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The Baron’s Betrothal


Dangerous Lords Book One

By
Maggi Andersen


Prologue


France, 1793

“Beat you to the river,” Vincent called.

Guy Truesdale rode with his twelve-year-old twin brother over the grounds of their father’s chateau. “If you ride that horse too hard, Papa will have your hide, Vincent.”

Vincent kicked his horse’s sides and forged ahead. “You’re just afraid I’ll win,” he called back. “And the steward’s daughter won’t gaze at you with calf eyes anymore.”

“Just to the giant oak, then.” Guy had stolen his first kiss behind that oak tree and wouldn’t mind repeating the experience. She was a pretty miss, older than him by two years. Said she might have married him one day if he hadn’t been born a baron’s son. Guy had laughed. Many years stretched ahead before he married, and he intended to live life to the full until then.

As Guy rode past him, Vincent swerved his horse into Guy’s mount, almost unseating him. Guy drew on the reins and trotted after his brother as he raced hell-for-leather over the meadow. He reached the tree and threw his hat in the air with a shout. It was always the same, Vincent had to win, had to be best at everything. As if he resented being born second.

When they returned home, pandemonium had broken out. Some of the staff had abandoned them, including the steward and his daughter.

Papa called them into the library, his forehead etched with deep lines. He placed his arms around their shoulders. “I don’t have to tell you that France faces troubling times,” he said. “I have ordered our trunks packed and our most valuable possessions removed from the chateau. It appears we may have to leave at any moment. There are bread riots in Paris, and the Sans Culottes are trawling the countryside wreaking havoc. I believe I’ve been a fair master and many of my servants will remain loyal, but I shan’t have them die for us, so best be prepared.”

“But Papa, you are English,” Guy said.

Papa shook his head. “But your mother is French, and my children are half French.”

Guy stared at Vincent, whose blue eyes dark with fear reflected his own. Shock at facing the guillotine sent icy water flooding through his veins. He could find no words.

During the night, Guy woke and sat up with a start, as the lick of flames engulfed the chateau walls. Smoke poured into the room. He threw back the bedclothes, coughing and struggling to breathe in the thick smoky air. “Vincent!”

His brother’s bed was empty.

“Mon dieu!” Guy fought his way to the window and stared out. The gardens flickered with flaming lights. Wild shouting reached his ears. Bands of peasants and those wearing the red liberty hats of the sans culottes, mostly workers and shopkeepers who despised the aristocracy, ran about the grounds with lighted torches. Paintings and furniture was dragged from the chateau onto the lawns and their horses led from the stables.

“Where is your brother?” His father appeared at the door with Maman, a handkerchief held to her face, her eyes enormous with panic as she held his sister’s hand.

“I don’t know, Papa,” Guy said, his voice tight with fear.

“I shall find him,” his father said grimly. “Look after your mother and sister.”

From the carriage hidden in the wood, Guy, with his sobbing maman and his younger sister, Genevieve, watched the west wing of the chateau crumble to the ground in a haze of sparks.

“The kitchens!” Genevieve gasped.

Guy’s father appeared, running through the trees. “Quickly, into the coach. We must leave now!”

“Vincent? Where’s my son?” Maman cried.

“I’ll find him, Papa!” Guy yelled about to spring forward.

His father grabbed his arm. “No, my boy, you will not. He is gone,” he said bitterly as he herded them into the coach. “Vincent was with the chef in the kitchen. No one has seen either of them.”

As the horses raced away along the country road, while his maman and sister wept, his father leaned across and placed a hand on Guy’s knee.

“When you are a man, you must return to England, my son, and claim what will be rightly yours at my death.”


Chapter One


London, 1816

He had waited so long for this. Guy Truesdale, the sixth Baron Fortescue, stood on the lawn verge of Golden Square and gazed at number twelve across the road with the bitter taste of disappointment in his mouth. The impressive size of the three-story townhouse was as he imagined, and the gardens in the square still well-ordered, but Soho was not as elegant as in his father’s time. It appeared to have changed considerably from the last century. The aristocracy had moved on to more salubrious areas. Back in those days, his father’s neighbor was a fashionable countess who held lavish balls. It was now a warehouse for musical instruments. The swell of an Italian aria emanated from an open window, sung by a tenor accompanied by the harpsichord and violin.

The door of Guy’s townhouse, now leased, opened to display peeling wallpaper and scuffed tiles. Two modestly dressed men emerged and walked across the square.

Glad the rain held off, Guy made his way back to his hotel. Tomorrow, he would leave London for Digswell. Perhaps what he found in the country might please him more. Any hope that his father’s loving descriptions of England would make him feel less a stranger, began to fade, as he continued through streets completely foreign to him. He straightened his shoulders. He’d come to England to claim his inheritance and claim it he would. There was no returning to France now.

Dusk fell, too early for the gas lamps, and ominous shadows crept across the footpaths. On impulse, he took a shortcut, a shadowy laneway which by his calculations, would lead into a main thoroughfare.

He was halfway along it when the sound of running feet made him spin around. Two men appeared out of the gloom and advanced toward him.

Guy moved back until his shoulder brushed the wall. “What is it you want?”

When neither of the men answered, cold sweat gathered on his brow. His glance flicked ahead to where the laneway joined a busy road. “Répondez-moi,” he demanded. His throat tightened in fear. Was he to meet his maker before he even reached Rosecroft Hall?

“’E’s the one all right,” one of them murmured. They separated, and each took a menacing step closer, blocking off any avenues of escape.

The moon sailed above the narrow gap between the buildings and shone on the knife held by one of the footpads.

Guy drew the sword from his cane. “Back away.”

At the sight of it, they stepped back, hesitated, and stood regarding him.

A feint might work. Once they were off guard, he’d run for it. He moved away from the wall and drew circles in the air with his sword. “Come on, you want to fight? I’m willing.”

“He can’t take both of us,” the tallest of the two muttered.

“Yer, but he might run one of us through,” the other replied. “And we weren’t paid enough for that.”

“Shut up, you fool.”

Surprised, Guy stilled, his heart thudding in his ears. “Who paid you?”

“Say nothin’,” the tall man warned. He then whispered something to his companion.

Guy watched them, his swordstick at the ready. Did they mean to kill him?

As the taller man raised his arm to throw the knife, Guy lunged to the left. A pistol shot blasted through the confined space, rattling the nearby windows as the knife hit the wall, and clattered to the ground.

The tall man shrieked. “I’ve been shot.”

“You there!” Highlighted by the light from the street behind him, a caped figure strode toward them from the main thoroughfare, a pistol in each hand, one smoking. “Next time I’ll aim to kill.”

The pair turned and ran back the way they’d come.

Guy picked up the knife. He would have liked to get hold of them and find out who sent them. He turned to face the man who’d likely saved his life.

As their footsteps faded into the night, the gentleman tucked the pistols into the pockets of his multi-caped greatcoat and came over to Guy. “Saw them follow you. I’m sorry I didn’t get here faster, but I turned the corner and wasn’t sure which direction you took.”

With a swell of gratitude, Guy sheathed his sword, shelved his suspicion that he’d been followed for later, and bowed. “I am indebted to you, monsieur, one obviously needs to be well armed in London.”

“It is wise to be on your guard. Footpads will tackle an unarmed man.”

Guy clutched his cane. He’d been armed, but it hadn’t deterred them.

“We’d best get out of this dark place.” The man led the way toward the lit street. “New to London? I don’t advise you to walk alone around these parts at night.”

“Oui. I arrived from France this morning.”

“You can’t think much of us then, an attempted robbery on your first day.”

“It seemed more personal.” Guy studied his rescuer. He was of a similar age to himself, somewhere in his early thirties with an air of solid confidence about him. Whatever reason brought him here, Guy could only be grateful for it.

The large, fair-haired man raised his eyebrows. “The war might be over, but not all the English can forgive and forget.”

A grim smile tugged at Guy’s mouth. “I’m sure that’s so, mon ami.” He remembered the footpad’s words, he’s the one. It was him they were after. Who would want him dead here in England?

“Where are my manners?” His rescuer held out his hand. “John Haldane, Earl of Strathairn.”

Guy shook his hand. “Guy Truesdale.”

The earl’s brows met in a perplexed frown. “I know that name. Truesdale? Why, that means you’re a…”

Guy nodded. “Fortescue, oui.”

“A relative of the baron?”

“I am Baron Fortescue.”

“Why this is grand news! Your father and mine were close friends.” John frowned. “But it also means that your father is dead. I’m sorry. Not by the guillotine one would hope.”

“No, not directly.” They crossed the road. Beneath the halo cast by an oil lamp, Guy’s gaze sought the earl’s. “Thank you for what you did tonight. I hope to repay you should we meet again.”

The earl slapped him on the back. “Nonsense, Fortescue. Where do you stay?”

When Guy told him, Strathairn said, “Not one of our best hostelries. You must come home with me.”

“I couldn’t presume…”

“Not another word. Father, if he still lived, would have been justifiably angry if I failed to offer you hospitality. We reside in Berkley Square and have plenty of room. I’ll send a servant around for your luggage. Feel free to stay as long as you wish.”

“Bon, but I’m riding into the country tomorrow.”

“Your seat is to the north, Hertfordshire, I believe.”

“My estate borders Sherradspark Wood in Digswell.”

A hackney appeared around the corner, and Strathairn stepped into the road to hail it. As the jarvie pulled the horse to a stop, the earl gave directions and whipped open the door.

Guy settled on the squab beside him. “I am most grateful.”

Strathairn dismissed the sentiment with a wave of his hand. “Nonsense, Baron. It’s been my pleasure. But once my sisters get a look at you, I may change my mind.”

“I’m not sure of your meaning.” He’d been proud of his English heritage, but since he arrived in England, he’d felt terribly French.

“My dear fellow. If you aren’t used to ladies fighting over you, you soon will be.”

Guy shook his head with a grin.

[image: *]*

Malforth Manor, Digswell

With the thrill of expectation, Hetty Cavendish removed the clothes she kept hidden in the back of her clothespress. The maids’ work done, they’d gone downstairs, so she would not be disturbed. She’d discovered these men’s clothes in a cupboard after they moved into the house. Although she’d intended to give them to the church, she’d tried them on instead.

The buckskin breeches slipped over her thighs and hugged her hips like a second skin. Men were fortunate. Breeches offered so much freedom of movement. But then, men had much more freedom than women to enjoy. She pulled the cotton shirt over her head and shrugged into the gray wool coat. The loose cut disguised her breasts without the need of binding. A black ribbon secured her chestnut hair in a queue while the knitted green scarf concealed her throat.

Hetty settled the shabby, square-cut, wide-brimmed black hat, rifled from the back of her father’s armoire, over her hair and pulled the brim low to shadow her face. Glad for once that she’d inherited a tall boyish figure, she sat to pull on the boots.

She stood and considered her reflection in the mirror, narrowing her brown eyes and lowering her eyebrows as a man might.

Confident she could be taken for a man, an exhilarating sense of independence stole over her, a rebellious, guilty pleasure. No longer did Miss Horatia Cavendish, spinster daughter of Colonel Rupert Cavendish, appear before her in the glass. She’d been replaced by a young man, able to go anywhere unaccompanied. But she must still be careful, for they lived a mere few miles from the village, and a stranger in these parts stood out like a cuckoo in a dovecote.

Her father planned to spend the night with Aunt Emily in Mayfair. Since he’d retired from the army, he’d developed an intense interest in his finances and visited his solicitor every week. She hated to deceive him, but every time he was away from home, she felt compelled to ride his stallion, The General. It was after Papa refused her Aunt Emily’s invitation to chaperone her for a London season, that it became necessary for Hetty to have a secret life of her own.

With the riding crop tucked under her arm, she left by the servant’s door and passed through the door in the walled kitchen garden to cross the gravel drive to the stable mews. She held a finger to her lips and the groom, Simon, chuckled. “Looks like snow, Miss Hetty.” The big, fair-haired man fetched The General from his box. Hetty trusted Simon with her secret. She would trust him with her life if it should come to that.

Simon led the chestnut out and put her father’s saddle on him. The General whinnied and dug at the ground with a hoof, eager for a canter. Hetty patted his nose. “You don’t mind a bit of snow, do you, fellow?”

“The General will be glad of some exercise, and knowing you ride like the very devil, I daresay you’ll return before the weather turns.”

She grinned. “I’ll be back in time for tea, Simon. Rest assured.”

If only her father had such confidence in her on horseback. Since a fall from a horse had caused her mother’s death in India, he insisted she ride the small mare he’d purchased for her. She adjusted her seat on the saddle which was more comfortable than the sidesaddle. And safer.

Hetty rode past the cream-colored walls of the thatched manor house, its barren garden in winter slumber. The General sailed easily over the gate, and they continued down the lane. Simon was right. Ominous gray clouds edged with silver piled up on the horizon, and there was a hint of snow in the air.

Confident that the snow storm was hours away, Hetty took her usual route across country where she was less likely to be seen. The General knew the way, taking the right fork with little urging. They always enjoyed a gallop along the straight road to the first bend in the narrow country lane. The General obliged, his powerful legs lengthening his stride.

Hetty threw her head back and laughed out loud. How good it was to have the sleek and elegant thoroughbred, carrying her swiftly over the ground. To be free with the brisk breeze washing away the sluggish disposition that overtook her when she was too long in the house.

Her rides had been curtailed after her father began to attend to business by correspondence. But a matter with Lloyds needed to be dealt with in person and demanded his presence in London.

At the thought of Aunt Emily’s intriguing poetry recitals and her neat townhouse, which was just a stroll from Hyde Park, Hetty huffed a regretful sigh. So close to museums, art galleries, and shops, indeed, all that London had to offer.

The General cantered over a meadow, drawing glances from cows chewing the cud, and splashed through a shallow stream.

Her father purchased the farm, Malforth Manor, set on twenty-five acres, for his retirement. He enjoyed the quiet country life, while Hetty, at seventeen years old, was ready to tackle the world. Five years had passed since they’d returned from India, each more uneventful than the last. The one bright spot in her life was when her godfather, Eustace Fennimore, came to dinner and regaled them with stories of London life. But that only made her more restless. A very popular man, revered in local society, Eustace was a close friend of her father’s. For a time, they were in the same regiment in India.

Her mother’s death affected her father very deeply. It seemed to Hetty inadvisable to depend on another human being so completely for your happiness that one was devastated when that person was no longer there.

To relieve the boredom of living in Digswell, she’d taken to writing poetry. She still clung to the hope she might one day live like Aunt Emily and become a renown poetess.

Above her, a sparrow hawk making lazy circles in the sky suddenly swooped on its prey. Hetty rode on, composing her latest poem. She quoted a few lines aloud. The General pricked up his ears. “What do you think, Gen? Needs work, doesn’t it.”

An hour passed before she turned the horse toward home. Distracted by her thoughts, she’d ridden farther than she intended. The storm bank began moving swiftly with a fierce wind behind it. Forced to take the village road, she urged The General into a gallop.

Malforth Manor was still some miles away. She would be lucky to reach home before the storm hit. She eased the horse into a trot as they approached a sharp bend in the road, the way ahead hidden by a stand of elms.

Once around the corner, Hetty gasped and reined in her horse.

A man lay sprawled on the road.

Highwaymen tried this ruse she’d heard. She edged her horse closer and made a quick search of the landscape. A horse disappeared over a hill with its reins trailing. An accident then. Hetty dismounted but still approached the man with caution.

A gentleman. Beneath the open folds of his multi-caped greatcoat the brown coat revealed the skill of the tailor and the cream, double-breasted waistcoat looked to be of fine silk. Tight-fitting, buff-colored, suede pantaloons encased his long legs. His mud-splattered top boots showed evidence of loving care.

Barely a leaf stirred. It was oddly still, and the air seemed hushed and quiet as death before the coming storm. It matched her mood as she stood wondering what to do about the problem before her.

He moaned.

Hetty squatted beside him. “Are you all right, sir?”

When he failed to answer, she seized one broad, hard shoulder and attempted to roll him onto his back. Blood tricked from a nasty gash over his forehead and into his dark hair.

“Can you hear me, sir?”

His eyelids fluttered.

She shouldn’t stare at him while he remained unconscious, but she couldn’t draw her eyes away. His dark looks reminded her of a painting she’d seen of Lord Byron. More rugged perhaps, but an undeniably handsome face, his olive skin more tanned than one usually saw in an English winter. A hint of shadow darkened his strong jaw. She gingerly picked up his wrist and peeled back the suede leather glove, relieved that his pulse was strong. An expensive gold watch swung from its chain having escaped his pocket. Not robbed then. It was likely that he’d hit his head on a tree branch and knocked himself unconscious. But how did he come to be on the road?

A gust of chill wind caused a shiver, forcing her to take note of the sky. Ash-gray snow clouds hovered overhead. “I have to move you, sir.”

Hetty stood and looked around. The road ran along the boundary of the Fortescue estate. There was a small hut over the hill among the trees, used for storage and hunting. She used to peer inside when she roamed the woods, but she hadn’t been there for years and had no idea what state it was in now. The first icy flurries of snow drifted down, sending a shaft of urgency through her. What to do? Her godfather, Eustace, spent part of the year in the Fortescue mansion, Rosecroft Manor, but that was miles away.

The hut was the only option. But trying to get the man at her feet onto a horse would be almost impossible.

He was a big man, tall and muscular. Could she move him? She glanced at the deserted road with the hope that someone might come along to help. Unlikely for anyone to out in the storm. Unless it was the vicar, and she’d rather not meet him.

She might manage to drag him under a tree then ride for help. As she considered this, the snow grew heavier. It settled over the ground, and the prone man and touched her face with icy fingers. She couldn’t leave him out in the open, prey to the elements while she rode for help. She was halfway between home and Digswell village. By the time she rode in either direction, the man would be dead or certainly near to it. Somehow, she had to move him off the road and under shelter.

Hetty bent down, wrapped his limp arm around her shoulders, and caught a whiff of expensive bergamot. She took hold of his firm waist and tried to pull him toward the trees, but he was too heavy. She eased him down again. She removed her coat, and shivering, tucked it around him.

The wind gathered force. It howled through the trees and whipped the snowflakes into chaotic spirals of white.

Panicked, Hetty took hold of the man’s arms and made another attempt. Fear made her strong. In small spurts, she backed closer to the scant shelter of the nearest tree. She broke into a sweat despite being without her coat in the frigid air.

Severely winded and gasping, Hetty reached the tree. It was a victory of sorts but afforded little protection.

As she was attempting to prop him up against the trunk, he opened eyes of a startling light blue. He stared uncomprehendingly at her.

Hetty grabbed her coat and turned her back to button it. “You’ve suffered an accident, sir.” She lowered her voice. “We’re in a snow storm. I need to get you under cover. Can you help?”

He nodded. With a grimace, put a hand to his head.

“If I help you onto the horse, do you think you could stay in the saddle?”

“You are kind, sir. But that is something I shall not know until I try, n’est pas?”

French! Was he a spy? It seemed unlikely for the war was over. She didn’t fear him. His baritone voice sounded woolly, and she doubted he could manage much.

“What is a Frenchman doing in Digswell?” Hetty queried in a gruff tone, relieved because he hadn’t seen through her disguise. She’d almost forgotten it herself because his blue eyes were so distracting.

“Oui. So, I have reached Digswell? Do not be afraid. I am not your enemy.”

She ran over and grabbed his hat, dusted it off, and handed it to him. “I’m not afraid, monsieur.”

“Bon.” He settled the brown beaver over his black hair.

She whistled to The General, and the stallion came to nudge her hand.

With the use of the tree, the trunk behind him, he slid to his feet. “I am as weak as a bébé.” He clamped his jaw, his eyes filled with pain, but succeeded to keep on his feet. He placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Have you seen my portmanteau?”

“No, monsieur.” Aware of his big hand, Hetty moved toward the sixteen-hand horse. They shuffled forward. The General obligingly waited, although his big dark eyes showed a lot of white. She took hold of the reins. “If you put your foot in the stirrup, I shall help you, monsieur.”

His black eyebrows rose. “I am no feather-weight!”

The wind howled around them while The General shuffled about. “We don’t have much time. The weather is worsening. Please try.”

The Frenchman seized the pommel. He placed his foot in the stirrup, leaning into her. She fought not to crumple under his weight. He staggered, and they almost fell. On the second attempt, he managed with a grunt to throw his leg over. He slumped in the saddle, his body sagging over the stallion’s neck.

“If you can hang on, monsieur, I’ll take you to a nearby shelter.”

He closed his eyes, and she feared he would pass out again, but she wasn’t about to wait for that to happen. Hetty grabbed the reins and led the stallion off the road, up through the bushes, and into the woods. How fortunate that The General was sweet tempered.

The frigid wind moaned high through the tall pines. She shivered.

“You’re a good lad,” the man muttered through clenched teeth.

“Not far now.” Hetty worried about the furor her male garb would cause when she rode to the village for help. A terrible scandal would erupt. Her father would be furious and disappointed in her. But it couldn’t be avoided. A man’s life was at stake. She knew only too well how risky it was to ride around like this, one of the reasons she liked to do it. Hetty imagined she would have to leave the village forever. Perhaps enter a convent? No, that wouldn’t do, for the nuns would find her very difficult to live with.

Her scattered thoughts served to keep her composed as she trudged through the sludge underfoot. Her feet were completely numb, but at least, the Frenchman managed to stay in the saddle, although his chin rested on his chest.

Hetty sighted a roof through the trees. “There’s the hut ahead. I’m sorry, this must be hard. You can rest soon.”

She hoped the hut still had a roof. The baron left England well before she was born after he’d shot and killed some lady’s husband in a duel. It was said he’d escaped to France. Her godfather, a distant cousin of Fortescue’s, remained in charge of the property ever since.

Their way was slowed by dense underbrush and fallen trees blocking the trail. Hetty pulled her coat free of brambles again, alert to shove the man upright if he slipped sideways. He managed so far to remain in the saddle, a hand resting on her shoulder. He uttered a string of what she assumed were French curse words. She was relieved that she didn’t understand them, but to hear a man curse made her aware of just how difficult her situation was. She was alone in a forest with a stranger and a Frenchman. Well, there was no one to blame but herself, for his was not the light touch of a dance partner at a ball. It was the hard hand of a man whose countrymen had fought and slain many English. Perhaps he’d been a soldier in Napoleon’s army. She was eager to ask him what brought him here. But that would have to wait.


Chapter Two


In the failing light, Hetty led the horse to the old hut which was wedged between two aged oak trees. She feared it was a ruin, but on closer inspection, the roof and walls seemed to be intact, although covered in creeper. The lean-to at the side, where wood was stored, would provide shelter for The General.

She brought the horse to a halt, and the man slid off and sank to his knees. “Zut!” He rubbed his eyes with an impatient hand. “Give me your arm. I think I can make it inside.”

She braced herself and helped him stand. He leaned against her and staggered to the doorway.

“Merci beaucoup. I am most obliged to you.”

He wavered, one hand against the wooden planks of the hut as she wrestled with the door. The wood was damp and swollen, and the door stuck fast. Frustrated and aware of the large man who struggled to remain on his feet beside her, she put all her weight behind a kick. It flew open with a bang.

He took two unassisted steps into the room, then collapsed onto a pile of horse blankets, sending dust into the air. As she was about to check on him, he groaned and turned to nod at her.

Hetty darted out to tie The General’s reins to a branch and gave him a pat before returning inside.

The interior of the hut was sparsely furnished with a bench along one wall with shelving and a narrow cot against the other. Logs were stacked beside the fireplace, plus a box of tapers and a flint on the shelf above. The wherewithal to light a fire, heartened her. If the tapers weren’t damp, she’d find kindling and get the fire started.

The man lay with an arm over his eyes.

“Sir?” She touched his arm, and he raised his head and looked at her. Once again, she was caught by the contrast between his tan skin and blue eyes, a foreign and exotic blue like the Mediterranean sky she’d seen in paintings. “I’ll need two of those blankets for my horse. May I?” He rolled to one side with a soft moan.

“Sorry, your head must pain you.”

“It’s like my head is on a blacksmith’s anvil and the blacksmith is pounding it,” he murmured as Hetty eased the blankets out from under him.

She sneezed. A thick layer of dust covered every surface, and there was the lingering odor of game birds. A few odd feathers fluttered about in the draught and cobwebs swayed from the ceiling. Outside, the storm gathered pace, and the shutters began to bang against the two small window frames. Aware she must go outside, she seemed caught by the sight of him lying there and was unable to drag her gaze away. She turned briskly to the door. “We need kindling and I must tend to my horse. Would you like me to help you onto the bed?”

“Non, merci. See to your horse.”

The General tore at a patch of grass while the trees whipped around him. Under the slope of the roof, she removed the saddle and threw the blankets over his back, then secured them around his neck. A trough nearby was almost full of rainwater but iced over. She found a sturdy branch and hammered at the ice until it broke, aware it would form again. She would have to check on it later.

She patted the horse’s neck. “I hope you’ll be all right here, Gen. If anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself and neither would Papa.”

Already, the pines were dusted white like sugar on a confection, and a blanket of snow covered the ground. She tried not to dwell on how long she would have to stay here and continue the pretense. Alone with the Frenchman, she had no choice. Her disguise would protect her, she hoped.

Hetty shivered as she left the shelter of the lean-to, and a fierce icy wind numbed her face. She took the opportunity to answer a call of nature and darted behind one of the broad oaks. The wind slapped at her naked derriere like an unwelcome hand. She did up her breeches and gathered up an armful of small branches and pine cones, still reasonably dry. Hetty returned to the hut which was just as cold inside as out. She levered the door shut against the force of the wind with her foot.

He’d managed to move and sat on the cot with his head in his hands. He looked up as she entered. “Wood. Bravo.”

She’d struggled to get used to the cold after living in the Indian climate for years. Her father believed the cold to be healthy; it thickened the blood. He instructed servants not to light fires unless it was freezing. Hetty didn’t enjoy a cold bedchamber, so she often lit a fire herself. There was a trick to it, she’d discovered, and she was good at it. But there was no coal here. Relieved that the taper lit, she knelt before the fireplace. The kindling caught with a small hopeful flame. It spread, a comfortable sight that would soon remove the chill from the small space.

Hetty sat back on her heels and turned to him. His long fingers prodded his scalp and raked through his coal-black hair. Which fell back into neat waves. “Any better?”

“Oui. My head aches a little.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

He moved his feet as if about to rise and then had thought better of it. “I forget myself.” He bowed his head then winced. “I am Guy Truesdale.”

Hetty recognized the name immediately. “You are a relative of the baron?”

“Oui. I am the sixth Baron Fortescue.”

She stared at him, aghast. Should she bow? She wasn’t entirely sure she could carry it off. “Lord Fortescue left England years ago. Your father.”

“Oui, my papa. I was born in France, but now that the war with England is over, I am here to reclaim my ancestral home.”

“You are but a few miles from it, my lord. Your relative, Mr. Fennimore, is in residence.”

“You know him then?”

“I know of him.” Startled, Hetty realized she’d forgotten her ruse. It was becoming tiring. “A groom don’t hobnob with such as him,” she said in a growl.

Fortunately, he appeared too distracted to notice her appalling effort to speak like a servant. And she’d forgotten to earlier. As a Frenchman new to England, he may not wonder at it, so she decided not to try it again.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I was riding up from London. Bandits shot at me but missed. I outrode them, but as I congratulated myself at having lost them, I ran into a low branch. Zut! It almost knocked my head off. I must have fallen off my horse.” He gave a rueful grin. “But I digress. What is the name of my savior?”

Hetty bit her lip. A name hadn’t occurred to her. She plucked her groom’s name from the air. “Simon Rawlings, my lord.”

He nodded. “My most heartfelt thanks, Simon.” As if the gesture hurt him, his dark lashes dropped.

It seemed he had accepted her. Hetty leaned back. She began to relax in his company. Masquerading as a man had unsuspected advantages as she could study this attractive male at close quarters. She changed her mind when he pulled off his cravat and loosened his shirt. The dark hair at the base of his strong brown throat held a certain fascination but made her nervous. The room suddenly seemed to close in.

She prodded at the fire, which was burning nicely, with a stick. She wrapped her arms around her knees. “Highwaymen ain’t been round here for years.”

“If that’s what they were.”

“Who else could they be?” Hetty asked, swinging around to look at him.

“I don’t know, young Simon.”

It worried him, that was obvious. Could it have been more than a chance attack?

He frowned and pointed to two dusty bottles on the shelf. “Would that be whiskey? It’s usual to keep some for lost travelers such as we.”

When Hetty shook one of the bottles, it was half full. She pulled out the cork and smelled it. “It is whiskey. We can use it to sterilize your wound and then we should cover it somehow to prevent infection.”

“Does it smell brackish or reedy?” he asked.

She shook her head as spicy oak smells greeted her. It reminded her of her father’s favorite Scottish malt. “No, it’s still good.”

“Merci.” He reached for the bottle. “Sit beside me, Simon.”

Hetty’s throat tightened at the thought of joining him on the cot. Desperate, she tried to think of the way Simon walked and his mannerisms. She strode over to the bed with a masculine swagger and handed the bottle to the baron. He took a long swallow and gave it back.

“Drink, Simon.”

On the narrow cot, Hetty tried to keep a space between them. She spread her knees and rested a hand on her thigh as she’d seen Simon do. The position made her feel oddly exposed. Hot and flustered, she crossed her legs at the ankle. She held the bottle up to her nose. While she recognized whiskey, sherry and a glass of wine with dinner were the strongest drinks she’d had.

Hetty took a manly swig and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The fiery liquid burned its way down her throat into her stomach. It took her breath. She gasped and coughed. As she spluttered, his lordship moved closer and slapped her on the back. The shock of his touch made her rigid.

“I gather you’re not used to it?”

His smile had an odd effect on her heart, which gave a little leap. It was quite the most attractive smile she’d seen, his teeth white against his olive skin. He took the bottle from her and put it to his lips. After another swallow, he offered it to her again.

“No, thank you, my lord,” she rasped.

“Go on,” he urged. “’Twill warm you.”

When Hetty took the bottle from him, his fingers collided with hers. Acutely aware of his touch on her skin, she took a hasty gulp. The liquid slipped down the back of her throat and spread through her to warm her extremities, right down to her toes.

The baron took the bottle back. Hetty’s muscles seemed to have loosened. Aware she’d slumped on the cot, she leapt up. Dust rose from the rug as she settled again by the fire, now warm both inside and out, she leaned back on her hands and straightened her legs in what she considered a mannish pose. Conscious of his every movement, she watched him stretch his long legs over the cot while the room filled with the fire’s crackle and hiss.

Hetty didn’t consider herself sheltered from men’s company. She’d been kissed at a ball held at Rosecroft Hall after she and a young man strolled in the garden. She hadn’t liked him much beyond his looks. He was the spoiled son of a wealthy man, and when he returned to London the following day, she hadn’t missed him. But it was the memory of that kiss which had the power to thrill her rather than the man who delivered it. And he had not affected her equilibrium quite the way the baron managed to do with little effort. Perhaps it was the situation they were in, but he made her wish she wore her prettiest dress and he would gaze at her in quite a different way.


Chapter Three


The groom sat on the floor beside the fire. “What is it about a fire that draws one’s eye? It has a certain fascination.”

“As long as it’s contained,” Guy answered, with a swift rush of memory.

Simon’s shoulders drooped into a relaxed pose. He was quite graceful for a man, the shape of his hip and thigh rather feminine. Guy fought an absurd pull of attraction as he studied the slender column of his neck and the curve of his cheek. The lad had delicate skin like a woman. Guy pulled his gaze away. These feelings were very strange. A la Greque had never interested him. A woman’s body offered enough delights for him.

To distract himself from this absurd and peculiar sensation, he began to speak of his childhood in France. “My mother was French,” he said. “We were forced to flee France during The Terror and lived in Brussels for a time. While we were away, our properties were seized and our relatives, who remained, were murdered by guillotine. The shock and strain of it made my mother ill. After she died, my father quickly followed. Before he passed away, I vowed I would return to England and claim what was rightly ours. That I would marry and have sons. It was his dearest wish.”

He climbed to his feet, relieved the dizziness had abated and made for the door. “I shall have to brave the cold to relieve myself. Will you join me?”

Simon ducked his head. “No, I’m right. I, um, went before.”
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A log tumbled onto the hearth, and Hetty jumped up to kick it back into the fire as the baron returned and slammed the door shut behind him. He sank onto the cot and scratched somewhere near his groin. Hetty peeped at the bulge there. She had tucked a rolled-up stocking into her breeches, but it was small by comparison.

“Did you join the army?” she asked to distract herself as well as him.

“I suspect we have bugs in this bed. I do hope not. What I would give for a hot bath, would not you, Simon?” He frowned and continued. “France was at war on many fronts when Napoleon seized power. Every able-bodied man was forced to join the army. I contracted a fever, which brought me low for some months, and by the time I recovered, the situation had changed, and they had forgotten me. I was glad. After what happened to my family, I had little sense of patriotic duty, I’m afraid. And my father had instilled in me a pride in all things English.”

“Why didn’t your father return to England when the other French émigrés began to desert France?” she asked.

He gazed down at his hands. “No doubt you know the story?”

“There has been some mention of a duel.”

“The thought of being tried by his peers deterred him.” He shook his head. “I suspect Father suffered great shame. He had not intended to kill the man and wasn’t proud of what he’d done as a callow youth. He hesitated too long. He did not wish to subject my French mother to the cruelty the ton would inflict on them. And by the time we had to leave, Maman was not strong enough to endure the journey to England.”

Filled with sympathy for his sad life, Hetty didn’t trust herself to speak. She stared at the fire as the room became hushed.
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Simon half-turned toward him. “Do you have any family still living?”

A woman would be glad of such a profile. Guy was almost sorry the silence had ended. It had become strangely companionable. “Oui, I have a sister, Genevieve, she is married and lives in Paris.” He frowned. “I had a twin-brother, Vincent. He was lost after our chateau was ransacked by peasants and set on fire in the days of The Terror.”

“That must have been devastating.”

“We were twelve at the time. My father risked his life searching for Vincent. He continued to look for him when we returned to France but found no proof that he lived. It was very difficult for Papa to accept that Vincent had died in the fire. It broke his heart.”

“How sad. You will remain in England?”

“Oui. It is a nobleman’s duty to marry and secure his lineage.” He shrugged. “Whether he loves the woman he chooses or not.”

Simon jumped to his feet and snatched up a bowl from the table. “I’ll fetch some snow. We can melt it for water. I have sandwiches and an apple in the saddlebag. I planned to stop for a bite but then forgot.”

“Sandwiches?”

“Bread and cheese, meat and pickles.”

“Bon.”

Guy watched Simon wrestle with the door as wind and a flurry of snow blew into the room. The temperature dropped, and the flames in the fireplace flattened, then roared.

The groom managed to slip through and close the door behind him. Guy was left with the thought of a female derriere, though where it had come from, he knew not. Bemused, he recollected that he hadn’t enjoyed a woman for a while.
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Hetty was pleased to find the sandwiches still edible, if a trifle squashed, in their brown paper wrapping. She fed the apple to The General.

Despite the strain of keeping her secret from his lordship, she enjoyed his company. His affection for his rakehell father, mother, and sister, shone through, and she liked him for it. She supposed he would seek a suitable bride in London. But her friend Fanny, the daughter of a baronet, would be perfect for him. She was sweet-natured and very pretty. Hetty wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t relish remaining in Digswell to witness it.

Hetty shivered as she checked the stormy, dark sky. What if they were snowed in? The thought terrified and enticed her in equal measures. Bother! She wished she understood these feelings, so new to her. She had accepted her independent nature would make it difficult to accept marriage, but now she wanted so much more, and there wasn’t the remotest likelihood of her experiencing it in this small country village. After scooping snow into the bowl, she hurried to the hut.

“Ah, you are back.” He lowered the bottle. For a moment, she suspected that he might be in his cups, a worrying circumstance she hadn’t considered, but he looked far steadier than he had an hour ago and seemed to hold his liquor well.

She unwrapped the sandwiches and placed them on the table beside him. “I’m not sure if you have pickles in France,” she said. “Would you prefer cheese?”

“I have not eaten them, but I am ready to try all English foods,” he said with an uneasy smile.

“Half of each, then.” She offered him the meat and pickle, curious to see how he fared with it. He took a bite of the meat along with a slice of pickle, and his dark brows rose as he chewed.

“A curious flavor.” He washed it down with whiskey.

Hetty almost giggled and pulled herself up sharply. “Perhaps the cheese will be more to your liking.”

“I am grateful for the food,” he said. “It has been a long time since I ate. But your pickles might take a little getting used to.”

“You were telling me about your family, my lord.”

“Was I? How about you tell me more about yourself, Simon?”

“There’s very little to tell. I work for Colonel Cavendish, a retired army man at Malforth Manor.”

“Is the manor far away?”

“About six miles as the crow flies.”

There was a pause while he studied her, making her glad the light was poor. He nodded toward the door. “That’s a fine piece of horseflesh out there.”

She bit into the sandwich and took her time chewing. “The General is progeny of a stallion the colonel rode in India. Let’s me exercise the horse when he’s away, he does.”

“That is remarkably good of him. Will someone be worried when you fail to return?”

His scrutiny made her nervous. Tired of the effort required to continue with her fabrication, she struggled to come up with an answer. “I live over the stables, so I doubt that’s likely,” she said finally.

He chuckled. “You don’t wish to tell me the truth of it?”

“There’s nothing to tell, my lord. I was exercising the horse. With the colonel’s permission, of course.”

“Of course,” he echoed with amusement in his voice. “As long as no one awaits your return.”

Did he suspect she’d ridden the horse without permission? Might he suspect she was on her way to meet a lover? Hetty was quite comfortable with that. It was a virile thing for a groom to do, after all. She settled on the rug by the fire again, and they finished the sandwiches in silence.

The pleasure and ease she had begun to feel in his company was broken when he stood up. He looked very big and strong as he eased out of his greatcoat. She ducked her head when he joined her on the rug. He drew up his long legs and clasped his knees with his hands. The wind howled around the creaking hut, and the flames popped and spluttered in the fireplace as they ate into the wood.

When his arm brushed Hetty’s, nervous prickles traveled up her spine. Alert to every movement, she resisted moving away. He made it worse when he patted her on the shoulder. “I cannot thank you enough, Simon.” He smiled. “I would be lying dead out there, but for you.”

“’Twas merely luck, my lord.” She was glad that dusk had fallen because his features had begun to blur in the glow of the fire. “You should treat that wound.”

“Would you do it for me?” He took a clean handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. “You can use my cravat to tie up my head, if you will be so good.”

He closed his eyes. Hetty knelt at his side, and her pulse leapt at the prospect of touching him. She firmed her lips and edged closer, to dab at the wound with the handkerchief dampened with whiskey, wiping away where the blood had run down into a black eyebrow. The cut had stopped bleeding. His soft breath tinged with whiskey touched her cheek. She swallowed. “No need of a stitch.” Her gruff voice sounded unsympathetic to her ears.

“Then it will not leave a scar and spoil my good looks.”

“I doubt it.” Indeed, it might serve to make him more attractive. As she moved, so did her unfettered breasts beneath her coat. Her sensitive nipples rubbed against the material and she leaned backward in fear he might discover them at any moment. Luckily, his eyes remained closed.

“You have a gentle touch for a man, Simon.”

“My work with sick horses and foaling taught me to be gentle.”

“Such good work you do. I would like to work with animals.”

“You would?”

“Oui. Animals are noble. I cannot say as much of some people. I have had dogs and horses I could rely on for my life.” He frowned. “I hope my poor horse has found shelter.”

She drew away and bit down on a sigh. “You are very lucky, my lord. You could have been killed.” She wound the cravat around his head.

“Well, there is no wife or child to mourn me,” he said cheerfully. “Do you have any family?”

“Yes, my father,” Hetty said, unable to lie about such a thing.

“No siblings?”

“No, but I wish I did.” A sister or brother would be a distraction for her father.

“And your father. He works with horses, too? On the same estate?”

“No. He’s retired. Lives in the village.”

“You get on well together?”

“Most times. One doesn’t always agree with a parent, does one?”

He chuckled. “Non. But most times?”

“Yes. My father is a fair man. He’s kind and wishes the best for me.” Hetty realized this was true. She had not behaved well, and a sense of shame washed over her. If she was discovered, she could destroy his life as well as hers. If she escaped censure this time, she would not ride The General again.

“There, all done.” She tied the cravat ends and moved away.

He climbed to his feet, looking rakish and handsome in his white turban, like that sketch she’d seen of Lord Byron in Albanian dress.

“I’m much better already. It’s so dark, there’s nothing to do but sleep. If you were a woman, it would be another matter, oui?” He laughed and tossed her the pillow.

Unbalanced by his remark, she fumbled and almost dropped it. She held it against her chest, wondering what unnerving thing he would say or do next.

He sat on the edge of the cot. “Would you mind doing one more thing for me? Help me with my boots?”

“As you wish, my lord.” A tingle climbed her spine, and she marveled at her calm voice. How dangerous this had become. What would he do if he discovered her sex? She shivered.

“You are cold?”

“A little. The room is warmer though.”

He raised his leg and rested his boot on Hetty’s thigh. She grabbed the boot and pulled. It didn’t give an inch.

“Perhaps if you turn around?” he said. “My valet used to do it that way.”

She turned her back and reached her shaky hands down as he threaded his riding boot between her legs. The boot rubbed against her most vulnerable spot, stirring something within her. She started as he rested his other boot against her derrière. Frantic to get it over with, she grasped the boot and tugged with growing alarm as heat radiated out from her nether regions. She let out a relieved sigh as the boot came away in her hands.

He repeated the procedure with his left boot. It was an exquisite torture.

“You’re a slim young man, Simon,” he said from behind her. “When you’re a bit older, you will fill out and put on more muscle.” Was he studying her derrière? She quickly sat.

By the time his lordship stood in his stocking feet, Hetty’s face burned so hot it must have rivaled the logs in the fireplace. Adding more, she raised a cloud of sparks with the hope they would last the night. Then she pulled off her boots before he suggested he might help.

When he stood to loosen his trousers, she spun around and fussed over the arrangement of the horse blankets on the bed. She turned back as if compelled to watch him as he ran a hand over his chest beneath his shirt.

He winced in pain. “I might have bruised a rib. Have a look, will you?”

“I doubt I can be of much help, my lord,” she said. “I doubt there’s a bone broken. The pain would be more intense.”

He unbuttoned his waistcoat and lifted his shirt. “I doubt that, too, but just look, will you?”

She had never seen a grown man’s naked chest before. Sucking in a breath, she bent to examine him. Small brown nipples jutted from his sculpted chest, and his stomach was ridged with muscle. A soft mat of dark hair disappeared into his breeches. Her stomach clenched as his manly smell teased at her and her fingers curled into her palms with the need to touch him. What would happen if she did? Her tentative finger traced a rib. She’d never expected a man’s skin to be so smooth. The desire to sweep it over the planes of his chest caused her to pull away. “You’re right. There is a bruise here.”

“Thought as much.” He yawned then yelped, cradling his forehead. “Devil plague it!” He patted the cot. “We can throw those blankets over us and sleep top to tail. Not ideal, but ’twill do, will it not?”

He looked so trusting he made her ashamed of her dishonesty. “I can sleep anywhere. Curled up on the mat by the fire will do, ’tis all the same to me,” she said in a tight voice. That she found him so attractive surprised her when she wasn’t sure she approved of him. But then, Byron’s transgressions only served to make him more charismatic.

He patted the cot. “I won’t hear of it. There’s plenty of room here.”

She nodded, her throat too tight to speak.

“You’re a gentlemanly fellow for a groom, Simon,” he said. “I haven’t got you into trouble, have I? No doubt your colonel will think you’ve absconded with that horse.”

Hetty knelt at the foot of the cot. “I’ll set that to rights in the morning.” She suffered a pang of guilt. Simon would be worried. But he would have to wait for the storm to pass before he could search for her.

She’d ride to Rosecroft Hall for help at daylight, even though it would risk revealing her identity to Williams, the head groom. Williams seemed a decent sort of fellow. If she pleaded for his silence and made a quick getaway before her godfather, Eustace, saw her. Her disguise wouldn’t fool him for a minute. She must arrive home before her father came back from London. Heaven knew what the servants would tell Papa if he arrived before her. Simon would be forced to take the servants into his confidence. Some knew she rode The General, and would rally to protect her, but she hated to make them witnesses to her deceitful behavior.

“You look most uncomfortable.” He spread his greatcoat over them, then lay down with his hands clasped behind his head. “Aren’t you going to take off your hat?”

“Keeps my ears warm,” she mumbled.

“No man wears a queue these days. You should get your hair cut short like mine. Short hair is de rigueur.” He ran his hands through his hair, careful not to disturb the makeshift bandage.

Frenchmen were far too concerned with their appearance. Fops, many of them, she decided, warming to the idea. It was uncharitable of her and possibly unfair, but it helped her keep her distance.

“I haven’t been accused of snoring. Do you?”

“I don’t believe so.” She wished her voice didn’t sound so strained. The gruff voice made her throat hurt.

He raised his head to gaze at her with those blue eyes, his well-defined lips stretched into a grin. “You do not know?”

She shook her head.

“Even in this poor light I can see your cheeks are smooth as a juene fille. I take it you are not old enough to have enjoyed feminine company?”

Hetty shifted her gaze to the cobwebs on the ceiling as she tried to work out a way to extricate herself from this mess of her own making. “Old enough yes … but no.”

His deep laugh made her catch her breath. “We men are always old enough, are we not? You have much to enjoy when you do throw a leg over. Ah, mademoiselles.” He gave an appreciative sigh. “What would we men do without them? I’ve known some great beauties in my time.”

How boastful! She wished she wasn’t so intrigued.

“You must become a good lover, my friend. It is a skill that requires much study to perfect.”

“In what way?” Oh, why had she asked that? She’d just invited him to tell her. She bit her lip, half wanting to hear it and half fearful of what he would say.

“By listening,” he said, surprising her. “What lies beneath her words can give you clues.”

“And if you learn nothing?”

“You ensure the woman has her pleasure before you take yours, using all of your body, your hands, your tongue, and lips, as well as your cock. When she comes, you will hear it, see it, feel it, and delight in it.”

Hetty dipped her head to hide her hot cheeks as he elaborated on what he liked a woman to do to him. He must notice her rapid breath. Women would need little encouragement she was sure. She slanted a glance at him under her lashes as he ran a careless hand across his broad chest. A desire to move closer, took her by surprise. Such an arbitrary thought horrified her. There was far more at risk here than her reputation.

“But don’t fall in love with the first one you bed.” His fingers rasped over the beginnings of a beard. Would it be prickly against her cheek? “I don’t allow my cock to rule my head.”

Startled, her wayward thoughts vanished. Aware she gaped at him, she shut her mouth.

“I’m aware of my obligations,” he continued, “particularly since most of my family has been wiped out. The only male left, apart from me, is my English relative who has been caretaker of the estate these past years.”

“Mr. Fennimore is well known hereabouts, my lord. A friend of the colonel of long standing, he often dines at the manor.”

“I have not warmed to him in our correspondence, but the English are known to be reserved.”

This surprised her. She was very fond of her godfather, who was a gregarious soul. “Were your father and Mr. Fennimore close at one time?”

He frowned. “No, but I owe him a great debt of gratitude for his care of the estate in our absence. I am keen to marry and make my home here.”

“I expect you shall seek your bride from the debutante’s during the season, my lord. I’ve heard Almack’s is the perfect marriage mart.”

He smiled. “I might find one prepared to live with my bad habits.”

“You take after your father, my lord?” Was he bragging about his rakish ways? Annoyed, Hetty yearned to put him in his place.

His eyebrows rose at her impudence, but he laughed good-naturedly. “Papa was fond of the ladies, and it got him into trouble when he was young. But when he met my mother, he knew what he wanted.”

“And was he faithful to her?” An even more impertinent question, but she was compelled to ask it.

His gaze roamed over her, and she bent to smooth the blanket. She must hold her tongue and be more careful. Had he become suspicious?

“I saw no reason to doubt it.” His eyes remained on her, and she resisted tugging her hat lower. “But there are many fillies who will wish to snare you, so beware, Simon. A handsome jeune homme like you …” His voice drifted off, and his dark brows rose.

She held her breath.

He propped his head in his hand. “Do I embarrass you, young Simon? This knock on my head has addled my brains.”

“Not at all, my lord.” She dropped her gaze to her hands, to find herself arranging the blanket like a maid would do. “You must be tired. I shall allow you to sleep.”

He turned on his side and closed his eyes.

With some small measure of relief, she settled ramrod stiff on the cot, determined not to touch any part of him, but it was so narrow it proved impossible. Her feet ended up settled against his back while his stocking-clad feet were somewhere behind her head. He smelled pleasantly of Bergamot soap, overlaid with male, leather, and horse.

He was soon asleep, his breath slow and even.

What would it be like to lie in his arms, safe and comfortable? Well, perhaps not so comfortable. Or so safe? She nestled her feet close to his warm back, she listened to the creak of the roof timbers and the snap of frail branches breaking under their burden of snow. The General shuffled in his makeshift stall. No doubt, the horse was hungry. She was, too, and a little light-headed from the whiskey. She must be gone at first light before the baron saw her in broad daylight. Now that he had recovered his wits, it wouldn’t take him long to realize she was a woman.

Hetty doubted she could sleep in such proximity to a man who made her pulse leap when he smiled. She tucked her cold hands between her legs. Such powerful emotions this man stirred in her. Tomorrow, she would leave. How could she ever view life in the same way again?


Chapter Four


Hetty woke to find she was spooning the baron’s lower back. She eased herself away and sat up. Gray morning light struggled through the small square of dirty windowpane. The blanket had fallen away. He slept deeply, his lips parted, and his strong chin darkened with a day’s growth. A fringe of thick dark lashes lay on his cheek. Why did men have fuller eyelashes than women? She liked the shape of his nose and the way his nostrils flared above a generous mouth.

His bandage had unraveled during the night to reveal his wound, which had clotted nicely. She studied his big hands and the swell of his muscled arms beneath his shirt. Her gaze ran the length of him, studying his strong thighs and the contour of his trousers. His very maleness tempted her to consider what it would be like to lie on his broad chest and press her body against his… She jerked upright. She had slept overlong and must leave before he woke.

Her hat had fallen off, and her hair had escaped its bonds, spilling over her shoulders. Her chilled fingers tangled in the knots as she attempted to draw it back. She managed to braid it into what she was sure was a bird’s nest at the back of her head then eased her feet to the floor. She located her flattened hat beneath her hip and jammed it on. The blanket stirred, and dust motes rose. She sneezed.

His eyes opened.

“Zut! It is cold.” He sat up and blew on his hands, rubbing them together. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, thank you.” Annoyed with herself, she bent to pull on her boots. “I hope you did also?”

“Quite soundly. Shared body heat was an excellent idea.”

She flicked a glance at him. “You feel better, my lord?”

“I do. Hungry though.” He grinned. “I could even consume a big English breakfast.”

Sometime during the night, the fire had gone out. The room was so cold that steam floated out of their mouths when they spoke. Hetty stood and wound the green scarf around her neck and the lower part of her face. She stirred a log in the fireplace with a toe. “I’ll light the fire before I leave.”

“You do not intend to abandon me here?” He pushed up from the cot.

She raised her head to glance at him. How tall he was. Now that he’d recovered, his masculinity filled the room with an almost overpowering presence.

She turned toward the door. “I’ll ride for help. The sooner I go, the quicker someone will come for you.”

“No need for that.” He snatched up a boot and sat to pull it on. “We can double up on that big horse of yours. Mr. Fennimore expects me. My letter will have reached him several days ago. Because of the storm, he might have sent a search party out for me.”

She watched helplessly as he buttoned his waistcoat and shrugged into his coat. He reached for his cravat. “You can have something warming to eat and feed your horse before you return home.”

Hetty’s heart sank. Not only would her godfather recognize her in broad daylight, the baron would learn who she was. If she took him into her confidence now, could she trust him to keep silent about her escapade? She couldn’t be sure. Neither could she dispute his suggestion, for it made sense. There was very little dry wood left, and in daylight, the hut had lost any pretensions to comfort. Not only was it a miserable place to be cold in, it was dirty and smelt of mold. She chafed, wishing to be gone. She would travel much faster alone, but as a lowly groom, she must obey him. With no option but to take him with her, she pulled her hat down over her eyes. “As you wish, my lord.”

He dressed quickly, and they left the hut. The stallion snorted his impatience and shuffled, unhappy with his makeshift stable.

“I’m sorry, boy. It has been a long chilly night.” Hetty patted his neck.

“He will be glad of a feed and a warm stable.”

“Yes, indeed.” Hetty pulled off the blankets and saddled The General, relieved that long practice made it appear easy.

She mounted the horse and removed her foot from the stirrup for the baron. He threw his leg over the rump of the horse and sat close behind her, his thighs rimming hers. As she returned her foot to the stirrup, his hand settled at her waist, driving the air from her lungs. “Do you know the way?” His voice sounded close to her left ear.

She threaded the reins through her hands and moved the horse on. “I do. I roamed these woods as a child.”

“Did you?” He sounded surprised, and she realized she’d become so relaxed in his company that, for a moment, she’d forgotten she was a groom. She bit her lip. How could she remain on guard with him so close?

She forced a laugh. “I should not admit my trespass to the owner, perhaps.”

“You have my permission to roam my woods for the rest of your days, Simon.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

She tried and failed to ignore his muscular thighs and the warmth of his hands at her waist as she turned the horse. The trees were heavily laden with snow. As they rode along the woodland trail they brushed against branches, scattering snow over them.

She was surprised by how overgrown the woods had become, thick with bracken, fallen trees and dead branches. Had her godfather lost his forester? Several seasons ago by the look of it. Might he be short of money? There’d been no sign of it, for he dressed well and still enjoyed the London season in his Mayfair townhouse. The arrangement with the baron’s father was not her business. For many years during October, London society had come for the grouse shoot. The village had come alive like a parched plant given water. Some very important personages attended Eustace’s dinner parties and balls. But two years ago, they had ceased because of his health–or that was what she had been given to understand. Since then, Eustace had not entertained in even a small way.

“I know a shortcut. If it isn’t too overgrown, we’ll be there in an hour or so.” And the sooner the better, she thought, as his arm reached around her to push away a pine branch and his warm breath stirred the hair at her nape.

As they negotiated a rise, The General stumbled over a rock hidden beneath the slush. The baron’s thighs gripped hers, and his tight hold on her diaphragm sent a wave of heated anxiety through her. Distracted, the reins slipped through her grasp. She steadied herself and urged the horse on. They had to reach the house soon.

“What did you like to do when you roamed these woods as a child?”

“Oh, I collected robin’s eggs. Climbed trees and picked wild flowers.” She went rigid with horror as her mind searched for an acceptable explanation. “My aunt liked to press them into books.”

He dropped a hand from her waist and shifted away from her. Chilly air rushed into the space where his warm body had been.

There was a long pause as the horse crunched its way through the snow. The icy wind stung her nose while she berated herself for her stupidity. The more familiar with him she became, the more difficult it was to pretend. At least he was no longer so close.

“Do you prefer the company of men, Simon?”

She almost missed his quietly spoken question. “I have several friends,” she said, deliberately misunderstanding. Might he now suspect her to be one of those Romans Catullus spoke of in his poems? She clamped her lips shut on a nervous giggle. In India, she’d found a French translation in the library of their rented house. Her French was good enough to make some sense of them. Those poems had shocked her, but she couldn’t help continuing to turn the pages. There had been a collection of Persian literature, too, some with pictures, and she’d smuggled them into her room and poured over them late at night by candlelight.

“We play cards and hunt when we get a day off,” she said.

“But you are of an artistic persuasion, no?”

