred? And where was Miss Thorpe?

      “I must get inside at once!”

      Lord Franks practically jumped down from his horse and flung himself towards Joseph, grasping his shoulders.

      “Shield me, Pallson!”

      The man’s voice was wild, his expression terror-stricken, as Joseph struggled to understand what was going on. He nodded in agreement with whatever Lord Franks was asking, only for Lord Winchester to step forward to grasp the horse’s reins.

      “Whatever is the matter, Franks?” Lord Winchester asked, irritated. “Where are Miss Thorpe and your groom? What is the trouble?”

      Lord Franks, however, shook his head, let go of Joseph’s shoulders, and with eyes darting everywhere, ran headlong towards the front door of the estate. Joseph turned to watch him in surprise, thinking he had never seen the gentleman move so quickly.

      “That was very odd,” Helen commented, as Miss Thorpe and the groom appeared in a much more sedate fashion. “What on earth was the matter?”

      “Miss Thorpe?” Miss Sophia called, as the groom helped her down from her mount. “Is Lord Franks unwell?”

      Joseph was horrified to see Miss Thorpe sway suddenly, leaning heavily on the groom for a moment. Dashing forward, he took her arm, as she murmured something at the groom.

      “Miss Thorpe?” he asked, as the others drew a little closer. “What is the matter?”

      She looked up at him wordlessly, her eyes a little vacant as her face paled.

      “There was a shot, my lord,” the groom said, looking a little frightened himself. “Lord Franks’ horse bolted. Without warning, he made off for the stables.” He shook his head, looking at Miss Thorpe with concern. “There came another shot almost the moment he rode away, which tore past Miss Thorpe’s arm.”

      Joseph’s stomach turned over. “You have been shot, Miss Thorpe?”

      Her voice was faded and quiet, as though she could not find the energy to speak loudly. “It is nothing more than a graze, my lord. I am quite all right.”

      His mind filled with questions, Joseph immediately slipped his arm around Miss Thorpe’s waist, aware that he had to get her inside almost at once. “You will permit me to aid you, Miss Thorpe?” He looked at Helen, his anxiety suddenly rising. “You must all go inside until we ascertain where such a shot came from. Lord Franks seemed to think that it was aimed at him, but we cannot be certain.”

      “It may have been nothing more than a poacher,” the groomsman suggested, even though his face was a little pale. “They have been known to be on Lord Brighton’s estate and—”

      “A poacher would not shoot twice,” Joseph interrupted darkly. “Take care of the horses. Come, Helen, Miss Thorpe. We must return inside. Lord Winchester take Miss Sophia back to the house.”

      Thus taking charge of the situation, Joseph insisted on helping Miss Thorpe walk back inside, even though she tried to state that she was more than able to do so herself. Helen walked beside them in stunned silence, clearly quite overwhelmed as to what had occurred.

      “Come to the drawing room, Miss Thorpe,” Joseph murmured, as they walked inside. “Lady Millington is within and will want to speak to you, I am sure.”

      Miss Thorpe did not make a sound as they walked together into the room but was immediately met by a frantic looking Lady Millington, whilst Lord Franks, who had been pacing up and down the room, looked up towards them, guilt and fear mingled in his expression.

      As Joseph handed Miss Thorpe into Lady Millington’s care, he felt anger burst through him. Lord Franks had ridden away with the only concern being his own safety. He had left Miss Thorpe to the care of the groom, and in doing so, he had allowed her to become injured. He was no gentleman.

      “What the devil did you think you were doing?” he hissed, stalking towards Lord Franks, who was now rather grey in the face. “You left Miss Thorpe with the groom and rode on back the stables yourself? She has been shot, Franks!”

      Lord Franks swallowed, his eyes a little wide. “I--I did not think, Pallson. I simply reacted. I knew they had been after me. I knew they were chasing me, but I never once thought that…”

      “Who?” Joseph asked angrily.

      Lord Franks shook his head. “I have not paid my gambling debts,” he muttered, shoving one hand through his carefully styled hair. “They warned me, but I did not listen.”

      “And you believe they shot at you—here?” Joseph asked, disbelief running through him. “That seems highly unlikely, Franks.”

      “No, it is more than likely,” Lord Franks replied, sounding desperate. “It is a warning, is it not? I must pay them else my life will be forfeit!”

      Joseph did not know what to say, still feeling quite unsure about it all. It did not seem possible that those who had been chasing Lord Franks would follow him all the way to Lord Brighton’s home and then attempt to shoot him whilst he was out riding. But yet there did not appear to be any other reasonable explanation.

      “Is--is she quite all right?” Lord Franks asked hoarsely. “The injury, is it—?”

      “It is a graze only, I believe, but the doctor will be sent for,” Joseph interrupted darkly. “You owe her a decent apology, Lord Franks. To leave a lady out there alone was both cruel and selfish.”

      Lord Franks’ eyes flickered. “She is a mere companion, Pallson,” he muttered, clearly thinking that he had not done anything particularly terrible. “You need not rail at me so.”

      For a moment, Joseph was forced to battle the urge to strike the man where he stood. Lord Franks must have seen the look on his face for he immediately began to back away, his hands raised as though he were trying to make amends for what he had said without actually issuing a word of apology from his mouth. Joseph, struggling to keep a hold of his temper, turned back to where Miss Thorpe now sat with Lady Millington and Helen, relieved to see that her face was now a little less pale.

      “Lady Millington,” he murmured, coming closer to the lady. “How does Miss Thorpe fare?”

      “It is a graze only,” Lady Millington replied, getting to her feet. “What is the explanation for it all?”

      Joseph explained quickly but saw that Lady Millington did not look as though she believed the story. In fact, she looked rather skeptical and turned her gaze towards Miss Thorpe more than once, as though there was something to do with the lady herself that might explain it all. Dismissing this idea almost at once, Joseph saw Lady Millington shake her head, her breath coming out a little more slowly.

      “Whatever the reason, I believe it best that Miss Thorpe remain inside for a few days in order to recover,” she suggested, a little cautiously. “Might you find a maid to accompany your niece, should she wish to go outside?”

      “I will accompany her myself,” Joseph replied with feeling. “But I may suggest that she also remains within, for I do not feel entirely comfortable with the idea of her being out of doors when there are poachers – or creditors as they may be – about the place.”

      “Very wise,” Lady Millington replied, her expression now very strained. “Thank you for your understanding, Lord Pallson. I will take Miss Thorpe to her rooms now and will make sure to have Sarah, her maid, fetch whatever she needs. You need not worry, my lord.”

      Joseph let his gaze linger on Miss Thorpe for a moment or two, seeing how her eyes glanced up at him before returning to Lady Millington. He felt the urge to reassure her that she was quite safe, that he would protect her from any further danger, but nothing issued from his lips. Instead, he simply looked at her as she rose and walked from the room, feeling his heart follow her.
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      “How are you?”

      Emily tried to smile, her nerves still taut even though it was now the day after the traumatic incident had occurred.

      “I am quite all right, Lady Millington, truly.”

      Lady Millington sank down into a chair opposite, clearly taking the opportunity to talk to Emily alone, whilst the rest of the houseguests were still abed.

      “Your arm?”

      “Recovering quite well,” Emily replied quietly. “As I said, it was just a graze.”

      Lady Millington shook her head. “The shock of it, however….” Trailing off, she looked at Emily with an uncertain look in her eyes. “Do you believe the story Lord Franks told?”

      Emily, who had been troubled by this ever since the incident had occurred, let out a shaky breath. Tears began to flood her eyes as Lady Millington reached across and took her hand, evidently seeing her fear.

      “You believe that the shot was not meant for Lord Franks?”

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, Emily tried to shrug. “I cannot tell, Lady Millington. If it had been but one shot, then I might have believed that it was either a poacher or someone attempting to scare Lord Franks, but the fact that there came a second shot soon after, as he was riding away, and that it was near to me has made me increasingly concerned.”

      Lady Millington pressed her lips together tightly, her eyes a little wide. “You think that there is someone here who knows about the Hatherley diamonds?”

      “I cannot be sure,” Emily whispered, feeling more uncertain and unsure than ever before. “I thought here I would be safe, that here I would be more than protected, but now….” She trailed off, her mind going over and over what had occurred. Had her horse not danced in shock at the first shot, had she not moved just a little to the left, then the bullet might have hit her shoulder – or even her heart. As much as she wanted to believe that the shots had been Lord Franks’ creditors attempting to frighten him into payment, she could not rid herself of the fear that it had been meant for her.

      “Lord Pallson seemed very concerned for your welfare,” Lady Millington murmured, letting go of Emily’s hand. “He is not in the least bit concerned about your absence as regards Helen and your duties for the time being.”

      A small smile caught her lips. “He is a good man, I think.”

      “A very good man,” Lady Millington agreed emphatically. “He is the one gentleman here you can trust implicitly, my dear.”

      Emily nodded slowly, her thoughts turning back towards the night Lord Pallson had kissed her, and just how extraordinary wonderful it had been – and just how much she had been unable to remove the memory of that from her mind. It had been so unexpected and yet had filled her with such warmth and such overwhelming feeling that it had burned into her very soul.

      “I am quite sure that no one here could possibly know about those diamonds,” Lady Millington continued softly. “Surely, it could not be what you fear.”

      Emily felt her mind so clouded that she did not know what to think. “I do not know any of these people here, save for yourself, Lord Brighton, Lord Pallson, and Miss Martin. Someone might know Lord Hatherley and might be—”

      Lady Millington shook her head, cutting her off gently. “My dear girl, that is quite unlikely as I am sure you are well aware. You are not known as Lady Emily Dove, but rather as Miss Thorpe. You are a companion, not the daughter of a nobleman. If I were you, I would lean towards believing what Lord Franks has stated and put this worry from your mind.”

      “And do you truly believe that, Lady Millington?”

      Emily watched the flicker in Lady Millington’s eyes and knew in her heart that despite Lady Millington doing her best to remain calm, there was a part of her that was fearful that this was to do with the Hatherley diamonds. Sighing, Emily put her head in her hands for a moment, feeling tears threaten all over again. She had thought that here, in this house, she was safe, that she would be quite without worry or trouble, but circumstances had changed.

      “Do you feel able to join us for dinner this evening?” Lady Millington asked, not actually answering Emily’s question. “You can remain in your bedchamber for as long as you wish, if you do not feel able to do so.”

      Emily tried to smile; she tried to shake the worry from her shoulders and nodded. After all, it was not as though someone would shoot her from across the dinner table!

      “Do rest for now,” Lady Millington said gently, rising to her feet. “And try to leave such anxious thoughts behind. I am quite sure that nothing more untoward will occur during the rest of the house party.”
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      Thankfully, dinner was a lovely, if not a slightly quieter affair, and Emily managed to remain entirely silent throughout. She did not miss Miss Martin’s anxious looks, however, nor did she miss Lord Pallson’s glances. Those, however, she could not return, finding herself a little too aware of how he was making her feel. Her own worries were becoming a little less, however, as the familiarity of sitting in the same company began to comfort her.

      When the ladies rose to leave the gentlemen to their port, however, she found that Miss Martin immediately took her arm and came to sit with her. The comfort that brought was a balm to her worried mind, and she found herself smiling into the girl’s anxious face in an attempt to bring her some relief from her worry.

      “I am quite all right, Miss Martin,” she said softly, even though the girl had not said a word. “You need not look so worried.”

      “Please, might you call me Helen?” Miss Martin asked, pressing Emily’s hand. “Truly, I do feel as though we have become very good friends these last few days. Did I tell you that Lord Pallson himself even commented on just how much improved my conversation has been of late?” Her smile quivered. “I am quite sure that I have you to thank for that, Miss Thorpe.”

      Emily’s smile spread, taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly as the last of her nervousness faded away. Lady Millington had been quite correct. She ought to accept that Lord Franks’ story of creditors and debt was true and that she had nothing to fear. There was very little chance that someone had followed her here, or even knew that she was here in the first place. She was quite safe. It had all just been an unfortunate accident.

      “I should be glad to call you Helen,” Emily replied happily. “And I am very glad to hear that Lord Pallson has noted your improvement. It is truly wonderful to hear, and I am quite sure that you shall soon be whirling through society with confidence, elegance, and poise.”

      Helen smiled, her expression one of relief and contentment. “I do hope so, Miss Thorpe.”

      “Emily, please.”

      Helen made to say more, only for the sound of lively piano music to break into their conversation. After only a few bars of the jaunty tune, Lord Winchester appeared and, inclining his head, greeted them both and then asked, most politely, whether Helen would be willing to dance with him. Emily did not miss the slight sparkle in Lord Winchester’s eyes, nor the blush that immediately appeared on her charge’s cheeks. She smiled happily as they both rose to dance, sighing with a newfound sense of contentment as her fears ran to the dark shadows.

      “Do you not care to dance, Miss Thorpe?”

      A little surprised, Emily turned to see Lord Pallson standing by her side, not looking at her but rather out at the dancers. Her heart paused for a moment, only to slam back hard into her chest, making her catch her breath.

      “I do hope your arm does not pain you,” Lord Pallson commented, looking a little confused. “Are you quite sure you should not be resting, Miss Thorpe?”

      Emily flushed scarlet. “I am quite well, Lord Pallson. I thank you.” She could not exactly explain that her swift intake of breath had been due to his presence and his presence alone. “My arm is doing very well, I assure you. It has been dressed and barely pains me.”

      Lord Pallson nodded, finally turning to look at her. “Might you care for a short stroll, Miss Thorpe?”

      Her pulse began to race. “A stroll, Lord Pallson? It is rather dark, is it not?”

      His voice was a little husky, barely reaching her ears. “I thought, mayhap, you might wish to visit the library to ensure you have a good novel to dip into before you retire.”

      Her throat became clogged with sand, as heat seared her spine, racing up into her face.

      “I--I apologize,” Lord Pallson stammered, sounding a little embarrassed. “It was… I mean, I only wish to ensure that you are quite recovered from your accident and that you—”

      “Certainly, Lord Pallson,” Emily found herself saying, slowly rising from her seat and being quite aware that, whilst she was not about to behave within the realms of propriety, she was not going to be easily missed by the other guests. That was, perhaps, one of the blessings of being a companion. “I was considering retiring early.”

      Lord Pallson looked both relieved and embarrassed, his eyes darting from here to there before he offered her his arm, leading her to the secret door, which was to lead them both to the library.

      Emily felt her breathing quicken as they walked into the dark passage. The sounds of music and dancing and laughter all began to fade as the door closed behind them, and Emily was grateful for the small candle that sat waiting for them just inside. It was cold, and she could not help but shiver.

      “You are not afraid of the dark, I hope,” Lord Pallson muttered, his voice bouncing off the walls. “Or spiders, for I am afraid there will be quite a few of them around these parts.”

      Despite herself, she shuddered a little and was forced to press close to Lord Pallson as they walked along the narrow passageway. “A little frightened, perhaps,” she admitted, as Lord Pallson chuckled. “Although after what has occurred of late, one would think that I ought to have a little more courage.”

      Lord Pallson pushed the door to the library open and allowed her to step into the relative warmth first. “I am just very glad that you are all right, Miss Thorpe. Lord Franks was a fool for not staying with you and bringing you back to safety. I cannot imagine what made him behave in such a reckless manner!”

      “Fear,” Emily sighed, rubbing her hands up and down her arms in an attempt to bring some warmth back into her limbs. “Although it is kind of you to be so offended on my account.”

      Lord Pallson stepped nearer, and Emily felt her stomach begin to swirl with nervous anticipation. “It was not the behavior of a gentleman, Miss Thorpe. Then again, I will admit that my behavior has not been particularly appropriate either.”

      “But a little more welcome,” Emily replied, before she could prevent herself. All of a sudden, she felt the urge to be wrapped in his arms, to let him bring her strength and courage, to feel that reassurance that she knew he could bring. Blushing, she looked away, taking a few more steps towards the fire and concentrating her gaze on the flickering flames that felt as though they were burning in her heart with the same intensity.

      Lord Pallson let out a long breath that seemed to rattle across the room. His footsteps moved towards her, but still, Emily could not look at him. For the first time, she felt the first strains of guilt catch at her soul, realizing that despite the fact that she was doing what she had to in order to protect herself, she did not like the pretense with Lord Pallson and Helen.

      “Miss Thorpe, I must confess something,” Lord Pallson murmured, now only a few steps away. “I have been completely captivated by you ever since I set eyes on you.”

      Emily felt her throat constrict, one hand pressed against her stomach as swirls of excitement began to pull through her.

      “I have never been in such a situation before,” Lord Pallson continued softly. “I do not know what it is that I feel, nor what it is that I intend to do with such feelings, but I must tell you the truth of it, Miss Thorpe. I know that there is so much more of you to know, and I long to know you better—truly. I tell you this simply because I do not feel as though I can keep it to myself, not when my heart and mind are so full of you. When I saw you yesterday, I could hardly bring myself to step away from you, and yet I knew I had to do so. Ever since then, I have thought of nothing but you.”

      Emily closed her eyes tightly, feeling tears press against them.

      “I do not mean to overwhelm you with this, Miss Thorpe, but I had to tell you the truth about my feelings,” Lord Pallson finished, his voice a little hoarse. “Do excuse me if I have spoken out of turn.”

      For a long moment, she could not speak, could not move. Her feet were fastened to the floor, her entire body aflame with the heat of the fire, and from what she felt. Her heart clenched with both joy and pain, knowing that Lord Pallson did not know the truth of who she was. If she went to him now, then she would be continuing with the deception. She was not the quiet, refrained character of Miss Thorpe, but rather she was the bright, conversational Lady Emily Dove, a character she could not reveal at this very moment. If she reached for him now, if she told him the truth then he might turn from her altogether. He might reject her, might turn from her, might be angry with what she had done. But, then again, he might understand why she had been forced into this role, and he might be able to assist her.

      Pressing her hands against her temples, she let the silence settle for a moment.

      “You know full well that I am not immune to you, Lord Pallson,” she whispered, not able to look at him. “I think you have proven as much already.”

      Lord Pallson put one hand on her shoulder, gently turning her towards him, but still, she could not raise her eyes.

      “I do not know what to say, Lord Pallson,” she breathed, her hands falling to her sides. “You have quite astonished me.”

      He put his hand on her other shoulder, before letting his hands run down her arms until they caught her fingers. “My dear Miss Thorpe, I have spoken out of turn yet again.” Shaking his head, he let out a ragged breath. “Whenever we meet, it appears that I am continually apologizing, but I will not take back a single thing I have said. I mean every word, and I am glad, proud even, that I have told you all that has been in my heart. It is rather sudden, I know, but I have never felt such affection before.”

      Slowly, she raised her eyes to his, seeing the affection burning in his eyes. His fingers twined with hers, his breath brushing lightly across her cheek. She could look nowhere but into his face, taking in everything she saw, everything she felt, and letting it settle into her heart.

      “Lord Pallson,” she replied quietly, her heart soaring as he lifted his hand and brushed her cheek. “I will not pretend that I feel nothing, but there is more that I need to share with you. Things of great importance. I—”

      His lips were on hers before she could finish her sentence, his hand tight around her waist. She was pressed hard against him, her hands around his neck as her feelings exploded all through her. She had not told him the truth, had not told him the truth of her identity, but yet it felt as though none of that mattered. Not when Lord Pallson held her so tightly and kissed her so tenderly. Not when she felt her heart fill with affection, fill with the first few flutterings of love. She could not step back from him, could not break what was growing between them, not even if she wanted to.

      At this one moment, all that mattered was him.
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      “Good evening, Lord Pallson.”

      Lord Franks half stumbled as he walked towards Joseph, his breathing a little quickened and one hand attempting to smooth down his hair, which was entirely out of place. It was clear the man was still in a state of shock for whatever reason.

      Joseph greeted Lord Franks with a small smile, not truly ready to forgive the gentleman for what he had done to Miss Thorpe. But, then again, he had kissed Miss Thorpe again last evening, and since then, he had found a little more brightness to his day. It was more difficult to continue being so angry and frustrated with Lord Franks when he had been happier than ever.

      “Good evening, Lord Franks,” he muttered, his eyes flickering around the room, as he looked at all the other guests who were busy talking together, playing cards or, from the looks of one or two of them, sleeping soundly in their chairs. “No one has made any other attempts on your life, I hope?”

      Lord Franks shook his head. “No, thank heavens, although I must return to town and pay my creditors just as soon as I can.”

      “And do you have sufficient funds to do so?” Joseph enquired, although he was not particularly interested. “You must owe them a good deal of money if they are chasing after you all the way out to the Brighton estate!”

      Lord Franks sighed heavily. “I have been a little…unscrupulous in my dealings of late. I will do what I can to amend such matters and then perhaps take a long time back at my estate. I should expect a year or so should do it.”

      Joseph resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “It sounds like a very wise idea, Lord Franks. Now—”

      “Is Miss Thorpe quite all right?”

      Joseph frowned, turning to see if he could find Miss Thorpe amongst the crowd of guests. “I am sure she is very well,” he murmured, quickly looking here to there in order to find her. “When last I spoke to her, her arm appeared to be very much improved.”

      Lord Franks replied, but Joseph did not listen to a word that came from his mouth. Instead, all he could hear was his pulse growing ever quicker, his heart slamming wildly into his chest as he realized he could not see Miss Thorpe anywhere. She had been at dinner, yes, but last he had seen, she had been walking with the other ladies into the drawing room. Had she retired early? Was she feeling unwell? Or was she desperate to remove herself entirely from his presence, perhaps a little overwhelmed with what they had shared together.

      Lady Millington caught his eye and, holding it for a moment, let her brows furrow into a frown. Glancing around her, he saw her start suddenly, as though quite unaware that Miss Thorpe had disappeared. Ignoring the fact that Lord Franks was still talking to him, he stepped away from him without a word and made his way to Lady Millington’s side.

      “You are wondering where Miss Thorpe has gone?” Lady Millington murmured, rising to her feet to stand by his side. “I confess I did not see her leave, and she did not tell me she was departing early.”

      His stomach tightened, although he could not quite explain the reason for it. “Perhaps she is weary.”

      “Or, mayhap…” Lady Millington trailed off, her expression growing somewhat tense. She glanced at him, her eyes dark, and for a moment, Joseph wondered if there was more she had not told him.

      Lady Millington bit her lip. “We must find her, Lord Pallson.”

      “Find her?” he repeated, his mind scrambling to understand her meaning. “Surely she has just retired early, Lady Millington. There is no need for alarm, surely?”

      As much as he attempted to remain calm, there was something about the way Lady Millington looked at him that told him there was more to this situation than he first thought. Miss Thorpe could not be in any sort of danger, surely?

      “I am quite sure that she has, yes,” Lady Millington replied, with a thin, tight-lipped smile. “Might you walk with me, Lord Pallson, to ensure that she has done so?”

      Joseph nodded and extended his arm. “But of course, Lady Millington. Should we bring your maid?”

      Lady Millington shook her head and grasped his arm tightly, betraying her anxiety. “No, indeed, Lord Pallson. There is no need. I think I am old enough not to require such considerations.” Her smile did not reach her eyes, and her tight grip sent flickers of fear into his heart.

      “Then of course,” he murmured, walking from the room with Lady Millington on his arm and realizing that not another single guest cared about their exit in any way.

      Their footsteps echoed along the hallway as they walked, lit with single candles here and there. It was not the gloom nor the dark shadows that caught his breath, but rather the swiftness of Lady Millington’s footsteps and the way her breath was quickening with every step. There was more to this than he was aware, he was quite certain, for the way that she was glancing all along the darkening hallway brought a sense of urgency to his heart.

      “There is something you have not told me about Miss Thorpe, Lady Millington,” he muttered, as they climbed the staircase towards Miss Thorpe’s bedchamber. “What is it?”

      Lady Millington did not answer.

      “You must tell me,” he persisted, refusing to accept her silence. “Is she in some sort of danger, my lady? Was the shot meant for her, instead of simply an accident involving Lord Franks?”

      “Please, Lord Pallson,” Lady Millington begged, her voice hoarse as they reached the hallway. “Now is not the time for your insistent questioning. I must simply ensure Miss Thorpe is resting; that is all.”

      Joseph, who did not understand this, was forced to wait in silence as Lady Millington rapped sharply on Miss Thorpe’s door.

      “Miss Thorpe?” she called, her voice echoing down the hallway. “Emily? Are you within?”

      There was no response.

      “Might the door be unlocked?” Joseph asked, as Lady Millington reached for it. “She may be—”

      He was interrupted by the sound of Miss Thorpe’s voice coming towards them.

      “Lady Millington? Lord Pallson?”

      Lady Millington turned at once, her face pale. “Oh, Miss Thorpe! I have been terribly worried! Where have you been?”

      Miss Thorpe’s eyes traveled toward Joseph for a moment, a hint of red flushing her cheeks. “I was simply in the library, perusing the shelves for a new novel. I have found it and thought to retire early. After all, Miss Martin does not require me at this present moment, unless…” She trailed off and glanced at Joseph again. “Unless I have been failing in my duties.”

      Awash with relief – although he did not know what it was he had been fearful of – Joseph smiled at her at once, whilst Lady Millington caught Miss Thorpe’s hands. “No, indeed, Miss Thorpe. Lady Millington was a little worried, that is all.”

      He did not miss how Miss Thorpe shot a warning glance towards Lady Millington, nor how the lady pressed Miss Thorpe’s hands yet again.

      “As you can see, I am quite all right,” Miss Thorpe said softly. “There was no need for concern.”

      Lady Millington sighed heavily. “I suppose that, after the recent incident, I have just been a little overly concerned.”

      Joseph did not believe her in the least, quite certain that there was more to what the lady said. There was something more to Miss Thorpe, but evidently, she did not wish to say what it was. He could not quite understand what to do with such a feeling, looking at Miss Thorpe as though it were the first time he had seen her. There was such an affection in his heart for her, but now he began to wonder just how much more there was to the lady.

      “Truly, I am quite all right,” Miss Thorpe said again, letting go of Lady Millington’s hands. “If you will excuse me both, I intend to retire now.”

      Joseph nodded numbly, reaching for the door handle to turn it for the lady. He wanted to ask her more about why Lady Millington appeared so concerned, what it was that had passed between them, unspoken and yet so evident, but he could not find the words to speak.

      “Thank you for your concern for me, Lord Pallson,” Miss Thorpe murmured, looking up at him as she drew near. “You are very kind.”

      He smiled at her, her gentle expression capturing his entire attention. How he longed to wrap his arms around her just as he had done before, to press her mouth to his, to let her warmth and softness press against his frame.

      “You are most welcome, Miss Thorpe,” he murmured, pushing the door open so that she could step inside. “I do hope you sleep soundly.”

      “I am quite sure I…”

      Miss Thorpe’s voice trailed off as she turned her eyes to the room. Joseph, frowning, kept his gaze on her for a moment or two before looking into her bedchamber, feeling almost embarrassed to do so – but then the reason for her astonishment became evident.

      Her entire room was in disarray. Someone had upended the dressing room table, had thrown papers, jewelry, books and even bedsheets all across the room. There was glass on the floor, shards of it sparkling in the flames of the fire that still burned cheerfully in the grate in contrast to the dark horror that lay before him. Miss Thorpe’s breathing was shallow, her hand suddenly clinging to his arm as she took a stumbling step further within.

      Lady Millington gasped in horror, one hand pressing against her mouth as she walked past him into the room.

      “No,” she breathed, her eyes wide and staring. “No, no! This cannot be! Surely, it cannot be!”

      Joseph held tightly onto Miss Thorpe’s arm, his entire frame burning with an intense anger. “Who has done this, Miss Thorpe?”

      She shook her head, unable to speak.

      Suddenly the anxiety of Lady Millington came back to him, making him frown all the more. “Why have they done this, Miss Thorpe? What is their purpose?”

      Lady Millington and Miss Thorpe ignored him, clearly too overcome with what they saw to answer his questions.

      “Do you think they are still here?” Lady Millington asked, taking Miss Thorpe’s arm just as Miss Thorpe let go of Joseph. “Where did you keep them, my dear?”

      Miss Thorpe let out a ragged sob. “There.” She pointed to the corner of the room where a wicker chest lay haphazardly against the bed. “I had it locked…”

      Lady Millington took her hand and let Miss Thorpe towards the chest, and even Joseph himself began to follow them, unsure as to what they were specifically looking for. His eyes looked all around the room, taking in everything. There was no doubt that whoever had been in Miss Thorpe’s room had been determined to find whatever it was they were looking for. He did not know what it was that Miss Thorpe had kept hidden, nor why, but the fear or her face was more than enough to convince him to remain by her side.

      Miss Thorpe let out a strangled sob, falling to her knees, as she pulled a small velvet bag from what appeared to be a locked wooden box that had been within the wicker chest.

      “They are within?” Lady Millington asked, her voice breaking. “Are they quite safe?”

      Miss Thorpe looked inside and nodded, her expression one of sheer relief. “They are within,” she breathed, grasping Lady Millington’s arm. “They are safe. I have the key around my neck. Always.”

      Joseph’s brows rose. “I think you have much to tell me, Miss Thorpe,” he said plainly, as he walked towards them both. “From what has occurred here this evening, I must begin to believe that the shot that came for Lord Franks must have been intended for you – although I can see that you yourself did not want to believe it.”

      Miss Thorpe shook her head, still remaining on her knees as she looked up at him. Her face was ashen, her eyes filled with sparkling tears as her lips trembled.

      “Lord Pallson, it was not an intentional deceit,” Lady Millington murmured, one hand on Miss Thorpe’s shoulder. “You must understand, this now means that Miss Thorpe is now in very real danger.”

      Joseph felt his head begin to ache, but he could not remove his gaze from Miss Thorpe, who was looking at him with such desperate longing that he could not help but soften towards her despite his confusion. His mind tumbled with questions, wondering why Lady Millington was speaking to him of deceit, wondering what Miss Thorpe had to do with such a word, only to see Miss Thorpe begin to cry, her tears pouring down her cheeks as she held the velvet bag in her hands.

      “There is a good deal that will need to be explained, Lord Pallson,” Lady Millington said softly, as she bent to help Miss Thorpe to her feet. “But let me start from the very beginning.”

      Miss Thorpe slumped where she stood, leaning heavily against Lady Millington. She did not raise her eyes to his but hung her head, as though what was to be said to him would shatter her entirely.

      Lady Millington lifted her chin and held her gaze steadily as she looked at him. Joseph felt his stomach swirl with tension, his hands tightening into fists as he looked back at her, preparing himself for what she was to say.

      “Lord Pallson, I will again apologize for this deceit but assure you that it was entirely necessary for my dear friend’s safety. If you will permit me, may I introduce to you Lady Emily Dove, daughter to the Marquess of Rawson.”
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      “So, you are not Miss Thorpe then?” Lord Pallson whispered, as he sank down heavily into a chair. “You are Lady Emily?”

      Emily wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, aware of Lady Millington’s arm around her waist, as she helped her to sit down in the now-righted chair opposite Lord Pallson.

      “I am, Lord Pallson,” she replied hoarsely. “I am so terribly sorry for what you have heard from my lips, for the lies I have had to tell you, but there was nothing I could do. I must protect the Hatherley diamonds.” Briefly, she told him all that had occurred before she had joined Lady Millington, the words falling from her lips with very little emotion. It was as though, as she spoke, everything she felt, everything she was, simply drained out of her. She was too tired, too afraid of the fear that now enveloped her very soul.

      Lord Pallson would turn from her, she was sure of it. She could see the look in his eyes as she spoke, see the confusion and the hurt. He had kissed her, believing her to be the quiet Miss Thorpe, the gentle companion that had very little to her name. Now, she was finally sitting before him, as the lady she truly was, the lady who was afraid and scared, sitting with nothing but the truth for her defense.

      “I thought I would be safe here,” she finished, as Lady Millington took another chair to sit by her side. “I thought no one would know, that I would be safe to live here for a time. As much as I love Lady Millington’s kindness and generosity, it has been particularly difficult to be kept within for such a long time. But it seems that, somehow, Lord Hatherley has discovered my presence here and has sent someone to retrieve the diamonds.” Her voice broke, fresh tears flooding her eyes. “I did not think it would ever be possible, but now…” She dabbed at her eyes uselessly, unable to stop sobs from shuddering through her. “I must leave here. I must go. I can trust no one.”

      A short, sharp silence fell. Lady Millington said nothing, one hand gently pressing on her shoulder for a moment before settling back in her lap. Lord Pallson said nothing either, simply looking at her for a long time without a hint of what he was thinking evident in his expression. Emily put her head in her hands, her whole body feeling as though it might break apart from fright, upset, and the overwhelming sense of guilt that now weighed heavily on her soul.

      “You can trust me, Miss Thorpe. I mean, Lady Emily.”

      Emily looked up, seeing Lord Pallson now looking at her with an expression of both sadness and confusion. “I cannot quite understand fully all that has been going on, Lady Emily, but I can assure you that I know nothing of these diamonds, although….” He trailed off, now appearing rather uncomfortable. Pushing one hand through his hair, he glanced at her before letting his eyes drop to the floor.

      Emily’s gut twisted with a sudden fear.

      “I will confess to you that I know Lord Hatherley rather well,” he said slowly. “I would consider him an acquaintance, Lady Emily.”

      Swallowing the lump of fear in her throat, Emily turned to Lady Millington and saw the same anxiety on her face that she felt in her heart.

      “You need not involve yourself in this, Lord Pallson,” she said quietly, feeling as though he were slipping away from her, as though what they had shared was now coming to an abrupt end. “I did not ask for your assistance, and I can only apologize for not telling you the truth. I can imagine that it has been rather difficult for you to hear such a thing from my lips.” Her voice grew thin, her upset growing all the more as she saw him frown, his dark eyes glinting. “I am truly sorry, Lord Pallson.”

      He shook his head, a sigh rattling from his lips. “I think, given the circumstances, Lady Emily, I can well understand why you did not. For heaven’s sake, you were shot at!”