“There is artistry in many things, my lord,” Hetty said with a shrug. “The skill in crafting a fine saddle, for instance.” The comment would not stand up under scrutiny, she knew. But fortunately, it had the effect of silencing him. Were doubts now planted in his mind? When next he met her, as he was sure to do soon enough, would he recognize her and be angry enough to denounce her?

They continued with just the creak of saddle leather and the cry of the birds wheeling overhead in the frigid, gray sky.

“We seem to have reached the main thoroughfare,” he said with obvious relief.

Hetty could only agree.

She guided The General out onto Rosecroft Hall’s rutted gravel drive lined with knobby, aged oaks. The hall sat in queenly, if shabby, grandeur on a rise, its clusters of blackened chimneys highlighted against the sky.

“You know the history of the house?” he asked, pride warming his voice.

“A little, my lord.” Of course, she did, but a groom wouldn’t, and she wasn’t about to disappoint him.

“Rosecroft Hall was built in fifteen-ninety by William, the first Fortescue. It consisted of little more than the great hall, solar, buttery, and bedchambers. Lord Robert, the third baron, extended it in the seventeenth century. He added the west wing and gatehouse. The fourth earl added the sash windows and water closets. All of the Fortescues are buried in the crypt in the parish churchyard in Digswell, except for my father.”

Hetty made an encouraging sound in her throat. She had roamed the churchyard and studied the ornate crypt of which he spoke.

“Rosecroft Hall’s great chamber boasts a carved minstrel’s gallery, where many fine paintings hang. It is renowned for its Elizabethan panels and plasterwork ceiling. But more than this, mon ami, there’s a secret door below the solar with a tunnel that leads to the woods. My father used it when he was a boy. I intend to find it.”

She smiled at his boyish enthusiasm. “I wish you luck in finding it, my lord.”

“The gardens are known to be magnifique. Created by England’s famous gardener, Capability Brown, before my papa left England. He was very proud of them. The lime walk, the topiary…” His voice fell away as they rode farther on and the neglect became more obvious, with unclipped hedges and rangy gardens beneath a layer of snow.

Hetty remembered two years ago when she’d last visited. The house and grounds needed attention even then, with cracked plaster and faded draperies. She doubted much had been done since. Men were not always aware of such things. It needed a woman’s touch, and Eustace was a widower. He never spoke of his wife. Perhaps her passing still weighed heavily upon him as her mother’s did her father.

“The grounds need work,” he said. “I wonder why it wasn’t done before winter.”

“I heard Mr. Fennimore’s not been well,” Hetty said, disliking any criticism of her godfather.

They approached the rambling Elizabethan stone house. The columned forecourt was covered in a flowering creeper, the walls thick with ivy. She reined The General in. The long, mullioned windows looked blankly down. A footman rushed out to greet them. Thankfully, there was no sign of Eustace.

“Please come in and partake of some breakfast,” the baron said to Hetty. “I’m sure Mr. Fennimore would like to thank you.”

He jumped down and stretched his back with a groan as Williams hurried around the corner from the direction of the stables.

“Most kind, my lord.” Hetty eyed the approaching groom. “But I must ride straight home. I’m concerned about my master.”

He bowed his head. “Thank you, Simon. I am indebted to you.”

“No need to thank me, my lord. Anyone would have done the same.” She sank her chin beneath her scarf and ignored Williams’s penetrating stare. He would recognize The General. She turned the horse’s head, directing him back the way they’d come with a sigh of relief. If Williams didn’t question his lordship too closely, she might pull this off, but she had yet to face what lay in wait at home.

As The General cantered down the drive, she turned. The baron stood, legs apart, and hands on hips, staring after her. He raised a hand in farewell. She wondered where Eustace was, for he still hadn’t appeared at the door. He would be relieved to find his relative had arrived safely.

She swung her arm in a casual mannish gesture of farewell and rode on. Instead of the expected relief, she found herself saddened, as if she was saying goodbye forever to a friend. How odd. Lord Fortescue wasn’t a friend, and now would never be.
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Guy watched Simon ride away down the drive. He’d felt off balance in the groom’s company. He’d been unsettled the whole of last night and this morning, in fact, and he wasn’t able to pinpoint the reason. The knock on the head he supposed. His temples still ached a little. Eager to meet his relative, he introduced himself to the butler who admitted him and strode into the paneled great hall. He released a long breath as he stood looking around. Dust faded the fine woodwork, and the ceilings were stained with smoke. The damask drapes at the long windows were threadbare, almost in tatters.

Guy tried to suppress his annoyance and disappointment as he pulled off his gloves and handed them, along with his coat and hat, to the butler. “Merci…?”

“Hammond, your lordship.”

“Is Mr. Fennimore at home, Hammond?”

“Yes, my lord. He is in the library.” Hammond snapped his fingers, and a footman led the way up the wide, carved oak staircase.

Guy could have found the library by himself. He had discussed the house so often with his father he knew his way around as if he had lived here.

The footman scratched at a set of double doors, and a man’s faint voice requested they enter.

Guy walked in to find Fennimore leaning back against the green velvet cushion of his wing chair. His foot on a fringed footstool. Despite the fire glowering in the marble fireplace, the room smelled of damp. The green silk at the windows had holes which emitted the light. The bookshelves were dusty, and the cedar furniture dull with the lack of polish. Long windows looked down over the terraced Tudor rose garden. Through the murky glass panes, he glimpsed woody roses grown out of shape. Mildewed statues wearing a mantle of snow rose like ghosts from the tall grass.

“Bonjour, Eustace.” Guy walked over to shake his relative’s hand. Eustace’s plentiful ginger hair was streaked with white. He had an attractive cast to his face and must have been good looking in his youth, despite a receding chin. His faint smile failed to banish the bleakness in his eyes.

“So, Guy, you have arrived at last.” When he failed to rise, Guy leaned down and shook his limp hand.

“I expect you wondered what had happened to me.”

“I did, my boy. I did.” Eustace nodded toward the window where a watery sun broke through the clouds, turning the snow a luminous white. “I daresay the storm was fierce. You’ll need a good breakfast.”

“Merci. I’m as hungry as a bear.” The man looked as if he suffered from some malaise. Simon might have been right. The logical reason for the estate to be in such a bad way.

As if reading Guy’s mind, Eustace said, “I’m afraid I have a touch of the gout. Forgive me if I remain seated.”

Guy nodded. “A painful disease. I heard the Prince of Wales suffers from it.”

“He does. Prinny offered me a remedy, but I am yet to try it.” Eustace waved a languid hand toward the damask chair opposite him.

Guy wondered what remedy Eustace employed. Then he turned to more pressing matters. “I require a bath and a change of clothes. I trust my trunk has arrived?”

“Yes. A strange horse turned up at the stables during the night. Would that be yours?”

“Oui. I’m glad the animal found shelter.” Guy frowned. “Did they bring in my portmanteau?”

“No. There was nothing on the horse bar the saddle.”

Guy groaned. “Then my portmanteau has fallen off somewhere.”

“Indeed?” Eustace dabbed at his mouth with a monogrammed silk handkerchief. He was far better dressed than the house, wearing an elaborately patterned silk banyan over a fine linen shirt, and pantaloons. “I shall need evidence to prove you are Fortescue.”

Guy gazed at him shocked. He had not expected such a poor welcome. “My papers were in my portmanteau. Lost somewhere out there where the horse and I parted company. I shall have to go and search for it when the weather improves.”

Eustace eyed Guy’s wounded forehead. “You fell from your horse?”

The man’s yawn behind his hand outraged Guy. “I was set upon by bandits. As I outrode them, I collided with a low branch and was knocked out. A man from the village came to my aid.”

Eustace leaned forward in his chair. “Lucky to find anyone on that road. Who was it?”

“Simon Rawlings, a groom in the employ of Colonel Cavendish of Malforth Manor.”

“You were fortunate.” Eustace picked up a bell from the table next to him and rang it. “A servant will show you to your chamber. We have much to talk about. I’ll join you in the breakfast room after you’ve bathed.”

Guy followed the footman to his bedchamber, noticing further evidence of neglect. He had been given one of the lesser suites in the east wing. Apparently, Eustace felt no need to vacate the famous blue suite where royalty had once slept. It had been Guy’s father’s bedchamber and his grandfather’s before him. Perhaps he would now.

The chamber hadn’t been prepared for him. Guy rang for a servant and gazed at the dull paneling and faded yellow brocade.

“Please have the maids clean this room and air the bed.”

“Yes, my lord.”

It appeared that Eustace resented him being there, despite the house remaining at his disposal should he wish to stay. Guy made that clear in his letter, and he was becoming angry at the man’s attitude. Ill or not, it wouldn’t be difficult for Eustace to offer him a hospitable welcome.

Over breakfast, Eustace didn’t see fit to question where Guy had spent the night, so Guy didn’t tell him.

“I plan to leave for London in spring, when the season begins.” Eustace raised a tankard of ale to his lips.

“You are welcome to live here,” Guy said, making sure Eustace understood.

Eustace’s smile did not reach his eyes. “Thank you, but as soon as parliament sits I shall leave for London. As I have told you, the lease on your London townhouse does not expire until July. And when it does, it will take considerable time for the rooms to be made fit for your use. You’ll reside with me in Mayfair, of course.”

“Thank you for the offer. I expect I shall sell the townhouse and buy another in a better part of Town.”

“You have chosen a bride?”

“No. But I intend to marry as soon as possible.”

“You can select one from the next season of debutantes.”

“I am grateful for your kind offer, but I don’t plan to return to London immediately. There is much to see to here,” Guy said with a careful glance at Eustace. “I should like to visit the tenants. There does not seem to be many servants, and the house needs repair.” He ignored Eustace’s frown. “Come spring, the gardens can be tackled.”

“I did my best.” Eustace’s shoulders stiffened. “The war might have ended, but revolutionary talk fills the pamphlets and the newssheets. Workers prefer the city and bigger towns to the country now. It has been extremely hard to find suitable staff.”

“London appears to be filled with homeless soldiers and sailors, and the half-starved unemployed,” Guy said. “I wonder if I might find some suitable servants among them.”

Eustace shook his head. “Untrained and unscrupulous men are worse than none.”

“Then I shall write to a London employment service.”

“The cost to keep an estate this size has become crippling in recent years.”

It was Guy’s turn to frown. “And the tenant farmers?”

“The long years of war have left England impoverished,” Eustace reiterated. “There’s little money to be made on the land. Once you’ve recovered, I’ll instruct the office manager to show you the ledgers.”

His nostrils pinched, Eustace rose and excused himself, leaving Guy to eat alone. He cut up a piece of bacon. Things must change, and fast. He beckoned to the lone footman standing against the wall in his threadbare livery.

“Moodie, isn’t it? What is the estate manager’s name?”

“Mr. Ellis, my lord.”

“Find him and inform him I shall expect him in the library with his books at eleven o’clock.”

The footman bowed and left Guy to plan his day, attempting to ignore a persistent headache. If the weather permitted, he would ride out and search for his portmanteau. Guy was eager to visit the tenant farmers and see for himself what the true situation was. He needed more information before he accepted Eustace’s excuses. Throughout the years in exile, his father had found a way to send money, and his relative had been given a generous stipend for the upkeep of the estate.

Annoyed, Guy threw down his napkin and rose. What if the evidence Eustace demanded had been burned in the fire in France? Would he then be cast out as an imposter? It didn’t bare thinking about. He couldn’t sit around and do nothing. He’d hire workmen and gardeners who could begin preparing for spring. And he would call on his neighbors. Perhaps Digswell society would prove good company. No time like the present to learn the English ways.

The butler assisted him into his coat and handed him his hat and gloves. Guy walked out into fragile sunshine along the graveled drive to the stables. Perhaps his future wife was to be found here. The extraordinary happenings of the past few days troubled him, but when he tried to replay them in his mind, instead of the attack on his life, his mind returned to Simon. He gritted his teeth, which made his temple throb.

“Zut!” he muttered, startling the groom who hurried to greet him.
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With a sinking heart, Hetty spied her father’s carriage standing in front of the house. She rode straight into the stables. “We’ve been so worried, Miss Hetty.” Simon hurried to assist her down. “The storm was so fierce we couldn’t begin to search for you until this morning. Joseph and I went out at dawn. We’ve just got back.”

Hetty felt a stab of remorse. “I’m so sorry, Simon. Please thank Joseph. As you see, The General and I have suffered no injuries. I had to spend the night in the old Fortescue hunting lodge when the weather turned nasty. How long has my father been home?”

“His carriage has just arrived. I’m so relieved you’re here. I was wracking my brains for a way to tell him.”

“Before you tend to the carriage horses, could you see to The General, please? He is very hungry.”

“At once, Miss Hetty.” He led the horse away.

At the relief on Simon’s face, prickles of shame climbed Hetty’s neck. She ran through the walled kitchen garden and entered the house by the servants’ entrance. She met no one on the servants’ stairs and arrived at her bedchamber just as her father called to her from the bottom of the stairs.

“Are you there, Horatia? Where is that girl? Doesn’t she wish to greet her father?”

Hetty threw off the offending clothes, tucking them back into their hiding place in the clothespress. She glanced at her bed, which of course had not been slept in. Sally would say nothing to give her away. Hastily buttoning her morning gown, she left the room. She hurried down the corridor, hearing her father’s purposeful tread on the stairs.

“Why does no one know where my daughter is? I have news. Horatia?”

She met him on the landing. “Here I am, Papa. What’s amiss? Did you have a good trip?”

“My trip was satisfactory. I’ve been home for fifteen minutes. Why did you not come to greet me? Have you been in your chamber all morning?” He sat his pince-nez on his nose to study her. Through them, his magnified gray eyes looked suspicious. “I smell wood smoke! Have you had your fire lit again? I don’t like that unhealthy bloom in your cheeks.”

“I was reading and didn’t hear you arrive.”

“You’ve been reading? I hope it’s not that fellow Byron’s poetry again. I’ve heard distressing rumors… Oh well, never mind that. Why don’t you read Pope? Now’s there’s a poet. But I digress. We have been invited to dinner this Saturday!”

“How agreeable, Papa, where?”

“Lady Kemble.” He beamed and tucked his thumbs into the plaid waistcoat that strained over his stomach. “I’m sure you’re as pleased as I am. She always puts on a splendid dinner.”

“Yes, she does.”

He held up a finger. “Wait until I tell you all. Lady Kemble plans to invite Lord Fortescue. The sixth baron that is. At long last, he’s arriving from France to set his estates to rights.”

Hetty chewed her bottom lip. “I see.”

Her father rubbed his hands. “She is to kill the fatted calf in his honor.”

She followed him down the stairs. “I’m not sure if I’ll be well enough by then. I fear I am coming down with a cold. My head aches.”

“What? But you always wish for more society! Of course, you have a headache, reading all morning in that overheated chamber of yours. Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes! You’ve had the fire lit, when it’s sunny out.”

“Papa it’s been snowing. We had a violent storm last night.”

“I know about that, but it’s passed over now, and the sun is shining. Come and have a cup of tea, that will fix your headache. If it doesn’t, have Mrs. Bentwood make you a tisane.”

Short of being on her deathbed, Hetty accepted that her father wouldn’t take no for an answer. She sighed as they entered the breakfast room. But she was hungry, having missed dinner last night.

“Wear that gown the color of a new penny which suits your lovely hair, so very like your mother’s,” he added in a wistful tone. He eyed her askance. “I’m not sure I like the way you’re wearing it today.”

Hetty put her hand to her hair. Drat. She’d forgotten she’d dragged it back to wear under the hat. It must look like a fright. “It was an experiment, Papa, a new style in a fashion magazine.”

“Hmm. Don’t care for it. Well, there’s naught that can take away from your looks, Horatia, but you should embellish them, my dear.” He put his hand to the fringe of graying hair that clustered around his ears. “A few curls, you know, the way women do.”

“Very well, Papa. I’ll tell Sally to arrange it like that.”

Hetty settled at the table and poured them both a cup of tea from the teapot. When the maid brought toast, she buttered a piece and added strawberry jam. She took a bite, but at the thought of meeting the baron again, she almost choked. She had to admit the prospect was exciting. He was the most fascinating man she’d ever met, although, by his own admission, he had been a rake, as was his father in his youth. It was his intention to marry and have his heir, but would that put an end to his rakish ways?

He would have left a trail of broken hearts in his wake. Even if she was a suitable choice of bride for him, which she was not, being gentry, he would not break hers. She had the advantage of being forewarned.


Chapter Five


Despite Hetty’s wish that Saturday never come, it arrived to deepen her anguish. In the afternoon, Fanny Kemble came to visit in her carriage. She hurried into the house wearing a fur-trimmed blue pelisse and bonnet, a hand thrust into a matching fur muff.

“Fanny, how nice you look. Come into the parlor. I’ll ring for tea.”

“I had to promise to be home by four, otherwise, Mother would not have let me come. But I couldn’t wait to tell you the news,” Fanny said. “Lord Fortescue called on us yesterday, and Mama’s invited him for dinner and there’s to be dancing afterward.”

Sarah brought the tea tray in.

Hetty poured the tea into cups. She wanted to share her secret with Fanny, but, dear practical Fanny would think her mad, and she couldn’t always be relied on to keep a secret. Not that she would deliberately hurt a living soul, but her inherently honest nature made it impossible to keep things to herself.

She often wished she was more like Fanny who knew exactly what she wanted from the moment she left the schoolroom. A home and a family. Fanny was bound to marry soon as her Aunt Caroline was to chaperone Fanny for the London season.

“Oh, Hetty, the baron is so handsome.” Fanny clasped her hands to her breast. “And so very charming. What is it about a French accent? It makes even the simplest sentence sound romantic. Everyone in the village talks of nothing but the prosperity the Baron’s return will bring to Digswell. Lord Fortescue told us of his plans to improve the house and grounds. I was rather shocked that Rosecroft Hall had become so shabby when Mama and I were last there. It is most exciting.” She trilled with laughter. “Mama is beside herself!”

“That will liven up Digswell society,” Hetty said, dismayed at being forced to keep secrets.

Fanny widened her eyes. “Is that all you can say? Dear Hetty, if you won’t take your nose out of a book, I declare you’ll end up a spinster. And you are far too pretty to be one of those poor wretches.”

“Not every woman who fails to marry is a poor wretch,” Hetty said. “I prefer my independence. Husbands have complete power over their wives. As a single woman, I may inherit, buy, sell, and own my own property. If I marry, I must relinquish it to my husband.”

“Oh, pooh.” Fanny gestured with a currant bun. “No woman would pass up someone like the baron for spinsterhood. And why would you want to worry about all that when a husband takes care of it for you?”

“To become devoted to the idle graces? Married to a nobleman, my days would consist of visits to the dressmaker, carding, and formal visits. Unlike my grandmother who lived a useful life and managed my grandfather’s estate after he died. Why, today, noblemen even have a means to prevent women bearing children once they have their heir and a spare.”

Fanny’s eyes widened. “My goodness, Hetty. You put me to the blush. Where do you learn of such things?”

“On a hot night in India, after a long-drawn-out dinner, and much wine, many topics were discussed by the guests, and I admit I eavesdropped.” Hetty laughed. “I learned far more from listening to the women in the drawing room after they’d left the men to their port.”

Fanny giggled. “How fascinating. You must tell me more. But your poetry won’t warm you at night, Hetty. And I’m sure the baron would.”

“He might be half-English, but not all the villagers will put out the welcome mat for him.” She sounded like a meanspirited old spinster. What was wrong with her?

“He’s an English nobleman by birth. And Mama has learned on good authority that, although his father’s French properties were seized during the Revolution, he continues to be wealthy.”

“Then he will be of great benefit to the district,” Hetty said grudgingly.

“Oh my, you are like a bear with a sore head today. What has happened?” Fanny didn’t wait for a reply before rushing on. “What are you wearing tonight? I have the most exquisite new gown. It has been made especially for my come-out, but Mama told me to wear it.”

“Father wants me to wear the bronze with the figured lace.”

“What? That old thing? Buttoned up to your chin? Finish your tea and let’s go up to your chamber. You must have something better.”

“If I had something better, I would wear it.” Hetty wished her father’s economizing didn’t extend to her wardrobe.

Fanny put down her napkin and rose, brushing her skirts. “We have hours to spare. Come, let’s see.”

In the bedchamber, Fanny pulled out all Hetty’s dresses and threw them on the bed. None were particularly alluring. There hadn’t been much call for glamour in this quiet place, but Hetty had a sudden urge for it.

“All right, it’s the russet silk,” Fanny said with a moue of distaste. “We might lower the neckline. Do you have any spare lace?”

“I do as it happens. It came from India. I’ll fetch my sewing box.”

Several hours later, Hetty tried the gown on again. Fanny had cut the neckline into a deep scoop and edged it with a border of fine old lace that Hetty had been keeping for a special occasion. What better occasion than now? There was enough lace left to embellish the hem, shortened to give a glimpse of the ankle. Fanny was an enthusiastic seamstress but had little chance to enjoy it, for her mother had all her gowns made.

Hetty gave her a hug. “You are the best of friends, Fanny.” She gazed in the mirror, and her hand fluttered over her chest. “But it is barely decent. Perhaps I should add a fichu.”

Fanny gasped. “You know they aren’t worn any more, especially in the evening. Why, Mrs. Braithwaite at the lending library might wear one, but she’s in her dotage and might have need of it. Someone young, like you, does not.” She took the scissors and cut a thread. “The neckline is perfect. You have lovely skin, Hetty. And the gown is quite modest, really.”

That evening, Hetty took an unconscionable amount of time with her appearance, and when she came downstairs, her father remarked on how well she looked.

“That gown complements your fine brown eyes, my dear. I don’t remember it being so…” He waved a hand across his chest. “Perhaps a shawl? We wouldn’t want you to catch a chill. Those curls frame your face so becomingly. I’m pleased you took my advice.”

More ringlets clustered about Hetty’s ears than she cared for, preferring smooth braids. Aware that Fanny would hate it, she had added a little black net to cover the crown of her head, like a dowager in mourning, in the faint hope it might disguise more of her appearance. The low neckline of the gown afforded her figure some womanly curves, and she trusted she now bore no resemblance whatsoever to the groom Lord Fortescue spent the night with. She bit her bottom lip in dismay. What a reckless fool she’d been! If their night together was discovered, the ramifications would spread far wider than she’d envisaged. But surely the baron would be too distracted by Fanny’s loveliness to notice her.

The carriage passed through the gates at Kemble Court and approached the three-story, symmetrical building of stucco brick. It pulled up in front of the porch flanked by two pillars.

The property was situated farther from the town than Malforth Manor and enjoyed a much larger park. However, it paled into insignificance beside the magnificent Rosecroft Hall. Lady Kemble had mentioned on more than one occasion that, although smaller, her property was far better laid out, with very little wasted space. Hetty thought her a fearful snob and considered it fortunate that her attitude had failed to rub off on Fanny.

A footman assisted Hetty down from the carriage. She eased her tight shoulders, sure that an awkward and disconcerting evening awaited her.

She entered the hall on her father’s arm where a maid took her evening mantle and her father’s coat.

Lord Kemble now deceased, had gained his knighthood for his service in the navy. His widow stood waiting in the entry hall, eager to present her special guest.

“So rarely are we honored with a visitor of this stature to our community,” she gushed. “And to think that he plans to remain among us.”

Lord Fortescue stood beside her, handsome in beautifully tailored dark evening clothes, his linens white against his olive skin. “And such a prepossessing personage,” Lady Kemble added with a flirtatious glance in his direction. She introduced Hetty’s father to the baron. Then Lady Kemble’s glance alighted on her, and her features took on a disgruntled expression. “Miss Horatia Cavendish.”

Hetty forced her knees into a curtsy after taking note of the small bruise on his forehead and the cut which had almost healed.

“My pleasure, Miss Cavendish.” He bowed. His gaze flickered over her from her hair to her chest and back to her eyes. She had not forgotten those blue eyes. She searched them for a sign he recognized her but saw nothing beyond politeness.

He moved on to greet Mr. and Mrs. Shelton, who had arrived after them. Hetty might have been an aged dowager for all the interest he showed in her. Perhaps it was that cursed bit of net. After the first studied glance, he’d looked right through her. And he a practiced rake! She fumed, ignoring the fact she should be relieved. Her breasts suddenly seemed pale and exposed, and she pulled her shawl closer.

Hetty entered the salon on her father’s arm. Beside the fireplace, her godfather, Eustace, held court, and her father went to greet him.

Apparently, Lady Kemble had cast her net wide, bringing suitable personages from the surrounding towns. Some twenty guests milled about in the long room and several had brought their daughters. The three young ladies watched Lord Fortescue in frank admiration.

Eustace left her father and came to kiss her hand. She noticed his limp. “My dear, you are the belle of the ball this evening.”

“You flatter me, Eustace. I hardly compare with some beautifully gowned ladies here tonight,” Hetty countered with a brief smile. “Is your gout bothering you very much?”

“It has been troublesome, my dear. Thank you for noticing.”

“I’m so sorry. Have you tried that remedy the apothecary suggested?”

“I try everything, but little seems to help, save laudanum.”

“Are you pleased to have your relative returned?” Hetty was surprised he had not mentioned the possibility of an heir when he’d come to dinner last.

He smiled. “But of course. Handsome is he not?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

Curious as to what Eustace might make of him, she said, “Do you think him a good man?”

His brows rose. “Good? I pray it is so. He has been unable to supply me with proof that he is Baron Fortescue.”

“But surely, he’s the baron.” Hetty had never doubted it herself. He knew the Fortescue history and could describe the estate as if he’d lived there.

“He might have been a servant of the baron’s,” Eustace said with a frown. “After all, this time, I require evidence as does the Committee of Privileges.”

Hetty eyed Lord Fortescue doubtfully as he moved gracefully through the room. He looked every inch the aristocrat. “Could a servant be so at ease in society?”

“There are upstarts everywhere, my dear.”

“But the family likeness…”

Eustace shrugged. “His father’s hair was brown. Not coal-black.”

“But his mother was French,” Hetty said. “What about his eyes? Are they not unusual?”

“The family does produce blue-eyed children, but they are common enough.”

Hetty didn’t find the color of his eyes at all common. “He would most likely tell you more about his family should you ask him.”

Eustace raised his ginger eyebrows. “I’m surprised that you defend him on such short acquaintance. I cannot afford to be so trusting.”

Hetty gave a start. “I heard he has a sister who lives in Paris.”

“Oh? And where did you hear that?”

“He told Fanny, or her mother.” Hetty blushed at the lie.

“I have written to the Duchess Châteaudunn who will be able to confirm or deny he is who he says he is.” Eustace gave a sad smile. “Poor girl, this whole business has concerned you more than it ought to. You are wasted stuck away here in the countryside. Your father must be persuaded to let you go to London.”

“He refuses to consider it.”

“He doesn’t trust your aunt’s ability to care for you, believes her to be a bit of a flibbertigibbet. Too wrapped up in her literary society. But I shall also be in London. Perhaps that might sway his opinion?”

Hetty doubted it. It would be wonderful to stay with her aunt, especially while Eustace was there, but her father had been adamant, and she saw no reason why he would change his mind. She snuffed out the faint hope before it burst into flames. Watching her godfather greet guests, she marveled at how he put others at ease. Even Sophie, the doctor’s shy daughter, blossomed under his attention.

The guests laughed and chatted, more than was usual. Lady Kemble had been right, the village of Digswell had never seen Lord Fortescue’s like, at least not since his father had lived here, and few could remember those scandalous times. At twenty-two, Hetty certainly didn’t.

The baron moved among the guests, bowing gracefully, and, after a brief conversation, left spellbound expressions behind him. He approached the small group where her father stood chatting. She held her breath, fearful that he intended to mention Simon to her father. If she could speak to the baron, she might find a way to prevent it.

Fanny rushed up to her, dainty in a gown of jonquil satin with an overdress of spider-gauze, her blonde ringlets bouncing. “How lovely you look, Hetty.” She peered and frowned. “But what’s that thing on your head?”

“Net. You’re like an angel, Fanny. That gown is perfect for you.”

“Mama had it made by a dressmaker in London,” Fanny said, hitching a glove up her arm.

Hetty smiled fondly at Fanny, then her gaze swept the room, searching for an opportunity to speak to the baron alone.

Lady Kemble sailed toward them like one of Nelson’s frigates, on which her husband had once served. She gave her daughter some unspoken direction with a lift of her eyebrows and a jerk of her head.

“It appears your mother wants you to mingle,” Hetty said. “We must compare notes later.”

Fanny grinned and moved away.

The chatter around the room centered on Lord Fortescue’s encounter with the highwaymen. Digswell in Hertfordshire was some twenty-two miles from London. It lacked a toll road, the closest being at Ayot Green, and nothing so dangerous had happened within the environs for some years. It was as though his lordship brought trouble with him, riding into their midst wreaking havoc, especially for her. She appeared to be of no special interest to him, but an appeal to his better nature might work. Apart from his rakish ways, he’d shown himself to be trustworthy.

“Have you summoned the magistrate?” Lady Kemble asked Lord Fortescue with an exaggerated shiver. “And given him a good description of the rascals?”

“But of course. I expect they will be miles away from here by now.” He glanced at Hetty, and a tiny frown puckered his brow.

Hetty lowered her eyes and busied herself with smoothing her gloves. When she looked up again, his gaze still rested on her. Was that a speculative look in his eye? She could not allow the conversation she’d intended having to take place in her father’s presence. As soon as a waiter approached with a tray of champagne flutes, she backed against the wall and dropped her fan into an urn.

“Oh dear,” she said to her father. “I must have dropped my fan as we came in, and it is close in here with all the candles lit. Shall I go and see?”

“No, my dear,” her father said. “I’ll tell a servant to find it.”

As he moved toward the door, someone claimed Lady Kemble’s attention. Hetty seized her moment and stepped closer to the baron. “My lord, I’m sorry to see you have suffered an injury. As it occurred a few miles from our home, I am anxious to learn more of your dangerous encounter.”

A dark brow peaked above his amused eyes. “Enchanté, Miss Cavendish, although it has been blown out of all proportion, I assure you.”

He offered his arm, and they strolled away from the throng. Everyone watched them, and no doubt thought her extremely forward when they walked out of earshot to the far end of the long salon.

Hetty said, “I have a favor to ask of you, my lord.”

“A favor?” He smiled. “When so charming a lady asks such a thing of me, how can I refuse?”

Hetty frowned. So, he switched the charm on and off when required? “Please do not mention your acquaintance with our groom, Simon, to my father. Papa was away from home that night, and I am the only one who knows Simon rode his horse.” She searched his face for a sign he might have discovered her ruse. If he had, he hid it well.

“I see.” A gleam brightened his eyes. “We shall share your secret, no?”

“If you wish to put it like that,” she said, growing cross.

“You obviously have a close friendship with your groom, Miss Cavendish.”

“No, I… He has been with us for some time and does confide in me, yes.”

“You find him attractive, your groom?” He lifted that black eyebrow again. So imperious.

“I hadn’t noticed.” Annoyed, Hetty wished she had her fan to use as some kind of barrier to hide from his astute gaze.

He moved closer and dropped his voice. “You share this secret with your groom?” He made a tsk noise with his tongue and shook his head.

Caught by the shape of his mouth, she raised her head to find laughter in his eyes. She firmed her lips. He was toying with her. “I dislike the implication, my lord.” Frustrated, and unsure where she stood, Hetty adopted her most effective stony expression.

“Why don’t you order him to stop?” he asked, refusing to be deterred. “I’m sure Simon is eager to please his delightful mistress.”

If he hadn’t recognized her, he was flirting shamelessly, and no doubt would do the same with every woman in the room under forty. The French were known to be terrible flirts. She’d preferred his lordship when he believed her to be a man. “Simon is a very capable groom. Surely you would not wish him to be discharged for helping you?”

He held up his hands, palms toward her. “Trust that I will say nothing.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Relieved the matter was now well in hand, she turned and walked back with him to the guests clustered closer to the fire.

“My lord, ladies, and gentleman, dinner is served,” Lady Kemble’s long-faced butler announced in a grave voice. One might suspect a tribunal awaited them instead of a meal.

Lady Kemble tucked her hand through Lord Fortescue’s arm while managing to send a scowl in Hetty’s direction. “Mr. Oakley is to escort you, Miss Cavendish.”

When Frederick Oakley, a rejected suitor of Hetty’s, offered his arm, it caused an embarrassing moment to pass between them. He managed a faint smile that spoke of deep regret, and they proceeded at a stately pace through the doorway. Once seated at the long dining table, Hetty found herself between Mr. Oakley and the vicar, at some distance from the baron who sat at Lady Kemble’s right. Eustace sat on her ladyship’s left with her father across the table next to an attractive widow in a gown of deep violet silk. Mrs. Illingworth had just emerged from her period of mourning.

While Mr. Oakley paused to draw breath during his account of the abundance of vegetables produced by his new hot house, Hetty picked up her glass and sipped the light, fruity wine. Her conversation with Lord Fortescue had not turned out as she hoped. His flippant attitude failed to reassure her. She remained on tenterhooks. She drew her lower lip between her teeth. Well, you wished for excitement and now you’ve got it.

The footman served the soup, which was followed by halibut in cream sauce and a variety of vegetables. Hetty tucked in, finding her appetite unimpaired when the delicate, buttery aromas reminded her of how little she’d eaten all day.

The vicar talked of the weather, the babies christened in the last month, and last Sunday’s sermon, where he’d discussed dealing with disappointments. Then, to Hetty’s relief, having been in attendance last Sunday and suffered through it, he turned his attention to dissecting the fish. From the other end of the table, Lady Kemble begged Lord Fortescue to describe his ordeal once again in more detail.

That the baron didn’t wish to discuss it was clear to Hetty despite everyone leaning forward eagerly to better hear him.

“There’s very little to tell,” he said almost apologetically. “I do not wish to scare the ladies. The worst thing to happen was that I rode into the branch of a tree and lost my seat.” He laughed and put his hand to his forehead. “Then after almost losing my head, I lost my horse.”

Hetty noted he withheld his suspicion that they were not highwaymen. His gaze sought hers, as if to conspire with her, and she almost choked on a mouthful of fish.

“And did you find your horse again?” asked the vicar who preferred all the threads of a story tied up.

“Fortunately, the animal had more sense than me. It turned up at Rosecroft Hall before I did.”

At his words, a concerned murmur went around the table but faded as the third course–a dressed goose, roast beef, and a loin of pork–were brought in. The baron’s gaze sought Hetty’s again, and his eyes twinkled wickedly. We have a secret, he seemed to say. Did he know? She shivered, and her knife slipped from her nerveless fingers.

The conversation turned to other matters. Hetty motioned to the footman to pour her another glass of wine and earned a disapproving glance from the matron across the table. As she sipped her second glass, warmth spread through her limbs along with a much-needed boost of confidence. If he intended to torture her, he was succeeding. She clung to the hope that her imagination had got the better of her. He could not possibly have recognized her. She would emerge from this escapade unscathed.

After everyone rose from the table and returned to the salon, Lady Kemble made an announcement. “In honor of the Prince Regent, who some months ago introduced a new dance into society, the musicians are to play a Viennese waltz. All those who feel brave enough to attempt the dance are invited to participate. But I warn you, those in poor health should watch!”

With a murmur of delight, they filed into the ballroom where the local members of a string quartet tuned their instruments.

Hetty was immediately claimed by twenty-year-old, Henry Farr, whom she considered barely out of short trousers. Lord Fortescue escorted Miss Emma Broadhurst, the vicar’s daughter onto the floor, and they formed part of the set for the country dance. The wine had banished Hetty’s nerves. She met the baron’s eyes over Emily’s head as they moved toward the end of the line, and she flirted with Henry as the dance progressed. At first surprised by this unforeseen event, Henry needed little encouragement. By the time the dance was completed, he had become a clown, turning the wrong way on purpose, and making everyone laugh.

Henry returned Hetty to her chair and seemed inclined to remain by her side. Hetty batted her eyelashes at him as he hovered over her. “Could you see if they’ve found my fan, please, Henry?” She smiled sweetly at him. “It is so dreadfully hot.”

Henry hurried from the room. Almost as soon as he disappeared out the door, a waltz was struck up. Lord Fortescue appeared at her side, beating Frederick Oakley, who approached her with the same intention, by a whisker.

Lord Fortescue bowed. “May I have the pleasure of this dance, Miss Cavendish?”

Hetty baulked at the thought. When news of the waltz had first reached them, lessons had been held at the assembly rooms in St Albans. Despite Henry partnering her and treading heavily on her toes, she’d enjoyed the dance but felt far from confident that she’d mastered it with any degree of grace. Manners dictated she must accept, although she feared it was the baron’s intention to further torment her about Simon. She murmured a polite response and accompanied him onto the floor. There would be no doubt in his mind when he got this closer look at her. She almost welcomed it, for she wished to bring the whole charade to an end.

“This is a dance with which I’m familiar,” he said, drawing her into his arms. “We danced it in Paris long before it came to England.”

She supposed he considered England far behind Paris in most things fashionable. His arms tightened as he swung her into the dance. Her breath caught. “We do not dance this close in England, my lord.”

He eased back in feigned surprise and left a space between them. “Merci. I did not know. You have saved me from making a faux pas.”

She suspected he knew quite well, for the devilry in his eyes betrayed him. “You might learn by observing others, my lord,” she admonished him.

At least now she could breathe. But this was so different to the night they’d spent together in the hut when her disguise had protected her. Did he find her attractive? She had no idea if his charm was merely part of his personality. It shouldn’t matter, for he would choose a bride from the aristocracy, but somehow it did. His hand at her waist, guiding her, made her recall his indecent revelations of lovemaking. Her breath quickened at the thought of such an act perpetrated by him on a woman, or even possibly her. His proximity and the strength and pure maleness of him almost overwhelmed her. She breathed in the familiar woody Bergamot scent, intermingled with starched linens, and closed her eyes, but that made her dizzy. After examining his masterfully tied cravat adorned with a sapphire pin the color of his eyes, she raised her eyes to his. “I have not seen a cravat tied in that way before. Does it have a name?”

He smiled down at her. “The Trone d’Armour.” The style hailed from France most likely. He was different to the English in other ways, too, which made him all the more intriguing.

He reversed her expertly, and as she gained confidence in his arms, she began to enjoy the dance.

She tried not to respond to his charm but when he smiled she had to smile back. She cautioned herself. Was he the real Baron Fortescue or an impostor? His familiarity with the Fortescue family seemed authentic. He’d talked so lovingly about them.

While she counted the steps, he spun her over the floor. Gasping, she fixed her gaze on the cleft in his chin. His full under lip might be a sign of a generous nature. A passionate one? Annoyed, she sought to silence her thoughts. “Is there a chance Napoleon might escape from St Helena?”

His mouth twitched up at one corner. Did he find her naïve? Amusing? He shook his head. “Bonaparte is a beaten man. The world will not see him, or indeed, his like, again.”

Were they his true feelings for the French general? He must care deeply for the country of his birth. Despite his inheritance, could England ever mean as much to him?

“You dance divinely, Miss Cavendish.” His hand at her waist tightened. “I am not making you breathless?”

It was not the exercise that made her gasp. “I’m hardly in my dotage, sir.” She looked down to the swell of her bosom, pale in the candlelight. Her chest gave her feelings away, rising and falling as if she’d run a mile.

“I should never have known.” He chuckled. “Why, you must be well past twenty. If I can be allowed to guess.”

“You are not allowed, my lord. I’m shocked you would mention it.” She wished she could whip the offending bit of net off her hair.

“I do apologize; I seem to have an aptitude for annoying you.”

“Not at all.”

It was his graceful moves that made her dance so well. They spun around and around. Her head, already a trifle woozy from the wine, spun a little. Their bodies were close again, too close for propriety’s sake and her peace of mind. There was nothing she could do about it, so she gave herself up to the sensation. She lifted her gaze to his and found his expression had become earnest.

“If you permit, I shall call on you and your father.” He paused as they reversed. “I desire to see Simon again. To thank him,” he added, sotto voce. “I worry he may get into difficulty on my account.”

Hetty’s heart sank to her dancing slippers. At this precise moment, she had no idea how to deal with such a request. To refuse him would be considered bad mannered, and in his arms, the urge to fight him deserted her. Her wits lost, she scrambled for some excuse. “Simon is a modest fellow. I doubt he would wish you to pursue this further. You will embarrass him.”

“Tiens! That is not my intention.” He sought her gaze and held it. “I promise to take care. I shall call on Monday at two o’clock.”

“Of course,” Hetty said in a high voice, her mind blank with horror.

The dance ended, and he escorted her from the floor. “Would you care for a refreshment?” he asked. “Dancing does make one warm.”

She settled herself into a chair aware her cheeks must be pink from the exercise. “Thank you, my lord.”

“I see you do not have your fan.”

Suspicious, she slanted a glance at him and caught his sympathetic smile. Somehow, she didn’t trust it. Hot and extremely bothered, she determined to rescue her fan at the first opportunity.

He signaled to a waiter and returned with a glass of Madeira. “I see the musicians are threatening to play again.” His eyes danced with amusement, and she wondered if he found them all terribly parochial. “If you’ll excuse me, I must ask another lady to dance.”

He bowed before Fanny. She curtsied and blushed prettily as he led her onto the floor as squares formed for the quadrille. What a handsome couple they made, but she wished Fanny would not giggle so.

With a quick glance around for rivals, Mr. Oakley hurried over. She suppressed a sigh as she rose to take his arm. His eyes, filled with hope, met hers as the dance commenced.

As soon as the dance ended, Hetty excused herself and slipped from the room. The salon was deserted. She plunged her hand into the urn and straightened with the fan in her hand.

A deep voice came from the doorway. “Ah, you have found it.”

She spun around. “Why yes, it must have fallen into this vase.”

“How extraordinary you thought to look there.” The baron leaned against the doorframe.

“Yes, wasn’t it?” She snapped it open and glared at him from over the top.

He gave a benign smile and offered her his arm. “Shall we join the others in the ballroom?”

With a stiff nod, Hetty accepted. He stepped beside her, and she rested her hand on his sleeve, aware of the sensual slide of fine cloth under her gloved fingers. Her skirts rustled against his leg as they walked down the long passage with the beeswax candles burning in their sconces scenting the air.

“Do you know, Miss Cavendish, I found your groom most remarkable.”

Hetty swallowed and wished she could go home. “You did?”

“The way he cares for animals, particularly.”

“Yes, he has a gift with them,” she added, warming to her subject. Simon was a master with horses after all.

“I’ve heard it said that Englishmen love their horses more than their women.”

“Indeed?” She removed her hand. “You should not believe all you hear, my lord. Why, I’ve heard it said, that the French are overdressed flirts? Most unfair I feel sure.” She offered a regretful smile.

A grin turned up the corners of his mouth and sparked in his eyes. “Most unfair. But as I require staff for the Hall, I must warn you, I may try to steal Simon from you.”

So that was what this was about. She must stop them from meeting. “Simon will never agree. He is very loyal. I would advise you not to bother.”

He smiled with an apologetic shrug. “At least I have been honest.”

“Honesty does not necessarily guarantee good manners, my lord.” They had reached the ballroom. Relieved, she saw her father approaching. “Ah, here is Father. It must be time to leave.”

Her father thanked their hostess and excused himself to organize the carriage.

“I advise you to accept Mr. Oakley’s offer, my dear.” Lady Kemble pinched her lips. “He is more than acceptable, and your unfashionable height will bring few opportunities your way.”

“Thank you for your advice, Lady Kemble.” Hetty tried to ignore the sting of her words. “’Tis of no consequence, as I never intend to marry.”

Lady Kemble’s titter died away when the baron approached.

“How can you be sure of that, Miss Cavendish?” he asked. “You might meet your perfect match.”

“It is my wish to pursue literary endeavors like my aunt.” She now not only looked like a spinster, she sounded like one. It was his fault. His amused gaze unsettled her. It was unfair, one didn’t insult a baron, and it would be all around Digswell tomorrow. “Aunt Emily has a remarkable circle of friends and acquaintances in London.”

“A remarkable endeavor.”

She curtsied. Did he find her foolish or worse, dull?

He bowed before returning to speak to his hostess.

Some hours later, when Hetty had settled in bed, her uneasy thoughts refused to allow her to sleep. She stared into the dark, recalling her conversation with the baron and their dance. It appeared he hadn’t recognized her, and this unfortunate business would be at an end once she’d dealt with his wish to meet Simon, and a plan emerged. She would send Simon away on an errand. Then she would don the groom’s attire and waylay Lord Fortescue before he arrived at the house. Her disguise would be safe in the shadowy stables. Once she’d assured him that he need not pursue the matter and refused any offer of employment he might make her, she could whip up the back stairs and slip into a morning gown. A lace cap would hide her hair. Convinced she could make it work she yawned, and closed her eyes, drifting off.


Chapter Six


The following evening, after a day spent in fruitless search of his portmanteau, Guy wandered the Rosecroft gallery of portraits recognizing a feature or expression in some of his ancestors. His father had told him much of their history. He paused before a portrait of his father as a young man and his throat tightened. His father looked lighthearted, a lively humor shining in his blue eyes. Guy took a deep sip of the fine claret his butler had brought from the cellars, then continued on along the corridor which led to the west wing.

Art that his father had listed were missing from the walls, Meissen and Sévres china gone from the cabinets. Valuable items meant to be handed down from generation to generation, gone. There was a story here, and he wanted to hear it, but so far Eustace had managed to avoid his probing questions. He’d complained of the ague and retired to his rooms. Something was very wrong. Guy needed to delve deeper into the reasons behind the estate running at a loss. How was it possible for this to happen, with all the money his father had sent from France over the years? Could it be that Eustace had financial problems? Did he sell these pieces to pay his debts? Surely not, there must be another explanation. His father had written to Eustace, so he knew there was an heir who would one day come to England.

Guy sensed his father’s presence more strongly here in England. He was saddened, not only because Eustace had so obviously mismanaged the finances—despite the comfortable living the estate had afforded him, but also, because his father had walked away from so much that had mattered to him. The portrait gallery displaying Fortescues over several hundred years had struck at the very core of who he was. It was the same for his father. Strathairn had told him what had taken place before Guy’s father fled England’s shores all those years ago.

When a brash young blade, his father had flirted with a married lady and stirred the ire of her jealous husband, Earl Spender, who had demanded satisfaction. Friends had tried to persuade the earl to walk away, for the sum of it had been a brief kiss in the moonlight, but the countess had a history of dalliance, and her husband intended to make an example of Guy’s father.

The two men and their seconds met at dawn in Hyde Park. As the earl was known to be a poor shot, Guy’s father intended to delope. Earl Spender’s shot went wide. His father fired into the ground, trusting the seconds would then call a halt. But the earl insisted on a second shot and fired first. When Spender’s bullet grazed his father’s cheek, he fell back, and his pistol fired, ending the earl’s life. Before daybreak, his father had left England, never to return.

What that made this tragic event easier to bear was the Frenchwoman his father had married. Guy’s mother’s warmth and love for them all overcame everything. He swallowed the sorrow and loss that threatened to overtake him. Family meant everything to him. And apart from Genevieve, they were all gone. He must live his life in a way that honored them.

No doubt Eustace would be more approachable, if not more respectful, when Guy provided the proof of his birth. But as time passed, and he failed to find it, he wondered if it might have fallen into the wrong hands. The bag might have fallen off anywhere. Grateful the snow had melted, he would continue his search the next day.

Guy returned to the salon and poured himself a brandy. Eustace and the servants had gone to bed. The house was quiet except for the usual clunk of the mantel clock, the creaking of timbers, and mice scrambling behind the wainscoting. A candelabra throwing an eerie light before him, he made his way to the solar, below it was the secret passage his father told him about.

The steps took him down to a cellar, pitch black and airless. He moved along the walls but could detect no sign of a door. After a frustrated hour of searching, he gave up and returned upstairs.

He must deal with the matters at hand. Eustace certainly, but first… He paused and smiled. Simon.
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When Monday came, Hetty picked at her breakfast. She ate even less at luncheon, drawing a concerned comment from her father. Just to please him, she forced down several mouthfuls of ham and a slice of bread.

At half past one, she excused herself from the library where she’d knitted while her father smoked his pipe and read a book on fly fishing. She hurried upstairs and donned the groom’s clothing, her fingers stumbling over the hidden button on the fall-front breeches.

Jim, the stable boy, chatted to Cook in the kitchen. Hetty slipped past without being seen. Jim had needed little urging when Hetty suggested he sample Cook’s biscuits fresh from the oven.

Outside was blustery and cold, but snow hadn’t fallen in days. The slush crunched underfoot while heavy gray clouds hung low. Hetty hesitated as the wind whipped around the corner of the house, a gelid touch on the bare skin at her nape. She’d forgotten her scarf. With an annoyed shake of her head, she hurried toward the cozy warmth of the stables. It would be flying in the face of fortune to return to the house for the scarf, and it wouldn’t be needed if she kept to the shadows.

Pleased that the stables were gloomy, she hurried inside. The General whickered a greeting. Simon had gone to the village apothecary to fetch her father’s medicine. That was the only reason she could think of, but as her father would soon be in need of it, the order caused no comment.

Hetty patted The General’s nose and fed him an apple. By the time the last of it had disappeared, the clip of a horse’s hooves sounded on the gravel drive. She peeped out of the barn door. The baron, tall in the saddle, rode toward the house.

Hetty stepped out and beckoned him. As he reined in and dismounted, she slipped back into the stables.

“Sorry, my lord,” Hetty said, adopting Simon’s gruff voice. “We have no footman here. No undergroom neither. I’ll stable your horse.”

“Simon, good fellow,” he said warmly as he led his horse inside. “I came to thank you again.”

“No need for that, my lord,” she said. “Everything’s right and tight here as it happens.” She busied herself, settling his horse in a stall, then bent and swept the brush over the gelding’s flanks.

He patted The General’s nose, then came to rest an arm on the stall door. “I am relieved. If you should lose your job, you must come to work at Rosecroft Hall.”

She straightened to brush the horse’s back, confident of the poor light. “Mighty good of you, my lord. But not at all necessary.”

“Merci encore. I must go to the house. They will wonder where I am.” He turned toward the door.

Relieved it had gone so well, Hetty stepped out from behind the horse. She looked up to see if he had gone and walked purposefully toward the stable door planning to slip inside and change her clothes.

“I do hope you enjoyed our waltz.”

Hetty froze where she stood and slowly turned to see Guy emerge from the shadows. The elation left her, and she took a deep, shaky breath. “How long have you known?”

“The red hair was a definite hint, even partly disguised beneath that hair adornment. I wondered how far you would carry this ruse.”

She backed into an empty stall. “My hair’s not red,” she said incensed.

Guy followed her into the stall and reached over to whip off her hat. Her hair slipped from its perch and tumbled around her face. “Even in this light it looks red to me. Why deny it? Your hair is the color of an excellent burgundy wine. While I remain grateful to you for my life, I’m interested to hear what you have to say about your attempt to fool me with that disguise.”

“I was a victim of circumstances, my lord.” Hetty lifted her chin, her heart pounding loud in her ears. She would have to brazen this out.

“Oh? In what way?” Annoyed blue eyes stared into hers. “I do not like to be toyed with. I worried that the knock on the head had scrambled my brain.”

“Have you had headaches?” she asked with an innocent expression.

“Zut! How you still toy with me! When you bent over in those breeches! From the first I felt a strong attraction that a man has to a woman. It confused me. And then, when I saw you dressed as one, I understood.”

She scowled. “You deliberately teased me that night.”

“A little of your own medicine, perhaps?” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “You sought to trick me. Was it because you didn’t trust me?”

She shrugged off his hands. “No trickery, my lord. I was dressed this way when I found you if you recall. When we were forced to spend the night in the hut, I needed to keep up the pretense.”

“So, it was a matter of trust. You thought I would ravage you if I knew you to be a woman? I can understand that. But not to continue the ruse fearing I would expose you. That has hurt my feelings.”

“Then I apologize.” Hetty was sure an arrogant man like him would get over it.

He widened his eyes. “But why dress like that?”

She couldn’t explain her restlessness to him, how hard it was to be a woman and want the freedom of a man. She hung up the curry brush. “I prefer to ride astride.”

He cocked a brow. “You like a strong beast moving beneath you?”

“As I prefer to ride alone, it’s safer.” He made it sound as if she’d gained some sort of indecent enjoyment from the exercise. Her face heated. She had known that riding astride was unfeminine, but it had never bothered her before this. It was an excellent way to compose her poems.

“Even so, it is risky. You like risk?”

“There is not much risk in Digswell, my lord.” Hetty drew herself up. “I can handle myself well, perhaps not as well as a man, but Simon is an amateur boxer and taught me a few moves.”

“I look forward to meeting this Simon.” His gaze flicked over her. What was he thinking? She quivered under his scrutiny.

“I don’t see why you should meet,” Hetty said. “The matter is at an end.”

“Is it? We spent the night in the same bed,” he said bluntly.

The indecency of it made her want to block her ears. “I remember it quite well. You have no need to remind me,” she murmured. “Although it sounds a good deal worse than it was.”

His dark brows slammed together. “While I was half-conscious, I told you all my secrets, confound it!”

So, that was what worried him. Hetty’s agitated breath eased a little. “You have nothing to fear from me. I am not about to mention it.”

“I spoke to you as one man to another. Zut!” He raked his hands through his hair. “Now you’ve got me cursing!”

“I’ve heard far worse from your lips,” she said with a wry smile.

“You deserved to,” he said coolly. He appeared to rein in his temper and leaned against a post to shred a piece of straw.

“Really, your confessions were hardly scandalous,” Hetty fibbed. She began to enjoy her new sense of power. “The French are so volatile compared to the English. You place too much importance on something of little consequence.”

“You have a poor opinion of us it seems.” His voice sounded dangerously honeyed as he shoved away from the post and stepped closer.

Hetty stifled a nervous giggle. She feared she had gone too far. She had provoked him. While she didn’t fear he’d hurt her, she did fear he’d take liberties. She wasn’t entirely sure she disliked the idea as he advanced on her. Her spine came up against the wall of the stall.

“We should go to the house,” she said, unsteadily. “My father will be wondering where I’ve got to.”

He towered over her. “And how he will enjoy your mode of dress.” He offered her his arm. “Allow me to escort you.”

He believed he had the upper hand, curse him. Hetty gulped down her alarm and tried to appeal to his better nature. She was reasonably confident he had one. It was just she, most probably, who brought out the worst in him. “Please… Lord Fortescue, allow me to go and change my clothes.” She edged around him, but his hand on her arm stopped her.

He gestured at her breeches. “Is it right that you should do this behind your papa’s back?”

“No. And I shall tell him. You will keep my riding The General a secret?”

His eyes caressed her. “What will you give me in exchange?”

Alarmed, with a gasp she pulled her arm free. “There is nothing I can give you.”

His gaze settled on her mouth. “Oh yes, there is much you can give me. But I am not greedy.”

Hetty drew in a long anxious breath. What was he suggesting? Surely not… A nervous thrill passed through her, coupled with a sense of shame. Did he consider her immoral? “I assure you, my lord, there is nothing.”

He placed a finger under her chin and raised it, forcing her to meet his fiery blue gaze. She felt singed as warmth spiraled down to heat regions of her body she’d hardly been aware of. Her knees threatened to give way.

“You owe me a kiss, I think.” He sounded entirely reasonable despite his outrageous request.

Hetty was quite sure she couldn’t handle a kiss from this man with any degree of savoir-faire. He had the wrong idea about her entirely. “I owe you nothing of the sort.” She decided to bluff it out and pushed past him.

She found herself on her back in the straw, with his lordship leaning over her. She struggled, but he held her down by her arms.

“Roué! Rake!” She fought her own desire as she attempted to evade him when he lowered his head to hers. It was useless, for he was too strong. He claimed her mouth, his lips cool and hard, and she stilled, shocked by the lick of excitement passing through her like a hot flame. He withdrew to look at her with surprise. “Horatia!”

She sucked in a breath. “I did not give you permission to call me by my name. How dare…”

His mouth claimed hers again. Hetty never knew a kiss could be like this. It was not an embarrassing collision of lips, quickly over. His lips softened as they moved over hers as she drew in his fresh male smell. Such raw intimacy stunned her. He stroked up her arms and clasped her hands, holding them above her head, a further shock of skin on skin, while crushed against his hard body. The body she knew well, having spent the night with him. How could he respect her now? And did it really matter? He would never be hers.

The fight went out of her. Had her hands been free, she would have pulled him closer still, driven by an insatiable curiosity.

Hetty was dimly aware that he taught her a lesson. Women could not live in a man’s world. They would never get the better of a man physically. They should keep their place. Impotent fury rose along with the unwelcome passion.

Their heavy breathing filled the stable. The horses shuffled and whickered as he hovered over her, still holding her captive. She glared up at him, struggling against the desire he stirred in her. She fought to keep her anger close and nurture it to build a wall between them. “You have made your point,” she hurled at him. “You are stronger than I am.”

“You are such an innocent, Horatia,” he said, suddenly serious. “I hope you now realize you can’t go about teasing poor men in this manner. That is a dangerous world out there, even in this small corner of England. Promise me you mean what you say.”

“I keep my word, my lord.”

“My name is Guy. I believe we’ve moved beyond the formalities.” His blue gaze roamed her face. “Has anyone told you your eyes aren’t brown? They are closer to amber with touches of green and gold. Like some rare stone.”

She turned her head away. “Let me go.”

When he obeyed her, she shoved him back as hard as she could. She jumped up and left him lying in the hay, an infuriatingly smug expression on his face. “You are no gentleman, sir. It seems they teach very poor manners in France!”

“Ah, but we French know how to enjoy what life has to offer.” He climbed to his feet and dusted the straw from his legs. He straightened, laughter in his eyes. “I’ve wanted to do that since I first saw you. The shape of your body in those breeches caused me some anguish, for which I may not forgive you!”

She put a finger to her swollen lips as another wave of helpless rage swept over her. “How ungrateful you are. I saved your life!”

“And I remain eternally grateful for it. Now go quickly and change before I decide to kiss you again. As fetching as you look right now…” His gaze roamed over her from head to toe, which made her suck in another frustrated breath. “I wish to see you dressed as a pretty woman should be. Your secret is safe with me.”

What arrogance! Glaring at him, she searched for the right words to wound him. Fury tied her tongue into knots. He toyed with her because he was a man and could do whatever he pleased. Her restricted circumstances became so unbearable she was afraid she might explode.

She planted a smile on her face and swayed her hips as she came closer.

“Mon dieu!” He eyed her body in the formfitting breeches and shook his head with an approving grin.

She raised her arm and slapped him hard across the cheek, so hard her fingers tingled. She welcomed the smarting; it made her feel considerably better.

“Coquine!” Eyes open wide, he fell backward with a hand to his cheek.

“We Englishwomen are not to be toyed with, my lord!” She turned to make a grand exit but stumbled over a rake cast down in the hay. Extricating herself without injury, she hurried for the door. “I shall expect you for tea in ten minutes.”

“Oh, I shall be there. Never fear. I wish to see your transformation,” came the amused reply.


Chapter Seven


Mortified, Hetty hurriedly slipped on her best morning gown with a rose-pink pattern, hoping it would give her confidence. Confidence was needed to put the baron in his place. She discarded the lace cap and parted her hair to sweep it back in a smooth bun, secured with pearl-handled combs. If Guy had sought to show how weak she was when a man wished to take advantage, he’d succeeded. But in her heart, she knew he was concerned for her safety. The appearance of highwaymen had changed Digswell. It was no longer a quiet backwater. Did he fear he’d brought them here for some other purpose? To her shame, his kisses had made her feel passionately alive. She now accepted she needed passion in her life. How else could she write splendid poetry? But she wouldn’t find passion stuck in Digswell for the rest of her days.

After a quick glance in the glass, she hurried downstairs. With a deep breath, she entered the drawing room, where Guy and her father were enjoying a slice of Cook’s plum bread. Guy threw down his napkin and stood as she entered the room. “How good to see you again, Miss Cavendish.”

Her father’s brow puckered. “Where have you been, Horatia? I sent Molly to find you fifteen minutes ago.”

“I was out in the garden, Papa, and had to tidy myself.”

“You’ve changed your gown,” her father said with a nod of approval.

So annoying to be fair and blush like a ruby rose in midsummer. Henrietta curtsied. “So nice to see you again, Lord Fortescue.” Unable to risk meeting his eyes, she stared at his left ear. “I expect you find the English weather deplorable.”

He angled his head so that his eyes met hers. What she found there surprised her. Sympathy and compassion. Or was it pity? Her throat closed in horror. “Nothing about England is deplorable, Miss Cavendish,” he said. “The beauty one finds in the countryside fair takes one’s breath away.”

“Well expressed, Lord Fortescue,” her father said. “Horatia, that’s more persuasive than that poet Lord Byron you’re always quoting.”

Hetty sat on the sofa beside Guy. “Oh, not so often, surely, Papa.”

“Byron is a favorite, Miss Cavendish?” Guy seized on the information, and a delighted gleam entered his eyes. He was not about to let such a moment pass. “Surprising that a roué and a rake can produce such sensitive verse, don’t you agree?”

Hetty scowled. “I agree that his poetry is very fine.”

Knife poised, her father raised his head before buttering another slice of bread. “Roué? Rake? These are not words bandied about in English drawing rooms, my lord.” He looked at her with a worried frown. “If Byron is one of these, I forbid you to read any more of his work.”

Guy’s eyes twinkled.

She leveled a glowing look at him. “I’m surprised you’ve read Byron, my lord.”

His eyebrows peaked. “Do you mean that French poets are so sublime we tend not to read beyond our shores? We are a nation of romantics.” He put down his cup. “I recently discovered a new poem of Byron’s. Written this year, I believe.” He began to recite it, his voice lending it just the right tone of regret.

“Fare thee well! and if for ever,

Still for ever, fare thee well:

Even though unforgiving, never

’Gains thee shall my heart rebel.”

Hetty released the breath she’d been holding. She’d hung on every word. He quoted Lord Byron as if he truly understood the meaning behind Byron’s words. With the memory of his kiss, she feared she was gaping like a foolish, smitten girl and bent her head over the teapot.

“Written to his wife, when his marriage ended after one year, I believe,” Guy added, helpfully bringing her back to earth.

Her father replaced his cup in its saucer with a rattle. “Modern verse!” He shook his head and climbed to his feet. “I declare, I can’t follow what young people talk about nowadays.” He bowed. “If you’ll excuse me, my lord, I’ll go to the library, there’s some business needs my attention. It has been a pleasure to have your company. I had no idea you were so interested in fly fishing. You must call on us again.”

Guy stood and bowed. “Merci, Colonel Cavendish. I should be delighted to learn more from you before I embark on the sport.”

With both doors left ajar for propriety’s sake, her father settled by the library fireside.

After a glance at her father rustling his periodical, Guy turned to her. “Horatia,” he said in a quiet voice, edging closer to her on the sofa. “Might we be friends?”

She needed time to build some sort of resistance to his charm. “Friends don’t treat each other the way you did,” she said in a small voice.

“I am sorry.” He gave a Gallic shrug. “I could not resist. You were very beguiling.”

She was? Hetty tried to ignore that. “You’re not sorry at all.”

“You did trick me, Horatia.”

“I explained why.” She glanced at her father who was intent on lighting his pipe. “I was right not to trust you.”

Guy grimaced. “But you can trust me, I promise you.” He tilted his head and smiled. “No one has been badly wounded by this escapade, have they?”

His words sounded so convincing, and she had to admit that the last few days had been quite extraordinary and certainly not dull. She would consent to a friendship for it put the relationship on a safer plane. “You’ll tell no one…?” she whispered.

He chuckled. “Kiss and tell? That is not my code.”

She allowed him to take her hand. He was quite convincing, despite his behavior in the stables.

When he turned her hand over and pressed a kiss on her palm, endless quivers of sensation raced along her nerve endings. She snatched her hand back. “That is not within the bounds of friendship!” An English gentleman would never behave so…

He held a finger to his lips, his dark lashes hiding his expression. She was sure his eyes were dancing. He was so outrageous she tamped down an urge to laugh. She must not give him an inch, he was likely to take a lot more.

“Forgive me,” he said, a smile in his voice. “It won’t happen again. Unless you wish it.”

“Rest assured, I shall not. Let us talk of something else.”

Mary came in and bobbed. “Shall you require more hot water, Miss Hetty?”

“No thank you, Mary.”

“So, you’re called Hetty?”

“Yes. Although my father prefers Horatia.”

“Mm. I shall you call you Hetty.”

She sighed and shook her head. It wouldn’t do the slightest bit of good to argue with him.

“I have discovered an excellent library at the hall. I imagine you have availed yourself of it? You’re welcome to continue. There are some excellent volumes of poetry.”

“That won’t be possible now. As you must know.”

“Come dressed as Simon. I shall enjoy it to no end.”

She glanced across at her father. It was lucky he was slightly hard of hearing. “You are impossible!”

His gaze roamed over her. “But I must confess, I do prefer you in that rouge-colored gown.”

She gathered the folds in her fingers. “This hue is called rose-pink.”

He laughed and shrugged in that Gallic way he had, which was so charming. “Rouge, rose-pink, chestnut?”

“They are all different.” Her tone censorious, she resisted the urge to pat her hair.

“Well, the color suits you.”

“You are a compulsive flirt, my lord.” She shook her head but couldn’t prevent a small smile hovering on her lips. “Weren’t we to speak of other things? How is my godfather today?”

Guy shrugged. “He has taken to his bed.”

“Poor Eustace. He suffers terribly from gout.”

“So I believe.” He fell silent.

“I’m sure he will rally soon and become better company.”

“I do hope so. There is much for us to discuss.”

“I daresay. Years to catch up on.”

“I have tried, but he shows little interest in the family.”

“Oh? Because he is unwell, I suppose.” This surprised her, for wasn’t it Eustace’s wish to confirm Guy’s right to claim the barony?

He looked doubtful. “Perhaps.”

“Is Eustace returning to London?” Would he be cast out of his home after all these years? Surely Guy would not do such a thing.

“In truth, he has enjoyed my father’s hospitality unencumbered for many years. It might be difficult to relinquish it.”

“He enjoys living in Digswell,” Hetty said. “He has made many friends here.”

“I wrote to advise him. Did he mention it?”

“Not to me.”

“Until he heard from me, he might not have expected an heir to appear after the bloody Revolution.”

“Nevertheless, he would wish you to take your rightful place.”

He shrugged. “Not if I had met my end on the way here.”

What was Guy suggesting? She cringed. “Surely, you don’t suspect Eustace to be behind the attack.”

Guy looked down at his hands. “I’ve yet to find that out. As well as what lies behind the poor state of the hall. Until then, it makes no sense to discuss it.”

Outraged at even the faintest suggestion of impropriety on her godfather’s part, Hetty rose. “I’ve known Eustace for many years. He’s a good man. He would want to do the right thing.”

“It is hard to know the workings of a person’s mind. We are strangers after all. He holds no affection for me in his heart.”

“That’s very different from…” She couldn’t say the words.

He stood. “I must go. I hope we shall meet again soon.” A grin tweaked the corner of his mouth. “On horseback perhaps?”

She sighed. “This episode has put an end to my riding alone. And Papa seems to have lost his love for it.”

“That’s regrettable. But it has become dangerous, as I’ve taken pains to explain to you.”

He was just like her father beneath his bravado. His wife would have to obey him in all things. It hardly mattered, for it would not be her. Fanny, perhaps, with her biddable nature, would make him an agreeable partner in life. Hetty walked with him to the door. “You have much to do to put your estate to rights. I wish you well with it.”

He pulled on his gloves. “A difficult but necessary enterprise.”

At the parlor window, she watched him ride away through the trees. Guy must have met the real Simon at the stables who would have returned from the village.

She shivered and returned to the fireside. Did he really believe her godfather could be capable of such evil? Although to be fair, Guy hadn’t come right out and accused him of it.

She wound the tassel on a cushion through her fingers. What had occurred for the hall to fall into neglect? Perhaps Eustace’s condition was more serious than they knew.

Simon’s voice came up the kitchen stairs. Hetty was tempted to go and ask him what he thought of Guy. The groom was a levelheaded fellow, and she trusted his judgment. No need for the matter was at an end. She sighed and patted the cushion back into place. Guy had expressed the intention to marry and safeguard his heritage with an heir. And, rightfully, his wife would come from the upper ten thousand. She must put him out of her mind. A season in London had become imperative. She must find a way to persuade her father.


Chapter Eight


Several weeks passed, each day was very much like the last. The only visitors her father received were the widow, Mrs. Thompson, and her sister, Alice, and self-appointed organizers of all matters relating to the church. They took great delight in discussing the fascinating new member of the parish. Hetty suffered through their fulsome praise of Lord Fortescue, how charming he was, and how he’d granted a substantial endowment for improvements to the rectory.

To fill the long days, Hetty wrote letters, played the piano, and read, but even Byron’s poetry failed to captivate her for long. Her own attempts at verse were uninspired. She organized the maids in their duties and began to embroider a new sampler, but, after pricking her finger for the third time, threw it down in disgust.

It was hardly gardening weather. Undaunted, she forked the frost-hardened soil in the vegetable patch to prepare it for spring. It was a pastime she usually enjoyed, but she found herself furiously attacking the dirt with the garden fork as if a highwayman hid there.

Hetty made daily requests for her father to accompany her on a ride and tried to quell her temper when he usually refused. She hated to see The General shuffling in his stall, but it was too cold to put him in the paddock.

Her father, perhaps tired of her low spirits, suggested an outing to the village for afternoon tea. He would invite Lady Kemble to join them. Hetty seized on the offering even though it meant coming under the scrutiny of Fanny’s mother. She wore her smart moss-green wool beneath her pelisse. Although the weather remained chilly, there seemed little chance of snow.

The carriage rattled along through hills of oak and thorn, following the curve of the valley which led to the River Mimram. They passed the gray-stone church with the two cedars of Lebanon planted by Capability Brown last century, and then the rectory, with the Monks Walk and grove of sweet chestnuts. “Is this not God’s country?” Papa asked.

She glanced out to where sheep dotted the rolling green hillocks and sheltered beneath spreading oaks. “Digswell is very pleasing to the eye.”

“Would you really want to leave it for the teaming metropolis?”

“The city would offer a very different life,” she said cautiously.

Her father cleared his throat. “I’ve been meaning to speak to you about Mr. Oakley.”

Her heart sank to her half-boots. She’d begun to hope that her father had given up on Frederick Oakley. He hadn’t called since Lady Kemble’s dinner party.

“Oakley’s a decent man, Horatia.”

“Yes, he is.”

Her father drew the rug up farther over his knees. “With a fine property and a decent income.”

“That’s true.”

He studied her. “You might sound more enthusiastic.”

“I don’t love him, Papa,” she said, distracted by the image of a pair of blue eyes.

“Marriage to a good man counts for a lot.”

“You loved Mama.”

His eyes turned sad, and she wished she hadn’t mentioned it. “Our mutual regard grew into love after we married.”

As the vehicle swayed over the road, Hetty smoothed the fur trim on her sleeve. “Father, I could never love Mr. Oakley. We are too different in our sensibilities.”

He sighed heavily. “He dislikes poetry?”

She gave a small laugh. “He has no sense of humor.”

“Oh, very well, then. I shall not insist, although some fathers might do so.” He gave a sorrowful shake of his head. “You are two-and-twenty, most women of your age are long wed.”

“Don’t you like me living with you?”

He sighed. “That is the trouble, I’m growing to like it too much.

“Oh Papa!” Filled with compassion and a sense of helplessness, she kissed his cheek.

“And I suffer some guilt that you cannot go to London.”

“Aunt Emily is more than willing to sponsor me.”

“I tremble at the thought of what sort of life you would live there. Much as I love my sister, she is not in the ordinary way. When a fox got into the hen house, she was so distracted with her poems he ate several of our chickens before she shooed him out.”

Did Papa liken Hetty to a chicken and fear that Aunt Emily would let the foxes in? Hetty sighed. She would never go to London.

The carriage pulled up outside the Duck and Cockerel, a wattle and daub building in the high street.

“Well, here we are,” her father said with relief in his voice.

Hetty alighted with the hope that their afternoon would rise above tedious subjects such as an effective treatment for chilblains, recipes for the vegetables in season, when best to prune the roses and of course, when the wintry weather would finally abate. She yearned to learn what was happening in the world beyond Digswell, but she seemed the only person interested.

Frederick Oakley waited for them on the footpath. He bustled forward in his lanky gait to bow over Hetty’s hand.

“How good to see you, Mr. Oakley,” her father said, looking pleased. He hadn’t quite given up on Frederick as a son-in-law it seemed. Had he encouraged this meeting? “We are about to take tea. Will you join us?”

Frederick kept hold of her hand rather too long. “Delighted.” He smiled at her. Out of the corner of Hetty’s eye, a tall, dark-haired man emerged from the general store. Guy crossed the road toward them. She pulled her hand from Frederick’s, her gaze resting on Guy’s face. He raised an inquiring eyebrow as he removed his hat.

After their greetings, her father issued an invitation to Guy, which caused an unattractive scowl on Frederick’s face.

While they waited for two tables to be joined and the seating arrangements to be organized, Guy bent his head to her and spoke in an undertone. “Eustace has told the shopkeeper that he plans to remain here.”

“Do you mind?”

“No. The house is big enough, I just wish things were better between us.”

“Have you discussed your misgivings about his running of the estate?”

“I’ve not been able to talk to him. He’s returned to his sickbed.”

Hetty inhaled. “Is he very ill?”

Guy looked frustrated, his lips thinning. “I suspect it’s a means to avoid me.”

“You cannot be sure of that.” She thought Guy unsympathetic. “I shall call on him when he rises from his bed.”

“Have you two forgotten your manners?” Her father tapped her shoulder. “Look who’s arrived.”

Fanny, Lady Kemble, and Mrs. Illingworth entered the room. Mrs. Crimpton, who ran the establishment with her husband, promised them currant cake and gingerbread before rushing off to the kitchen.

Frederick held out a chair for Hetty and took the one beside her. “I have been hoping for a chance to talk to you, Miss Cavendish,” he said with an earnest expression. “I have had remarkable success developing a new variety of squash. It is far bigger and a finer green than any I have seen. I intend to enter it in the village fair. The flesh is whiter…” Hetty caught Guy’s eye over Frederick’s shoulder. An enigmatic smile played on his lips before he turned his attention to Fanny.

Hetty set her teeth in frustration. She wanted to discuss Guy’s problem with Eustace further, to try to help matters between them. It might be quite a while before she could visit Eustace, and the rift might widen and became impossible to mend. Especially, after Guy left for London.

It was an entirely unsatisfactory afternoon. Frederick discussed his successes in his garden in detail while Fanny giggled at Guy’s droll remarks. Her father talked to the widow, Mrs. Illingworth. He spoke warmly of the lady’s sound, good sense in the carriage on their way home. She’d invited him to visit the following afternoon to advise her on her investments.

If she hadn’t been so distracted, Hetty would have shown more interest in this latest development. Was it possible this new friendship could lead to marriage? She had taken immediately to Mrs. Illingworth, a calm, fair-haired lady of some forty-five years, who always seemed to measure her words before speaking.

Hetty arrived home with a throbbing head.

The next afternoon, her father dressed in his best coat. He was quite effusive as he said goodbye. A fledgling hope sparked in Hetty’s breast. She would write to Aunt Emily at once. If an invitation arrived, her father might agree to allow her to go to London while his attention was caught by Mrs. Illingworth.

In the library, Hetty sat at her father’s desk. She drew a sheet of vellum from the drawer and trimmed a pen. Then, dipping the pen in the inkwell, she began, Dear Aunt Emily, then paused, thinking of her conversation with Guy about Eustace. She would not wait to hear if Eustace had risen from his sickbed. The letter forgotten, she went down to the kitchen to ask Cook for some treats to tempt Eustace’s appetite. She would visit him tomorrow.
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Guy walked back to the house from the stables. He’d spent the morning making himself known to his tenants, ensuring they had a plentiful supply of coal. He was disturbed by their primitive living conditions and promised to effect immediate improvements. Their children were thin and undernourished, their livestock in poor condition, and some of their roofs needed rethatching. The peasants were starving in France, but he had expected more from Rosecroft Hall. The estate manager had painted a grim picture, blaming the high price of bread on the Corn Laws last year. He’d complained about the decline of English trade owing to the war and Napoleon’s Continental System, high unemployment, and high taxes. Despite the overwhelming obstacles, Guy remained determined to put all to rights here at Rosecroft. He would employ more staff as soon as possible, even if it meant traveling to London to find them.

He stood admiring the architecture of the old house when a vehicle rattled its way up the carriage drive. As it grew closer, he saw it was Simon driving a gig with Hetty seated beside him.

Guy helped her down. Hetty wore a green pelisse with a fur collar the color of her hair, and a pretty bonnet lined with amber silk. The breeze toyed with the hem of her skirts, revealing a slim ankle, as he considered what delights might lie beneath.

“Good day, Simon,” Guy said with a smile. “I’m sure Williams will be glad of a chinwag.”

“As will I. Thank you, my lord.” With a bow, Simon slapped the reins and drove toward the stables.

“How ravishing you look today.” Pleased to see her in a pretty dress, Guy took her basket and carried it. “What have you here?”

She nodded her thanks. “Cook has made some afternoon tea for Eustace. Is he still in bed?”

It wasn’t the warmest of greetings. “No, he seeks the sun in the conservatory.”

“That is good news.”

“I hope you find him more talkative than I.” Guy followed Hetty indoors, waiting while Hammond took her coat and bonnet.

She patted her hair into place, her big expressive eyes filled with doubt. “Perhaps he’s not happy here.”

“Not happy?” His shoulders tightened with a prickle of annoyance. He escorted her along the passage. “Eustace has been happy here for the best part of thirty-five years.”

“Perhaps he feels you want him to leave.”

Guy tightened his jaw. “I’ve made it perfectly plain he is welcome. The hall is large enough for several families to live in and seldom meet.”

“That’s not the point.”

He took her arm and turned her to face him. “Do you think I’m being unreasonable to want the man to explain a few things to me?”

She gave him a quizzical glance. “I should think it would depend on your manner. Are you too forceful?”

Her lack of faith in him affected him far more than he would have thought possible. Perhaps because it was so unfair. “Forceful? I’ve held off on asking any direct questions that might upset him. I’ve assured him he may remain for the rest of his days. What more do you suggest? Shall I offer to rub his back?”

She narrowed her eyes and took the basket from him. “You are talking nonsense. Perhaps all he wants is your friendship.”

Rather difficult when the man is as frosty as the weather, Guy thought. And then there were those unexplained attacks of which he was reluctant to accuse the man, not without proof at least. And perhaps because he doubted Eustace lay behind them. He exuded lassitude rather than menace. “I’m willing to be on good terms, but he must also make the effort. I shall learn what has occurred here even at the risk of upsetting him.”

Having escorted her to the door of the conservatory, he bowed. “And I shall have it straightened out before one of us leaves for London.” He left her and strode away.

If she couldn’t understand his point of view, so be it. But when his outrage drained away, he felt decidedly flat. He made his way to the library and returned to his study of the estate books and articles on modern methods of farming. He had much to learn.


Chapter Nine


Dismayed, Hetty crossed the tiled floor to her godfather. He sat with a shawl around his shoulders, a book opened on his lap. Guy’s stern manner had surprised her, but Eustace did appear miserable.

He smiled and closed his book. “Horatia. How lovely that you should call on a dull, old fellow like me. What is that you have brought with you?”

She put her basket down on a table. “Some of Cook’s shortbread biscuits, plum jam, and an apple cake.”

“My, you do spoil me.”

She bent to kiss him. Cloves. She was familiar with the smell of laudanum. He patted her hand. “You are the closest thing I’ve ever had to a daughter, Horatia. The kind of daughter to make a man proud.”

Horatia was touched but couldn’t help a rush of unease. Eustace’s eyes looked glazed and his movements sluggish as he summoned a footman.

“Take these to the kitchen,” he instructed the servant. “We’ll have the cake with our tea, shall we?”

She looked around the conservatory as she sat down. The sun highlighted the dirt on the panes of glass and the cobwebs in corners. Once a lush display, the area was almost bare of plants. The orchids crowded their pots, in need of being divided and repotted, and the violets appeared to have rot. She’d noticed the lack of servants. It was not surprising everything was neglected.

“Where is Thomas?”

“The footman? He decided he was better off in London.”

She thought it odd. Thomas had been there for some years. “You know Guy is happy for you to stay here, should you wish to.”

“Yes, he’s said as much to me, but I shall leave for London soon. The season is almost upon us.”

“Will you be well enough?”

“I may as well suffer there as here. I hold out hope that I shall see you in London. Any luck with your father?”

Hetty shook her head. “Papa is taking tea with Mrs. Illingworth again this afternoon. Perhaps he is developing tender feelings for her.”

Eustace’s eyebrows rose. Warmth sparked in his faded gray eyes. “Really? There’s life in the old dog yet.” His face reddened. “I do apologize, Horatia. Not fit talk for a young lady’s ears. This laudanum has me saying the darndest things.”

“Father needs someone to care for him. And someone for him to care for.”

“But he won’t bother while he has you there to do it. Ah, here is the tea.” A footman placed the tea tray on the table.

“Go and find his lordship, Moody. Ask him to join us,” Eustace instructed him.

Hetty leaned forward and poured out two cups. She cut him a piece of cake and placed it on the plate.

Eustace stirred his tea. “So very nice to have company.”

Hetty didn’t like the way he looked. As if he would prefer to doze in his chair than talk to her.

Moments later, Guy walked into the room. He sat in a wing chair. “I’ve been to visit the tenant farmers, Eustace,” he said, taking a cup and saucer from Hetty with a nod of thanks. “They all suffer great difficulty with leaking roofs and not enough to eat.”

“As is the case for the rest of England.” Eustace stirred his tea. “The Prince of Wales is a charming fellow, but a spendthrift, and there’s no help from his father, for he is mad. Lord Melbourne’s Tory government is coming under enormous criticism, but they’re doing their best.” He took a sip of tea. “I don’t consider it polite to discuss these matters in front of Horatia.”

Guy folded his arms and frowned.

“This cake is first rate. Please pass my compliments to your cook when you return, my dear,” Eustace said.

Rather disappointed not to be part of the discussion, Hetty passed Guy a plate. He looked annoyed. If she’d hoped to lighten the atmosphere between them and make things better, she’d failed.

When the tea things were taken away, Eustace leaned back and yawned behind a hand. “Horatia, take Guy for a walk to the lake. I feel in need of a nap.”

Eustace had clasped his hands over his stomach and closed his eyes before they left the room.

The gardens greeted them with the smell of damp earth, the rustle of wind through the leaves, the call of birds, and the hum of insects. Guy opened the gate at the bottom of the parterre garden and stood aside for her to pass through.

“Where did you learn to ride astride?” Guy asked her as they strolled together.

Hetty picked a bay leaf from the tree and held it to her nose, breathing in its aromatic fragrance. “In India. A servant taught me to ride when my parents traveled into the higher country for the rainy season. Life was more relaxed there.”

“How long were you in India?”

“I spent my nursery years with Aunt Emily in England. Then I was sent to join my parents in Calcutta. It was different to England, but the English created a society as close to England’s as they could make it. We enjoyed our tea, and they drank gin to keep malaria at bay. Cricket and polo matches were enormously popular. Not a heathenish existence by any means. It was every bit as strict as English society.” A small community rife with scandal and rumor as she remembered it. Much like the ton must be.

The fountain was empty except for rotting leaves at the bottom. They skirted around the lime walk which was so overgrown as to be impassable, walking over the lawns toward the glimmer of water. The breeze had lost its sharpness, and the grass no longer crunched underfoot. It was unlike Guy to be so quiet. “Winter is losing its grip,” she said to fill in a long pause.

“It should be pleasant here in the spring.”

“It’s glorious. The trees with new leaves and every bush blooms with flowers.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Have I done something to annoy you?”

He turned to face her, placing his hands gently on her shoulders. She startled at his touch. He was so physical. Englishmen weren’t so, at least not the ones she knew. His eyes implored hers. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes, I do,” she said without hesitation.

His eyes searched hers. “You believe that I am who I say I am?”

“That you are Lord Fortescue? Of course, I do.”

The deep timber of his voice sounded sincere, but more than that, she’d never detected any sign of deceptiveness in his manner.

“Merci.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “I hate living under a cloud like this. I feel… helpless. Something I’m not used to.”

“You must be patient. Eustace has written to your sister—”

“It’s not that, for this will be settled in time. It’s a matter of trust.”

“If you could just see it from Eustace’s point of view, Guy—”

“Why should I?” he interjected. “Look around you at the state of this place.”

“I’m sure there’s a good reason for it.”

“You’re so loyal, Hetty.” He took her arm and turned back to the path.

They reached the grassy bank and gazed out over the lentic calm of gray water dotted with waterfowl. “Let’s not talk about it,” he said. “When I’m with you, I want to think of other things.”

“Like what?” She laughed. “The cost of bread?”

A wicked twinkle entered his eyes. “What lies ahead. And how much I like your laugh.”

Pleased, she shook her head at him. “I do declare you would flirt on your deathbed.” She recalled how close he’d come to it and put a hand to her mouth.

He took one step toward her and reached for her hand, rubbing his thumb along the underside of her wrist. “I don’t wish to dwell on death. I want to think of life and how much I enjoyed kissing you.”

“I think we should go back.”

“Why? You’re safe with me.”

Safe, he was the last thing from safe. His gaze rested on her mouth, and she took a gasp of air. “I thought we’d decided to put that in the past. You would not dare to kiss me again.”

His wicked smile warned her that he would. She seemed rooted to the spot as he traced the shell of her ear with a finger, moving down to outline her jaw. “I never turn down a dare.”

“Such rakish behavior is unforgivable, my lord.” She batted his hand away while fighting her own need. It was so hard to resist him.

“You have labeled me a rake, so I’m inclined to live up to your vision of me,” he mocked. She saw hurt in his eyes as he lowered his head toward her.

She stilled. “It’s a matter of trust. Didn’t you just say so yourself?”

Guy straightened and shook his head with a slow grin. “Oh, that is utterly unfair of you, clever, Hetty.”

He offered her his arm, and she took it. As they strolled back to the house, Hetty didn’t feel clever at all, just regretful that he hadn’t kissed her. But the closer they became, the more difficult it would be for her to face the fact he would never be hers. A baron must marry a titled lady, that was an undeniable truth.

Three weeks dragged by while it rained every day, Lady Kemble’s card party the only bright light on the social agenda. If one could call it that. Both Guy and Eustace sent their regrets, but Mrs. Illingworth attended, and her father’s courtship with the widow continued at a leisurely pace.

Bored and frustrated at not knowing what went on at Rosecroft Hall, Hetty turned her attention to the plight of The General. She found her father in his favorite chair in the library, sorting through his salmon fly hooks, his new copy of Thomas Best’s A Concise Treatise on the Art of Angling open on the desk.

“Father, we finally have a fine day. Would you like to accompany me on a ride this afternoon?” A ray of sunlight from the window fell on her father’s face, revealing the deep lines and puckers. She almost gasped. He was getting old. When had his brown hair turned sparse and white around his ears?

“Oh, I don’t think so, my dear.” He pushed his pince-nez up his nose and examined a fly more closely. “I’m most comfortable here.”

“Then may Simon accompany me riding your horse?”

“Must you? It looks like it might rain again.”

“Father, can you not find someone interested in purchasing The General? It is cruel to keep him.”

His eyebrows shot up. “My goodness, that’s a spirited request, my dear.”

“Forgive me, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but it worries me.”

“I suspect you are right. But it will take time. I promise to ride him this Sunday.”

“Why not this afternoon?”

He looked pained. “I heard talk yesterday in the village that a stranger has been seen lurking about.”

A warning bell sounded in Hetty’s mind. “A stranger? Where?”

“Mr. Thurston passed a shabbily dressed fellow on horseback riding along the road toward the village. The vicar saw him, too. He’s not putting up at the inn. And after that episode with the highwaymen, one can’t be too careful. Best we remain in our homes.”

Hetty climbed the stairs, her mind in a whirl. She walked around her bedchamber with prickles of unease on her nape. Could Guy’s life be in danger again?

She stripped off her gown and took her forest green wool habit from the clothespress. She must warn Guy. Although she detested defying her father when she’d promised never to do it again, desperate times required desperate measures. Her mare was too slow; she would have to ride The General.

Once on the road, The General lengthened his stride, and she was caught again by his grace and strength. He was far too good for her father’s Sunday rides. The sidesaddle was her one concession to propriety although she disliked it. The rain held off, and the horse covered the miles rapidly.

It was a revelation when The General trotted up the carriage drive at Rosecroft Hall. Workmen labored everywhere. They had begun the immense task of restoring the Hall to its former glory. Carpenters replaced rotting timber and stone masons worked to repair the stone walls while other workmen filled in potholes in the carriage drive. Gardeners moved over the landscape as they pruned, clipped hedges, and weeded, preparing the beds for spring. Hetty dismounted and handed the reins to a footman. She picked up the skirt of her habit and walked to the door where the huge entryway dwarfed the waiting butler.

“His lordship’s not here, Miss Cavendish,” Hammond said, in answer to her query. “He left a short time ago to ride to the village.”

“Is my godfather here?”

“He departed for London several days ago.”

“Thank you, Hammond. Please tell his lordship I called.”

She rode past the abandoned gatehouse, and once through the ornate wrought-iron gates, she reined in The General. It might have been one of the workers from a neighboring village that Mr. Thurston and the vicar had seen, for some employed up at the hall were new to the area. It would be sensible to go home before her father discovered her missing. She nudged The General’s flanks and headed in that direction. But as she approached the turnoff to Malforth Manor, some unexplainable instinct drew her on toward the village.

Hetty heard the rattle and jingle of a horse-drawn vehicle. Not wishing to meet with disapproval and fuel gossip, she rode into the shelter of the trees. She watched from her leafy hideaway as Mr. Gantry drove by in his curricle. She suspected he was on his way to visit her father. She hoped it would distract him for some time as the two liked to visit the farm and discuss livestock feed.

When she’d come within a few miles of the village, she pulled The General to a stop. A mere presentiment brought her here before she had time to consider her actions. Going off half-cocked, her father would say. And he would rightly be angry with her. A brisk, cool breeze had sprung up and rain clouds hovered overhead. She would turn back as soon as she came to the end of Sherradspark Wood. The fields and farmlands would offer few hiding places for highwaymen. By now, Guy would be in the village. Most likely enjoying a tankard of ale in the oak-beamed coachman’s parlor of the King’s Arms. He would laugh at her and accuse her of being fanciful. Well, she wouldn’t tell him.

When the road straightened out, she caught sight of a rider ahead. Guy, trotting his horse, safe and sound. Relief and embarrassment heated her face. He rode out of sight around another bend. She eased The General up, then turned his head for home before Guy saw her.

A pistol shot ricocheted through the quiet air.


Chapter Ten


The General reared as panic tightened Hetty’s throat. Settling the horse, she urged him into a gallop. “Go boy!”

The General obliged. They rounded the bend in minutes. Hetty gasped. Guy had dismounted. A man shoved a pistol into Guy’s back and pushed him into the trees.

For a moment, she debated whether to ride for help or follow them into the forest. There was no time. When she’d reached the spot where Guy and the highwayman had disappeared, she dismounted and looped the reins over a bush. She fought her way through the bushes and trees, the brambles snagging her habit. Broken twigs and trampled undergrowth marked the path the men had taken. The trail crunched under her boots. Their voices reached her, and she crept forward.

“Who sent you?” Guy demanded.

“None of yer business. ’Ere will do fine.”

Hetty crouched and parted the leaves of a rhododendron. Her blood chilled. In a clearing, the assailant raised a pistol and took aim at Guy.

Hetty screamed.

The gunman swiveled to stare in her direction.

Guy charged him, toppling him to the ground. The man’s shot went wild, spraying bark from a tree, as they rolled down a slope, locked together.

Hetty emerged from her hiding place, her chest tight with fear. She hesitated, unsure what to do next. Her clammy hands clenched into fists as she danced around them. They gained their feet. Guy saw her, and his eyes widened. Distracted, he failed to block the man’s fist. It connected with his chin with a resounding thwack. He reeled back with a curse. “Get out of here, Hetty!” he yelled.

The gun lay close to Hetty’s feet, but she had no means of reloading it. She snatched up a rock, ready to use it.

Guy returned the favor with a punch to the man’s solar plexus.

“Oomph!” The rogue staggered but managed to keep his feet. They cursed and gasped for breath as they circled each other, trading blows.

The rogue pulled a knife from his boot and swiped at Guy, missing him by a whisker. The momentum carried him forward, and he stumbled and fell over a log. Guy followed and kicked him in the knee. He fell with a yelp of pain. Hetty had to bite her lip not to cheer.

The man scrambled to his feet and darted forward again, slashing the knife across Guy’s chest. Guy dodged, but the blade caught him, slicing through his waistcoat. Guy managed to grab the assailant’s wrist and twisted.

With a groan, the rogue dropped the knife.

Hetty’s heart galloped. She was gasping as she edged closer. The attacker took note of her, and his eyes narrowed. He broke loose from Guy’s grip and snatched up the knife again.

“For God’s sake, run, Hetty!” Guy yelled as he darted away from the lethal blade. The rogue followed, slashing wildly at the air.

The attacker’s back was to her. She could stand no more, one false move and Guy would be dead. She rushed up behind the assailant and swung the rock at his head. It connected with an alarming thud. For a moment he stood still, then fell forward onto Guy, and they both went down.

Guy rolled the unconscious man off him as blood spilled onto the ground from a gash on the man’s pate. He climbed to his feet. “What if he’d killed me? He would have killed you, too,” he said with a growl.

She put her hands on her hips. “How ungrateful!”

Guy’s jaw clenched. “I would have bested him. You should not have intervened. Go home before you are missed!”

Hetty peered at the ruffian who lay on his back with his eyes closed, his narrow face pale as death. Her chest heaved in anguish. “Have I killed him?”

“No.”

“W-who is he?”

Guy picked up the pistol, then knelt and searched the man’s pockets. “He didn’t seem obliged to tell me.” He looked up. “How did you come to be here? Not following me, were you?”

“Well, how arrogant! As if I would. I was on an errand.”

He stood and examined a piece of paper he had taken from the pocket of the man’s grubby coat. He flicked her a quick glance. “Alone? And riding your father’s horse, I suppose.”

She raised her chin. “Yes.”

“And your father remains ignorant of the fact.”

“This is hardly the time…”

“I’ll bet when you were a child, you never refused a dare.”

“Well I…”

A muscle ticked in Guy’s clenched jaw. “Do you now see how dangerous it is to ride alone, Hetty? This could have ended quite differently.” He glanced at the fellow. “Once he had you in his power, he may not have killed you immediately.” His eyes pinned her in place, his meaning clear.

She shuddered. “Well, I don’t believe he was after me.”

He scowled at her. “A woman should not go about on her own when there are dangerous canailles about.”

“Canailles?”

Guy scrubbed his face with his hand. “You call them highwaymen.” His eyes narrowed. “But you are well aware of my meaning.”

Hetty put her hands on her hips. “I was the one who knocked him out, my lord.”

“That’s true, but I had it well in hand.”

“It didn’t look as if you did.”

“You distracted me.”

“Such ingratitude!”

“I didn’t want to kill him until I learned who hired him. I must get him into custody, preferably before he comes to. I am most grateful. And should be pleased to show you if I had time.”

Unsure what he meant by that, the possibilities made her heart leap. “Shall I go for help?”

He shook his head. “You cannot. There would be gossip for a month of Sundays.”

Anger robbed her of breath. “Surely you don’t care for such things.”

“I care for your sake.”

Hetty opened her mouth, then shut it again. “I do believe you are a man after my father’s heart,” she said finally.

His eyes widened. “How so?”

“You would keep a woman under your thumb safe from the world, because she is so helpless.”

“There is nothing helpless about you, Hetty. You are reckless! If that was your father’s intention, he has certainly made a poor job of it. But I don’t blame him. It must be exhausting.”

She clamped her lips down on a sharp retort and pointed to the prone man. He had not moved. She stepped closer.

“Are you sure he’s not dead?”

“Quite sure.”

“Can you reload his pistol? You can guard him while I fetch the parish constable.”

He gave a mirthless laugh as he stripped off the man’s belt. “You most certainly will not.” He fastened the belt around the man’s wrists. “That should hold him.” He dropped the man’s hands and straightened. “I’ll get him up onto his horse. And you must go home.”

As Guy dragged the man through the undergrowth, she grabbed the man’s feet in an effort to help. He was heftier than a sack of grain and reeked of rancid sweat, tobacco, and onions. She wanted to hold her nose.

With Guy doing most of the lifting, they hoisted him sideways over the saddle, his arms and legs dangling.

Guy gave her a leg up onto The General. The stallion danced around, unsettled by the other horses. Hetty spoke to him soothingly and patted his neck.

When The General quieted, Guy mounted his horse and, with a pull on the reins of the highwayman’s horse, he turned the animals toward the village.

“Did he try to rob you?” she called after him.

He turned back to her. “He didn’t get a chance, although I doubt that was his intention.”

She met his restless gaze. “Then what was? Have you no inkling why these people keep attacking you?”

“I will learn more when he wakes. Say nothing about this, Hetty.”

“You can trust me.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“Will you come and tell me more, tonight? Come late, after dinner.”

“Very well.”

She glanced again at the limp form, fearing she’d dealt him a deadly blow. “I hope he won’t die.”

“He’s in no danger of it.” Guy’s eyes flashed with anger. “It wouldn’t concern me too much if he did, as he did intend to murder me.”

“That’s all very well for you. You wouldn’t have been the one to have killed him.”

Guy gathered up the reins. “I promise you, I shan’t let him die. And I’ll resist killing him, myself.” He huffed out a heavy sigh. “It seems I am in your debt again. Thank you, Hetty. Now please, go home.”

She watched Guy ride away toward the village, the other horse and its comatose occupant trailing at the end of the rein. She didn’t wish him to be in her debt, but she was so happy he was alive that her heart soared. But her spirits soon plummeted when it occurred to her that the rogue had been hired to kill Guy. And whoever was behind it would no doubt try again.

Hetty rode The General home. Had Guy killed a man? He was not the consummate liar Eustace suspected him to be, but she sensed there was much more to Guy’s past than he was prepared to tell her. Had he fought with Bonaparte? Eustace was right to demand documented proof. And she hoped Guy would be able to provide it.

One thing she did know. Should Guy need her help again, she would give it, whether he liked it or not. Even if she saved him for Fanny or some other lady, she thought, as a lump formed in her throat.

Simon led The General away with a raise of his eyebrows, but he didn’t question her. The house was quiet when she entered. Hetty hurried up to her bedchamber. She washed and changed into a house gown, praying she hadn’t been missed.

Her father was at his desk in the library. He gave her a sharp look. “Ah, my dear. I had a visitor, Mr. Gantry. We’ve been visiting the farm. I sent word for you to join us for tea, but the maids couldn’t find you. Where have you been?”

“I went out for some fresh air.”

He frowned. “On foot?”

“No, I rode, Father.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

He rose from his chair and came around the desk to take her hands. “I am surprised and shocked, Horatia. Without my knowledge and with highwaymen about? You are far too reckless.”

Accused of recklessness twice in one day cut deep. Her chest squeezed at the disappointment in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Papa. I am…stifled here sometimes.”

He studied her. “Stifled, eh?”

She had reached a stage where she couldn’t dissemble, not even to spare him. “Yes.”

“That’s not good, Horatia. Not good at all.”

Relieved that he didn’t ask her which horse she’d ridden, she placed a hand on his arm. “I should not have gone out alone, Papa. I am sorry. I won’t do it again.”

He straightened his back, appearing more like the figure of authority he’d once been commanding his troops. “Raising a daughter is not easy for a man to do alone. But I’ve done my best. I’m hurt that you’ve kept your concerns from me.”

“I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you,” she whispered, as her eyes filled with tears.

He chucked her under the chin. “There now, don’t cry.” He smiled. “We all make mistakes, my dear. We shall speak no more about it.” He returned to his desk. “Oh, by the way, Mr. Oakley called. He left some vegetables with Cook.”

“How good of him. I’m sure they’re splendid.”

“I had planned to play faro at Mr. Broadbent’s this evening, but I’ve half a mind not to go. I should stay and keep you company. The skies threaten rain.”

“I am perfectly content to spend the evening with a book.”

“Are you? Then I suppose I’d best not let Mr. Broadbent down. Are you sure you won’t be bored here on your own?”

“No of course not, Papa.” A deep sense of shame lowered her spirits. She was neither a dutiful daughter, nor was she honest.

Her father left after dinner in the curricle. When he’d turned down the lane, Hetty lit a lantern and slipped out to the stables. A light rain was falling. Familiar stable smells, warm hay, manure, and the sounds of horses snuffling in their boxes greeted her as she slipped inside. She pulled her cloak close, her nerves on edge. It had been a frightful day and she’d never hurt a living soul before. Her anguish faded to be replaced by a heady sense of expectation. The memory of Guy lying in the hay smiling up at her in that rakish way he had, his mouth on hers, made her want to throw all caution to the winds. Hooves rang on the gravel drive. With a deep breath, she hurried to the doorway.

Guy appeared through the misty rain and dismounted. He led his horse inside, his shoulders slumped with weariness.

She was immediately contrite. “Papa has gone out. Come into the house and sit by the fire.”

“What about the servants? I don’t wish to compromise you.”

“Don’t be so stuffy. Come to the front door. I want to hear what happened.”

He glared at her, his eyes bloodshot, but didn’t resist.

An unmarried lady receiving a gentleman alone at night showed a sad lack of propriety to heap on top of her recent misdemeanors. She was glad of her loyal servants, but she couldn’t make herself care about etiquette. Not when it was a matter of life and death.

The maid answered the door and showed him into the library where Hetty waited. It was cozy with the walls lined with bookshelves and the fire lit. A reassuring smell of pipe smoke mingled with that of old tomes. Guy poured their drinks and settled with her on the leather chesterfield.

Hetty allowed her fears to ease as she sipped a glass of sherry and watched Guy nurse a brandy. Guy wore a drab green coat, but his linen was fresh and white against his olive skin. He looked worried. He seemed more vulnerable tonight, which made him even more attractive.

He turned the glass in his hands, watching the crystal catch the candlelight. “I found a map in the man’s pocket. It detailed the roads surrounding Rosecroft Hall, in relation to Sherrardspark Wood. The spot was marked where he held me up. The ruffian recovered his senses but has refused thus far to say who hired him. I’m at a loss. The one person who benefits by my death is Eustace. No one else. But I’m not about to accuse him of it. Yet.”

Hetty gasped. “I simply can’t believe it of him. He doubts you are the real Baron Fortescue.”

“He takes so much laudanum he’s incoherent.”

“He’s in pain.”

“He’s become dependent upon it.”

“Oh!” She had feared it herself.

“When the highwaymen attacked me on my way down from London, I lost my portmanteau. It contained all my important papers plus a letter from my father with his seal.”

“Have you looked for it?”

“Bien sûr! I search every day.”

“Perhaps I can…”

“No, you cannot!”

“There’s no need to snap my head off.” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I can’t anyway, I promised Papa I wouldn’t go out riding alone again.”

Guy’s eyes widened. “He knows?”

“Yes.”

“That you ride his horse while dressed in a man’s clothes?”

She flushed. “No. But I won’t do that again.” She wasn’t sure it would be good for her father’s health to hear it. “What will you do?”

“Continue to search for my bag for a few days. Then I’ll go to my solicitor in London. Once that’s done, I’ll pay Eustace a visit.”

“Why?”

“To inform him of my new will, which disinherits him from all unentailed properties. I shall also tell him of my plan to marry.” He frowned. “But I must find those papers.”

“I’m sure you will have no trouble selecting a suitable bride. You are, for the most part, perfectly acceptable.”

“For the most part?” He cocked a dark eyebrow.

“You are attractive, undoubtedly. And a nobleman…”

He gave a cautious laugh. “I seem to detect a ‘but’ in there somewhere. Unless my English…”

“Don’t fudge,” she scoffed, looking at her hands. “Your understanding of English is excellent.”

He took her chin in his big hand and forced her to meet his gaze. “Then what?”

She shivered at his touch and tried to ignore the way her breath quickened. Annoyed, she pulled away from him. “Your wife must be prepared to obey her master in all matters. Entertain and embroider and keep the hearth fires burning while you hunt and shoot and visit your club in London or a mistress…”

His blue gaze heated, and he gripped her shoulders hard, making her wince, more from his closeness than discomfort. “Mon dieu, but you are a tease, Hetty!”

She wriggled out of his grasp. “Fanny Kemble is an excellent choice. She is very sweet-natured. Could it be Fanny?”

“Fanny? Where did that harebrained idea come from?”

“You flirt with Fanny every time you’re in her company.”

“Flirt? I? What about you and that beanpole Oakley!”

“You are not exactly short yourself, my lord.” Beanpole described tall thin Frederick, perfectly, and she stifled a giggle. “Frederick called today while I was out,” she said coolly. “He has asked me to marry him.”

“He has? Impudent man.” His eyes narrowed.

“Papa approves of him.”

He gave a derisive laugh. “Since when do you rush to obey your father?”

She firmed her lips. “I have refused Mr. Oakley.”

“That was kind. You would exhaust the fellow within the first year.”

“I don’t believe I would. In fact, I might reconsider. You are behaving like a boor, my lord.”

“It is Oakley who would bore you to death.”

She could say nothing to that, for she feared it was true.

He took her hands. “Let’s not quarrel, Hetty.” His eyes softened. “You might do more to help me.”

“How?”

“As you know, I’m not yet able to marry. I have need of a fiancée, however. It will give Eustace something to think about. He is very fond of you. Would you agree? It would be only for a period until all this is settled.”

She stared at him. “A faux betrothal? What would my father say?”

“I shan’t ask you to lie to him. Again,” he added, making her frown. “But he needn’t be told the precise truth just now. You want to go to London, no? This offers you a good reason to visit your aunt. You won’t remain bound to me, and should something happen, well… you are free.”

“Nothing must happen. Guy you will be careful? London is a dangerous place.”

He grinned. “The countryside isn’t so safe.”

“Digswell is usually.” A faux engagement was deceitful, but he was right. For Eustace to learn her happiness depended on Guy would give him pause, should he be behind this. She pushed the thought away, ashamed at her disloyalty. Her father would at last agree to a season with her aunt. As Guy’s fiancée, she would have the freedom to discover all those things in London that called to her. Her eyes met his and she nodded. This must be kept on a business footing. She must guard her heart.

“No kissing,” she said, determined to make it clear before she weakened. “A business arrangement.”

“If that is your wish,” Guy said, and his smile widened.

“I must have your word, Guy,” she demanded.

“You have my word.” He cast her a hurt glance she didn’t trust. “No lovemaking unless you desire it.”

She wasn’t sure she liked the way he phrased it. It sounded like a challenge. She shrugged it off as excitement gripped her. London. “Very well.”

“You agree?”

“Yes.”

“Bon.” He kissed her hand and jumped up. “I thank you with all of my heart. Now I must go. I will return to ask your father tomorrow.”

“Ask my father?” She clearly hadn’t thought it through. It all became very real.

Oh dear.


Chapter Eleven


After her father enthusiastically embraced the engagement, Hetty was left to struggle with guilt. Not so for Guy. Closeted in the library with her father, the two discussed her dowry and the marriage settlement. That done, he and her father shared a joke while discussing salmon fishing and farm practices. A good deal of bonhomie and laughter floated out the door along with the smoke.

Guy emerged at last and told her of his intention to continue his daily search for his portmanteau. Whether he found it or not, he would leave for London two days hence. This time he would travel by coach with a footman riding shotgun. Hetty would see him again when she arrived at her aunt’s the following week. He smiled down at her as they said their goodbyes at the front door.

“You needn’t be quite so pleased.” She wanted him to suffer at least a twinge of guilt.

His lips curled up at the corners. She took a steadying breath. He was not her true beau, and she must never forget it.

“Goodbye, fair Hetty.” He bent his head and dropped a feather-light kiss close to the corner of her mouth as she turned her head away. “I’ll count the days until we meet in London.”

Hetty glowered at him. He’d come close to breaking the rules of their agreement already. “You will stay with Eustace in Mayfair?”

“I am invited to put up with a friend, Lord Strathairn, as my townhouse is to be sold.”

“You might improve things between you, should you stay with him.”

His eyes clouded. “I don’t believe Eustace and I shall ever be friends. Even if he is innocent, he has doubted me from the first.”

“But, Guy…”

His dark eyebrows slammed together. “I expected to be given the benefit of the doubt. You gave it, the people of Digswell have given it. Why not he?” She opened her mouth to argue in Eustace’s defense, but he placed a finger to her lips. “Hetty, I suspect as a wife you will give a man little peace.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we aren’t to marry, do you not agree?” she fired back incensed. She’d been trying to repair the rift, but maybe Guy was right. He and Eustace would never be friends.

“Mmm?” He gave her that annoyingly inscrutable look he adopted at times.

She considered it prudent to change the topic of conversation. “I wish you luck in your search. It will put paid to this uncertainty.”

When he took her hand and stroked the inside of her wrist, she could feel the fast beat of her pulse.

“I’ll have to see about a ring.”

She withdrew her hand. “There’s no need for that,” she said breathlessly. “I mean, I understood it was to be just a matter of days and made known only to Papa and Eustace. Then we can end it discreetly.”

“And leave you living with your aunt?”

“Yes.”

He frowned. “It must appear real. And remain in place until everything has been set to rights.”

Disconcerted, she tried to discern his thoughts. “But how long might that take?”

“Until my sister arrives. Unless I find my portmanteau before I leave for London.” He tilted his head. “Doesn’t a season in London appeal to you?”

“Oh, it does,” she said, excitement creeping into her voice. “London offers so much. My aunt’s poetry readings most particularly.”

He firmed his lips. “Poetry is well and good, but it pales beside life experience, Hetty.”

“And real life sometimes pales beside poetry,” she said coolly. He could be so annoying at times.

He arched an eyebrow. “That would depend on what one experienced. And with whom.”

Her cheeks heated. “Miss Fanny is in London. You might call on her. I shall give you her address.”

“I would be pleased to,” he said. “I like Miss Fanny.”

Hetty watched him ride away. London and its charms awaited her, with the promise of a visit to the museum and the Tower, art galleries and literary soirees, plays and the opera. The prospect should thrill her. Instead, she turned away troubled. She doubted they could extricate themselves from this fine mess without someone being hurt. She prayed it wouldn’t be Guy’s reputation, for a broken engagement was frowned upon, but it was more likely to be her heart.

Two weeks later, in Aunt Emily’s townhouse parlor, her aunt expressed her enthusiasm to at last have Hetty stay for a whole season. And how utterly thrilled she was at the news of the engagement. “A baron no less,” she said for the fifth time. “The aristocracy don’t generally marry gentry unless there’s money involved. It’s always a matter of finance. And surely the baron doesn’t need to fill his coffers?”

“I don’t believe so, aunt.”

“Well. Then. Fancy.” Her aunt fell silent.

Unable to continue weaving a web of lies, Hetty fell silent.

Aunt Emily wandered over to her desk. She picked up a pen and prodded her topknot with the end while studying the papers on the desktop. “This morning in anticipation of your visit, I penned a short verse in iambic pentameter. An Ode to Spring. Would you care to read it?” She held it out to her.

Hetty put down her teacup. Having just arrived, stiff and weary, and consumed with exhilaration at the sight of the big, bustling city, she’d never felt so little enthusiasm for rhyme. But she took the proffered page and read it.