      “Perhaps I was wrong about that,” Emily stammered, still confused and uncertain about all that had gone on. “Mayhap Lord Franks is correct and—”

      “No.”

      Lord Pallson was now standing, looking around the room with a flash of anger in his eyes. “No, Lady Emily, I cannot accept that. After seeing this, I must suggest that there is something sinister at work here. You must ensure you are with someone at all times.”

      “But what does this mean?” Lady Millington asked, her eyes a little wide. “Does this not suggest that there is someone within this house who knows, somehow, that Emily has the Hatherley diamonds? Ought I not to take her back to London just as soon as I can? Tomorrow, in fact!”

      Emily found herself nodding, suddenly wanting to be away from Lord Brighton’s home and the danger that was within, but saw that Lord Pallson was shaking his head firmly.

      “No, Lady Millington. No, I cannot believe that this is the correct course of action. If you are to unmask this…. thief, this tormentor, then it must be here. There are only a few guests, and surely we can find out who is working with Lord Hatherley in order to secure the diamonds. Then, mayhap, we can—”

      “We?”

      The word slipped from Emily’s mouth before she could stop it. Lord Pallson was behaving as though he were suddenly standing alongside her, fighting her cause, when she had expected him to be angry, furious even, that she had not told him the truth.

      Lord Pallson drew in a long breath before a small smile tugged at his lips. “Yes, Lady Emily,” he said softly, coming to stand by her so that she was forced to look up at him. “I will not allow you to fight this alone. I know you are frightened, and I can tell that you are scared, but you need not worry that you are alone in this. I will do all I can to protect you and to bring this matter to a close.”

      Emily closed her eyes for a moment, her hand reaching up to his. His fingers caught hers at once and pressed them tightly, sending sparks all through her. “But why, Lord Pallson?” she whispered brokenly. “Why are you choosing to involve yourself?”

      His smile grew a little, and he bent down, looking deeply into her eyes and seeming to ignore Lady Millington’s presence altogether.

      “Because I cannot help but care for you,” he whispered softly, looking into her eyes. “I know the truth now, and it does nothing to the affection that has begun to blossom in my heart. Whether you are Miss Thorpe or Lady Emily, my heart cannot turn from you. I wish to see you safe; I wish to see you protected. I cannot imagine the difficulties you must have endured this last while. You are truly remarkable, I think.”

      Emily did not feel remarkable in any way whatsoever, feeling herself turn into a puddle of emotion as she saw the tender expression on his face. This was more than she had ever expected, more than she felt she deserved, and still, Lord Pallson was smiling at her with that gentle sweetness that brought peace and hope to her heart.

      “You may be just what we require, Lord Pallson,” Lady Millington murmured, as his fingers caressed Emily’s hands. “I have very little idea of what we are supposed to do next! All I wish is for Emily and her father to be restored. Once Lord Hatherley is no longer a concern, then they will be able to return back to their home, back to their lives. But how we are to rid him from this matter, I cannot tell.”

      Emily shook her head, tugging her fingers from Lord Pallson’s. “My father will never give up the diamonds, and nor would I ask him to. They are the only thing he has as a reminder to his dear wife – and my darling mother. Besides which, they do belong with our family.”

      “Of course they do,” Lord Pallson replied softly. “I can imagine that a love as strong as you have described must be hard to remove from one’s heart. Besides which, giving into a bully of any sort means that they can then use the fear they have created against you all the more. Even though I know Lord Hatherley, I will admit that he has a stubborn, determined trait in him. I can see how that might be used to conjure terror in others. Unfortunately, he is not the most responsible of gentlemen when it comes to his wealth, which may very well be why he is seeking the diamonds when his father did not. I am truly sorry, Lady Emily, but I can well understand why he is seeking such a thing.” He squared his shoulders and rose to his feet, his jaw set as his eyes roved over the room.

      Swallowing her tears in an attempt to prevent any of them from falling, Emily shook her head. “I want my father to be safe, Lord Pallson. I never believed that this would ever come to pass, but I am afraid I have been proven wrong in this.”

      Lord Pallson drew in a long breath. “Well, we must first set this room to rights. I know it is quite out of the ordinary to suggest that we do such things ourselves, but if we do not wish the staff and then Lord Brighton to discover what has taken place, then it will need to be done quickly.” He rested his hand on her shoulder for a moment. “You remain seated, Lady Emily. You have had a great shock, and you must rest.”

      Emily looked down at the velvet bag in her hands, feeling a sudden spurt of anger that took her breath away. Whilst Lord Pallson and Lady Millington began to put things to rights, she let her breathing settle whilst trying to think of her father. She suddenly was frustrated with the diamonds, how her father could have left their lives empty of frustration and fear had he only given the diamonds to the new Lord Hatherley. But then, she recalled her mother and the love that had been so evident between her and Emily’s father. Could she truly blame her father for holding onto the one thing that reminded him of his wife? The one thing that she had so desperately loved, the thing that had brought them both together in its own way?

      In her mind’s eye, Emily saw the many occasions that her mother had worn the diamonds, remembered the way her father’s eyes had shone with joy and love as he had taken her in. No, she realized, those diamonds meant too much to give in to Lord Hatherley.

      Lord Pallson was quite right to suggest that to give in to Lord Hatherley could allow the man further input into their lives. What would prevent him from demanding more from them?

      “Lady Emily?”

      She jerked and looked up, seeing Lord Pallson smile down at her sympathetically.

      “You must remain ‘Miss Thorpe’ for the next few days, I am afraid,” he said gently. “You will have to continue just as you are. You are to be Helen’s companion, just as before, simply because I will be able to stay nearby and ensure that you are quite safe.”

      This was not any kind of a disappointment for Emily, who found herself slowly beginning to be reassured as she looked up at him. “I am quite content with that, Lord Pallson, although I confess that I am a little afraid at being with the other guests if one of them is attempting to…” She could not finish the sentence, her voice trailing off into a whisper.

      “Oh, goodness!”

      Emily’s gaze shot to her bedchamber door, as her maid, Sarah, stepped inside. Her eyes widened, as she looked all about her, one hand pressed to her mouth.

      “It is being set to rights,” Lady Millington said practically. “Do come in, Sarah. You can assist me.”

      “Although you must swear not to say a single word,” Lord Pallson added, frowning darkly as the maid slowly pushed the door closed. “This is not to be spoken of, do you hear me?”

      Emily caught Lord Pallson’s hand. “She has come from my father’s house, Lord Pallson. You can trust her.”

      Lord Pallson did not remove his gaze from the maid, his fingers a little tight on Emily’s hand. “Regardless, it is important to say. Do you understand?”

      His directed question towards Sarah had the girl trembling. “Yes of course, my lord. Do let me help you, Lady Millington.”

      She stumbled away, hurrying to help Lady Millington right the wicker chest in the corner. Emily let go of Lord Pallson’s hand, only for him to take it again and draw her out from her seat.

      “My dear Emily, might you entrust me with the diamonds?” he asked quietly. “I know that they are most precious to you, but I know of a wonderfully secure hiding place, where no one will ever be able to find them. I will let you know where they are if you wish it, of course, but if you will entrust them to me, then I can assure you that they will never be found.”

      It was to Emily’s surprise that she found herself filled with relief at his suggestion, as though she had been waiting for him to offer such a thing. She drew them from her pocket almost at once and gave them to him, her trust never waning for a moment. “I trust you with these, Lord Pallson,” she whispered, feeling her shoulders freeing themselves of a heavy burden. “I thank you.”

      He took them from her and then caught her hands in his, his dark eyes filled with an inexplicable emotion.

      “Come with me.”

      He led her from the room out into the hallway, his arms encircling her waist almost immediately. She leaned into him, breathing him in and drawing his strength into her own, weakened frame.

      “I am not angry with you,” he murmured in her ear. “I want you to know that I understand why you were not able to call yourself as you truly are. This is not something that you need to worry over, Lady Emily.”

      Emily wanted to say that she was not worrying, that she was able to believe everything he had said without any kind of concern, but one look up into his face and she knew it was not true. Ever since she had walked into her bedchamber, she had been afraid that Lord Pallson would turn away from her, that even if he stayed to defend and protect her, what they had shared would be nothing more than a memory.

      “My dear girl,” he murmured, brushing her cheek with the back of his fingers in a tender gesture. “You have courage and strength that I am entirely in awe of. How you have been able to endure this almost alone astonishes me. You are quite wonderful, Lady Emily, truly.”

      “Thank you, Lord Pallson,” she whispered, feeling tears prick at her eyes. “You do not know what this means to me.”

      His smile was warm. “You do not know what this means to me, either,” he replied with a quiet chuckle. “I will be able to consider my future in a new light, and you will not have to fear about hiding the truth from me any longer. I intend to have you in my life, Lady Emily. The feelings I have for you have not dimmed.”

      “But I am not all that Miss Thorpe appears to be,” Emily protested, looking at him with wide eyes. “I am not quiet nor almost silent in conversation. I do not particularly enjoy reading novel after novel, nor do I stay away from dancing and cards, even though I have been forced to do so as Miss Thorpe. Does that not concern you, Lord Pallson? Does that not suggest that you know me very little? How can you feel such affection for me when I am not as I seem?”

      His smile did not fade. In fact, it spread across his face as he looked at her with a light burning in his eyes.

      “Because, my dear lady, I know that you are sweet and kind, that you are strong and courageous. I know that you consider others with thoughtfulness, that you look at someone like my niece and wish to do all you can to help her. These outward things mean very little. It is your kind heart that has called to me, and whether you be Miss Thorpe or Lady Emily, your sweetness remains the same.”

      His lips pressed to hers for only a moment, but it was a kiss of reassurance and of tender affection. Emily sighed into him, as she wrapped her arms about his neck, feeling, for the very first time, that there was some hope for her future. A future where she was safe, where she was secure, and where she was in the arms of Lord Pallson.
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      Over breakfast the next day, Joseph could not help but look about the room at the other guests with a trifle more suspicion in his gaze. He did not know which of them had attempted to steal the diamonds from Miss Thorpe, but he was quite sure that, whoever it was, they were still within the grounds. It could not be a servant working alone, he considered quietly, eating the last of his eggs, but it could be a servant working alongside one of the guests. After all, the only way someone could have entered Miss Thorpe’s room was if they had used a key. He had inspected the lock last evening and discovered that it was quite perfect in every way. There was nothing wrong with it, nothing to suggest that it had been damaged by the person attempting to gain entry. That meant that they had been in possession of the key.

      Frowning, he sipped his coffee and let his gaze settle on Lady Millington, who was looking a little pale this morning. She was in conversation with Lord Brighton – whom, Joseph had noticed, appeared to be quite enamored with the lady of late. Joseph considered her for a moment or two but then dismissed the idea altogether. He had seen just how distraught the lady had been and just how determined her expression had been as she had comforted Miss Thorpe. It was evident that she cared for Miss Thorpe very deeply, and Joseph could not find anything in him to believe that the lady would attempt to steal the diamonds from her.

      Draining the last of his coffee, Joseph continued to assess the guests but found that he either did not know some of them particularly well or immediately dismissed the idea altogether, especially when it came to considering Lady Alberta. It was equally frustrating and tiring, looking at each of the guests with fresh eyes and realizing that he could not immediately come to any sort of conclusion.

      “Is Miss Thorpe not with you today?”

      His whole body tensed as he heard Miss Thorpe’s name. Turning his head, he saw Miss Sophia asked Helen about Miss Thorpe, his eyes a little narrowed. Helen, being entirely unaware of what had taken place last evening, answered truthfully. Miss Thorpe was taking a tray in her room, having decided to stay abed this morning. Joseph watched closely to see if any particular expressions would flash across Miss Sophia’s face, but the lady appeared to care very little. In fact, she simply shrugged and continued the conversation, turning it to another matter entirely.

      Frustration rained down on him. He wanted so desperately to help the lady, but he was at as much of a loss as he had been last evening. Of course, he often was involved in facts and figures when it came to his estates, but discovering who had broken into a lady’s room and attempted to steal the family diamonds was not something he was used to working through. In fact, he had very little idea of where to begin.

      “Did not see you last night, old boy.”

      Turning his head, Joseph saw Lord Franks looking back at him, seemingly a little more relaxed than he had been of late. His hair was smoothed back neatly, with barely a single hair out of place, and there was no fear nor frustration haunting his expression.

      “Managed to be in touch with your creditors, have you?” Joseph asked, ignoring Lord Franks’ comment. “You seem a good deal more at ease this morning.”

      Lord Franks chuckled. “I have been in touch with my man of business, who wrote to assure me that he would assuage the situation as best he could. I feel a good deal of relief in knowing this.”

      “But that does not mean you will pay them outright,” Joseph replied with a slight frown. “Surely that is best?”

      Lord Franks shrugged. “My funds must earn a little more interest before I can begin to consider paying some of them off. My man of business knows what to do.”

      Joseph resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “And you believe now that there will not be any more attempts on your life, is that right?”

      “Quite,” Lord Franks replied with a broad smile. “I believe I shall very much enjoy our final few days here. Although, given how you disappeared last evening, I would question whether you are finding enjoyment with all that goes on?”

      Shrugging his shoulders, Joseph reached to pour himself some more coffee. “I find things more than adequate,” he replied nonchalantly. “I do, however, enjoy the quiet at times. Sometimes the continuing conversations grow a little too much for me to bear.”

      Lord Franks nodded slowly, his eyes glittering. “As do some others of our party, I believe.”

      Something hard poked into Joseph’s spine, a hard stab of concern. “Is that so?” he murmured, looking back at Lord Franks with a firm stare. “I confess I have not seen anyone else during my time away from the rest of the crowd.”

      Lord Franks looked back at him steadily for a moment or two before lifting one shoulder and turning his attention elsewhere. In fact, he ended his conversation with Joseph rather abruptly, talking with Miss Sophia instead, who was seated just to his left.

      Draining the last of his coffee and feeling slightly unsettled by Lord Franks’ rather abrupt change in demeanor, Joseph rose from his chair and excused himself, citing the urge to walk in the gardens for a short time after his rather splendid breakfast. Lady Millington enquired whether she might join him, and with a quick smile, he agreed at once.

      “Where is Miss Thorpe this morning?” he asked, almost as soon as they had set foot outside. “I do hope she is not unwell.”

      Lady Millington shook her head. “After last evening, she is simply resting. She was quite afraid to return to her bed, as I am sure you can imagine, but Sarah did a wonderful job of settling her.”

      “Sarah has been with her for a long time?”

      Lady Millington nodded. “I believe so. She has been Emily’s maid for a number of years, ever since her mother passed away.”

      A little reassured by this, Joseph nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the path that lay ahead of them. “And are you quite all right, Lady Millington?”

      She smiled at him. “You are a very good sort to ask, Lord Pallson. I am quite well, I thank you, although my concern for Emily has grown substantially, I must confess. I do so want to take her from here, but I can well understand your reasons to state that I must not do so.” Shaking her head, she let out a long breath. “Shall we walk towards the lake, Lord Pallson? It is just to the right.”

      Not particularly caring where they went, Joseph agreed and began to walk towards the lake, his mind still full of Lady Emily. Lady Millington did not particularly seem keen to talk either, and so they walked in companionable silence.

      Only for Joseph to see a figure walking towards them. Her head was bowed low, her bonnet hiding her face, and yet he knew it was Lady Emily. She was walking slowly, meandering alongside the lake without any sense of purpose. His heart clenched for her as warnings began to crash over him all at once.

      “Goodness!” Lady Millington exclaimed loudly, seeing her. “Whatever are you doing out here, Emily?”

      Her voice was whipped away by the wind, and Lady Emily did not so much as raise her head.

      “She often complained about not being able to go out of doors,” Lady Millington murmured, as they began to walk towards her. “I could not let her go anywhere but the walled garden back in London and she missed the freedom dreadfully. After what has happened last evening, I would imagine that she simply wishes to clear her fractious thoughts by taking a walk in the gardens.”

      Joseph shook his head. “But still, she ought not to be out here alone.”

      “I am sure her maid is here somewhere,” Lady Millington replied, quickening her steps. “But you are quite right to sound anxious, Lord Pallson. Now that I think about it, she ought not to—”

      Joseph stopped dead for a moment as a tall, thin figure, wearing nothing but black shot out from behind the copse of trees that lined the lake on one side and rushed towards Lady Emily.

      “Emily!”

      Lady Millington’s scream did not reach Emily, who was then grabbed by the figure in black and dragged further towards the lake. To Joseph’s horror, the figure then leaned her back toward the water, clearly demanding to know something, and if given the information, she would be let go.

      Joseph moved with determination, leaving Lady Millington in his wake as he rushed towards them both. He would grasp the man by the collar and shake him so hard his teeth rattled before planting him a facer that would leave him unable to move. Finally, they would be able to discover who it was that had been frightening Lady Emily so.

      “Let her go!”

      His voice finally reached the man’s ears, for he turned his face towards him, but Joseph saw nothing but a pair of dark eyes glinting at him. The man wore a cap that was tugged down over his forehead and a thick black scarf was tied around his nose and mouth.

      “Lord Pallson!”

      Lady Emily’s voice was weak and filled with terror. Her bonnet was dangling from her head, touching the water as she was forced backward, her fingers trying desperately to grasp at the man’s arms as he held her there.

      “Where is it?” the man screamed, his voice filled with rage. “Tell me now!”

      Lady Emily could not reply, such was the raggedness of her breathing. She tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      And then, just as Joseph was about to reach them both, the man let Lady Emily go.

      She fell backward, hitting the water with a splash that flung water all over Joseph. The lake was deep, right from the edges, and she immediately began to flounder. The man ran headlong towards the trees from whence he had come, leaving Joseph with a terrible choice. He could either run after the man and capture him, or he could go to Lady Emily’s aid. Lady Millington, encumbered by her skirts, was still struggling to reach them and, having only a second or two to make his decision, Joseph turned his attention to Lady Emily.

      Bending down, he reached for her cold, white fingers, seeing her pale face staring back at him as he grasped her hands.

      “Oh, Emily!” Lady Millington cried, falling on her knees beside the lake edge. “Oh, my dear!”

      “Are you quite all right?” he asked, pulling her from the bank and feeling her shiver violently as she clung to him. “You are not hurt?”

      She shook her head, her teeth beginning to chatter as the cold wind caught at her clothes.

      “Whatever were you doing out here, Emily?” Lady Millington chided gently, grasping Emily’s hand and chafing it between her own. “You ought not to be out here by yourself, not after last evening.”

      “Sarah was with me, and I thought to only be a few minutes,” Emily whispered, as Joseph shrugged out of his jacket and placed it gently over her shoulders. “I wanted to leave my room, but I did not want to see anyone else. I thought they would all be breaking their fast, if they were not still abed.”

      Joseph wrapped one arm about her shoulders, aware that they needed to get her inside almost at once. “I cannot see your maid anywhere, Lady Emily. Where has she gone?”

      Emily shook her head, her lips a little blue. “I cannot say.”

      “And did you know the man who had you?” Joseph asked, persisting with his questions as they began to walk back towards the house. “Did you know him at all?”

      Shaking her head, Emily looked up at him tearfully, her eyes spilling with moisture. “No, I did not. I am sorry for coming out here alone, but I did not think that...”

      She had been struggling to think clearly, he realized, possibly overwhelmed with everything that had occurred of late. The stepping outside without a chaperone had been foolish, but she had clearly been so distraught over the ransacking of her rooms that she had left the house without thinking. As for that maid, wherever she had gone to, he could not imagine, but he knew full well what sort of talking to she would receive once he found her.

      “Take her up to your room, Lady Millington,” he stated calmly, as he snapped his fingers for the footmen to aid Lady Emily. “Her room may bring her too much distress.”

      Lady Millington nodded, looking almost as white as Lady Emily.

      “Draw a bath for Miss Thorpe,” Joseph said to the footmen as they approached. “She has had a terrible accident and needs to be warmed immediately. Have towels, blankets, and brandy sent to Lady Millington’s rooms for Miss Thorpe will be in her care. And ensure the fire is well lit.”

      The footmen nodded, goggling at Lady Emily for a moment before rushing away to do their duties.

      “I will go in search of the man who had you, Lady Emily,” Joseph murmured, just as the footmen left. “You need not be afraid. Lady Millington has you, and you will soon be warm and dry. I shall return the moment I have news.” He made to leave, only for Lady Emily to catch his hand.

      “Thank you, Lord Pallson, for what you did,” she whispered, barely able to get the words from her lips. “I am sorry for being so foolish.”

      He shook his head, giving her a small smile. “You need not apologize, Lady Emily. Now go. Lady Millington will take very good care of you, I am sure.”

      Lady Millington nodded, her eyes fixed on his. “An accident, did you say?”

      “An accident is what we will call it,” Joseph replied firmly. “There is little point in bringing alarm to the rest of the guests. But have no doubt, I will do all I can to find the culprit.”

      Lady Millington nodded and then drew Lady Emily away, helping her to climb the stairs. Ignoring the fact that he was without a jacket and was, in fact, rather wet from all he had done to help Lady Emily, Joseph hurried back outside and made his way towards the lake.

      As he strode towards it, he saw another figure making their way back towards the house and, on seeing it to be Lady Emily’s maid, Sarah, hurried towards her. He was about to rail at her for leaving her mistress alone, for allowing her to step outside, but the blood trickling down the side of her face forced those words away.

      “Sarah,” he said firmly. “Whatever has happened?”

      “I--I do not know, my lord,” Sarah said, in a quiet voice. “I was walking with Lady Emily and then something struck me, hard.”

      Gingerly, she lifted her hand from where she had pressed her handkerchief against her forehead, revealing a small jagged cut, which was still oozing blood.

      “That looks nasty,” Joseph muttered, immediately feeling a little guilty that he had been so angry with the girl when it was quite obvious that she had been injured herself so as to get her away from Lady Emily. “Did you not try to stop Lady Emily when she requested to go outside?”

      The girl’s eyes flickered. “She would not listen to me, my lord. She wanted to go out, and that was it. I could say nothing to stop her.”

      It was just as he had feared. Lady Emily had not been thinking clearly, overcome with shock and perhaps fear. “I understand. Your mistress has fallen into the lake and is with Lady Millington at this present moment. Ensure you have been cleaned up and that the housekeeper takes a look at your head. Rest if you need to. Lady Emily will not require you for some time.”

      The maid nodded, although she did not look in the least bit surprised at this news. “At once, my lord,” she whispered, pressing the handkerchief to her head again before stepping by him and making her way into the house.
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      As Joseph had suspected, his search of the trees gave him nothing but growing anger, frustrated that he could find nothing and no one about. Not that it was surprising—for the fellow had been given more than enough time to make his escape. He could not doubt that Lady Emily was in danger now, aware that the man who had grabbed her had been almost frantic in his desire to get ahold of the diamonds.

      Running one hand through his hair, he leaned heavily on a tree trunk and let out a long breath. Perhaps he ought to encourage Lady Emily to return with Lady Millington to London after all, given that her life had been in danger twice now. But then again, this was the only opportunity they might have to discover who it was that was attempting to find the diamonds.

      Letting out another sigh, he sat down right there in the dirt and tried to think. His clothes were already wet and cold and, despite the fact that the valet would have a fit over the state of his breeches, Joseph needed to sit here and simply think through what he was to do.

      The maid being absent from Lady Emily’s side had made him question where she had gone to and whether such an absence had been deliberate, but seeing how injured she had been had thrown such thoughts from his mind. Besides which, it had clearly been a gentleman threatening Lady Emily. It angered Joseph to realize that there was not even a hint of recognition in his mind over the gentleman. The man had covered his features well, leaving Joseph with very little to go on. There would be no use in returning to the house to ask which of the guests had been absent from the house, for some had yet to break their fast by the time he had left the house and others were already in the drawing room or library. To discover the assailant from that was night impossible.

      Something cracked behind him. Jerking, Joseph made to turn his head, only for something to be thrown over his head, pulling tightly around his neck.

      He could not breathe.

      “Where are the diamonds?”

      A loud, grating voice pierced the air as Joseph tried vainly to struggle against the rope around his neck. The air was growing thick as he tried to drag in air, feeling his body grow weak as he tried to get free.

      “Where are they?” the voice said again, low and menacing, as the rope was tugged a little tighter. “I know you have them. Where did you put them?”

      Joseph felt his vision blur as his throat rasped painfully. “I will never tell you.”

      An angry cry flooded the air as the rope was pulled tighter, making Joseph’s eyes roll back into his head. His arms fell by his sides, uselessly, his lungs burning as he fought to get in any air at all.

      And then, the rope was gone. Joseph flopped back against the tree trunk, the sound of hurrying footsteps coming from behind him. Sucking in a lungful of air, he tried to look to see who it was, but his eyes would not focus. His whole body was weak and, turning onto his hands and knees, he coughed violently, his lungs screaming.

      Slowly, his vision refocused, and he was able to stand. Shakily, he ran one hand over his throat, feeling the sting of the rope burns that had cut into his skin.

      There was a desperation about the assailant, an urgency that told Joseph he would do even more than he had already done in order to find the diamonds. His concern for Lady Emily grew all the more as he began to stagger back towards the house, the words of the assailant ringing in his ears. He had to ensure she was all right. He had to ensure she was safe. Whether she knew it or not, Joseph had every intention of having Lady Emily in his life from this day onwards. He desired her to be free of the fear, free of the danger that currently surrounded her. His heart was filled with her, and it would not let her go.
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      Emily was taken from her bath just as the water began to cool, being firmly dried with warm, soft towels before being dressed in a warm gown and sent to sit by the fire. She saw Lady Millington’s concerned expression as Emily spread her hair out towards the fire, hoping it would soon dry.

      “I am quite all right, Lady Millington,” she said softly, feeling a good deal warmer now that she had been given brandy to drink and a bath to sit in. “I am dry and comfortable. You need not worry.”

      Lady Millington shook her head, her face paler than Emily had ever seen it before. “Someone tried to drown you,” she said, hoarsely. “I thought—”

      “They only threatened to do so,” Emily replied, shuddering as she recalled how those dark eyes had glared into her own. “Believing that I would be alone and without help, I think they thought I would confess it to them almost at once.” She shook her head, her fear still coursing through her veins. “When I said I did not know, the look in their eyes struck me like a hammer blow.”

      Her voice grew hoarse as she recalled just how angry the gentleman had seemed, even though she had spoken the truth. Lord Pallson had taken the diamonds and hidden them securely, and she did not know where. She had not felt the need to enquire, trusting him completely. The moment she had turned her eyes to see Lord Pallson approaching, her heart had lifted with such relief that she had grown weak, all the while gripped by the assailant’s strong hands.

      Falling into the water had taken all of her breath from her body. She had struggled to reach the surface again, her voluminous skirts dragging her down. The water had been terribly cold, even though it was the height of summer, and she had barely been able to breathe. To have Lord Pallson’s strong hands grasping her, dragging her to the bank and helping her to her feet had brought such an overwhelming sense of thankfulness and relief that she had almost collapsed in his arms.

      “You ought not to have gone out this morning alone,” Lady Millington chided, her lips quivering. “I cannot imagine what you were thinking!”

      “In truth,” Emily replied quietly. “I cannot tell you what it was I was thinking. My mind was clouded with all that had gone on, but I can see now that I was foolish to do such a thing. Lord Pallson had warned me to be careful, as had you, but my heart and mind were terribly confused.” Her voice broke, tears filling her eyes as she realized just how foolish she had been. “I am truly sorry, Lady Millington.”

      Lady Millington grasped her hands at once, looking almost apologetic for expressing such a sentiment. “I am just truly concerned for you, my dear. I promised to keep you safe, and now, in the one place I was quite sure you would be out of danger, you are in the lions’ den so to speak!”

      “But I have Lord Pallson,” Emily replied, trying to reassure the lady who had shown her so much kindness. “We are not without support, are we? And I am quite sure that, should I do just as he says and not take any more ridiculous walks outside without his companionship, then I will be quite safe.” Her brow furrowed for a moment. “Just so long as he does not endanger his own life.”

      Lady Millington waved a hand, sitting back down and pouring tea from the tea tray that had been brought in moments before Emily had been taken from her bath. “I am quite sure he will be quite safe,” she replied firmly. “It is you that we must concern ourselves with.”

      A loud rap on the door interrupted Emily’s reply, and after a glance towards Emily, Lady Millington called for them to enter.

      Lord Pallson strode in, his eyes blazing—although as he neared Emily, she saw that they were a little bloodshot.

      “Lady Millington,” he said harshly. “Lady Emily. Are you quite all right?”

      “I am recovered, my lord,” she replied, wondering at the gruffness of his voice. “Is something the matter?”

      To her horror, he lifted his chin and indicated a large red mark that seared his throat. She gasped, one hand to her mouth as Lady Millington’s eyes widened.

      “Someone attempted to choke me half to death,” he replied, the reason for his harsh tone now evident. “They asked me where the diamonds were.”

      Emily’s horror grew all the more. Somehow, by accepting Lord Pallson’s help, she had managed to embroil him in what was her family’s situation, to the point that he had been in danger of losing his life!

      “How dreadful,” Lady Millington whispered, her eyes wide. “Who was it, my lord?”

      “I cannot tell,” he stated, sounding rather angry. “By the time they let loose the rope, my vision was so blurred that I could not see who it was running from me.” Shaking his head, he grasped Emily’s hand. “You cannot be alone again, Lady Emily. You must not. It is much too dangerous.”

      Emily could barely speak, such was the constriction of her throat and the fear climbing up it. “I will give the diamonds to Lord Hatherley,” she stated, as calmly as she could. “This is too much. Lord Pallson, I cannot allow you to endanger your life on my account. No, I will not have it. The diamonds must go to him at once.”

      She made to rise, only for Lord Pallson to keep her hand in his whilst Lady Millington whispered a “no”.

      “You cannot, my dear,” Lady Millington replied, as Emily reluctantly took her seat again. “It is just as Lord Pallson has said before. To do so now would be to allow Lord Hatherley the opportunity to do all the more to your family!”

      “I do not care,” Emily replied hopelessly. “I cannot continue to live my life this way. I want to see my father again. I want him to be safe, and I do not want Lord Pallson to risk his life for this. It is quite unfair, and I will not—”

      “It has always been my choice to involve myself, Lady Emily.” Lord Pallson’s voice was calm and warm, trying to encourage her to remain calm despite the frantic thoughts whirling in her head.

      “I must agree with Lady Millington, this is not the correct course of action. I am grateful that you wish to protect me, my dear, but to do so now will simply prove to Lord Hatherley that he has succeeded in his attempts to frighten you, and he could easily demand more. I know the gentleman well. His ruthlessness is well known.”

      Closing her eyes, Emily sucked in a breath, feeling an almost physical pain at the thought of Lord Pallson having to endure such a terrible experience because of her.

      And then, a sudden thought filled every single part of her.

      “How, Lord Pallson?”

      Her words were light and breathless, her fingers clutching at his sleeve.

      “What do you mean, Lady Emily?” he asked, his eyes meetings hers as she stared back at him, her stomach tying itself in knots.

      “How did they know that you had the diamonds?” she asked hoarsely. “I did not say a single word.”

      For a moment, she saw the shock she felt register in his eyes. He was looking at her with confusion, then understanding, then horror as what she had said began to make sense.

      “When the man held me, I said I did not know where the diamonds were. That was the truth. But then for you to be attacked only some half an hour later, that must surely mean that they must have discovered that it was you who has them.”

      Lord Pallson nodded slowly, his head turning towards Lady Millington, who was staring at them both with wide eyes.

      Emily did not even want to think it, but there were certain facts staring at her that she could not turn away from.

      “I did not breathe a word to anyone, I assure you!” Lady Millington exclaimed, setting down her teacup so that it rattled in the saucer. “This has nothing to do with me.”

      “I cannot believe it either,” Emily said, after a moment, her fingers now taking Lord Pallson’s ones. “Lady Millington has been nothing but a support to me. I know she wants what is best for me.”

      Lord Pallson said nothing for a moment or two, before he eventually nodded. “I understand.”

      Lady Millington looked a little relieved, her fingers shaking as she picked up the teapot to pour herself another cup. “I would never dream of allowing Emily to come to harm,” she said, her voice wobbling with emotion.

      “Then,” Lord Pallson said slowly, “we must ask ourselves who else is aware of the diamonds being placed in my possession? Did someone see me hide them?” He shook his head. “No, that cannot be the case, for I was careful not to be seen, and they would not be demanding to know where they were if they knew where I had gone.”

      A slow feeling of dread began to climb through Emily’s limbs. She did not want to admit it, but the knowledge that there had been one other person present that night began to tug at her mind.

      “There is…Sarah,” she admitted slowly. “I cannot think that she would be involved in anything of the sort, but she did leave my side when I went out walking this morning. I will confess, however, that she did her best to prevent me from going outside in the first place.” She let her gaze travel towards Lord Pallson, who was frowning heavily.

      “I saw your maid, as I went out to the trees,” he said slowly, his eyes fixed on the fire in the grate as though it were helping him recollect the events that had just taken place. “She was holding a handkerchief to her head. There was a bad cut, and she told me that she had been hit hard by something, which had forced her to step away from you…although she did not say that she was unconscious.” His frown deepened all the more, as Lady Millington drank her tea carefully, clearly using it in an attempt to keep her composure.

      “Sarah is hurt?” Emily asked softly. “Well, surely then I must be quite wrong to think–”

      “Unless it was intentional that she was injured,” Lady Millington interrupted. “It would certainly make us believe that she had nothing whatsoever to do with the diamonds and what occurred with you, Emily. To be injured would garner only sympathy, not suspicion.”

      “And she is the only one who knows about the diamonds being in my possession,” Lord Pallson continued, turning his gaze towards Emily. She shifted in her seat a little uncomfortably, feeling torn between wanting to consider Sarah in such an unfavorable light and wanting to remain loyal to the servant who had been so devoted to her for so many years.