“It’s wonderful, Aunt Emily. I love the way you’ve rhymed ‘tree’, with ‘free’ and linked ‘spring’ with ‘wing’. There is a deep sense of freedom when spring first sends up those green shoots after a long winter,” she said warmly, when she’d finished, although she found it too flowery for her taste. Somehow, the idea of spending her days penning verse had lost its attraction, although she was sure it would return, after the excitement of being here had died down. She wondered again why Aunt Emily had never married. Might the loss of a lover be the cause of filling her life with poetry, literature, and art? She must find a tactful way to ask her. Eustace had hinted at a mysterious man in her aunt’s past, but he’d been hazy on the details and her father had never mentioned it.

Her aunt tucked the poem into a book. “Stand up, Hetty, and turn around. Let me have a look at you.”

Hetty obligingly stood and completed a slow turn, drawing a frown from Aunt Emily. “Your dress is woefully outmoded. That shade of green was seasons ago. And sleeves are fuller this year.”

Her aunt’s interest in fashion was surprising because it seemed so out of character. “Papa has been economizing. And there’s not much of a choice of fabrics in Digswell. And if I order a gown from a catalogue, it’s not always a good fit.”

“My brother, dear as he is to me, is entirely too parsimonious.” She tsked. “For goodness’ sake, you are about to marry into the aristocracy.” She crossed the room to sort through a stack of magazines. “The sooner we do something about your wardrobe, the better.”

Her aunt selected a copy of the La Belle Assemblee magazine. She handed it Hetty. “This has just arrived. See what appeals. We shall require a French modiste. Paris fashion has taken London by storm this year.”

Hetty guiltily admired the elegant gowns featured on every page. Might she have an outfit like one of these? Perhaps two would be more practical. She would get years of wear out of them in Digswell. She was struck by a ball gown with a stiff, ruffled collar. Extremely tall ostrich feathers decorated the lady’s headdress. “I do like this.”

Her aunt looked at the page. “Mm? One must not go overboard, perhaps.”

“What about this sea green turban?”

“We shall discuss it with the dressmaker. She will know what is suitable for every occasion. Fortunately, you have an excellent figure.” Aunt Emily pulled the bell to summon a servant. “You must tell me everything. I cannot wait to hear how this engagement came about.”

Hetty bent her head to hide her hot cheeks. “It happened quite fast, Aunt. Lord Fortescue finds himself in need of a fiancée.”

Her aunt sighed. “It’s not a love match?”

“More of a business arrangement.”

“But, you said he wasn’t in need of money.” Aunt Emily’s eyes widened. “If that were the case, Lord Fortescue would choose a lord’s daughter.”

“Yes, but it’s a matter of urgency.”

Her aunt’s eyes became owlish. “Urgency? I don’t understand, dear. Then what? Is he seriously ill?” Her face took on a tragic cast. “Surely you aren’t to be a young widow?”

Hetty twisted her handkerchief. She couldn’t produce a convincing lie to save her life, and her aunt’s understanding seemed a good deal sharper than her father’s. Or were men just easier to fool?

“Hetty?” Aunt Emily’s voice lowered accusingly. “There is a story here. I wish to learn it.” She sat down and folded her arms. “Tell all, if you please.”

Hetty sipped a glass of water. Her throat was horribly dry. She’d been pleading her case for over an hour. A study of her aunt’s face revealed there was still more to be said. “You have made a very bad mistake, indulging him in this, my dear. Your father has been remiss, but men… well, they have little commonsense.”

“But, Aunt…”

Her aunt held up a hand. “What will occur when the engagement ends? Tell me that.”

“I’ll return home.” To live with my dreams. She would become an oddity in Digswell she supposed. A whiff of scandal would follow her about, which might help make her poetry more popular.

“It must be something from the baron’s past,” her aunt said with conviction. “I don’t know him well, but I can’t believe Mr. Fennimore capable of such a thing.” She shook her head. “I understand your need to protect this man, but I can’t see that it should be you. It’s not wise.” Her brows drew together. “If your father knew the truth—”

“Oh, please don’t tell him, Aunt. I promise to when it’s at an end. I doubt it will be for very long, and I don’t want Papa upset unnecessarily. I have gained a good deal from this. After all, I’m here with you in London.”

“I’ve a good mind to speak to this Lord Fortescue. He has placed you in an invidious position.”

The maid appeared at the door and held out a calling card. “You have a visitor, Miss Emily.”

“Now who might this be?” Aunt Emily said crossly. “I want to talk you out of this silly…” She read the card and looked up. “Just the man I wish to see. Send him in, Sarah.”

Guy entered the room, tall and imposing, a silver-topped cane tucked beneath his arm as he removed gray gloves. He was dressed immaculately in fitted buff trousers, a dark blue superfine coat and spotless linen, a gold fob looped over his embroidered silk waistcoat.

Hetty’s heart fluttered. He looked elegant, poised, and heart-wrenchingly handsome. Aunt Emily thought so, too. She curtsied and bid him welcome in a breathy voice.

“Delighted, Miss Cavendish.” Guy bowed. “Your niece has told me of your celebrated literary soirees. I have looked forward to meeting you and hope to be invited to attend when next you have one.”

Hetty stood, clenched her hands, and waited for her aunt to inform him that the engagement must be at an end.

Guy’s gaze swept Hetty with unveiled appreciation. “You appear to be in excellent health, Miss Cavendish. I trust you had a pleasant and uneventful trip?”

“I did, thank you.” Hetty was struck by how different he seemed. Back in Digswell he was undoubtedly handsome, but here he appeared so much more commanding and like the lord of the realm he was. Her aunt obviously thought so, too. Hetty fell silent, tamping down her impatience to ask him the latest news.

Aunt Emily smiled. “Please do sit, my lord. Would you care for a libation?”.

“Nothing to drink, thank you.” He removed a small box from his pocket. “I wonder if I might be permitted a moment alone with Miss Cavendish?”

Hetty’s gaze flew to her aunt, who was eyeing the jeweler’s box. “Certainly, my lord.” Amazed and relieved, she watched as her aunt gathered up her shawl and glasses and hurried from the room.

She turned to Guy. “Did you find your portmanteau?”

He shook his head.

“Oh. I’m sorry. You’ve been to your solicitor?”

“I just came from Lincoln’s Inn. A codicil is to be added to the will. I plan to see Eustace this afternoon.”

“But without your papers, it has no relevance.”

“It may force his hand.”

“Does that mean you might be in more danger?”

“We shall see. I’m prepared for it, in any case.”

She gazed doubtfully at him as Guy flipped open the satin-lined box.

Hetty dropped her gaze to the diamond ring. A veritable sunburst of light. She gasped. “It’s beautiful.”

Guy reached for her hand.

“I don’t suppose I could accompany you to see Eustace?”

“No, you may not.” Hetty’s hand trembled in his. A frisson of excitement bubbled up inside her when he slipped the ring on her finger. Her attempts to remind herself their engagement was not real didn’t seem to help. “It’s beautiful. It fits so perfectly.”

He nodded, pleased. “Good, then I guessed the size correctly.”

“How clever of you.” She turned her hand to admire the rose-cut diamond set in a cluster of smaller emeralds which was only on loan to her.

“A kiss to seal the arrangement.” Leaning close, Guy framed her face in his big hands. Before she could object, his mouth covered hers and her senses swam.

When he drew away, she was about to rebuke him, but remembered her aunt, lurking, no doubt, somewhere outside the door. He ran a finger over her bottom lip, and she shook her head at him.

He smiled. “Do you like what you’ve seen of London?”

“You hadn’t told me how busy, smoky, noisy, and smelly it is. Someone is always rapping on the door to offer to fix one’s chairs or sharpen one’s knives. And night is only a little better with the town crier tolling the hour and carts and night carriages passing the door.” She smiled. “But I still can’t wait to see more of it.”

He laughed. “You shall.”

With a discreet cough, Aunt Emily entered the room.

“Would you like to see the ring, Aunt?” Hetty held out her hand.

Aunt Emily nodded her approval. “How tasteful.”

“Can I persuade you both to accompany me to the Theatre Royal tomorrow evening?”

Hetty’s heart leapt. The theatre! How thrilling, she glanced uncertainly at her aunt.

She needn’t have worried; her aunt’s eyes held an excited gleam. “We shall be delighted, my lord. Mr. Edmund Keane performs King Lear. Everyone talks of it. How fortunate that you have obtained seats.”

“Most fortunate,” Guy said. “A friend, Lord Strathairn, has invited us to join him in his box.”

“Indeed.” A pink flush crept over Aunt Emily’s cheeks, and she put her hand to the locket at her throat.

Guy bowed. “Until tomorrow, then.”

Aunt Emily looked pensive when the door closed behind Guy. Then she came to life, clapping her hands. “We must prepare, my dear. Such an evening awaits us!”

Hetty held up her hand to admire her ring as she followed her aunt upstairs. She was surprised and relieved that her aunt seemed to have changed her mind. Why she had was a mystery, but Hetty hoped it would continue for the length of the engagement. However long that would be. She’d given her word to Guy and would not break it.

On Friday evening, Hetty entered Guy’s carriage wearing her sprigged muslin beneath her aunt’s Spitalfield’s velvet evening cloak of rose pink shot through with gold. Her aunt wore purple. Gas lamps lighted their way through the streets. Covent Garden was ablaze, the crowd a fascinating mix, from strolling prostitutes to flower sellers to the most admired members of the ton. In the theatre foyer, Guy introduced her aunt and Hetty to the Earl of Strathairn, a handsome, fair-haired man, and his two sisters, the married Lady Eleanor Fitzherbert, and the younger Lady Georgina Haldane, a vivacious brunette not long out of the schoolroom. Hetty envied the young woman’s blush pink gown embroidered with rosebuds, so delicate a fabric it seemed to float around her. “So, you’re the one who has snatched Lord Fortescue from under our very noses,” Lady Georgina said.

“Georgina!” Lady Eleanor chided with an embarrassed laugh. Lady Eleanor, more subdued in saffron silk, was older than her sister by some years and looked more like her brother in appearance. “Welcome to London, Miss Cavendish. You must forgive my sister. Georgina has yet to learn to curb her tongue.”

“Yes, Georgina, do apologize.” Lord Strathairn frowned. “You have offended Miss Cavendish.”

“Oh no, she hasn’t at all.” Hetty smiled warmly at the elegant brother and his two sisters. “I can but hope you’ll forgive me, Lady Georgina.”

Guy laughed. “Do not be harsh with Lady Georgina, John. She has become my stalwart friend, assisting me in all manner of English ways, of which I confess to ignorance.”

They ascended the crimson velvet-covered stairs to the row of gilt-embossed doors and entered the box. Settled on gilt-legged chairs upholstered in the same crimson velvet, coffee was brought. A din rose up from the seats below. In the boxes opposite, people gossiped and waved.

Hetty leaned forward in her chair as the curtain rose on King Lear’s palace. The audience didn’t cease in their chatter, and many still roamed about when Edmund Kean appeared. Applause broke out. She turned to Guy and found his eyes on her. “Isn’t this exciting?” she whispered.

“Life is exciting, Hetty. If you give yourself up to it.”

Hetty frowned. Sometimes, Guy was like a picture puzzle. She couldn’t fit all the pieces together. There was so much about him she didn’t know. She’d entered this engagement foolishly, the prospect of a season in London tantalizing her so much she’d snatched at it, without thought. What did he really want with her? He was entirely too good at playing the lover. And there was the question of who wished him dead. Poor Eustace seemed incapable of it.

Had evil followed Guy to Digswell from abroad? She turned back to the stage to follow the play. But when the actor’s monologue was drowned out by the audience, her thoughts returned to the man beside her. She must try to think clearly, but he was so annoyingly distracting it was like trying to rise out of deep water.

The box emptied at intermission when everyone other than Guy abandoned it to speak to friends. After Hetty’s aunt excused herself to go to the withdrawing room, Guy leaned close, seemingly oblivious to the curious gazes around them. “I called on Eustace yesterday.”

She studied his face. “How was he?”

“Well enough. When I explained the change to the will to him, he accepted it without rancor. In fact, he seemed disinterested.”

She widened her eyes. “He offered no comment?”

“Merely expressed delight at our engagement. He said he understood that I was concerned for you. But as my wife, should I die before you, without proof of my birth, any legal document would be worthless.”

“Oh,” she said in a small voice. “How frustrating.”

“I am a patient man, Hetty,” he said. A muscle ticked in his cheek, belying his words. “I expect a reply from my sister any day.”

“You will be careful, won’t you, Guy?”

He smiled. “May I take you out for a drive on Sunday? I’m keen to show you more of London.”

Pleased with the idea of seeing him again so soon, she glanced uneasily toward the door of the box, unsure of her aunt’s reaction. “If my aunt agrees.”

“As an engaged couple, I should think a carriage ride to Hyde Park would be acceptable. It’s hardly clandestine. At three o’clock? We will be too early for most of the ton, but there are always riders exercising their horses and ladies promenading in the park.”

Lord Strathairn entered with his sisters. He took the seat beside Hetty. “Do you enjoy the play, Miss Cavendish?”

“It’s excellent, my lord. Mr. Keane is spellbinding.”

“I’ve always found him rather overrated.”

“Oh, surely not. He’s slight in stature, but he portrays the character with such force.”

He nodded before turning back to answer a question Lady Eleanor had put to him.

Hetty clutched her fan. She could find no fault with his manners, but Lord Strathairn’s eyes were a steely gray. And she sensed that his thorough scrutiny of her was almost a habit and came from considerable experience.


Chapter Twelve


Guy accompanied John in his quest for a high stakes card game on Saturday evening. They entered a private house which was a gaming hell run by Lord Bromehurst. Guy did not share John’s interest, but as the earl’s houseguest, he was happy to keep him company. He drew the line at courtesans and opera dancers, however. John accepted it good-naturedly but expressed surprise. After all, Guy wasn’t married yet.

Guy was somewhat surprised himself. There was a time when he would have enjoyed such women’s company. His life was in such a state of flux, he had no intention of complicating it with courtesans. And the image of Hetty’s sweet face seemed to get in the way. He had no idea what was in store for him, but he needed her in his life. And that meant dealing as honestly with her as he could while withholding anything that might encourage her to leap to his defense. While he admired her loyalty and bravery, he wasn’t going to allow her to become his comrade-in-arms.

He followed John through the elegantly furnished rooms where a myriad of candles clustered on polished tables and a pair of fine Italian crystal chandeliers shone down. As they observed the play at the hazard, loo, and faro tables, ladies roamed the rooms in their evening gowns sipping champagne.

Strains of Handel swirled above the hubbub from a small orchestra as couples strolled to and from the adjoining supper room.

A dark-haired lady approached. “You are Baron Fortescue, no?”

Guy bowed. “Forgive me, I haven’t had the pleasure.”

The Frenchwoman gave him a flirtatious look and fluttered her fan beneath dancing dark eyes. She spoke to him in French. “Countess Forney, Lord Fortescue. My husband, Count Forney, wishes a word with you.” She took a card from her gold beaded reticule and held it out to him. “Would next Monday at twelve o’clock be suitable?”

“I don’t believe I know your husband, Countess.”

“That is true, but he knows of you, my lord.”

Guy bowed. “Merci.” He ran his thumb over the engraved lettering, considering whether to call on the Frenchman. Then he tucked the card into his pocket as she moved away.

John placed his hand on Guy’s arm. “It would be wise not to further the friendship with either Forney or his wife.”

“Can you tell me why I shouldn’t?”

John cocked a brow. “The count is mixed up in bad company.”

“I’m sure you offer good advice, John,” Guy said, but his curiosity was piqued. “Forney most likely seeks the company of another Frenchman.”

John looked back at the lovely woman who strolled about the tables dressed in a revealing gown. A pink garter at her knee showed through the embroidered cloth. “Perhaps it’s his wife who is interested to see more of you.”

Guy followed John’s gaze. Countess Forney countered with a knowing smile and placed a gloved hand to her throat, drawing attention to her shockingly low décolletage. Her bodice skimmed her nipples and the rounded globes of her breasts shimmered pearly white in the candlelight.

Guy nodded to her. “Shall we move on, John?”

They entered the inner chamber, the air stuffy with beeswax, the rancid sweat of excitement and possibly fear. In this room, the players spoke little, and the atmosphere fairly crackled with expectation.

“Fortunes can be won and lost in one night,” John said in an undertone. “Large estates signed away.”

“What is this game they play?” Guy asked.

“Twenty-One. Each player tries to beat the dealer by having two or more cards equaling twenty-one or better than the dealer’s hand without exceeding twenty-one.”

“Vingt-et-un. Played in France.”

“Care to join in?” John’s voice was soft, but his eyes glowed with interest.

“Not I.” Guy had no need for such excitement. “I prefer to control how I spend my money.”

“You’re a conservative fellow,” John said, with a grin. “Might we see you in the House?”

“When my life has settled down.” Guy was keen to involve himself in the state of the country and the people who relied upon him. At the green baize table, his attention was caught by a man leaning forward to place his bet. The candlelight brightened his rusty hair. Misgivings stirred Guy’s gut.

He walked over to the table. “Good evening, Eustace.”

Eustace slumped back in his chair, his eyes dull. A glass of whiskey at his elbow, he held the cards in a loose grasp. “Guy?” Losing the hand, he threw the cards down and pushed back his chair.

“Eustace, I don’t believe you know Lord Strathairn. My lord, this is my relative, Mr. Fennimore.”

Leaning on his cane, Eustace swayed into a bow, in danger of toppling. “How d’you do?” His gaze returned to Guy. “You’ve saved me the task of sending you an invitation. I’m holding a dinner party in a sennight. I should like you and Horatia to come.”

“We shall be pleased to.”

Eustace left the table and tottered toward the front door.

“You seem a trifle under the weather,” Guy said. “May I accompany you home?”

“Thank you, Guy. I’m done here.” Eustace shrugged. “Pockets to let, old fellow.”

Guy raised his eyebrows at John. “Forgive me, but I must leave you.”

Strathairn nodded. “Watch your back then, my friend. I shall take Mr. Fennimore’s place at the table.”

It had rained, and mist curled around the buildings. The narrow lane was lit only from the lights shining down from a few buildings, and no sign of a hackney.

“Best we walk to the corner. Footpads wait for those with plump pockets in this dark place,” Eustace murmured.

Guy offered his arm after Eustace stumbled over the slick cobbles.

They reached the lamp-lit main thoroughfare. Moments later, a hackney swung around the corner. Guy hailed it and helped Eustace inside. He leapt in to join him.

“I am pleased about the marriage.” Eustace lay back against the squabs and closed his eyes. “I am very fond of my goddaughter. She has a good deal of resolve, and it’s been a bone of contention between her father and me that he’s kept her in the country.”

Eustace eased himself into a corner, folded his arms and began to snore.

The hackney rocked through Pall Mall. Guy stroked his tight jaw as suspicion took root.
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Hetty stood on a stool while the voluble French modiste, Madame Bernard, draped and pinned materials around her while all the time arguing with Aunt Emily.

“While my niece is past the age of a debutante and may wear color, it must be subtle. Peach, primrose, pale pink, and apple green will suit,” her aunt said testily after the modiste suggested eau-de-nil and tangerine.

“This bolt of silver net is pretty,” Hetty remarked with a wistful smile, when she was able to get a word in.

“Non! Frost will not suit your complexion!” Madame Bernard cried, taking down a bolt of primrose sprigged muslin from the shelf.

Aunt Emily shook her head vigorously. “Madame is quite correct! You have golden tones to your skin, Hetty.”

Hetty sighed, at least they agreed about something. “Ouch!” She flinched as one of Madame’s pins found her derriere. It was going to be a very long morning.

Several hours later, Hetty followed her aunt into the house. While Aunt Emily spoke to the cook about luncheon, Hetty wandered into the bookroom. On a shelf was a likeness in a small silver frame of a young man with a pleasant open countenance and light-colored hair. Her aunt came to the door. “What do you have there?”

Afraid she was intruding, Hetty swung around, the likeness in her hand. “Who is this?”

Aunt Emily took it from her and gazed at the likeness fondly. “That was my betrothed, Robert Falkner. He was a naval officer. He died at sea.”

So, what she’d heard was true. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Aunt.”

“I was eighteen.” Aunt Emily smiled mistily. “A long time ago now. I did wish…”

“What, Aunt?”

“That I’d defied convention and been with him before he went to sea. I would like to have more precious memories of him than the few I have.” Her aunt replaced the image.

She kissed Aunt’s cheek fondly, rendered silent by the sadness and regret in her eyes.

When Guy arrived, Hetty was happy to see him as always, but today his big, unruffled presence so soothed her soul she wanted to throw herself into his arms.

Dressed in a multi-caped greatcoat, a black hat at a jaunty angle on his dark hair, he assisted her into Lord Strathairn’s phaeton. The magnificent matched pair of chestnuts stamped their hooves, impatient to be gone.

“Has something happened?” Guy asked, when he’d told the horses to walk on. “You’re unusually quiet today.”

Hetty opened her new frilly parasol. Her aunt’s romance was too personal to discuss with him. “Between the modiste and my aunt, I’ve been pummeled to death,” she said. “They could not agree on anything, and I shan’t have the gowns I wished for.”

Guy laughed as he skillfully executed a three-point-turn in King Street. “Never mind, Hetty. You shall have your pick of fine dresses one day.”

“I don’t know about that, but I would like to wear them while I’m still young enough to enjoy them.”

“I trust an evening gown was ordered?”

“Yes. Why?”

“We have received some invitations.”

“Oh?” Her heart thudded.

“Lord Strathairn’s married sister is holding a soiree this Friday. And Eustace plans a dinner party the following week.”

After dealing with feelings of inadequacy brought on by the thought of an elegant soiree, she turned to study him. “And you accepted his invitation?”

“I did.”

“Why the change of heart?”

“I consider it to be judicious. I need to learn more about Eustace.”

“You may even get to like him.” She gripped the handle of the lemon-colored parasol as excitement threaded through her. “That’s less than a week. I don’t expect my gown to be ready by then.” She frowned. “I shall have to wear my old one.”

“Perhaps if the dressmaker is offered an inducement?”

“I can’t ask that of Papa. I doubt he can afford it, and he’s already been most generous.” Unusually so, she thought.

Guy’s brows met in a puzzled frown. “I understood your father to be comfortably off. Your dowry is most generous.”

Hetty had not queried the amount, afraid she would embarrass her father. “Is it?”

“He didn’t advise you of it?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t see that it should be kept secret. It’s twenty thousand pounds.”

Hetty’s mouth dropped open. Poor father! It must be every penny he had in the world. A good thing perhaps that he’d never have to pay it.

“I’d be happy to pay for your gown.”

“No, Guy, I won’t let you.”

“And why not? As your fiancé…”

“But you aren’t. I mean, not really.”

“To all intents and purposes, I am.”

“I shall never be able to repay you.”

He gave her a quick look, his expression warm, before returning to watch the road. “How am I ever to repay you for saving my life?”

There he goes again! Hetty wasn’t sure why she found his gratitude so disconcerting. Was that all he felt for her? “It was nothing, really.”

“Well, that’s all very well for you,” he said with a grin. “But I happen to value my life.”

They joined a line of carriages and traveled down the South Carriage Drive. Hetty became engrossed in viewing the fashionable set, the ladies in their spring bonnets and apparel. They craned their necks to view her, making her cringe and wish she wore something better than her old muslin. At least her aunt had lent her a stylish Italian straw bonnet adorned with cherries and red ribbons to match her red velvet spencer.

Several couples ambled through the park, enjoying the unusually warm day, and a rider cantered down Rotten Row.

Hetty sighed. “I should love to ride. My aunt is to take me to a tailor for a new habit.”

“And when you have it, we shall ride. I can’t leave the horses today or we could walk. Shall we come back next week?”

“Yes, I should like that.” Her mind was already on the soiree, apart from the theatre where she’d been safely ensconced within a small party, this was her first experience of the ton. What would they make of her?


Chapter Thirteen


The modiste had triumphed, delivering the gown by Thursday afternoon. Hetty adored the cream silk evening gown, lavishly decorated with silk gauze and floral work. On Friday evening, Aunt Emily’s maid, Sarah, did wonders with Hetty’s hair, confining her curls with a stylish bandeau. Hetty wore white satin slippers, white French kid gloves, and the pearl necklace and earrings which had been her mother’s. She carried her aunt’s ivory fan and a white silk reticule decorated with silver spangles and tassels. Never having been dressed in the first stare of fashion, she quite looked forward to Guy’s reaction.

She stood when his carriage stopped in the street, patted her hair, and smoothed her skirts. He walked into the parlor and stopped, his gaze was like a physical touch, and her heart jolted. “You look beautiful, Hetty.” He kissed her trembling fingers and turned to compliment her aunt before whisking her away.

Hetty studied him in the dim glow of the carriage lamps. How handsome he looked in his dark evening clothes, his crisp cravat white against his throat. “We’ve hardly seen you this week. Did you find a house?”

“No. I’ve been hiring staff for the hall. I now have a decent steward who will take some of the weight off my shoulders.”

“Oh, that is good. Who will be there tonight?” she asked, willing herself to relax. She felt as if she was about to be thrown to the wolves.

“Apart from the earl and his sisters, I have no idea.” He patted her hand. “Everyone will approve of you. You have no need to worry.”

Hetty opened her mouth, then closed it. Why would they approve of her? She was a country girl, she didn’t know much about society or the rules they lived by. Etiquette came as naturally to them as breathing.

Berkley Square consisted of huge mansions built around a private park. When a liveried footman came to take the reins from Guy, she stepped down with trepidation.

Guy took her arm and led her into the long drawing room, filled with exquisitely dressed guests who all turned to look at her.

Lady Eleanor came to greet them. “How nice to see you again, Miss Cavendish.”

Hetty curtsied. “It was good of you to invite me.”

“I should like you to meet some of my guests. Lord Fortescue is not known to some.”

They were then taken around the room and introduced. The guests were coolly polite, for as a guest of the earl’s sister, they would never risk offense. But Hetty saw through the veneer to the condescension beneath.

She was presented to an elderly dowager duchess who blinked at her, then peered at her through her lorgnette. “A Cavendish, eh? A descendent of William Cavendish?”

Hetty swallowed. “William? ah, that is, I am not sure.”

The lady touched her old-fashioned wig with a hand. “I refer to the Duke of Devonshire who lived in Berkley Square at one time.”

“Then no, I don’t believe so,” Hetty said, yearning to move on.

The dowager duchess nodded. “Then it must be Henry Cavendish, 2nd Duke of Newcastle-upon-Tyne’s side of the family.”

“No, I’m afraid not.” Hetty cast an anguished glance around for Guy.

The lady frowned. “Lady Margaret Cavendish, who married John Holles Earl of Clare?”

Hetty lifted her chin. “The Digswell Cavendishes, actually.”

“The Digswell Cavendishes?” Lady Wotherspoon lowered her lorgnette and raised her thin brows.

Lady Eleanor placed a hand on Hetty’s arm. “You must excuse us, Lady Wotherspoon. Miss Cavendish has many guests yet to meet.”

Hetty’s nape felt moist as she was led around the room and finally left with Lady Georgina. “You look all in,” she said, and gestured to a satin sofa by the window.

Hetty gratefully sat after Lady Georgina told Guy to go away, quite rudely Hetty thought. The earl’s younger sister sat beside her, smoothing her dainty muslin skirts. She was a beautiful and elegant young lady, very much at home in her surroundings. And this setting took one’s breath away. Huge oil paintings dressed the burgundy papered walls, and glorious painted landscapes edged with gilt molding on the ceiling.

“You must tell me all about yourself,” Lady Georgina said.

As she tried to order her thoughts, Lady Eleanor joined them. “What have you enjoyed most in London, Miss Cavendish?”

“I have yet to see it,” Hetty confessed. “I have been busy having a new wardrobe made.”

“That is very pretty,” Georgina said, eyeing Hetty’s gown. “I should be happy to introduce you to Madame Celeste if you wish to have more gowns and hats made. Eleanor and I won’t step out of the door without something fashioned by the Frenchwoman.”

“Thank you,” Hetty said weakly, acknowledging the criticism. It seemed her gown was pretty but not quite up to the mark.

Eleanor frowned at her younger sister. “Have you known Lord Fortescue long?”

“No. Only since he came to Digswell.”

“It has been a fast courtship, then,” Georgina said. Her eyes filled with light. “Love at first sight?”

“You are such a romantic Georgina,” Lady Eleanor said. “And it is really none of your business.”

Georgina pouted. “Then I shall take myself off.”

Hetty drew in a deep breath, relieved when she flounced away.

Lady Eleanor put a hand on Hetty’s arm. “She means well. She’s young and impulsive. Were you not the same at seventeen?”

Hetty smiled and nodded, but she doubted she had ever been like Lady Georgina. Left alone with Lady Eleanor, their conversation turned to poetry and the hour passed more pleasurably.

Then Guy returned to her side and stayed for the rest of the evening.

“Well, how was it?” he asked as they drove home.

“I was utterly terrified.”

He laughed. “You had no need to be. Lady Eleanor sang your praises before we left.”

“I like her very much. Where is her husband?”

“He is an invalid. We don’t see much of him.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

The coach drew up outside her aunt’s in King Street.

Guy took her chin in his hand and pressed his lips to hers as Lord Strathairn’s footman opened the door.

At her door, Guy bowed. “Sleep well, Hetty.”

The maid opened the door, and Hetty walked into the front hall where her aunt lurked. “Well, how was it?”

“Very pleasant,” Hetty said, following her up the stairs. “The mansion was beautiful, and Lady Eleanor and I enjoyed a lively conversation about Keats’ poems.”

“Oh. You must tell me all about it at breakfast.”

In bed, Hetty put her arm under her head. She didn’t fit into that world, but it was an exciting one. She feared returning to the farm would be very hard indeed.
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When the hackney stopped outside Count Forney’s palatial home, Guy paid the jarvie and stepped up to the door. He presented his card to the butler.

“You are expected, my lord.”

Guy followed the butler to an impressive salon decorated in the extravagant Napoleonic style the Regent had adopted at Carlton House, the furniture a combination of oak, ebony, gilt, painted bronze, and marble. The walls were papered in a chinoiserie pattern of birds. It was a showcase for a beautiful woman like the countess, perhaps, but too ornate for Guy’s taste.

The count was not one of those French émigrés who had arrived with barely the shirt on their backs and found it hard to survive. They flocked together at Grillon’s Hotel in Albemarle Street where the Constitutional Monarch of France, Louis XVIII, had stayed in ’14.

Count Forney was wealthy and openly displayed his penchant for Bonaparte, which, while unpalatable to the English, wasn’t a crime. The Regent himself was known to have a deep respect for Bonaparte although he’d refused the general’s invitation to meet with him when aboard the Bellerophon in Plymouth Sound. Guy suspected it was because Prinny had never stepped onto a battlefield and believed he would not present well beside the famous general.

A gilt-paneled door opened, and Count Forney, a narrow-faced, swarthy Corsican entered. He bowed with an exaggerated flourish. “Lord Fortescue. I must apologize for keeping you waiting.”

He spoke in French with a slight accent Guy couldn’t place. “Not at all, Count,” Guy said in English. “You wished to see me?”

“Oui, please be seated, Baron.” Forney waved Guy to a Louis Quinze chair. The count was dressed more elaborately than Englishmen favored these days, with lace at his cuffs and a waistcoat embroidered in a pattern of golden bees.

The count’s eyes were yellowish-brown which lent him a wolfish air. “You wish to speak in the English?”

“We live in England now.”

“Oui! England. I prefer it in the autumn when the shadows in the wood grow long.” He paused for a long moment and studied Guy. “May I offer you a fine French brandy?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“A rumor has reached my ears that you were a confidant of Bonaparte’s, Lord Fortescue.”

Guy stared at him. “You are mistaken. I’ve never met him.”

The count poured liberal portions of brandy into two balloon glasses and placed them on the marble and gilt table. He sat opposite Guy, crossed his legs, and gave a tight-lipped smile. “How odd.”

Guy shifted in his chair. “Rumors are often false, is that not so?”

The count swilled the golden liquid in his glass and put it to his lips while Guy, with growing uneasiness, left his untouched on the table. “I have it on good authority you were part of a group of men instrumental in Bonaparte’s escape from Elba.”

Guy leaped up. “Absurd!”

“You wish to deny it?”

“I do.”

The count banged his glass down on the table, spilling its contents. He threw back his chair and strode to a pier table. He returned with a document he held out to Guy.

Guy took it from him and read the French words, which included his name and an accurate description of him, along with a detailed list of activities in which he never took part. What the French government accused him of would be considered treason by the British. His gut roiled in anger as he stared into Forney’s strange eyes. “This is all a tissue of lies!”

Forney’s thin lips stretched into a contemptuous smile. “It is not I who wrote it. As you see, it comes from a very reliable source.”

Guy flicked the paper. “How did this document fall into your hands?”

“I have not the least intention of telling you how I got it. I had hoped you’d be honest with me. After all, we are on the same side.”

Guy swallowed, the bile rising in his throat. Like his father, he believed in the sacredness of the hereditary monarchial government and wished to see the monarchy restored in France. The Revolution, which began with the good intentions of idealists, ended with the death of hundreds of thousands of innocent people. It had robbed him of his brother, and he’d witnessed firsthand the awful consequences of Bonaparte’s ambition. The past still gave him nightmares. He read The French Foreign Office heading once more. “This can’t be genuine. It is a forgery.”

“It describes you perfectly. See…” He pointed. “Guy Truesdale, Baron Fortescue of Rosecroft Hall, born in Paris on…”

“There’s no need to continue, I can read.” Guy thrust the document back at him. “But it’s a mistake, I tell you. Who is behind this? Name the person who gave you this.”

“That I cannot do.”

“You hand me that abomination of a document and won’t tell me who accuses me?”

Count Forney adjusted his cuffs. “Très bien. I see that we have nothing more to discuss.” He reached for the bell and summoned a servant. He and Guy eyed each other without attempting further conversation until the liveried footman entered.

“Show the baron out.”

The countess hovered, a splash of vivid emerald in the gray marble entrance hall. It appeared she was adept at listening at keyholes. “I had hoped we might see more of you, Lord Fortescue. It seems you have chosen to put your past behind you, which may prove to be the wrong decision.”

“I am not ashamed of my past, Countess Forney. You might examine your own more closely, as well as your loyalty to the country you’ve made your home.” Guy bowed and put on his hat, noting the angry downturn of her mouth as the butler opened the door for him.

Was he to be accused of sedition? His name besmirched before he could begin his life here? It was outlandish. Rage and frustration twisted inside him as he stepped out onto the road in search of a passing hackney.

When one stopped, he climbed in with a grimace of distaste. The straw on the floor was soiled, and the carriage smelled of stale sweat. He leaned back, crossed his arms trying to deal with his anger and frustration over what had just happened. Could he confide in Strathairn? The English government must be aware of this. Guy no longer considered it a coincidence when John came across him in that alleyway and rescued him from footpads. He needed time to think, to find out more before he could act upon it.

At Berkley Square the next day, Guy received a note from the constabulary at Bow Street. It advised him the man who attacked him was to appear before the magistrate on the morrow. Odd that he had been brought to London and not dealt with in the assizes. Guy read the brief missive again, in case he’d missed something, then crumpled it in his fist. Now that Forney had shown him the French document, it was even more imperative that he learn who was behind the attacks on his life. Were they connected? Perhaps, the man might be persuaded to say who put him up to it when placed before the magistrate. Then Guy could begin to make sense of all that had happened to him since he came to England.

Guy decided to confide in Strathairn. The next morning, he awaited John to return from his morning ride. The library was as well stocked as any he had seen. John’s father had been a keen reader of the classics.

Strathairn was a different beast to his scholarly father. He was a strong vigorous man of action who preferred to drink, gamble, and enjoy women rather than read. He strode into the library in riding clothes smelling of horse and threw himself down in one of a pair of oxblood leather chairs flanking the fireplace.

Guy wasted no time recalling his conversation with the count.

John’s eyes lit up with interest. He tapped his boot with his riding crop. “Did he reveal any more information? Any names?”

“Nothing. He clammed up.”

“A slippery figure, Forney is a known Bonapartist. He has been suspected of spying for the general during the war, but nothing was ever proven. Whitehall will be interested to learn of this.”

“Naturally, I’m anxious to get this matter sorted out. These attacks may be connected.”

John nodded. “You will visit Bow Street today?

“Oui.”

“You’ve heard from your sister?”

Guy nodded. “She has decided to come to England.”

“Go to Bow Street,” John said. “I will visit Horse Guards. My old regiment, the Seventh Hussars may have heard a whisper or two.”

Despite his anguish, Guy had to laugh. A whisper was a slight understatement. The Horse Guards housed the Grenadier Guards who guarded the Royal family. Frederick, the Duke of York, was their Commander-in-Chief. The most powerful men in England would seek information from them when they wished to learn of sub rosa activities. “I often wonder what you did during the war, John. Might you have been one of Wellington’s spies?”

“Spies are not well-regarded by society.” John crossed his legs and grasped a polished riding boot with his broad hand. “You have your secrets, too, Guy.”

“Not so many, mon ami. I hope to have few secrets between Hetty and me when we wed.”

“A noble plan, although somewhat difficult to achieve. But why wait? Why not marry the lady now?”

“I need first to satisfy the Committee of Privileges that I am the baron.” Guy balled his hand into a fist and banged the arm of the chair. “And it now appears that I must clear my name with Home Office if I wish to remain in England.”

“A challenging task, but not an impossible one.”

“Time is of the essence. I’ll see what can be learnt at Bow Street. This brigand may be persuaded to speak the truth.”

“I’ll accompany you.”

“You might ask this question of your colleagues. If I am considered a French spy, working to free Bonaparte, why haven’t I been arrested?”

John gave him an enigmatic look. “Perhaps you have an influential friend.”

Guy bowed his head. “If that is the case, then I am indebted to him.” He studied his friend’s face, but John’s expression was shuttered. Guy leapt to his feet in frustration. “Can’t you tell me more?”

Guy turned as the door opened and Lady Georgina entered in a swirl of white muslin. “I need you both to escort me to a ball on the twentieth at the home of Lord and Lady Taylor.”

Her brother frowned. “Guy is betrothed to Miss Cavendish, as you well know.”

Georgina’s gaze settled on Guy, considering him to be the softer option. “You will escort me won’t you, Guy? Eleanor is my sponsor, but she’ll tell me to ask Lady Mary because Gordon is ill again.” She grinned. “What better introduction than with a handsome man on each arm?”

“Eleanor is right. Aunt Mary must be asked to chaperone you.”

Georgina giggled. “Don’t glower at me, John. Aunt Mary is so dreadfully old fashioned. You don’t care for her company any more than I do.”

John stood. “We must leave, Guy. I’ll drop you off at Bow Street on my way to Whitehall.”

“Bow Street? Why must you go there?” Georgina asked.

“Nothing to trouble your head over, my sweet.” John patted her cheek.

Georgina pouted in disgust. “You treat women like idiots, John.”

Her elder brother folded his arms. “Not if they have proved themselves to be otherwise.”

“But will you escort me? I won’t have to ask Aunt Mary?”

“Although I might prefer to have a tooth pulled, I see that I shall have to.” John turned to Guy. “I’d appreciate your company. But I must warn you, there’ll be a dearth of decent entertainment.”

“Delighted.” Guy bowed. “It will be my pleasure to escort you, Lady Georgina.”

“It is settled, then.” John attempted a frown, but a smile pulled at his lips. “And we have no need of Aunt Mary.”

She squealed and rushed to hug him. John gave in to the embrace with a laugh.

“I shall hug you, too, Guy,” Georgina said with a speculative look at her brother.

“You most certainly will not,” John said. “And it’s Lord Fortescue to you.”

“I consider myself hugged,” Guy said, backing off with a laugh.

An evening away from the gambling tables at White’s was always an attractive prospect, although he suspected John wished him to come so that he could keep an eye on him.

Guy wasn’t keen to go, because Hetty was not an invited guest, but he relished any opportunity to repay John for his generosity. He sighed inwardly. He had more than enough worries to plague him for this business with Forney must be kept from Hetty.


Chapter Fourteen


As he feared, Guy learned a frustratingly small amount at Bow Street. His attacker, whose name was Leonard Stack, appeared before the sitting magistrate, along with the usual sad array of prostitutes, thieves, and pickpockets. He’d given evidence that he was a victim. A Frenchman had threatened to murder him if he did not carry out his request. But he knew not his name and had not seen him well enough to describe him, for the man had pulled his hat low over his forehead and hidden most of his lower face with a scarf. The magistrate, unmoved by the man’s pleas, bound him over for trial at the Old Bailey.

Was this something to do with Forney? Relying on the sparse details Stack had provided, Guy employed a Bow Street Runner to trace the Frenchman. It was possible that his portmanteau had fallen into the wrong hands. He’d spent hours searching the ground between where he and the horse had parted company and Rosecroft Hall. If he found out who this Frenchman was, he might be able to retrieve the evidence of his birthright. When Genevieve arrived from Paris, she would identify him, but he wasn’t sure when that would be. Familiar with his sister’s love for her children, plus her inability to travel anywhere without a huge retinue in train, he doubted she’d appear in London any time soon.

Guy left Bow Street and walked to the corner of Russell Street, searching for the carriage. The sunny day brought all manner of people out into the streets from nearby Covent Garden. Vendors, errand boys making deliveries, and ladies intent on perusing the shops. A street girl sidled up to him. “Lookin’ for luv, sweeting?”

Guy smelled gin on her breath. She looked painfully thin and very young. He reached into his waistcoat pocket. “Have a drink on me.” He tipped a handful of coins into her waiting palms. “Better still, have something to eat.”

“A real pity, sweeting, I’d be happy to oblige you.”

Guy raised his hat and smiled. When the carriage pulled up nearby, he ran for it.

The carriage stopped in Whitehall, outside Horse Guards where John was kicking his heels in the street. Guy noted his solemn expression as he climbed inside.

Guy told him the little he’d learned. “And you, John?”

“Not much more than I’ve already been told.”

So, it was true. John had known of this all along. Guy wrestled with his anger. “And what is that precisely?” he asked through clenched teeth.

John stared at him fixedly. “That you’re to be watched as you are suspected of being a French spy.”

“Ridiculous!” Guy grabbed the door handle as the carriage swung around a corner. He fought the temptation to leap out and run away. He pulled his hand from the door and leaned back, casting John a cool glance.

“I don’t distrust you, Guy. I found this hard to believe from the first,” John said with a shrug of apology. “But I was instructed to follow you. I saved you from your attackers in that alley because I was ordered to keep you alive and away from harm until you led us to a nest of saboteurs known to be in England.” He leaned over and placed his hand on Guy’s sleeve. “But the more I got to know you, the more convinced I became that you were innocent of such a charge. It’s a puzzling business. But I would bet my life on it.”

Guy pulled off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “What the bloody hell’s going on, John? I’ve never met Bonaparte, let alone arranged his escape from Elba. And yet, Count Forney has shown me a document from the French foreign office which confirms it.” A moment passed as he searched his friend’s smoky, gray-blue eyes, which revealed little. “You are under orders.” Guy shrugged. “I wonder what you plan to do with me.”

John released a sigh. “You might say I’m keeping you under observation. But that also means I’m watching your back, my friend.”

Guy bowed his head. “Thank you.”

“Until I’m instructed otherwise,” John added, looking grim.

Guy nodded. “I understand.”

Tomorrow he would take Hetty to the park and lose himself for a while in her charming company.
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“Shall we walk to the lake?” Guy pulled the phaeton over to the side. He tossed the reins to the tiger who had accompanied them today, and after instructing him to walk the horses, helped her down.

With her hand tucked in his arm, they strolled along a path through the trees. Early spring wild flowers added color to the scene while birds fluttered above building nests among the leafy branches.

They entered a copse of silver birch trees where dappled sun sparkled through a filigree of leaves. “Aunt Emily has a visitor this afternoon. The poet, Mr. Wordsworth.”

“William Wordsworth? I met him in Paris.”

“You met the poet?” Another new thing to learn about him.

“He was there to visit his daughter, Caroline. We discussed his interest in exploring the relationship between the human mind and nature and he allowed me to read some of his poetry. Tintern Abbey is quite remarkable. A deeply thoughtful poem.”

Delighted, Hetty was eager to discuss it. “The lyrical ballad is remarkable. The lines “The still, sad music of humanity…” She gasped. “What are you doing?”

After a quick glance around, Guy had drawn her off the path and deeper into the shadowy copse. He removed her parasol from her hand and put it down, then tugged at her bonnets strings. “I’m going to kiss you,” he murmured, and pulled off her bonnet. The look in his eyes was so intense that her pulse fluttered, and she caught her breath.

Guy lowered his head and covered her mouth with his. The intense pleasure of his closeness wrapped around her, and abandoning her demand for propriety, she looped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. His tongue teased at the seam of her lips, and she opened to him. When he dove inside, she melted and clutched onto his coat. Their breaths quickened as he pressed her against him. Taking in deep breaths of him, his fresh manly smell, she suffered a strong urge to lie down on the grass and pull him with her. She moaned against his mouth.

“Mon dieu!” Guy groaned and thrust away from her.

Suddenly aware that she’d forgotten her intention to keep him at arm’s length, Hetty pushed at him. “Guy! What is this about?”

He removed his curly-brimmed beaver and ran a hand through his dark locks with a distracted look. “I didn’t intend it to go that far.” He smiled, charmingly apologetic. “I desire you, Hetty.”

She took a deep breath. He was so utterly disarming. “You do?”

“Why do you think I’ve arranged this engagement?”

“Because of Eustace. Because you were in danger.”

“I should have left you safely in Digswell.” Guy shook his head. “But I wanted to get you away from that bean pole.”

“Mr. Oakley?” Hetty was stunned. “But I told you I refused him.”

“We’d best walk.” Guy offered her his arm.

Thrilled as she was to learn how he felt, she told herself sternly that Guy could never marry her. The newspapers would have a field day. She must not forget that she was not one of the Cavendishes that mattered, she was the daughter of a retired army man of modest means. Even her aunt had been astonished at their engagement although Hetty found her abrupt change in attitude difficult to fathom. Aunt Emily did appear quite shrewd when she allowed herself to focus on something other than poetry.

Ahead, sunlight danced on the Serpentine. “Shall we walk to the water?” Guy asked.

“Yes, lets.”

He seemed intent on his own thoughts, and she returned to hers. Had either of them considered what effect a broken engagement would have on her life when the news reached Digswell? They’d hardly been discreet, openly revealing their relationship before the ton. Perhaps these things were done differently in France. The French were so much more relaxed about matters of the heart. It was second nature to them, while the English… Hetty gazed into Guy’s troubled face, a face she’d grown to love. She wanted more of his kisses. Desperately, because soon she would lose him.

If a scandal was to follow her home, why not have a good reason for it? Guy would know how to protect her, and they could both gain much from it. After all, once back in Digswell, she would never marry.

They paused at the riverbank to watch a man propelling a rowboat over the water with strong strokes of the oars. “I quite like the idea of an affair,” Hetty said, testing him.

“Quoi!” Guy swiveled to stare at her.

If she hoped he would fall at her feet with delight, she was mistaken. Although this was hardly the place. As excitement built within her like a fire fanned into a roaring blaze, Hetty continued to stroll along the bank. “I prefer never to marry,” she said bravely. “You must agree I will write far better poetry with some experience of life.”

Guy’s hand on her arm swung her around to face him. His eyes flashed. “So, if not me, then Mr. Beanpole will provide your life experience?”

“Good heavens, no.” Hetty laughed at his description. “You’re not jealous of Mr. Oakley?”

He pressed a kiss on her gloved palm, which produced a cry of encouragement from an elderly gentleman sitting on a seat nearby. “I will be the only one to make love to you.”

“You?” Hetty’s eyes widened. She took a deep breath. “Oh, Guy, I want that, too.” She stared over at the man, thankful he was out of earshot. “But where?”

Guy pulled her by the hand. “Come on.”

Thrilled, she gasped. “Where are you taking me?”

“Back to your aunt.”

“What? Why?” Guy’s stride was so much longer than hers. He dragged her along. Her bonnet fell back onto her shoulders, suspended by its cherry ribbons, and she almost dropped her parasol.

“Because if I ever climb out of this mess I’m in, I intend to do the thing properly.”

Hetty wasn’t quite sure what he meant by “the thing”, but she was more than keen to find out, as her intention to keep her heart safe from hurt evaporated.

She was not to learn of it today, however. Guy, tight-lipped, escorted her to the phaeton and drove her directly home. He answered her questions in monosyllables, and she eventually gave up trying. Then he left her with her aunt with a bow and his apologies, murmuring that something had called him away.

Her aunt frowned. “Did you have an argument?”

“No. At least I don’t think so,” Hetty said, bemused.

“A business concern, perhaps?” Aunt Emily suggested with a hopeful lift of her brows. “Never mind, Mr. Wordsworth is to arrive soon. You’ll enjoy meeting him, I’m sure.”

In normal circumstances, Hetty would have enjoyed it immensely, but her own concerns intruded. When Guy had thought her to be Simon, he had confessed to all sorts of amorous adventures. Had she shocked him? Was it possible to shock a rake? Her mind whirled, and when introduced to the slim, brown-haired man of some forty-five years who would once have thrilled her to the core, she offered him an abstracted smile.

All through Mr. Wordsworth’s scholarly conversation and her aunt’s animated replies, Hetty pondered Guy’s behavior. He waged a war within himself. The passionate rake was a conventional man at heart. She wondered which would win where she was concerned.

The week proved busy with trips to the mantua maker and the modiste for further fittings, in between sojourns with her aunt to the museum and the Tower. She saw little of Guy, who came to take tea with them on only one occasion. He was busy searching for a suitable London house. But on Saturday, they were to attend Eustace’s dinner party.


Chapter Fifteen


Hetty wore another of her new evening gowns to Eustace’s dinner, a delicate white silk embroidered with silver thread.

Guy complimented her, spoke briefly to her aunt, then escorted her to the carriage.

“You seem distracted,” she said. He’d merely smiled at her when she complimented him on the clever arrangement of his neckcloth.

He tucked her hand in his. “Not at all. My thoughts are always with you.”

She doubted it, but was charmed by it, nevertheless.

The carriage pulled up at a townhouse in Curzon Street where an elegantly dressed couple climbed the stairs.

Eustace greeted Guy and Hetty at the door, seeming more animated than usual, and escorted them to the drawing room where the guests chatted and drank champagne.

Hetty’s fears that she would face the critical judgement of the Ton again, faded when they were introduced to an interesting group of people: the Earl of Liverpool, England’s prime minister and his countess, a famous actress, the editor from The Times, the reverend from St. George’s in Hanover Square, and a foreign prince who clicked his heels and bowed over her hand.

In the dining room, mouthwatering aromas blended with the scent of hyacinths in a silver bowl. Fascinated, Hetty hung on every word as they conversed during the lavish and delicately flavored courses. Liverpool spoke emotionally about the state of the country, the depression, and political uncertainty, social discontent and unrest and the difficulty of reform, while the dishes were brought and covers removed.

While a footman poured gravy over her veal olives, a rousing discussion began on the veracity of the social movement called the Luddites, who opposed progress and the loss of jobs. Its members were known to have destroyed or damaged machinery in the industrial northwest of England. The unsuccessful march of the Blanketeers was mentioned.

“Blanketeers. That is a curious name, Mr. Randall,” Hetty said to the man beside her.

The publisher from Fleet Street, nodded. He explained how four hundred spinners and weavers marched from Manchester to London to hand the government a petition. They were named thus because they carried their blankets with them. Most were turned back or arrested by the magistrates and yeomanry before they reached Derbyshire.

Hetty was incensed for them. “And not one made it to London?”

“Rumor has it one protestor did arrive and handed over his petition.”

“I’m glad,” Hetty said. She found it terribly sad.

The mention of Bonaparte’s name produced murmuring around the table. While the prime minister declined to comment, Mr. Randall expressed the view that the French general would never escape Saint Helena where he had been sent last October.

Further down the table, Guy remained silent. She thought he looked unhappy. He was yet to reveal his true feelings about Napoleon Bonaparte. The discussion of politics came to a halt when the famous tragedian, Sarah Siddons, a forthright older lady, declared they’d all become too serious. An amusing discussion followed concerning Bertram, the current play on in Drury Lane, which continued through the dessert course. Then the ladies rose from the table and left the men to their port.

After an hour, Eustace’s guests began to depart. He saw them to the door. Rain had begun to fall, and footmen scurried about with umbrellas. Hetty looked for Guy, who had not emerged from the dining room. Finally, she went in search of him. She found him in the library seated behind a satinwood desk, scanning a sheath of papers.

“What on earth are you doing?” she asked shocked.

He dropped the papers into a drawer and rose, crossing the room to her. “Now don’t frown at me. We don’t have time for this. Come, we must say our goodbyes to your godfather.”

She stepped in front to him. “Don’t be so insufferable. You were spying on him.”

Voices sounded in the corridor outside. Eustace said in a loud voice, “I can’t think where they’ve gone.”

Guy pulled Hetty into an embrace and pressed his mouth to hers.

“Well, here they are,” Eustace said, smiling, the reverend at his side.

Guy bowed. “I apologize for my poor manners.”

“Young people. So passionate. Best you marry without delay,” Reverend Dewhurst said. “The banns can be read this Sunday. I believe the first of April is free for a wedding.”

“But my parish is in Digswell, Reverend,” Hetty said, embarrassment making her cheeks burn.

“That won’t be a problem if notice is sent,” the reverend answered. “Would you not prefer to be married at St. George’s?”

“We should be honored. Thank you, Reverend,” Guy said. “But I have matters to settle before I can set the day.”

“Very well. Please advise me as soon as you can.”

With the rain loud on the coach roof, Hetty tried to read Guy’s expression, aware they would reach her aunt’s home in a matter of minutes. “Have you altered your opinion of Eustace?”

“I’m beginning to understand how things stand,” Guy answered. The cool tone of his voice made her anxious. “Are you cold?” He moved across to sit beside her and placed an arm around her shoulders.

Hetty laid her head against his shoulder. “Have you learned anything more?”

“Who is behind the attacks? No.”

His voiced sounded strange, tight, unlike himself. “But you don’t think it is Eustace, do you?”

“I don’t know yet, Hetty.” He sounded impatient. Was there something he wasn’t telling her?

“You would tell me if there was another attempt?”

He sighed. “There hasn’t been. Eustace approves of our marriage. Perhaps there won’t be another.”

“Then shall we end this engagement? Everything is becoming too complicated.” She sagged as bitter disappointment took hold. It had cost her a lot to say it.

His arm tightened around her. “I’m aware of how difficult this is. Can you be patient for a little while?”

Hetty nodded. She’d never been so far out of her depth before. She appealed to him with her eyes, wanting to know how he felt.

As if in answer to her unspoken question, Guy tapped on the roof with his cane. The panel in the roof slid back. “Yes, my lord?”

“Drive through the park.”

Guy closed the blinds as the carriage turned into Tyburn Lane and rolled on toward Hyde Park Corner. He pulled Hetty onto his lap. Cradled in his arms, she leaned against his hard, heated body.

He took her chin in his hand. “Hetty,” he murmured against her lips. When his mouth sought hers, demanding a response, she could only obey as her thoughts fled. He drew away and untied her cloak, sliding it off her shoulders, and bent to kiss the hollow at the base of her throat. “You smell so sweet, my love,” he said, “like a flower garden.” His voice was muffled against her skin. She was filled with an odd kind of yearning. She stroked his thick hair, finding it silky to the touch.

Guy undid the hooks on her bodice. When he pulled it down to reveal her chemise and stays, she grabbed his hand as confusion filled her. She wanted to encourage him and stop him both at once.

He paused, his intense gaze searching hers. “If you want me to take you straight home, just say so, Hetty.”