      Sighing, she passed one hand over her eyes. “Did you say that Sarah saw you out of doors then, Lord Pallson? Did she see you moving towards the trees?”

      Lord Pallson hesitated, his expression a little wary before he nodded slowly. “Yes, I believe she did. Whether or not the injury to her head was purposeful, she may have been able to tell the assailant that it was I who had the diamonds and directed him towards me.”

      “But why not tell him before?” Lady Millington interjected, looking a little confused. “Why not tell him before now so that he did not need to threaten Emily?”

      Lord Pallson rubbed his chin, his coffee-colored eyes now thoughtful. “I would consider that it was simply because she had not had the opportunity to meet with him and tell her the change to the placement of the diamonds. Who knows? Mayhap what occurred was what they had planned all along – she would be injured, supposedly, accidentally, ensuring that she herself was protected from having to explain her absence from Emily’s side. She was not able to tell the assailant that it was I who had the diamonds until after you had returned inside, Lady Emily. That was why he then came after me.”

      There was a short, stunned silence. Emily felt as though the threads of her world were slowly being pulled apart, tearing at the seams. Sarah, her loyal maid for many years, was now supposedly the one who had brought such fear into her life.

      “But why?” she asked, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “Why would she do such a thing?”

      Lady Millington gave her a small, sad smile. “I would wager that money has a good deal to do with it, my dear. Besides which, we know very little of Sarah’s background, other than the references she brought with her. I recall that your father, in his grief and mourning, simply hired more staff without the least consideration for their backgrounds.”

      Still struggling to believe it, Emily shook her head. “But Sarah has always been so kind,” she said, her voice breaking. “I have shared a good many things with her.”

      “Did you ever tell her where you had hidden the diamonds when you were at home, with your father?” Lord Pallson asked gently. “Did she ever ask you about them?”

      Trying to remember, Emily felt her brows furrow, as she realized that, yes, Sarah had often asked if the diamonds were safe, but Emily had always just taken it as a gentle concern and had always answered that, yes, they were quite safe, but she had declined to state where they were hidden.

      Could it be that Sarah had been told to find them and had become all the more desperate? She could not imagine her gentle maid shooting her father, but then again, until only a few minutes ago, she had not considered her maid anything more than devoted and caring.

      “What should we do?” she asked. “We must know the truth, but if we ask Sarah, there can be no assurance that she would tell us.”

      Lord Pallson nodded slowly. “I think I may have something,” he said slowly. “It will force the assailant to reveal themselves, although it will require all of us – and Lord Brighton.”

      Emily glanced at Lady Millington, who was still drinking her tea. “You do not believe then that Lord Brighton has anything to do with these difficulties?” she asked slowly. “You think him entirely innocent?”

      “Yes,” Lord Pallson replied firmly. “But we will require him. Lady Millington, might you speak to him quietly and ensure that he knows what has occurred? I will then meet with him and discuss the plan for this evening.”

      Feeling as though everything were being organized around her, Emily pressed Lord Pallson’s hand. He turned to look at her, and she tried to smile at him despite the feeling of being entirely adrift filling her. “What is it you intend, Lord Pallson?” she asked softly. “And what must I do?”

      Lord Pallson, evidently aware that she was feeling quite lost, pressed her hand. “I will discuss it all with you this afternoon, Lady Emily,” he promised gently. “But I must go for the moment. Your maid will be back up to see you very soon, and I do not wish to be here when she arrives.”

      Emily felt her gut twist at the thought of having Sarah back beside her, dressing her hair and ensuring she was adequately dressed for dinner.

      “You must behave entirely as normal,” Lord Pallson instructed, lifting his hands from hers. “You must not allow her to see any anxiety on your part, any mistrust. All must be just as it seems.”

      Letting out a slow, shaky breath, Emily nodded. “I understand.”

      “Allow her to dress your hair and to apologize profusely, as I am sure she will do,” Lady Millington continued, clearly understanding Lord Pallson’s request. “You should apologize also, for going outside when she suggested you did not. Tell her the truth, that you were foolish to do so and express alarm over her injury.”

      “Very well,” Emily replied softly. “I will do what I must.”

      Lord Pallson nodded, lifted her hand, and kissed the back of it gently, sending warmth all through her. It chased away the coldness, the fear and the doubt, letting her heart trust Lord Pallson and his plans completely.

      “Oh, and you must say one more thing,” Lord Pallson said quietly, his hand still holding hers. “You must make sure to say that I intend to move the diamonds this evening, during the time the men sit with their port and the ladies retire to the drawing room. You must tell her, reluctantly of course, that I intend to remove them to the secret passageway that leads from the drawing room to the library.”

      “But why?” Emily asked, her heart hammering in her throat. “You cannot truly mean to–?”

      “No, they will be quite safe, I assure you,” he promised gently. “But she must believe that they are to be moved this evening. It will be a trap of sorts, and one that will require all of us. I will explain the rest this afternoon. Perhaps we might meet in the small parlor?”

      Emily nodded, feeling both nervous and a little frightened at his departure.

      “I will remain with you until then,” Lady Millington replied firmly. “Oh, but I must see Lord Brighton also.”

      Swallowing hard, Emily smiled at her friend. “I will have your maid remain with me also at that time, so you need not worry.”

      Lady Millington shook her head firmly. “No, I will insist that Lord Brighton come here, once you have dismissed Sarah. He will be surprised, but I doubt he will mind attending me here.”

      A small flush of pink crept over her face as Emily watched, feeling the urge to laugh grow within her despite the anxiety she felt.

      “Very good, Lady Millington,” she replied, as Lord Pallson bowed to them both. “Then I am sure I will be more than safe until our meeting this afternoon.”

      Lord Pallson’s eyes landed on hers, sending swirls of heat through her. “Until then, my dear lady.”

      His tender expression had her heart filling with affection for him. He had become so much to her, standing by her and refusing to be swayed. The truth of her identity had not had him shun her, but rather had made him promise to never be removed from her side again. She owed him a great deal. “Until then, Lord Pallson. And thank you.”
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      “Lord Pallson said you were to be in here for the remainder of the day, my lady.”

      Emily pushed her nervousness to one side, as Sarah entered the room, bobbing a quick curtsy.

      “Yes, indeed,” she replied with a small smile. “I shall not retire here, however, but I will need a few of my things brought. My novel for one.” She forced her smile to spread a little wider. “And mayhap my pearls for this evening. I do intend to join the rest of the guests for dinner.”

      “But of course, my lady,” Sarah replied, her eyes a little wide. “Lord Pallson told me what happened to you. What a terrible thing to occur!”

      Lady Millington cleared her throat delicately. “An accident, of course.”

      Emily nodded, seeing Sarah frown just a little. “I was walking too close to the edge of the lake,” she said, agreeing with Lady Millington. “As you can see, however, I am quite warm and dry now.”

      Sarah’s expression was one of relief. “I am glad to hear it, my lady.”

      “Oh, but what is that?” Emily exclaimed, as Sarah turned away. “Are you injured?”

      Sarah nodded, briefly explaining what had occurred and stating that something had hit her hard, coming out of nowhere. Recalling Lord Pallson’s words, Emily sighed heavily and shook her head.

      “I should have listened to you, Sarah. You urged me not to step outside, and yet I was insistent. And now you are injured and I was almost drowned! Are you sure you are quite all right? If you need to rest, I can easily ask for another maid to assist me.”

      Sarah smiled prettily. “No, my lady. I am glad to be able to help you after such a dreadful morning. What a trauma that must have been for you! To be so threatened and then to fall into the water – goodness me, it is a wonder you are not still shaking.” She bobbed another curtsy. “Let me go and fetch your things, my lady. At once.”

      “Thank you, Sarah,” Emily murmured, seeing Lady Millington’s lifted brow and feeling the same sense of spiraling dread in her belly. Sarah had mentioned the lake and the fact Emily had been threatened, all without Emily saying a word about it. She could not doubt it now. Her maid was involved—for whatever reason.

      “My goodness,” Lady Millington murmured, shaking her head sadly. “I would never have imagined that such a devoted maid would be in any way involved.”

      “She has not actually done anything, surely,” Emily replied, trying desperately to think of some sort of excuse, as though she wanted to defend her maid somehow. “I cannot understand why she has done this.”

      Lady Millington’s expression grew grim. “We will find out soon enough, my dear. It does not matter whether she was the one to do this or that, she has been informing the assailant, whoever he is, on the diamonds and your movements. You must remember to share with her the information Lord Pallson requested.”

      “I will not forget,” Emily replied, feeling suddenly morose over the broken trust that now lay in her heart. “I can hardly believe this, Lady Millington. She was always so devoted to both me and my father.”

      Lady Millington shook her head, her eyes sparkling with anger. “Your maid is an excellent actress, nothing more. It is time to show her that she will not get away with this.”
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      Sometime later and Emily found herself listening to Lord Pallson as he began to explain his intentions to the assembled group. Lord Brighton, whom Lady Millington and Emily had met earlier, was seated next to Lady Millington with an astonished look on his face, as though he had not quite managed to accept what had already been told to him.

      She could not blame him for that. To think that one’s house party was going wonderfully well, only to discover that there was a trail of horrifying acts running straight through it must have been difficult to hear. A small smile crept across her lips as Lord Brighton glanced at her, his eyes rounded as he looked back at Lord Pallson.

      “Emily – Lady Emily, I mean, has managed to explain to her maid, Sarah, that I will be moving the diamonds to the secret passage this evening, just after the ladies have left the dining room to take tea in the drawing room,” he explained, throwing her a quick glance. “This means, I hope, that the maid will tell whomever it is she is working for about my plans. I do not think that the gentleman will come to the secret passage immediately afterward, for he will not want to draw attention to himself. Rather, I think he will wait until the guests begin to retire and will then go in search of the diamonds himself.”

      Emily nodded slowly, her mind beginning to turn over what Lord Pallson had proposed. “I see. So you will be waiting there?”

      “No,” Lady Millington replied, before Lord Pallson could say anything. “You must not wait within the passage itself, surely? That is much too dangerous.”

      Lord Pallson nodded. “Besides which, I must be seen by the other guests. The assailant must not think for a moment that we are laying a trap. Therefore, I will continue on in the drawing room with Lady Millington and Lord Brighton. Lady Emily, you will retire early and return to Lady Millington’s room, where you will lock the door and remain there in safety until I come for you.”

      Fire burst in her heart. “No.”

      Lord Pallson froze in place, his mouth a little ajar as though he had been about to speak but had been cut off.

      “No,” she said again, a good deal more fiercely. “No, I will not be turned away from this, Lord Pallson. This is all because of my father’s diamonds, and I will not hide myself away as it comes to a conclusion. You must let me help.”

      Lord Pallson shook his head. “You must be safe, Lady Emily.”

      “Then find a way for me to remain so whilst in the library – or in the drawing room,” Emily persisted firmly. “I will not hide away, as you have suggested. I must be there. I must see.” Her voice threatened to break with emotion, but she refused to let it so much as quiver. Instead, she kept her gaze steady, her eyes fixed on him as he looked back at her.

      A sigh escaped him.

      “Lady Millington, you will remain with Lady Emily,” he said slowly. “She will retire early, and you will go with her. That will not be thought of as unusual given that you are very good friends and have already displayed such consideration before.”

      “But what about myself?” Lord Brighton asked hurriedly. “I cannot think it wise to leave two ladies alone.”

      Emily lifted her chin. “Might you have the butler call on you for a matter of business before the ladies retire?”

      Lord Brighton flashed her a small smile. “An excellent notion, Lady Emily.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, seeing the way Lord Pallson was looking at her with a degree of frustration and anxiety. “I am sure we will be quite safe with Lord Brighton there, Lord Pallson.”

      He cleared his throat. “It appears I have no other choice but to agree. You must leave shortly after Lord Brighton. Very well, the three of you will remain in the library and keep a close watch on the secret door. I would ask you to ensure that you remain to the shadows, hiding as best you can. I expect the assailant to slip through the secret door in the drawing room whilst the other guests are busy or beginning to retire themselves, but to be certain of such a thing, I will station myself within the drawing room with a good view of the hidden door. Once the assailant is inside, I will bar it from the drawing room side and hurry to join the rest of you in the library.”

      A little worried about what could happen to Lord Pallson if the assailant worked out what he was doing, Emily cast anxious eyes towards him. “The gentleman in question might work out what you are doing, Lord Pallson, so what then?”

      It was evidently something that Lord Pallson had not considered, for he clasped his hands behind his back and cleared his throat, looking a little lost. “I suppose we must simply hope that he does not. Should all go to plan, we shall have our assailant by the coattails.” His smile took away the last of his concern. “I am quite sure we will be more than able to succeed.”

      “Very well,” Emily replied, still not quite able to remove the knot of worry from her stomach. “What should happen next, once we have him?” In her mind, she had a vision of the gentlemen coming to blows whilst the ladies huddled in a corner, terrified out of their wits.

      Lord Pallson’s expression grew somewhat grim. “I will deal with him personally. There will be a good deal of explaining to do, and Lord Hatherley himself will be required to answer for the trouble he has caused you.

      A little relieved that Lord Pallson did not intend to throttle the assailant in the same way he had been choked, Emily managed a wane smile. “I understand.”

      “It will take a little time for Lord Hatherley to be brought to reckoning, but I guarantee that, very soon, you will be safe to return to your home and to your father,” Lord Pallson said quietly. “It will be just a few days longer, Lady Emily. Do you think you can manage for a short time more?”

      Emily nodded, looking at Lady Millington, who was smiling at Lord Brighton before returning her gaze to Emily. Her reassurance was enough to bring Emily’s spirits up, hope spiraling in her heart that she might, one day soon, be free of all the troubles and trials that had been thrust upon her of late. Free to pursue a life that could, she prayed, involve Lord Pallson.

      “Then, to our stations,” Lord Brighton said, getting to his feet with a hearty smile on his face. “The dinner gong will be sounding within the hour, and we must all look our best.”

      As the other guests left the room, Emily waited behind for Lord Pallson to come to the door. Rising to her feet, she paused for a moment before speaking.

      “Are you quite sure of this, Lord Pallson? I do not wish you to be in danger. Not even for a moment.”

      His smile was warm. “You now know how I feel about you, Lady Emily. I will do all I can to ensure you are safe, for the rest of your days. You will have your life, your father, and your happiness back very soon – a happiness I hope to share with you one day soon.”

      Emily’s heart beat so loudly that she was quite sure that it was easy for him to hear it. She was not quite sure what it was he was offering and not quite certain what sort of future he was imagining, but a future that she knew she wanted to share with him.

      “Thank you, Lord Pallson,” she replied, one hand pressed lightly against his chest as his hand encircled her waist. “You mean a very great deal to me.”

      “My heart is yours,” he replied quietly. “And after this evening, you will be free of your fears. I am glad to be a part of it.”

      She lifted her chin and brushed her lips against his for a moment, nothing more. His response was to tighten his arm around her waist and lean down to kiss her again, pulling her heart from her chest with the love that filled it. She did not want to be parted from him. She had to hope that all of his carefully thought out plans would go just as they should.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Emily’s heart was hammering painfully in her chest as she rose from her seat. The gentlemen had returned from having their port, and now it seemed that some of the guests were beginning to think of dancing. Miss Sophia was sitting by the pianoforte, and some of the other ladies were laughingly choosing what tunes to play. Lord Pallson was standing quietly against the wall, shadows all about him. He did not look at her and did not even move, but she knew that he was well aware of her.

      “Lady Millington, do excuse me,” she began, hearing her voice quiver. “I think I will retire early.”

      Lady Millington looked up at her, a concerned smile on her face. “Indeed, Miss Thorpe. After your fall in the lake, I am not in the least bit surprised that you are tired.”

      “Indeed,” another lady chimed in, her smile sympathetic. “You do look rather pale, Miss Thorpe.”

      Emily tried to smile but felt her stomach tense all the more. “I am tired but well recovered, I thank you. Do excuse me.”

      “Might you wish me to accompany you?”

      Emily turned to see Miss Martin come closer to her, her expression concerned. “You are tired, Miss Thorpe? I must insist that I walk with you to your bedchamber.”

      This was not something Emily had expected, and seeing the concern on Helen’s face, she felt her heart lift with gratitude. “You are very kind, Miss Martin, but I will be quite all right on my own.”

      Helen shook her head. “I would be glad to walk with you, Miss Thorpe. You have become very important to me, and I find myself a little tired also.”

      Emily did not know what to say, her mouth dry as she looked at Helen. She could not involve her. Lord Pallson would not be pleased should she attend with her, and yet she did not know how to dissuade Helen from following her.

      Stepping forward, she put one hand on Helen’s arm, smiling at her gently.

      “You are very kind, Helen, but I am quite sure you would enjoy dancing with Lord Winchester,” she murmured, seeing Helen’s cheeks flare with color. “I can see him looking at you already, wondering if you will partner him. Do you wish to miss the opportunity to do so?”

      Helen flushed. “I would not want you to think that I am not considering you, Miss Thorpe. The only reason I am able to even hold a conversation with Lord Winchester is because of your guidance.”

      Lady Millington came alongside them, her smile bright as she looked at Miss Martin. “Lord Winchester is drawing close, Miss Martin, and I cannot imagine that he is particularly interested in dancing with me.”

      Aware that it had been some time now since Lord Brighton had left the room, Emily felt her stomach churning even though she was forced to keep a bright smile on her face. “Indeed, Miss Martin, you need not come with me.”

      “I will attend with her,” Lady Millington added warmly. “Go, Miss Martin. Enjoy your dance with Lord Winchester.”

      Thankfully, Helen walked away with a shy smile on her face, leaving Emily and Lady Millington alone.

      “We must hurry,” Lady Millington murmured, as they walked towards the door. “Lord Brighton will be waiting.”

      Quickly making their way towards the library, Emily felt her anxiety rise. Each shadow seemed darker than before, each creak of their footsteps on the floor making her skin prickle with tension. It was with relief that they walked into the library, seeing Lord Brighton practically throw himself from his chair and rush towards herself and Lady Millington, grasping her fingers. Emily turned away, seeing the intimate moment between her friend and Lord Brighton and not wanting to spoil it.

      “Now we must wait,” Lord Brighton murmured, as Emily closed the library door tightly. “In the shadows, was it not?”

      “It was,” Lady Millington replied, quietly. “I will confess to being a little anxious, Lord Brighton. How is it you intend to restrain the fellow, should Lord Pallson be a little late in coming to the library?”

      Lord Brighton evidently had not thought of this. After a moment or two, he walked towards the fireplace and picked up what appeared to be a rather sooty poker. He held it tightly in one hand and reached it outwards, as though brandishing it at an invisible assailant. Lady Millington, however, did not appear to be particularly reassured by this and picked up the coal shovel so that she was armed also.

      “We are quite protected now, I am quite sure,” Lord Brighton muttered, appearing a little disheartened that Lady Millington had not simply accepted his protection instead of seeking her own weapon also. “Shall we find our places?”

      Emily’s fingers clenched tightly together as she moved towards Lady Millington, placing herself behind one of the large overstuffed armchairs. Her back was to one of the shelves of books, which meant that she could not be attacked from behind. It was a ridiculous consideration since she was to simply observe, but there was still the lingering fear that burned into her soul. She felt foolish in not having her own weapon, but since the only item left by the fireplace were the tongs, she did not think they would be particularly useful.

      “All quiet now,” Lord Brighton murmured from across the room. He was waiting just behind the hidden door, knowing that it would open outwards and conceal his presence. Emily and Lady Millington were closer to the library door, ensuring they had a good distance between themselves and the entrance to where the assailant would enter, should all go to plan.

      Emily hated the quiet. It rang through her bones and made her shiver. She felt frozen, her skin prickling with a mixture of fear and anticipation. No one moved.

      Time passed slowly. She had very little idea of how long, but eventually, there came the sound of thumping. Thumping that Emily was sure was coming from the hidden passageway.

      “Be ready!” Lady Millington whispered to Lord Brighton, who held the poker over his shoulder, training it to come down on top of the assailant the moment they came through the door. Emily tensed, her fingers digging into the fabric on the chair.

      “Oh, my!”

      It was not the assailant’s voice that echoed through the room, but rather the sound of Miss Martin’s voice. Lord Brighton stumbled back as the door opened on hearing it, the poker clattering to the ground behind him. Emily remained exactly where she was, feeling Lady Millington’s hand touched hers as she drew near.

      “Thank you so much for showing me, my lord,” Helen breathed, looking over her shoulder at the dark passageway for a moment. “It is truly wonderful. However, I should return to the other guests now.”

      There came a small dark chuckle. “I think there are a few guests here already, my lady.”

      Emily’s breath hitched as Lord Franks stepped past Miss Martin, putting one hand on her shoulder. She saw Miss Martin wince and made to step out from behind her chair, only for Lady Millington to grasp her hand tighter.

      “Franks!”

      The door to the library flew open, and Lord Pallson stumbled in. His face was red with rage, the door closing behind him. Emily moved towards him without even realizing she was doing it, her stomach knotting as the implications of who had come through the hidden door slowly beginning to hit her.

      “Stay there!” Lord Pallson said firmly, turning to lock the library door behind him. “Do not let him leave.”

      Realizing that Lord Pallson had already blocked off the other door to the passageway, Emily took comfort in the fact that Lady Millington had a coal shovel with her and remained exactly where she was.

      “Uncle?” Helen whimpered, as Lord Franks’ hand dug into her shoulder. “What is happening?”

      “Do not worry, Helen,” Lord Pallson replied firmly. “Lord Franks, unhand my niece. You have already done enough damage.”

      Lord Franks, however, did not look in the least bit perturbed. In fact, he was as Emily had never seen him. There was a dark smile on his face, his eyes glittering with an intensity that frightened her. His fingers were white on Helen’s shoulder, and as she watched, Helen began to weaken, bending under the pain.

      “I am so sorry, Helen,” she whispered, feeling that she was responsible for why Helen was now under Lord Franks control. “This was not meant to involve you.”

      Lord Franks chuckled as though he had overheard her. “I did wonder if it was all too easy,” he said with his eyes darting from Emily to Lord Pallson. “That stupid girl Sarah believed that you completely trusted her, Lady Emily, and told me everything. However, I have been blessed with a little more insight. When I saw and heard Miss Martin offer to walk with you, only for you to refuse and then to hurry towards the door with Lady Millington, I was perturbed. Thankfully, I took Miss Martin along with me, just in case I was correct.” His smile became a leer as he looked at Emily, sending frissons of fear down her spine. “It seems I was right.”

      “Step away from her,” Lord Pallson grated, his eyes narrowing. “This has nothing to do with her.”

      Lord Pallson made to step towards them, only for Lord Franks to produce a small, silver dagger in his free hand.

      “I think not, Lord Pallson,” he said plainly. “I will, of course, allow your niece her freedom once you procure the Hatherley diamonds for me.”

      Lord Pallson gritted his teeth. “I will not be blackmailed, Lord Franks.”

      Helen let out a small cry, as Lord Franks flashed the dagger in front of her face. “Are you quite sure about that, Lord Pallson?”

      Emily could not take it any longer, feeling her tension rising with every moment. “You can have them, Lord Franks!” she cried, throwing off Lady Millington’s restraining hand. “Just do not hurt Miss Martin, I pray you!”

      Lord Franks’ eyes turned to her, sending yet more shivers all through her. “But you do not know where they are, Lady Emily. Lord Pallson has them, does he not?”

      Emily shuddered violently, walking a little closer towards Lord Franks. Her eyes widened just a little as she saw Helen’s eyes began to fill with tears, her cheeks a little pale.

      “Now, now,” Lord Franks murmured, his brows furrowing. “Just wait there, Lady Emily. In fact, no one needs to move other than Lord Pallson, who is to go and find my diamonds.”

      Lord Brighton, who had been slowly trying to pick up the poker and doing a rather useless job of it, straightened as Lord Pallson waved one hand at him, gesturing at him to stop. Lady Millington moved towards Emily, her hand tight on Emily’s arm, whilst her other hand held the small coal shovel behind her back.

      “Your diamonds, Lord Franks?” Lord Pallson asked, his voice echoing around the room. “Come now, we all know who it is that is seeking them.”

      Lord Franks chuckled, his weak chin wobbling just a little. “I think not. Lord Hatherley may claim they are his, but I know their worth. I will use them for myself. Lord Hatherley, Lady Emily, and Lord Rawson will never see them again!”

      Emily caught her breath. “Lord Hatherley is not the one seeking the diamonds?”

      Lord Franks snorted, as though such a question was a mockery. “You need not to consider that foolish gentleman. When he is drunk, the man talks much more than he ought.”

      “So, Lord Hatherley has not been the one seeking the diamonds?” Lady Millington queried, sounding as astonished as Emily felt. “It has been you…from the very beginning?”

      “I need those diamonds,” Lord Franks grated, the dark smile fading from his face as he glared at Emily. “I do not care what you think of me nor what you think you will do once I am long gone from this place. I will be saved. This is the only way.”

      Helen let out another cry as Lord Franks’ fingers gripped her shoulder all the more tightly. “Fetch the diamonds, Lord Pallson.”

      Emily saw Lord Pallson frown, his entire body tensing as he looked at Helen. Feeling desperate, afraid that Lord Pallson would react with anger, Emily took another small step forward. “And my maid, Sarah?”

      Lord Franks barely glanced at her, his gaze trained on Lord Pallson. “What of her?”

      “You have been using her to get what you want,” Emily stated, her breathing ragged. “Why?”

      Lord Franks shook his head, as though in despair at her question. “Because, Lady Emily, I needed someone to help me search for the diamonds. Someone within your house. When she could not find them, she helped me enter your father’s house. Unfortunately, your father was injured during my search, and I had to run for my life. You cannot imagine my delight on hearing that not only had you brought the diamonds with you, but that you intended to attend Lord Brighton’s house party!” His lips curved into a cruel sneer. “That stupid maid has proven very useful, and it has taken very little money to ensure her loyalty.”

      “Money,” Emily whispered, her heart sinking to the floor. “You gave her money.”

      “And affection, although it pained me to do so,” Lord Franks stated, with an ugly look. “Her ideas of grandeur helped. For heaven’s sake, she even allowed me to deliberately injure her out by the lake so as to provide a cover for her absence! Foolish girl.”

      Realizing it was all just as they had thought, Emily felt her head begin to throb, rubbing her forehead for a moment. This was as though a thunderclap had sounded directly over her head, sending tremors all through her. Lord Hatherley was not the one who had been after the diamonds; he had not been the one to write the notes and had not been the one who had attempted to injure her. It had always been Lord Franks, right from the very beginning.

      Her fear began to boil away, leaving only a fierce anger. She found herself growing angry with the man standing in front of her now, threatening all she held dear. She found herself hating that she had been so easily duped by him, blaming Lord Hatherley from the very beginning. She took in Helen’s tearful expression, saw Lord Pallson’s furious glare, and felt her own rage rise. This was all his fault. This was nothing to do with her, her father, Lord Pallson, Miss Martin, Lady Millington, or Lord Brighton. Lord Franks’ greed had caused him to try and frighten her into giving up the diamonds. He had attempted to drown her and then choke Lord Pallson.

      How she managed it she did not know. She grasped Lady Millington’s hand, the one holding the coal shovel and, taking a breath, stepped forward and swung it wildly at Lord Franks’ head. Whether or not it was due to the shock of it, Lord Franks stumbled back, the implement leaving a dark sooty mark across the side of his face. Miss Martin immediately stumbled to one side of the room, half falling into Lord Brighton’s waiting arms – and Lord Pallson reacted at once.

      Lord Franks’ dagger flashed dangerously as Emily staggered back towards Lady Millington, her body suddenly weak from what she had done. Lady Millington grasped her tightly, just as Lord Franks let out a roar of rage, looking to pounce at Emily, only to be tackled to the ground by Lord Pallson. Emily let out a shriek of fright as the men crashed to the floor, a small table overturning in the process and falling directly on top of Lord Pallson. There were grunts and groans of pain as the men fought, with all their strength, until Lord Brighton – looking a little wane himself, brought Miss Martin to Lady Millington’s attention and went to join the fray.

      It was all over very quickly after that. Lord Pallson and Lord Brighton held Lord Franks firmly and, rising to their feet, quickly bound Lord Franks’ hands behind his back, thanks to a short length of rope Lord Pallson had left in the library previously, evidently prepared for this very situation.

      “It is over now, Lord Franks,” Lord Pallson said in between gasps of air. “It is finished. Done. You will never have your hands on those diamonds.”

      Lord Franks let out a scream of rage that set Emily’s teeth on edge, her hand around Miss Martin’s waist as they watched together. Lady Millington came to stand close to them, her arm linking with Emily’s. Emily’s breathing was harsh and ragged, even as she watched Lord Franks being marched towards the library door by the two men. She did not know where he was to go and certainly did not want to ask, but the fact that it was now all at an end was somewhat difficult to accept.

      “We will be back shortly,” Lord Brighton murmured, in a low voice as they quit the room. “Please do remain here, all of you.”

      “No!” Lord Franks shouted, his face blood red. “Those diamonds! I need them. I need them!”

      “That is quite enough,” Lord Brighton replied firmly, giving the man a stern shake as they half dragged him towards the door. Emily felt herself jerk with a sudden fear as Lord Franks tried to lurch away from them and back towards her, but Lord Pallson and Lord Brighton held him fast.

      “You will pay for this!” Lord Franks shouted, his eyes narrowed to small slits as he glared at Emily, evidently holding her responsible for his lack of success. “I will have you and that stupid father of yours! I will get those diamonds!”

      “Enough!” Lord Pallson tugged Lord Franks’ arm hard. “Enough from you, Lord Franks, else I will knock you so hard that you will not be able to open your mouth.”

      Lord Franks fought against his bonds and against the two men for another moment, before quietly giving up. His teeth were bared, his eyes filled with fury, and yet there was nothing he could do.

      Emily’s gaze found Lord Pallson. He was not looking at her and, in the flickering firelight, looked somewhat pale. One of his arms was moving a little stiffly, and as much as she wanted to question him, to fly to his side and inquire as to whether or not he was all right, she found herself rooted to the spot, simply watching him as he dragged Lord Franks out of the room.

      “I want those diamonds!” Lord Franks yelled, as Lord Brighton pulled the library door shut behind the three of them. “I–!”

      His speech was cut short, although quite for what reason Emily could not say. She felt herself begin to shake as Lady Millington stepped away from herself and Miss Martin, ringing the bell for tea and then walking to the brandy tray, setting out five glasses and pouring three of them a small measure and two a more hearty one.

      “My goodness, Emily,” Lady Millington exclaimed, bringing over two of the glasses and handing one to Emily and one to Helen. “It is all at an end now, is it not? Come, you must sit. You too, Miss Martin. My goodness, you have both done extraordinarily well.”

      Miss Martin, who was clearly still quite at a loss as to what had occurred, nodded slowly and tottered a few steps towards a chair, sinking down into it carefully. Emily did so also, her eyes fixed on the flames of the fire whilst her mind tried to accept everything that had just occurred.

      “I do not quite understand,” Miss Martin murmured, her eyes flickering from Lady Millington to Emily. “You are not Miss Thorpe then? You are Lady Emily?”

      Emily found she could not speak, and so she gave a jerky nod instead.

      “Let me explain,” Lady Millington said gently, and so she launched into a short explanation that had Miss Martin catching her breath at various points. Emily, feeling somewhat miserable that she had inadvertently managed to embroil Miss Martin in all of this, kept her gaze straight ahead of her and tried to pray that Miss Martin would not be too upset.

      “Oh, but I quite understand.”

      Astonished, Emily looked at the girl.

      “You had to assume another name. It makes a good deal of sense, and I am not in the least bit surprised that you were forced to do so, Lady Emily.”

      “I–”

      Emily’s voice was thin and broken, compounded all the more by Miss Martin reaching across and taking her hand. Her emotions burst forth like a tide that had been held back, and she found herself crying.

      “I am truly sorry that he hurt you, Helen,” she whispered, dabbing at her eyes ineffectually. “I did not mean for that to occur.”

      “But I am quite all right, am I not?” Helen asked, sounding a good deal brighter than Emily had expected. “I am not hurt, save for a small pain in my shoulder, and whilst I will confess that I was shocked and afraid at times, it is all at an end now. There is nothing to be afraid of any longer, is there?” Her hand squeezed Emily’s gently. “I find that I am glad for you about that.”

      Emily sobbed for a good long while, letting out every single fear and worry as she did so. She cried with relief and with gladness, hearing Helen murmuring comforting words and with Lady Millington patting her shoulder gently. It was at an end. Somehow, she knew that Lord Franks would not be a danger to her again. She still had her maid to deal with, but without Lord Franks present, Sarah herself was not a danger. She could return to her life with her father, enjoying every moment of her freedom without ever having to be afraid again.

      “There you go,” Lady Millington said quietly, a smile on her face as Emily’s tears slowly abated. “Now, why do you not take a sip of your brandy? The tea tray should be here soon, and you will want a steaming hot cup too, I am quite sure.”

      Doing as Lady Millington had asked, Emily took a small sip of her brandy and let the fiery liquid burn down her throat and through her limbs. It made her gasp whilst giving her a strength she had not expected.

      “There, you see?” Lady Millington continued, her smile spreading all the more. “Wonderful stuff, is it not? Besides which, you will need your strength to speak to Lord Brighton and Lord Pallson when they return. I am quite sure they will be just as proud of you as I am.”

      “Proud of me?” Emily asked softly. “Why?”

      Lady Millington’s expression softened. “My dear, you were the one who struck Lord Franks with the coal shovel! I confess I was more than astonished at your quick action but so was Lord Franks! The look on his face was one of utter shock, and it worked marvelously well, did it not?” She glanced at Miss Martin, who herself was smiling. “You saved Miss Martin from his clutches and prevented him from getting a hold of your diamonds. All in all, my dear girl, you have done marvelously well, and I am quite sure that Lord Pallson will think much the same as I.”

      “Indeed he will.”

      Emily turned her head at once to see Lord Pallson standing framed in the doorway with Lord Brighton just behind him. He was smiling at her, an expression of relief etched onto his face as he walked inside.

      “You did excellently, my dear,” he continued, walking to stand closer to them all. “Helen, are you quite all right?”

      Helen smiled, lifting her shoulder slightly. “An ache but nothing more. I have heard everything from Lady Millington, and I quite understand it all. Lady Emily saved me from Lord Franks, and for that, I shall always be very grateful.”

      Lord Pallson’s smile grew warm. “You astonished me considerably, my dear,” he murmured, taking Emily’s cold hand in his warm one. “But I confess that I do not think that anything else would have worked. Lord Franks was expecting me to react, or perhaps Lord Brighton, but he did not for one moment think that you would wield something like the coal shovel!” He chuckled softly, bowing over her hand and kissing it. “It is all at an end now, my dear Lady Emily. You are quite safe. Your father can return from hiding, and you will both be able to go home.”

      “I--I do not know where my father is,” she stammered, her happiness suddenly dying away. “I–?”

      “I do,” Lady Millington interrupted, a slightly abashed look on her face. “Forgive me for keeping this from you, my dear, but I have always known where your father has gone to. It was known to me since the day your father planned for such an event. He sent you to me and went to one of my late husband’s small holdings. A cottage near the coast. I have the address. In fact, we may go visit him if you would wish it, my dear. It might be best, given that there is so much to explain.”

      Emily felt her lips curve into a smile of relief, slumping into her chair as Lord Pallson let go of her hand in order to allow the tea trays to be served. She did not feel any sort of anger towards Lady Millington for keeping such a thing from her, understanding at once why she had been required to do so. The thought of being back with her father, with having him at home and continuing their lives together made her happier than she had ever thought possible.

      “And I do hope you will allow me to come and call on you, once you are happy and settled,” Lord Pallson murmured, as Lord Brighton began to talk in excited tones with Lady Millington. “I would very much like to be introduced to your father.”

      The hope in his words had her breath catching. She knew very well what it was he wanted, what it was he wished to ask in meeting her father, and she knew all too well that she would never refuse Lord Pallson when the time came for him to ask.

      “Thank you, Lord Pallson,” she replied softly. “I think that a wonderful idea.” A small frown captured some of her smile. “But what of Lord Franks? What is to occur with him?”

      Miss Martin leaned forward. “Indeed, what is to become of him? What is to prevent him from pursuing the diamonds and Lady Emily again?”

      Lord Pallson grimaced. “As he is nobility, the law will be loath to go after him. However, I ensured that his name is now thoroughly disgraced, for we deliberately walked him into the drawing room.” A small, angry smile tugged at his lips. “Lord Brighton made a very loud announcement that the rest of their guests, for their own safety, were to stay well away from Lord Franks. He will say more at breakfast tomorrow morning. Lord Franks will not have a reputation to speak of once he returns to London.”

      “London?” Emily repeated, a little concerned. “Why would he return there?”

      Lord Pallson’s expression was a little triumphant. “Lord Franks’ father currently resides in London for the Season. I believe he has a daughter that is currently out. I would wager that he knows nothing of this.”

      Emily nodded slowly. “You intend to tell him, I presume?”

      A small shrug lifted Lord Pallson’s shoulder, and he winced, rubbing at his arm for a moment. “It will be flying around London by the time I return there, I am quite sure, but I will of ensure that the facts are known. As you may not be aware, Lord Franks has not regained his full title, for he is only an earl—and then one day he will be a marquess. I am quite sure his father, the Marquess of Winton, will have a good deal to say about his son’s behavior. I know that the Marquess of Winton has holdings overseas. I intend to suggest that Lord Franks should be sent there for a duration.”

      Feeling a good deal more settled at this news, Emily managed a small smile. “I see. That is a well-thought-out plan, Lord Pallson.”

      “Of course, I intend to be a part of your life long after Lord Franks returns to take his title of Marquess of Winton,” he finished tenderly. “You will not be alone or without help, should anything untoward occur.”

      Their eyes locked, and she felt her heart quickening in her chest.

      “Whatever is wrong with your shoulder, Lord Pallson?” Helen asked, breaking the moment. “Did Lord Franks injure you?”

      Lord Pallson gave her a wry smile. “His dagger caught me, I am afraid but–” He held up one hand, stemming the flow of expressions of concern from both Helen and Emily’s lips. “But I am quite at my ease, I assure you. It was a graze only. Thanks to Lady Emily’s quick thinking, Lord Franks was not in the least bit prepared.” Bowing low, he took her hand again and drew her to her feet. Quite uncaring about the others who were present, he led her away towards the darker part of the library, ensuring that they were as alone as they could be.

      And then, he drew her into his arms, holding her tightly as she melted into him. The steady beat of his heart steadied her, feeling him just as strong and as reassuring as ever. Emily clung to him tightly, her arms around his neck as she let out her breath, feeling as though she were breathing out the last of her fears.

      “You were marvelous, my love,” Lord Pallson murmured in her ear. “Truly marvelous. I should never have even suggested that you hide yourself away. I should never even have thought that you would be willing to do such a thing.” He looked down at her, lifting her chin with one gentle finger. “You have such strength in you, Lady Emily, that it quite takes my breath away.”

      She could not speak, could not move. All she could do was look up into his face and see the love that was resting in his eyes. She felt it resound in her own heart, her lips parting of their own accord as he leaned down to kiss her softly. They stood there together, wrapped in the shadows and entirely lost in one another.
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      Three months later

      “And how do you find my father?”

      Emily looked up, her lips quirking as Lord Pallson let out a long breath, his eyes twinkling as he looked back at her. They were taking a small stroll around the gardens of the Rawson estate and leaving Miss Martin, Lady Millington, and the Marquess talking together in the drawing room.

      “He is a somewhat fierce character, I think,” Lord Pallson replied with a slight lift of his brow. “But I am glad that he has not rejected me outright.”

      Emily laughed aloud. “How could he, now that he knows what you have done for me? Truly, Lord Pallson, you are being quite foolish.”

      Lord Pallson chuckled and offered her his arm, which she took at once. They smiled at one another for a moment, their mirth suddenly changing to something a good deal more intense.

      “It is very good to be back with you again,” Lord Pallson murmured gently. “I have missed your company.”

      “And I yours,” she replied truthfully. “It has been very pleasant to be able to return home safely with my father, but I have thought of you very often.” She caught his gaze for a moment, before turning her eyes back to the path ahead. “Everything is quite settled with Lord Franks?”

      Lord Pallson’s eyes darkened for a moment. “Yes, quite settled. He is gone abroad, with his father’s blessing.” He lifted his brows so that she could not mistake his meaning. “I believe he was to write to you. The Marquess of Winton, I mean.”

      Emily nodded slowly, remembering the note she had received from the marquess begging her forgiveness for the sins of his son, Lord Franks. “Yes, I have received it. It was very much appreciated by both myself and my father, although both of us believe that Lord Winton is not to blame in any way.”

      “He is a father wishing to do what he can to make amends for his son,” Lord Pallson said sadly. “It will be some years before Lord Franks can return home. You have nothing to fear any longer, my love.” He tipped his head. “What of your maid, Sarah? Last I heard, she was nowhere to be found.”

      Emily’s lips curved down. “Indeed. When we were residing with Lord Brighton, she must have overheard the news that Lord Franks had been captured. I have not seen her since.” Part of her was angry that her maid had managed to escape without any consequence, but she had been attempting to push such anger away over the last few months. There was nothing she could do in order to try and find Sarah, and she was certain that the maid could not harm her in any way.

      “You have such a strength about you, Lady Emily,” Lord Pallson murmured, shaking his head in astonishment. “You quite overwhelm me.”

      The tender expression had her heart quickening. “Thank you for all you have done, Lord Pallson.”

      “And for what you have done with Helen,” he said grandly. “You have heard, I am sure, that she is to be Lady Winchester within a few months.”

      Emily chuckled, recalling the letter she had received from Helen that had been filled with wondrous delight at the fact that she had found herself so wonderful a suitor. “Yes, I was aware and am very glad for her. Lady Millington is to wed Lord Brighton, although that is not as well known amongst the ton.” She laughed at Lord Pallson’s astonished expression, seeing that he had not been aware of it at all.

      “Then I wish them every happiness in the world,” he murmured, stopping for a moment and catching her hands so that she had to turn to face him. “And you, Lady Emily? What of your own happiness?”

      Her heart was beating so quickly she was sure he could not be unaware of it. Her hands were warm in his, her eyes filled with nothing but him. “I am happy, my lord, now that you are here.” Her voice was soft, her lips trembling just a little at the intensity in his eyes.

      “But I am not,” Lord Pallson said gently, his hands pressing hers for a moment. “I cannot be happy unless I am with you, Lady Emily. I have missed you terribly these last few months. The absence has been almost unbearable. My every waking moment has been filled with thoughts of you.” Drawing in a breath, he closed his eyes for a moment before looking down at her again, hope blazing in his eyes. “Will you marry me, my love? I love none but you. I desire none but you. Will you be my wife? Will you allow me to cherish you, to love you, to show you just how much you have come to mean to me?”

      She laughed softly, resting her hand gently against his cheek and marveling at the warmth in his eyes. “I have been waiting for you to ask me, Lord Pallson. Yes, of course, I will marry you. I confess to you now that I have loved you ever long, and that my love continues to burn each and every day.”

      He sighed with happiness, closing his eyes as he crushed her to him. She went willingly, letting him hold her close just as he had done so many times before. His lips met hers in a fierce kiss, and she gave herself up to it, feeling the hints of passion and knowing that this man, this wonderful, courageous man, loved her with all of his heart. She was free now, free of the fear and the terror that had held her for so long. Free to give him her heart, bursting with love and tenderness that was all for him.

      “I love you, Lady Emily,” he murmured, his breath whispering across her cheek.

      “And I you, Lord Pallson,” she replied, before reaching to kiss him again.
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      Nineteenth Century, England

      “And do you find this man guilty?”

      Thomas, Viscount Sharpe, stiffened, hardly hearing the pronouncement as it was read out. The man in the dock was someone he’d once considered a friend. It took a great deal for the son of a baron to be found guilty of a crime, even though Francis Newton was the second son and therefore not due any particular title at all – and such was the solemnity of the moment that the whole courthouse fell quiet.

      It was over in a moment. The whole courthouse burst with noise, leaving Thomas feeling both nauseated and weak. It seemed that Francis was to be spared the gallows, even though he was considered to be the murderer. The court did not want to hang a son of a baron, it seemed. However, along with this, and for his other crimes, Francis was to be incarcerated for a period of time. Thomas let out a small breath of relief, holding onto whatever he could find for support. The shame of it would be enough to render Francis incapable of ever returning to society, but at least he would not lose his life.

      “I protest!”

      Thomas froze as the sound of Francis’s voice took over the air, leaving the courthouse frozen in silence for a moment. Every eye turned towards the man, who had turned towards them all, evidently garnering their attention.

      “I protest,” Francis said again, his eyes roving across the crowd who had gathered to witness this. “I am not guilty of a single one of these crimes. I am not a murderer. I have been used by another to bear the blame for these sins.”

      “Please, sir, do be silent,” the magistrate said, sounding a little concerned that there might soon be a riot on his hands. “The judgement has been read out.”

      “The judgement is wrong!” Francis Newton shouted, turning around to face the magistrate again. “I am not guilty. I will not bear this shame, I will not have my family left to bear this burden of guilt.”

      Thomas froze in place, as Francis turned around again, catching Thomas’s eye. Had Francis known that Thomas would be there? Had he been looking for him for some reason?

      “My friend.”

      Thomas swallowed hard, remembering the days when both he and Francis had enjoyed all that London society had to offer. They had attended balls together, talked almost constantly about what ladies they had danced with or conversed with, played cards, spent time in White’s – and never once had Thomas suspected that Francis was taking part in any sort of underhand activities.

      “I know that you do not understand,” Francis continued quietly. “But I swear to you that I am not a guilty man.”

      Thomas’s throat worked. He wanted to remind Francis that he had been the one to find Francis standing over a man’s body with a bloody knife in his hand, but he could say nothing of the sort. His voice would not work as it ought.

      The rest of the courthouse fell silent as Francis continued to speak, with almost everyone hanging on the condemned man’s words.

      “I tell you the truth, Sharpe. I swear it to you. What you saw was not as things were. I found the knife, and—stupidly—I picked it up. The fact that I knew the fellow did not stand me in good stead, I admit, but I give you my word that I had nothing to do with his death. As for my other crimes…” He looked away, his expression grave. “Some of them were my own foolishness, but others have been placed upon my shoulders in the hope that I will be found guilty. You must find out why, Sharpe. You must.”

      Thomas shook his head, not quite sure what to say or what to think. He did not have an easy answer for his friend, for as far as he was concerned, the verdict had been read out. The next few years of Francis’s life would be spent in incarceration before he was allowed his freedom—should he survive that long.

      “Then if you will not do this, then you must promise me to take care of my sister,” Francis stated, as a few gasps came from the assembled crowd. “You know she will not be able to hold her head up in society again. That shame is not hers to bear, Sharpe. You know it is not. Swear to me that you will take pity on her, that you will take care of her. She has no other.”

      Slowly, Thomas let out his breath, recalling Francis’s only sister, Julianna. The youngest of four, she had never really caught Thomas’s attention—even though it would have made Francis more than delighted if Thomas had chosen to court her. Francis was correct to state that Julianna would not be able to even attend a single ball or social occasion from this day onwards. What would become of her then? Would she become a spinster, broken and alone? He could understand Francis’s concern.

      “You have brothers,” he stated weakly, aware that everyone in the court was listening to his reply—although why the magistrate was allowing such a conversation, he did not know. “Can they not care for her?”

      Francis shook his head, his mane of brown hair flying about his face. “You know full well that such a thing would never occur,” he stated plainly. “Please, Lord Sharpe. Consider this my final request to you.”

      Thomas’s heart bled. This gentleman had been his friend, even though he now felt as though he’d never really known Francis at all. He couldn’t refuse this request, knowing that he would not see him again. “Very well,” he said, feeling as though he had no other choice. “I give you my word; I will ensure she is taken care of.” He did not state that he would court her himself, nor that he would make sure she found a husband, but rather promised that he would simply ensure she was cared for and not left to a life of loneliness. How he was to go about that, he was not quite certain, but the relief that flashed in Francis’s eyes made Thomas feel as though he had made the right choice.

      “Then, I have nothing else to say,” Francis finished, turning back around to face the magistrate, as he fumbled for something in his pocket. “I will not bear the shame of a guilt I have no reason to bear. Let this be a lesson to you all.”

      Thomas stared in horror as Francis pulled a small bottle from his pocket. Before anyone could stop him, he had pulled the small cork from the top and threw back the liquid before throwing the bottle to the ground, letting it smash into tiny pieces.

      “Do not forget your promise to me,” Francis said, turning around to look up at Thomas again. “You have sworn it.”

      “I will not,” Thomas whispered, seeing how Francis began to pale. He watched in shock as Francis closed his eyes tightly, his expression one of severe pain. Then, slowly, he began to crumble, his legs too weak to hold him up any longer. A gasp ricocheted around the room, as Francis Newton, second son to Baron Hollard, collapsed to the floor, his head striking the ground hard.

      For a moment, no one moved. And then the magistrate hurried towards the fallen gentleman, his face wreathed in horror.

      “He is dead,” he pronounced, after a moment or two. Rising to his feet, he shook his head as the courtroom came to life with all manner of exclamations. “Take him away.”

      Thomas stared in utter confusion, as two men came to lift Francis’s lifeless body from the floor, his head pounding with confusion and his heart aching with pain. What had just occurred? What had Francis drunk that had rendered him so? Poison of some sort? Staring, unblinkingly, at the space where Francis’s body had lain, Thomas tried to come to terms with the fact that his friend was gone, his body soon to be laid to rest in the cold ground outside the churchyard. He would not be allowed to be buried with the rest of his family, not after his crimes.

      Do not forget your promise.

      Those words whispered in his ear, as though spoken by Francis’s spirit as it ascended. Thomas shuddered violently, his eyes squeezing shut as he dragged in air. He had made a promise, yes, and he was not likely to forget it. He would do as he had said, just as he had said, for the sake of the friendship he and Francis had once shared.

      His friend was dead. The torment was gone. And yet, no matter how hard he tried, Thomas could not forget just how earnest Francis had been in his promise that he was not guilty of the crimes put to him. Could it be true? Could Francis have somehow been made to take on such a guilt so that the true culprit could go free? Francis had never been particularly wise, which meant it would have been easy for someone to manipulate him into doing something which seemed entirely innocuous but had a more sinister end.

      “You should leave the court, my lord.”

      Shaken from his stupor, Thomas tried to clear his mind enough to realize what the gentleman to his left was saying.

      “Tis not wise to remain here,” the elderly, white-haired gentleman said, with a kind look in his eyes. “Mr. Newton was your friend, then?”

      Thomas barely realized that he was being led from the courthouse until the cold air hit him in the face, shocking him back to his senses. “Yes,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “Yes, Mr. Newton was my friend once.”

      The kindly gentleman nodded and patted his arm. “You did him a kindness in agreeing to what you did,” he said, tugging his coat around him a little more tightly. “I’m sure this sister of his, whomever she is, will be grateful for your company. She will need it in the months to follow.”

      “Yes, of course,” Thomas replied, without really thinking. “There will be the funeral and the mourning first of course.”

      “But then you will be by her side, escorting her through London, will you not?” the gentleman asked, looking at Thomas with a firm eye. “Just as you said.”

      “I will,” Thomas answered quickly, feeling as though he were being put to the test in some way. “But that will not be for a year.”

      The gentleman nodded. “Then I insist that when the time comes, you both call upon me. I shall ensure that she is not barred from any social events that I should run.”

      Thomas blinked, a little confused.

      “I am the Marquess of Thurston,” the gentleman continued, seeing Thomas’s confusion. “I may not be a duke, but I have some sway over the beau monde. And I am not truly convinced that Mr. Newton was as guilty as they all say. There is more at work here, I am quite sure.” He shook his head, his lined face a little grave. “But that is all at an end now, I suppose.”

      “Quite,” said Thomas faintly.

      “Until next year then,” the marquess said, a little more cheerfully. “Good day to you, Lord Sharpe. And thank you for helping me from the courthouse. It is much appreciated.”

      Thomas did not quite know what to say, watching the older gentleman walk away and finding that he was more than a little confused. After everything that he had witnessed, after everything that had occurred, he was more than a little troubled.

      “To White’s then,” he muttered, ensuring that his hat was firmly on his head. He did not hail a hackney but rather began to walk, praying that the many brandies he intended to down would clear his mind of all the disquieting thoughts that were already beginning to torment him.
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      One Year Later

      Miss Julianna Newton was dressed in the highest fashion, with what could only be described as the most beautiful bonnet she had ever seen placed delicately over her blonde curls.

      She looked to be the picture of perfection, but yet, despite the reflection staring back at her from the looking glass, Julianna knew that she was utterly terrified.

      Terrified that society was about to turn their backs on her as one, that she would be given the cut direct by so many others in the ton that she would have no other option but to return to the house in disgrace.

      “You look quite perfect, miss.”

      Julianna managed a tight smile, looking at her lady’s maid. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “You’ve done very well.” Removing the bonnet, she handed it back to the maid. “I will require my bonnet later this afternoon, although not at this present moment.”

      The maid bobbed a curtsy and asked if there was anything else she needed. Since there was nothing for Julianna to do—other than wait for her mysterious visitor to arrive—Julianna dismissed her.

      Her stomach knotted despite her calm outward appearance. It had been a little over a year since her elder brother Francis had apparently killed himself in court after being convicted of murder, theft, and a whole host of smaller offenses. It had come as a terrible shock to the whole family, and her eldest brother, the newly titled Baron Hollard, had immediately removed both herself and her only other brother, Henry Newton, back to the family estate for their year of mourning.

      It had been a truly terrible year. It had been difficult enough to accept that Francis had been found guilty of such crimes, but quite another thing to accept that he had taken his own life rather than face the shame of what he had done. It had not made any sense to her, for the judgement had been that he should be incarcerated instead of facing the gallows, but instead Francis had chosen to end his life in some sort of protest against the supposed injustices he felt had been placed upon him.

      What sort of guilty man would do such a thing?

      After she had commenced her mourning, her elder brother had instructed her that she would be returning to London the following summer for the Season, expecting her somehow to find herself a suitable husband—even with the disgrace that was still lying heavily upon them all. Her brother, Henry, had remained mostly silent during their mourning year but had scoffed loudly at the idea that any of them would be able to find a marriage partner now.

      Jonathan, as the eldest brother and the one carrying the family title, had simply ignored Henry and had informed Julianna that she had a sponsor.

      This had come as something of a surprise, for Julianna could not imagine who it was that had chosen to sponsor her in such a way, especially when she was bound to be looked upon with disgrace. And yet, much to her surprise, she had found herself meeting with the Marchioness of Thurston, who had called upon her the very first day she had arrived in London.

      That had been the most extraordinary meeting. The marchioness was considerably older than Julianna had expected but seemed to exude a youthful vitality that had brought a little relief to Julianna’s soul. Lady Thurston had not explained in particular detail why she wished to sponsor Julianna, but had said that it had been her husband, the Marquess of Thurston’s idea and she had been more than glad to go along with it. In addition, the marchioness had explained that she had already discovered that there was a particular gentleman who wished to speak to her about a certain matter, although that would not be possible until after Julianna had been presented.

      It had been something of a whirlwind since then. In this last week, she had been sent for various fittings, been gifted a few new beautiful dresses – which the Marchioness of Thurston had pressed upon her without question – and then been introduced at court with the Marchioness of Thurston as her sponsor. Now her Season in London could begin.

      Unfortunately for Julianna, she was rather afraid that any gentleman she met would simply turn their back on her, once they realized who she was. It was rather unfair, she considered, rising to her feet and making her way towards the door. To have her brother behave so terribly was one thing, but to have his actions blacken her own character was quite another. She had never stolen a single thing, nor lied for her own gain. In fact, she had done everything she could to be as respectable and as honorable as she could, just as she was expected to. For how else was she to find herself a husband?

      “Not that there is much chance of such a thing occurring now,” she murmured sadly to herself, as she made her way through the small, quiet townhouse occupied only by herself and her elder brother Henry Newton. Her eldest brother, the Baron of Hollard, had chosen to remain at home on his estate, given his duties and responsibilities, but had assured her that she was to be very well looked after by both Henry and her then-unknown sponsor.

      Today was to be her first meeting with the gentleman Lady Thurston had mentioned. Although, again, nothing had been said as to why he wished to see her nor what the matter was on which he wanted to speak. Apparently, all would become clear. She was just to expect him on Wednesday afternoon at four o’clock sharp.

      The clock chimed, and Julianna held her breath.

      “Miss Newton?”

      The door opened to reveal the butler, bowing gracefully as he held a silver tray in his hand.

      “You have a visitor,” he said, handing her the tray. “Lord Sharpe, I believe.”

      “Lord Sharpe?”

      Julianna frowned, not recognizing the name as she lifted the card from the tray.

      “I do believe so, Miss Newton,” the butler said, with his usual infinite patience. “Shall I show him in?”

      Julianna glanced over her shoulder to ensure that there was a maid seated in the corner. “Is my brother not at home?” she asked, twisting her fingers nervously. After all, she had spoken to Henry about this particular visit and had asked him to be present for propriety’s sake, but it appeared that he had either forgotten or simply did not care.

      “I cannot say, miss,” the butler replied hesitantly. “I fear he may still be abed.”

      She closed her eyes tightly, a little embarrassed. “I see.” She could not turn away her visitor now, not when the arrangement had already been made. “Then yes, please do show him in. And once you have done so, will you have the maid bring a tea tray?”

      A flicker of sympathy was in the butler’s eyes as he nodded. “But of course.”

      “I thank you.”

      Turning this way and that as she walked in front of the fireplace awaiting her visitor’s entrance, Julianna tried not to give in to her frustrations over her brother’s absence. She was nervous enough without Henry behaving in his usual selfish, thoughtless manner, but then again, she ought to have expected such a thing. After all, her brother was not inclined towards anyone but himself.

      Straightening her shoulders, Julianna forced herself to stop walking and turned to face the door in preparation. She was not quite sure what she expected, for it was rather awkward to greet a stranger when they had never been introduced. How she wished her brother had been here instead of remaining abed!

      “Lord Sharpe, Miss Newton.”

      The butler gave a small bow and quit the room, although he made sure to leave the door ajar just as Julianna had instructed. Julianna managed a small smile, as she dropped into a curtsy, feeling her face flame with embarrassment.

      “I must apologize that my brother is not here to oversee our introductions, Lord Sharpe,” she said, as she raised her head. “He is…unwell.”

      Lord Sharpe was a tall, somewhat thin man with a dark brown hair that swept across his forehead. With his rectangular face, sturdy jaw, and proud nose, he looked every inch the gentleman—although Julianna was caught by the most interesting set of grey eyes she had ever seen. They were looking at her intently, swirling with an intensity that was somewhat unsettling. He was not smiling, but his lips were pulled taut, as though he was displeased with what he found. There were smudges beneath his eyes, betraying a lack of sleep, which was, much too often, due to society’s social occasions. Although, she could not tell by appearance alone whether he enjoyed such things. All in all, Julianna considered him quite severe.

      “Miss Newton.”

      She inclined her head, aware of the heat that infused her cheeks at his deep, graveled voice.

      “You were expecting me, I hope?”

      She felt the sting of his rebuke, even though he had not said a single word of reproach.

      “Yes, of course,” she said softly. “The Marchioness of Thurston informed me that I was to have a caller at this exact time, although I was not aware who it was to be calling.”

      Lord Sharpe blinked, looking somewhat confused. “You did not know that I was to call upon you?”

      “No,” she replied, hoping she had not insulted him in some way. “Lady Thurston has arranged all manner of things for me thus far and—”

      “She is your sponsor, I think.”

      Julianna bristled for a moment, a little annoyed at how he had interrupted her. “That is so,” she answered, in as even a voice as she could. “They are both very kind.”

      Lord Sharpe nodded slowly, his eyes roving around the room as though he expected to see her brother there. He appeared a little more relieved upon spotting the maid, and when she asked if he would sit, he did so without hesitation. Lord Sharpe seemed to perch on the edge of the chair instead of sitting with any sort of ease, making her feel both nervous and uncertain in equal measure.

      “You have not been informed as to my particular reason for calling upon you then?” Lord Sharpe said slowly, looking at her with those unusual eyes that had her so entranced despite her uncertainty. “It is to do with the Marquess of Thurston, of course, but also because of a promise I made.”

      She waited for the maid to set down the tea tray and dismissed her before responding to him. “A promise, Lord Sharpe?” she asked, confused. “You have not made any to me, I do not think.”

      Lord Sharpe managed a small, uncomfortable smile. “No, indeed not,” he agreed softly. “But I did make such an agreement with your brother.”

      Julianna blinked rapidly in surprise, her hands stilling on the teapot. “Lord Hollard?”

      Lord Sharpe looked puzzled for a moment and then shook his head. “You mean with your brother Lord Hollard? No, not with him.”

      “Then with Mr. Newton,” Julianna said, finally managing to pour two cups of tea. “What is it he has asked of you? I do hope that it is nothing too ridiculous.” She handed Lord Sharpe his tea, and he took it with a small, thin smile, appearing almost stiff as he reached for it.

      “You misunderstand me entirely, Miss Newton,” he continued in his low, gruff voice. “I made a promise to Francis. To Mr. Francis Newton.”

      Julianna went cold all over, her hands no longer warmed by the teacup she held.

      “I know this must come as something of a surprise to you, and indeed, I had hoped that I would not have to explain myself, but it appears Francis did not say a word to you before the…trial.” His eyes lowered to the cup and saucer he held, his expression rather grave. “Regardless, I will do as I promised him.”

      Barely able to comprehend what Lord Sharpe was saying, Julianna tried her very best to remain composed and calm, despite the torment that was going on within her soul at the mention of her brother. She did not know what to make of this man who had appeared at her home simply to inform her that he was there to make good on a promise to her deceased brother. She had not allowed herself to truly consider Francis for some time, other than the occasional passing thought, and so to linger on him now was a little difficult.

      “I can see that I have quite taken you by surprise,” Lord Sharpe continued, making Julianna realize that she had said nothing for some minutes. “That was not my intention, but it is, of course, quite understandable.”

      “How did you know my brother, Lord Sharpe?” Julianna whispered, her eyes fixed on the gentleman sitting opposite her. “And what promise is it that you speak of?”

      Lord Sharpe cleared his throat, looking a trifle uncomfortable. “Your brother was some years older than you, I think?”

      “Yes,” she stated, setting down her cup and saucer on the table in front of her. “By seven years.”

      “Which explains why you do not know about his time in London during the three Seasons he was there,” Lord Sharpe murmured. “Not that there was a good deal to tell, but needless to say, he and I became very close in our friendship. I considered him to be one of my closest friends—until the night that he was…discovered.”

      Julianna shuddered violently, knowing precisely to what Lord Sharpe was referring.

      “I felt as though I did not know him at all then,” Lord Sharpe continued, his eyes fixed away from her as he tried to explain. “I thought our friendship meant very little, that I had been played false in some way in believing that Mr. Newton was this kind, good-natured, and a little foolish in his character man. I regret to say that I turned my back on him entirely.”

      “You regret it?” Julianna repeated, her hands twining their fingers together, such was the tension she felt. “Why is that?”

      Lord Sharpe hesitated, leaned forward in his chair, and allowed his gaze to meld with her own. “Your brother insisted that he was not guilty of the crimes put to him. After the verdict was given, he turned to me and spoke as though it were just he and I in the room. He assured me that he was not guilty and begged me, thereafter, to ensure that I would take care of you.”

      Julianna sat bolt upright, her whole being rippling with shock. Was this to be some sort of marriage proposal? She did not know Lord Sharpe in any way whatsoever, and surely he could not expect her simply to agree to his hand in marriage due to some promise or other he had made to Francis.

      “I intend to do just that, Miss Newton,” Lord Sharpe finished, still holding her gaze steadily. “I will be at each and every social occasion that you attend with the Marchioness of Thurston. I will ensure to dance with you, converse with you, and introduce you to those I feel will be accepting of your presence.” A small smile lifted his lips, although there was still a heaviness to his expression. “I am quite sure that we will be able to guide you through the Season without incident and to what I hope will be a satisfactory conclusion.”

      Julianna blinked, a little confused.

      “Marriage, Miss Newton,” Lord Sharpe stated plainly, his face growing pink with evident embarrassment. “I fully intend to make sure you have a suitable husband by the end of the Season. And, if not this Season, then the next.”

      “I see,” Julianna whispered, not quite sure whether she was grateful for such news or not. “That is…most kind of you, Lord Sharpe.” Her eyes narrowed a touch as she regarded him, wondering whether or not he was truly willing to do such a thing. “But there is no need for you to oblige if you do not wish it. I am quite sure the marchioness will—”

      “I must keep my promise to Newton,” Lord Sharpe interrupted, obviously referring to Francis. “I am a man of my word, Miss Newton, and therefore I will see it through.” Slowly, the pink began to leave his cheeks, giving him back his rather stern appearance. “That is, if you will accept me.”

      Julianna took a breath before she answered, seeing a vision of Francis floating before her eyes. Her brother had always been kind and attentive towards her – a good deal more so than her other two brothers – and she was overwhelmed by his consideration for her even on his last few minutes on earth.

      “I think I shall have to accept, Lord Sharpe,” she said slowly, her brow furrowing. “For Francis’s sake, even if not for my own. If he was good enough to think of me, to demand a promise from you for my good, then I have no right to turn that down. Therefore, I will accept.”

      Lord Sharpe did not look pleased nor filled with regret. “Thank you, Miss Newton. I shall see you tomorrow evening, I think.” He rose to his feet. “Lady Thurston informed me you were to go to Lord Reapsome’s ball.”

      “Yes, indeed.” She rose to join him, feeling a sudden flurry of nervous anxiety fill her stomach. “That is quite so.”

      “Then I shall ensure to sign your dance card almost as soon as I arrive,” he stated, bowing grandly in front of her. “You shall not find yourself alone this evening, Miss Newton, so you need not fear that.” To her surprise, he reached for her hand, which she had no choice but to give, lifting it his lips. His eyes looked down at her as he did so, holding a deep sympathy, which Julianna allowed to soothe her soul.

      “Thank you, Lord Sharpe,” she said, a little hoarsely. “You are very kind.”

      He nodded, let go of her hand, and made his way to the door, only to stop suddenly and swing back around to face her.

      “Might I ask you a rather personal question, Miss Newton?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you think that your brother truly was guilty of those crimes?” Lord Sharpe asked, looking a trifle uncomfortable as he shifted from foot to foot, his gaze now roving around the room behind her. “Do you believe he truly was a murderer?”

      Julianna gaped at him, her mind burning with the agony of what he had asked.

      “I can see that I have asked something I should not have,” Lord Sharpe muttered, dropping his head. “Forgive me.”

      “No,” Julianna said loudly, startling both herself and Lord Sharpe. “What I mean is, no, I do not see how he could be guilty of such terrible things, Lord Sharpe. However, the pronouncement was made, and therefore, I must accept it.” She lifted her chin, surprised that tears were still hurrying towards her eyes despite the fact that Francis had been gone for some time. “There is no good in such questions, Lord Sharpe.”

      His eyes finally settled on hers again, an air of sadness filling the room. “No,” he agreed quietly. “No, I suppose there is not. Do forgive me, Miss Newton.” Turning on his heel, he made to quit the room, only for Julianna to call him back.

      “If you please,” she said, making him stumble slightly as he turned around. “What are your thoughts on the matter, Lord Sharpe? Do you believe my brother was a thief, a liar, and a murderer?” Those words burned on her tongue, but she did not take them back, standing quietly and waiting for Lord Sharpe’s response.