He looked different, dangerous, potent, which both thrilled and disturbed her. Her breath quickened, lifting her bosom as he slid the straps of her chemise further down her shoulders. She stilled, as he bent to kiss the rise of her breast. He traced a line down her throat, his fingers lightly calloused, not the pampered hands of a lord. A cautionary voice entered her mind. She knew so little about him. “Where were you before you came to England?”

He straightened and sighed.
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“I will tell you, but not now, Hetty.” Hetty’s hair was a halo of rich color in the dim light from the carriage lamps. Heat pooled in his groin, and his determination not to give in to desire, wavered. He could stop. He would. But not yet. Not until he’d tasted her, he would have that at least if his life was to end soon by the hand of an assassin or at the end of a rope. He took a curl and raised it to breathe in the floral fragrance while longing to loosen her tresses from their pins, to slide over her naked shoulders. He trailed a finger down the smooth column of her neck to a brown areola peeping from the top of her corset. He freed her breast and bent to kiss it. This time Hetty didn’t stop him. She pulled him to her.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” she whispered.
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Hetty breathed in his clean musky scent and ran her tongue over her lips. Ripples of sensation rushed over her skin as he took a nipple in his mouth. “Guy…” She went limp as threads of fire traced their way to throb low in her stomach. He turned his attention to the other taut, sensitive nipple. She inhaled sharply when he eased her skirt up, his fingers stroking her bare skin above her stocking.

“So soft,” he murmured, a low sound deep in his throat.

“Are we going to…” she asked between great gasps.

He angled his mouth to kiss her. To silence her.

He drew away. In the dim light, his eyes were serious and passionate with intent.

“Guy…” Tantalized and aroused, Hetty couldn’t finish the sentence for the life of her. She loved to lie in his arms, her body eager for his touch. She wanted… she wasn’t sure what it was she yearned for. But, perhaps not yet. Not here. Powerless to stop him, she grew afraid it would spoil something they shared. Something fine.

Suddenly, Hetty found herself deposited back on the seat. Guy cursed. “I’m not taking you here in the carriage. Not your first time, Hetty.”

Hetty gave a sob, feeling part relief and part disappointment.

“I’m sorry, Hetty.” He leaned back with a grimace and adjusted his pantaloons. “I should not have treated you in that manner.”

“I want you, too, Guy.” While it thrilled her that she moved him so, she hated the distance that had sprung up between them.

He eased a lock of her hair from her cheek. “I haven’t forgotten your wish to remain unmarried.”

She stiffened. She now hated the very thought of being a spinster. To condemn herself to a life without love? It seemed unthinkable. She could no longer defend her earlier pronouncement although she feared the life of a lonely poetess would be her future.

“Such a dry and passionless life. And you are far from passionless, Hetty.”

She huffed out a breath, determined to gather together at least some shred of dignity. “I will meet famous poets here. Aunt Emily expects Wordsworth to call again, Byron, too, when he’s in England.” She was aware of how halfhearted she sounded.

“Neither of those gentlemen will keep you warm at night,” Guy muttered through tight lips. He tapped on the roof with his cane. “King Street please, Jason.”

“Right you are, my lord.”

Hetty’s need to argue the point over something that no longer appealed to her, evaporated. He looked so serious in the dim carriage light. Was she enough for him? Why had he changed his mind? Had he not desired her enough? She placed a tentative hand on his arm. “Did you intend to make love to me tonight?”

“No! That was not my intention.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Oh, but I do, Hetty. I definitely do.”

Thrilled, she said, “Then why can’t we…”

His eyes locked with hers. “I don’t want you as my mistress.”

“Oh.” It was a stark declaration. Did he mean it? Even that would be better than being alone.

He took her hands in his. “I have several things I must sort out before we can continue this conversation.”

“Will you tell me what they are?” she asked gently. He had not told her he loved her, so she supposed he didn’t.

“No, Hetty. I won’t.” He tipped up her chin and placed a light kiss on her mouth. “You will keep at me I know,” he said with a smile. “I only ask you to be patient.”

“Oh, Guy. I care for you.” It was an admission that a woman wasn’t supposed to make until the man declared himself. But she couldn’t play games. Not when danger seemed to lurk in every corner.

His mouth curved with tenderness. “I care for you, Hetty, very much indeed.”

“Oh, Guy.” She touched his cheek.

His eyes beseeched her. “Hetty… tomorrow evening, I am engaged to escort Lady Georgina to a ball.”

She frowned. He looked guilty. Bitter disappointment flooded through her. “Alone?”

“With Strathairn. I am indebted to these people who have taken me in.”

“Will you dance with Lady Georgina?” Hetty wrestled with her emotions, she knew the request was unfair, she had no real claim on him.

“I don’t expect to.” He framed her face with his hands. “Know this, Hetty. I do not desire Lady Georgina. If I was able to marry tomorrow, it would be you. No other lady is in danger of capturing my heart.”

If it wasn’t a declaration of love, it was very close to it. A luminous glow of happiness threaded through her as the carriage pulled up in King Street.

As he placed his hand on the door latch, she stopped him. She didn’t want him to leave her, to go off to face danger without her. “What are you planning to do?”

“Strathairn is making inquiries.”

She remembered John’s hard gaze. “Lord Strathairn would be a good man to have on your side, I should think.”

“He has made some useful connections during his years away at war,” Guy said. “You’re right, a better man at my back I couldn’t find.” Guy opened the door. “I have accepted an invitation for you and your aunt to Lady Bloxham’s rout on Saturday. You met her at Lady Eleanor’s soiree, remember?”

“I look forward to it.” Hetty remembered the lady only too well. She’d looked through Hetty as if she hadn’t been there.

“I’ll call for you both on Saturday evening, ma cherie.”

Hetty hurried inside, aware that her lips were swollen from his kisses. Her aunt appeared on the stairs in her dressing gown and nightcap. “Your gown is rumpled, and your hair is coming down. I trust that you behaved with decorum.”

Her aunt’s voice lacked conviction, Hetty thought. “Guy has invited us both to a rout on Saturday at Lady Bloxham’s.”

Her aunt followed Hetty up the stairs. “Oh well, that is nice indeed. I’ve met Lady Bloxham. She is a devotee of the romantic poets. I shall be pleased to spend time in her company.”

Hetty shut her door. It had been such an extraordinary evening, she wasn’t sure what to make of it. What had Guy found in Eustace’s library? What did he keep from her? But most pressing was the need to know he loved her. She had witnessed his desire, but men were made that way, were they not? While his words were designed to put her at ease, she still didn’t know his true feelings or intentions.


Chapter Sixteen


At breakfast Aunt Emily raised her eyebrows when Hetty told her Guy was escorting Lady Georgina to a ball.

Aunt Emily buttered her toast. “I shouldn’t worry about Guy’s feelings for you,” she said. “Judging by the state you were in last evening.” She made a clucking sound with her tongue and shook her head. “Perhaps I should be more diligent as chaperone.”

Hetty frowned. “Lady Georgina is an earl’s daughter, and she’s pretty.”

“Lady Georgina is young and caper-witted. She has been kept in cotton wool and is a trifle spoiled.” Aunt Emily reached for the jam. “Guy speaks ardently of his plans to make improvements to his estate. I suspect he intends to get his hands dirty in the process. He would want a wife who wished to spend a good deal of the year in the country. He has too much sense to marry a young lady who would prefer a coxcomb for a husband.”

“Sense doesn’t always feature into one’s decision to marry,” Hetty said, stirring her tea.

Her appetite had deserted her after a restless night. An ominous feeling seemed to hang over her. It was what Guy hadn’t said that worried her most. But she’d seen no evidence that Guy wished to become a fashionable leader of society. She’d begun to understand him, his faults as well as the finer points of his character. He would seek to protect her, something she valued but also annoyed her. He would be a stalwart friend to the last, but he was unequivocal in his demand for loyalty from others. She suspected Guy would never forgive Eustace for doubting him even if he was proved innocent of any crime. Guy had come into her life shattering her dull existence. Sometimes lying in bed at night, it all seemed like a dream, from the moment she first saw him lying on the road.

She loved his passion, his humor, his masculine pride and would trust him with her life. What would the future hold for her without him? It seemed a dreary prospect.
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The valet put down his brush. “All done, my lord.”

“Thank you, Hobson.”

Guy had borrowed John’s valet to ensure he was suitably attired. He was grateful for all Strathairn had done and continued to do for him. But Guy hated being watched. He was confident he could handle himself well in a crisis. It galled him that he was seen to be an enemy of England and that John acted on instructions from Sidmouth, the Home Secretary.

Guy left the bedchamber and made his way down the staircase to the salon. He was glad of his decision not to enlighten Hetty about the cloud which now hovered over his head. It would be impossible to reassure her, she’d want to know every detail, and he refused to have her involved.

He’d hoped the Bow Street runner would unravel the mystery; but as yet, he’d turned up nothing, and the mystery of the Frenchman who wanted him dead only deepened. Was this to do with Forney’s letter?

John awaited him in the salon. “Care for a whiskey to fortify you? These affairs seldom offer spirits.”

“Thank you.” Guy took the proffered drink.

“There’s a gentleman I hope will offer marriage to Georgina,” John said. “It’s my hope that she’ll realize the great advantages that come with it.”

“Isn’t she a little young?”

“She turns eighteen soon. Many marry at that age.”

Guy thought her too silly for marriage, but he wouldn’t dream of saying so.

“I’m playing it down,” John said. “If I endorse him, she may think I’m manipulating her and dig in her toes.”

“Are you two talking about me?” Georgina hurried in, tucking a scrap of lace into her reticule.

“Yes, in endless fascination,” John said, cocking a brow.

She giggled. Her maid hurried in with her evening cloak. “Shall we go?” She slipped an arm through Guy’s and fluttered her lashes at him.

“You shall have all the male guests at your feet tonight,” Guy said.

“And will that be you, too, Guy?”

He laughed. “What is this occasion?”

“Beatrice Taylor’s eighteenth birthday ball, of course.” She rolled her eyes at him as if he should have known.

“But of course. How did I come to overlook it?” Guy grinned at her.

More than half an hour later, they arrived at the mansion in Hampton, the gardens alight with lanterns.

As soon as they were announced and entered the ballroom, a crowd of hopeful young blades came to crowd around Georgina to beg a dance. It was not surprising, for she looked quite lovely in her silky white gauze gown, flowers and ribbons in her dark curls. “Promise me a dance, Guy,” she whispered before a gentleman led her to the dance floor for the quadrille.

Out of respect for Hetty, Guy had decided not to dance. He planned to move amongst the guests to test society’s mood. He steeled himself for variations of the cut direct. Any whiff of scandal and the ruthless ton would turn their backs on anyone of whom they disapproved.

Fortunately, no one gazed accusingly at him. A couple of the older gentlemen remembered his father and spoke of the tragedy that befell him with regret. No one even hinted at Guy being a dangerous spy. But then, he shouldn’t be surprised. Spying was a secretive business.

John danced with Lady Sibella Winborne, an enchantingly beautiful dark-haired young woman, daughter of the Marquess of Brandreth. How interesting that the few times he’d seen Strathairn enter a dance floor it was with Lady Sibella on his arm. They were deep in conversation and smiling at each other. Friends of long standing? From what Guy had come to understand, John sought ladies from lower down the social scale. When they’d talked together in the evenings, nursing brandies by the fireside, he’d insisted he had no intention of marrying for years.

John laughed at something Lady Sibella said and lowered his head to hers. Guy smiled to himself. A lady as lovely, and apparently as amusing as Lady Sibella, might change his friend’s mind.

Guy leaned against a pillar. A man should ask one of the ladies without a partner to dance. But if he did, Georgina would put up a good argument as to why he didn’t dance with her. Hopefully, her dance card was filled.

The dance ended. John was immediately drawn into conversation with someone. Guy was tossing up whether to join them. He was yet to find a comfortable balance in this company and feared he might be de trop.

When a waltz was called, Georgina approached him. “I have kept this dance free,” she said.

Guy groaned inwardly. He should have made himself scarce. He bowed. “May I have the pleasure of this waltz, Lady Georgina?”

“You may, Lord Fortescue.” She smiled and rested her hand on his arm.

As the first notes of a Handel waltz were struck, he swung her into the dance, guiding her over the crowded dance floor.

“You might have danced with any number of eager young bucks,” he said as he reversed her.

“I prefer to dance with you.”

“I don’t see why. My dancing is in no way superior to your last partner. The Duke of Broadstairs, wasn’t it?”

She gave Guy a fierce look. “You are the one of the few men who doesn’t bore me. You are interesting. You have lived!”

“Are you flirting with me, Lady Georgina?”

She flushed and lowered her eyes.

“You do recall that I am betrothed to Miss Cavendish?”

“Of course. I quite like her. But I would make you a better wife.”

“Let us enjoy the dance,” Guy said, concerned they might be overheard. “If I talk when I dance I get short of breath.”

“Ho! You cannot fool me, Lord Fortescue. I am the right girl for you. If only you would admit it.”

“Shouldn’t you like to be a Duchess? The duke is one of your admirers, is he not?”

“He’s too young.”

“Nonsense. He cannot be far off thirty.”

“He’s not…sophisticated.”

“That is in his favor. You don’t want to marry a rake. That way leads to heartache. Broadstairs could prove to be an excellent husband. You should consider it.”

“You’re not a rake.”

“This is not about me.” Guy raised an eyebrow. “You should talk to the duke. You might find you like him.”

“I have. And I shall talk to him when we dance again.”

“You may not get the chance. He seems charmed by the pretty young woman he’s dancing with.”

“Is he?” Georgina turned her head. She shrugged her slender shoulders. “Oh, that’s just Amabel Gilliam.”

“Amabel is amusing him. See how he laughs?”

Georgina raised her eyebrows. “So?”

He noticed her take another peek when they turned. “Could you make him laugh?”

“Of course, I can.”

“Are you sure he will invite you to dance again?”

“As a matter of fact, he has requested the next waltz,” she said airily.

“Then I shall watch and see if you make him laugh.”

“I’ll accept the bet. If I win it, what will you give me?”

“My compliments.”

“Pooh!”

An hour later, Guy stood and watched Georgina dance with the Duke of Broadstairs. She flirted shamelessly. The poor man appeared to be lost. Guy hoped that if they married, Broadstairs would stand up to her. Georgina respected her brother for that reason.

The duke gave a loud guffaw, and Georgina’s triumphant gaze sought Guy’s. He nodded, then went to find John. Unable to locate him, he strolled out onto the terrace.

The Taylors’ mansion was some miles from Mayfair. The estates were more generous, and this one had a large park bordered by a high brick wall. A fresh spring breeze ruffled the trees, and a full moon hung, a golden penny suspended in a cloudless sky. What a perfect night to share with Hetty. If he hadn’t lost his papers, they might have been wed by now and living at Rosecroft Hall. He wandered down the steps and strolled beyond the flaming torches into the shadows. At the sound of rustling in the bushes behind him, he spun around expecting some night animal to emerge.

Something struck him hard on the side of the head. He saw flashes of bright light, heard a laugh, and sank into darkness.
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“It is not like Guy to be late,” Hetty said for the fifth time.

“No,” her aunt repeated.

Hetty walked to the window and back, her skirts swirling around her legs.

“Do sit down, Hetty. I declare you have worn a path in my carpet.”

Hetty sat but remained on the edge of her chair, listening for the sound of horses clattering over the cobbles.

An hour passed.

She rubbed her arms. “I’m afraid something has happened, Aunt.”

“What can befall his lordship in a short carriage ride through Mayfair?”

“What if he’s been hurt?”

“Someone would send word.”

“What if Lady Georgina has beguiled him?”

“Beguiled by two different women within a few days? I doubt he’s that susceptible,” her aunt said.

Another hour passed with little said. Only the ticking of the longcase clock broke the silence.

It was after midnight when Hetty finally consented to retire. She lay stiffly in bed while jumbled thoughts crowded her mind. Guy might not tell her everything, but she’d never caught him in a lie. Nor was he a coward. If he’d decided he’d rather court Lady Georgina, he would tell her so. She thought about his passionate kisses and his declaration that she was the only one he would consider marrying. He could not have changed his mind within a few days, could he?

She punched her pillow and rolled onto her side as worry turned to anger. She’d asked him several times about his past, but he’d evaded her questions. Perhaps she’d been fooling herself and didn’t know him at all. She turned over and tucked her hand under the pillow, staring blindly into the darkness. That wasn’t true. She did know him, and the realization made her shudder with fear.

After hours of anguish, Hetty dropped into an exhausted sleep only to wake again before dawn.

Light filtered through a gap in the curtains and traffic rumbled through the streets. She heard the servants moving about.

Hetty sat up. Someone had knocked at the door.


Chapter Seventeen


At the loud rap of the knocker, Hetty, her heart racing, rushed down the stairs, praying it was Guy. She reached the entry hall as the maid admitted Lord Strathairn.

“I apologize for calling at cock’s crow, Miss Cavendish,” he said. “But I wonder if you have any notion as to Lord Fortescue’s whereabouts?”

His words produced a shudder of fear. She clutched her dressing gown and shook her head, her plait swinging. “I don’t. You’d best come into the parlor, Lord Strathairn.”

The big man followed her inside. Hetty sat before her knees gave way. Still holding his hat, he perched on the edge of a chair as if ready to leap up again.

“Lord Fortescue was to escort my aunt and me to a rout last evening, but he didn’t arrive.” She twisted her fingers. “Nor did he send word.”

As he took this in, he frowned. “Guy attended a ball with Lady Georgina and me. He went missing during the evening.” He looked down at the hat he held in his hands. “I didn’t worry at first. I have not known him long but suspected, well, that a lady might be involved.” His lashes shuttered his eyes, making her wonder what he wasn’t telling her.

“A lady?”

“I expected it to be you, Miss Cavendish, for Guy seems single-minded in that respect. When he did not return last night, I grew alarmed.” He shrugged. “Hence my unpardonable appearance on your doorstep before breakfast.”

Hetty clutched the arm of the sofa. “He disappeared in the middle of a ball?”

“Yes. Held at the home of Lord and Lady Taylor at Hampstead. No one remembers seeing him again after he danced with my sister.”

Guy danced with Georgina! Strathairn’s words rang warning bells in her mind. She shook her head and tried to focus on what was important. “And your sister returned home with you?”

“Yes.” His intelligent gray eyes studied her. “Georgina spent the rest of the evening dancing with a gentleman. They set the ton on its ear, I might add.” He stood as if to leave. “Guy didn’t mention returning to his estate?”

“If he was called back to Rosecroft Hall, he would have sent word. It is very unlike him to let my aunt and me down.”

“I apologize for worrying you. I’ll obtain the guest list from Lady Taylor. Someone might have learned of his direction.”

Hetty rose, too. She swallowed to moisten her scratchy throat. “Would you advise me as soon as you have news, Lord Strathairn?”

“I promise.” He took her hand. “Try not to worry, Miss Cavendish. He is a capable fellow.”

After the door closed, Hetty rubbed her arms and paced the room. All the life seemed to have been sucked out of her. Through the window, Lord Stathairn climbed into his carriage. “Horse Guards in Whitehall,” his booming voice instructed the jarvie.

Aunt Emily entered the room, adjusting her lace cap. “I listened at the door. I didn’t want to greet him in my wrapper.”

“Why would Lord Strathairn go to the Horse Guards?” Hetty asked.

“Likely he seeks help from his fellow officers.”

“I wonder if he suspects Guy is not what he purports to be.”

“You don’t doubt him, do you?”

“No, I do not. But there’s something Lord Strathairn didn’t want to tell me.” Hetty turned away from the window, massaging her aching temples. “Someone wants Guy dead, but it doesn’t seem possible he was attacked at the ball. A guest would have witnessed it, and his body…” She swallowed. “… found.” She moaned. “I must try to find out what happened.” She covered her face with her hands. “But I don’t know where to begin.”

Aunt Emily patted her arm. “Hush, my dear. Be patient. I’m sure there is a quite logical explanation for his absence. We shall hear soon enough. I must say, when you first told me of these attacks on him, I put it down to coincidence. England can be a very dangerous place if you are wealthy and go about unprotected. But no one attempts to kill without a reason. And what reason might there be?”

“I wish I knew,” Hetty whispered.

The hours passed in excruciating slowness which became almost unbearable. At times, Hetty feared she might lose her fragile hold on her emotions. She had hastily dressed, barely eaten, and jumped at every sound.

When the knocker rang through the house, it took Hetty a moment to realize she hadn’t imagined it. She rushed into the hall to find Aunt Emily’s maid, Sarah, at the door open-mouthed. A glamorous, dark-haired woman in a striped pelisse of Mexican steel blue stood in the porch.

“Mademoiselle Cavendish? Je suis Duchesse la Châteaudunn, la sœur de Lord Fortescue.” She put a gloved hand to her flushed cheek, her green eyes anxious. “Oh, pardon! English!”

Hetty sank into a curtsey. “How nice to meet you, Your Grace. Will you come into the parlor?”

Guy’s sister reminded her of a tiny bird. The Frenchwoman barely reached Hetty’s shoulder. But there was a family resemblance in the resolute look in her eye. She settled her skirts around her on the sofa.

“May I offer you coffee or tea, Your Grace?”

“No, merci. Gee wrote to me of your engagement. I wish we’d met under more pleasant circumstances. I am looking for him. I called at the address where Gee was staying but Lord Strathairn is away from home. The servants couldn’t help me. A young lady said he had left without giving his direction. She gave me your address.”

“I’m sorry, Your Grace. I’ve no idea where the baron is. I wish I did.”

“You… you are worried, too. I can see.”

“I must confess to becoming a little concerned.”

“Gee has always been most reliable,” the duchess said with a stricken look.

“Yes, that’s what makes this so surprising,” Hetty said. She resisted expressing the full force of her fears aloud, for the duchess looked close to tears as she fidgeted with her stylish reticule.

“He would never be…” She waved the reticule about as she frantically sought for a word. “So negligent.”

Her concerns were compounding Hetty’s. She wanted to rush right out to find him. “Could you furnish me with your address so that might I contact you, should I hear any news?”

“I’ve taken a house in Portland Place.” She shook her head, causing the soft feathers on her bonnet to flutter. “But we must act, must we not? Where might we begin, Miss Cavendish?” She motioned to the street beyond the window where a luxurious carriage and four matched gray thoroughbreds stood restlessly, their heads held by a liveried groom.

Hetty stared at the lady opposite, who chewed her bottom lip awaiting her reply. She might be a duchess, but she was Guy’s sister and shared Hetty’s anguish. “We might go to Hampstead.”

“That is in London, no?”

“That is where the ball was held at Lord and Lady Taylor’s home. The last place where Guy was seen.”

“Then we must drive there at once.” The dainty woman rose on feet encased in blue suede half-boots the like of which Hetty had never seen, trimmed with silk rosettes.

“I must leave a message for my aunt. She is away from home.”

“Bon,” the duchess said.

“I’ll fetch my pelisse and bonnet.” Hetty’s spirits rose as she hurried toward the door. Something to do at last, and a confidant in the tiny lady beside her.
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Guy opened his eyes and stared into the dark. His first thought was a moonless night at midnight. But because the air was thick with dust and mold, he ascertained he was indoors. He moved his head gingerly. It ached, and every part of his body seemed bruised. Where was he? A memory flashed into his mind, a silvery moon, the sweet-smelling garden at Hampstead, and then… nothing.

He put his hand to the sore spot on the side of his head and discovered a lump with crusted dried blood coating his hair. He loosened his cravat, his mouth bone dry, his insides hollow with hunger. His last conscious thought came back to him, a demanding voice in the darkness. What did they ask him? Had he failed to supply the answer? His mind remained befogged. How long had he been unconscious? Once his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he spied a faint light under a door. He staggered from what he recognized as a bed of coarse dusty onion sacks then, walked an unsteady path toward the light.

Once he located the door, he turned the knob, pushed the door open, and stood blinking in the glow of candlelight flickering in iron sconces along a low-ceilinged stone passage. Something came back, a memory of being dragged along a tunnel at some point, the rancid smell of earth and mold stifling him. His hands tied, he’d cried out and struggled and been hit again before the blackness claimed him. This must be a cellar. The weight of stone pressed down, disorienting him. The air rank with the smell of rat droppings and tallow made him swallow as nausea gripped him.

He fought to draw the stale air into his lungs, to strengthen him. To face whatever awaited him at the end of the passage. Bracing himself against the wall, he lurched toward the light, and stumbled into a wide cavern. A candle wheel hung from the ceiling, throwing the room into a chiaroscuro of light and shadow, the frigid air smoky. Without his coat, Guy shivered in his ruined evening clothes.

An arched door opened in the far wall, and he started toward it, coming to a halt as a tall man entered. He gestured with the pistol in his hand for Guy to leave the room.

Was he asleep or awake? “Who are you?” Guy wiped his eyes and took a step backward.

The man moved into the circle of light.

Stunned, Guy sucked in a breath and almost collapsed. He grasped the back of a wooden chair to right himself. It was like gazing into a mirror at his own visage. The face staring back at him was gaunt, the blue eyes harder. A long scar marred his cheek. But taken feature-by-feature, it was identical to his.

Guy passed a hand over his eyes. “It cannot be true! Vincent!”

“It’s true all right. You’d best sit down before you fall.”

Guy stared at him. He slumped onto the chair and put his hand to his throbbing head. “You speak better English than I.”

“Papa taught us well, but one forgets, no? But I learn fast. You must when life isn’t offered to you on a silver platter.”

“I’ve longed to find you my whole life, Vincent. Although we all believed you to have perished in the attack on the chateau, Papa never stopped searching. He is dead now. Maman, too. Did you know?”

“He abandoned me to the fire. His own son. You were his favorite, Guy.”

“That’s not true. He was a fair man.”

“He disapproved of everything I did.”

“You were often damned difficult, but he loved you. We all did.”

His hard face didn’t soften, didn’t acknowledge the possibility. “It matters not now.”

“Why do this? What is it you want from me?”

“All in good time.”

“You were not in our bedchamber when the fire started. Where were you?”

“Do you want food?”

“Yes, but first you must tell me what happened.”

“First, I will fetch you the food.”

He disappeared out the door again, shutting it behind him.

Guy sat with his head in his hands, it all seemed unreal.

His brother was soon back and pushed a plate of meat, a rind of cheese, and a heel of bread into his hands.

Guy was hungry, but he pushed it away. “I won’t eat until you tell me.”

“It is nothing to me whether you eat or not,” Vincent said. “It will not matter in the end.”

Guy felt the chill of those words. “What do you intend to do with me?”

“I’ll explain later. While you eat, I’ll tell you what happened the night of the fire.”

Guy reluctantly picked up the plate. He broke off a bit of the bread and chewed. “Go on.”

“I had crept downstairs to the kitchen to eat some leftover tart. When the crowd began to ransack the chateau, I was frightened. I tried to reach Papa and Maman’s bedchamber, but the flames licked at the servants’ stairs and blocked my way to the corridor leading to the family quarters. A servant rescued me as the house fell in flames around me. He carried me away half comatose for I had inhaled a lot of smoke. It was some days before I recovered. He cared for me and adopted me as his own. I was desolated when he told me my family had left France. You left me! Aristos were being rounded up and taken by tumbril to the guillotine. If I’d been found, that would have been my fate, too.”

“We did not leave France for days, because Papa held out hope that you lived. Who was this servant?”

“Papa’s chef. Remember Pierre Valois?”

Guy vaguely remembered a short, rotund man who gave him food when he was hungry. “Why did he not return you to us?”

“By the time it was safe to go back, you had abandoned me, and we knew not where you’d gone.”

“We did not abandon you! The whole of our quartier was in flames. We believed you dead and still waited far too long. We barely escaped with our lives. Papa paid someone to continue to look for you, but he sent us word that he’d had no luck. Did Pierre take you away from Paris?”

Vincent nodded. “We lived in Calais. Pierre opened a restaurant there. That’s where I grew up.”

“You never tried to find us?”

“No. What was the point? You’d left the country. There was no way of returning to France during The Terror. And in the end, I didn’t want to. I suppose my adopted parent’s hatred of aristos rubbed off on me.”

“Pierre was treated well. All Papa’s servants were.”

Vincent shrugged. “I do not remember. It’s likely you don’t either.”

“Please understand. We would’ve died, too, had we stayed. There was Genevieve to consider and Maman was not well.”

Vincent shook his head. He backed away, still pointing the gun at Guy. “Time to move.”

Guy thrust the plate onto the table and lurched to his feet, his head still aching. “I am telling you the truth, Vincent. Why are you threatening me with that pistol? Put it away!”

Vincent gestured toward the door. “Back to the storeroom.”

“And if I refuse?”

“I will shoot you. Don’t doubt I mean it, Guy.”

Guy searched his brother’s fevered eyes. He did mean it. He had hired men to do precisely that. Vincent had lost his reason. But why was he still alive? He was glad to have time to appeal to his brother. Sure that Vincent could be talked around. Blood was thicker than water, wasn’t it? Fear that he may not succeed, made his stomach roil as he stumbled back into the suffocating space. He would go mad, too, if he stayed there too long. “Why are you doing this?” he asked trying to delay. “Why did you send men to kill me?”

He was pushed through the doorway. The door slammed shut in his face, leaving him in the dark. “Tomorrow,” came the muffled reply.

The next day, Vincent came for him again. “Will you at least tell me the reason for this?”

Guy’s gesture encompassed the room, the table and chairs, and the pistol in Vincent’s hand. He’d spent a sleepless night shivering in the freezing dark trying to understand it. To think of a way out of it, but he couldn’t see past the fact that his brother was alive. It should have brought him joy, but for the fact that Vincent planned to kill him. Guy stiffened his resolve and decided to take his chances as they came, whatever the outcome.

“You owe me, Guy.”

Guy shook his head, confused. “You do not need to do this, Vincent.”

“But I do. I’m ready to become Baron Fortescue. I paid for that right.”

“But I am the firstborn son.”

Vincent shrugged. “A matter of a few minutes. Is that fair?”

“It is the way of the world. I am happy to share my life with you, although it won’t make up for what you’ve suffered. Where are we?”

“The tunnels beneath Rosecroft Hall.”

“How did you find a way inside?”

“Later! I need your identification papers. I’ve searched your chamber and the library here and turned up nothing. I tried to get you to tell me in Hampstead, but you were out to it. Tell me now.”

“For God’s sake, Vincent. This is madness. Sit down and we’ll talk.”

“Non! We shall just waste time. I need those papers!”

“I lost them when your men attacked me in the woods. I fell off my horse. But what good will they do you while I live?” Guy swallowed as the enormity of what Vincent planned became clear to him.

“I’ll need them later. But first I must supply the British government with a body, so the authorities will stop searching for me. Once I convince them that this dangerous spy who has been masquerading as the baron is dead, I can become you,” he waved his hand. “And take over your charmed life. We are identical, but for this. He touched the scar. And that I can fix.”

Guy whistled through his teeth. “So, it’s you in the documents Forney showed me!”

Vincent’s mouth stretched in a wry grin. “Oui.” He looked down at the pistol in his hand. “Once you are dead, I will be accepted as the baron. But I must have the proof.”

Vincent didn’t have the papers. That meant his portmanteau was still out there somewhere.

“Let’s go and search for them together?”

Vincent’s eyes burned fanatically. “No, I think not. You are tricky, Guy, and might find a way to escape. You rode directly from London. I know where you were attacked. I shall find them after you are dead.”

“You can’t mean to kill me!” Guy searched for a sign that Vincent’s determination might falter. His dry scratchy throat made his voice rasp. “Can I have some water?”

Vincent jerked his head toward a barrel in the corner.

“I rode away from the attackers before I fell. They could be miles away. I doubt you’ll find them. I knew better where to look, and I failed.”

A metal cup lay alongside the barrel. Guy scooped up water and swallowed thirstily. It was icy, and chilled him through to his very marrow, but the dryness in his throat eased. An ache thudded cruelly behind his eyes. “Even if you found them, your plan won’t work, Vincent. You cannot carry off such a deception.”

“After Pierre died, it was useful to take on your identity in France. To all intents and purposes, I am the baron. Vincent Valois died years ago.”

“Weren’t you afraid you’d come across me or someone who knew me?”

Vincent gave him a sly glance. “You were arrested with other hapless people and thrown in prison.” He grinned. “I expected your head to roll at the guillotine like many others.”

Guy frowned. “You didn’t try to help me?”

Vincent shook his head. “You disappeared after they released you. I was told you’d left France. Where did you go?”

“Spain.” Guy wrestled with the fact that his brother had known where he was at some point and never approached him. “It won’t work, Vincent,” he said. “There are many who know me well here in England.”

“You refer to Mademoiselle Cavendish.”

At hearing Hetty’s name on Vincent’s lips, anger and fear tightened his gut. He curled his hands into fists. “Leave her out of this.”

“I might, and I might not. That depends on the lady. I’ve come a long way and there’s much at stake.”

Guy welcomed the anger. It energized him. “If you hurt her, my friends will come after you.”

“I want nothing from her. If she accepts the engagement is at an end, it won’t be necessary to deal with her.”

He had to stay alive. Even if Hetty did accept the engagement was at an end and returned home to Digswell, which he doubted, what would happen when Vincent took up residence in Rosecroft Hall? When she grew suspicious, it would place her in terrible danger. He wasn’t prepared to let that happen.

“How did you find these tunnels?”

Vincent smiled with boyish enthusiasm. “Remember how often Papa told us stories about the tunnel that leads to the wood? And how it had been an escape route for priests during the reign of Queen Elizabeth. But I didn’t know exactly where it was.”

“You searched for it? How did you evade my servants?”

“I move about the house late at night.”

“I made a thorough search for the tunnel under the solar and failed to find it. Where is the entrance?” Guy asked.

“I doubt I would’ve found it either had I started my search inside the house. I located the tunnel entrance in the wood. It lies close to the eastern wing.”

“Near the fountain?”

“You can see the fountain through the trees; it’s so close you can feel the spray from it when the wind blows. It’s covered by a moss-covered stone tablet, which was quite heavy to lift. Steps lead down and the tunnel branches out into these storerooms. I daresay, priests lived here at one time. Maybe some even starved to death here, no?

Vincent’s eyes gleamed. He acted as though they were young brothers again, sharing a secret. “I emerged in the far corner of the long storage room beneath the solar. The door fits into the wall so snug it would be impossible to find without some prior knowledge. You must locate the exact spot. Once pressed, it releases the catch.”

“So, you can come and go undetected,” Guy said. “Smart of you.”

“I’ve learned to be, because life was hard.”

Vincent nodded with a satisfied smile.

“I brought you here because it makes a perfect prison. I hefted you down through the tunnels. You are no lightweight! No one saw me. No one will ever discover you’ve been here.” He raised a brow. “I shan’t kill you here, though. If you behave, you may enjoy what there is left of your life.”

Guy’s heart thudded in his throat. “You would murder your own flesh and blood?”

“I don’t blame you for the past, Guy. But don’t try to change my mind. I’ve very little choice. There’s nothing out there for me. If I fail, the British government will hang, draw, and quarter me. Not a good way to die. I burned my bridges in France. This or suicide is all I have left.”

“You can’t mean it,” Guy said, chilled to the bone. Unthinkable, that Vincent should kill himself and be buried in unconsecrated ground.

“I do. Now Napoleon’s finished.”

“You were close to the general?”

“Napoleon relied on me. He called me Le Renard. There are those who plot to rescue him once more. They wish me to join them.” Vincent shook his head. “I won’t, because this time it will not work.” He walked to the door. “I’ll fetch more food from the next room. I want you fit enough for the trip to London.”

“We return to London?”

Vincent cast him a pitying look. He went out, locking the arched wooden door behind him.

Guy recalled the disturbing words said in such a flat unemotional tone. He leaned his arms on his knees on the uncomfortable chair, his thoughts racing as he considered possible means of escape. Was it possible to wrestle the gun from Vincent? He looked to be every bit as strong as he, and right now in better shape, but Guy had to try.

As a boy, Vincent was often cruel. He ran wild and liked to torment animals and tease his little sister. But how did he become such a ruthless murderer? Guy was glad his father wasn’t here to witness it.


Chapter Eighteen


It took two hours through roads clogged with London traffic before Hetty and Genevieve arrived in Hampstead Village. Lord and Lady Taylor’s Portland stone mansion was surrounded by a high stone wall.

The duchess’s name opened the door to them like magic. They were ushered into a drawing room papered in crimson, cream, and gold and seated on a sofa with cream velvet cushions and rosewood arms. Guy’s sister wasted little time peppering them with questions in her thick French accent.

While Lady Taylor appeared captivated by the small duchess, Lord Taylor’s thin face bore a haughty expression. “Lord Strathairn visited this morning,” he said, as if one morning call at an inappropriate time was bad enough. He settled his boney frame on the chair and crossed his legs. “My wife and I had little to tell him. Lord Fortescue was last seen dancing with Lady Georgina Haldane. I have since sent letters to each of our guests. Many have replied with no knowledge of the baron’s whereabouts.”

“Lord Strathairn was in a fearful hurry.” Lady Taylor twisted her mouth. “He has visited our other neighbors before luncheon. And I’ve no idea why he felt it necessary. It’s nonsense to imagine Lord Fortescue was snatched from our home. He must have left of his own free will.”

“Lord Fortescue would not be so ill-mannered to leave without seeking you out and thanking you,” Hetty said.

“I’m sure he will return when it suits him.” Lord Taylor’s jaw stiffened. “The baron is new to London. He is entirely unknown to us. He was not invited but came with Lord Strathairn. We cannot say if this is his usual behavior.”

Genevieve let out a little huff. “My brother has impeccable manners.”

“But of course he has, Your Grace,” Lady Taylor said hastily, with an annoyed look at her husband. “Perhaps some tea?” Her hand hovered over the bell.

“No, merci. We must continue our search,” the duchess said, rising.

Lord and Lady Taylor rose with obvious relief. Lady Taylor patted the lace cap that covered most of her iron-gray hair. “It is to be hoped that the baron returns very soon to lay this mystery to rest. We wouldn’t wish any scandal to attach itself to us, especially with our daughter’s season upon us.”

“There is little point inquiring of the neighbors, as Lord Strathairn has been before us,” Hetty said, when they found themselves out in the street.

The duchess having agreed, they entered the coach. Hetty wrapped her arms around herself, feeling the tremor in her arms. Rational possibilities had deserted her.

The duchess told the coachman to stop at the farrier’s in the village. The blast of the furnace greeted them when they entered the forge. The solidly built man pushed his cap back with a finger. “The night of the Taylor’s ball? Mostly fancy carriages and their liveried grooms. There was two men in their cups. So many shady coves roam the heath. The Bow Street boys often bring bodies down from there.”

Hetty shivered. “Tell us everything, even the smallest details could be important.”

“I told ’is lordship who called earlier. When I was walking ’ome down Hampstead Road, I passed these two coves. One was lugging the other. Said ’e was drunk when I inquired. Toffs they were, probably been to the ball, so’s I minded me own business. ’E bundled the drunker one into a curricle and drove off fast. But then they’s always drive fast, don’ they.”

Hetty grasped the man’s sleeve. “What did they look like?”

“No need to rush me, miss. I was gettin’ to that.” He shook off her hand and took a step back. “Didn’t see their faces. Similar in size. Tall and dark-haired, both of ’em.”

Hetty clutched her hands, finding cold sweat on her palms. “But which way did they go?”

“Took the north west road, but from there, who’s to say?”

“Could it have been Guy? He might have been hurt.” Hetty allowed the footman to assist her into the coach. “But who would the other man be?”

“Lord Strathairn’s residence,” Genevieve instructed the coachman.
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With an eye on Vincent, Guy ate the bread, sausage, and cheese. The pistol had never wavered in his brother’s hand. If Guy managed to escape, would he be able to find his way through the labyrinth of tunnels before Vincent found him? Guy was no longer under any delusion about what his brother was capable of. Vincent would shoot him down in cold blood.

“Do you remember your childhood, Vincent? The happy times when we swam in the lake and fought duels with wooden swords?”

“Oui. The apple fights in the orchard. And that time I set fire to Genevieve’s doll’s hair.” He laughed and shook his head. “She cried and cried.”

As the memories came, they shared them, lapsing into their native tongue. As Guy indulged his brother, the hope flickered to life that he could convince him to give up his awful plan.

“You can’t do this, Vincent. Don’t you see? We’ll enjoy a good life, here. Together.”

Vincent frowned. “This changes nothing. I’ve burned my bridges.” When he reverted to English, his persona changed. He became more intent on his purpose. Guy didn’t know this man and was forced to accept that Vincent was committed to his wicked plan. The pain and the hurt of it tore through him as if he’d already been shot.

His thoughts returned to a means of escape. If he was able to find his way to the room under the solar, he’d make for his chamber where he kept a brace of pistols. It was an enticing thought. Then they would be on equal terms, although he doubted he could shoot Vincent if it came to that.

“Do you have ale?”

Vincent nodded. He disappeared into the next room and soon returned with a tankard. As he put it down on the table, Guy jumped up. He threw the plate of food at Vincent’s head.

Startled, Vincent put his hand to his head, dropping the pistol, and Guy rushed him. He punched his brother’s solar plexus and met hard muscle. Vincent fell to his knees and groped for the pistol which had skidded under the table.

Guy kicked Vincent’s rear end and knocked him flat to the floor.

“Bastard!” Vincent cried, scrabbling for the gun. He was between Guy and the weapon and would reach it first.

Guy turned and bolted through the door into another large storeroom. Vincent had made a bed for himself there. Through another door, beyond it, he found himself in a dim rock-walled tunnel where only one candle flickered in a wall sconce. He fled down it. When the tunnel branched into two, he didn’t hesitate, he took the right fork. Around a corner, he skidded to a halt at a dead end. This didn’t make sense. It must lead somewhere. If this led into the room below the solar where was the door? Cursing at finding himself cornered, Guy ran his hands feverishly over the wall as he searched for any protrusion. There was no time to retrace his steps to the other passage which would surely lead him to the garden. Somewhere behind him came the rumble of his brother’s untroubled laughter.

Vincent was confident he had him. “You can’t escape, Guy,” he called. “Surrender. Don’t make me shoot you. I don’t wish to carry a dead weight all the way to the curricle again. But I will if I have to.”

Gasping, Guy’s searching fingers alighted on a button-like protuberance. He hit it hard. A click sounded, and the door swung open. Vincent cursed. The passage brightened. Vincent had snatched up a candle and was coming fast.

With a grim smile, Guy leapt through and put his shoulder to the door, closing it behind him. He swung around in the pitch dark. Which way out? He trailed his hand along the wall, searching for a doorway. From the shape of the room, he gained confidence. It was the long chamber under the solar. He paused to orient himself, then stumbled forward to where he thought the steps leading up to the kitchens and solar were, and fell onto them, barking his shins. He scrambled to his feet and took the stairs two at a time. His heart hammered and his breath came in large gasps. He cursed that his strength was deserting him.

In the main house, he passed the solar, a tired dusty room where the family had once gathered but not used for a very long time. Nearby came the clatter of plates and the chatter of the servants in the kitchen. Not wishing to endanger them, he ran up the next flight of stairs. On reaching the upper corridor, he made his way to the east wing. The butler walked toward him along the passage.

Hammond stopped dead. His cool persona dropped away as his mouth dropped open and shut again.

“Come with me, Hammond!” Guy pushed the astonished man backward and ran toward his chamber.

Performing a swift about-turn, Hammond huffed behind him as they raced through the house. On reaching his chamber, Guy took out his pistols and loaded one, expecting Vincent to burst through the door at any moment.

“M-my lord,” Hammond stammered, his cheeks crimson.

“My twin brother is here in the house. He is armed and extremely dangerous.”

“Your brother, my lord?” Hammond’s eyes widened with bewilderment. Guy didn’t blame him, but he had no time to explain.

With both guns loaded, Guy placed them in his waistband, then opened the door and peered into the corridor, surprised to find no sign of Vincent. “Take care. He intends to kill me. Keep the servants out of the way and send a footman for the magistrate.”

“Right, my lord.” Hammond scurried away toward the servants’ stairs.

With a firm grip on the pistol, Guy edged along the corridor, listening for any movement.

A servant girl emerged from a chamber. She squeaked at the sight of him in his dirty clothes and bloodied hair.

“Go and find Hammond.” He jerked his head back, indicating the way he’d come. She rushed away.

When Guy reached the main staircase, he found Vincent in the hall below, and saw the reason he had not been right on Guy’s tail. He looked up at Guy, his lips stretched in a manic grin, blood dripping from his chin. He had freshened the wound on his face with the knife he held in his left hand. “When I take your place, the baron will have a scar. Foolish of you, Guy. You should’ve run.”

Vincent raised his pistol.

“Your plan to kill me has failed, Vincent. The servants know.”

“I’ll make them believe I’ve killed the imposter.”

Guy leaned sideways against a pillar which offered him a little protection. “Shall we both die here?”

“You won’t shoot me.”

Guy was inclined to agree with him. He had no wish for his brother’s blood on his hands.

An explosion echoed hollowly around the huge hall. Stone chips from the pillar peppered Guy as he leapt back.

Vincent climbed the stairs, slightly off balance as he reloaded his pistol.

“I have a loaded gun, Vincent.”

“You won’t shoot me,” he repeated.

Guy took his chance and rushed him. He took six stairs at a leap and crashed into Vincent. They both tumbled down the stairs, landing hard at the bottom.

Bruised and winded, Guy retrieved his pistol and approached Vincent, where he lay crumpled and still.

Hammond and the rest of the staff appeared as Guy crouched to examine him. He took his brother by the shoulders and called his name. Vincent’s head lolled, all the strength and fierce determination gone from his body. Guy lost his breath and his throat closed. “The fall broke his neck,” he said, his voice an anguished growl.

“He looks so like you, my lord,” Hammond said in a hushed tone.

Sadness engulfed Guy like a dark shroud. He sat on the step with his head in his hands.

Two of the maids began to wail and were ushered away by a footman.

“Did you send for the magistrate, Hammond?” Guy asked, lifting his head.

“I did, my lord, he should be here soon.” Hammond opened the front door.

A horse galloped up the gravel drive.

The rider dismounted and ran up the steps.

Guy climbed to his feet. “John!”

“So, you are here.” Strathairn walked into the room. “What has happened?”

Strathairn stared down at Vincent who lay on his back, his eyes staring blankly up at them. “Your twin.”

“Oui. Vincent and I fought. We fell down the stairs. His neck is broken.”

John nodded. “See to Vincent’s body first. We’ll discuss how to deal with the situation, later.” He knelt beside Vincent and drew a tiepin from his cravat. It was of a bronze bird its wings outstretched.

“What are you doing?” Guy asked with a gasp.

“We might have need of this.” John handed the tiepin to him. “An eagle. A Napoleonic symbol. Like those that sat atop regimental flag poles.”

“To lose an eagle would bring shame to a fighting unit,” Guy said. “Vincent told me he was close to Napoleon.” Hating to hold the thing in his hands, he gave it back to John and turned to the butler. “Hammond, have two footmen move my brother into one of the bedchambers. Wait for me in the library, John.”

Guy went to oversee the laying out of his brother. He gazed down at the face he’d longed to see again since he was twelve years old. He sat for a moment in the still room staring at nothing, his mind grappling with the horror. When he finally left the room and returned to John, he was barely aware that his body ached for the pain in his heart was so intense it almost brought him to his knees. He walked to the drinks table. “Whiskey, John?”

“Please.”

Guy sloshed amber liquid into two tumblers and handed one to John. He sat and took a large swallow as warmth spread through his cold insides. It failed to remove the hollow pain and sense of loss. He doubted anything ever would.

“So, this is the spy Whitehall has been looking for,” John said.

Guy nodded, his shoulders slumped.

“He was a murderer. I’m sure he would’ve killed you, Guy.”

“I have no doubt of it.”

“The government must be informed. Lord Parnham will handle it.”

“I see.”

“But Parnham will be disappointed.”

Guy glanced up. “Disappointed? I should think he would be relieved.”

“Vincent was to lead us to the spies’ nest.”

“You’ve learned nothing from following Forney?”

“He’s being cautious. He approached you believing you to be Vincent and expected more from you. Your reaction would have surprised him.”

Guy gingerly touched his head. “Perhaps.”

A curricle rattled its way up the drive.

“See to that wound while I consult the magistrate. He will need to view the body. After that, we must return to London.”

Guy searched his friend’s sharp gray eyes. He was bone-tired and had no strength left to argue. “As you wish, but I won’t leave until Vincent is interred in the family crypt.”

“Yes, of course.”

Guy sighed. “What must Hetty be thinking?”

“I visited Miss Cavendish. She is concerned, naturally.”

“Zut!” Guy rested his head in his hands. It had taken quite a battering of late. “I must get word to her.”

“Sorry, Guy. Parnham expects us at Whitehall,” John said. “Send a note to put Miss Cavendish’s mind at rest. But say no more.”


Chapter Nineteen


Hetty paced around the parlor earning an appeal from her aunt. She had barely slept after the trip to Hampstead. When she and the duchess called at Berkley Square, they were told Lord Strathairn had not returned. They could do nothing but go home and wait. Hetty had never found waiting easy, but now it was a torment.

Fanny wrote to say she would call at two o’clock. Hetty groaned. “Oh, not now. I can’t see Fanny while all this is happening!”

She and Fanny hadn’t met since she’d come to London. She guessed that Fanny’s season had been carefully orchestrated by her mother. Fanny had been presented in the Queen’s drawing room and would have danced at Almack’s. She would be bubbling over with news. Hetty only wished she was in a fit enough state to enjoy every detail.

As the clock struck two, Fanny swept in, dressed in a very smart half-dress of striped primrose yellow sarcenet, richly trimmed around the hem. Her face was rounder, and she’d developed quite a confident air. Pleased to find her looking so at home in her new surroundings, Hetty hugged her. Lady Kemble followed in a Turkey-red gown and puce turban.

“Almack’s is de trop,” Fanny said, ignoring her mother’s frown as she selected another tart from the cake stand. “You require a voucher from one of the lady patronesses to attend.” She giggled. “I danced with so many partners I can’t remember their faces, let alone their names.”

“No one was of particular interest to you?” Hetty asked, as her aunt poured more tea.

Lady Kemble took the flowery china cup and saucer with a nod in Aunt Emily’s direction. “Viscount Rothwell is enamored of Fanny. As are several gentlemen.”

Fanny wrinkled her nose. “Rothwell is too old.”

“Nonsense,” Lady Kemble said. “He’s years off forty with a large estate in Sussex.”

“He seems old.” A mulish expression tugged Fanny’s mouth down at the corners. “I don’t care for him.” She replaced her cup in its saucer. “Mr. Bonneville pleases me.”

“Forget Bonneville. He is known to be in dun territory and is in the market for a rich wife. Your dowry would not be acceptable to him, Fanny. He merely flirts with you.”

“I’ve met Mr. Bonneville,” Hetty said. “He has big, sorrowful brown eyes like a puppy.”

Fanny gave a trill of laughter. “That’s Bonneville precisely! Such a dear face.”

Lady Kemble turned her frown on Hetty. “You do look peaky, Miss Cavendish. You must make sure you get your sleep. A young lady in search of a husband needs a good complexion.”

Hetty swallowed and looked away.

“Hetty is a little tired,” Aunt Emily said quickly. “Her social life has been such a whirl.”

There was an uncomfortable silence, during which Hetty strained her ears for any activity in the street outside.

“Do you know if Lord Fortescue is in London, Hetty?” Fanny asked.

“I’m not sure where he is at present,” Hetty replied, careful to modulate her tone. She rubbed her bare finger. It distressed her, but she’d decided to remove her ring. News of her betrothal had not reached Fanny’s ears, and it wasn’t prudent to mention it now. She fought to maintain her composure, but her hand shook, and her cup rattled in its saucer.

“You’re very fidgety, Miss Cavendish,” Lady Kemble said with a sharp-eyed stare. “I was surprised to learn your father permitted you to come to London.”

“Is it so very surprising?” Aunt Emily’s eyes glittered. “My brother loves his daughter and wants the best for her.”

“I’m sure he does.” Lady Kemble put down her cup and saucer. She rose from her seat. “We must go. We have many calls to make, and then Fanny needs to rest before the ball this evening.”

Fanny cast Hetty a sympathetic glance. “I do hope you are enjoying your time in London. We must get together for a coze soon.”

Hetty returned the hug. “I’d like that, Fanny.”

After they left, Aunt Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “Mrs. Kemble is a spiteful woman.”

Hetty shrugged. “I fear she doesn’t like me.” It seemed unimportant now.

“That’s because you’re prettier and more intelligent than her daughter,” Aunt Emily said with a fond smile.

“Prettier than Fanny? Come now, Aunt.” Hetty kissed her cheek.

“You’ve had little chance to shine. When you become a baroness, you will come into your own, my dear. See if I’m not right.”

Her aunt clung to the idea that Guy meant to marry her. If only he was safe, she’d accept whatever happened, even if it meant losing him.

In the afternoon, a footman delivered a letter. Hetty pounced on it. It was from Guy. Her hands shaking, she sank into a chair in the entry hall to read it.

Guy’s note was appallingly brief. He was at Rosecroft Hall and would call on her when he returned to London. Exasperation fought with relief as she hurried upstairs to tell her aunt.
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The morning after, Vincent was buried in the family crypt in the Digswell churchyard. Then Guy and John traveled to Whitechapel in Vincent’s curricle, John’s horse tied behind.

At Whitehall, Lord Parnham, a man in his fifties with thinning gray hair, put a plan to Guy. “You are in the enviable position of gaining these conspirators’ trust. You can lead us to them.”

“And just how might I do that?” Guy already had an inkling and dreaded to hear what Parnham would suggest. Bruised and saddened, he just wanted to be with Hetty. Lord Parnham’s grave voice broke into his thoughts.

“Your twin brother adopted the title while working to free Napoleon. We would like you to become him. No one could possibly suspect you.”

“But I don’t believe Vincent had any intention of joining them. He wished only to take my place at Rosecroft Hall.”

“They are not to know that,” Parnham said. “But it confirms the view that he has not been in contact with them.”

“But I neither know any of these conspirators nor what they plot.” Guy held out his hands, palms up. “This is madness! Vincent had a scar on his cheek. That would give me away immediately. Why do you need me?”

“Because we’ve lost our agent. One of Lord Castlereagh’s fellows got close enough to learn the secret code they go by. Unfortunately, he became too confident, and they grew suspicious. They slit his throat and threw his body in the river.”

Guy scrubbed his hands through his hair. “Nom de Dieu!”

Lord Parnham leaned forward in his chair. “This will work. Forney has seen you without a scar. It’s unlikely the rest of them have ever met Vincent. You are identical. They will not doubt you even if they have met him. It will give us the time we need to act. And it will draw out the rest of them. If you call one wolf, you invite the pack. Once you have entered their midst, we will pounce.”

“But they must suspect you’re on to them.”

Parnham shook his head. “No one has been arrested. They will be confident they’re safe.”

Guy eyed him. “I’m not trained in espionage.”

“We’ll help you with that.”

Guy’s eyebrows arched. “I cannot imagine how.”

“Lord Strathairn will assist you with the finer details.”

He’d had enough of the violence men do to one another. Guy huffed out a breath. He was spent. “I intend to visit my fiancée, Miss Cavendish. She will be concerned about me.”

Lord Parnham shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s impossible until this is over.”

Guy pushed back his chair and stood. “Then I won’t do it.”

“Sit down, please, Fortescue.” Lord Parnham motioned him down again. “You can send word that you are ill.”

Guy shook his head as visions of Hetty banging on Strathairn’s door swam into his head. “That wouldn’t keep Miss Cavendish away.”

“I’m afraid my orders come from Viscount Sidmouth, the Home Secretary. I must insist,” Parnham said. “The future of England far outweighs the demands of one young lady.”

“This is preposterous. You cannot insist.” Guy swung around to look at John. But he shifted in his seat and wouldn’t meet Guy’s eyes.

“These saboteurs plan to strike here in London. Would you prefer to allow them to continue to work against England? To assassinate the prime minister or the Prince of Wales? To stir the masses to riot and work against the Crown?”

“I would not,” Guy said with heat. His love of England was deeply ingrained. “What do these Frenchmen hope to gain by this?”

“They are not all French, some are Englishmen. But the delusional souls are united in their quest to free Napoleon,” Parnham said with a tight-lipped smile. “Their reasoning being that as he escaped from Elba, he can do so again. Destabilizing this country’s government and stirring up the mood of the people will aid them in their cause. The present unrest plays into their hands. There’s revolution in the air and some of these Englishmen prefer England to revolt instead of–in their opinion–remaining enslaved. They hate Liverpool’s Tory government. They hate the Regent and his reckless spending and intend to ferment trouble wherever they can. There are organized societies with the same aim.

“What concerns us most is a new threat to the regent’s life. We have prevented one attempt recently. He’s unpopular, but to lose him would prove disastrous for England.”

Parnham held out his hands, palms up. “Your life has been badly affected by revolution, has it not? You do understand why England needs you to do your duty, Lord Fortescue?”

Guy released a long breath. “I’m quite prepared to do as you wish. But only if I can visit Hetty. She must be told the truth. I know she can be trusted.”

Parnham’s clever brown eyes assessed him. “On reflection, it might seem odd if you stopped courting Miss Cavendish. You may tell her about your brother if you wish. Continue as you were, but she must not learn of your mission. It would be too dangerous. Do I have your word?”

Guy had to agree. The last thing he wanted was Hetty involving herself in this, and he was sure she would. “You have it.”

Parnham rose, came around the desk, and shook Guy’s hand. “Then it is done. You are to infiltrate the group to discover their plans. Best you don’t come here again. I expect to learn something from you in the coming days. We’ll keep in touch through Strathairn.”

“And the scar?” Guy traced a line down his cheek.

“We might give you a fake one, but the count has already seen you so that won’t serve.” Parnham tapped the desk with a quill. “We shall have to trust no one has met Vincent.”

Guy crossed Whitehall with John to the carriage. “Hetty and I will marry as soon as my sister arrives in London to identify me,” he said. “Should I die, I want Hetty to inherit all my unentailed property.”

John eyed him as he settled back on the squabs. “You French are a pessimistic lot, aren’t you?”

Guy shrugged. “It would be foolish to be anything else, would it not?”

“I have your back, Guy. Remember that.”

“I’m not likely to forget it,” Guy said with a rueful smile.


Chapter Twenty


Hetty beat the maid to the door. She threw it open, and all but fell into Guy’s arms. He looked so weary and sad that she stilled. His cheek was bruised and there was a cut on his chin. Her questions fell away as shock dried her mouth.

He greeted her aunt in a sober voice, then sank onto the sofa.

Hetty sat beside him, her concern and curiosity getting the better of her. “What happened?”

Guy held up a hand. “I shall tell you.”

She swallowed, not knowing what to expect and fearful of what he might say. She was sure it wasn’t good.

Guy’s voice was strained as he related the happenings of the last week.

When his voice fell away, Hetty, horrified and confused, rubbed her arms, and tried to sort through what he just told her. His twin brother whom he had thought dead in France was a veritable monster. He’d tried to kill Guy and take his place at Rosecroft Hall.

“Vincent accused Papa of deserting him when the fire engulfed our chateau. But he did not. I couldn’t make him believe it. He hated us.” He sounded so bitter it made her yearn to try to soothe him. “Life is cruel. Fate has cheated me of a brother.”

When Guy lapsed into silence, her aunt offered her heartfelt sympathy and excused herself.

Hetty moved closer to Guy on the sofa. “My poor love.”

Guy placed an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. The muscles on his arms were hard with tension. Tears blinded her.

“It’s over, Hetty.” He cradled her face in his hands and wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumb. “I’ve missed you,” he said quietly, and kissed her. “Will you be my wife?”

“Oh, Guy, yes. I love you.” her heart throbbed with love for him. She coiled her arms around his neck and kissed him. As he held her, Hetty stroked his hair and discovered a lump. She pulled away. “You’ve been hurt.”

Guy shrugged. “I’m lucky to have a hard head. Hopefully, I still have my wits.”

She leant her head against his shoulder. “It’s all over now.” She sighed with relief.

His arm tightened around her.

Hetty sat up. “Guy!”

His eyes widened. “What is it?”

“Your sister, Genevieve has arrived in London. We traveled together to Hampstead where you were last seen. She has taken a house in Portland Place.”

Guy grinned. “Genevieve is here?”

“As soon as I received your letter, I sent a servant to let her know you were safe.”

“Merci.” He sobered. “You and she went to Hampstead?”

Hetty wished he didn’t look so defeated and unlike himself. “We traveled in your sister’s opulent turquoise carriage,” she said with a smile. “The coach is lined with fine parquetry, paisley silk curtains, velvet upholstery, and gold carriage lamps. I’ve never seen the like!”

A smile tugged at his lips. “Genevieve is never without her comforts.”

“She was determined to find you.”

He drew away and stood. “I must go to her.”

“Of course, you must. I like her very much, so please tell her I hope we meet again very soon.”

“Tomorrow, I’d like to show you the Mayfair house which I found the day before Vincent…” Guy shook his head. “There might be a delay, Hetty.” He rubbed his hand over his nape. “I must consult with my solicitor and I must ask your father. After that, the banns must read. Reverend Dewhurst at St. Georges will advise us of a suitable date.”

“Oh, Guy.” Hetty gazed at him with longing. “I do so want to be with you.”

He pulled her into his arms and took her mouth in a kiss. “Tomorrow,” he promised, drawing away.

She touched his cheek still unsure, still unable to fully trust in their future and wondering why. “But is everything all right now?”

His eyes looked shadowed. He took her hand in his big one and kissed it. “Oui, mon cheri amour.”

After Guy left, Hetty told her aunt about the house.

Aunt Emily hesitated. “But I cannot go with you. I have an engagement with the poetry society.”

“That’s all right, Aunt. It’s no longer a false engagement. We are to marry.” Hetty paused, something still wasn’t right. His eyes were troubled. Was it because he mourned his brother?

“Well, of course you are to marry,” her aunt said with a laugh.

Hetty, about to leave the room swung around. “You knew?”

“I did. That first day. When I saw how he looked at you.”

“You don’t find it surprising that a baron should wish to marry a poor man’s daughter?”

“Poor? Your father is very careful with his money, but he is far plumper in the pocket than he makes out, Hetty.”

Startled, Hetty remembered the dowry. “I had no idea. We live comfortably but simply in Digswell.”

“That is your father’s preference. But he might be called a nabob. He made a good deal of money with the East India Company while in India.”

“Father a nabob? I can’t believe it!”

“Nevertheless, it is true. The Cavendish family is a very old and important family even if we do not hail from its upper echelons. You are quite sure your baron is wealthy?”

“His father lost properties during the Revolution and Guy’s estate, Rosecroft Hall, is sorely in need of renovation. But he appears to have the money to repair it.”

Aunt Emily scooped up the gray cat at her feet and followed Hetty up the stairs. “It doesn’t matter, my dear. I’m quite sure he loves you.”

Hetty didn’t care if Guy was as poor as a church mouse. “I am looking forward to seeing the house tomorrow.”

Her aunt paused, a hand on the banister. “It’s regrettable that I cannot see it, too. We plan to discuss Coleridge’s poem Kubla Khan. He wrote it in ’97, but he reserved it for private readings until this year when Lord Byron persuaded him to publish it. Such a pity you’ll miss it.” She paused for breath at the top of the stairs. “I trust you to act with decorum tomorrow, Hetty. I expect there will be someone there to show you around the house.”

“I daresay, Aunt.” Hetty hoped there wasn’t. She needed time alone with Guy. Almost losing him had frightened her, and she sensed there was something else he wasn’t telling her.
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Despite the joy of an emotional reunion with his sister, Guy felt drained when he walked through the door of his temporary home in Berkley Square. He and Genevieve had reminisced about their childhood memories. Genevieve was appalled at what Vincent had done but was still sad that she’d been unable to attend his burial. She expressed her approval of Guy’s choice of bride. “You could not do better than Hetty, Gee,” she said.

Guy agreed. He hoped he would live to enjoy what promised to be a wonderful life.

Strathairn’s butler approached him at the door. “My lord, a parcel arrived for you today.”

Mystified, Guy tore off the paper. Inside were his evening coat, hat, and cane. A letter written in Lord Taylor’s bold strokes explained that Guy’s coat and hat had been left in a cupboard and overlooked by the maids until recently. He and Lady Taylor hoped all was well with him and that next time he visited them he would come to say goodbye before departing into the night and worrying all those who cared for him.

Guy shook his head and went to join John in the library.

His friend spun the bronze tiepin in his fingers. “It would be smart for you to wear this eagle pin when you meet with Count Forney.”

Guy looked at it with distaste.

“We have reason to believe the secret code they use might be Longwood,” John said. “The house on Saint Helena where Napoleon has been incarcerated.”

Guy raised his brows. “So, I’m to visit him and use that word?”

“Yes and declare yourself to be one of them. Once you are drawn into his group, we will make our move.”

“I may not be admitted a second time.”

“I doubt you’ll be turned away. But if he refuses, send the tie pin to him.”

Something tugged at Guy’s memory.

The door opened, and Georgina entered. “You wished to see me, John?”

Guy stood, ready to excuse himself.

“No, stay, Guy,” John said. “We shall need to speak further.” He beckoned Georgina into the room. She came to stand in front of him, unusually meek with her hands clasped together. She glanced at Guy. “What became of you at the ball, Guy?”

“Never mind quizzing Lord Fortescue, Georgina. His activities do not concern you. As you are no doubt aware, I have received a morning visit from Julian, His Grace, the Duke of Broadstairs, who has requested your hand in marriage.”

Georgina gave a confident smile. “And what did you tell him?”

“That at seventeen, you are too young.”

Her face fell. “No! You didn’t,” she cried. “You wouldn’t! I am eighteen in three months’ time.”

John grinned. “Everything you wish for falls into your lap, does it not? I’m sure it is not good for your character.”

Georgina rolled her eyes. “Pooh! See how he teases me, Guy?”

John smiled. “I told him the marriage can take place when you turn eighteen.”

“Then I am betrothed?”

“It would seem so. He will call tomorrow, no doubt, with a handsome betrothal ring.”

Georgina squealed in delight. She kissed her brother on both cheeks. “You are a beast. I shall be glad to leave home.”

She turned to Guy. “I shall kiss you, too, Guy. I am so happy!”

Before her brother could protest, she had kissed Guy’s cheek and flounced toward the door.

When it closed, John shook his head. “I’m fond of my sister. But I’ll be relieved to hand her to Broadstairs.”

“Does she love the duke?”

“I imagine so. She’s been busy making him jealous for some months.”

Guy laughed.

“Now…” John turned serious. “Any questions?”

“You’ve jogged my memory,” Guy said. “Something Forney mentioned that I thought odd at the time. He said he enjoyed England when the shadows in the wood grow long.”

“Longwood!” John’s eyes gleamed. “That confirms the password! We have the wolf by the ears! We’ll get him and the whole pack along with him.”

“Preferably before they get me,” Guy said with a grimace.


Chapter Twenty-One


“I have the key.”

Guy led Hetty up to the front door of an impressive house in South Audley Street. Doric columns flanked the doors with a pretty fan-shaped window above.

Hetty took a deep breath as she looked at the handsome man beside her. An hour spent alone with him was enticing.

Guy unlocked the door and led her into the marble hall where elegant stairs curved away to the upper floors.

“It’s very grand.” Hetty’s hushed voice echoed around the lofty space.

Guy took her hand and led her through the empty rooms. Then they mounted the stairs to the upper stories.

“This is the drawing room.” He threw open a door.

Crimson silk walls rose above the dark polished wood of the wainscoting, rising to a high plaster ceiling. The Adam fireplace was of white marble. Tall French windows opened onto the garden. She crossed the bare boards to inspect the magnificent carved fireplace. “I can imagine it furnished.”

“That will be your domain.” Guy gazed down at her. “How pretty you look today. The lilac suits your hair.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you didn’t say red hair.”

“I have learnt my lesson.”

She reached up and touched the cleft in his chin. “The first of many.”

He pulled her against him. “That sounds threatening.”

She laughed. “It’s only fair to warn you.”

He tilted up her chin. “Ah, but you are not fair.”

“Why am I not?”

“The way you look at me when I want you so.”

Her hand at his nape, she pulled him down for a kiss.

“Hetty,” he murmured when they parted. “Don’t torture me. Let’s examine the rest of the house.”

She smiled and took his arm. “Yes, I’d love to.”

Guy threw open another white and gold paneled door. “This will be our bedchamber.”

Hetty found it difficult to breathe. The room was empty of furniture but was carpeted in the pinks and blues of a rosy dawn. Another handsome fireplace where she could visualize flames crackling cozily in the grate as they lay in bed together. The thought thrilled her.

She pressed her hands together and gazed up at her handsome fiancé.

Hetty was determined to have Guy make love to her today. Her breath quickened as she walked to the window. “We overlook the garden.” She pulled off her lilac pelisse and kid gloves and began to untie her bonnet strings.

Guy came to stand behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders. “What are you doing, Hetty?”

“I’m a trifle warm.”

Aunt Emily wished her to act with decorum, but her aunt wished she’d experienced love with the man she adored. It seemed to Hetty that Aunt Emily compensated for a life not lived by immersing herself in poetry.

Hetty turned into his arms. She reached up to slide a black lock back from his forehead as his eyes roamed her face.

So much had happened. It seemed irrational, but Hetty feared he’d be snatched away from her. He was tense, she could sense it when she touched him, and she wondered why. He was withholding something from her. Perhaps if they became lovers, he might tell her, although she doubted he would listen to her and stay safe.

“Shall we view more of the house?” When he drew her away toward the door, she silently took his hand and tried to pull him down with her onto the dense carpet.

“What mischief are you up to, Hetty?” Guy said, removing his hand as if he’d been burned.

She sank down. “Lie with me.”

He shook his head, doubt in his eyes. “We should wait.”

Afraid he might not desire her after all, she tucked her legs beneath her, suddenly foolish.

Guy laughed and sat beside her. “I swear I’m never sure of what you’ll do next.”

Hetty hesitated. She wasn’t entirely sure how to proceed but determined they would not leave there today without making love. She trusted Guy to keep her safe from scandal. Now that she’d made up her mind, her senses were on fire. A twist of desire curled deep inside her.

Guy eyed her cautiously but kept some distance between them. She reached out to him. “Kiss me.”

He leant over and gave her a gentle kiss, pulled away, then with a soft moan, moved closer, and kissed her again. One kiss turned into many, and his tongue thrust against hers, teasing, taking. Desire built to a heavy throb low in her belly. Her nipples tingled.

He drew away. “You are playing a dangerous game, ma cherie.”

Something odd had happened to her breath, she was gasping, her heart pounding. “I know, but it’s worth it, isn’t it?” She ran a finger along his bottom lip.

Guy kissed her throat and untied the strings at the back of her gown to lower it, kissing the swell of her breast. A delicious ache spread over her breasts, and her nipples tightened into rigid buds.

She shivered with expectation at his deliberate movements. He seemed a different person as her shift was pulled down to expose her breasts. Suddenly shy, she put an arm across her breasts.

“Don’t hide from me,” he murmured huskily, removing her hand. He lowered his head and took a nipple in his mouth.

As exquisite sensations flooded through her, Hetty gasped and raked her fingers through his dark hair.
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Guy couldn’t resist kissing her full creamy-skinned breasts. Lust slammed into his body as he cupped a firm globe and teased the taut nipple with his tongue. It tasted deliciously of woman with a delicate floral scent. But he could not let it go far. Not when he feared he may not live long enough to marry her. He’d already gone further than he intended. Her long slender legs enticed him, and a wicked voice in his head urged him to settle between them and make her his own. Her soft words of encouragement made him want her so much he had to fight not to take her right there on the carpet.

“Mon dieu!” he groaned. “We must stop this, Hetty.”

“What? No.” Her beautiful eyes were unfocused, which made his blood run hot.

As his last shreds of resistance slipped away, Guy pushed her back, his mouth sliding over hers. He nipped at her full under lip, evidence of her passionate nature.

When Hetty gazed deeply into his eyes, revealing the trust and respect she held for him, he pulled away, making a valiant effort at restraint.

“This is not going to happen,” he said, his voice hoarse while aware the evidence of his body made a mockery of his words.

“You’re trembling,” she whispered. “I don’t think you mean it.” She pressed herself ruthlessly against him, hip-to-hip, her hands sweeping over his back. He gave a strained laugh.

“Hetty, have mercy!”

He struggled to resist as hot blood surged through his body. His hand stroked up the soft skin of her inner thigh under her petticoats and located the soft feminine folds at the apex. Hetty’s body tensed, she flushed, and with a small sigh of pleasure, gave herself up to him.

With a moan, Guy stroked her hot damp flesh while she wriggled, uttering mews of pleasure. His free hand went to his breeches as desire drove him to mount her. They were panting with need, and his brain, turned to mush, ignored the danger.

There was a time when he would have taken her and worried about the consequences later. But not now. Surprised at how much he’d changed, and knowing his love for Hetty had changed him, he pulled his hand away from his breeches and focused on her enjoyment.

Hetty clutched at Guy’s shirt and emitted small shrieks as he continued his rhythmic stroking. “Guy, oh that’s so…”

She moaned, sank back, and opened her eyes.

Guy smiled at her. “It was agreeable, my love?”

Hetty’s eyes had a dreamy look, and her pink tongue toyed with her bottom lip. Guy struggled to inhale as he moved to ease the discomfort of his swollen shaft straining against his breeches. He wanted her so much he fought for air. Somehow, the bitter reminder had found its way through the fog of lust enveloping his mind. What he faced tomorrow. He could die and leave her unmarried and pregnant. Withdrawal was never a guarantee. He moved to put distance between them.

[image: *]*

Guy’s deep groan vibrated through her. She bit her lip, contrite. When he jumped to his feet, she saw with a small measure of satisfaction how she had affected him before he turned away to adjust his clothing. “Get dressed, Hetty,” he said, his voice tight. “I shall be back in a moment. And then I think we should leave.”

Filled with an odd languor, Hetty struggled with the ties of her gown. Her muscles seemed to have gone to water. Tears gathered, and a sob formed in her throat. He had proved remarkably un-rake like. Was he disappointed in her?

She climbed to her feet and straightened her clothes. She was struggling with the ties on her gown when he returned.

“Let me assist you.”

She studied his face as he helped her into her pelisse. He was so handsome, so wonderful, and her behavior had been appalling. “Thank you.” Despite her best efforts her chest heaved, and her voice trembled.

Guy sighed and placed his finger beneath her chin to raise her gaze to his.

Hetty gave a sigh of relief at the amusement she found there. He touched his lips lightly to hers. “What motivated this attempt at seduction?”

“I’m afraid I’ll lose you, Guy,” she murmured. “That you’re not telling me everything.”

“You aren’t going to lose me,” he said and pulled her against him, his hand cupped her head as he took her lips in a long passionate kiss. “Sweetheart. I would like nothing better than to make love to you. But I know more about life than you do, so please, just once, will you let me take care of you?”

“But I wanted to give you pleasure,” she whispered.

“You think you didn’t?” He laughed and tucked a lock behind her ear and bent to give her another brief kiss. “I plan to make love to you in the proper manner. In our marriage bed.”

At those words, any vestige of remorse fled. “I remember the stories you told me–when you believed me to be a man–of making love in hay lofts, carriages, fields, and wasn’t there one incidence involving a table?”

Guy laughed. “You have changed me.” He shook his head. “I am not that man anymore.”

Guy was an honorable man, one of the things she respected and loved about him, but she didn’t want him to change from the passionate and thrilling lover described to her in the woodland hut. She was determined they would do all those things together because she wanted to eradicate the memories of his past lovers. Lords were known to take mistresses, but he would never wish for anyone but her.

She tied her bonnet ribbons firmly beneath her chin. “I’ve yet to see the dining room. I fancy a long table, with enough room for all our friends and family.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


When Guy left Hetty at her aunt’s home, he considered how his attitude to so many things had changed. He’d come to England with the somewhat arrogant intention of finding a bride to fit his station. He was even prepared to set up a mistress if he had no real affection for his wife. He’d suffered so much loss and heartbreak, he believed himself incapable of deep feeling for anyone and impervious to further hurt. Now his happiness depended upon an amber-eyed, willowy young woman who was far too spirited for her own good.

Hetty filled his mind, heart, and soul. It had been a great struggle not to take her as she lay there on the carpet inviting him to do so, her lush mouth made for kissing and her lovely body bared to his gaze. He didn’t fully understand why he hadn’t. Perhaps, because he sensed what lay behind her determination.

Hetty was troubled. Guy had been unable to fool her when he attempted to reassure her that that all was well. He was worldlier and far more conversant with the tragedy their making love might cause, and he would not take advantage of her vulnerability. As a young man, these thoughts would not have troubled him, but, now they did.

After dinner, Guy joined John in the library, where they discussed John’s time spent with Wellington during the Peninsular Wars, or at least what John would reveal. Much of what John was required to do during those years he’d probably never repeat to anyone. War left men scarred. Although John was a stalwart friend, Guy could only get so close until he came up against the wall John had built around himself.

There was much in Guy’s past, too, that he’d rather forget. After downing his third whiskey, Guy relaxed enough to talk of his years spent on the Continent before coming to London.

“In Paris in ’08, I had the misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I was arrested and thrown into the Conciergerie.” He threw down the last of his drink to obliterate the bitter taste in his mouth. “Most don’t emerge from that prison alive, but for some reason, I was released. I didn’t wait to find out why. Over a million men, women, and children died in France during that time. Many in that prison. I left France, sick to my very soul.”

“And you took up arms against Bonaparte.” John raised his glass to him.

“Another million souls perished under Napoleon. Spain was in an even worse state than France. The land was scattered with the corpses of dead soldiers and horses. Villages ransacked and burned. The women raped and murdered. Stock and grain destroyed leaving those left to starve to death.” He took a deep breath. “I ended up at Girona, with such anger I wanted to kill, but instead, I acted as aide and secretary to Colonel Anthony O’Kelly from Roscommon, preparing dispatches, and translating documents into English, and working with the women. I refused to kill my countrymen. My hatred for Napoleon didn’t extend to the men who served him, although I was ashamed of their atrocities in that country.” He sighed.

“But in Girona, I witnessed so much foolish bravery, against enormous odds. Some six thousand French troops of Napoleon’s army laid siege to the fortress of Monjiuch, demanding the surrender of the Ultonia Regiment. Colonel O’Kelly refused. The blockade went on for eight months.”

To speak of it tightened Guy’s throat. The words took him back to that grim time in his life when, as a despised aristocrat, he’d tried to help desperate people, but there were so many and so little he could do. Before the Revolution, his father had helped all those on his estates. Guy had helplessly witnessed these people being overrun and dying where they stood. And he reached a point where he didn’t know or care what would become of him.

“Those were troubled times, my friend.” John broke into his thoughts as he refilled Guy’s glass from the crystal decanter.

“I grew fond of those whose lives I shared. Mrs. Lucy MacCarthy, wife of Colonel Patricio Fitzgerald MacCarthy, sought permission from the Spanish Army High Command to organize a women’s unit. The Company of St. Barbara, they came to be called. They carried ammunition to the troops and risked their lives to care for the wounded.”

“Yes, they were indeed admirable.” John lit a cheroot and puffed a cloud of smoke into the air.

“Heroines to the last.” Guy looked down at his glass, as his thoughts took him back there, amid the thunderous barrage and the confusion, the groans of the men, their blood running over the stony ground. He aided the women. “They ran the gauntlet of shells raining down, bombs and grenades, carrying the wounded in their arms to the hospital.” His voice broke, and he took another deep sip from his glass. The whiskey rolled over his tongue, thick and smoky with a hint of peat, warming the chilled knot in his chest. “When thirty-three thousand more French troops arrived and demanded O’Kelly surrender, he allowed the citizens a democratic vote.” He gave a hopeless shrug. “They voted no.”

“Brave, but foolish.”

A long, heartfelt sigh escaped Guy’s lips. “Over six hundred soldiers, along with Colonel O’Kelly, perished.”

“How did you get out alive?”

“After Lucy died by her husband, Fitzgerald’s side, I organized an escape with those civilians left. We slipped away at night amid the chaos.”

Guy had walked for miles despite the wound in his thigh where a bullet had grazed him. After parting company with the others who wished to make their way farther west, he found a tiny hamlet untouched by Napoleon’s forces. A peasant family took him in and cared for him until he was well, generously sharing their few provisions.

“As soon as I was able,” Guy told John, “I returned to offer them aid. The house was a smoldering ruin. Soldiers had taken their livestock and destroyed the crops, they had murdered the farmer, stripped, and violated the wife. She’d been taken in by relatives and was like a ghost.”

Guy left what money he had. “I ended up in Barcelona, where for a time, I lost myself.”

There was a long silence as they stared into the flames remembering lost comrades.

John stretched. “Tomorrow, we need to make a plan.”

Guy raised his brows. “Oui, tomorrow.” He hoped those days in Spain had helped him hone his instincts for danger, and to trust his gut feeling. He would need those skills now.

“It might be wise if I move into a hotel, John.”

John nodded.
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When she woke in the morning, Hetty gasped and curled her toes, remembering. Sarah entered with her hot chocolate, as the bells rang out over the city, calling people to church. “It’s a beautiful day, Miss Hetty. Listen, you can hear the booming bells of St. Paul’s Cathedral.” She drew back the damask curtains to reveal puffed white clouds in a patch of delph blue sky.

Hetty stretched her arms over her head, more aware of her body, her breasts, her nipples, and that vulnerable spot between her thighs. It was as if Guy’s lovemaking had changed her and left her yearning. She finished her chocolate and sprang out of bed.

“What a lovely day! I fancy a walk in the park after church.” With a sad pull of disappointment, she remembered Guy was not to visit her today. He had urgent business to attend to. How adroitly he’d evaded her questions as to what that business might be.

After church, Hetty strolled back to the house with Sarah beneath the trees as she recalled the time Guy had taken her to the park. The memory tugged at her heart. She wanted to see him. Wanted to be sure he was safe, though why she couldn’t convince herself of it, puzzled her.

She sat down to a hearty luncheon of soup, bread rolls, and a large helping of custard tart. After a careful look, her aunt requested a description of the house. Hetty concentrated on the food and tried to avoid her aunt’s penetrating gaze as she described in detail the impressive size and layout of the rooms. “It’s situated in a nice street in Mayfair where new houses are being erected,” she concluded.

She was relieved when her aunt made no comment, but instead discussed wedding gowns. Princess Charlotte was to be married in May. “Her wedding gown is said to have cost over ten thousand pounds,” Aunt Emily said. “I read that it is to be of silver lama on net over a silver tissue slip with flowers and shells embroidered in silver at the hem.”

“That sounds very lovely,” Hetty said. “I shall want something simpler.”

Her aunt nodded enthusiastically. “No time like the present to search for the fabric.”

Hetty wished she could give it her full attention, but the unease she felt still clouded her mind.

The next morning, the duchess was admitted, dressed in another exquisite costume of cornsilk yellow, which made her eyes appear very green.

“How divine you look, Your Grace,” Hetty said, much struck.

“Merci, mademoiselle. I must speak to you!”

“Of course.” Surprised by her urgency, Hetty showed her through to the parlor. “Please sit, Your Grace. May I offer you coffee?”

“Non, merci.” A tiny frown marred Genevieve’s normally smooth brow. She patted her breast. “I am not how you say… quiet, in here.”

Hetty’s pulse throbbed as she met the duchess anxious gaze. “I’m sorry. What worries you?”

“Gee. He called last evening but stayed only a minute before he left again. He is not himself.”

“Oh?” Guy had been less than forthcoming about his plans, leaving her wondering herself what worry consumed him. “What makes you think it?” she asked uneasily.

“You sense it, too,” Genevieve said. “Gee said he was unable to visit me for several days.” She pushed out her bottom lip. “He said he’d be delighted to see me if I came to London, and now, poof!” She waved a hand in the air. “He says he has calls to make today and then disappears again! His behavior is most odd.”

“I did wonder,” Hetty confessed.

“I followed him this morning.”

Shocked. Hetty widened her eyes. “You followed your brother?”

The duchess nodded. “Gee visited a gun shop, Manton’s Gallery in Davies Street. He was inside for over an hour. I saw him go upstairs and heard him practicing.” She wrinkled her nose. “I could smell the gunpowder.”

“Well, I find that entirely—”

“When he came out, he carried a box under his arm.”

“For hunting?”

“Non.” The duchess shook her head. “It was not a hunting rifle. Smaller. A pistol.”

Hetty stared at her thunderstruck, her head filled with wild thoughts. Why would Guy need a pistol? Did he think himself in danger? Or did he just want to arm himself after all that had happened?

The duchess edged forward on her chair, looking ready to rise. “He has an appointment at two. If we start out now, we can follow him this afternoon.”

Hetty blinked. “But Your Grace! I cannot follow him. Guy trusts me.”

Genevieve’s fine brows lowered a frown. “What of that? If Gee is in trouble, we must help him.”

“But what trouble would he be in?” Hetty considered she’d done enough to unnerve him yesterday. “Surely with Vincent dead, it is at an end. What if he sees us? He will be so angry.”

“Leave that to me.” Genevieve nodded sagely. “I will handle Gee.”

“Are you sure?” Hetty found herself unable to resist another woman who preferred action to talk.

“I am. Send the maid for your things. My carriage waits outside.”

Hetty informed her aunt she was riding in the park with the duchess.

When they were assisted inside the coach, Genevieve gave instructions for Berkley Square, and they moved off down the street at a fast clip. They arrived within minutes, for it was but a pleasant walk from her aunt’s house. Hetty swallowed, her throat dry. She could visualize Guy’s scowl when he caught sight of them.

They left the groom to walk the horses in Berkley Street and followed the graceful curve of the footpath to where the row of mansions faced onto the park. Unsure quite what to do next, she and Genevieve huddled down behind a tree. Minutes passed.

“He has a two o’clock engagement, so he must leave soon,” Hetty said, half wishing to give the idea up.

Another five minutes passed. They were discussing whether to leave when the door to number eight opened. Genevieve pulled Hetty down the servants’ steps of the house opposite. Through the railings, they watched Guy, dressed in a brown coat and fawn trousers, walk along the pavement swinging his cane.

“It is as I suspected. He calls on someone,” Genevieve hissed. Guy reached the corner and disappeared behind a stone wall.

“Is that a bad thing?” Hetty began to question the duchess’ sanity as the women hurried back to the carriage.

“Drive around the corner and follow the man in the brown coat,” the duchess instructed the startled coachman. “Don’t lose him whatever you do, but don’t make us conspicuous. I shall reward you if you succeed,” she added.

With eager agility, the footman jumped onto the box, and the coachman moved the horses on.

They caught sight of Guy in Berkley Street. He turned left into New Bond Street. They followed and arrived to find him hailing a hackney.

The coach trailed behind at a discreet pace as the hackney wove through the London streets. It pulled up in Cavendish Square, and Guy alighted. He looked neither left nor right but climbed the steps of an impressive residence to knock at the door. Minutes later, a butler admitted him.

“This square bears your name, mademoiselle. Surely it’s a family connection?”

“A distant one,” Hetty said.

“I wonder who my brother might visit here,” Genevieve said. “Do you know?”

“No.” Hetty studied the four-storied townhouse. “It might be best if we get out and let the coachman walk the horses.”

“Make enquiries as to who lives here, Jacque,” Genevieve said to the groom.

“Oui, ma dame.”

He hurried to knock at the servants’ entrance of the neighboring house.

Moments later, he returned. “A Corsican gentleman, ma dame. Count Forney.”

Genevieve shrugged. “I do not know him.”

A lady entered the pretty park at the square’s center and with a smile, left the gate open for them. Hetty and Genevieve chose a seat facing the house and opened their parasols. Hetty hoped it would afford them some disguise if Guy should walk past them.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Guy was relieved when Count Forney’s butler admitted him. At least he wouldn’t fall at the first fence. And with time to consider, he was eager to succeed in his mission.

He was shown into the grand salon where the count greeted him in surprise. “I did not expect to see you again, Lord Fortescue.”

“It is my practice to be careful, Count.”

Guy pulled back his coat to better display the bronze eagle pin nestled in the folds of his cravat. “The days grow long, and I find I miss the countryside, the charm of the wood.”

Forney’s eyes widened when he caught sight of the pin. He gave an oily smile and shook Guy’s hand. “Then I wasn’t wrong. You are one of us.”

“I had to be sure about you, Count. You understand?”

“Oui, indeed I do. We cannot be too careful.”

“The stakes are too high to be careless.”

“Bon. I shall take you this evening to meet the others. They have long since wished to meet you. Your exploits are legendary.”

Guy bowed. “You are too gracious.”

“We require your expertise in our quest to rescue Bonaparte. We must act with great speed before the English have him killed.”

“I should be happy to offer all the assistance I can. Where do we go to meet them?”

“My carriage will call for you. Where do you stay?”

“At Grillon’s Hotel in Albemarle Street,” Guy said.

“At ten of the clock, then.”

Guy emerged into the square. He glanced at the two women in the park who chatted beneath their parasols and continued. He must report to John. Tonight would put an end to the whole infernal scheme. He had no real faith in these so-called spies, for they appeared more like mischief makers. A plan to free Napoleon was bizarre. Their idolatry of Vincent seemed amateurish to him. Had the Home Secretary been ill informed? Yet, he surmised, amateurs they might be, but obsessed and determined they were, nonetheless.

He crossed the juncture of Henrietta and Margaret Streets and began to walk down Holles Street, making his way to Oxford Street, where he had a better chance of finding another hackney. The streets were busy with horsemen, and vehicles of all kinds. Many people walked the pavements visiting the shops. Guy cursed and stopped suddenly causing a peddler selling pies to give him a hopeful glance as he wandered past. A grand aqua carriage waited on the next corner, the four matched gray horses held by a liveried groom. Not only did this fit Hetty’s description of his sister’s carriage perfectly, it was surely the purple and blue of the duke’s livery. He was sure of it. He walked up to it. “Where is the Duchesse la Châteaudunn?”

Learning of her direction, Guy swiveled abruptly. The two women in the park, hidden behind parasols… Could it be? “Zut!” he muttered and strode back to the square. Had he not been so angry, he would have laughed at their stricken expressions. It was one thing for him to be in danger, but he would not have two of his favorite people in all the world drawn into the arena.

“And what might you be doing here?” he asked in glacial tones.

“I took the duchess to meet a friend of mine, but she is not at home.” Hetty’s face flushed crimson, and she refused to meet his gaze.

“You are a very bad liar, Hetty,” Guy said. He raised his brows at his sister. “Who is behind this absurd notion?”

“I am,” Hetty blurted.

“Non. ’Twas I.” Genevieve revealed a sisterly lack of fear at his wrath. “You are in trouble. We wish to help.”

He ground his teeth. “You can help enormously.”

Two sets of pretty eyes looked at him in fascination. “How?” Hetty asked in a breathless voice.

“By going home and staying there.”

“Oh.” She looked at Genevieve, who made a moue with her lips.

“Then you don’t deny you are in trouble?” Genevieve asked.

“I do deny it. You are being absurd. Allow me to escort you both to your carriage.”

“But where do you go? Why don’t you come with us now?”

“Because I have a prior engagement. You are both outrageous. Must I tell you every detail of my life?”

When his sister began to object in a flood of voluble French, Guy held up his hand. “Assez!”

The unmanageable pair climbed into the carriage. “Can we give you a lift somewhere?” Hetty asked with a sweet smile.

“No!” He slammed the door. “I shall call on you both tomorrow.”

“Why not call this evening, Gee?”

Guy ignored Genevieve’s question. He instructed the coachman to take them directly home.

Hetty stared back at him from the window with a worried expression as the carriage trundled away down the street.
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Hetty watched Guy stride away. “He’s very angry,” she said. “Will he ever forgive us?”

“Pooh! He was bluffing. I know my brother.”

“But you believe him to be in danger?”

“Oui. His eyes are evasive. When he was a boy and up to no good, he looked just like that. And what other reason would he have for not coming to visit one of us this evening?”

Hetty studied Genevieve. She had no way of knowing if the duchess’s opinion could be relied upon. Guy had been very angry. She shivered, his eyes had pinned her in place. But… He was worried and tense, otherwise he would have recovered his good humor, laughed, and joined them. She recognized the way he’d clenched his jaw, and he had avoided her eyes when questioned. “There is nothing we can do.”

“We shall follow him again this evening.”

“He may not be going out this evening,” Hetty reasoned.

“He must be, otherwise he would call on us,” Genevieve said with French practicality.

“But, he’ll be on the alert for us now.”

“We’ll dress in costume,” the duchess said promptly.

“What kind of costume?”

“Men’s attire, and we’ll hire a hackney.”

“Where will we get… Oh!” Hetty bit her lip. “I do wish I’d brought them to London.”

Her Grace stared at her. “Quoi?”

Distracted by the sudden likeness to her brother, Hetty muttered, “It is nothing. I’ll explain later.”

“I can borrow some clothes from my staff. The footmen are huge, but the younger servants aren’t so big. No one visits before nine in London. I’ll come to you at eight of the clock.”

An alarming thought struck Hetty. “W-what if Guy is visiting a woman?”

“A mistress?” Genevieve asked, in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Yes.” Hetty swallowed a lump in her throat. Had she driven Guy into the arms of a Cyprian?

His sister shook her head. “She would not keep him from me for days at a time. And he is in love. A man in love does not visit a courtesan. Not Gee. I may not have seen much of him for years, but I remember him as a loving son and a kind brother. He rescued our Maman and me when our chateau was burning, and my papa had gone to find Vincent. Gee fought a man much bigger than he, who tried to attack us. I don’t know where he found the strength, but he punched him to the ground and he led us to safety.”

That was the man Hetty knew.

“Gee wrote to me when he could,” Genevieve continued. “As a child he was honorable. Vincent never was. The twins were opposites. The light and the dark. This does not change.”

The coach drew to a stop in King Street. Hetty alighted as another problem faced her. What on earth was she to tell her aunt?

Hetty walked in and found the house in upheaval. A maid scurried past with her arms full of linen. “What has happened, Sarah?”

“Your father has arrived,” Sarah said. “Your aunt has put him in the guest bedchamber next to yours.”

“Papa?” Hetty’s voice quavered.

Aunt Emily bustled out of the parlor. “He has news.” She gave a conspiratorial smile. “I shall let him tell you himself.”

As she trudged up the stairs, Hetty searched her mind for an appropriate reason to be absent this evening. She knocked on her father’s door with the hope that a suitable excuse would spring from somewhere when the need arose.

Her father stood before the mirror adjusting his neckcloth. He turned as she entered, and she was struck by how lively he appeared. His beaming face looked years younger.

“My dear.” He kissed her cheek. “I had to come and tell you the news. I have asked Marina Illingworth to be my wife, and she has accepted.”

Pleasure for him threaded through her. His future with Mrs. Illingworth was sure to be a happy and fulfilling one. “Papa, that’s wonderful news. I’m so pleased for you.”

“Are you really, my dear? I hoped you would be.”

“I like Mrs. Illingworth very much.”

“She is a sensible woman.”

“Indeed, she is.”

“I thought we might have a small celebration this evening. If you are not otherwise engaged?”

“I’m afraid I do have an engagement tonight,” Hetty said cautiously. “I received an invitation from the Duchess Châteaudunn, Guy’s sister.”

Her father’s face fell. He considered her words and recovered a little. “The Duchess Châteaudunn, you say?”

“Yes, she has come from France for a visit. Will tomorrow night serve? We can invite her and Guy.”

“Well, yes, I should like that. I should have written, but I wanted to tell you the news myself.”

She hugged him with a fresh flush of guilt. “I’m glad you did. I’m pleased to see you’re in excellent health. When is the wedding?”

“Come and sit down.” He took her hand and steered her to the sofa. “I thought it safe to proceed and have the Banns read.” He frowned. “Has the date for your wedding been set? I’ve been expecting a letter from you.”

“Not as yet. Guy has other matters to attend to. He plans to obtain a special license and arrange for the wedding to take place at St. Georges in Hanover Square.”

His eyes widened. “St. Georges? The vicar and I had expected… Well of course, that is fitting for a baron.”

Hetty clasped her shaking hands together. Marrying before the eyes of the haute ton terrified her. She could hear the talk now. Cavendish? A branch of the family live in Digswell?

“I’ll learn more about it when Fortescue calls for you tonight.”

“I’m afraid not. Guy has another engagement.”

“An engagement that does not include his betrothed?” He studied her. “You are happy, Horatia? I judged him to be a good man.”

“Guy’s the very best of men, Papa.” The words almost stuck in Hetty’s throat, her guilt overlaid with uneasiness. Was Genevieve right to follow Guy when this matter was surely none of their concern? It was most unlike Hetty not to act on a premonition, but the duchess depended on her, so she would not let her down.

“Good.” Her father rubbed his hands together. “Let’s go downstairs. I have yet to enjoy a good chat with your aunt.”

After dinner, Genevieve called for Hetty in her carriage at the appointed time. She was introduced to Hetty’s father, who was immediately charmed by her.

When she climbed into the coach, Genevieve thrust some clothes into Hetty’s hands. “Put these on.”

“Here?”

“Oui.” She lowered the blinds.

As the carriage rocked along the street, they removed their gowns. Hetty struggled into the ill-fitting clothes that reeked of horse.

“I’m sorry. They belong to the stable boy,” Genevieve said. “They were the only ones that would fit you.” She gave an apologetic shrug. “You are so tall and slim.” She held out a pair of scuffed shoes. “These will be too large for you. You’ll need to stuff the toes with paper.”

Hetty admired Genevieve’s nimble fingers as she tied a credible cravat without a mirror. Her clothes were more suited to the gentry. She wondered whom the duchess had coerced into giving them up and had a ridiculous vision of her ordering a local clerk to remove his clothes. She stifled a nervous giggle, tugging on her black tricorn as Genevieve tucked her dark hair beneath the hat.

A watchman called, to whoever would listen, that the weather remained fine. The coach halted for them to alight at the stand in New Bond Street beside the water trough. A night coach passed them, and link boys lit the way for a chair carrying some important personage.

The bare wisp of smoky cloud hiding the crescent moon slowly drifted away. A cool breeze stirred the trees and fanned the stench of fresh horse manure, stinging Hetty’s nostrils. She shivered in the thin clothing, more from apprehension than cold.

No available hackneys were waiting at the stand. A peddler strolled up to them with a box of clocks strapped around his neck. Hetty waved him away as her frustration grew. She and Genevieve walked up and down. The minutes turned into half an hour.

“It’s growing late. We will have missed him.” Hetty rubbed her arms.

“I see one!” Genevieve darted out to wave it down. Hetty followed, unable to move very fast as the shoes slid off her heels.

“Don’t have smallpox or the plague, do you?” the jarvie asked before they climbed in.

“Certainly not,” Hetty growled. “Berkley Square, if you please.”

“Toffy kind o’ place for the likes of you, ain’t it?”

Hetty squared her shoulders. “Mind your manners, my man, or you won’t get a tip.”

“No offense meant.” The jarvie pushed his hat back and drew his whip.

They rattled past elegant stone and brick houses as they approached Berkley Square.

“There he is!” Guy walked up Brutton Street, a tall hat on his head, his long dark coat flowing about his ankles. “Follow that man!” she called to the jarvie.

“What kind o’ smoky business is this?” he asked.

“Nothing for you to worry about,” Hetty said. “Just think about the extra money you’ll earn.”

The jarvie turned the hackney and drove after Guy, who had disappeared into New Bond Street. An empty hackney passed him and slowed. Guy waved it on, content to go on foot to his destination. They caught sight of him again as he turned from Grafton Street into Albemarle Street. He walked past the grand façade of the Royal Institution and disappeared into the Grillion Hotel.

“What do we do now?” Hetty asked as the jarvie pulled up outside the hotel. “He’ll be here to meet a friend and may be there for hours.”

Suddenly, the hackney doors were flung open, and a man thrust a pistol into their faces. “Out.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


A tall man stood there, another beside him. Both men’s faces were obscured by shadows.

Hetty stilled the clink of coins in her pocket as she climbed down, having heard of some people being robbed, sometimes just for their handkerchiefs. Genevieve followed her to the pavement, unusually silent. Hetty couldn’t be sure that a scolding tirade wouldn’t erupt from Genevieve’s lips and get them both shot.

She hurriedly spoke before the duchess could. “We has nothin’ of value ’ere,” she croaked, her voice lowered to a bark by the fear that tightened her throat.

The tall man grabbed her by the arm while the other attempted to drag the struggling Genevieve into the light cast by a street lamp. “What business do you have here?” the tall man demanded.

“They look like pigs, they do, miss,” the jarvie offered from his seat. “From Bow Street I’ll be bound.”

The light fell on the tall man’s face. Hetty gasped. “Is it you, Lord Strathairn?”

“What the devil?” He whipped off her hat. “Miss Cavendish. Why are you dressed like that and talking that way? Those clothes reek of the stable. And why are you following Lord Fortescue?”

“We are most worried about Gee,” Genevieve said, finding her voice.

“I’m sorry, Lord Strathairn.” Hetty finally remembered her manners. “I’d like you to meet Duchess Châteaudunn. Lord Fortescue’s sister.”

Lord Strathairn’s accomplice whistled. “I’ll be damned!”

“I appreciate your concern, Your Grace.” Lord Strathairn spoke through clenched teeth. “But you’ll make matters worse for the baron if you remain here. Please go home.”

“I demand you tell us what this is about,” Genevieve said, having regained her poise. Her voice rang with imperiousness, and the other man hesitated then made an awkward bow.

“It’s secret government business that does not concern you, Your Grace,” Lord Strathairn said in a cool tone. “Have no fear. We shall keep your brother safe. Please leave now or you’ll both spend the night in a Bow Street cell.”

“Guy’s on secret government business?” Hetty gasped. That would certainly account for his odd behavior. “If you’re sure…”

“We’ll guard him like a baby.” The Runner–if indeed he was one–gave a guffaw which was cut short by Genevieve’s icy glare.

“I do hope so, monsieur,” the duchess said. “There will be trouble should you fail.”

Once back in the hackney, Hetty instructed the jarvie where to take them. He moved the horse on without further comment, apparently struck dumb by what he’d witnessed.

“What on earth is Guy involved in?” Hetty asked. She’d experienced cold fear before but was now chilled to the bone.

The hackney turned the corner into Grafton Street and passed a lane behind the hotel. Hetty caught sight of two men exiting from the rear of the building.

“Look, there’s Guy!” Hetty clutched Genevieve’s sleeve. She hung out the window. “Stop the carriage!”

The jarvie cursed as he pulled the horse up.

Genevieve craned her neck. “They are entering a carriage.”

“I can’t run in these shoes! You go! Tell Lord Strathairn,” Hetty said. “I’ll keep their carriage in sight.”

“Oui.” Genevieve climbed down onto the pavement. She paused. “But what if we lose you?”

“Hurry! Tell Lord Strathairn. He will follow us.”

As the duchess ran back to Albemarle Street, Guy’s carriage passed Hetty’s. She watched it go and shouted to the jarvie. “Don’t lose sight of that carriage!”

“You meet all kinds in this ’ere job,” the jarvie said with a crack of his whip.

The hackney moved at a clip to the next corner in time for Hetty to see the carriage that bore Guy trundle down Dover Street toward Piccadilly.

Hetty looked back. Lord Strathairn was half a block behind driving a curricle, the other man beside him. Had they forced Genevieve to go home? Hetty bit her lip. Genevieve would be furious.

At Piccadilly, the hackney was slowed by a stream of evening traffic. Ahead, a slow wagon loaded with wares rattled along at a snail’s pace. With mounting horror, Hetty watched Guy’s carriage disappear into the gloom. “Have we lost them?” she yelled, trying to make herself heard above the noise of clattering wheels and pedestrian chatter.

“Not bloody likely,” the jarvie yelled back. “When Pete sets his mind to it, he doesn’t fail.”

“There they are,” Hetty called. “They’re heading toward the Strand.” She had no idea if Lord Strathairn still followed or was held up in the traffic.

They traveled under the stone gateway of Temple Bar and the nearby Inns of Court where judges, barristers, and silks wandered the courts and chambers in their robes. Then the printing shops, churches, inns, and coffee houses in Fleet Street. Ahead, Guy’s carriage turned into Bridge Street, where a motley crowd overflowed the pavements. “Could they be heading for the river?” she yelled.

“Looks like it,” Pete yelled back.

A group of sailors gathered in a pool of lamplight to eye a pair of well-dressed gentlemen intent on some evening’s entertainment.

As Guy’s carriage turned into Earl Street toward Puddle Dock, they barely avoided a cat streaking across the road. They stopped outside a warehouse, only feet from the moss-covered steps leading down to where a sea of masts swayed on the Thames. Boatmen rowed passengers over the river during the day, but it was now deserted but for one lantern lit wherry winking out on the river.

“Smokey business,” Pete muttered. “Best we stop ’ere.” He pulled up the horse at the top of the lane, beside a pen filled with ducks and fowl settling for the night.

Hetty covered her nose at the stench of manure mingling with sea-coal smoke. Fingers of mist rose from the water and curled around them while clouds shrouded the moon in a ghostly haze. Muffled by the mist, it was deathly quiet but for the creak of boats rocking on the swell.

In the poor light, Hetty jumped down onto the sandy gravel in time to see two vague shapes enter the building. She whirled around with the hope of finding Lord Strathairn coming behind them, but the lane was empty.

She shuddered as a rat scuttled across the ground intent on its own pursuits. “You can leave me here, Pete.”

“You shouldna go after ’em, miss,” Pete said. He removed his hat to scratch his head. “Don’t like the looks of this ’ere place at all. They might be ark pirates, being so close to the river as they are.”

“What are ark pirates?”

“Those who rob an’ plunder on the river, miss. Anyways, there’s something smoky goin’ on behind that door.”

“Go, if you’d rather.” She reached into her pocket and drew out some coins for him, dismayed at how much her hand shook.

“Hold on a bit,” Pete said, deep furrows forming in his brow in the light from the lantern he held. “I didna say I’d leave, did I? You might be a bit dicked in the nob, but you ain’t short of pluck, and I ain’t about to cast you to the birds of a feather in that there place. I’ll stay ’til your friends show up, that I will.”

Relieved, she smiled gratefully at him. “Thank you, Pete. I’ll go and see if I can hear what’s being said.”

“Not sure you should, but you be careful, miss.”

“I will.”

She picked her way down the lane toward the warehouse, edging around a stinking and rotting animal corpse on the ground. The mist thickened, extinguishing all light. She faltered, unable to see the way. Distant sounds reached her, echoing through the fog. Was it a carriage? She stood still, unsure whether to return to the hackney. Had Pete decided to leave after all? Moving closer, light flickered around an ill-fitting door at the side of the warehouse. She crept forward and placed an eye to the crack. She could make out only blurred movement in the flickering candlelight and the indistinct hum of voices. Frustrated, she hesitated. Should she go and find Lord Strathairn?

An arm around her waist pulled her backward off her feet. A smothering hand covered her mouth and nose, clamping down on her scream.
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Guy was convinced they’d lost Strathairn when he and Forney left by the rear of the hotel. He looked around the bare candlelit warehouse at the dozen men who stood to greet him. They had been sitting at a table drinking brandy. Heavy curved wooden ribs marched across the ceiling like the inside of a whale’s belly. An anchor propped against a wall alongside a pile of fishing nets. The strong smell of rotten fish lingered in the air.

“Please take off your coat, baron,” Forney said, hanging his on a peg near the door.

Guy did the same, ruing the fact that his new gun was in the pocket. He fought to appear calm as he greeted each man around the table. So far, none had questioned his authenticity. Whenever a man eyed him, however, saliva dried in his mouth and his heart banged against his ribs. Despite John’s instruction, he was poorly prepared for this dangerous gamble. One question could strip him bare.

The last man in the room to be introduced was a Monsieur Delany, a short, dark-haired man with shifty brown eyes.

Delany leaned forward and shook Guy’s hand. “Baron, it’s good to see you again. We met that memorable night before Napoleon escaped from Elba.”

Every muscle in his body tense, Guy forced himself to smile and speak warmly. “Oui. It is good to see you again, Delany.”

“Your contribution to Napoleon’s escape was the result of great cunning,” Delany said.

Away from the halo of light cast by the candles on the table the rest of the room lay in shadow. Guy stepped back and turned his head to hide the absence of a scar. When had Vincent been wounded? Did these men know of it?

“We are eager for you to lend your astute advice to this new plan, Baron.”

“I am eager to do so.”

Forney handed him a glass of French brandy. “Raise your glasses, gentlemen. We toast our future success.”

Guy tossed back the liquor and welcomed the burn sliding down his tight throat.

“I’ve thought long and hard about where we strike, and when,” Forney said. “We must learn from mistakes of the past. If Fawkes had been better prepared, King James, his family, and the aristos would be no more.”

“That was because the schemer Francis Tresham gave them away!” Delany said, his gaze around the room ferocious.

Forney rubbed at the deep grooves on his forehead. “Today, it is even more difficult, for the palace is searched by the yeomen of the guard before every state opening of parliament. We need the element of surprise like the successful assassination of Spencer Perceval in the lobby of the House of Commons.”

“I vote we assassinate the cabinet when they’re all together and establish a Committee of Public Safety to oversee a radical revolution,” said the Frenchman, Robillard.

“I should think many would thank us if we shot Liverpool,” offered Diprose, a fair-haired Englishman.

A ripple of amusement passed through the room.

“Which is why we won’t,” Forney said. He took Guy’s arm and pulled him into the light. “Baron, I want you to take charge of this mission. I place our future success in your hands.”

“I would be honored,” Guy said. With growing dread, he stepped up to the table where detailed diagrams of a possible assassination plot were spread out over the surface. These men were not so amateurish after all. Details of the route taken by a carriage down Pall Mall, with times and access routes marked. Who would be where and what role they would take, was carefully detailed. Was it to be the Regent? And might it be a credible plan? He rose from studying them and caught sight of Delany staring at him with a puzzled expression. “Who is our target then, Forney?”

“Princess Charlotte,” the count said.

“The princess?” Guy suppressed a shudder. They were fanatical, and very dangerous because they did not care what risks they took.

“As she recently announced she is with child, we need to act now. Her death removes the only heir to the throne before she gives birth. The public see her as a sign of hope, a contrast to her unpopular father and her mad grandfather. Her death will further destabilize the Regent. The princess is popular. Her death will throw England into deep mourning. The best time to strike is when she goes to church.”

Guy struggled to keep his horror from registering on his face. He leaned over the detailed plan, then shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

Forney’s eyebrows shot up. “Why not, Baron?”

“Because Napoleon wouldn’t. You must know that he counts on Princess Charlotte to help secure his release. She is sympathetic about his exile because of her distress for her mother, so badly treated by the English. Such an act would put the authorities on the alert, which won’t help our cause to free the general. We can do better than this. Let’s not rush in where angels fear to tread. Give me twenty-four hours and I’ll come up with a better plan.”

“But that is the genius of it,” Forney said. “Bonaparte is mistaken to look to the princess for help. He won’t get it. If we act on this, the English aren’t so likely to suspect Napoleonic sympathizers when searching for the culprit.”

Guy’s fingers itched to pummel the man to the ground. “You would condemn Napoleon to exile by removing his last shred of hope. He would be very angry indeed. I’d hate to be the one to tell him.”

“Yes, there’s that to consider,” said Jackman, a tall thin Englishman. The rest murmured their agreement. “There’s no saying the princess will survive childbirth. A better choice would be the Regent.”