      “No.” Lord Sharpe’s expression was one of great sadness, as though he deeply regretted that he had ever believed it to be true. “I do not know why I should think so or what good it is now, but I cannot remove your brother’s last words to me, Miss Newton.” He spread his hands, a look of deep regret in his eyes “I do not think your brother ever did a single act of criminality in his life. I believe that he was entirely innocent, and—as he stated—someone else was using him to take the blame for their own actions.”

      “But who would do such a thing?” Julianna asked, her heart quickening in her chest. “And why?”

      “My dear Miss Newton,” Lord Sharpe replied heavily. “Those are questions that I fear may never be answered. Good day to you.”
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      “Good evening, Miss Newton.”

      Thomas had to admit that Miss Newton did look rather beautiful this evening, even though her eyes were darting from here to there in evident fright. Her ballgown was a light emerald green, which only made him more aware of the beauty of her green eyes, and there were pearls adorning her fair hair, which caught the light as she moved. She was small in stature, appearing to be almost delicate in her movements, with an oval face and high cheekbones that were surely to be the envy of almost every lady present. Her lips were full and pink, her cheeks flaring with color as she looked up at him. Yes, indeed, Miss Newton was sure to capture the attention of at least a few gentlemen this evening.

      “Lord Sharpe, how very good to see you.”

      He bowed over the hand of the Marchioness of Thurston, smiling at her. “A very good evening to you, Lady Thurston. Is your husband with you this evening?”

      “He is,” Lady Thurston replied, with a slightly rueful smile. “But he has already abandoned me to go in search of the card room. Lord Reapsome was more than glad to show him the way.”

      Thomas stifled a grin, just as Lady Thurston laughed. He had been summoned to Lord and Lady Thurston’s home almost the minute he had arrived back in London – although quite how they had known he was present, he could not say. He had found the gentleman and lady to be more than concerned for Miss Newton, with Lord Thurston asking him directly if Thomas still intended to keep his word and ensure Miss Newton was well looked after during the season.

      Of course, Thomas had said that, yes, he had every intention of doing so, and so a bond was forged between the three of them. The truth was that Thomas had very little idea as to why the marquess and marchioness had any particular interest in coming to the aid of Miss Newton, particularly when they had no connection to the family, but there was something about their characters that made him believe it simply came from a desire to be of help to those who were unable to find such help for themselves. To have wealth and a title, such as they did, meant that there was very little reason for them to involve themselves in anything they did not wish to, but Thomas suspected that their hearts were more than generous, seeking to help Miss Newton just because they did not wish to see her so rejected by society on account of her brother’s deeds.

      “I am glad to hear that your first meeting with Miss Newton went well,” Lady Thurston continued, with a smile in Miss Newton’s direction. “I do apologize that I had not informed her of who you were and what your intentions for her were beforehand, but I thought it best that you explain to her all that had occurred last year.”

      Thomas nodded and gave Lady Thurston a quick smile. “But of course,” he said grandly. “Now, Miss Newton, might I sign your dance card?”

      “She is not to waltz,” Lady Thurston warned, with a slight twinkle in her eye. “That delight is to be saved for some time yet.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes widened as she turned from Lady Thurston towards Thomas, her blush darkening.

      “I would have asked your permission at first, of course,” Thomas replied to Lady Thurston, smiling at Miss Newton who, to his surprise, did not smile back. “The quadrille, however, will be quite safe, I think.” He wrote his name down for the quadrille and then for the cotillion a little later, thinking that he would have to ensure that Miss Newton smiled and laughed with whomever she would be introduced to this evening. She would have to pretend that she did not feel the anxiety and the fear that was so evidently coursing through her. Glancing into her eyes, he saw her gaze drop away, her color still high.

      It was time to talk to her about what he would expect.

      “Might I steal Miss Newton from your side for a time, Lady Thurston?” he asked, offering Miss Newton his arm. “I have some acquaintances I should be glad to introduce her to.”

      Lady Thurston beamed at him, her lined face seeming to glow with delight. “But of course, Lord Sharpe!” she exclaimed, ushering Miss Newton towards him. “That would be splendid. Make sure you say that I am the one to sponsor her. And if there is any suggestion of anything untoward, any insults or the like, then I expect you to defend her as though she were your own sister.” Lady Thurston’s voice had become hard, as if she knew that this was exactly what Miss Newton was about to face.

      Thomas inclined his head. “I shall defend her valiantly,” he promised, waiting until Miss Newton had gently placed her hand under his arm, although her grasp was so light it felt as though she was barely touching him. “Come along then, Miss Newton.”

      Turning away from Lady Thurston, Thomas and Miss Newton walked in silence for a few minutes, being entirely unsure as to what to say to one another. The music and buzz of conversation surrounded them both, leaving Thomas feeling as though there was, perhaps, very little to say to the lady. He would do the introductions, but it was not particularly important whether they had a good conversation. All he needed was for Miss Newton to garner herself some new acquaintances, and all would be well.

      “I would ask you not to speak of me as though I am not there.”

      A little surprised that Miss Newton was not only speaking to him but speaking in such a harsh tone of voice, Thomas looked down at her, his brows lifted. “I beg your pardon?”

      Miss Newton lifted her chin, her eyes flashing. “I do not wish you to speak to Lady Thurston – or to anyone for that matter, as though I am not present and able to hear your every word,” she said again, a good deal more firmly this time. “It makes me feel as though I am nothing more than a burden that must be dealt with as swiftly and as firmly as possible.”

      Thomas found his feet sticking to the floor, staring down at the quiet and gentle Miss Newton, quite shocked that she had spoken with such firmness.

      “It is good of you to come to my aid in such a way, of course,” Miss Newton continued, not once allowing her eyes to drift from his. “And I am grateful for both you and for Lord and Lady Thurston’s kindness, but I will not allow you to continue to speak of me as though I am unable to speak for myself, or to understand what it is you are saying. Do I make myself quite clear?”

      Completely taken aback by what he had heard and seen from Miss Newton, Thomas found it hard to put into words precisely what it was he was thinking. There was a spark of anger in his heart, fueled by frustration and a sense that Miss Newton was being more than a little severe.

      “You need not be so ridiculous,” he stated firmly, aware that she had let go of his arm. “I was not doing such a thing deliberately.”

      She seemed to swell with anger in front of him. “I am not being ridiculous nor am I suggesting that you were being deliberately cruel,” she stated, folding her arms across her chest. “Nor will I permit such a thing to drop from your attention. You did not ask me if I wished to accompany you across the ballroom to meet some of your acquaintances, but rather you spoke to Lady Thurston.” Her gaze grew cold. “I am well aware that it is quite proper to ask a young lady’s sponsor or companion for such a thing, but only if the lady herself has been asked first.”

      All of Thomas’s anger disappeared in a moment, as he realized what it was she was saying. Miss Newton was quite correct to state that this was precisely what he had done. He had not asked her if she wished to walk with him; he had merely spoken to Lady Thurston and simply expected Miss Newton to go along with whatever they agreed.

      “Alas, Miss Newton, I can see now that your words have merit,” he muttered, his eyes now fixed to the floor by their feet. “I do apologize. I will not do such a thing again.”

      Miss Newton looked rather surprised at this, her own angry expression beginning to fade away. “Thank you, Lord Sharpe,” she murmured, tilting her head as though she did not quite believe that he was telling her the truth. “That is good of you to say.”

      Thomas cleared his throat and made to offer her his arm again, only for someone to stumble into him, hard. Staggering forward, he crashed into Miss Newton, who managed to keep herself upright with an effort, whilst he himself tumbled to the ground.

      The gasps from those around him sent color burning into his face as Thomas struggled to get himself back to standing. He was a little dazed, wondering what sort of brute of a man had managed to knock him to the floor.

      “I do apologize, old boy!”

      Thomas blinked, seeing a man with a thick, brown beard reaching for his hand. Thomas gave it at once and allowed the fellow to help pull him up, more than aware of the many eyes that were on him.

      “What on earth is the meaning of this?” he asked, angrily brushing down his clothes and praying that his cravat was not entirely ruined. “What were you doing, man?”

      The gentleman inclined his head, his face almost entirely covered by his thick beard and a long, thick mustache. It was not at all the thing, but for whatever reason, this particular gentleman appeared not to care about fashion and the like. No doubt such a thing would be noticed by the gossip writers and this incident would be somewhere in the society papers in the morning.

      “A little too eager in my dancing, I fear,” the gentleman replied with a quick smile, although his eyes lingered over Thomas’s right shoulder. “I am truly sorry.”

      Thomas muttered darkly under his breath but saw, much to his relief, that the gentlemen and ladies who had been watching him were now quite taken up with something else.

      “And I must apologize to you also,” the gentleman continued, directing his words towards Miss Newton. “Are you all right?”

      Miss Newton was red in the face, evidently mortified at what had occurred, but she nodded and looked away. Thomas closed his eyes for a moment, drawing in a long, steadying breath. Miss Newton did not need this sort of attention, not when she was already finding it difficult to traverse through society for what was, really, the first time. It would be better to move on from this incident as quickly as they could.

      “Thank you, but I think we are both uninjured,” he said quickly, as the gentleman stuck out a hand. “There is nothing to concern yourself with further.” He shook the gentleman’s hand, as though this was to reassure him that there was truly no injury. “Good evening to you.”

      “Good evening,” the gentleman replied, his eyes suddenly fixed on Miss Newton. “I do hope this will not be the last time we shall meet.”

      Thomas frowned at those strange words, turning to glance at Miss Newton and wondering if this was what the gentleman was hoping for: an introduction to Miss Newton. He was about to suggest such a thing, given that any gentleman’s acquaintance would be an advantage for Miss Newton, only to turn back to see the bearded fellow walking away from them both, twisting this way and that as he made his way through the throng of guests.

      “Are you quite all right, Miss Newton?” Thomas asked, seeing Miss Newton’s cheeks still red with embarrassment. “You are not hurt?”

      “Not in the least,” she replied with alacrity. “Shall we continue on?”

      Thomas nodded, shrugged, and offered her his arm again, which she took without hesitation. Walking together, Thomas struggled to remove the strange gentleman from his mind, finding something familiar about him that he could not quite place.

      “It is very strange, is it not?” Miss Newton commented quietly.

      He looked down at her. “What is strange, Miss Newton?”

      Her eyes turned towards his, filled with confusion. “It is strange that he said he was too eager in his dancing when, at the time he crashed into you, the dancing had only just come to a close.” A line appeared between her delicate eyebrows as she considered the matter further. “And he did not seem at all eager to go back in search of his partner, to apologize to her.”

      Thomas frowned, turning the matter over in his mind. “And we are a good distance away from where they are dancing,” he said softly, feeling Miss Newton’s hand tighten on his arm. “You are quite correct, Miss Newton. There is something a little strange about what has just occurred.” Not that he had any understanding about what such a thing might be, although he was quite certain that if he saw that particular gentleman again – for he would not be hard to miss – Thomas would make sure to greet him and discover his name.

      He shrugged one shoulder as they approached some acquaintances of his. “I think it best you push the matter from your mind for the time being, Miss Newton,” he stated firmly. “Here, now, let me introduce you to one or two of my acquaintances and see if we cannot find you a few more dance partners for the evening.”

      Miss Newton glanced up at him, a sheen of fear in her eyes although she did not say a word.

      “You must be confident and assertive, Miss Newton, and do not let anyone see if you are injured by a harsh word or a snide remark,” he said. “You are as welcome here as I am. Do not let those with long memories and little else to do other than make their mark in society trouble you in any way whatsoever. I shall not abandon you, and nor will Lady Thurston.”

      Miss Newton drew in a breath, set her shoulders, and placed a smile on her lips. “Does this suffice?”

      He could not help but grin, which in turn let Miss Newton’s smile grow steadily.

      “That is it exactly,” he said, seeing a few familiar faces turn towards them. “You shall do very well this evening, Miss Newton, I am sure of it.”

      

      It was not until a good few hours later, when Thomas was more than content with how things had gone for Miss Newton, that he allowed himself to relax just a little. Not only had he danced twice with Miss Newton, finding her to be more than graceful in her steps, but he had managed to secure her three other dance partners, two of which had asked for two separate dances. Of course, she had not had every dance filled, but that was to be expected. There had been a few gentlemen less than inclined to become acquainted with her, but he had not allowed their behavior to affect him. Miss Newton had looked a little hurt upon occasion, but she had done very well to maintain her elegant composure, whilst remaining warm and welcoming to whomever showed her even the smallest bit of interest.

      He watched her now as she danced with Lord Borden, who was a tall, thin gentleman with a shock of thick, black hair that seemed to sway in time to the music. Borden was a viscount and had a firm, good-natured character. He would be more than suitable for Miss Newton, Thomas considered, tipping his head. That being said, Lord Borden had been in society for some years now and still had not shown any sign of being particularly interested in securing himself a bride.

      “But there is always a first time,” Thomas mumbled to himself, sitting back in his chair with a small smile on his face. If things continued to go as well as they had this evening, then the matter regarding Miss Newton would be over very soon. He would have his freedom back and would be able to enjoy the Season for himself.

      Not that he intended to find a bride quite yet. Another year or so and then he might do so, knowing that he required an heir to take on the title when the time came. He did not feel quite settled enough yet, although whether that was to do with Miss Newton, he could not say.

      Something crinkled as he adjusted his seat, making him frown. He had nothing in his pockets as far as he knew, but the sound came again as he rose to his feet, his frown deepening as he searched.

      A small piece of paper was all he could find; he tugged it out of his pocket the moment he discovered it. He had no recollection of having put something there, and certainly, his valet would not have allowed such a thing to go unnoticed. How very odd.

      The paper was small and torn at the edges, as though someone had not had the time to find anything better. Unfolding it, Thomas felt his stomach turn over as he read the few words.

      ‘Newton was innocent. You must find a way to prove it. There is more at stake than you know.’

      Thomas stared blankly at the words, struggling to make sense of them and wondering who had managed to put such a small note into his pocket. What did it mean that there was “more at stake”? Was there to be another murder? And how was he to prove that the late Francis Newton was not the murderous, foul-minded gentleman that most seemed to think he was? As far as Thomas was concerned, it was almost impossible.

      “Lord Sharpe!”

      Thomas looked up at once, holding the note in his hand as he tucked his arms behind his back. Miss Newton was coming towards him, a brilliant smile on her face. This evening had, at least, gone rather well for her.

      “You look quite troubled, my lord,” she said, the smile fading from her face. “I will not trouble you further. I thought to ask if you could accompany me back to Lady Thurston, for I cannot see her.”

      “Here.”

      He did not know what he intended by giving her the note, but the astonishment on her face as she read it made him glad that he was not the only one entirely at a loss as to what to think.

      “Who gave this to you?” she whispered, the smile gone completely from her expression, her eyes filled with wariness. “And why?”

      “I do not know.” He shrugged and looked away. “I found it in my pocket.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes widened all the more, fixed on him as though he were about to turn around and tell her that he had simply written the note himself and placed it in his own pocket.

      “I do not know who put it there,” he insisted, taking her gloved hand in his and feeling her tremble. “Nor do I know what it is I am meant to do with such information.”

      “Wait.”

      Her hand tightened on his, her breath hitching as she struggled to speak.

      “What is it, Miss Newton?” he asked, suddenly filled with a sense of urgency. “What troubles you?”

      “That gentleman,” Miss Newton breathed, one hand pressed lightly against her chest. “The bearded gentleman who fell into you.”

      It was as though a lightning bolt had struck him, hard.

      “Could he not have placed such a thing in your pocket, Lord Sharpe?” Miss Newton asked, her voice barely loud enough for him to hear. “Is there any other explanation?”

      He shook his head slowly, his heart beginning to race. “No, I do not think there is.”

      “Then who is he?” Miss Newton exclaimed, suddenly looking quite frightened. “And what does he mean by pushing that note into your pocket?”

      Thomas could barely think straight, such was the shock of what Miss Newton had just revealed to him. That strange gentleman, the one he had sensed a familiarity about, the one who had seemingly knocked him over simply by accident, had done so deliberately so that he might pass on a message to both Thomas and Miss Newton. The gentleman must have known that Thomas was escorting Miss Newton, which was perhaps why he had ensured to speak to them both.

      “What should we do, Lord Sharpe?”

      Gathering himself, he looked at Miss Newton sharply, seeing that she was on the brink of tears. “There is nothing we can do for the moment,” he said, as calmly as he could. “That gentleman will be gone from this place by now, I think.”

      Miss Newton shook her head, her eyes glassy.

      “But let us consider it carefully and come together again, mayhap tomorrow, to discuss things further,” he said, a good deal more gently this time. “It will do no good to consider it now, not at such a late hour.”

      Miss Newton swallowed hard and nodded, blinking rapidly so that none of her tears would fall.

      “Until tomorrow afternoon then?” Thomas suggested, pushing the note into Miss Newton’s hand. “Here, you may have this. Make of it what you will.”

      “Thank you, Lord Sharpe,” Miss Newton whispered, evidently unable to trust her voice. “Until tomorrow.”
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      Being as troubled as she was, Julianna had not allowed herself to sleep until the first rays of the sun crept in through her bedroom drapes, finally finding some peace with the assurance of a new day. She was then awoken by her maid at around noon, ate a late breakfast, and was now dressed and ready for Lord Sharpe’s arrival.

      Safely in the depths of her pocket, she kept the note that Lord Sharpe had discovered late last evening. It felt as though it continued to weigh her down, the sheer significance of it reminding her constantly of its presence.

      She could not remove from her thoughts the sight of that bearded gentleman, having realized that it had to be him that had placed the note in Lord Sharpe’s pocket. There was no other explanation, and given just how strange the gentleman’s explanation had been for knocking into Lord Sharpe in the first place, she had no doubt that it had been his doing. Although who he was and why he was so eager to seek their help in effectively clearing Francis’s good name of all wrongdoing, she could not quite understand.

      “Must you always be seated in here, Julianna?”

      Starting in surprise at the sound of her brother’s voice, for she had not seen him enter the room such was the weight of her thoughts, Julianna turned her head towards him and attempted to put a bright smile on her face.

      “Whatever is the matter, Henry dear?” she asked gently, aware that her elder brother had been in a perpetually dark mood for a good many months. “You do not wish me to sit in the drawing room?” She let a small laugh escape her. “Am I truly such poor company?” She took in her brother’s surly face, his coloring so like Francis’s, with his thick mop of brown hair, his hazel eyes and square jaw. But as far as their similarities went, that was all there was. Francis had always had a grin on his face, his eyes almost always alight with good humor, whereas Henry seemed to constantly be in the depths of sorrow, his brow furrowed and his eyes lowered to the ground. No matter what she tried, she could not get him to smile even once. He was entirely wrapped up in his own life and did not care for her in the slightest, but yet her heart ached for him, knowing that he must be suffering the loss of his brother in his own way.

      “I just wish to be alone!” Henry barked, folding his arms across his chest as though she were merely some sort of servant that ought to do precisely as he asked. “Can I have no peace in this house?”

      Julianna stiffened, her smile fixed to her face. “That is not at all fair, Henry,” she said, refusing to allow his sharp tone to affect her in any way. “You have the study, the library, and even the dining room should you wish to be entirely alone. I am expecting a caller this afternoon and therefore—”

      “It is a fine day, is it not?” Henry interrupted gruffly. “Can he not court you outside as well as within?”

      A faint heat came into Julianna’s cheeks, but she kept her temper with an effort. “Lord Sharpe is not courting me, Henry, as you ought to know.” She arched an eyebrow, as he narrowed his eyes at her, refusing to be cowed. “You were meant to be present when he first called, but you were still abed. If you recall, you have had ample opportunity to understand what is going on, but you have never once given me a single minute of your time.” She had wondered, albeit briefly, whether or not to tell Henry about the note, but given the mood, he was in at this present time, as well as his continued lack of interest in her wellbeing, Julianna chose not to say a single word.

      Henry made an impatient noise in the back of his throat, but Julianna remained unmoved.

      “Can you not just do as I ask?” Henry exclaimed, his face suddenly turning quite red. “I do have my own responsibilities and such, as you might be aware.”

      “No, I am not aware,” Julianna replied coolly. “The last I heard, you were to ensure that you met my sponsor and Lord Sharpe. You were to ensure that I was being well taken care of, for obviously, Hollard knows full well that you could not be trusted to accompany me around London yourself!” She did not regret the sharpness of her tone, even though she saw Henry’s eyes flash. “When it comes to it, Henry, it is quite apparent that both Francis and Hollard knew you well enough to put others in place to ensure I was not left entirely alone this Season.”

      Her brother’s eyes flared. “What do you mean—Francis?”

      She lifted one shoulder, her stomach tightening just a little. “I mean that Francis asked Lord Sharpe to step into the role that you ought to be taking, Henry,” she said plainly, wondering if some harsh truths would allow Henry to see just how difficult he was being. “You speak of responsibilities and duties and the like, but I can see none.”

      Henry’s eyes glared at her. “You have very little idea about what you speak, sister dear,” he replied cruelly, his overly caring tone biting at her harshly. “You think that your future is all that matters—when I have my own future to consider.”

      Julianna rose to her feet, a ball of anger settling in her chest. “In case you are unaware of societal dictates, Henry, may I remind you that a gentleman may marry whenever he wishes, regardless of his age, whereas young ladies are considered spinsters by the time they are four and twenty.” She narrowed her eyes at him, refusing to let his harsh and angry words work their way into her heart. Henry had become a good deal more self-centered and arrogant these last few months, and she was beginning to become rather weary of it. To have him speak to her so cruelly and without justification rankled her. “If you do not wish me to become a permanent burden upon your life, Henry, then I would suggest that you do all you can to ensure I find a suitable husband this Season. Else I may have to fall upon your mercies in the years to come.”

      “And you will get nothing from me,” Henry hissed, stepping closer to her. “I do not care for you, as I do not care for our brother nor did I care for Francis.”

      Julianna fell back as though he had slapped her, hard.

      “I am the last of the three sons,” Henry continued, his face contorted with anger. “I have the smallest fortune; I have no house to call my own; and, until Francis’s foolish demise, no hope of the title falling to me.” A small, dark smile crossed his features but was gone before Julianna could even really see it. “I will live my life as I please, in my own way and with my own choice of responsibilities. And know this, Julianna, I would rather see you in the poorhouse than offer you any sort of consideration.”

      A flood of hot, angry tears burned in Julianna’s eyes, her breath ripped from her body at the horror of what her brother had said. She did not know what to think nor what to say, staring at him as though she were seeing him for the very first time. This could not be Henry, could it? Henry, who had grown up with her, who had been given as much as their father could allow? Julianna knew that her father, God rest him, had been a shrewd and careful man, making sure to grow his fortune as best he could and to make his lands as profitable as they could be, all so that he could leave a decent inheritance to his sons. Julianna, of course, had a dowry but no particular fortune, but she had always been more than grateful for her father’s shrewd manner and his generosity in what he had left her. She had always believed that her brothers felt much the same way, for not one of them had ever complained. Even Henry, with his sullen mood and dark expression, had more than enough to live on for the rest of his life if he was careful, she was quite sure. What more could he want?

      “I do not understand you, Henry,” she said. “You had a father who gave all he could to ensure we were well provided for. You have a kind brother, who has taken on the title. Should not our family be binding itself together to ensure that we share our wounds and our griefs with one another?” She took a step forward, but Henry did not move, his expression never changing. “You have never told a soul about your pain over Francis’s death,” she continued, trying to reach her brother through sympathy and compassion instead of giving in to the anger and distress that was circling all around her. “It is as though it has not affected you, other than to make you even more inward-looking than before.” A small, sad smile touched her lips, but Henry merely lowered his gaze to the floor, his jaw set. “Do you not think that if you shared your pain over what occurred and over what we have been left behind to deal with, that it might aid your own suffering?”

      “I do not care about Francis’s death!” Henry shouted, his anger spreading to every single corner of the room so that Julianna could not escape it. “All this foolishness about having to be sorrowful, about having to take a year to mourn the brother I did not so much as care for – it is utterly ridiculous!” He pointed one long finger in Julianna’s direction. “And you would do well to remember that just as I did not care for Francis, I do not care for you either. The only reason I obeyed my elder brother and came to London with you was simply that it fulfilled my own ends. Do you understand me, Julianna? You shall have nothing from me, not even the smallest kindness. I care nothing for you; I care nothing for Hollard nor for this supposed sharing of our griefs.” He sneered at her, making Julianna’s heart break completely. “Remove yourself from my house! I do not want to see you for the rest of the day – if not the rest of the week.”

      Julianna could not breathe, her lungs desperate for air but her body refusing to work as it ought. She could not quite take in all that her brother had said, seeing such darkness and vehemence on his face that it was as though he were nothing more than a stranger to her.

      “Go!” he roared, pointing towards the door, and Julianna was thrown from her frozen horror in a moment. Starting violently, she stumbled towards the door, tears beginning to stream down her face as the agony in her heart grew too painful to bear. Throwing the door open, she made to run out, only to collapse directly into Lord Sharpe’s arms.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      Lord Sharpe’s voice was harsh, his tone cold as he wrapped one arm about Julianna to steady her.

      “This is none of your concern, Lord Sharpe,” Henry retorted snidely. “You are not welcome here. Remove yourself from my house.”

      Julianna closed her eyes, aware that her tears were flowing steadily. “Henry,” she whispered. “Please, do not…”

      Lord Sharpe had gone very still, his body tense. “Please, do not distress yourself further, Miss Newton.” Turning his gaze back towards Henry, Lord Sharpe addressed him in a cold, hard voice.

      “I ought to call you out for whatever it is you have done to distress your sister so,” he said, his voice filling the room. “You are an utter disgrace, Mr. Newton.”

      Henry snarled at him, making Julianna jerk away, but Lord Sharpe remained exactly where he was, seemingly unafraid.

      “You are rotten to the core,” he said loudly, refusing to be intimidated by Henry’s fury. “I knew it then, and I know it now. I will be removing your sister from this house this very day. I cannot allow her to remain here when there is such evident cruelty being directed towards her.”

      Henry grinned horribly, his eyes seeming to gleam with a dark intent. “Nothing could make me happier,” he said with a hard laugh. “The sooner she is wed, then—”

      “She will reside with the Marquess of Thurston,” Lord Sharpe interrupted. “And I would be very careful as to what you say from this moment onwards, Mr. Newton, for I have no qualms in passing on such things to your sister’s sponsor.”

      Julianna wiped at her eyes, as she saw the smile fade from Henry’s expression. He knew as well as she did that a man with such a title and such a bearing on society could make things more than difficult for Henry’s presence here in London.

      “Come, Miss Newton.”

      Julianna felt Lord Sharpe’s hand fall from her shoulder as he turned to offer her his arm. She did not so much as glance at Henry but took Lord Sharpe’s arm at once, feeling the need to steady herself as they walked from the room. Her breathing was still ragged, and she was struggling to maintain her composure as the door closed behind them, leaving Henry within, just as he had wished to be.

      “I am truly sorry for what you have witnessed,” she whispered, not able to even look up at Lord Sharpe. “You must think my family to be truly terrible.”

      “Not in the least,” Lord Sharpe replied, although his voice was still angry. “I will do as I have said and make arrangements for you to reside with Lady Thurston for the remainder of the Season.”

      Julianna’s stomach churned. “It would be most improper to simply land on their doorstep with such a request,” she said quietly, already feeling more than embarrassed.

      “Not at all,” Lord Sharpe reassured her, sounding all the more confident. “Is there much you require at this very moment? I think a walk in the fresh air should do you a world of good whilst your maid packs your things. I will need to call upon Lady Thurston before we walk, but it should not take too long.”

      Julianna shook her head, not at all comfortable with the idea of simply becoming a guest of her sponsor without Lady Thurston even offering such an invitation. “You are very good, but I do not think I shall move from this house, even if that is what my brother wishes. My eldest brother, Baron Hollard, has made it quite clear that I am to reside here with Henry.”

      Lord Sharpe made a small, frustrated noise.

      “I will simply remain out of Henry’s way,” Julianna replied, feeling a little better as they made their way towards the front door. “And I shall ensure I am engaged in the afternoons and evenings as best I can. Will that satisfy you, Lord Sharpe?”

      He stopped suddenly, dropped his arm, and turned to face her. There was deep concern in his eyes, an expression of gentle tenderness that quite stole her breath. She could not look away, not even if she wished to. It had been a long time since anyone had shown her such a concern, and she was grateful for it.

      “I shall make certain that you have something to occupy you whenever you have need of my company,” he said firmly. “I know that Lord Borden wishes to call upon you, but should you find yourself without engagement, then all you need do is write a short note and I shall be with you forthwith.”

      “You are very kind, Lord Sharpe,” she replied softly, aware that he had gently taken her hand in his. “I cannot thank you enough.”

      He smiled at her then, the last traces of anger fading from his expression. “You do not deserve any of what you have been left to endure alone, Miss Newton,” he said softly. “I am truly glad I am able to be of assistance to you.”

      Julianna felt herself blush furiously, the pain of what her brother had thrown at her beginning to lose some of its sharpness.

      “Lord Borden is a decent fellow, and I am quite sure that he will make the best of husbands if he were to pursue you,” Lord Sharpe continued, his words sending a wave of disappointment all through Julianna. “When is it that he is to call upon you?”

      “Tomorrow,” Julianna replied, pulling her hand from Lord Sharpe’s and giving herself a silent warning that she ought not to lose her heart to Lord Sharpe. He was evidently quite determined that she ought to be pursuing other gentleman, rather than hoping he would be the one to secure her attentions. “For tea, of course.”

      “And I shall call thereafter, to ensure you are not alone in the house,” Lord Sharpe said firmly. “Perhaps then we might discuss the note that was in my pocket? I presume you still have it?”

      In all the furor, she had almost forgotten it. “Yes, indeed,” she replied hastily, finding it in her pocket and pulling it out to hand to him. “As you see, it is still here.” She let her gaze settle on him, seeing the flicker of unease in his expression. They were slowly growing closer, even though their acquaintance was of short duration, and to know that he believed that Francis was not the murderer that everyone believed him to have been was more than a relief. She did not think she could have discussed Francis and what had occurred if Lord Sharpe believed him to be deserving of death.

      “Then I think,” Lord Sharpe said, his hand closing around her hand that held the note, “that we will discuss it tomorrow. You have endured a good deal already this afternoon, and I should not like to add any further weight to your mind.”

      She managed a quick smile, aware that whilst she wanted to do nothing more than talk about what she thought the note might mean, Lord Sharpe was probably correct in his estimation. The shock of what Henry had said, of what he had done, would still take time to sink in. Her heart ached with a sudden, sharp pain, but she pushed it aside, looking up into Lord Sharpe’s face and realizing that, in his own way, he had become very dear to her even in only a few short days.

      “You are most considerate, Lord Sharpe,” she replied softly, aware that her heart was reacting to the gentle way he held her hand. “Tomorrow would suit me well enough.”

      “I look forward to our meeting,” he replied, letting go of her hand and offering her his arm. “To the park then? It is a beautiful day, and I am sure the beautiful flowers there will lift your spirits.”

      She tugged on her bonnet and tied the strings, accepting the help of the ever-ready maid, who had the rest of her outdoor things ready for her. Once prepared, she took Lord Sharpe’s arm and walked out of the house, her heart and mind settled with the knowledge that he was the one man she could depend on.
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      Thomas was greeted by the butler, who quickly informed him that Mr. Newton had gone from the house earlier that afternoon, but that Miss Newton was in the drawing room.

      By the look on the butler’s face, the man was well aware of what had occurred yesterday afternoon between Mr. Henry Newton and his sister, for he did not tell Thomas that he was not welcome in this house, nor did he suggest that the master would be displeased with his presence here. Instead, he appeared quite glad that Miss Newton was to have some more company, a small smile lifting the corner of his mouth on what was an otherwise stoic face.

      “Does she have company at this present moment?” Thomas asked, a little confused as to why he was feeling a little excited at the prospect of seeing Miss Newton again. “I know Lord Borden was meant to be calling this afternoon.”

      “And so he has,” the butler replied, with a small inclination of his head. “Although his visit is due to come to an end within a few minutes. Shall I introduce you?”

      Thomas shook his head, throwing aside all propriety. “I shall make my own way, I thank you.” He had been in this house often enough to know precisely where the drawing room was and had no particular need to be shown in by the butler. Besides which, if Miss Newton was still engaging Lord Borden in conversation, then Thomas decided that he would simply wait until the gentleman had finished his visit before entering the room. There was a small parlor to the left of the drawing room, if he recalled correctly, where he might sit.

      The drawing room door was ajar, allowing Thomas to hear Miss Newton’s quiet voice murmuring something to Lord Borden, which was then followed by Lord Borden’s laughter. Instead of feeling pleased that Miss Newton was doing wonderfully well in her conversation with Lord Borden, Thomas found himself growing almost displeased at such a thing. Lord Borden’s laughter irritated him, grinding against him until he felt as though he could take no more. With an effort, he steeled himself against striding into the room to interrupt their conversation, reminding himself that this was precisely what he wanted. Once Miss Newton found herself a suitor, his responsibility would be over. His promise to Francis would be fulfilled. He would have nothing more to contend with, for she would be gone from his life, and he could continue on without her presence.

      His heart dropped to his toes, surprising him all the more. Why did such an idea bring him such a sense of disappointment instead of the sheer delight he had thought he would feel?

      “I should take my leave.”

      Thomas jumped, hurrying away from the door just as Lord Borden pushed it open. The man looked surprised to see Thomas standing there, only to smile and incline his head.

      “You are to call upon Miss Newton,” Lord Borden said, with a knowing smile. “You need not fear, Lord Sharpe, I shall not tread where I am not welcome.”

      Thomas began to bluster, his mind struggling to find a comprehensible explanation. “No indeed, Lord Borden, you need not worry about such a thing, I am quite sure.”

      Lord Borden frowned. “You are not pursuing a courtship with Miss Newton then?”

      “I—” Thomas came to a dead stop, wanting to state that, no, he was not pursuing Miss Newton in such a way but finding that he could not bring himself to say it.

      “I see,” Lord Borden murmured with a gleam in his eye. “You wish for the lady herself to make her choice.” He shrugged, grinning at Thomas. “I do not think you will have many others to contend with, however. After all, Miss Newton is not particularly welcome in society, although her sponsor being Lady Thurston had almost made it a requirement that she is as welcome as any other.”

      Thomas frowned, feeling a sudden surge of protectiveness towards Miss Newton. “I do not think it is quite fair for society to reject Miss Newton simply because of her brother’s actions, Lord Borden.”

      “Oh, no, nor do I!” Lord Borden replied hurriedly. “But nor would I suggest that she will be sought out by a good many gentlemen, for there are few who would wish to tie themselves to such a family.” He gave a small shudder, although his lips were quirked into a grin. “But for some of us, we cannot choose whom we court, for a dowry is a dowry regardless of whom it is from.”

      Thomas felt as though a bucket of cold water had been thrown over his head, his heart slowing as he heard Lord Borden laugh. This was not what he had expected to hear from Lord Borden, whom he had presumed to be a good sort of gentleman with a quiet nature and amiable character. “Are you trying to suggest that you would seek to marry Miss Newton simply because of her dowry, Lord Borden?” he asked quietly, praying that Miss Newton could not hear their conversation from within the drawing room.

      Lord Borden nodded enthusiastically, his eyes gleaming as though he were entirely unaware of Thomas’s lack of agreement on such a matter. “But of course! I confess that I have been somewhat foolish in my lack of desire to marry these last few years, but I always thought that my estate would be profitable and that there was no urgency to do so. However, I have been proven sadly wrong, I fear, for my estate has not done as well as I had hoped. Therefore, I must find a lady with a sizeable dowry, whose wealth will keep me from danger for the foreseeable future.”

      Thomas’s mouth had filled with sand, his throat going dry. This gentleman, the one he had thought might make a suitable husband for Miss Newton, had turned out to be nothing more than a fool, pursuing Miss Newton simply for her money. “You can find no other lady to court?” he asked, his voice rasping. “There must be a good many—”

      “Sadly, news of my lack of fortune has made its way through the ton,” Lord Borden said with a heavy sigh, as though he were greatly troubled. “Miss Newton has not appeared to hear of it, however, or if she has, she does not seem to care.” His eyes lit with hope. “Mayhap since we are both in particularly difficult circumstances, it is easier to understand such necessities as marrying for requirement and duty rather than any sort of affectionate feelings.”

      “I see.” Thomas did not really understand Lord Borden’s reasons, finding that he had slowly begun to dislike the gentleman as he had spoken. This was not the sort of gentleman he had hoped would court and hopefully marry Miss Newton, and certainly would not be the fulfillment of his promise to Francis.

      “Well, I must bid you good day,” Lord Borden said, in a much too cheerful voice for Thomas’s liking. “I am to call upon Miss Newton tomorrow for a short carriage ride during the fashionable hour.” He grinned and winked at Thomas, as though this was some sort of game they were both playing. “May she choose the most worthy gentleman. Good day.”

      “Good day,” Thomas mumbled, watching Lord Borden walk away with an increasingly heavy heart. He felt his heart squeeze painfully as he turned back towards the drawing room, not knowing what he should say to Miss Newton.

      “Ah, Lord Sharpe.” Miss Newton was sitting by the fire, smiling at him. She looked a good deal more at ease this afternoon, which came, most likely, from the fact that her brother had left the house. “Did you see Lord Borden as you arrived? He has only just left this minute.”

      Thomas bowed so that he might take a second or two to consider his answer. “Yes,” he said slowly, taking her in. “I spoke to him for a few moments.” She was looking remarkably beautiful today, he had to admit, with her fair hair spiraling down her back in ringlets, having been pulled to the back of her head. There were a few errant curls around her forehead and temples, but it only added to her beauty. Her eyes were warm as he made his way towards her, ready to sit down opposite, but she gestured for him to sit nearer to her, her ready smile sending his heart into a flurry.

      “I am to go out for a carriage ride with Lord Borden tomorrow,” she said, getting up to ring the bell. “What do you think of him, Lord Sharpe?”

      Thomas cleared his throat, aware of her sharp gaze as she watched for his reaction. “I do not know the gentleman particularly well,” he said truthfully. “He has never wed or looked interested in pursuing a wife.” He gestured towards her, as she sat down. “Apparently, that has changed when it comes to you.”

      She laughed softly, her curls bouncing as she tossed her head. “You are very kind to say so, Lord Sharpe, but I fear that it is because he knows I have very little option other than to accept his court, whether he is true in his supposed affections towards me or not.” Her eyes were on his again. “Do you not think that I might be in danger of such intentions?”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her that, yes, she was correct and that Lord Borden was only interested in the wealth she could bring him instead of any real affection, but instead he kept his mouth shut and simply shrugged. An immediate disappointment crept into her expression, as if she had been waiting for him to agree with her and was now saddened that he had not done so.

      Thomas, thankfully, was saved from saying anything further by the arrival of the tea tray. His mind was filled with swirling thoughts, aware that if he were to tell Miss Newton the truth, then the only possible option for her at this moment was for him to court her. It might not be for long for there could be other gentlemen who wished to make her acquaintance, but Thomas realized he could never really know the truth of their intentions, just as he had not known the truth about Lord Borden’s intentions towards Miss Newton. Whilst that troubled him, Thomas could not bring himself to say anything to her, for what would follow thereafter frightened him more than he could say. He had never wanted to have his heart involved with Miss Newton, and he had never wanted to feel such protectiveness towards her.  These strong emotions were rendering him almost terrified.

      Miss Newton seemed to sense that their conversation was at an end, for as she began to serve the tea, she asked him about the note. Letting out a quiet sigh of relief, Thomas managed a quick smile in her direction, before clearing his throat and beginning.

      “I have had time to think about and consider the note,” he said slowly, “but I have not had any particular thoughts about what I ought to do.”

      “What we ought to do,” she said quickly.

      He could not help but smile. “Yes, of course. What we ought to do, Miss Newton.” He shrugged before accepting the cup and saucer from her. “I confess that I am quite at a loss. The matter is dealt with, is it not? What can finding the culprit do now?”

      Miss Newton frowned, set her cup down, and pulled the note from her pocket. “Because it says that there is ‘more at stake’—which may mean any number of things. Perhaps in finding the true culprit, we will remove the shame from this family and prevent anything so terrible from ever happening again.”

      A frown mottled her brow as she read the note again before handing it to him. Their fingers brushed, and Thomas immediately felt his heart jolt violently in his chest, clearing his throat loudly to cover his own reaction. Miss Newton did not appear to notice, for she lifted her cup to her lips and took a small sip.

      “It would be wonderful indeed if the disgrace of your brother was removed from your family for good,” he agreed quietly. “But where should we start?”

      Miss Newton set her cup down again, her voice a good deal quieter than before. “I think, Lord Sharpe, it would be best if you were able to tell me precisely what occurred.”

      His eyebrows rose. “You do not know?”

      “No,” she said. “I do not understand the intricacies of the accusations against him. I know that he was found to be holding a knife over a gentleman that he was acquainted with, but that is the full extent of my knowledge.”

      Thomas let out a long, slow breath, already beginning to feel uncomfortable with the idea of telling Miss Newton everything. She obviously did not know that it had been he that had discovered Francis in such a position, nor that it had been he who had had to speak openly and truthfully with the Bow Street Runners about what he had seen.

      “You are correct in saying that,” he said quietly. “It was a Mr. Carmichael who was found dead, with Francis holding the bloody knife in his hand. I…I was with him.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes widened.

      “He and I were on our way to White’s,” Thomas explained before she could begin to ask any questions. “I had stopped to speak to an acquaintance, and we ended up discussing his recent purchase of two new greys for his carriage.” He shrugged, knowing that such a thing was not important. “I heard shouting and excused myself hastily. It was rather dark, with only the light of the lanterns to guide me. I rounded a corner and went down a small alleyway, calling for Newton – only to see him standing over a body with a knife in his hand.” He closed his eyes, recalling just what he had seen. “Francis told me he had not killed the man, that he had seen the knife and had stupidly picked it up, and I urged him to throw it aside. Francis did so at once, looking more horrified than I had ever seen before.” Opening his eyes, he saw that Miss Newton had gone very pale. “Unfortunately, we were found by the fellow whom I had been talking to, and within a few minutes, someone had sent for the Bow Street Runners. The dead man was identified as Mr. Carmichael, who had been stabbed once through the heart.” He shook his head before burying his face in his hands, hating that he would have to tell her the truth. “I had to tell them what I had seen.”

      Miss Newton’s quiet gasp tore at him.

      “There then came a few other stories about Francis and what he had been doing,” Thomas continued, his words now coming out in a flood. “He admitted to some, but not to others.”

      “What do you mean?” Miss Newton asked, her voice breathless and wispy. “What was he accused of?”

      Thomas looked away, unable to bear the sight of her tear-filled eyes. “Theft, although he refuted that entirely.” He did not want to say more but knew that Miss Newton would not allow him to keep some things back. “He was accused of cheating and, on occasion, willfully harming another. He did not disagree with those accusations.”

      Miss Newton nodded slowly, dabbing at her eyes with her lace handkerchief.

      “Francis was a good man, in many ways, if not a little foolish at times,” Thomas continued, finally able to let his gaze return to the lady again. “He said to me, on the day of his trial, that he found himself easily manipulated by another with some of these…failings, although I have never worked out what he meant by that. The other charges of theft and robbery he claimed to be entirely false, even though the men who brought the charges identified him as the man responsible.”

      Miss Newton took in a shaking breath, her eyes still rather watery. “But what can that mean?” she asked hoarsely. “How can he say that he is not guilty when there is such evidence?”

      Thomas considered her question for a moment, already knowing what his response would be but finding that he wanted to take considerable care in how he answered.

      “You can speak freely, Lord Sharpe,” Miss Newton murmured, perhaps seeing the hesitation in his expression. “I shall not think badly of you, whatever it is you wish to say.”

      He nodded and sent a small, wry smile in her direction, his eyes glinting with both frustration and anger. “I think, Miss Newton, that it has taken me too long to believe what Francis said to me that day of the trial. I deeply regret my lack of belief in your brother’s good character, but now that I have considered the matter and see that there is something amiss, I find that I do not quite know what it is I am to do from this moment onwards.”

      She looked at him askance.

      “I have considered how such false charges could be brought against your brother and consider that such a thing might occur if these men were paid to do so.”

      Miss Newton stared at him, her tears abating for the moment. “You mean to say that you believe some gentlemen might, in fact, lie before God and man simply for money?”

      “It is hard to accept, I know,” he replied steadily, “and I would not wish to upset you in this for it is a matter of great severity.”

      “I would find that very difficult to believe,” Miss Newton stated, her hands twisting her handkerchief over and over again. “For to lie before God is—”

      “It is not something that either of us would consider, yes,” Thomas interrupted, when it became obvious that she could not find the words to say. “But for a poor man, or a man easily led by the sound of jingling coins, it may come easier than you might think. That would suggest, then, that someone ensured that these men told lies about your brother so that he would be condemned over and over again. Even if he was not found guilty of the murder of Mr. Carmichael, he would have to answer for the theft and robbery that he had supposedly been seen to undertake.”

      Miss Newton considered this for a long moment, her eyes no longer spilling with tears. In fact, she looked pale and calm, as though he had brought some wonderful sort of revelation by this news.

      “Then, Lord Sharpe, we have our first plan of action,” she said after a few moments. “We do not know who this bearded gentleman was, nor why he put the note in your pocket. Although, I must assume it is because you were Francis’s dear friend and were considered to be someone who might believe in Francis’s innocence even though he is gone from this world.” A rueful smile touched her lips. “My eldest brother is not in London at this time, and Henry will…” She closed her eyes for a moment, her lips trembling. “Henry will not consider anything that is not solely about him.”

      Thomas wanted to comfort her but did not know what to say, seeing the lingering pain in her expression as she opened her eyes to look at him.

      “I think we must find the men who testified at Francis’s hearing,” she finished. “We must find those who claimed that they saw him stealing or robbing and ensure that they truly were telling the truth. If we can convince them to tell us the truth, then we might be able to discover—”

      “Who paid them in the first place,” Thomas finished slowly, seeing the small smile that appeared on Miss Newton’s expression. “That is a well-thought-out plan, Miss Newton, and I am certain that if I try hard enough, I will be able to recall at least one or two names. But, what if they refuse to say a single word to us?”

      Miss Newton’s expression grew somewhat calculating, her eyes dark. “If what you believe is true, then they have been easily manipulated by money before,” she said quietly. “Therefore, there is every hope that they will do so again.” She arched an eyebrow, as he began to see what she meant. “And I will pay anything I can to ensure that I begin to find out the truth about Francis.”

      “Very well,” Thomas replied quietly, a little perturbed by the cold, angry, and yet determined expression on Miss Newton’s face. “I hope it will not all be for naught, Miss Newton. For your sake.”
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      It had been a week since Lord Sharpe had agreed to help Julianna discover the men who had, from what they believed, lied about Francis’s supposed thieving. It was taking a good deal of time for Lord Sharpe to recall these men’s names and thereafter to find out where they currently resided—although he had said that this was due to the fact that they were neither wealthy nor titled but had simply been men who worked and lived within London. This, as far as Julianna was concerned, made all the more sense—for surely men without a good deal of funds would be much more easily convinced to lie in exchange for a decent sum of money?

      “Oh, look, Miss Newton! There is Lady Cynthia!”

      Julianna dragged her mind back towards Lord Borden and his attempts at what was meant to be a jolly carriage ride through Hyde Park at the height of the fashionable hour.

      It was, she had come to realize, one of Lord Borden’s greatest delights. He enjoyed nothing more than being seen, for he spent most of his time waving and conversing with a good number of ladies and gentlemen as they made their way slowly through the park. He had very little time for conversation with her, other than to draw her attention to someone he deemed to be of particular importance.

      It was all rather dull, Julianna thought to herself, knowing that she was not in any way excited by any potential future with Lord Borden. The only reason she continued to accept his court was simply due to the fact that she had no other gentlemen coming to call upon her. She was, it seemed, quite unwelcome by all other members of the ton, although none of them rejected her outright. That had more to do with her sponsor, but Julianna was grateful for it nonetheless. Lady Thurston had been by her side whenever Julianna required her this last week, smiling and nodding to various acquaintances whilst she kept Julianna beside her as though she were more than proud of having her as her friend.

      A small smile tugged at Julianna’s lips as she considered the lady. Both the Marquess and the Marchioness of Thurston had been more than kind to Julianna, although she still could not discover why they had chosen to take her on in such a way. When she had asked Lord Sharpe the reason for it, he had simply said that they had good, kind hearts that seemed to overflow with generosity. That was, she considered, as good a reason as any. It also interested her to see just how much the marchioness pushed Julianna towards Lord Sharpe—although she claimed it was always so that Julianna could have the opportunity to acquaint herself with new ladies and gentlemen. That was quite true, of course, for Lord Sharpe had done very well in his attempts to ensure she was not without company, but the more time Julianna spent with him, the more time she realized that she wanted no one’s company but his.

      Unfortunately, Lord Sharpe did not appear to be so inclined towards her. Her mouth turned down as she let her gaze linger on Lord Borden, recalling the conversation she had overheard between him and Lord Sharpe. She had hoped that Lord Sharpe would, thereafter, discourage her from continuing her acquaintance with Lord Borden, but he had not done so. That had torn at her heart, even though she had told herself in no uncertain terms that she was being more than foolish. Lord Sharpe was already giving more than she had ever dreamed of, and to pray that he might consider her as a potential bride was quite ridiculous. Therefore, despite the murmurings of her heart, she had forced herself to continue to think of Lord Borden, even though she now knew that he cared nothing for her and only pursued her dowry.

      “Do look, Miss Newton!”

      Closing her eyes, Julianna forced a smile onto her tight lips. “Yes, Lord Borden?” she asked, looking at him wearily. “Who is it this time?”

      Lord Borden turned to her excitedly. “It is your brother, is it not? I am surprised to see him here, especially given how rude he was to me previously.”

      Julianna winced, aware that Henry had not welcomed Lord Borden into his home and, when Lord Borden had attempted to make conversation by asking Henry what he intended to do that very afternoon, Henry had stated, unequivocally, that he intended to remain indoors and drink a good deal of very fine brandy. Lord Borden had not known what to say to this, and Julianna had been forced to bring the stilted and strained conversation to an end by suggesting that Lord Borden and she quit the house and hurry to the carriage at once.

      “I am surprised,” Lord Borden said again. “I thought he was to drink his brandy and remain alone.”

      Julianna shook her head. “I am afraid that my brother can, oftentimes, be quite dismissive, Lord Borden. Clearly, he did not wish to share his plans with either of us, and he would not care to know of my own intentions.” She looked out of the carriage window, seeing Henry striding down the path with a dark, angry look on his face. He was not making any attempt to remove himself from anyone’s path, but strode straight ahead, forcing others to move aside. She felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment, sitting back in her chair so that she would not have to see him any longer.

      “Quite the fellow, is he not?” Lord Borden murmured, making Julianna curious as to what he meant. “Quite extraordinary.”

      “In what way, my lord?” Julianna asked, not daring to give her brother another glance.

      Lord Borden turned his head to look at her, a small gleam in his eye. “What I am attempting to say is that I find your brother’s lack of regard for society’s demands to be quite…incredible, in its own way.”

      Julianna could not tell whether this was meant to be a compliment or not. “I do not think that his disregard for others is something to be commended, Lord Borden.”

      “No, no,” Lord Borden agreed, nodding. “That is most unwelcome, of course, but the way that he does not give two figs about bowing and scraping to those who are attempting to greet him does make one a little astonished. After what your family has endured, it is quite surprising that he does not choose to make himself as delightful as possible to the beau monde.”

      Julianna considered this for a moment or two, remembering Henry’s anger and cruel taunts. “My brother does not enjoy London society, Lord Borden.”

      Lord Borden had not taken his eyes off her brother. “Most extraordinary,” he mumbled. “Look, there he goes. Goodness, he has managed to bump into Lady Fitzwilliam, and now he has brushed shoulders with Lady Quentin!” he shook his head, throwing Julianna a quick glance whilst, unbelievably, he began to grin. “I do not know what to make of your brother, Miss Newton.”

      Julianna felt heat slowly climb up her neck and into her face as Lord Borden’s descriptions made her wince with mortification. “Please,” she said, as the carriage continued to move slowly forward. “Let us talk of someone – or something – else, Lord Borden. My brother is not at all the thing to be discussing.”

      Lord Borden chuckled and, thankfully, stopped craning his neck out of the window. Instead, he sat back in his chair and eyed Julianna carefully. Julianna felt her embarrassment mount further, instead of dissipating, growing uncomfortable under his scrutiny.

      “You do not care for your brother then?” Lord Borden asked with a small smile. “You find him to be an embarrassment?”

      “How could I not?” Julianna exclaimed, surprised  by Lord Borden’s question. “He is, as you have experienced yourself, discourteous and inconsiderate.”

      “But then, I suppose he does not care what others think of his behavior,” Lord Borden remarked quietly. “It is not as though he wishes to reenter society in any way.”

      Julianna could not help but agree. “No, it does not appear as though he does,” she admitted, her eyes dropping to the floor of the carriage. “But all the same, I do not want him to continue with such behavior. Not when it brings our family name even more disgrace.”

      Lord Borden did not reply to this, leaving Julianna with the distinct impression that he was considering both Henry’s behavior and what she had said of it. Would Lord Borden begin to think that a match with her would, despite her dowry, be more trouble than it was worth? To align himself with such a family, who had such a rude and disparaging gentleman such as Henry within it could not do anyone’s reputation any good.

      “My reticule!”

      A sudden cry had Lord Borden back at the window within seconds. He craned his head out of the window, whilst Julianna remained precisely where she was, a little relieved that he was no longer looking at her with such a severe gaze.

      “Good gracious,” Lord Borden muttered, as a loud clamor began to rise from within the park. “It appears that Lady Chiders has lost her reticule.” He rapped loudly on the carriage roof, and it came to an almost immediate stop. “We must aid in the search.”

      Julianna stared at Lord Borden in confusion. “What is it you intend to do, Lord Borden?”

      “Do hurry up,” he said impatiently, opening the door. “Lady Chiders will require as much help as she can. She has lost her reticule!”

      Julianna resisted the urge to roll her eyes, aware that Lady Chiders was the widow of an earl and, therefore, quite able to share her attentions and her wealth with anyone she wished. This could not be the reason that Lord Borden wanted to go to her aid, surely? And yet, he climbed down from the carriage with such eagerness and haste that Julianna could not disbelieve it.

      “What has occurred?” she asked, a little annoyed as he helped her down. “She has lost her reticule?”

      “It must be somewhere,” Lord Borden replied hastily, hurrying towards the growing crowd. “Come, Miss Newton. If we aid in the search, I know that Lady Chiders will be more than grateful.”

      Julianna did not hasten after Lord Borden but chose, instead, to remain a little ways behind so that she might not become lost in the crowd. She could hear Lady Chiders’ voice regardless of whether she was close to her or not, for the lady appeared to be in a good deal of distress.

      “It had a good deal within it,” Lady Chiders exclaimed, as someone patted her hand. “Who could have taken it?”

      “No one has taken it from your hand, surely?” cried another. “You must have simply dropped it somewhere within the park, Lady Chiders. Have no fear! We will discover it.”

      A ball of ice rolled down Julianna’s throat and settled in her stomach. She did not move, fixed in place, as she heard Lady Chiders cry out that she was certain she had not dropped her reticule, for it was most unlike her to do anything of the sort. Julianna had to agree, for a lady did not usually let go of her reticule for any reason – unless it had been taken from her hand without her notice.

      Taken by someone who had, perhaps accidentally, brushed against Lady Chiders or even walked directly into her. In the confusion and the exclamations that would have followed, it might have taken Lady Chiders a few moments to realize that she was without her precious reticule.

      The thought made her feel nauseous, struggling to comprehend her thinking. Could she truly believe that Henry had been in any way responsible? He had been seen in the park, having insisted that he intended to remain at home that afternoon. Of course, he had not shown any particular interest in where she was to go with Lord Borden, and even if their eyes had met across the park, she doubted Henry would have cared that she had seen him out of doors instead of at home, drinking brandy.

      But what had he been doing at the park? He was not the sort to want to show himself to society, to want to garner conversation and new acquaintances, as Lord Borden had done. He had walked with anger in his steps, his face set and eyes narrowed. Had he taken the reticule? Had he stolen it simply for the few coins that might be within?

      Julianna closed her eyes, trying to steady herself. She had no particular reason to believe that such a thing was true, other than the fact that her brother had already shouted at her that he considered his fortune to be far too little, that he was not satisfied with what he had been given. Was this his way of attempting to further his wealth? Through theft?

      “Miss Newton.”

      She jerked violently in surprise, turning around to see a bearded gentleman standing to her left, his face turned away from her. He was a good deal taller than she, to the point that she had to squint in the sunshine, struggling to see him clearly – although she had recognized him at once.

      “It is you,” she breathed, one hand pressing against her beating heart. “Did you put the note in Lord Sharpe’s pocket? Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

      The gentleman did not smile, his eyes not quite settling on her features as though he could not bring himself to do so.

      “You must be careful,” he said gruffly, his voice barely reaching her over the din of the other pedestrians. “Your brother must be careful.”

      She frowned, taking a step towards him only for the fellow to move back. He wanted to keep a good distance between them, it seemed. The sun continued to shine into her eyes, making it hard to see clearly. “I must tell Henry to be careful?” She saw the gentleman frown and felt her frustration grow. “Why can you not speak to me plainly?”

      The gentleman shook his head. “I cannot. It is too dangerous.”

      “But why?” she persisted, moving closer to him again. “Why can you not tell me what you know?”

      The gentleman turned his head away from her again, leaving her with the feeling that she was missing something particularly obvious.

      “I do not know if I can trust you,” the fellow said, his voice floating towards her. “I cannot tell whom I can trust. I must pray and hope that…”

      Julianna frowned hard, wondering why his voice appeared to be a little familiar to her. “I am a trustworthy person, sir.”

      “Oh, I am aware of that.” The tinge of humor in his voice made her flinch, more than confused as to how he could speak so freely. “But I do not know as yet what it is you believe to be the truth. I must hope it is one and not the other. But you must be careful, Miss Newton. Warn your brother to be careful. There is more danger than either of you are aware of.”

      Julianna wanted to scream, such was her frustration, but instead, she took in a long, calming breath. “I fear, sir, that my brother will not listen to a word I have to say.”

      The gentleman looked over his shoulder at her, his eyes piercing. “You have more than one brother, do you not?”

      She gaped at him, her eyes fixed on his quiet expression, the sun going behind a fluffy white cloud for a moment to allow her to see him better. How did this gentleman know so much about her family when she was not even acquainted with him? There was something familiar about him, but yet, no clear recollection.

      “What is it you mean?” she asked, struggling to make sense of it all. “My brother, Baron Hollard, is not to come to London. In fact, he—”

      “Miss Newton!”

      She turned back to see Lord Borden hurrying towards her, a broad smile on his face.

      “It has been found. The reticule, it has been found!”

      “Oh.” She turned her head to speak to the bearded gentleman again, finding the lost reticule and Lord Borden’s interest in it to be less than appealing. “I say, I cannot imagine…” She trailed off, her mind going blank as she saw that the gentleman had disappeared. There was no trace of him, and even as she began to look this way and that, she could not see him departing from her.

      “Are you all right, Miss Newton?”

      With a heavy heart and a mind whirring with thoughts, Julianna turned back reluctantly towards Lord Borden. “Yes, I am quite all right. I thank you.” She put a smile on her face, despite the frustration that she felt. “The reticule has been found, you say?”

      “Indeed it has,” Lord Borden declared, clearly delighted. “I was glad to aid in the search, although I am sorry that some ruffian has gone through it all and taken what belonged to the lady.”

      Julianna’s heart stopped in her chest for a moment, her breath hitching. “What can you mean?”

      Lord Borden’s expression was sorrowful. “Lady Chiders often carried a little more than pin money, if you understand what I mean. She has always been inclined to do so, for I think she believes that it shows others just how wealthy she is.” He shook his head, his eyes returning to the large crowd that had assembled just behind Julianna. “There is nothing left.”

      Julianna’s stomach turned over. “Nothing?” she whispered, feeling almost a little faint as her thoughts about Henry came back to her. “Not a single coin?”

      “It is all gone,” Lord Borden replied with a sad smile. “Not that it will matter to her, given just how much of a fortune she has, but it is the fact that some miscreant either found or stole the reticule from her hand and rifled through it. I cannot imagine!” He sighed heavily, as though he had been the one who had been stolen from. “What sort of person does such a thing as that?”

      Julianna tried to find some sort of response, all the while wondering if Henry could have been in any way responsible. “Mayhap some beggar child came into the park.”

      Lord Borden scoffed at this. “Highly unlikely. You know very well that the fashionable hour is for nobility and such. Unfortunate creatures would have been removed from the park.”

      Julianna shivered at the way Lord Borden referred to a class of people he deemed lower than himself. “But that means—”

      “Yes indeed,” Lord Borden agreed, before she could say anything more. “It must be someone from within our society circles.” His eyes narrowed, evidently taking the slight against Lady Chiders as a personal affront. “But I have very little idea who it could be.”

      “Nor do I,” Julianna lied, aware that she was now feeling a little faint due to the weight that was resting on her mind, as well as the fact that she had met the strange, bearded gentleman again. “Do you mind if we return to the carriage, Lord Borden?” She managed a smile as he finally looked back at her instead of continuing to regard the distraught Lady Chiders, who was using the situation to garner as much sympathy and compassion as she could – particularly from certain gentlemen. “I feel a little tired.”

      “But of course,” Lord Borden said at once, turning back towards the carriage without so much as offering her his arm. “Then I simply must ensure that Lady Chiders is quite all right before I come to join you. You do not mind, I hope?”

      “Not in the least,” Julianna replied truthfully. “Thank you, Lord Borden.”

      The quiet of the carriage allowed Julianna to close her eyes and let her mind work through some of the tangled threads that were insisting on tying themselves together. She could not make sense of much of what had occurred, not being at all certain whether Henry truly had stolen from Lady Chiders and trying to tell herself that it was simply her own considerations and nothing more. The warning from the bearded gentleman, however, was not something she could easily forget. He had been quite clear in what he had said, wanting her to warn her brother to be careful even though he was far away in his London estate. What was she to warn him about? Was she to tell him about this fellow and his strange warnings? Or was she simply to suggest that there was something sinister afoot and that she believed Hollard might need to be on his guard?

      And who was this gentleman? Why did he seem to know her family so very well when she herself was not aware of him in the slightest? It was all very peculiar, and Julianna felt her head begin to ache with all that she was considering.

      “Lord Sharpe.”

      Even saying his name aloud was a relief. She knew that she could trust him to help her in this matter; she knew that he would be able to listen and to help her in some way. Julianna rested her head back against the squabs, her urgency to see Lord Sharpe growing steadily. He would be able to protect her, whatever happened, she was quite certain of it.

      Although whether her heart would remain untouched was quite another matter.
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      “Thank you for agreeing to come with me.”

      There was something about having Miss Newton in the carriage alongside him that brought Thomas a good deal of contentment, even though he felt his stomach swirling with a strange sense of anticipation and even a dash of anxiety that had not been there before she had climbed in.

      “But of course,” she exclaimed, looking up at him. “And the marquess was quite willing for you to conduct these interviews at his residence?”

      Thomas grinned, unable to help himself. “More than willing,” he replied, with a chuckle. “In fact, I do not think I have ever seen a man more determined to be of aid than the marquess.” He smiled as he recalled just how delighted the marquess had appeared to be when Thomas had tentatively made the suggestion. “The marquess carried a good deal more gravitas than a mere viscount, so I have every expectation that the three men I have found will appear.”

      “Three?” Miss Newton appeared surprised. “I thought you could only recall two.”

      “But I forgot that the marquess himself was present also,” Thomas explained. “When I discussed with him what our intentions were, he was easily able to recall two other men and could even describe their appearance.” He shook his head, a little frustrated that he did not have as good a memory as the older gentleman. “Regardless, we have discovered the whereabouts of these three men, and the marquess has sent some of his own men to go and bring them to his townhouse for a quiet word.” He saw Miss Newton relax into her seat, although her expression remained troubled. “We will be able to speak to them quite freely, Miss Newton.” He shot a quick glance towards Miss Newton’s lady’s maid, who was almost always with her. However, just as before, the maid appeared to be almost half asleep, her eyes vacant as she looked out of the window.

      “There is something else I must discuss with you,” Miss Newton said, a little hesitantly. “It has to do with my brother.”

      “Henry?”

      She shook her head. “My brother, Baron Hollard. I received a warning yesterday. I mean, I was told to pass on a warning to him.”

      He frowned. “By whom?”

      Miss Newton let out a small sigh. “By the gentleman with the beard that we do not know,” she stated, spreading her hands. “He was in the park yesterday afternoon and spoke to me there.”

      Thomas stared at her, astonished. “You mean to say, the very same bearded gentleman who put the note into my pocket?”

      “Yes,” Miss Newton replied, sitting back with yet another sigh.

      Thomas was more than astonished. “What warning are you to give Baron Hollard then?”

      Miss Newton closed her eyes, her cheeks dusted with pink. “I could not say. It was not particularly specific, but more that he to be on his guard.”

      “On his guard against what, exactly?”

      Miss Newton opened her eyes and glared at him, her lips pulled tautly. “I do not know, Lord Sharpe,” she said tightly. “Did I not just say so?  The gentleman said that there was a danger than neither of us was aware of. He did not give me his name, nor did I find out anything more about him. I am afraid, Lord Sharpe, that I did not do particularly well at all in attempting to garner more information from him.” She looked a little frustrated with herself, spreading her hands. “I was not only struggling with my own surprise at seeing him again, but also found that I was plagued with some troubling thoughts of my own that made thinking clearly rather difficult.”

      He saw the irritation in her expression and the glistening tears in her eyes and, despite his own inner warnings not to do so, he reached forward and took her hands in his.

      Miss Newton jumped visibly, her eyes rounding, only for her to smile at him, looking a little abashed.

      “I should not have spoken so sharply,” she said, dropping her gaze to their joined hands. “I apologize profusely, Lord Sharpe.”

      “You need not distress yourself, Miss Newton,” Thomas murmured quietly. “You have done nothing wrong.” He smiled back at her, seeing her expression clear. “Now, tell me what it was that troubled you so prior to this gentleman’s arrival.” Reluctantly, he let go of her hands and sat back up in his seat, aware that his heart was pounding in his chest, his desire to take her in his arms suddenly a good deal more forceful.

      Closing his mind off to all such thoughts, Thomas forced himself to listen carefully to Miss Newton as she spoke about what had occurred yesterday afternoon, growing all the more concerned that she was correct to think that Henry was involved in the theft. He did not care at all for the gentleman, finding him to be harsh and abrasive, cutting Miss Newton to the quick whenever he spoke. The man was filled with greed and anger, and given that he cared for no one but himself, it seemed quite right that he should begin to steal in order to add to his own fortune, instead of finding himself some sort of respectable employment.

      “So you suspect one brother of being a thief and the other brother to be in some sort of danger?” he asked, when Miss Newton had finished speaking.

      “And somehow this is all tied together with Francis’s guilt,” Miss Newton sadly added. “Although what good it will do to find the truth now, I cannot quite understand.”

      Thomas let out a heavy sigh, aware that there was a good deal for them both to consider and even more to discover. “And on top of all this, you are to continue to allow Lord Borden to pay you court.”