“That was recently attempted. The Regent’s carriage windows were broken.” The other Englishman called Simmons, pushed himself forward. “It could have been a gunshot, although no further evidence was found. But now Lord Liverpool’s government has reacted with force. The Habeas Corpus Act has been suspended, and anybody under the merest suspicion of conspiracy can be thrown into Newgate and kept there.”

The majority in the room voted against the murder of the princess or the regent. Relieved, Guy released a breath, only to stiffen when Forney spoke again. “I have also considered Lord Bathurst, Secretary for War, and the Colonies. He would be a cruel loss to the government.”

“Mm. An excellent idea. Give me those twenty-four hours. I’ll come up with a fail-proof plan,” Guy repeated.

“Every hour we delay makes it more dangerous,” Diprose said, stalking up and down. “Whitehall will get wind of it.”

“Still, we can’t go off half-cocked.” Forney folded his arms. “Baron, you have your twenty-four hours. Once the new plan is formulated, we will act.”

As they moved toward the door, it opened. A burly man entered with a young lad struggling in his arms. “See what I found lurking outside.”

Forney glared. “A stable boy, Smith?”

Smith eyed the boy’s chest. “This boy has a fine pair of cat’s heads!” He whipped the lad’s hat off, and red locks fell to cover her shoulders.

Forney’s mouth dropped open. “Qui est-elle?”

Guy groaned inwardly as he met Hetty’s frightened gaze.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Smith’s hands cut painfully into Hetty’s arms. She opened her mouth to speak but snapped it shut when Guy’s warning gaze locked with hers. An overdressed Frenchman stalked before her, his arms behind his back. “Dressed as a stable boy? What game are you playing, mademoiselle?”

Hetty raised her chin, praying it didn’t wobble and struggled to shake herself loose from Smith’s grip. “I followed my betrothed here. I believe he planned to betray me with another woman.”

“Your betrothed?” The Frenchman’s heavy brow cleared. “You are the baron’s fiancée?”

“I am. Even if he does not wish to admit it.” She cast Guy an indignant glance.

Guy stepped forward. “The lady is correct, Forney. I am rendered almost silent with rage, Miss Cavendish. To follow me! Mon dieu! And dressed like that. Go home immediately!”

Whatever was occurring here, Hetty’s presence would not help Guy. Strathairn was the man to assist him. She was quite happy to leave if only Smith’s ham-like hands would release her. She gazed down at her filthy stockinged feet, numb with damp and cold. Where were her shoes? That ruffian had pulled her right out of them. From the first she hadn’t wanted to take part in this escapade. And now, if she and Guy escaped with their lives, she doubted he would ever speak to her again.

But first, they must find some way out of this dire situation.

“Please fetch my shoes, my good man,” she said, determined they didn’t see how afraid she was. “As Lord Fortescue merely attends to a matter of business, and not a lady, I’ll be on my way.”

The men laughed.

“Will you, mademoiselle?” Forney asked, his gaze unsettling her.

“Miss Cavendish is a little foolish, gentlemen,” Guy said. “You know how women are. They lack sense.” He laughed. “She won’t be of any bother to us.”

Hetty stamped her foot then grimaced. “Well, really, Lord Fortescue! What a bore you’ve become, to be sure.” She twisted around causing Smith to drop his hands. “My shoes, if you please.”

“Oui, get the lady’s shoes, Smith,” Forney said. “We don’t want to leave anything to chance.”

Smith nodded and left the room.

“It might be prudent to detain Miss Cavendish until our work is done,” Delany said. “Don’t you agree, Baron?”

“I must insist on a private word with my fiancée. This is a delicate matter; her father is a wealthy man with powerful friends. I should prefer not to annoy him. I’m sure you understand.”

Delany took a step closer to Guy. “While I understand your reason behind this betrothal, Baron, in the circumstances, I cannot keep your secret. You must understand.”

Guy turned to stare at him. “Pardon?”

“Your marriage. Your French bride, the baroness.”

“You have a… wife?” Hetty’s knees went from under her. The burly fellow reappeared with her smelly shoes in his beefy hands. He grabbed her by the elbow and pushed her onto a chair. Was this Vincent’s wife they spoke of? But he was not Baron Fortescue. Surely Guy hadn’t married and failed to tell her? What was he doing here with these bad men? Was he working for Strathairn, or was the earl after him? No! Genevieve would have told her, and she could never believe such a thing of Guy. She just wished she understood. Sagging with exhaustion, she blinked away the tears threatening to blind her. She attempted to put the shoes on, but the stuffing in the toes had gone, and they fell off again.

“Damn you, Delany.” Guy glared at him. “I planned to make a haven for myself in England, where I can operate without fear of discovery.”

“I’m sorry, Baron,” Delany drawled. “You should take better care of your women. Eugène, Baroness Fortescue, would be outraged.” He gave an exaggerated shiver. “You should fear a knife in your back if you ever return to France.”

Guy shrugged. “Encore Je suis embarrassé.”

When Guy refused to look at her, Hetty leapt up from the chair. “I embarrass you? I demand you take me home.” She swallowed a sob. “I wish never to set eyes on you again.”

“If you intend to retain your cover, Baron, I suggest we deal with Miss Cavendish,” Forney said coolly. “We are conveniently placed close to the river. Let the fishes remove the thorn in your side.”

Horrified, Hetty gasped.

“That would be madness, Forney.” Guy stepped closer to her. “You’ll have Bow Street down upon us in a minute. Her father is a friend of the Prince of Wales. The search would be directed at me.”

“Close to the Regent, eh?” Forney studied Hetty and nodded.

“But this girl has come here alone, dressed as the lowest of servants. Her father would have no notion of her direction,” Delany argued.

“If you take such action, you can count me out of any further plans,” Guy said.

“I believe you are fond of the girl,” Delany said, with an unsympathetic grin.

Guy cocked an eyebrow. “Is that a crime, Delany?”

“It is if it weakens you, as I see it has.”

Guy’s hands curled into fists. He took a step toward the man he’d called Delaney. “I should like a chance to show you how weak I am.”

Delany stared. He snatched up a candle from the table and thrust it close to Guy’s face. “Where is your scar, Baron?”

“What scar?” Forney and the other men crowded around.

“The baron had a scar on his cheek. It went from below the eye almost to the chin,” Delany said. “This man is an imposter.”

“Sacré bleu!” Forney cried. “Could this be true?”

“Delany lies. I never had such a scar,” Guy said. “I believe he is the charlatan here.”

“The baron I met had a scar.” Delany appealed to the men in the room. “He suffered the wound fighting alongside Napoleon. I swear it!”

Forney stood, his gaze fixed on Guy.

“Kill the carroty-patted harridan. Kill them both I say,” the tall thin Englishman said, his clipped voice chillingly unemotional, his eyes like pale blue ice.

“My hair isn’t red,” Hetty whispered. What had she done? Oh, what had she done!

“Ridiculous! Who else might he be if not the baron we have urgent need of?” Forney said. “He has already uncovered a serious fault in our plan.”

“I am the man Napoleon called La Renard!” Guy strode around the room looking every inch a dangerous spy. “Why do you doubt it?”

The tall Englishman nodded. “The Fox! The baron must be he. How would he know this otherwise?”

Delany scowled. “I tell you he had a scar.”

“I need time to think,” Forney said. “To be sure.”

Delany pointed at Hetty. “Let him prove his loyalty. The woman must die tonight.”

“I need to prove nothing,” Guy said coldly. “But I can withdraw my support to your plans. See how well you do without me.”

“Shall we put it to the vote?” Delany asked.

“Oui.” Forney handed the big man a pistol. “Watch them both, Smith.”

The men retired to the end of the room and spoke in low voices.

Guy’s arm stole around her. She straightened her back, desperate not to give in to the urge to collapse against him. “When I tell you, run for the door,” he whispered in her ear.

“Get away from her.” Smith shoved the pistol into Guy’s side.

Hetty tried to quell her shaking. She did not want to leave him, French wife or no. But knew she must. Her presence here only complicated it for Guy.

The men began to argue in loud voices, their ranks split by indecision. Forney asked for time to prove Delany’s theory. “If truth be told, the baron is more important than you, Delany,” the other, shorter Englishman said in a threatening tone.

Delany cursed and leapt at him.

“Stop this at once,” Forney cried as the men struggled to keep the two apart. “We must keep cool heads.”

Smith became distracted by the fight at the end of the room, and his pistol wavered.

“Run, Hetty,” Guy hissed. He leaped forward and administered a lightning kick to the gun in Smith’s hand. It clattered away over the floor.

Hetty stumbled to the door, leaving her shoes behind. She hauled it open. It banged behind her as she ran blindly into the dark, straight into the solid body of another ruffian.

A pistol shot echoed behind her. “Guy!” she cried with a sob. Strong hands picked her up and shoved her aside as several men rushed past her, kicking down the door.

“Get right away from here Miss Cavendish!” There was a lethal note in Strathairn’s quiet voice.

Hetty ran, stubbing her toe, her hand against the rough wall as she felt her way toward the glow of carriage lanterns at the top of the lane.

The hackney was empty, the horse eating from a nose bag.

“Pete?” she rasped, staring around her.

Pete emerged from behind the vehicle, adjusting his breeches. “I’m mighty glad to see you, miss.” He paused and eyed her askance. “Although I don’t much want those feet of yours on me floor, that I don’t.”

She looked down. Something revolting had attached itself to her stocking. “I’m frightened. I think my fiancé has been shot.” She yanked the wretched stockings off.

“Best you climb inside, miss.” Pete exhibited admirable calm as he took her arm and gently coaxed her toward the step. “You look done in, you do.”

She climbed into the carriage and sagged against the squabs, her gaze fixed on the halo of light radiating from the open warehouse door.

“After you’d gone, I planned to go in search of the runners, miss,” Pete explained. “But I needn’t have. There was a dozen of ’em right here.”

“Thank you, Pete. You’re a good man,” Hetty said with a gulp. “The Prince of Wales should give you a medal.”

Pete grinned. “Zounds!”

Like a ghost, a stranger emerged from the darkness. “Take the lady home, jarvie.”

“Right you are, sir.”

“But I need to wait.” Hetty pleaded. “Guy—”

“Someone will send word.” The darkness swallowed him up again.

“Walk on.” Pete slapped the reins and moved the horse on as she searched the dark for a glimpse of Guy. Shadows danced in the candlelight spilling over the road from the open warehouse door, the shapes impossible to discern.

“You’d best tell me where you live, miss,” Pete called.

Hetty shuddered and sucked in air. “King Street, Mayfair, thank you, Pete.” As they entered Fleet Street, the clocks chimed one. Would her father wait up for her? Her chest grew so tight she found it difficult to breathe.

“Glad to see you ’ome safe, miss,” Pete said after he’d pulled up his horse in King Street.

Hetty piled coins into his hand. “I wish I had more money to give you, Pete. I am so grateful to you for your help tonight.”

“Can’t says I know what all that was about,” Pete said, removing his cap and rubbing his head. “But all’s well that ends that way.”

But was it? Was Guy safe and well?

Candlelight shone out from the downstairs windows as she entered the gate. The door was unlocked, so she slipped inside, hoping to scurry upstairs unseen.

Her father stalked into the hall. His mouth dropped open, and his ears reddened. “Horatia!” he bellowed. “What is the meaning of this? Why are you dressed this way?”

A hysterical giggle rose to block her throat. “Might we talk in the parlor, Papa?” She wished she could shed the smelly clothes but knew he would not be inclined to wait for her to do so.

He clamped his lips into a thin line. “The servants have retired, and you shall not walk on the parlor carpet. Come to my bedchamber.”

Her father tossed her a towel to wipe her feet before she entered. She stood on the mat before the fire, conscious of the stink rising from her breeches and her filthy feet, her hands tightly clasped in front of her. She longed to sit, but hadn’t been invited to, and she didn’t want to add spoiling her aunt’s chair covered in a maroon printed fabric to her lengthy list of wrongdoings. “Even though there’s much I don’t know, I’m afraid what I can tell you will take some time.”

Her father removed his handkerchief from his pocket and laid it on a chair. “For heaven’s sake, sit, child. Then please explain yourself. I can think of no earthly reason for your behavior.”

He had not called her “child” for many a year. Would he ever trust her again?

She took a deep breath. “It all began when I took The General for a ride—”

“You rode The General?” he roared.

She perched on the edge of the chair. “Papa,” she rasped, as her throat ached for water, “if you interrupt me after every sentence, we shall be here until morning.”

He gave her a look that would have made many a soldier quiver from head to toe, which produced its desired effect on her. “As I was saying, while riding The General, I came across Guy unconscious on the road—”

Her father made a choking sound and waved at her to continue.

By the time she’d covered most of what occurred during this evening’s debacle, her father’s face had gone through several color changes varying from white to puce.

There was a long pause while he struggled to control his temper, and when he spoke, his voice didn’t sound like his own. “I must say I doubted my sister’s ability from the first. She is far too wrapped up in her own pursuits to be the right chaperone for a spirited girl like you. But I did trust Fortescue to take good care of you in my absence. I can see I asked too much of him. It seems it was too much for any man. But I never expected you to be so rash in your judgment, or to lie to me.”

“I’m sorry, Papa,” she said in a small voice.

“And I must say, I am disappointed in the baron for encouraging such behavior.”

“But he didn’t. Guy is a brave man. He endangered his life working for the government.” Might he have a wife? Tears filled her eyes. “I hope he’s not hurt. I’m not sure what happened. I heard a shot.”

Her father jerked forward on his chair. “There were shots fired? Dear God. I quake at the idea of you in such danger.”

She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her grimy hand. “We’ll learn more tomorrow.”

His nostrils quivered. “Go to bed, Horatia. I shall tell you what I’ve decided in the morning, when I’ve had time to think on it.”

“I’m sorry, Papa,” Hetty said again. There was nothing more she could say. She rose and picked up the handkerchief, offering it to him. He shook his head with distaste. Blinded by tears, she hurried to her bedchamber. She had never been so alone. It seemed her life in London had come crashing down around her ears. Digswell, with its church fetes and afternoon teas, lurked dismally in her future.
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Guy watched with relief as John and his cronies rounded up the conspirators. Delaney spat at Guy and cursed him as the men were dragged outside. Guy kept his pistol aimed on the hunched figure of Smith, who groaned and clutched his wounded shoulder as he joined the rest of the conspirators in the wagon on their way to the cells in Bow Street.

John appeared at Guy’s side. “Forney’s gone missing–out through a back door. My men are searching for him, but it appears he had a boat waiting. I’ll get the Thames River police onto it.”

Guy grabbed John’s arm. “Did Hetty get away safely?”

“Yes, you need not worry on that score.”

“Damn it! How did she come to be here?” Guy would never forget the shock of seeing Hetty dangling from the thug’s brawny arms.

“She and the duchess were shadowing you,” John said.

“My sister, too! Mon dieu! Where is she now?”

“We had a difficult time convincing Her Grace to go home. In the end, one of my men took her to Portland Square in a hackney.” A reluctant grin stretched John’s mouth. “She was dressed like a solicitor’s clerk from Lincoln’s Inn.”

“Couldn’t you have stopped Hetty from getting mixed up in this? They almost threw her in the river,” Guy said angrily. “You lot cut it as fine as the hairs on a gnat’s bollock.”

“I’m very sorry, my friend.” John shook his head. “Some of these men have influence. We needed enough proof against them to put them away permanently, and things got out of control very fast. Don’t blame Miss Cavendish or your sister too much. They acted without delay, to alert us to your exit by the back lane.”

“Did they indeed?”

John nodded. “And Miss Cavendish kept on your tail. She’d make a damn good spy.”

Guy scowled as he climbed into the carriage beside Strathairn. “So, you and your cronies lost sight of me, John?”

“There’d be the devil to pay if we did, Guy. We had no intention of it. Several of our men followed you. You could not have escaped us.”

Guy huffed out a tired laugh. “No sense in telling Hetty that.”

“Might be wise not to reveal all of it. I fear it might encourage her, should you wish to continue to work for us?”

“No chance of that.” Guy grimaced. “Hetty will be in a terrible fix though when she arrives home in that state. Her aunt will be livid.”

“You’ll have to put things right.”

Guy frowned. “Can you drop me off in King Street?”

“I’ll be pleased to. We’ll discuss this evening’s events later.”

When they arrived outside her aunt’s townhouse, it was in darkness apart from one lighted window upstairs. “She may have been able to sneak in unobserved. I won’t be thanked for knocking on the door. I’ll go first thing in the morning. I’m for a bath, a Cognac, and a few hours’ rest.”

John stretched out his legs and sighed. “An excellent idea.”

Knowing Hetty was safe, Guy enjoyed being back in the luxurious surroundings of John’s home. He lay back in the bath in his chamber and let the warm water soothe his tight muscles. Might this business be at an end? They must capture the French count, but even if they failed, he was now alone, his web of spies in prison awaiting trial. While Hobson fussed around him, Guy’s thoughts returned to Hetty. He admired her spirit and her quick thinking, but her rashness worried him. Once married, it seemed his life would continue its unpredictable course. He was more than ready for a quiet life. She had only leapt to his defense. And though he loved her, he worried that he might not be able to give her the life she craved. He didn’t want to crush her spirit. She had been unhappy in Digswell. Water mixed with blood as he stepped from the bath into the towel his valet held for him.

Hobson peered at him. “Why, my lord, you have a fresh wound in your side.”

“It’s just a scratch, Hobson. But you may dress it for me.”

When he and Smith had grappled for the pistol, it fired. The bullet struck Smith in the shoulder. Guy had attempted to staunch the flow of blood gushing from Smith’s wound with his handkerchief. Unfortunately, the big bounder had pulled a knife and slashed clean through Guy’s waistcoat and shirt, the blade finding his ribs.

Hobson shook his head. “Might need a couple of stitches, my lord.”

“I doubt it, Hobson. It’s not deep. Please wrap a bandage around it. Then I’m for bed.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


The next morning, she dressed carefully in a white muslin morning gown and entered the breakfast room, heavy-eyed from little sleep. She resisted rubbing her eyes and seated herself at the table. Her father put down the newspaper. “I intend to return home after luncheon.”

She straightened and eyed him cautiously. “Oh, will you? I’m sorry your visit has been so brief and so—”

His chest swelled with indignation. “You are to return to Digswell with me, Horatia. I have no intention of leaving you here. London is a den of iniquity. It is a miracle you were not hurt or worse. I shall not trust to luck that you’ll remain so.”

His tone softened when he saw tears gather at the corners of her eyes. “My concern is for your safety, my dear. I could not endure it if you died before me.”

“Guy and I planned to wed soon. If he’s…” She fought a fervent desire to dissolve into hysterics.

“I also need to think about your wedding, Horatia. I was pleased when the baron offered for you. But now I see there was some ulterior motive. That you have been supporting him in some dangerous endeavor.”

“Yes, but all that has changed. We love each another, Papa.” She wished she was able to inject some enthusiasm into her voice, but she wasn’t entirely sure that Guy still felt the same way, and the mention of a wife still hovered in her mind. She needed him to come and reassure her that it wasn’t true, and nothing had changed.

“I’ve sent a note off to Eustace. I wish to discuss this matter with him.”

Her hands clenched in her lap. “Yes, Papa.”

It appeared that, at this moment, Eustace was the only ally she had, and she hoped he might persuade her father to allow her to remain here. She would not leave until she’d heard from Guy. Was he hurt? Was there already a baroness in France? So many unanswered questions filled her mind, she feared it was in danger of exploding.

“And there’s this matter of a Truesdale being buried in a rather rushed manner in the Fortescue crypt. I wasn’t aware that the baron had any relatives living in England.”

“It was Guy’s twin brother, Vincent. He’d just arrived from France when he had an accident. He fell down the stairs at Rosecroft Hall.”

“How tragic! Everyone was speaking of it in the village.”

It was fortunate that Lady Kemble was away from Digswell, for she would have made it her business to uncover the truth.

“So, Guy is now in mourning, poor fellow, and may not wish to marry so soon.” He pushed back his chair. “You need to eat a good breakfast, Hetty. Everything will seem brighter on a full stomach.”

Left alone at the table, Hetty pushed buttered eggs around her plate. She couldn’t eat it if her life depended on it.

“Perhaps some toast, Miss Hetty?” Sarah asked as she poured Hetty another cup of tea.

“Yes, thank you Sarah. And thank you for doing my hair so nicely.”

“It’s my pleasure. Such lovely hair you have.”

Hetty nodded with a vague smile. That awful villain called her a carroty-patted harridan, last night, when she feared for her life. The milkman’s son had once told her that witches had red hair. “If a witch puts a spell on you,” he went on to explain, “the only way to remove it is to take an item of clothing which is worn close to the witch’s skin and burn it in the place where she was born.” He annoyed her so much Hetty threatened to put a spell on him.

The color of her hair would never concern her again. She sniffed. As long as Guy liked it. Guy! A tremor passed through her. She would not relax until she saw his dear face again and knew that he was all right.
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Guy woke and groaned. He felt as if he’d been trampled underfoot by a herd of cattle. Then the night’s disastrous dealings came back to him, along with the pain in his side. The wound appeared to be deeper than he’d first thought and bled in the night.

After breakfast, he visited a physician who put in several stitches and bandaged the wound again, warning him to rest. “You were lucky, sir, an inch deeper…” He shook his head.

Guy shrugged painfully into his coat. A knife wound didn’t bother him overmuch, but he shuddered when he recalled how close Hetty came to being thrown into the Thames. And his sister, too, who behaved with such bravery he wasn’t sure whether to scold her or embrace her. He would call on her later this afternoon. With all that had been going on since she’d arrived in London, he’d had very little time to enjoy having her with him again. She was his one connection to that happy time in France before everything came to such a brutal end.

On the way to King Street, he reflected soberly on the whirlwind months since he’d come to England. Vincent’s reappearance and subsequent death left him bitter with disappointment and sadness. Eustace’s distrust of him rankled, and he’d been bailed up by footpads, shot at by highwaymen, and thrown into a den of mad conspirators, escaping by the skin of his teeth. Any desire for excitement had vanished, and at this moment, it seemed entirely possible it would never return.

His nerves stretched thin, he longed for a quiet life at Rosecroft Hall. There was so much there he looked forward to getting started with, and he didn’t wish to spend another season in London anytime soon. The grouse shoot and some hunting would provide ample excitement.

He wasn’t sure how much Hetty’s father and Aunt Emily knew. If they’d been told, they would be justifiably angry having put their trust in him. It would require great diplomacy to put things to rights.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Hetty was slumped in the chair toying with a piece of toast and strawberry jam when her aunt entered the breakfast room. “Try to eat a little more, Hetty. Cook says you sent back the buttered eggs untouched.”

Hetty shook her head. “I won’t, thank you, Aunt. I seem to have lost my appetite. Are you angry with me, too?”

“I’m dismayed, my dear. I have not been vigilant enough. And I believe your ardent nature has led you astray.”

“I hope Guy is all right,” Hetty whispered. “It was dreadful, Aunt.”

“Your father told me very little about what happened last night. I’m not sure I wish to learn the whole.”

Hetty firmed her lips. It wasn’t fair to draw her aunt into this when all she wanted was a quiet life. It occurred to Hetty that Aunt Emily would never have fought for her lover. Her aunt had a gentle nature evident in her contemplative poems, which lacked the spontaneity of Burns or the passion of Byron. Nor did she suffer Hetty’s impatience, which right now made her want to hire a hackney and go to Guy.

Eustace arrived before luncheon. He hurried in with a worried expression and gave Hetty a reassuring hug before her father ushered him, along with her aunt, into the small room she called her bookroom. The three of them had been closeted there for half an hour when Genevieve appeared at the door, her eyes wide with distress. “Those men sent me home. What happened?”

“Have you heard from Guy?” Hetty asked.

“Non!”

With an eye on the bookroom door, Hetty drew the duchess into the parlor. She gave Genevieve a potted version of the evening’s events, leaving out any mention of the pistol shot she’d heard.

Perhaps her voice had given her away, for Genevieve pursed her lips and frowned. “But Gee… Is he all right?”

“I hope so.” Hetty cast her eyes down. “Father is taking me back to the country in a few hours. I doubt I’ll be allowed to visit London again for years.”

“You are betrothed to Gee, are you not?” A look of horror tightened the duchess’s features. “Your father blames him for this?”

“No. Father is furious with me.”

“Pourquoi?”

“He saw how I was dressed. I had to tell him.”

“Oh. Then I am sorry.”

“It cannot be helped.” Hetty eyed her carefully. “Those men spoke of a Baroness Fortescue who lives in Paris.”

She looked puzzled. “Maman died many years ago.”

“No, Guy’s wife.”

Genevieve’s eyebrows rose. “But Gee has no wife.”

Hope took root in Hetty’s breast. “Might he have married and not told you?”

Genevieve glowered. “Non!”

“Then perhaps she is Vincent’s wife.”

“Then she is not the baroness,” Genevieve said with a fierce shake of her head. “Vincent lied to her.”

Hetty had always known in her heart it couldn’t be true. “She should be informed that her husband is dead.”

“Gee will write to her. And I will visit the poor woman when I return to France.”

At the rap on the door, the frazzled maid rushed along the passage to open it again. Hetty jumped up as her aunt emerged from the bookroom to greet the next visitor.

“Lord Fortescue!” her aunt exclaimed. Her heart racing, Hetty grinned at Genevieve, whose eyes danced with relief and anticipation. They both rushed to find Guy divesting himself of his hat and coat. He looked entirely whole, and his usual unflappable self.

Her first thought was to throw herself into his arms, but she held back. On closer inspection, he seemed reserved and rather distant. Had he not forgiven her for her interference? She wanted him to, desperately, even if they failed to marry.

Genevieve didn’t suffer any such hesitation. With a flood of incomprehensible French, she gripped her brother’s waistcoat and peered up at him. “I talked Hetty into following you last night, Gee. It was me. I brought the clothes.”

Guy winced and eased her away. “That was rash of you, Genevieve.”

Hetty saw the pain in his eyes. “Guy! You’re hurt,” she cried.

Before Guy could respond, Hetty’s father and Eustace entered the parlor.

“Might I have a word, my lord?” her father asked.

Hetty’s rush toward the bookroom was abruptly halted when her father held up his hand. “Alone!”

Hetty wished she could place her ear against the library door, but with Genevieve and Eustace beside her, she was forced to remain in her seat.

She suspected that when Genevieve put her mind to it, she could charm any male living. She sat beside Eustace and patted his hand while sympathizing with him about his gout in her Gallic manner. Eustace, who was on close speaking terms with the Regent no less, was flushed with a foolish smile.

At least the problem of Guy’s claim to the title had been put to rest with Genevieve’s arrival, Hetty thought, turning back to the library door. Her aunt had gone to consult the cook, expressing the notion that when everyone had said their piece, they would be hungry.
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Disappointment was writ large on Colonel Cavendish’s face. Closeted in a room piled high with tomes, he was at pains to express his displeasure without offending Guy.

“I must apologize for what occurred, Colonel,” Guy said. “It was not my intention to involve your daughter.”

“I depended on my sister to take care of Horatia in my absence.” Cavendish shook his head. “I would never have allowed her to come to London had I known she would be placed in such danger.”

“I quite agree with you,” Guy said wearily. “But Horatia is quite spirited.”

The colonel grimaced. “Too true, my lord. I can hardly blame my sister, or indeed you, can I, when Horatia rode my stallion around the countryside without my knowledge? And goodness knows what else.”

Guy moved painfully on the seat as the gash over his ribs throbbed. A good thing that Hetty’s father didn’t know the whole of it.

The colonel’s fingers formed a steeple. “I wish to offer my condolences on the death of your brother. A tragic affair.”

Guy nodded. “I would like to discuss it further with you, Colonel. But not now, you understand.”

“But of course. Horatia mentioned some special mission for the government. I trust that is at an end?”

“My involvement certainly.”

“Good. Mr. Fennimore had expressed some doubt as to your claim to the title. I’m pleased that business is also now settled, as I’m sure you must be.”

“I’m eager to put my estates in order,” Guy said.

“Excellent. Quite right. Horatia is returning to Digswell with me today as Mrs. Illingworth and I are to marry in a week.”

“Congratulations to you both, sir,” Guy said.

Colonel Cavendish climbed to his feet. “Horatia is anxious to speak with you. I admit to being very angry when she came home dressed in that manner last night, without even shoes on her feet. I led her to believe I opposed your marriage. I do not.” He frowned. “She is impulsive, but a good girl, of whom I remain very proud. You must begin the way you wish to go forward, Baron. Lay down some rules.”

“I couldn’t have put it better myself, Colonel,” Guy said, shaking the Colonel’s hand. He suddenly felt lighter. He didn’t want a marriage governed by rules, but he and Hetty did need to talk.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


The bookroom door opened, and her father emerged, followed by Guy. He looked serious and very pale. Hetty leapt to her feet. Guy took her by the hand. “I must speak with you.” With a nod to the others in the room, he drew her into the empty bookroom and shut the door.

His dark eyebrows beetled. “Do you realize how dangerous it was for you to become involved in this affair? And after I asked you never to do it again.”

“I do.” Hetty blinked as his angry gaze sliced into her. “I don’t think you’re about to thank me for it,” she said, attempting a little humor.

It didn’t work.

“Promise me that you will never to do anything like that again.”

“To be honest, I’ve had quite enough excitement of late—”

“Promise me.” He tipped up her chin and searched her eyes.

“I promise,” Hetty said, and her lashes swept down, to hide her absolute relief to find him alive and relatively unscathed.

“Good. Come and sit down.”

Seated beside him on the small sofa, she inspected him. His features looked finely drawn, making him appear even more elegant and devastating. He moved awkwardly as if in pain. She had a strong urge to hug him, mother him, make love to him. The force of her feelings turned her breath to a deep sigh. “Did that brigand, Smith, shoot you?”

“No, he did not.”

“But you are hurt.”

“A mere graze.”

“I can see the pain in your eyes, and your jaw is working. You do that when you’re distressed.”

“Of course, I’m distressed, Hetty. I don’t want a wife who goes off half-cocked at every little thing.”

She huffed at the unfairness of it, but she would not cast the blame at Genevieve. Except for the smelly disguise, she had been eager to join her. “I didn’t go off half-cocked, as you put it. But I have no desire to take such risks again.”

“You will accuse me of being overly protective. But I am not about to apologize for it.”

“You have no need to worry,” she said, tracing a finger over his tense jaw. If Guy was ever in trouble again, how could she keep such a promise? But there was no sense in telling him now. She prayed there would never be a need for her to break it.

One heavy brow slanted in disapproval. “Don’t make the mistake you can fool me, Hetty.” He framed her face with his hands and planted a hard kiss on her mouth.

“I’m glad that’s settled,” she said with a sigh, and leaned her head against his shoulder.

“There’s another thing. And this is most important. I want you to understand what marriage to me will be like. In the future, I’ll need to travel to inspect my other properties and take my place in the House of Lords. And then, we will attend the London season. But for now, I wish to remain in Digswell.”

Guy was too honorable ever to cry off, but did he still want to marry her? Or had she driven him away by going off half-cocked as he put it? Distress tightened her rib cage. “Papa insists on me going home with him today.”

He nodded. “To attend his wedding.”

“And afterward?” she asked, needing him to say the words.

“We shall marry as soon as possible.” A smile lingered on his lips. “I find myself becoming very impatient, Hetty.”

Her breath quickened as she looked into his hot blue eyes. “Oh, yes, Guy.”

Guy eyed her carefully. “I shall purchase a special license from Doctor’s Commons and visit St. Georges to set the date.”

Hetty grew hot. A poker seemed to have lodged in her spine. Her fear that she would become the subject of drawing rooms and be snubbed was bad enough, but not at her wedding. “Very well.”

His dark eyebrows rose. “You’re happy to be married in London?”

A baron should marry at St. Georges, Hetty knew. “I am, it’s just that, it will be such a big affair and will take much organizing, then be weeks away.” She glanced at the black armband he wore, feeling he might prefer a quieter ceremony in the little Digswell church. “Of course, I want it, if you do, Guy.”

“Perhaps in the circumstances we should marry in Digswell,” Guy said, a smile tugging at his lips.

Relief threaded through her. “Oh yes. Perhaps we should.”

Guy laughed and slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her against him. “As we both reside in Digswell, the banns can be read next Sunday. As soon as your father returns from his honeymoon, we shall marry.”

Her aunt knocked on the door. “Luncheon will be served directly.”

Hetty sighed. Now that her aunt had decided to be an assiduous chaperone, Hetty felt like a rabbit being watched by a hawk. “We are to marry in Digswell, Aunt.”

“That is good news. I shall have to consult my fashion magazines. I wonder what brides are wearing this season?” Aunt Emily disappeared again.

Hetty met Guy’s gaze and laughed.
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Eustace took Guy aside. “I’m sorry we got off to such a bad start.”

“You were right to be cautious,” Guy said, not wishing to stir the waters, although the man’s ungenerous attitude toward him still rankled.

“And I’m aware of your disappointment concerning the condition of the hall.”

“I’ve become more aware of the problems here in England,” Guy said, striving for diplomacy.

Eustace shuffled his feet and refused to meet Guy’s eyes. There was not going to be an explanation or a sincere apology. He obviously struggled to come to face his culpability. “I will leave Rosecroft after I attend your wedding.”

Guy had a grudging sympathy for him. It couldn’t be easy to leave the home he’d lived in for the last thirty-odd years. “You are family and will always be welcome under my roof, Eustace, as I’ve been at pains to tell you.”

Eustace’s lips firmed in a determined line. He shook his head. “Now that my health requires the constant attention of a doctor, I shall remain in London.” He smiled. “You are to bring your new bride home to Rosecroft Hall, Guy. You don’t need Horatia’s old godfather lurking in corners.”

Guy returned the smile. “But you will visit us. I know she would wish it.”

“Once in a while perhaps, to visit friends. There’s another thing I should mention. When a thief began stealing from the big houses in the county, I sent paintings and statuary to London for safekeeping. Some Meissen and Sévres china, too. I will have it returned.”

“Merci.” Guy bowed, marveling at his ability to hold his tongue. Relieved that some had survived being sold to finance Eustace’s gambling debts, proved by the wagers and iou’s he’d found in Eustace’s library drawer, he decided never to utter a word of reproof. Hetty loved her godfather, and who was he to try to change it?

“Ah. I see luncheon is served,” Eustace said with obvious relief as the maid opened the dining room door. “Emily tells me we’re to have mulligatawny soup, a collection of breads, and salad. I confess to being rather peckish.”

“I don’t believe I’ve encountered mulligatawny soup,” Guy said. The food the English ate still had the power to surprise him.

“A recipe the colonel brought back from India and quite hearty.”

Still beset by low spirits, Guy returned to find Hetty chatting with Genevieve. He narrowed his eyes at Genevieve and was given a lift of her eyebrows in response. Although he was enormously fond of her, he admitted he’d feel a little relieved when she returned to France. One recalcitrant lady in his care was enough.

Hetty rose with her sweet smile, took his arm, and they walked into the dining room together.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Hetty’s father and Marina had left to spend their honeymoon in Bath. At Malforth Manor, the wedding guests still lingered after a splendid wedding breakfast.

Fanny promised to be Hetty’s bridesmaid. Exhibiting great determination, she’d thwarted her overbearing mother’s attempts to manipulate her into a marriage with a man of her choosing. Fanny was soon to wed to Mr. James Bonneville. Hetty was pleased for her. It seemed she’d begun to reveal more of her mother’s forceful personality.

“Mama is furious, but once Uncle Jasper took my side, she had lost the fight,” Fanny said with a laugh. “He is the head of the family and quite wealthy. With no children of his own he dotes on me.”

Lady Kemble detached herself from a group of ladies and came to her daughter’s side. “How very discreet, Miss Cavendish, to have kept your courtship a secret from us.”

“It was a wonderful surprise to get your letter,” Fanny said. “But I did notice how the baron couldn’t take his eyes off you at Mother’s dinner party. Even while he danced with me.”

Lady Kemble frowned. “Miss Cavendish has been much in his lordship’s company over the past months. She is Mr. Fennimore’s goddaughter, after all.” Her frown faded when Genevieve came to join them. “I confess to being quite envious of your gown, Your Grace. The splendid cut of the sleeves and the richness of three rows of embroidery around the hem are perfection.”

“You are too kind, Lady Kemble,” Genevieve said.

“I assume your modiste resides in Paris?”

As Genevieve and Lady Kemble discussed fashion, Fanny took Hetty’s arm and drew her away. “You must forgive Mama. It is her disappointment that makes her waspish.”

“Think no more of it, Fanny.” Hetty watched Guy over her friend’s shoulder as he talked to the vicar, at least a head taller than all the men present and by far the most handsome. Nothing could hurt her today, not even Lady Kemble’s ungenerous comments. “No doubt when your mother comes to know Mr. Bonneville, she will warm to him. Where do you plan to live after you marry?”

“With Mama in Digswell for a time. James is to inherit from an elderly aunt, but at this moment, he is rather squeezed for funds.”

“That means we shall see more of each other.”

“Yes, won’t it be wonderful?”

“Fanny? We are leaving,” called Lady Kemble.

As Hetty stood at the door to say farewell to her friend, Guy came and slipped an arm around her waist. “I am returning to the hall.” He kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you there tomorrow.”

Mortified by her laxity in London, Aunt Emily seemed determined to rectify it now. She’d become as diligent as a Spanish duenna. She insisted on accompanying Hetty to Rosecroft Hall the next day which upset Hetty’s plans.

She had hoped to have a quiet talk with Guy. Everything was in readiness—the license had been obtained, the church booked, and the settlement signed. Her pin money was most generous. There was nothing to worry her specifically, and yet she did worry. Guy had been quiet since London, and she sought his reassurance.

Rosecroft Hall bustled with a horde of newly acquired servants as furnishings were replaced, others taken down to be laundered, windows polished, and carpets removed to be cleaned. Men on ladders worked in the grand hall. Gardeners toiled about the grounds weeding and pruning shrubs. Summer was drawing to a close.

Guy seemed quiet. The brilliant blue of his eyes had dimmed. She searched in vain for that devastating look he used to give her, the one that made her weak at the knees without him having to say a word. She could find no spark of humor when she gently teased him. He had not come to terms with his brother’s death, and she wondered if marrying so soon was wise.

She yearned to hold him and draw him out. If he could talk about it, surely it would be better than bottling it up inside.

Hetty seized the moment when they all sat in the drawing room after luncheon. Her aunt and Genevieve engaged in conversation while Eustace nodded by the fire. “I haven’t seen the rest of the house. Could you show me our bedchamber?”

He raised a dark brow at her request but climbed to his feet.

“Where are you going?” Aunt Emily called.

“Guy is showing me more of the house,” Hetty said, giving her a warning look.

“I will enjoy a tour also,” her aunt said in a firm tone, rising to her feet.

Genevieve followed along as the four of them toured the house.

Guy threw open a door. “Eustace has kindly vacated the blue suite. The servants have made it ready for us.”

The beautiful suite was dressed in royal blue velvet, featured a huge four-poster bed. The prospect of lying in bed with Guy made her face warm. Drawing a deep breath and trying to rid herself of the scandalous image, she walked through a door to her dressing room, a generous-sized boudoir with a huge wardrobe, bureau, and a Cheval glass. An escritoire, chair, and bookcase, was placed by the window. “I shall enjoy sitting here, looking over the park.” Hetty examined the dainty desk and opened each small drawer. She found an inkpot, sand container, blotter, and quills and ornate metal pens awaiting her use. “How thoughtful.” She smiled up at him.

“For your writing, letters, and so forth,” he said.

“Not to mention penning poems,” Aunt Emily said. “Thoughtful indeed.”

As her aunt and Genevieve descended the stairs, Hetty slipped her arm though Guy’s. “We’ve missed the spring and most of the summer.”

“We shall enjoy them all the more, next year,” he said with a tender glance.

The love and the promise in his eyes was all she needed.

Guy would find Vincent’s death hard because they were twins, Hetty decided. Genevieve didn’t suffer the same sense of loss. She confessed to missing her children but remained her exuberant self, contributing much to the preparations.

Hetty was grateful for her enthusiasm and her flair. She happily granted Genevieve full rein over the decorations for the church and the great hall at Rosecroft. The wedding dress had arrived from the modiste in London to be admired by those allowed to see it.

Aunt Emily claimed the wedding breakfast as her domain and spent time discussing it with Guy’s new chef. Still concerned about her troubled bridegroom, Hetty was happy to leave it to them.

Her father and Marina arrived home two days before the wedding. How fond they were of each other. Hetty was delighted that he’d married a kind and capable woman and wouldn’t be alone.

The day before the wedding, her father called her into the library. “I hope you’ll be as happily married as I have been, first to your mother and now to Marina.”

“I know I will, Papa,” Hetty said. “I love Guy very much.”

“Good, my dear.” The tips of his ear tinged red as he tapped out his pipe. “I can’t prepare you for marriage as a mother might. Perhaps your aunt?” The flush spread to his neck. “But then, my sister is herself unmarried.”

Hetty hurried to spare him. “There is no need. I am marrying a patient loving man. I’m sure I shall manage.”

“Yes, yes. Of course, you will.” He rose, easing his shoulders with relief. “Shall we join the others for tea?”
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Guy led his horse over a gate and into the fields of Rosecroft Hall as the setting sun cast shadows over the ground. After an earlier deluge, the air was redolent with earthy smells. A cold breeze touched his face. The nights had turned chilly as summer tipped into autumn. He’d arrived in England in winter full of confidence and ready to take up the mantle of a country gentleman.

So much had happened that his dreams had lost relevance in his fight to stay alive. Now he must take up those dreams once again. He would not let Vincent’s memory destroy the present. Even though his brother had chosen to disregard it, a special bond existed between them. Through the years, Guy had sensed Vincent still lived. And now he knew his presence was gone from the earth.

The prospect of his life with Hetty filled him with hope. He loved her optimistic nature. Once they’d married, the world would right itself. He urged his horse into a canter and rode back to the stables. His best man, John, would arrive this evening, and he looked forward to his company. Guy valued their friendship. John had trusted him and stood by him when he had little reason to do so.

Guy’s spirits lifted as he approached the house. Tomorrow was his wedding day.


Chapter Thirty


Thankfully, after days of intermittent rain, the day dawned fine, the sky the soft blue of a duck’s egg. Hetty, her stomach fluttering with nerves, stood while her aunt, Genevieve, and Molly fussed around her. Aunt Emily smoothed the boat-necked, white Indian muslin gown decorated with a band of seed pearls high under the bosom. Genevieve arranged the dainty silver and pearl tiara she had lent Hetty over her soft curls. Hetty wore her mother’s pearl drop earrings and the matching pearl necklace.

They stood back to admire their creation. Genevieve clasped her hands. “Tres magnifique!”

Aunt Emily kissed her cheek. “You make a beautiful bride, Hetty.”

Hetty stared at her reflection and smiled. “You have been wonderful, thank you.” The woman in the glass, who surely wasn’t her, smiled back. She dabbed on a delicate floral scent, which Genevieve had given her, and picked up the ivory fan, a gift from her aunt. She performed one last slow revolution in front of the mirror. Could this eradicate Guy’s memories of her shoeless in that horrid warehouse, smelling of something indescribably awful?

The villagers and tenants who couldn’t fit into the church hovered around the entrance as Hetty, on her father’s arm, walked down the aisle. Fanny followed in white muslin with blue ribbons decorating her bonnet. The Digswell ladies, seated on the pews, craned their necks to take note of the gowns in the first stare of fashion. Genevieve had festooned the church with every available white, hothouse bloom, filling the air with sweet scents. The pews were decorated with silver ribbons and bunches of flowers; the like of which Digswell had never seen.

Guy, handsome in an indigo tailcoat, a jabot peeping from his waistcoat embroidered in silver thread, stood at the altar with John Strathairn in gray beside him. He turned to watch her.

Hetty joined him at the altar and her father slipped away. She thrilled to see deep appreciation in his eyes. “Belle,” he murmured.

“You look very handsome.” She smiled up at him.

The vicar cleared his throat.
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Guy gazed at his bride standing beside him at the altar. Her lovely mouth trembled, and her slim fingers shook slightly in his as he slipped on the ring. Their eyes met, and his heart swelled. How blessed he was. He would protect and love her for all the days the good lord allotted him.

He repeated the words that joined them in wedlock, and she responded, her love for him shining in her warm brown eyes.

After signing the register, they left the church. Guy put his arm around his bride and assisted her into the landau decorated with silver ribbons and bells. Hetty smiled at him. His gaze on her mouth, he wanted to kiss his beautiful, spirited bride.

“I’d like a kiss,” she said, guessing his thoughts.

Guy obliged with a long and passionate kiss as a cry went up from the small gathering waving goodbye, and they departed for their new life at Rosecroft Hall.

“Are you all right, darling?” Hetty asked as the landau lurched and jiggled its way over the rough road.

He held her tight against him and his lips found the soft perfumed skin below her ear. “I am now.”
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Hetty barely had time to speak to Guy as the wedding breakfast was served. The table in the dining room was laden with silver bowls of walnuts, hazelnuts, and hothouse grapes. A rich fruit wedding cake took pride of place in the center of the table. Their marriage was toasted with champagne. When everyone had eaten their fill of hot rolls, buttered toast, cold meats, ham, and eggs, and washed it down with steaming hot chocolate, an orchestra from London struck up in the minstrel’s gallery and the country dancing began.

Hetty spied Marina sitting alone while her father chatted to Eustace and sat down beside her.

Marina smiled. “You have chosen well, my dear,” she said. “Guy will prove a worthy mate for you.”

“I only hope I will prove worthy of him.”

Marina placed a hand on Hetty’s arm. “You may not have understood my meaning. You are an adventurous young woman, by all accounts. Passionate and brave from what your father has told me. I am greatly in awe of such qualities because I know I lack them.”

“But you are so calm and practical,” Hetty said, surprised. “Why would you wish to be different?”

“I am not unhappy. I understand the value I bring to my marriage. But you’ll achieve far more in your life. My one hope is to make my husband comfortable and happy.”

“Then we are one in that aim.”

Marina smiled. “But you shall prove an exciting companion, Hetty. Guy is the right man to appreciate a wife such as you.”

Hetty kissed her cheek. “I am so glad my father chose you.” She turned to watch her new husband across the room. He had joined Eustace and her father. Was Marina, right? Would Guy wish for those qualities in her? Could she become more acquiescent? For the first time, she was unsure. With a sudden need to be close, she crossed the room to him. The next dance was a waltz, and she wanted his arms around her.


Chapter Thirty-One


John was one of the first to depart, his presence required in London on official business. The sun was sinking in the west as Guy walked with him to his carriage. “No news of Forney?”

“Unfortunately, no. It appears he has left the country.”

Guy nodded. “I doubt we’ll see him in England again. It would be foolish in the extreme for him to return. What of Countess Forney?”

“Her travel documents reveal she has returned to France.”

“A tidy end to it, then.”

“It is never tidy, my friend.” John grinned. “Enjoy rusticating here with your bride. I will give you two months before we see you in London again.”

Guy laughed. “You believe so?”

“You displayed talent in your handling of Forney and his cronies. We may have need of you.”

“Merci, but I think not. To live at Rosecroft with Hetty is all I wish for.”

John grinned. “We shall see. Farewell.” He tapped the roof with his cane, and the carriage trundled away down the drive.

Guy and Hetty saw off the rest of their guests. As they walked back over the gravel drive to the house, he turned to his bewitching bride. “Your father has given us a wedding present.”

Hetty’s brows rose. “He said nothing to me. What might that be?”

“The General.”

With a perplexed frown, she searched Guy’s eyes. “Father gave you The General? He did not include me in this gift?”

“Au contraire, The General is yours. But, it is conditional on you being careful and not jumping over high gates which is dangerous with a sidesaddle.”

Hetty raised an eyebrow. “Then I promise not to use a sidesaddle.”

Guy chuckled. “It would be foolish of me to expect otherwise. You’ll always surprise me, my darling.”

“And that bothers you?”

“No, I expect it will be very good for me.”

She giggled. “Do you think Father always knew I rode him?”

“I don’t know.” He traced a finger over her cheek. “He admires your spirit. As I do.”

“I can’t believe The General is mine.” She smiled. “I’ll ride him every day.”

“May I ride with you?”

She pouted. “To rein me in?”

Guy leaned against the doorframe and pulled her against him, enjoying her warm curves. “Never. Because I don’t want to be apart from you.” He sighed. “I will try not to be too protective of you, mon amour.”

“And I’ll try never to cause you to worry.” She turned in his arms to laugh up at him.

He raised his brows. “You’ll try?”

She laughed. “As long as you are not unreasonable in your demands.”

He patted her derrière. “Coquine!”

Behind them, Hammond coughed discreetly. “One of the gardeners has brought something for you, my lord.”

Guy expected it to be a wedding offering of some kind, from one of the tenants or the servants, but when the butler placed the object in his hands Guy was speechless.

“He found it under a hedge he pruned on the western boundary, my lord. It must have been dislodged when the horse jumped over it.”

Guy looked at Hetty. “My portmanteau!”

“How wonderful!” Hetty put her hands to her cheeks. “Is everything still there?”

Guy unlatched it and searched inside. He removed the papers bearing the Fortescue coat of arms and the certificate of his birth, travel documents, and others pertaining to his ownership of several English properties. More importantly, his fingers closed over the box containing the seal matrix, a heavily ornate ring, which he disliked wearing. It was all there.

He took a deep shuddering breath. “Thank you, Hammond. And please thank…”

“Hislop, my lord.”

“Convey my sincere thanks to Hislop. Tell him I shall speak to him directly.”

Guy and Hetty walked along the passage. “Dare I hope this discovery means the fates are now in our favor?” Hetty said.

“You may, mon amour,” Guy said. “But we will handle anything that comes our way, together.”

They found Eustace in the library. “What a surprise.” Eustace held out his hand. “May I see them?” He searched the documents. “Yes, this is the Fortescue coat of arms, the same as the one above the fireplace in the great hall.” He nodded his approval and handed them back.

Hetty studied the azure chevron with its three golden birds. “What do these birds signify?”

“Nobility acquired through bravery, prowess or intelligence,” Guy said.

“The martlet, or heraldic swallow, is seen to be swift and elegant,” Eustace added.

“The birds don’t appear to have feet,” Hetty said.

“In a medieval myth, the swallow had no feet. It signifies that one has to subsist on the wings of his virtue and merit alone.”

“Which perfectly describes my brother’s life up till now,” Genevieve said as she entered the room.

Guy smiled at his sister, aware of how much he would miss her.

“I’m for a ride. Who will join me?” Genevieve asked. “I want to see more of the estate. C’est très beau.” A mischievous smile lit her eyes. “I shall be gone from here in two days.”

When Guy glanced at Hetty, she trembled at the hot impatience in his blue gaze. “We will miss you dreadfully, Genevieve,” she said with honesty. “I shall be delighted to ride with you. Let’s change into our habits.”

The crisp air was scented with pine as they rode over the fields. Guy reined his horse alongside Hetty’s while Genevieve rode on ahead. “I want to make love to you, but if we begin, we won’t reappear until tomorrow.”

She giggled. “It’s courteous to remain with our guests until bedtime.”

“Oui, bedtime,” he said with ill-disguised impatience, and trotted after his sister who had disappeared into the trees. Hetty followed, suffering a good deal of impatience herself.

The sun was disappearing behind the mansion’s roof when the three returned to the house. As they climbed the stairs with the intention of changing out of their riding clothes before embarking on a game of whist, Hetty turned to Guy. “You promised to show me the secret tunnel.”

“Not me.” Genevieve gave a shudder and laughed. She continued to her bedchamber while Guy took Hetty’s hand and led her off toward the solar.

With a lit candle, they walked down past the kitchen into the depths of the hall. Hetty paused on the stairs.

“Are you afraid?” Guy asked.

She bit back tears. “When I think of what you endured here, I want to cry.”

He pulled her close. “I have put that behind me, Hetty.” He took her arm, and they descended to the floor below.

“I did wonder if you might prefer a calm and sensible wife like Marina.”

He laughed. “I do not.” He stopped her at the bottom with a hand on her arm, the candle dipping dangerously. “If you change into a milksop of a wife, I’ll lock you up in the tunnel and get myself a mistress.”

“I shall escape and pull out her hair!”

“That’s more like the woman I love,” Guy said with a rueful smile. His smile slipped away. “Vincent’s death has been difficult to bear, Hetty.”

She gasped and slid her arms around his waist. “Oh, my darling, of course it is.”

He groaned as he held her within his free arm. “I don’t want you to change. Just be that spirited young woman I fell in love with. I consider myself a very lucky fellow to have you.”

Relieved, Hetty kissed him. “Come and show me this tunnel.”

The long storeroom was shadowy and dim. Guy held the candle high and took a moment to gain his bearings. He walked to the far corner. With prior knowledge, he had little trouble locating the secret door. It sprung open, revealing a pitch-black passage. Unpleasant smells of damp and rat droppings flooded out.

“It’s horrible.” Hetty edged closer to him. “I’ve no intention of venturing inside.”

“There’s nothing to see as the servants have cleaned it out.” He chuckled. “Unless you wish to follow the tunnel to its end?”

She shuddered. “I’ll view it from the wood.”

Guy dropped the candle. It rolled around, and before he could reach it, went out. “Are you, all right?” she asked.

“I am now.” His arms found her in the dark and his mouth claimed hers. She held on to him as all her other senses came into play, his arousing male scent, the rasp of rough fabric beneath her fingers as his big, hard body pressed against her, his breath sweetened with the wine he had drunk earlier, the slide of his lips over hers, teasing her lower lip with his teeth, and the taste of him when he entered her mouth.

Guy moved to put space between them, still holding her upright. If he hadn’t, dazed and breathless, she might have fallen. “Dash it all, not here, Hetty,” he said heavily. “There are many ways to make love, and I mean for us to try them all. But not here, not now.”

He picked her up and climbed the steps with her in his arms. In the upper passage, they met a maid who covered her mouth with a hand and dropped into a curtsy.

Guy carried her toward the main staircase.

“You can put me down now.”

“If I put you down, someone will whisk you away,” he muttered. “And I am going to make love to you. In our bed.”

Hetty should have been embarrassed. They were expected in the salon for a game of cards. She clutched the velvet collar of his riding coat and gave herself up to the wonderful sensation of being crushed against his chest, listening to the steady metronome of his heartbeat. What she had yearned for was finally to happen. She wondered if he would do all those things to her, that he spoke of in the hut while the snowstorm whirled around them, which seemed like years ago now.

Guy entered their bedchamber, kicked the door shut, and slowly lowered her to the floor.

“We are finally alone, I can scarcely believe it,” Hetty said as he turned the key in the lock.

They began to undress. It seemed a lifetime ago that she’d had helped him in the hunting lodge. She struggled to equate that man with the one before her; he seemed so changed. She had thought him an arrogant rake back then.

He methodically stripped her down to her chemise, and finding herself naked, she scurried to the bed.

Guy laughed. When the last stitch of his clothing was added to the pile on the chair, he walked over to her completely unconcerned about his nakedness. She clutched the coverlet to her chest and gasped at his beauty. Satiny olive skin stretched over long elegant bones and well-defined muscles. The wound in his side, now a purplish scar, testament to how close he’d come to death. Hetty was stunned into silence.

Guy came to where she sat on the bed. Wordlessly, he removed the coverlet from her fingers. She slid her arms around his waist and pressed her lips to the scar, then cupped his buttocks, strong and smooth beneath her hands.

He pressed her back on the bed. His arms resting on each side of her, erotic excitement sparked in his eyes as he lowered his head. His mouth demanded a response, and as she moaned against his lips, their kisses caught fire. She danced her fingers over the defined planes and soft dark hair of his chest and down, his galloping heart beneath her hand. Then tracing the line of dark hair over the ribbed muscles of his hard stomach to his taut member. Curious, she took it in her hand, testing the length, sensing the strength beneath the soft skin.