      To his surprise, a ripple of disgust ran across her expression. A flare burst in his heart, reminding him that he had every opportunity to take the place of Lord Borden if he so wished it. However, it was this very thing that had him immediately confused. Did he wish to marry Miss Newton? Or was it simply that his promise to Francis was making him consider all manner of things so that Miss Newton might have a contented and settled future?

      “I do not care for Lord Borden, as you might have presumed, Lord Sharpe,” Miss Newton stated, turning her head away to look out of the carriage window. “He is dull, boring, and quite disinterested in me.”

      He cleared his throat, recalling the conversation that he had shared with Lord Borden only a few days ago. Should he say something to her?

      “But, of course, since I have no other gentlemen chasing after me, I shall have to resign myself to him, I think,” Miss Newton continued, sadly. “I can see no other way, Lord Sharpe. Can you?”

      His mouth went dry as her emerald eyes flicked back towards him, a question in their depths. He could not find the answer she was waiting for, torn between two different responses.

      And then, thankfully, the carriage came to a stop, relieving him of his duty to answer.

      “Shall we go in?” he asked, as the footmen prepared the carriage steps. “I know you will be most eager to hear what each of these men say.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes held a hint of disappointment, but she nodded and accepted his hand as she descended. Within a few minutes, they found themselves within the Marquess of Thurston’s drawing room, being greeted by their host.

      “I am so very glad to see you, Miss Newton,” Lord Thurston said, grasping Miss Newton’s hands and pressing them tightly. “Although I must say, I am surprised that Lord Sharpe is allowing you to be present when such interviews are being conducted.”

      Miss Newton laughed, seeing the twinkle in Lord Thurston’s eyes. “You know, I think, that I would not have permitted him to refuse me attendance.” Her eyes softened as the older gentleman let go of her hands. “You are very kind, my lord. Kinder than even my own family. I do not know why you have such generosity towards me, but I cannot help but be filled with gratitude for it.”

      Thomas watched with interest as the marquess tipped his head just a little, regarding Miss Newton carefully with his shrewd eyes.

      “Miss Newton,” he said, gesturing for her to sit down. “I was present at your brother’s trial, and I confess that I did not think any of the supposed evidence to be particularly compelling.” His lined face became somewhat grim. “It is not usual for me to meddle in such things, particularly when I do not even know the accused, but I find myself unable to stop myself from wishing to be of aid. When your brother made his plea to Lord Sharpe that he would do all he could for you, I had to ensure that such a thing occurred.” A sidelong glance was sent in Thomas’s direction, making him a little uncomfortable. What was the marquess to say about him?

      “I did not know Lord Sharpe at the time,” the marquess continued, directing his gaze back towards Miss Newton. “I could not be certain of his character, nor could I be sure that he would do as your brother had requested. I wanted to ensure you were not forgotten, Miss Newton, and so I involved myself with Lord Sharpe. I am glad to say that he has proven himself, and also that my wife has truly enjoyed your company as your sponsor.”

      Thomas let out a small breath of relief, glad that the marquess had spoken kindly of him.

      “And I will tell you one more thing,” the marquess finished, reaching across from where he sat to grasp Miss Newton’s hand. “I was not always the gentleman I am today. I once did something very foolish that had my name blackened across all of England.” His eyes dimmed, his regret was evident. “It was my own doing, but my sister took the blame also. Society turned their backs on her, and she was left without hope of ever marrying securely.”

      Miss Newton swallowed hard whilst Thomas looked on in surprise.

      “I have never been able to forgive myself, even though my sister herself has assured me often that it is quite unnecessary to feel such guilt.” He let go of Miss Newton’s hands. “I am glad to say that she did end up marrying in the end, although it was not to a gentleman of high title or fortune – but, nevertheless, she is happy still, and that, I suppose, is a little relief.”

      Finally, Thomas understood why the marquess was so willing to help Miss Newton in her predicament, for the gentleman had found Miss Newton’s situation to be an echo of what had occurred in his own past. He felt a little sorry for the marquess, that he was still struggling with his own guilt after what must have been decades since whatever he had done had caused such trouble, although he still felt more than grateful for the kindness he was showing towards Miss Newton.

      “You are very kind,” Miss Newton said, her voice soft and filled with emotion. “Whatever wrongs you have done, I am sure they are more than wiped out.”

      The marquess smiled kindly, shaking his head. “You are more than remarkable, Miss Newton. I do not know what Lord Sharpe is doing in pushing Lord Borden onto you.”

      Thomas dropped his gaze at once, fire burning up his spine and into his neck. The marquess was clearly used to speaking his mind, but such a statement brought Thomas nothing more than embarrassment.

      “You should listen to me, Lord Sharpe,” Lord Thurston continued, clearly ignoring Thomas’s mortification. “This young lady has such a gentle character, such a kind spirit and generous heart that you would be foolish to ignore her. Lord Borden indeed!” He snorted in derision, just as there came a rap on the door. “Come in.”

      Thomas could not lift his head and look at either the door or at Miss Newton, such was his embarrassment. He knew that the marquess meant well, and he had to admit that what he had suggested was not at all ridiculous, but to have it spoken so plainly was more than a little embarrassing. Quietly, he wondered what Miss Newton thought, whether she was repelled by the idea, or if she would welcome his advances. He wanted to hope that it was the latter, given how she had reacted to his brief touches of her hands and the like, but he could not be certain. Nor could he still be sure of his own heart.

      “The three men have been placed in my study,” the marquess informed them both, forcing Thomas to lift his head. “Shall we go? Miss Newton, I think it might be best if you listened from the doorway. Not to importune you, but I fear that if they become aware that you are the deceased man’s sister, then they might refuse to say a single word for fear of what you would do to them if their stories turn out to be false.”

      Miss Newton rose to her feet, although Thomas noticed that her face was now a little paler than before. “What will you say to have them tell you the truth, Lord Thurston?” she asked, throwing a glance over her shoulder towards Thomas. “And will Lord Sharpe go with you?”

      The marquess nodded, his expression rather kindly. “I will inform the gentlemen that Lord Sharpe believes that they were paid handsomely to lie about Mr. Newton some years ago. I will make it plain that I am seeking the same service from them.” He smiled as both Thomas and Miss Newton came towards the open door. “Being a marquess, I have more than enough wealth to make them very rich men, and they will be aware of that. The rest, I think, will follow quite smoothly.”

      Miss Newton nodded and, to Thomas’s surprise, reached for his arm, which he gave willingly enough. “Very well, Lord Thurston. I will remain at the door.”

      “Good. I thank you,” the marquess replied, throwing Thomas a knowing look that had his embarrassment begin to furl all over again. “Now, we shall get the truth from these men.”
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      Thomas had not liked leaving Miss Newton to sit on a small, wooden chair just outside the study door, but he had known it was for the best. As per the marquess’s instructions, he had lingered by the door, leaving it ajar and ensuring that none of the men within could make a quick escape. He could not tell how such a meeting was to go, although he prayed that the marquess would be able to pull the truth from their lips with ease.

      As the marquess introduced himself to the three men, Thomas took them in carefully, feeling only the faintest hint of recognition. One man was tall and thin, the other short and even skinnier than the first. The third was a little rotund, holding his cap between his hands and twisting it nervously. They were not dressed in the finest of garments but nor were they particularly dirty nor ragged. Their expressions, however, were exactly alike. They were all afraid.

      “Now,” the marquess continued, grandly. “Lord Sharpe here has informed me that he believes the three of you were given a sum of money to lie about a particular gentleman a year or so ago. The reason I am telling you this is because I wish for you to do the same again.”

      Thomas hid a wry grin as two out of the three men’s mouths dropped open.

      “I have a matter of importance that needs to be dealt with rather carefully,” the marquess continued, ignoring their surprise. “When I heard that you had lied to the court in order to assure your…patron…that he should have the verdict go the way he wished, then I knew that I could trust gentlemen such as you to do so again.”

      “No, my lord,” said one of the men, shaking his head fervently. “That is not at all the case.”

      The marquess’s eyes gleamed. “Oh, but it is,” he replied smoothly. “You may deny it as much as you wish, but I can assure you that your words are safe within this room. I have a good deal of wealth and influence, as you know, and therefore would be more than willing to aid you in whatever way each of you wishes. In return for doing me this particular favor, of course.”

      Thomas held his breath, seeing two of the men share a glance. Apparently, they were not all going to vehemently deny their involvement in Francis’s guilt.

      “Lord Sharpe?” The rotund man turned towards Thomas, his eyes a little narrowed as he took Thomas in. “You were the one to tell the marquess on us?”

      Shrugging, Thomas folded his arms across his chest. “I only made assumptions.”

      “And here I thought that fellow was your friend,” the man replied in a scathing voice. “And now, here you are, trying to get us to convict another innocent man of something they didn’t do.”

      Thomas’s skin prickled as he heard Miss Newton’s gasp coming from just outside the door. He prayed the men had not heard it, fully aware of what the large man had just revealed to them all.

      “Are you saying, then,” Lord Thurston said quickly, before any of the men could react. “Are you saying that the man you helped convict was not, in any way, responsible?”

      The men all shuffled their feet nervously, but Thomas could see that they were aware that more than enough had already been revealed – albeit inadvertently.

      “I don’t know if he was guilty of that murder,” the tall, thin man muttered. “But the truth is, I didn’t see him stealing from that fellow’s house.”

      “And I didn’t see him go snatching them purses,” the second said. “Or breaking into Lord Finchley’s house.”

      The third man remained stoically silent, his arms folded firmly across his chest. Thomas caught the marquess’s gaze, seeing the man frown heavily. There was more than enough evidence for him to question the men further, to find out the truth about who it was that had done such a thing, but without the third man’s compliance, they might very easily refuse to say more.

      “I think then,” Thomas said grandly. “That you, sir, may leave.” He gestured for the larger man to make his way towards the door. “I do not think that you are the sort of willing gentleman we require for this.”

      The marquess nodded his agreement, seeing what Thomas’s intention was immediately. “Indeed. You two may remain, of course. I have a sum waiting for you both that I do not think you will refuse.” He named a figure that had the two remaining men gasping aloud.

      The third man hesitated, looking towards the door and then back towards the marquess. The air of expectancy grew thick, leaving Thomas almost breathless in his hope that the man would do as the other two had and reveal all.

      “Well?” said Lord Sharpe.

      Lord Thurston’s voice was sharp, cracking across the room. “Are you to tell me what I wish to know, or not?” he asked, planting his hands on his study desk and leaning over it, his eyes glaring at the third man. “If you are not to do so, then I would ask you to quit this room at once!”

      The third man shuffled his feet, gave a sidelong glance to the other two men and then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t got much to say, other than every word I said at that courthouse was put there by someone else.”

      Thomas let out his breath in a rush.

      “You mean to say that you were directed as to what you ought to tell the court?” he asked, as the marquess gave a small, grim smile of satisfaction. “Is that so?”

      The third man nodded, still looking rather uncomfortable. “That’s about right, my lord.”

      Thomas closed his eyes, feeling relief and regret swirling through him. Francis had not been guilty of those crimes, which meant, as far as he was concerned, that neither had Francis been guilty of the murder of Mr. Carmichael.

      “Now, about this money,” the third man continued gruffly. “What is it you want us to do?”

      The marquess grinned, just as Thomas opened his eyes.

      “I fear that I cannot give you what I have promised,” the marquess said slowly. “Nor can I continue to discuss the difficult matter that I am supposedly enduring.” He stood back up, no longer leaning across the desk. “That was, I’m afraid, an untruth. I simply wished to know whether you had lied to the court.”

      Thomas took a step towards the door, barring it from the three men as they turned towards one another in fright, their faces turning grey with fear.

      “There is no need to attempt to run,” Lord Thurston said softly, his voice seeming to echo around the room despite the quietness with which he spoke. “I have nothing against the three of you, other than the fact that you helped an innocent man  be found guilty of crimes he did not commit.” His voice had grown hard, his expression malevolent. “I should throw you all to the Bow Street Runners myself.”

      One of the men staggered back, his legs apparently weakening with the shock of what had occurred.

      “But, unfortunately, I cannot,” Lord Thurston continued, as the other two men held onto the third. “For reasons I cannot disclose, I shall not do as I wish. Instead, I shall give you your freedom, but only if you answer me one final question.”

      Thomas held his hands tightly behind his back, his fingers twining together as he saw the three men look directly at the marquess, their faces frozen in terror. He could almost feel Miss Newton’s anxiety coming through the door, knowing that this was the moment that they might find out the identity of the man behind it all.

      “I wish to know who it was that gave you this money,” Lord Thurston demanded quietly. “And why.”

      The three men did not move or speak for a few moments, only for the short, thin gentleman to begin to shake his head.

      “I-I don’t know, my lord,” he stammered. “He never told me his name.”

      “Tell me!” the marquess shouted, slamming his fist down hard on the study desk and making everyone in the room jump with fright. “I must know!”

      “We don’t know, my lord,” the tall, thin man promised, his voice shaking with fright. “He never said his name to any of us. He just gave us the money and told us what to do and what to say. That’s all. I only saw him twice.”

      Thomas frowned. “Twice?”

      “Yes.” The third man flicked his gaze back towards Thomas, his eyes wide with fright. “He gave me some money to get me to agree, and then I was to collect the other lot after. I reckon he knew that he had to give us what he’d promised, otherwise we’d go telling folk about what he’d done.” He shrugged, dropping his head. “Not that it matters, since the fellow killed himself anyway.”

      “It matters to me,” the marquess hissed, his eyes glittering. “Now if you can’t tell me his name, then you can at least tell me what he looked like.”

      Thomas saw the men exchange glances.

      “He was just a gentleman,” one of them said, spreading his hands. “They all look the same to me.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Thomas demanded angrily. “A description. Please.”

      “I don’t rightly know!” the second cried. “Tall, dark hair. That’s all I remember.”

      Thomas’s frustration began to grow steadily, his hands slowly curling into fists. “Was he large or slim?” he asked, knowing deep down that such questions were not about to get them anywhere.

      The third man let out a long breath. “He was much like your build, my lord,” he said unsteadily. “But not your color of eyes. That’s all I really remember. I swear.”

      Thomas slumped against the wall as the marquess asked a few questions of his own before angrily dismissing the men. Miss Newton, who had been waiting outside until the men were escorted away by the butler, flew into the room and into his arms almost the moment they had gone.

      “Oh, Lord Sharpe!” she exclaimed, looking up at him with tears sparkling in her eyes. “We have found the truth! I knew Francis did not do those things.”

      He shook his head, unable to speak.

      “We must prove that the murder was not his doing either,” Miss Newton continued, one hand pressing lightly against his chest. “How should we go about that? How shall we prove that there was another who tried to force this guilt upon him?”

      “I do not know, Miss Newton.” Thomas sighed heavily, running one hand through his hair and seeing Miss Newton’s brightness fade. “You are right to say that we have discovered that your brother was not guilty of the crimes that were placed upon him, but we have no other evidence other than that. We do not know the gentleman behind it all, for those men could not describe him particularly well nor give us his name.” He saw Miss Newton’s shoulders slump, the relief in her eyes beginning to fade. “I feel as though we have hit against a hard wall and have no other place to go.”

      “Surely not, Lord Sharpe,” Lord Thurston said, although Thomas was sure he heard a hint of concern in his voice. “Surely we must be able to garner something from what was said.”

      Thomas shook his head, an ache beginning to form between his brows. “I do not think so,” he said softly. “I am sorry, Miss Newton. I cannot see a way forward from here. Can you?”
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      “Miss Newton!”

      Julianna looked up from her reading to see the maid hurrying into the bedchamber, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “Yes?” she asked, trying not to be irritated that she had been interrupted from her reading. She had only just managed to lose herself in the story, had only just managed to quiet her mind after what had been a particularly restless night. Yesterday had not gone as well as she had hoped, having been truly overwhelmed with the news that the three men had told nothing but untruths about Francis’s involvement, only to then see Lord Sharpe’s spiraling disappointment. She had thought that the three men speaking the truth would mean a good deal of progress in this whole, horrible matter, but she had soon realized that it was not so. Whilst they were able to know for certain that Francis had, indeed, been made to take the blame for crimes he had not committed, they had nowhere else to go from there. It had been more than difficult for Julianna to accept, and she had spent most of last evening and during the long hours of the night trying to think of what they might do next.

      “Miss Newton, your brother has come to London.”

      Julianna blinked rapidly, a little surprised to hear such news.

      “The new baron!” the maid exclaimed, evidently trying to hurry Julianna towards the door. “Baron Hollard is here, and he wishes to see you.”

      Julianna remained precisely where she was, a dull warning growing in her ears. She had not expected to even so much as hear from her brother during her time in London and now, apparently, he had come to London to reside in the townhouse for a time. What could this mean? And was this anything to do with the bearded gentleman’s warning that she would have to speak to her brother about there being a danger that neither of them, as yet, could see?

      “Miss Newton, I do not mean to hurry you,” the maid said, looking a little embarrassed to be so forward. “But the master wishes to see you at once.”

      Setting her book down, Julianna rose to her feet and hurried towards the door. “Where is he?”

      “In the study, miss,” the maid replied, now sounding quite relieved that Julianna was doing as she was requested. “He did sound quite urgent.”

      Julianna began to worry that there was, already, something very wrong with her brother and, with panic in her heart, hurried towards the study. She threw open the door and stepped inside, her gaze landing on the figure of her eldest brother, Jonathan.

      “Goodness, Julianna!” Jonathan hurried towards her, his arms outstretched. Julianna, a little surprised at such a greeting, embraced him quickly, even more astonished when he grasped her shoulders and bent down to look into her eyes. “How are you, my dear girl? I came as soon as I could.”

      Julianna did not know what her brother meant by such a greeting and simply looked back at him, more than happy to see him but also being entirely confused as to what he meant.

      “You are quite broken still, I can see,” Jonathan said, with a hint of sadness touching his words. “But that will easily be mended. I can escort you back home whenever you should wish it, although I am quite sure that—”

      Julianna held up one hand as her brother let go of her shoulders, silencing him. “Jonathan, dear, what is it that you are talking of?”

      He looked at her in surprise. “Your wellbeing, my dear sister.”

      “What of my wellbeing?”

      Jonathan expression became one of surprise. “You need not pretend, my dear, that I do not know of what has occurred. I came the same day as I received your letter.”

      Julianna sank into a chair, her eyes fixed on her brother. Suddenly, the warnings that had been laid upon her shoulders became all the more intense, her worry shooting up through her.

      “Jonathan, I did not write to you,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I have not written to you since I first came to London.”

      Jonathan, who was the tallest of all three of her brothers, folded himself into a chair with his usual graceless unease. His eyes were a little wary, looking at her with a strange sense of caution.

      “You did not write me a letter, telling me that Lord Sharpe had jilted you and left you the laughing stock of all of London?” he asked, his voice low, his frame tense. “You did not beg me to come to your aid, because Henry has refused to do anything for you?”

      She swallowed hard, a knot of anxiety settling in her stomach. “No, I did not,” she said softly. “There is nothing of that sort between myself and Lord Sharpe…not as yet, I mean.” A faint blush caressed her cheeks and being so obvious in her hopes to her elder brother, but she dashed away her sense of embarrassment and continued. “He has been nothing more than respectable and considerate, Hollard, even with our brother’s lack of concern.”

      Jonathan let out a long, frustrated breath, lowering his head for a moment. “Then the writer of this letter, whomever it could be, was correct to state that Henry has not exactly been the sort of brother you require at this present time.”

      Nodding, Julianna shot her brother a knowing look. “You are aware that Henry has always been rather inward looking,” she said softly. “He has become all the worse these last few weeks, I am afraid. To the point that Lord Sharpe wanted to remove me from this house and place me with Lady Thurston, my sponsor.”

      Her brother closed his eyes, his jaw working hard. “I am truly sorry, Julianna,” he said gruffly. “Had I known, then I would have come to your aid.”

      She shook her head. “There is no need for that, Jonathan. Lord Sharpe is more than considerate in that regard. He has ensured that I have had more engagements than ever before, so that I do not have to spend much time in Henry’s company each day.” She managed to smile at her brother, her heart twisting as she thought about how to explain to him what else had occurred. “But it does concern me that you have received this letter when I was not the one to write it.” Her breathing began to quicken, but with an effort, Julianna forced herself not to panic. “Why would someone wish you to be in London?”

      Her brother frowned, chewing on his lip for a moment. “I could not say,” he said quietly, although his eyes still held the same concern and worry she had seen only a few minutes before. “Why indeed? Tell me, Julianna, has there been anything untoward that has occurred during your time in London? Can you think of any reason why someone would write to me in your hand and beg me to come to London to fetch you?” His brow furrowed all the more. “And it must be someone who knows about Henry’s lack of consideration for anyone but himself.”

      Haltingly at first, Julianna began to explain what had happened ever since she had first met Lord Sharpe. She saw her brother’s eyebrows rise in astonishment when she mentioned the bearded gentleman and the strange note, but she was relieved that he did not immediately laugh it away or consider it to be nothing more than foolish. She continued on, growing in confidence as she spoke. The last things she told him were of her meeting with said gentleman in the park, followed by the news that three men who had been witnesses at Francis’s trial had confirmed to Lord Thurston that they had been paid to lie to the court. When she finished, she felt almost breathless such was her weariness, although she was glad that her brother did not mock anything she had said. Instead, he appeared to be taking it all with a good deal of seriousness, considering everything carefully.

      “And you have no thought as to what this ‘danger’ might be?” Jonathan asked slowly, his eyes fixed on her face. “You do not have any inkling?”

      “None,” Julianna replied heavily. “Nor can I see why this gentleman would not trust me enough to tell me everything he knows. Or even if Francis’s good name was proven to be without blemish, what good it would do.”

      Her brother shrugged. “Mayhap it would give you the recognition you require from the beau monde?”

      Julianna shook her head. “I do not want their approval, not in that way,” she replied honestly. “I have done very well with Lady Thurston at my side and with Lord Sharpe’s guidance.” She sat back in her chair, looking at Jonathan. “Besides which, one way or the other, I am hoping to be engaged very soon.” Her mind immediately rejected Lord Borden’s image as it floated into her thoughts, knowing that she was hoping for Lord Sharpe to admit to what she suspected he felt. Given what the marquess had said – as embarrassing as it was – Lord Sharpe had not refuted it but had actually appeared a little mortified, as though the marquess was making what Lord Sharpe truly felt obvious to Julianna.

      Her brother let out a heavy sigh. “I cannot imagine why someone has brought me here then. I do not know what this supposed danger is and nor do I have the time to continue to consider it.” Letting out another frustrated sigh, he rose to his feet and began to pace up and down the study. “I have left behind an estate that needs me, simply because I thought my sister required my presence here in London. I cannot help but wonder if there is something amiss at the manor house, something that I have been taken from so that troublemakers or the like can involve themselves in what is a profitable estate.”

      Julianna shook her head. “I do not think so, Jonathan. The strange gentleman insisted that the danger was something that neither of us expected nor anticipated. The manor house would not affect me, not if I was in London and you at home.”

      “No, indeed,” Jonathan murmured.

      “But do you believe it to be of a serious nature?” Julianna pressed, feeling that same sense of urgency settle over her. “Have you ever considered the possibility that Francis was not, as was judged, guilty of such a terrible crime as murder?”

      Her brother sat back down, closed his eyes, and ran one hand through his hair, unsettling it completely. “I cannot say I have given it much thought, Julianna. It was such a difficult time and I struggled terribly to comprehend even a little of it. I have always wanted to believe that there was a terrible injustice, for I am well aware of what the courts can be like, but I suppose I have never truly allowed myself to think through why such a thing might occur and by whom. Forgive me for being blunt, Julianna, but Francis is dead and buried. You stood over that patch of earth just as I did.” His expression contorted, twisting as Jonathan struggled to keep his composure, recalling how his brother had not been allowed a churchyard burial. “There is little point in going over the matter, Julianna, regardless of what this stranger says. If you are to be married soon enough, then your name will become that of your husband’s and you need not even be associated with this wretched family.”

      Julianna leaned forward. “But what of you, Jonathan? You will require a wife soon enough, will you not? Do you not think that you too may also struggle?”

      His brother lowered his head into his hands. “I do not know. It is all very confusing, Julianna, and if what you say about this supposed danger is true, then I feel all the more ill at ease.”

      Julianna considered for a moment, rose, and walked across the room so that she might crouch down in front of her elder brother. Looking up into his face, she saw the misery in his eyes, the confusion etched across the lines in his forehead. “I think that we must take this with great seriousness. You must be on your guard. Do not return to the estate immediately but linger for a day or two at least.”

      “To what end?” he asked, frowning.

      “So that I might at least speak to Lord Sharpe about it all,” Julianna suggested. “And so that, mayhap, we might find something else that could lead us to all the answers we seek.” The memory of the bearded gentleman came into her mind, making her frown. If only he had been able to trust her, to tell her the truth about who he was and his reasons for involving her so! “Although I confess that I cannot think of anything else to do, even though we know now that the three witnesses were nothing more than liars.”

      Her brother sighed heavily and patted her hand, evidently reluctant to agree but doing so regardless. “I shall reside here for three days,” he said quietly. “And then return. Does that suit you?”

      Julianna nodded fervently. “Yes, thank you, Jonathan.” She rose just as he did, although Jonathan walked to the brandy and poured himself a hearty measure.

      “How does Henry do?” he asked, in-between mouthfuls. “I did wonder if returning to London would be particularly difficult for him.”

      Julianna, who had rung for a tea tray and was in the process of seating herself again, stopped just in front of her chair, her puzzled expression betraying her confusion. “Do you mean, given what happened with Francis?” she asked, slowly sitting down.

      Jonathan lifted one shoulder. “Yes, and the fact that Mr. Carmichael, the fellow that was…murdered—” He gave a small shudder and took another sip of his brandy. “That fellow that was murdered was a friend of Henry’s.”

      It was as if the air had been pulled from the room. Julianna swallowed twice, trying to restore some sort of life to herself as Jonathan continued to imbibe his brandy, evidently entirely unaware of Julianna’s struggles.

      “Jonathan,” she gasped. “Are you saying that our brother was friends with Mr. Carmichael?”

      Jonathan frowned. “I thought Henry would have mentioned it to you. It was why he was torn between Francis’s pleas for innocence and his belief that Francis was responsible for the death of his friend. I think that is why he did not attend the court proceedings.”

      Julianna, who had not been allowed to attend, closed her eyes tightly, trying to make sense of it all. She remembered that at the time of Francis’s court proceedings, Jonathan had been very unwell and had asked Henry to go in his place – but Henry had refused. She had never known why until this moment.

      “Henry has never said anything to me,” she whispered, slowly things beginning to slot together in her mind. “But I do not think that he cared for Francis in any way whatsoever. He has told me only recently just how much he despises all three of us.”

      “Despises?” Jonathan repeated, looking astonished. “But why?”

      “Something about having very little of our father’s money and that he is the third in line,” Julianna replied, her eyes darting away from Jonathan’s for a moment as she struggled to recall what had been said. “I cannot believe this nonsense about Mr. Carmichael being a friend of Henry’s.”

      “But yet, it is true,” her brother assured her. “I often saw them talking together. You should ask him, Julianna. I am sure that, with my presence, he will not be as rude to you as he was before.”

      Julianna lifted an eyebrow, not at all reassured. “Indeed, I should like to speak to him of it, Jonathan, but I also think it best if Lord Sharpe is there too.” Something worrisome began to cloud her mind, as though she was on the brink of discovering something truly terrible, something that might shatter through her very existence. “Tomorrow, mayhap?”

      “Over dinner,” her brother said with a quick smile. “I am quite sure you shall have nothing to worry about. Henry will not dare to be discourteous in front of me.” He lifted one shoulder in a halfhearted gesture. “There are times when being a baron has its advantages, even with one’s own family.”

      “I do hope so,” Julianna replied, a feeling of deep uncertainty and fear hovering over her heart.
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      “You must have been greatly astonished!”

      Thomas smiled fondly down at Miss Newton as they walked together through St James’s Park. She had written him a note that very morning, requesting his company that afternoon, and he had been more than happy to oblige, even though he was to join the rest of the family for dinner that evening.

      “Indeed,” Miss Newton replied fervently, although there was a small smile playing about her lips. “I confess that I am glad to have him with us, although I cannot but be confused as to how he came to be here.”

      “Your letter, you mean,” Thomas murmured, finding that to be most peculiar. “I think you were wise to ask Lord Hollard to be careful, Miss Newton. There is a reason for him to be here in London, and I confess that am a little anxious about what that reason may be.”

      “As am I,” Miss Newton replied, slipping her arm under his. “I am grateful for your company and your wise guidance, my lord.”

      He looked down at her, finding her to be more beautiful today than he had ever seen her before. He did not know what it was, but the sparkle in her wonderful eyes took his breath away. His steps slowed as he struggled to pull his gaze away, his heart quickening frantically as a small, slow smile began to spread across her lips. Apparently, she was not immune to his attentions.

      “I think, Miss Newton, that I ought to take the Marquess of Thurston’s advice,” he said, before he could stop himself. “I…what I mean to say is…” Closing his eyes, he let his breath rattle from his chest in frustration, a little surprised by his own, sudden decision.

      He had not expected to make such a declaration, realizing that his heart was more affected by Miss Newton’s nearness than he had thought. The truth was, he did not want to lose her company from his life. Yes, he had made a promise to Francis, and whilst he was desperate for the conclusion of this matter, Thomas realized that even when it had come to an end, the thought of leaving Miss Newton behind to marry another was not what he wanted.

      “Should you like to walk a little further, Lord Sharpe?” Miss Newton asked, a rosy blush adorning her cheeks. She was saving him from what might be an awkward explanation, particularly when he was not entirely certain about what it was he wanted to say to her. “I think that the roses are particularly beautiful at this time of year.”

      Clearing his throat, he resumed their walk and again, offered her his arm, which she took without hesitation.

      “I think there is a good deal for us to share with one another, Lord Sharpe,” Miss Newton said gently, although she was not looking at him. “Although mayhap now is not quite the time to do so. There is so much to consider and so much to bring to an end that I feel as though to try and explain such things now would be more than difficult.”

      “You are quite wonderful, Miss Newton,” he murmured, wishing he could wrap his arm around her and pull her close. “Yes, I think that would be wise.”

      She smiled at him. “Would you call me ‘Julianna’ when we are in private then, Lord Sharpe? I feel as though this would be a welcome intimacy.” She threw a glance over her shoulder towards her maid, but as usual, she was a good few steps behind and was clearly quite unaware of what they were saying. “That is, if you would prefer it.”

      Thomas could not prevent the smile from spreading across his face, such was his delight. “I think, Miss Newton – I mean, Julianna, that such a thing would bring me more happiness than I could ever express. Yes, I would be glad to do so.”

      Her eyes met his, and Thomas felt his heart ache with a desperate sense of joy and overwhelming affection, realizing that this young lady had become such an intricate part of his world that he did not want to be without her. She had endured so much and yet had kept her kind spirit, her generous nature, and her ever-ready smile. She had not become hard and cold, or perpetually angry with everyone, just as her brother Henry had done. She had courage and strength, her determination to find justice for Francis’s good name more than admirable. Why had he not seen it before? To let her go to another would possibly be the most foolish thing he had ever done in his life. He could not allow Lord Borden to have her hand in marriage, not after what he had overheard and certainly not when he knew that Lord Borden did not have even a modicum of affection for Miss Newton. To be married to Lord Borden would be no life at all.

      Yes, Thomas determined, as they continued to walk through the park, he would find a way to say such things, if not more, before the week was out.

      “Why are you out here?”

      Thomas stopped abruptly, just as Miss Newton stumbled.

      “You should be at home, ensuring your brother’s safety, Miss Newton.”

      Thomas turned around, just as Miss Newton did the same. They found themselves, yet again, looking into the eyes of the bearded gentleman, but Thomas noted that this time, his eyes were angry as he glared at them both. In fact, Thomas considered, there might also be a touch of fear in his expression, as though he were truly afraid for Lord Hollard.

      “You are not to speak to Miss Newton in such a way,” Thomas said firmly, not allowing this fellow, despite his urgency, to be rude. “She has done more than enough, good sir. Lord Hollard is more than safe. He has remained at home and will not be leaving the townhouse until two days’ time. There is nothing to concern yourself with and certainly no need to chide Miss Newton.” He looked steadily at the fellow, feeling that same swirl of unsettling awareness. It was as though he knew the man already, but without being able to truly identify who he was.

      “Did I not tell you that there was a danger that neither of you was aware of, that you would not expect?” The man’s voice was a loud whisper, evidently wanting to keep their conversation from the listening ears of the other passersby. “I have been seeking the truth as best I can; I have been looking into all such matters, praying that it is not as it seems, and yet I can hide from it no longer. It must be him. I do not want to believe it, but he must be the man responsible.”

      Miss Newton let go of Thomas’s arm, took a step forward and looked steadily into the man’s eyes. “I do not understand what you are saying, sir. Nor do I know who you are or why you have taken such interest in my family matters.”

      The man shook his head, his mouth stretching into a thin line, his eyes dark with suppressed emotion. Thomas wondered what the fellow would look like should he shave his rather remarkable beard, for it covered most of his face and was becoming almost ridiculous in its length. He was quite certain that the man revealed underneath would look quite different from what Thomas expected.

      And then, it hit him.

      His stomach twisted, his eyes widened, and he stared in horror at the man, his breathing quickening frantically. “No,” he whispered. “No, it cannot be.”

      Miss Newton turned towards him, looking more than confused. “What is wrong, Lord Sharpe?”

      “I saw you,” Thomas whispered, not looking at Miss Newton but rather at the stranger in front of him, seeing how his eyes began to dart this way and that. “I saw you die.”

      Miss Newton gasped, turning towards the fellow with one hand pressed against her heart.

      “You always did have a sharp eye,” the man muttered, although no hint of happiness appeared in his expression. “Although I am relieved that it has taken you as long as it did.”

      Miss Newton swayed violently, and Thomas made to catch her elbow but saw that she was not swooning but rather filled with a weakness that required his support and strength. Her eyes were open and fixed on the man, her fingers digging into Thomas’s sleeve as she held onto him.

      “We should sit,” Thomas said, spying a bench to their left. “At least, Miss Newton should.”

      “But of course,” the man replied gently, offering Miss Newton a small smile. “I know you will have many questions, but we must consider returning home very soon. Baron Hollard may well be in danger, and you will understand why once I have explained all to you.”

      Miss Newton sat down quickly, her face almost grey with shock, but her eyes were as intense as Thomas had ever seen them.

      “You died, Francis,” she said, as the bearded gentleman sat down beside her. “I did not see it myself, but Lord Sharpe here said that he did. He said you took something.”

      Francis nodded slowly, not refuting that fact. “It was not poison, my dear sister. It was water.” He smiled gently at Miss Newton, who now appeared to be on the verge of tears. “I am sorry for what I have had to put you through, but I knew that someone was doing their best to destroy me, and I had to have the opportunity to discover who that particular person was.” He took Miss Newton’s hand, whilst Thomas watched in stunned silence, recalling how Francis had collapsed right in front of him in the dock over a year ago.

      “But you died,” Thomas insisted quietly. “I saw you…the magistrate…”

      “The magistrate was a friend of my father’s,” Francis explained quickly. “He was able to aid me in my plan. He knew full well that I would be convicted based on the evidence alone but found himself questioning the evidence.” A light flickered in his eyes. “It was he, who came to speak to me about it all; it was he who thought that I ought to have the opportunity to discover who it was that was trying to destroy me.”

      Thomas nodded slowly, seeing how Miss Newton clung to her brother’s arm. “And that was why the magistrate allowed you to speak so freely? That was why he was the one to reach your body and declare you to be dead?”

      “Indeed,” Francis replied gravely. “I owe that man a debt of thanks, for which I shall always be grateful.”

      There was a moment or two of silence, as Thomas let the truth of Francis’s supposed death settle into his mind. His friend was not dead and buried as he had believed. He was alive and had been working hard to prove his innocence.

      “But where have you been for this last year?” Miss Newton asked, taking in a shuddering breath as the tears continued to sparkle in her eyes. “Why could you not tell me that you were alive? Why did you not write?” Her fingers tightened on her brother’s sleeve, her gaze intense as she looked into Francis’s face.

      “Because, my dear sister, I did not know who I could trust,” he said gently. “I hoped that Lord Sharpe would begin to consider that I might be innocent of all such crimes, and I prayed that you would join him in your considerations, but I had to wait for a year until you returned to London.”

      Thomas started violently, suddenly realizing something. “When you were in the dock, you asked me to care for your sister during her next Season, and you also proclaimed your innocence,” he said softly. “And you hoped that, during that year, I would begin to question what had occurred at your trial.”

      Francis nodded. “But I knew that you would not take things further because what would be the point of that?” He shrugged, patting Miss Newton’s hand. “I was dead as far as you were concerned, so there was no need to pursue the matter. But to put that note in your pocket would be an entirely different matter.” His lips thinned, his eyes narrowing, although he did not direct his gaze towards Thomas. “By then, I had already begun to have my suspicions.”

      Miss Newton let out a deep sigh, closing her eyes tightly. “What suspicions, Francis?”

      Francis did not reply immediately, although Thomas could not tell what was going through Francis’s mind given just how much of his face was covered. “I think, Julianna, that we need to return to the townhouse.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes opened, and she stared in astonishment at her brother. “You want to come back to the townhouse? To tell Henry and Hollard that you are alive?”

      Francis shook his head slowly, and for the first time, Thomas began to realize what was troubling Francis. He held his breath, seeing the warning look in Francis’s eyes.

      “No, Julianna,” he said slowly. “I know that Jonathan would welcome me back with open arms; he would be relieved and understanding, but I cannot say the same for Henry. He might go to the Bow Street Runners and demand that I am carted back to jail!”

      Thomas saw Miss Newton sigh and nod her head, her understanding and agreement evident.

      “Therefore, I think I should try to be as unobtrusive as possible,” Francis continued quickly. “I shall be within the house but remain entirely unseen until the time comes.”

      Miss Newton looked confused. “Until the time comes?” she repeated, shuffling in her seat a little so that she could look at her brother fully in the face. “What do you mean by that remark?”

      Thomas cleared his throat, grabbing Miss Newton’s attention. “I think, Miss Newton, that all will become clear during our dinner this evening,” he said slowly, seeing Francis nod. He was on the right path then, which was both a relief and a horrible truth in equal measure. Little wonder that Francis wanted to protect his sister from any further pain until it was entirely unavoidable.

      “Please, no more secrets,” Miss Newton begged, looking from her brother to Thomas and back again. “I have spent the last year believing you were dead and gone, Francis. I have tried to quiet my mind over the question of your innocence, over the terrible truth that you took your own life instead of facing justice. I have wept over your grave. I have torn my heart to pieces about your burial being outside of the churchyard; and now you have come back from the grave and still refuse to tell me the truth of it all! Why? Why must you continue to protect me so? I am stronger than you know.”

      Thomas nodded slowly, his expression grave. That was true, he had to admit. Miss Newton was strong. She did have that fire and determination within her, but this truth would be painful for all of them to bear, but especially for the family.

      “He is merely trying to protect you, Miss Newton,” Thomas said gently, hunkering down in front of her and ignoring the surprised looks from the other gentlemen and ladies that walked past her. “This has been a terrible shock – for us both, I will admit, and given that there is more to come, it is only right that we try to recover ourselves a little.” He saw her smile and felt his heart swell with both relief and love. “It is not because your character does not have a strength of its own, Miss Newton, but rather that this may dampen even the strongest fire.”

      Miss Newton sighed heavily and, pulling out her lace handkerchief, dabbed at her eyes until there was no more moisture there.

      “Very well,” she said, her voice a little tremulous. “I should trust you, I think.” She managed to smile at her brother before returning her gaze to Thomas. “And I do. I trust you both.”

      “Very good,” Francis replied, sounding relieved. “Then have no fear; I shall be present at dinner tonight and will reveal myself in due course.”

      Miss Newton frowned, turning her head towards her brother. “But how will you enter the house without being seen?”

      Her brother laughed and patted her hand. “I have had to improve certain skills over my year of living alone,” he said with a small smile. “And whilst breaking into homes is not at all something I enjoy doing, I have become quite capable at doing so without being seen. I shall be there, Julianna. You need not worry.”

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      Thomas jerked in surprise, getting to his feet to see none other than Lord Borden bearing down upon both himself and Miss Newton.

      “A public proposal?” Lord Borden roared, his face almost purple with anger. “I asked you, Lord Sharpe, if there was any intention of you pursuing Miss Newton, and you assured me there was not! And now I see this!” He gestured violently towards Miss Newton, who looked up at Lord Borden in astonishment, evidently a little too surprised to rise to her feet. Mayhap the shock of seeing her brother again had not quite left her.

      “Lord Borden,” Thomas began, trying to placate the man. “You need not think that—”

      “You know that I have had every intention to propose to her!” Lord Borden interrupted, capturing the attention of others within the park. “And now I see that you are doing so yourself.” He jabbed one finger into Thomas’s chest, sending a ripple of anger all through him. “And I have been wondering why Miss Newton has been less than inclined to my visits and has outright refused to come for either a walk or a ride with me these last few days. Now, I see the explanation for such behavior for myself.”

      Thomas threw a desperate glance towards Miss Newton, surprised to see that Francis was no longer sitting by her side. Evidently, he had decided to leave them both to this particular matter, not wanting to draw attention to himself in any way. Thomas cleared his throat, aware that there were more than a few people watching him.

      “You are mistaken, Lord Borden,” he said quietly. “I was not proposing to Miss Newton. I was merely reassuring her.”

      Lord Borden narrowed his eyes, his jaw jutting forward. “Is that so?”

      Miss Newton’s voice floated towards them both, calm and quiet. “That is quite so, Lord Borden.”

      Thomas smiled in her direction, suddenly feeling a deep sense of purpose rising up with him. They had agreed, only a few minutes before, to talk about such matters later, when everything regarding Francis was brought to a satisfactory conclusion, but now he felt as though the opportunity to do so was upon him, even in front of Lord Borden and the others watching him.

      “However,” he said loudly, just as Lord Borden began to speak. “You have made an excellent point, Lord Borden. Yes, I know that you have intentions towards Miss Newton, but I fail to see that any of your intentions are in any way respectable. You care nothing for the lady herself but more for her dowry. You do not consider her feelings on the matter but rather consider only yourself and your own standing within society. I cannot allow this, Lord Borden. I should not have remained silent on such a matter.” He turned towards Miss Newton, seeing the light in her eyes. “Miss Newton, I was wrong to hide the truth about Lord Borden’s intentions from you. At the time, I was uncertain of what I felt, worrying that it came from a sense of responsibility rather than true affection, but I know now that I am more than mistaken about that.”

      “That is very good of you to say, Lord Sharpe,” Miss Newton murmured, her eyes alight. “I did wonder if you would ever tell me the truth about what had passed between the two of you.” He closed his eyes for a moment, seeing that she knew full well what Lord Borden had said and wondered just how long she had been aware of it. Had she heard them both speak? Or had Lord Borden said as much to her?

      “You ridiculous oaf!” Lord Borden exclaimed, as Thomas let out a frustrated breath. “Why did you have to say such a thing? I had every opportunity to—”

      “No, Lord Borden, you did not.” Miss Newton’s voice was steady, as she rose to her feet, coming towards them both. “Yes, Lord Sharpe, I overheard you and Lord Borden talking, and I’m afraid that I did listen very carefully to what was being said.” A sad smile touched the corner of her mouth. “I knew then that I had no other choice than to allow Lord Borden to pursue me, regardless of my own feelings on the matter. I did not want to pressure you, Lord Sharpe, for whilst I was aware of my own feelings, I did not believe that you had anything similar in your own heart. Any declarations had to come from you, without any additional burdens.”

      “I was wrong,” he said softly, reaching for her hand. “I feared that my sense of responsibility was the only thing that was adding such affections to my heart. But I can see now that I was mistaken. I care for you very deeply, Miss Newton, and even when this matter is at a close, I do not want to lose your presence from my life. I could not bear it if you were to marry another.”

      Miss Newton’s expression seemed to glow with happiness, only for Lord Borden to begin to bluster.

      “But this is most improper!” he exclaimed, jabbing yet another finger into Thomas’s chest. “You have not been courting the lady, as I have done. You have not pursued her with the strength and the determination that I have shown. No, Lord Sharpe, you have done nothing of the sort. It is, therefore, by rights, my opportunity to do so first.”

      Thomas looked back at the gentleman steadily, knowing that he had behaved in a less than gentlemanly fashion, but also being fully aware that Lord Borden himself had not exactly had the most honorable intentions for Miss Newton. “I may not have courted her in name,” he said slowly. “But the time I have spent with Miss Newton has been more wonderful than any other time in my life.” He turned back to where Miss Newton stood, seeing that her eyes were fixed on his face without so much as a glance in Lord Borden’s direction. “Miss Newton, I have done you wrong in refusing to admit what my own heart knew all too well. I was foolish to hide the truth about Lord Borden’s intentions from you. Might you forgive me?”

      She laughed softly, her cheeks turning a gentle pink. “Oh, Lord Sharpe, there is nothing to forgive. I understand why you did not speak to me so, and yet despite that, you have proven yourself to be a wonderful gentleman, who has been more than attentive towards me. You have protected me, listened to me and, above all, become a dear, dear friend. I cannot imagine being by any other gentleman’s side.”

      Lord Borden immediately began to bluster, his expression angry and his eyes narrowed.

      “My dear Miss Newton, just consider for a moment what it is I am offering you!” he exclaimed, stepping directly in front of Thomas. “My estate is a good deal grander than Lord Sharpe’s, and whilst I may not be the wealthiest of gentlemen at this present moment, I can promise you that, with your dowry, we will see our fortunes restored.”

      Miss Newton smiled kindly at Lord Borden, her sweet nature evidencing itself once more. “My dear Lord Borden, you are correct to say that you have been more than courteous towards me. You have been resolute in your wishes to court me, but I have not permitted my heart to even consider you for a moment.” She reached for his hand and, taking it in her own, patted it gently. “But you do not care for me, so such an honest truth should not hurt you.”

      Lord Borden looked confused for a moment, before he sighed and dropped his head. “You are correct, Miss Newton,” he stated, as he dropped his hand from hers. “I feel nothing other than a deep frustration that I shall have to start from the very beginning again. I shall have to find another willing young lady with a sizeable dowry, who is happy to overlook my less than thrifty circumstances. That is more difficult than one might think.”

      Miss Newton said nothing for a moment, although Thomas was sure he saw a small, mirthful smile tug at one corner of her mouth.

      “I wish you the very best of successes,” she said gently, as Lord Borden heaved another plaintive sigh. “But I cannot accept you, Lord Borden.” She turned towards Thomas. “My heart belongs to another.”

      Thomas felt such joy swell his heart, and it was all he could do not to grasp Miss Newton’s hands and pull her into his embrace. It would not be the thing, however, given the onlookers, so instead, he simply spoke to her words of truth.

      “Miss Newton, my heart is beginning to fill with love for you. It is a feeling I have never before experienced, and I confess that I do not think it shall ever leave me. Instead, it shall only grow and blossom, for each moment by your side is a joy in itself. Say that you will be my wife, Miss Newton. Say that you will marry me and make our happiness complete.”

      Miss Newton’s eyes were shining as she took his proffered hand, looking up into his face. “My dear Lord Sharpe, I can think of nothing better,” she stated quietly. “My heart is yours also. Yes, I will marry you.”

      The murmurs, exclamations, and a spattering of applause broke the silence that had fallen upon the park as Thomas closed his eyes in delight, pressing Miss Newton’s hand tightly.

      “If I could, I would kiss you heartily,” he murmured, seeing her blush. “But I ought to ensure your reputation remains as it is, I think.” He offered her his arm, and she took it, turning towards the onlookers and towards Lord Borden.

      “I thank you all,” he said grandly. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must escort my betrothed home.” Where I shall make sure to kiss her without hesitation, he thought to himself, as he and Miss Newton began to make their way back through the park, their hearts twined together in happiness and love.
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      Julianna had needed to rest for a good hour before she had to begin preparations for dinner, such was her overwhelming astonishment and delight. First had come the news that she was no longer to mourn Francis, for to see him standing there before her had been more than astonishing, although she was more than delighted to see him again. However, she was entirely at a loss as to what it was he had been referring to as regarded the danger she and Hollard faced, nor why he would not say more until dinner that evening.

      Then had come Lord Sharpe’s declaration of love and his proposal of marriage, which she had accepted without hesitation. It had been sooner than she had expected and was quite overwhelming after the revelation of Francis being alive, but her heart had lifted to the skies such was her happiness and she had walked back through the park feeling as though her whole world had suddenly righted itself.

      But now she was to have dinner with her brothers, Lord Sharpe, and with Francis, whenever he chose to appear. It was a little unsettling, being entirely unaware of what was to occur when it seemed that even Lord Sharpe seemed to know what it was that was being planned. Her stomach knotted itself as she finished dressing, sitting down at her dressing table for her maid to do her hair.

      There came a small scratch at the door and, without hesitating, Julianna called for them to enter. Much to her surprise, Francis appeared at the door, rendering a gasp from the maid.

      “Do be quiet,” Julianna instructed, gesturing for Francis to come in. “My dear brother, can you not see that my maid is here?”

      Francis grinned, his beard now completely gone from his face. He was, in fact, looking quite like how she remembered him and that brought a deep ache to her heart.

      “You will not say a word, I’ll wager,” he said to the maid, as he closed the door behind him. “It is of the greatest import that my presence here remains a secret for a few hours longer.”

      Julianna rose to her feet and embraced him, tears burning in her eyes. “Oh Francis, I have missed you so.” She let him go and framed his face with her hands. “Tell me, why did you not say who you were before now?”

      Francis gently led her back to her seat and instructed the trembling maid to continue on with her mistress’s hair before answering Julianna’s question.

      “I feared, Julianna, that you would think me guilty,” he said. “I could not be sure. Therefore, I had to be as careful as I could until I was certain that you believed me to be innocent.” He smiled at her then, as the maid began to thread some pearls into Julianna’s fair locks. “And then, as much as I wanted to tell you the truth, I discovered something that I knew I had to keep to myself until this present moment. If I revealed myself to you, I was afraid that our brother might notice something different about your countenance and grow suspicious.”

      Julianna frowned, looking at Francis carefully, as though she might discern from his expression what he meant. “You are talking of Henry?”

      Francis’s expression grew grave, and Julianna felt her heart drop to the floor.

      “You are,” she whispered, as the maid stepped back, evidently complete in her task. “Oh, Francis.”

      Francis said nothing but turned towards the door, waiting for Julianna to instruct her maid that she was, on pain of dismissal, to remain entirely silent about Mr. Newton’s return from the grave until she was given permission to do so. The maid nodded, still shaking visibly, and Julianna instructed her to go below and find herself something hearty to drink to give her the strength she needed to continue on. The maid scurried from the room, leaving Julianna and Francis alone.

      Julianna’s heart was beating so rapidly, she thought she might cast up her accounts if she did not find some way to quieten herself.

      “This is all to do with Henry,” she said softly, seeing Francis nod. “I was to speak to him tonight about Mr. Carmichael.”

      Francis flinched visibly. “The man who was murdered.”

      “Yes,” Julianna whispered, knowing that this was difficult for Francis. “Jonathan told me that Henry was friends with the man.”

      “He was,” Francis replied grimly. “My dear sister, I came here to tell you that you will need a strong spirit tonight. I do not want to tell you all now, but you must prepare yourself. It will be more difficult than you know.”

      She grasped his hands, aware of the trembling deep in her soul. “But you are restored to us, Francis. You have returned. Surely there is some good in that.”

      “I must still clear my name,” Francis replied darkly. “And to do so could bring a good deal more difficulty than I can say.” He squeezed her hands and then let them go as the dinner gong sounded. “I shall see you again very soon. Eat and behave as normally as you can. When it comes time to speak to Henry, then do so just as you have planned. Ask him about Mr. Carmichael.” A deep shadow crossed his face. “I shall be listening to every word.”

      Julianna did not ask him how he intended to do such a thing but rather remained silent, a heavy weight settling over her heart as she watched him slip from the room. What was tonight going to bring? And why did she suddenly feel so terrified about it all?
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        * * *

      

      One hour later and dinner was going as well as could be expected. Henry was glowering darkly at anyone who looked his way and had not engaged any of them in conversation. Lord Sharpe, Julianna, and Lord Hollard had talked contentedly enough, although Julianna was aware of the growing tension in the room. Only she and Lord Sharpe knew that Francis was still alive and that he would be joining them at any given moment and the awareness of that brought more strain than Julianna felt she could bear.

      “Henry,” she began, once dessert had been served. “Jonathan tells me that you knew Mr. Carmichael.”

      Henry glared at her. “I do not know of whom you speak, Julianna.”

      “I think you do,” Baron Hollard interrupted, his brows tightening together as he frowned. “Mr. Carmichael was the man found murdered…supposedly by our brother. Although, I confess that I do not think I can accept such a thing now.”

      Julianna saw Henry’s expression flicker with disdain.

      “You are mistaken if you think that Francis did not kill that man,” Henry bit out, his spoon clattering on the side of his plate. “He was found guilty, if you recall, for not only the murder but for other matters also.”

      Julianna threw a glance to Lord Sharpe, who gave her a small, encouraging smile. She drew in a breath.

      “I have discovered that not to be the case,” she said softly, drawing the attention of both of her brothers. “I have found out that the three men who claimed that Francis was a thief and a criminal to be entirely false.”

      A harsh, dark laugh from Henry startled her. “He admitted to them, Julianna! Goodness, you are more foolish than I thought.”

      Lord Sharpe cleared his throat softly, the warning evident enough. “Julianna is quite correct, Mr. Newton. I was there also. I heard every word those men said. Yes, Francis may have admitted to having lapses in sense and may have decided that he was more than ridiculous with some of his behavior, but he always declared himself innocent of stealing and certainly of murder.”

      Henry shrugged, shoving his chair back from the table. “I do not think it matters, Lord Sharpe,” he said coldly. “My brother is dead. The coward took his own life instead of waiting for the justice he deserved.”

      “That is hardly fair, Henry,” Julianna replied quickly, praying that her brother was not about to quit the room. “If Francis was not guilty, then do we not have a duty to clear his name? For our family’s reputation, if for nothing else?” She tipped her head, her dessert entirely forgotten. “And you have not answered my question as to whether or not you knew Mr. Carmichael.”

      Henry glowered at her. “Yes, he was my friend,” he muttered, making to rise. “What of it?”

      “Sit down, Henry,” Jonathan instructed, his voice ringing with authority. “Our conversation is not yet over, despite your urge to run from it.” He tilted his head, looking at his brother with sharp eyes. “Tell me, why do you think that Francis killed him, if you believe that he did so? That was one thing the court could not come to a conclusion about. There appeared to be no motive.”

      Henry let out an exasperated breath, although much to Julianna’s relief, he did not ignore the Baron’s instructions to remain. “I do not care, brother,” he said, bitterly. “It does not matter.”

      “But do you not see, Henry?” Julianna interrupted, drawing her brother’s attention from Jonathan. “If we can find a way to prove that Francis was not guilty of those crimes, then our good name will be restored.”

      “And what use have I of that?” Henry snarled, his hand slamming down on the table and making her jump. “I do not care. I do not care about this family’s good name, for I am only the third son and have very little influence on anyone and anything. I could find someone to marry me tomorrow who would not give two figs about what my murderous brother has done.” He laughed at Julianna’s shocked expression, his teeth bared. “You are quite stupid, Julianna, to believe that I care anything for yourself or for Jonathan here. You have always had more than I shall ever receive, and for that, I bear you nothing but ill will.”

      Lord Sharpe’s hand settled over Julianna’s underneath the table as she reeled from the ferocity in her brother’s words.

      “You are a menace, Henry.” Jonathan’s words were cold and furious. “I should throw you from this house in disgrace.” He gestured for the footmen to clear the dishes, evidently aware that this part of their meal was at an end. “Port, I think. Julianna, if you wish to take tea here, then you are more than welcome. Henry, I think it best you leave us.”

      Henry laughed and got up from his chair. “I should not want your port regardless,” he stated, as the footman took up the tray from the corner of the room and set it down in front of Hollard before quitting the room with the rest of the staff. “Nor your company, brother. Enjoy your port. I shall be returning to the country by the morrow, for I cannot stand to be in your company for a moment longer.”

      Behind her, Julianna heard the door open but did not look around, such was her horror over how Henry was speaking.

      “You do not want port, Henry?”

      She gasped, twisting her head to see Francis standing framed in the doorway. His eyes were fixed on his brother as he pushed the door closed behind him, before slowly advancing towards Henry.

      “Is that because you have put something in it?”

      Julianna grasped tightly onto Lord Sharpe’s hand, her eyes wide with horror as she looked from Henry to the glass of port in Jonathan’s hand. No, this could not be so!

      “Francis?”

      Henry had suddenly gone very pale, his hands grasping for something – anything – that would help to keep him steady.

      “Jonathan, do not touch that port!”

      Francis’s voice was loud and authoritative, and, much to Julianna’s relief, Jonathan set the glass down, looking as shocked as Henry did.

      “I do apologize, Jonathan, for the intrusion, and for the belief that I am dead and buried, but believe me, I have had a good reason for doing so,” Francis continued, as Henry sank into a chair. “I found, much to my relief, that I could trust my sister and Lord Sharpe, and it has been their assistance in this matter that has led me to my final conclusion.”

      Henry was staring up at Francis in horror, his face a horrible shade of grey. “You died,” he whispered, his hands white as he gripped the arms of the chair. “I saw your body in the coffin.”

      Francis nodded. “You did,” he said quietly. “I did not know then what I know now, and had I done so, I might have feared that you would stab me for good measure.”

      Julianna felt as though she had been thrown back into her chair. “Stabbed?” she whispered, looking at Francis in horror. “Henry?”

      Francis nodded slowly, his expression grim. “I did not want to have to say this, but the truth is that Henry was the one responsible for Mr. Carmichael’s death. It was he that paid those three men to stand up in court and accuse me of crimes I did not commit.” His eyes flicked around the table, his face resolute. “And now, I fear, he was attempting to do away with you also, Jonathan.”

      Julianna saw her brother open and shut his mouth, staring at Francis in evident confusion. Jonathan had not said a word since Francis had appeared, evidently quite overcome with the shock of what he was seeing. She pressed Lord Sharpe’s hand under the table, struggling to contain all that she was thinking and feeling. Henry! Henry was the one responsible, not Francis. But why? Why had he done such a thing?

      “That day at Lord Thurston’s home,” Lord Sharpe murmured, an expression of understanding on his face. “Those men were describing Henry Newton.”

      Francis gave a jerky nod, as though this truth was as painful for him to say as for Julianna to hear. “I have had a year to go into the depths and the intricacies of the events surrounding my supposed crimes and subsequent conviction, but without your help in finding those three men and bringing them to the marquess’s house, then I might never have found the truth.” He gave Lord Sharpe a tight smile. “Yes, I was waiting outside the house and followed those men. I ensured they gave me a very good description of the fellow who had told them to do such a terrible thing as lie before God and man. Whilst that description could have been any number of men, I already had the suspicion that Henry was the one involved in it all.” He shook his head, looking almost despairing. “I knew that Henry had hated me for some time, ever since our father’s will was read out. I knew that he detested the fact that I was to have more of a fortune than he, and that you, Jonathan, were to have the greatest amount as the new Baron Hollard.” He stepped away from Henry and towards Julianna, who felt as though she were quite unable to get her breath.

      “But that does not give me a good reason to murder,” Henry snapped, a little color returning to his cheeks. “This is all nonsense.”

      “If only it was,” Francis replied softly, his tone close to mournful. “I had a year, Henry. A year to think and consider and wonder who would try to ruin me so terribly, who would try to push me towards the gallows. The only person I could think of was you.”

      “But why?” Julianna asked, her voice tremulous. “For what reason?”

      There was a short silence, as though Francis were giving them the opportunity to consider the matter for themselves.

      “Because,” Jonathan said eventually. “Because he wants what we have. What you have and then, in the end, what I have.”

      Julianna swallowed hard, her throat aching terribly. She could see now that such a statement could be quite true, and as much as she did not want to admit it, she knew that this was the only reasonable explanation.

      “You felt wronged, Henry,” Francis said, addressing his younger brother. “You, as the third son, were given the smallest share. You rebelled against that; you grew bitter and cold. In the end, after it had eaten away at your heart, you decided to get what you could never possibly hope to have on your own: a title and the entirety of our father’s fortune.”

      “And so, you tried to have Francis convicted of things he did not do,” Julianna whispered, her vision blurring with tears as she saw how Henry’s head had sunk down low. “Francis pretended to take his life so that he might have the opportunity to discover who it was that had done such a terrible thing, and the answer has turned out to be you, Henry.”

      Lord Sharpe pulled his chair closer to her, wrapping one arm around her shoulders in support. “And that is why you believe the port is poisoned, Francis? Because in order to gain the title, both you and Baron Hollard would have to die.”

      Francis nodded slowly, his eyes fixed on his younger brother. “Yes, that is so,” he said sadly. “The more I suspected Henry, the more concerned I became for Jonathan.”

      A sudden thought struck Julianna between the eyes. “You wrote the letter to Hollard, begging him to come here!” she exclaimed, pointing one finger at Henry. “You wrote pretending that it was I who required Holland’s aid, so that you might bring him here in order to do him in.”

      Henry’s head slowly began to lift, his eyes dark and malevolent. “And I was very close to succeeding,” he said softly, his admitting to such a terrible crime seeming to mean nothing to him. “I thought I could trust Mr. Carmichael; I thought I would have an ally in my search for justice, but he turned his back on me.” His jaw jutted forward, his eyes glittering with dark intent. “It was too easy to arrange, Francis. Much too easy. I knew where you were to be; I knew that you would rush to any sort of commotion. Mr. Carmichael was much too easily led, believing that I was meeting him so that I might set things right, but he was just a pawn to be used as I pleased.” He rose to his feet, his expression almost triumphant. “It was all so very easy, Francis.”

      “I can hardly believe this,” Jonathan muttered, as Julianna began to sob, her heart broken. “Henry, how could you?”

      Henry laughed harshly. “As I said, brother, I care nothing for this family. I seek justice for myself, to gain the fortune that I was always meant to have.”

      “Our father was more than generous—”

      “To you!” Henry shouted, slamming his hand down on the table. “But I was given the least, only due to the accident of my birth. But it seems I am to be denied by my own family, yet again. How very unsurprising.”

      Julianna shook her head. “I saw you in the park that day with Lady Chiders, Henry,” she said softly, as tears began to flood her eyes. “You are still continuing along the same path. You stole from her. How many others have there been? How many crimes have you committed, simply in order to further yourself?”

      Henry sneered at her, standing tall now as though he were above them all. His expression grew darker still, his face holding an evil that Julianna had to turn away from, burying her face in Lord Sharpe’s shoulder. “I will do whatever I have to in order to gain what I require,” he stated, before turning on his heel.

      “Do not even think about—”

      The sound of running feet and a slammed door brought Julianna’s head up from Lord Sharpe’s shoulder, staring at the closed door in horror. Francis and Jonathan were gone in a moment, chasing after the brother that had tried to kill them both.

      “It is over,” Lord Sharpe said softly, holding her close. “It is over, my dear Julianna. It will be painful for a time, and the scars will remain with you always, but for now, the truth has come out and the matter is at an end.”

      She looked up at him, seeing the love in his eyes. “Hold me close to you,” she whispered, resting her head on his shoulder. “I do not want to be without you for even a moment.”

      Lord Sharpe obliged immediately, holding her tightly in his protective embrace, whilst Julianna cried quietly into his neck.
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      “He has been acquitted.”

      Julianna looked up from her writing desk, rising quickly to greet her husband. It was now six months since Henry’s confession, six months since Francis had returned from the grave.

      Lord Sharpe held her close for a moment before pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. “It is over, my dear. Francis will be able to return to society now.”

      She nodded, her heart still aching with what had occurred. “I am so very glad to hear it.”

      He kissed her cheek, his hands reaching up to frame her face. “London will be aflame with the news,” he said with a wry smile. “Should you like to return home, my dear? I would be glad of the countryside’s peace and quiet, I think.”

      A smile crept across her face, her heart filling with love for her husband who knew her so well and cared for her so deeply. “Yes, I think I should like that very much, Sharpe,” she said softly. They had only come to London to support Francis and Baron Holland in removing the blame from Francis’s shoulders, even though in doing so, they had to set the guilt solely on Henry. However, Henry had been sent to the continent by Baron Holland, under strict guard, where he would have no other choice but to work hard for the rest of his days. There would be no return to England for Henry, but neither would there be the gallows. It was a bittersweet thought; for as much as she knew Henry deserved to bear the consequences of his crimes, he was still her brother.

      “Francis and Holland will join us for dinner this evening,” her husband said, drawing her attention back to him. “A celebration in a way.”

      She reached for him, her arms about his neck, feeling a peace settle over her heart. A peace that had been missing for a good few years. “That is a wonderful idea, my dear. Thank you. You are truly the most considerate gentleman I have ever known.”

      “That is only because you have made me so,” he replied softly, looking deeply into her eyes. “Before I met you, Julianna, I had no thought of marriage, no thought of love or affection or anything of the sort.” He smiled, touching her cheek gently. “But now I confess to you that I am happier than I have ever been before. You have made my life complete, Julianna. With this burden gone, we can look to our future without restraint. I can think of nothing better than spending each and every day by your side.”

      Smiling up at him, her heart filled with love, Julianna pulled herself even closer to him. “I love you, Sharpe,” she whispered, as he began to lower his head.

      “And I love you, my dear Julianna,” he replied, before kissing her gently.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        LOVE THIS STORY? ENJOY THE COLLECTION

        WEDDINGS AND SCANDALS: REGENCY ROMANCE COLLECTION

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Light Faith

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Receive a FREE inspirational romance eBook by visiting our website and signing up for our mailing list. Click the link or enter www.LoveLightFaith.com into your browser.

      

        

      
        The newsletter will also provide information on upcoming books and special offers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading this book! Avid readers like you make an author’s world shine.

      

        

      
        If you’ve enjoyed this book, or any other books by Joyce Alec, please don’t hesitate to review them on Amazon or Goodreads. Every single review makes an incredible difference. The reason for this is simple: other readers trust reviews more than professional endorsements. For this reason, we rely on our readers to spread the good word.

      

        

      
        Sending you endless appreciation, plus a little love, light and faith!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Stories You’ll Love

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you loved reading this book, discover other clean romances that will warm your heart.

      

      

      
        
        Weddings and Scandals: Regency Romance Collection

        Four Regency romances filled with mystery, suspense, and surprising twists. 

      

        

      
        Seasons of Brides: Regency Romance Collection

        Would you give up everything for the one you love?

      

        

      
        Hearts and Ever Afters: Regency Romance Collection

        Heartwarming Regency romances filled with mystery, intrigue, surprising twists, and of course, love! 

      

        

      
        Secrets of London: Regency Romance Collection

        Secrets. Love. Mystery. Romance. Join the lords and ladies of Regency England in this heartwarming romance collection.

      

        

      
        Gentlemen and Brides: Regency Romance Collection

        Fall in love with the lords and ladies of Regency England in this inspirational romance collection.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
AN EARL'S AGREEMENT

HEART OF A MARQUESS

A DUKE’'S PROMISE

DIAMONDS OF THE MARQUESS

THE VISCOUNT'S PROMISE