Guy lavished attention on her breasts, drawing each nipple to a peak with his tongue as he stroked her feminine folds and the pearl beneath. His teasing fingers drew ripples, then waves, and shudders from her body. Hetty arched against him, moving restlessly, unsure of what she craved, except more.

“Please, Guy, please…,” she murmured, overcome with an urgent desire to be one with him.
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“Let’s take it slow, mon amour.”

Guy seized control before Hetty’s ministrations to his cock upset both their plans.

She coiled her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against his chest. Their rapid breaths mingled as their passionate kisses robbed them of breath.

Hetty’s eager responses matched his. He wanted her desperately but intended it to be memorable. The first time for a woman was not always good, he’d been told. Guy scooped her up in his arms and eased her back onto the bed. He planned to take his time, and continued to stroke, finding her moist and ready for him. She moaned and clung to him, pushing her hips up to meet his gently probing fingers. As she gripped his hair none too gently, he trailed kisses across the soft swell of her belly. His fingers tangled in the soft nest of fiery curls and he breathed in the musky smell of her arousal, following his fingers with his tongue.

“Oh, what are you doing?” Hetty gave him a wild look, her face flushed.

“Shush.”

Hetty bucked her hips and moaned. She shook her head, pushed him away, and then pulled him back against her. “Yes, my love,” he urged as she tensed and her thighs shuddered. She came with a long cry which turned into a deep sigh.

Hetty fell back and gazed up at him, her eyes half-closed as she flicked her swollen bottom lip with a pink tongue, looking utterly abandoned.

Guy groaned. It was time. This was too delicious, too exciting, and he’d wanted it too long.

He slipped between her thighs and pressed himself against her entrance, she stilled. Her body was ready for him, rosy and wet. He searched her eyes which gazed at him with love and apprehension. “This may hurt a little.”

She shook her head as if incapable of replying.

With a thrust of his hips, he nudged inside her, met with a resistance, and pushed through. She drew her breath in sharply.

“Shall I go on?”

“Yes,” she said cautiously.

“Am I hurting you?”

She bit her lip. “A little.”

He paused.

“No, don’t stop, please.”

Guy began to move, slowly, as her body accepted him.

Hetty released a breath and drew him close.

He withdrew and pushed in again, then settled into a rhythm. As her body rose to join his, she threw back her head with a mew of pleasure. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as if she could pull him closer. Her body closed around him like a hot velvet glove, the pleasure so intense, he fought to retain control.
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Hetty lay sprawled beside Guy, his hand resting on her breast, rising and falling with her rapid breaths.

“Je t’aime ma chéri,” he said huskily. “You are my life.”

“Oh, my darling. I love you.” She could barely speak, her body weighed down with a pleasurable fatigue. She settled beside him and closed her eyes.

She woke as the soft patina of moonlight slid across the room through the open curtains. It must have been close to midnight. While she’d slept, Guy had put a taper to the fire and pulled the covers over them. He stirred beside her, woke, and gathered her into his arms. She snuggled against the warm length of his body, settled her head on his shoulder, and slept again.

They woke to birdsong. Drowsy and exhausted, Hetty sat back against the pillows as they fortified themselves with the hot chocolate the maid had brought.

She put down the cup and pushed back the covers.

“Where are you going?” His eyes were heavy-lidded with sleep and awakening desire.

“I was just going to ring for the maid to draw my bath.”

“Not yet.” He drew her back into bed.

Hetty leaned into his hard body as the familiar sensations of warmth and need flooded through her. How she loved this man. Her need for him robbed her of breath as she pressed her mouth to his.

Hunger drove them downstairs at luncheon to find Genevieve and Eustace had tactfully gone to visit her father and Marina.

Ravenous, they devoured a late breakfast. Then, holding hands, they walked over the grounds enjoying order restored to the gardens, the hedges trimmed, the parterre garden free of weeds, the roses pruned, and the lawns scythed. Gardeners were raking up the first of the autumn leaves to fall and burning them, the smoke coiling into the sky. Rosecliff Hall had been restored. But to Hetty, it was more than a restoration. Rosecroft Hall had been lifted from the mortmain past, which had held it in thrall ever since Guy’s father had deserted it. “I can’t wait for you to see how glorious the estate is in the spring.”

“We may not be here in the spring,” Guy said.

She looked up at him. “Why? Where shall we be?”

“Genevieve wants us to visit her in Paris,” he said with a grin.

“Oh, Guy. I’d love to!”

He lifted a curl to press a kiss on her neck and warmth spiraled down her spine. “I knew you would. But Genevieve may have to wait. It may not be advisable for you to travel.”

She leaned into him and smiled. “Might I be with child?”

“Perhaps.” He leveled a glowing look at her.

“I expect the others will return soon.” She wanted to be alone with him and found a similar need in his eyes. He began to turn back to the house.

She tugged at his arm. “Let’s walk to the summerhouse by the lake.”

Guy’s brows rose. For a moment, she thought he might refuse, but then his eyes smoldered with desire and he grabbed her hand.


Epilogue


Rosecliff Hall, Spring 1817

Hetty wandered the glorious gardens, breathing in the floral scents carried on the breeze. Footfall behind her made her turn. Guy walked down the path. “Are you ready to leave, mon amour? The carriage is being brought around.”

She smiled and took his hand. “I’m saying goodbye to the garden.”

“It’s only for a few months. We’ll come home when it gets too hot.” He raised her chin with a finger, his blue eyes questioning. “Looking forward to London?”

“But of course. The Mayfair house has been made ready for us, and I can’t wait to see it.” Hetty turned for one last glance of the sunlight brightening the new spring green in the trees. She didn’t want her perceptive husband to see the dread in her eyes.

“You will be a great success, Hetty.”

She took an anxious breath and shook her head. “You are biased.”

“Not at all.” He grinned and shook his head. “We shall see.”

After they’d journeyed to France to visit Genevieve in her chateau and met her charming husband and children, they’d returned here and spent the following months closeted in Digswell, through Christmas, and the fierce winter that kept them snowbound for one whole delicious month. Now the moment had finally arrived. She must face the haute ton as the Baroness Fortescue.

She took Guy’s hand, and they walked up the path to where the coach waited, while footmen loaded the trunks. As Hetty’s maid and Guy’s valet traveled with them, she wouldn’t have a chance to talk to him privately about her concerns. She squared her shoulders, she must deal with this herself. She wanted him to be proud of her.

“Our house party proved to be a great success, was it not?” he reminded her.

“Because they are our friends.”

“You shall make many more friends this season.”

“I hope so.”

Their house party held at Rosecliff Hall last October had been great fun. John came with his sisters and their husbands. Georgina, now Her Grace, Lady Broadstairs was still lively, but she’d gained considerable poise. Her husband, His Grace, proved to be an amiable fellow and not at all haughty. Eleanor’s husband, Lord Gordon Fitzherbert, had rallied enough to make the journey, but looked thin and pale. Hetty found him to be bookish, calm, and patient, as many with serious infirmities could be. He’d been unable to join the men on their shoot and spent his time in the library where she and Eleanor had joined him for a cozy afternoon discussing poetry. Hetty liked his sense of humor and the twinkle in his eye, but she feared that he would not live overlong.

They settled in the carriage, and the horses trotted down the drive and soon left Rosecroft Hall behind. Digswell was not a great distance from London, but Hetty felt as if she was about to make a very long journey.

Hetty’s first real experience of the ton came a week after settling in London. Lady Montague’s was the first ball of the season. She wore her new peach silk gown lavishly trimmed with old lace, which she thought suited her.

They stood with other guests waiting to be announced at the door of the elegant ballroom. The orchestra played Mozart, and beneath crystal chandeliers, guests drank pink champagne seated on sofas and chairs around the walls where a variable garden of flowers in vases perched on occasional tables.

“Baron and Baroness Fortescue,” a footman proclaimed loudly. A hush fell. To Hetty, it seemed as if time had stopped, before chatter began again. Their host and hostess warmly greeted them, then Hetty, her hand resting on Guy’s arm, continued into the room.

In a moment, they were surrounded by friends and others begging to be introduced.

“We have been so eager to meet you.” Mrs. Drummond, a large bosomed lady in gray, sank into a curtsy. “Your prolonged stay in the country after your marriage has had everyone talking.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize.” Hetty employed her fan, imagining the talk would be unfavorable.

“Yes, indeed, my lady. The beau monde could do with an injection of new blood, and to find such a glamorous couple in our midst.” Mrs. Drummond flicked a glance at Guy. “If you’ll forgive me for saying so, well…we are all delighted.”

The following hours became a blur as they chatted, ate supper, and danced. It was close to dawn when the carriage took them home. Hetty slipped off her dancing slippers and snuggled within Guy’s arm. “Well?” He ran a hand gently up her arm. “Was it so awful?”

“Not at all. Really quite pleasant. I met many interesting people.” She yawned. “I am fatigued though. They keep such appalling hours in London.”

His deep chuckle made her lift her head to observe him. “With my preference for the country and your fear that society would shun you, we may never have come.”

She ran a finger along his jaw. “But we will continue to come every year, will we not?”

Guy groaned. “If that is your wish, mon amour.”

The End
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Prologue


Linden Hall, Yorkshire

October 1817

The elegant ballroom was filled with guests enjoying the Hunt Ball. Laughter rose in the heated smoky air as decorative ladies mingled with the more soberly dressed gentlemen.

As they danced, Lady Sibella Winborne smiled mischievously at her host, John Haldane, Earl of Strathairn. “This is a splendid ball. I feel I should congratulate you, except I know Eleanor arranged it.”

Strathairn’s gray-blue eyes twinkled. “Come, am I not deserving of a little praise? But yes, my sister excels at these affairs.”

“Eleanor is remarkably efficient. Indeed, a wife could hardly do better.”

Strathairn’s hand tightened at her waist. “Eleanor intends to live in Devon. She dislikes London life since her husband, Lord Gordon passed away. I fear my grouse will now breed unchecked.”

“You do plan to marry at some stage?”

“I accept the need for an heir.” He arched his eyebrows. “Your brother still seeks a husband for you?”

Sibella sighed. “Yes. Chaloner is committed to marrying me off sooner rather than later.”

“Don’t allow him to push you into a marriage not to your liking.”

She lowered her lashes. “I should like very much to choose my husband.”

He grinned. “You will have quite a list to choose from. A man would be lucky to have you.” His matter-of-fact tone belied the warmth of his gaze.

Sibella feared that her hand trembled in his. She studied the tall blond man who led her gracefully over the floor in a waltz. Did he suspect her of encouraging him to propose? She was, in all likelihood, although she knew it to be a lost cause. Hopeless at flirting, she doubted he would fall for it. They had been friends for years. Before the war, John might have married her, but those years away on the Peninsula had changed him. Something held him back from marriage now. She wasn’t sure what it was, but he desired her, she could recognize ardor in a man’s eyes when she saw it, it was just that he didn’t want her enough it seemed.

“It’s desperately sad about Catherine, Harrow’s wife,” she said to change the subject. “The duke is a friend of yours, is he not?”

Strathairn sighed. “Yes. Tragic to lose your wife in childbirth. The babe survived. A daughter.”

“I’ve heard he’s devastated.”

“Dreadfully cast down. Andrew plans to leave England. He has taken up a diplomatic post in Vienna.”

“Are the children to accompany him?”

“No, that would be unsuitable. He is leaving them with his mother and the nursery staff. I believe a governess has been employed for his heir. Young William is now six.”

The dance came to an end. Sibella took John’s proffered arm, and they joined her sister Cordelia.

He bowed. “Viscountess Bathe.”

Cordelia curtsied. “Lord Strathairn.”

“You dance very well together,” Cordelia said after the earl left them. “Can’t you get him to propose?”

“Apparently my charms are not sufficient to lure him into matrimony,” Sibella said and puffed at a wisp of hair on her forehead that had escaped her coiffure.

“Well, you’ll have to stop mooning over him,” said her annoyingly pragmatic sister. “And find a husband.”

[image: *]*

While wandering his ballroom, speaking to guests, Strathairn encountered Sibella’s brother, the Marquess of Brandreth, who had made a beeline for him through the crowd.

“I hope we bag a few more birds tomorrow,” Chaloner said.

Strathairn eyed him. He had something on his mind. “One trusts so. My chef plans a grouse dish flavored with juniper berries for our dinner.”

“Sounds delicious.” Chaloner raised his glass. “I’m willing to rise at the crack of dawn for that.” He took Strathairn’s arm and drew him away into a quiet corner. “I don’t wish to strain a friendship I value, John, but I feel I must offer a word of advice.”

“Oh?” Strathairn had liked Chaloner better before his father died. The man seemed to lose his sense of humor after inheriting the title.

“You are often seen in Sibella’s company. Don’t get too fond of her.”

Faintly irritated, Strathairn glanced over at Sibella in her white muslin, talking earnestly to Mrs. Bickerstaff. “Your sister is intelligent and good company. I enjoy our conversations. Nothing too scandalous about that.”

“I struggle to believe it is just conversation. I may not be privy to the details of the work you perform for the military, but rumors do float about the House of Lords. You must admit that due to those circumstances alone, you would not make her a good husband.”

Chaloner’s determination put him in mind of a robin with a worm. Pointless to argue. With a sigh, Strathairn acknowledged that he only strove to protect his sister from possible hurt. “No need for concern,” he said. “I have no plan to marry your sister, or anyone else for that matter. I do intend to ask Sibella to dance again though. Unless you think my dancing with her will ruin her reputation.”

Chaloner huffed out a laugh and rubbed the back of his neck. “Only among the biddies. I don’t enjoy having to say this to you, Strathairn, but it befalls me as head of the family. Sib has a love of home and hearth. She looks for a husband who will sit by the fire with her at night. That isn’t you, is it?”

“She deserves the best, and no, that isn’t me, Chaloner.”


Chapter One


London Docks, Summer

1818

A gunshot shattered the quiet air. The Earl of Strathairn dropped into a crouch as another ball whistled overhead, followed by a thud as lead bit into the wall above him, showering him with fragments of brick. A bead of sweat trickled into his brow. Hell’s teeth—not the first time he’d been shot at by a long chalk, but he hadn’t expected it to happen tonight. In fact, he’d been sure this was a fool’s errand. The moon sailed free of the clouds. It cast the new dock in silver light, revealing it empty. Where was Nesbit?

Breath held against the stench of low tide, he listened. Nothing but the surge of the swell and the creak of ships moored out in the middle of London Pool waiting to unload their wares. The faint voices of the sailors aboard carried over the water.

When the slap of running feet echoed into the distance, Strathairn gripped his pistol, hunched over, and rushed forward. He leapt over a pile of crates and flattened himself against a wall, his pulse a drumbeat in his ears as he edged around the corner.

Nesbit lay spread-eagled on his back. Strathairn rushed to his stricken friend, fell to his knees, and groaned. Blood seeped from his partner’s head onto the ground. Nesbit’s eyes, a lively brown only moments before, stared blankly up at him. A prickle of foreboding climbed Strathairn’s spine. Had Nesbit been as surprised as he was by this attack, or might he have recognized his killer?

Aware it was futile, he placed his fingers against Nesbit’s throat and searched for a pulse, then cursed effusively under his breath. He’d witnessed the death of too many good men. As bitterness twisted in his gut, he rose to his feet determined not to allow his sadness to weaken him. His mind focused on the business at hand as he moved stealthily through the shadows, sure that whoever committed this dastardly act was gone.

Apart from the scamper of rats, the rest of the dock stood empty and silent. The moonlight picked out something shiny on the ground. Strathairn stooped to pick up a finely wrought gold cravat pin in the shape of an eagle, just like the one Count Forney favored. A familiar restless energy and heightened alertness sent his heart racing.

A calling card? Word had come that Forney was dead. But was he? A flowery scent lingered in the air. Strathairn held the pin to his nose. Parisian, and a lady’s fragrance, if he was any judge.

[image: *]*

Beneath glittering chandeliers, the dancers spun over the floor to the strains of a Handel waltz. Strathairn smiled down at his partner, her slim waist beneath his hand. Lady Sibella Winborne looked like a delicate flower in a gauzy pale gown covered in amber blossom. White ostrich feather plumes adorned her luxuriant dark locks. He enjoyed looking at her. Her serene, oval face lifted and she smiled at him, her mouth wide and full. Too wide for beauty some might say but perfect for kissing. She had inherited her mother’s famous eyes, a delectable mix of blue and green, but her quiet nature lacked the vivacity of her mother in her youth. The dowager was said to have had men fall at her feet. Strathairn admired Sibella’s calm beauty, but she was oh, so much more: practical and intelligent with a delightful sense of humor. Yet still unmarried, which surprised him.

Her blue-green gaze met his. “You arrived late tonight. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“I was tied up with business.”

“Parliament?”

“No.”

She tilted her head. “Your horses, then?”

He grinned at her blatant curiosity. “No.”

“You won’t tell me.”

“No.”

Sibella laughed in good humor. “Very well. Might I find you riding in Hyde Park tomorrow?”

“I hope to. Shall I see you there?”

“Yes.” Her delicate brows rose. “If business doesn’t keep you.”

He chuckled. “Precisely.”

The music faded away. Strathairn escorted her back to her chair where her mother, the Dowager Marchioness of Brandreth, sat fanning herself among the other ladies. He bowed with the intention of removing to the gaming rooms. As much as he might wish to dance with Sibella again, it would place them under scrutiny, and faro was an effective release from the tension he always carried with him.

“Don’t rush off, Strathairn,” her sharp-eyed mother said. “We have seen little of you of late. You rarely frequent these affairs.” She waved her fan to encompass the ballroom. “Where have you been hiding?”

“Not hiding, my lady, merely dealing with business.”

Lady Brandreth adjusted the silk shawl over her shoulders. “Did you visit that pile of yours in Yorkshire? I enjoyed the Hunt Ball, but it’s cold as charity in winter up in those parts.”

“Not this time. I miss it. There’s a wild beauty to the dales in winter, quite unlike southern England.”

“I daresay.” Her purple turban wobbled as she nodded. “You are a fine figure of a man, Strathairn, well into your thirties. You should marry and set up your nursery.” She gestured toward her daughter sitting beside her. “Sibella will bear you healthy children. The Brandreths come of good stock, and the Wederells even better.”

“Mama, please!” He caught Sibella’s apologetic gaze with a wry smile. Her plea would have little effect. The marchioness was known to be one of the most colorful and outspoken members of the ton.

The dowager batted her daughter’s protest away with her fan. “I am merely stating a truth, Sibella.”

“Your daughter is a credit to you, Lady Brandreth,” he said. “She has inherited both your beauty and intelligence.”

“Now you are toad-eating.” A roguish smile flitted across Lady Brandreth’s face. “You always were a charmer. Sibella is intelligent. Walk with her on the terrace to discover it for yourself.”

Strathairn bowed. He held out his arm. “I should be delighted.”

Lady Brandreth was a crafty woman. Sibella’s friendship was one of the few reasons he came to these affairs. In the dangerous world in which he played his part, her friendship had become an anchor. Had his resolve to remain single begun to weaken, what happened to Nesbit earlier served only to strengthen it, for the same fate could befall him. He was hardly in a position to enter into a domestic arrangement. Better she marries someone else. She could be hurt if she came to love him.
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Sibella fumed. Her mother was as subtle as an ox. No one could accuse Strathairn of being a toad-eater. At least he wasn’t offended, for she caught a spark of humor in his eyes.

Sibella had met him in her first season when she’d refused two unsuitable offers of marriage. Now at six-and-twenty, she was in danger of being left on the shelf. No wonder her mother was giving any likely candidate for her hand a push. Unfortunately, Mama didn’t push; she shoved.

Had her father been alive, she would be married now, but he had been dead for five years. Luckily, her mother had been distracted bringing out the last of her three sisters and fussing over her grandchildren. Now that her youngest sister, Maria, was engaged to her childhood sweetheart, an heir to a dukedom, her mother focused her full attention on Sibella. Her luck at being overlooked had run out.

Sibella walked out onto the terrace happy to snatch a little time with the earl. The evening was divine. Braziers glowed like fireflies through the gardens, the sky a deep purple, and the air soft and sweet, like a summer bouquet.

His arm felt strong beneath her gloved fingers. Her mother was right; Strathairn was a fine figure of a man in his black and white evening clothes. He wore them with such elegance, but she preferred him in riding breeches. He was over six feet tall, and the top of her head barely reached his shoulder, even though she was quite tall herself.

He smiled down at her. Must his smile be quite so beguiling? As if he read her mind. But she rather hoped he couldn’t. In the moonlight, his fair hair took on silver lights, his eyes a deeper and more mysterious blue. An inner cautionary voice cut into her thoughts. He will never be yours.

The rakish Lord Montsimon emerged from the garden, escorting a lady. His partner had a glazed look in her eye and hair in need of re-arranging. She curtsied to Sibella, excused herself, and hurried inside while the men paused in conversation.

They discussed the news from abroad. The Duke of Harrow had written to Strathairn from Vienna.

“He enjoys the post, but is still burdened with a deep sadness,” Strathairn said.

“What of his children?” Sibella asked.

“They remain in good health.”

The men’s conversation turned to another matter.

When she wasn’t required to contribute beyond the occasional nod of her head, Sibella was caught by Strathairn’s big hands as he gestured. A man’s hands were important. She liked the elegant shape and long, tapering fingers. Not soft, like a gentleman’s, there was a ridge of a scar along one thumb. She employed her fan at the thought of him stroking her flesh. Annoyed, she sought to distract herself by comparing the two men. They were both good looking, but very different. Where Strathairn was more of a serious bent, the viscount was a charming, witty man known to have left many broken hearts in his wake.

Strathairn accepted invitations infrequently. He always set up quite a titter among the debutantes and their mamas when he appeared even though he’d made it clear he wasn’t in the market for a wife. Some saw it as a challenge, she supposed, while others turned their attention to more amenable gentlemen. Why was he so averse to marriage? Had his heart been broken when he was young? When Chaloner had warned her off him, he’d let slip that it was Strathairn’s manner of living which made him unsuitable. He bred horses and ran his estates, what could be unsuitable about that?

“Don’t you agree, Lady Sibella?” Strathairn asked turning to her.

“Um. Sorry. What was that?”

“The Prince of Wales’s patronage of The Royal Literary Fund. It has enabled them to rent a house as their headquarters.”

“A good thing certainly,” she said. “While I don’t believe Prinny cares deeply for the arts and sciences, he has recognized their importance.”

Strathairn nodded, his gaze appreciative and warm. Was she reading more into his manner than there was? Did he look at every woman the way he looked at her now?

When Montsimon left them, Strathairn tilted his head toward the garden path. “Shall we?”

Her pulse raced as they descended the stone steps. She had never been entirely alone with him.

They strolled along the gravel path bordered by a hedge of camellias a talented gardener had coaxed into flower.

Strathairn picked a full creamy bloom and held it out to her.

“Thank you.” She held the flower to her nose, aware it had little scent.

“I always enjoy seeing your mother,” he said as they strolled on.

“Do you? Not everyone does. She is very plain spoken.”

“That is what I appreciate about her.”

“She likes you it seems.” Sibella bit her lip and blushed. Her mama had just tried to get him to propose. “Have you been visiting your estates or were you just evading her question?”

He leaned over her to brush away a branch, scattering petals. “You’re remarkably inquisitive this evening. Why do you ask?”

“Perhaps because you’re mysterious. You intend it that way, I suspect.”

“A mystery? We’ve discussed most of my past: my schooling, Eton, Oxford, and the army.”

“That sounds so conventional and yet…you aren’t, are you?”

He cocked a brow in surprise. “Am I not?”

“Conventional men are an open book. You are not, sir. I know only what you want me to.” She suspected his life held more excitement than he revealed. Somehow, she couldn’t believe his life was one of mundane routine. “Breeding horses must be satisfying.” A keen rider herself, but surely even horses had limited appeal. “Do you miss the army?”

“Some men find it hard to settle down. I admit to suffering that for a while.”

“But you’re settled…now?”

“As much as I wish to be.”

She glanced at his profile for a sign of annoyance. She was dreadfully forthright tonight as if her mother’s blatant speech had stirred up her restless desire.

A couple greeted them as they passed. The gardens were filled with people enjoying the warm night. At a smothered giggle, Sibella turned to see a pair close together in the shadows. Strathairn caught her gaze, eyebrows raised.

“Lady Gladwin’s affairs tend to flout convention,” she said, warmth stealing over her cheeks.

“More interesting than most,” he said with a smile.

She suspected cards drew him more than strolling about with a lady. They had reached a wide stretch of lawn lit by flaming torches with a fountain at its center. A naked marble figure wrestled with the serpent imprisoning him within the tight coils of its tail. Water sprayed from the serpent’s open mouth, spilling into a pool of water lilies. Despite the silent battle, she found it peaceful and reflective there, until he stepped closer.

Sibella breathed in his manly scent as a heavy nervous sensation settled deep and low in her stomach. His proximity always affected her so. Perhaps if she saw more of him, she might grow used to him, but she doubted it.

She twirled the flower stem in her hand and remained silent, listening to the fall of water and the song thrushes calling through the night air.

His eyes seemed to caress her. “What are you thinking?”

“My thoughts were about you. I’m surprised we are here alone. It’s not something you would normally risk.”

“Is it a risk, Lady Sibella? Am I in danger?”

“One of us might be.”

“I like that you’re frank.”

She laughed. “Do you mean outspoken?”

He grinned. “Sometimes, but at least you’re natural. Many young ladies adopt artful poses.”

“How unkind. Perhaps you make them nervous.”

He sighed heavily. “I may well do.”

“You don’t care a fig if you do. You’re deliberately distracting me.” She searched his disturbing smoke-hued eyes. “Something troubles you.” As much as she wished to learn what blue-deviled him, she didn’t anticipate he’d tell her. “Shall we walk back to the house?”

“Not yet. I like it here. Talk to me.”

He was different tonight, too. Sensing they had crossed some invisible line, she grew nervous. She licked her bottom lip and found herself rattling on about her nephews and nieces.

“You, a maiden aunt?” His eyes focused on her mouth. “What nonsense. A woman like you should be loved and loved well.”

She flushed. “I enjoy the company of children.”

He merely shook his head at her, a smile tugging at his mouth. Unnerved, she resisted the urge to rush in to fill the void.

“Your mother is right,” he said finally. “You should marry and soon. Have children of your own to love. You are made for it.”

“I fully intend to.” Was he warning her not to get too fond of him? Pride made her lift her chin. “When the next personable man asks me.”

He chuckled. “Personable?”

“Love doesn’t need to be a prerequisite for a successful marriage,” she said, sounding horribly stiff.

“Perhaps you’re right.”

He might have argued the point with her. “I am pleased you agree with me.” She tilted her head. “You so seldom do.”

An appreciative glint lit his eyes. “Marriage is a business contract drawn up by men, but most women wish for romance. It’s better that you’re not the missish sort. Love is a fanciful notion more ably expressed by the poets.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I gather the poets pen their verse from experience?”

He laughed. “Some do most certainly. I suspect Byron does.”

“So love is not for you.”

“I would make a very poor husband, Sibella.”

She wondered why he thought so. What consumed him? His horse stud might claim much of his time. Her two younger brothers lauded his prowess with racing thoroughbreds and buying and selling them for profit. Once prompted, they rattled on about how Strathairn excelled at many sports, racing matches and riding to hounds. None of this explained his reluctance to marry, however. Perhaps a wife would insist on more society. He seemed to avoid a lot of it, rarely attending musical evenings or soirees.

“Why?” she asked, her curiosity unsatisfied. A slight bump marred the perfection of his otherwise imperious nose. She curled her fingers, resisting the desire to touch it.

“Some men don’t,” he said flatly.

He looked unhappy. It was all she could do not to reach out to him. Her gaze drifted up to his face. His jaw was taut, and what she saw in his eyes troubled her. “You are sad tonight, but you won’t tell me why, will you?”

His nostrils flared. “You ask far too many questions.” With a swift movement, he cradled her face in his hands, his lips, firm but gentle, covered hers, stifling her gasp of surprise. Coherent thought slipped away as his arm encircled her waist and pulled her hard against him. His hold tightened and the kiss deepened, teasing her lips and stealing her breath.

Sibella stilled as hot flames rushed through her veins. She had no defenses against this man and she abandoned any attempt to push him away. About to encircle his waist and pull him closer, her need for self-preservation stopped her. But then he angled his head to plunder her top lip, and she was lost. Her body was demanding more. Much more. She gripped his coat as her legs grew unsteady.

He released her so suddenly she almost fell. “Lord, Sibella. That was wrong of me. I do apologize.”

She stared at him, noting the contrition on his face. There was no declaration of love hovering on his lips. As she fought to gain her breath, a cynical inner voice cut through her thoughts. The kiss was to distract her from probing the reason for his sorrow. Commonsense prevailed at last. “No it wasn’t.”

His eyes widened. “No?”

“The kiss perfectly fit the occasion,” she said almost gaily. “And please don’t concern yourself that I might accuse you of compromising me.” She was quite pleased with herself. There was no hint of bitter disappointment in her tone.

He shook his head. “I know you better than that, Sibella.”

The man was insufferable. Didn’t he realize how enticing that sounded? More than anything, it was a woman’s wish to be understood by a man, to be appreciated. “I find kissing quite pleasant,” she said coolly, as if she was soundly kissed every day of the week. “But I don’t think you should do it again, my lord.”

“Perhaps you’re right. But don’t glower at me, Sibella. It was your fault after all.”

She gaped at him. “My fault?”

“You look far too seductive in the moonlight. Perhaps we should walk back?”

“I should rightly slap your face,” she said faintly.

“Well?” He bent over her and turned his cheek. “Take your best shot.” She shook her head at him and couldn’t help laughing.

He laughed, too, and offered her his arm.

She rested her gloved fingers on his sleeve. A hot lick of sensation raced along her veins. Did he feel as she did when they touched? If so, he hid it well, drawing the conversation into a safe direction concerning a two-year-old thoroughbred he’d bought at auction and planned to enter in the autumn flat-racing meet at Doncaster.

He returned her to her mother, who paused from her discussion with the other ladies of her set to raise her lorgnette and assess them. Intent on the gambling chambers, Strathairn’s broad back disappeared into the crush. Had kissing her left him unmoved? She snapped her fan open. So they were to go on as before as if nothing had happened. “I don’t think so, Lord Strathairn!” she muttered.

“Eh, what was that, Sib?”

Her brother Edward stood at her shoulder. “I’ve come to claim you for the next dance, before any of your admirers beat me to it.”

“I shouldn’t worry, many are losing interest,” she said crisply, rising from her chair.

He eyed her as they entered the dance floor. “Losing hope, more like.”

As they moved through the steps of the quadrille, he dropped quiet remarks in her ear.

“Give up on Strathairn, Sib.”

“Not you, too! I don’t believe, I—” They parted, and by the time the steps brought them back together, she’d given up protesting. Edward had inherited their mother’s astute nature.

“It’s not that I don’t like him. I do very much. But he’s not for you.”

“You needn’t worry. He has no wish to marry me.”

Her brother raised a black eyebrow. “Oh, I believe you could sway him toward marriage if you set your mind to it. That’s not the reason.”

“Then what is the reason?”

“Chaloner hears things in the House of Lords. I can’t repeat them.”

“So he tells you but not me.”

Edward shrugged with a smile as he moved away.

“Why does such mystery surround the Earl of Strathairn?” she hissed at him when she next got a chance.

He shook his head. She’d learn no more. What remained with her were his words. Could she sway Strathairn toward marriage?

Sibella danced a country dance with an old admirer, her mind elsewhere. She recalled the first time she met Strathairn years ago. He was different then. There had been a youthful carelessness about him as he lounged insolently against a column talking with two other men. Savagely gorgeous in his magnificent blue hussar uniform, the pelisse trimmed with silver braid and fur edging, and the leather belt with a polished silver buckle and curved honors scrolls circling his slim waist, he had the attention of every woman in the room from widows to girls in their first season.

She’d doubted the thin veneer of calm in his eyes, especially when his slow and seductive gaze slid downward. Impertinent, she’d thought, bristling, and fidgeted as a dizzying current raced through her. There was a maddening hint of arrogance about him. As if reading her mind, his attractive mouth widened in a lazy smile. She turned away and tried to ignore his presence while dancing with others, but her gaze constantly flittered to where he stood. When she returned to her seat, he appeared at her side with her brother Edward, who introduced them, and they shared the last dance of the evening.

The next time they met, Strathairn sought her out. Every time his gaze met hers, her heart turned over in response. They danced twice and talked for an hour until her mother came to find her. Mama was confident Strathairn would ask for her hand, but he’d left for the battlefields of Spain soon after, and she didn’t see him again for over a year.

He returned changed from the war, his eyes haunted with unspoken secrets. There was an air of isolation about him as he moved through the ton. She suspected his disinclination to gossip and the detached expression he adopted was protective clothing. When she teased him to draw him out, he responded with an easy grin, but she couldn’t penetrate the wall he’d built around himself. Her heart went out to him, but she was continually frustrated when, although he sought her company, and they undoubtedly shared an intense physical awareness of each other, he made no move toward marriage.

She had resolved to enjoy what he offered. He confessed his days at university had been filled with active pursuits rather than learning, but he still seemed well-versed on any subject. They rode together in Hyde Park often, along with others of their set. But now, after that kiss! She’d find a way to make him face the truth. They were, after all, perfectly suited.


Chapter Two


Restless, Strathairn entered the library of his Berkley Square home. The house was too quiet now that his younger sister, Georgina, had married the Duke of Broadstairs and his widowed sister, Eleanor, had gone to live in Devon.

He struggled to come to terms with his behavior. That he should suddenly give in to desire and kissed Sibella when he had promised her brother he wouldn’t pursue her, was unforgiveable. While she’d put a brave face on it, she must wonder what the devil had got into him.

It must have been the shock of Nesbit’s death. Tomorrow, he must visit his partner’s wife. She had recently borne the poor man a son. He swiveled on his heel and moved closer to the coal fire seeking to warm his chilled body, but the cold was more visceral than corporeal.

He had never come to terms with the guilt he suffered after William Laverty’s death. William had been a good friend and one of his lieutenants on the Peninsular fighting under Wellesley. When Strathairn had sent him on a surveillance mission with a handful of soldiers, they had ridden straight into the hands of the enemy. He’d searched for them all night, finding them at dawn. Gripped with helpless fury, he had taken William’s broken body down from where they’d hung him from a tree branch.

Such memories still had the power to inflict deep pain. He’d lost comrades and witnessed death and devastation caused by Napoleon’s army during the war, but details of that one scene continually resonated in his dreams. Finding the scattered bodies in a flowering orchard, the sky an arc of vivid blue, the stench of blood blending with the sweet perfume of blossoms, raw flesh, and the buzz of flies in the still hot air, rictus distorting William’s handsome face. The letter of condolence he had to send to William’s mother.

Strathairn poked the fire as he attempted somewhat unsuccessfully to banish the image of Sibella, gazing at him, lips parted in the moonlight. He continued to roam the bookshelves. His father had assembled an impressive library during his lifetime. A man given more to deliberation rather than action. His father had been against him joining up and had then begged him to resign his commission. Nothing he did impressed his father. Strathairn had long ago given up trying to be what the erudite, elegant statesman wished of him. He preferred an active approach to problems and felt trapped when indoors for any length of time, which only grew worse after the war. The prospect of spending hours in the House of Lords discussing the Corn Laws left him cold. He wished his father’s disappointment didn’t still have the ability to gnaw at him.

He drew a volume of John Donne’s poetry down from the shelf and leafed through, pausing to read a few lines:

“License my roving hands, and let them go–Before, behind, between, above, below…”

A man familiar with love and desire was Donne. He smiled, recalling Sibella’s conversation about marriage. He usually had a good grip on his emotions. Perhaps he’d grown too comfortable in her company and acted without thought. She’d asked too many questions he wasn’t able to answer. He disliked prevarication, but he had no choice. He’d given in to his need to be drawn into her perfumed warmth, which only made him want more. Sterling woman that she was, she’d handled his outrageous conduct with aplomb, placing them back on the level of friendship.

Friendship? Once, the notion would have been enough, but now…now he wasn’t so sure. Disconcerted by his irrational thoughts, he replaced Donne on the shelf and went to the drinks table. He sat in the fireside chair with a glass of whiskey and took a deep sip aware that he must rein in these intense emotions. They made him feel too much. Think too much. They were dangerous, especially now, with a difficult mission ahead of him. One he might not emerge from unscathed.

The candles guttered low in their sconces. Enough of this. He downed the last of the golden liquid and leapt to his feet. He hated a quiet house. Despite the late hour, he would visit the George Inn in Southwark. There was always good company to be found there. Molly’s arms would obliterate the sight of Nesbit’s dead eyes.

He rang for his butler.

“Get my coat and hat, Rhodes, I’m going out. No need to wait up.”

On the street, he tamped down an unaccountable surge of disloyalty. Damn, he was becoming irrational!

As the hackney rolled over the cobbled roads, he wrestled his thoughts into some semblance of order. He must alert his friend, Guy, Baron Fortescue, to the possibility of Forney’s return. Guy had helped to foil Forney’s plans to assassinate a member of the royal family two years before. Now his friend appeared to be relishing the role of country squire. Guy wrote of his modern methods of farming and the house that he’d built for his bachelor laborers. Paid them fifteen shillings a week, which was twenty times the going market rate. It proved to be a success, resulting in increased profits. Fortescue ventured to London only under sufferance when his wife, Horatia, dragged him there. Less often now since their baby son, John, named in his honor, was born. They were besotted parents.

It sounded like an idyllic existence, but it wasn’t for him. His intelligence work had filled the hungry ache and sense of loss he had suffered when he returned from the war and gave him a purpose. His years away had changed him. How could they not have, watching his friends and colleagues die, and unsure himself if he would still be alive by nightfall? He’d spent more hours in the saddle than out riding through the rugged Iberian Peninsula with intelligence needed at headquarters. Bad dreams continued to plague him even now, forcing him to relive the worst of those times.

He wasn’t sure why, but the surge of excitement and a sense of living on the edge banished the anguish he suffered, which nothing else had thus far been able to do.

When the carriage pulled up, he shrugged away his thoughts like shedding a heavy cloak and pushed his way through the noisy regulars in the busy inn.
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As they often did at her mother’s instigation, Sibella and her siblings repaired to their countryseat, Brandreth Park, a few miles from Tunbridge Wells. Sibella welcomed the change. The country air and quiet always helped to clear her mind. When dark clouds heralded an impending downpour, she hurried back to the house.

Had Strathairn searched for her in Rotten Row and suffered disappointment not to find her? He obviously wasn’t going to fall at her feet and propose. After the kiss, things might become awkward between them, but she didn’t wish it never to have happened. Trouble was, she now had dreams of such a disconcerting nature she would blush to reveal them to anyone, even her married sisters.

In the entry hall their butler, Belton, took possession of her bonnet, apron, gardening gloves, and sketchpad. “Her ladyship entertains a visitor, Lady Sibella.”

She expected a neighbor as no one had stated their intention of calling. With the trug of blush pink roses over her arm, she entered the salon, wiping her moist brow with a naked forearm.

A strange gentleman sat talking to her mother.

“Sibella,” her mother called from her chair where their cat, Whiskey, played with the fringe of the cashmere shawl on her lap. “Come and meet Lord Coombe. Only fancy, Lord Coombe was up at Oxford with your brothers. I can’t think why we haven’t met before.”

The well-dressed gentleman had auburn hair swept into a careful Brutus. He rose and bowed. “What a perfect picture you make, Lady Sibella. The roses match those in your cheeks.”

She curtsied, clutching the basket close to her chest. “You must excuse me, my lord, I’m a trifle soiled from gardening.” Over his shoulder, her mother cast her a dark look.

Lord Coombe hesitated, caught midway across the room. “I have sought your mother’s forgiveness for this inopportune visit. I should have left my card, but I came in the hope that I might see your brother.”

“Which brother do you refer to, my lord?” She smiled. “I have several.” She settled the wooden trug on a mahogany side table and began to remove each rose, careful of the thorns.

“Edward. He suggested I call in when passing on my way to London from Arrowtree Park.” Disappointment plowed his brow. “He was to advise me on the purchase of a gelding at Tattersall’s auction rooms this afternoon.”

Sibella wasn’t fooled. Edward an authority on horses? If it was a legal matter she might have believed it. He had arranged this, and by the smug expression on her mother’s face, she was part of the conspiracy. At the very least, Edward might have had the good grace to be here.

Her mother rang for tea, and she was caught. She could hardly make an excuse and disappear without appearing rude.

“Give those flowers to a maid, Sibella.”

“I like to arrange them myself, Mama.”

“Here you are, Belton,” her mother said. “We wish for tea. Tell a servant to put the roses in water.”

As Belton left the room, Sibella admitted defeat and sank onto a chair. “Is Arrowtree Manor Elizabethan, my lord? The village of Chiddingston has many fine examples.”

“How discerning of you, Lady Sibella. Arrowtree Manor is a wonderful example of the period. To preserve it and its grounds requires a great deal of my attention.”

“I’m sure your wife is a great help to you, my lord.” Her mother stroked the loudly purring cat.

Lord Coombe’s eyes rested on Sibella. “I have no wife to help me unfortunately, but I plan to rectify that soon.”

Her mother studied him keenly. “Would we know of your fiancée?”

“I have yet to choose a wife, Lady Brandreth.”

Sibella sighed inwardly. She could visualize her mother’s glee, although she was far too polite to show it. Well-bred and obviously plump in the pocket, Lord Coombe was ripe for the plucking. Sibella intended to give Edward a stern dressing down as soon as she found him alone.

At this point, her nemesis walked in. With a questioning raise of a black eyebrow, Edward took note of the fiery light in her eyes. He adroitly ignored her and moved smoothly on to greet his guest. “I’m sorry to be late, Coombe. Got held up at Brackett’s Corner. A careless drayman overturned his cart and spilled his load all over the road, broken crates, and bottles everywhere. Took them an age to clear it.”

As the maids unloaded the tea service and seedcake onto the table, Maria appeared. “I see I’m just in time for tea.” She offered their guest her pretty smile.

Sibella considered Maria to be the loveliest of her sisters. At twenty, her skin was flawless and her figure exceptional. Most of the children inherited her mother’s black hair and green eyes, except her two older sisters who were fair like their father had been.

Under her mother’s direction, a servant placed urns of roses on occasional tables around the room. “How decorative, Sib,” Maria said. “Their perfume is heavenly.”

Sibella nodded and sat back to admire the result. The salon was a family favorite because the chimney didn’t smoke. They gathered here on brocade sofas when her eldest brother, Chaloner, was at home. The walls were papered in moss green, the Axminster carpet pink and cream, the curtains at the arched windows of rose silk damask. In gilt frames, paintings of their descendants hung around the walls. Above the carved marble fireplace, where Dresden figurines and a silver-gilt ormolu clock resided, hung a painting of her mother as a beautiful young woman in oyster silk, her hair piled high and dressed in ostrich feathers. Being part of this unruly and at times annoying brood, gave Sibella a strong sense of who she was, but also, what was expected of her.

Sibella narrowed her eyes at Edward. Unruffled, he winked at her.

Maria crumbled a cake onto her plate while she peppered their guest with questions. “Do you know the Duke and Duchess of Lamplugh in Chiddingston?”

“The duke is my neighbor, Lady Maria.”

“Well! How extraordinary! They are my fiancé, Lord Harrington’s parents,” she said as if Coombe was responsible for arranging it.

Lord Coombe explained how a corner of his property ran with the Duke’s, although he seldom saw them. “The Duke and Duchess are abroad. I believe in Italy?”

As Maria continued asking questions, he answered her politely. He was not unattractive although not particularly tall and of narrow build. One’s appearance accounted for little in marriage, Sibella supposed. She cast a resentful glance at Edward. How annoying that he and Vaughn were under no pressure to marry. If not the heir, sons could wed whenever they chose and to the lady of their choice, provided she was seen as acceptable.

If her foolish head wasn’t filled with a broad-shouldered blond gentleman, she might consider a potential husband among those beaus who had yet to desert her, despite her advancing years. She firmed her lips, she simply must banish Strathairn from her thoughts.

Drawn out of contemplation, she discovered several social engagements had been arranged, all of which Lord Coombe accepted.

Before departing to walk to the stables with Edward, Lord Coombe kissed her hand, his deep brown eyes meeting hers.

The footman closed the door on them.

“Wasn’t Lord Coombe an interesting man?” her mother said to no one in particular, as Sibella’s sisters, Aida, Cordelia, and the children came into the room. “Your expertise in managing a large household would be of advantage to him.” Mama nodded wisely at her. “It must be difficult for him to run such an estate on his own. A man needs a wife. To accompany him to social events, greet his guests, and see to their comfort when he holds shooting parties and the like.”

“I would loathe it. The boom of guns and the birds falling from the sky.” Sibella wrinkled her nose. She’d always hated guns and killing animals.

Sibella glanced at her mother warily. Mama showed too keen an interest in Lord Coombe for her liking. There was little hope of calling upon her sisters for help as she had in the past. Maria thought of little but her coming marriage to Harry, and both her elder siblings were preoccupied. Aida, a year older than Sibella, expected her first child and busily feathered her nest. Cordelia, at one and thirty, had two young offspring. Married to a cello playing viscount, she was obsessed with her harp.

Small feet danced across the carpet. A boy of four and a girl of three, advanced on Sibella, pushing her back in her chair.

She gathered them up in each arm.

“Oh, do be careful of your Aunt Sibella, do!” Cordelia said, with that vague expression she always had when her mind dwelt on her music.

“Bring more hot water, Pearson,” her mother directed the footman. “How are you, Aida? You look peaky.”

Aida put a hand on her round stomach. “The midwife says I’m very well, Mother.”

“It’s their nurse’s day off, Sib,” Cordelia said. “I don’t suppose you’d like to take the children for a walk or something? I need a few hours of perfect peace this afternoon and I can’t practice with them under foot.”

“You know I love to spend time with them.” Sibella kissed Anne’s cheek and smoothed back Randal’s bright golden hair. “Do you want to play draughts?”

Randal nodded and grinned up at her. Strathairn might father such a child, she thought, as he slipped off her knee. A strange ache filled her chest. Damn the man.

“Who is this Lord Coombe?” Aida asked.

“A friend of Edward’s,” her mother said. “He displayed a decided interest in Sibella.”

Sibella turned her back on her mother and grimaced at her two sisters.

Aida laughed.

Cordelia snorted. “You’ve certainly gained experience running this house, Sib. The housekeeper defers to you in most matters. And Lavinia is perfectly happy for you to do so.”

“I enjoy it, and Lavinia has all her time taken up with the children.”

“She allows them to run her ragged, and poor Chaloner, too,” Cordelia said waspishly.

“I’m sure Lavinia is most grateful to you, Sib,” Aida said.

“If you girls are conspiring to help your sister remain a spinster for the rest of her life, I beg you to stop and think how sad that would be,” Mama said. “Randal, don’t pull the cat’s tail; there’s a good boy.”

“Come children.” Sibella held out her hand to Randal. He stood at his grandmother’s knee where her cat gazed at him warily. Little Catherine was on her knees following the flowery border around the carpet. “Shall we search for bird nests?”

After running around the gardens with the children until they flagged, Sibella returned them to their mother and sought Maria, finding her in her bedchamber.

“I subjected Lord Coombe to the usual close inspection,” Maria said, winding a piece of pine-green velvet ribbon around her finger, “as I do all of your beaus.”

“He’s hardly a beau. But what did you make of him?”

“I don’t know,” Maria said thoughtfully. “He’s polite and well-mannered of course, but he gives very little of himself away.”

“Dark brown eyes are inscrutable, aren’t they?”

“You didn’t warm to him then.”

Sibella shrugged. “I neither disliked him nor suffered a strong attraction.”

“Well, we know why that is, do we not?”

The name Strathairn hovered unsaid between them.

As Maria rummaged in her jewelry box, Sibella was tempted to tell her about the kiss. They shared everything, and it seemed disloyal not to, but for some reason she wanted to hold the heady, sensory details of John’s kiss in the moonlight close for a while, not wishing the experience pulled apart in the cold light of day.

When Edward returned to the house, Sibella waylaid him in the front hall. “I’ll thank you not to help mother find me a husband,” she said.

For once, Edward didn’t laugh. He grabbed her hand and pulled her down the corridor and into the library.

She spun around as he shut the door behind her. “What is it?”

“You need to forget Strathairn.”

“I…”

He held up a finger. “There’s a very good reason for it.”

“I know. He doesn’t wish to marry. At least me, anyway,” she said ruefully.

“A spy cannot marry. That is, a spy with any integrity who doesn’t wish to place those he loves in danger.”

“A spy?” Sibella’s chest tightened. “Are you sure you’re not embellishing, Edward?” It did make sense now that she thought of it.

“I had no intention of telling you this, but I sensed your relationship might have taken another step. I trust you’ll be discreet. And for heaven’s sake, don’t tell Maria! She’s the worst at keeping secrets.” Edward folded his arms and leaned against the door. “He works for the military.”

So that was why such mystery surrounds him! “But what if a woman was prepared to marry him anyway and face the risks with him?”

“And subject yourself to a life of fear and heartbreak? You don’t know what you’re saying. Forget him, Sib, please.” He shook a finger at her. “Strathairn appears on the surface of things to be an earl with a passion for breeding horses. But he also inhabits another dark, dangerous world, which is beyond your comprehension. He resists drawing you into that world and exposing you to possible danger. If you set out to seduce him, his resolve may well crumble. I’ve seen how he looks at you. Leave Strathairn alone. There are other more suitable men in the world.”

He leaned forward and brushed a kiss onto her cheek. “Do you understand?”

She nodded mutely as she fought to grasp the truth, the certainty that she and Strathairn would never marry.

Edward opened the door to find a footman standing in the corridor trying not to look intrigued.
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With a heavy heart, Strathairn left Mrs. Nesbit’s house, having delivered the grim news that she was now a widow. He promised the distraught woman financial aid would be forthcoming, and he would make sure it was.

When he reached Whitehall, a secretary showed him into Lord Parnham’s office, where his lordship sat behind his large desk piled high with files.

Strathairn removed the eagle pin from his waistcoat pocket and tossed it down on the desk.

Lord Parnham picked it up. He poked at the gold cravat pin in his palm. “You think this could belong to Count Forney? Is it possible the intelligence we received about his death is wrong?”

“Possibly. Or this was one of his cohorts.”

Lord Parnham’s eyebrows rose. “We hung them all.” He dropped the pin as if it might bite him. “What is your gut feeling?”

“This was hardly the act of a rational man, but was Forney ever that? He faces the hangman’s noose for his involvement in the assassination conspiracy. The target of which may have been Princess Charlotte. Some other purpose would have brought him here sadly since the princess died in childbirth.”

Thinking of Nesbit lying dead tightened his jaw. “I’ll continue to dig around. Something might turn up.”

“Don’t bother. There’s not enough to go on,” Lord Parnham said. “We’ll move on to other matters.”

Strathairn stared at him, dismayed. “I’d at least like to try to find out who wrote the note that brought us to the dock. And who shot Nesbitt?”

“It might be an enemy of yours. Best you don’t, Strathairn. I can assign someone else—” Parnham paused at a knock at the door.

Strathairn fumed as Parnham’s secretary entered the room and handed the spymaster a letter.

“The Home Office.” Parnham scanned it quickly. “Seems that Sidmouth’s spies have followed a Frenchman to York after he was engaged in stirring up trouble against the government in Manchester. They’ve apparently lost sight of him. It’s drawing a long bow, but we best check it out.” He leaned back in his chair, his fingers forming a steeple. “It’s likely York got too hot for him with the men on his tail. Nevertheless, go up there and see what you can find out about him. You might pick up his trail. Leave as soon as you can get away.”

“And if Forney should surface while I’m gone?”

“Rest assured you’ll be contacted.”

Strathairn had to make himself clear. He leaned forward, his knuckles on the desk. “I want to deal personally with whoever killed Nesbit.”

Parnham nodded, sympathy in his eyes. “You’ll get that chance.”

“I’ll leave in a few days. I’ll ride in Hyde Park tomorrow afternoon if you wish to contact me.”

His spymaster uttered a displeased grunt. “Cannot such a commitment to friends be deferred? Surely a ride in the park doesn’t compare with your estate, which I’m sure you’ll take the opportunity to visit.”

“It’s business.” He must set things right with Sibella.

A flicker of amusement lightened Parnham’s brow. “I see.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into it.” Strathairn glowered at the impudent man.

Parnham laughed. “Women lie behind most of the irrational things we men do.” His brows snapped into a worried frown. “But watch your back up north. And send word as soon as you can.”

The following afternoon, Strathairn rode his handsome black stallion, Hercules, to the park, wishing he could explain to Sibella how Nesbit’s death had affected him. That he hadn’t been himself.

The late afternoon sun warmed his back as he approached the park where the Beau monde were out in force, driving their carriages along the South Carriage Drive and riding their horses in Rotten Row.

Two women in a brougham laughed and flirted with him from beneath their lacy parasols as they waited to enter the park in the queue of traffic. Both pretty women, he admired their lavender and yellow carriage gowns and their bonnets trimmed with flowers. He pulled his horse up alongside and doffed his hat. “Good afternoon, Lady Bakewell, Mrs. Andrews. You both are the personification of summer.”

“Thank you, Lord Strathairn, we were discussing how well you look,” said Lady Bakewell, the elder of the two. “I must say, you have the finest seat on a horse I’ve seen for many a long year.”

Mrs. Andrews put her gloved hand to her mouth, unsuccessfully hiding her grin, as Strathairn bowed in the saddle and rode on.

A gallop was frowned on in the Row. Some riders cantered, others ambled along at a trot while in conversation with their companions. Strathairn greeted several acquaintances as he searched for Sibella, but he failed to find her among the crowd. She always rode on Wednesdays. Where was she? He suffered an annoying, disappointed jolt.

He rode the length of the Row and was considering returning home when Sibella’s younger brother Vaughn, appeared atop a bay. Strathairn was on friendly terms with all the Brandreth men. He rode over to greet him.

“The family’s in the country.” Vaughn whipped off his hat and swiped at his coal-black hair. “I’m off to Tunbridge Wells tomorrow. It’s Maria’s birthday. Mother has yet to move to the dower house and will gather us all at Brandreth Park to celebrate every little thing, don’t you know.”

Strathairn laughed. “Please give your mother and Lady Maria my best wishes.”

“I will.” He scowled. “I’d invite you if I could. We’d escape the women and hunt or play billiards. Tedious business, family parties!”

“Thank you for the thought, but I’m heading north in a few days.”

Vaughn sighed. “Off to Linden Hall, eh? Fine property, that.”

“You must visit again as soon as we can arrange it. I’m aware of your interest in my horses.”

He eyed Strathairn’s horse. “I admire the Arabian Turk breed. You promised me one to equal Hercules.”

Strathairn patted the horse’s neck. “I’ve yet to find one of Hercules’ equal. I do have a couple of promising foals bred from the Byerly Turk. Dark brown, but they have the same large eyes, arched neck, and high carriage of the tail.”

“Sounds promising.” Vaughn grinned. “Don’t forget me.” He gathered up the reins. “I enjoyed bagging grouse at Linden Hall last year, but you must come down to Brandreth Park this October. It’s going to be a prime shoot for ducks this year. I’d best be off. Edward wrote me he has a chap picked out for Sibella. All of us are to persuade her to take the leap into matrimony. Sib’s too special to remain an old maid.”

Lord Vaughn rode off.

Strathairn hunched over his horse’s neck. He could only agree with Vaughn, but somehow it didn’t make him feel any better. He’d thought himself resigned to Sibella marrying some fellow. To watch it happen, however, was another thing entirely.


Chapter Three


When the family returned to Brandreth Court, their townhouse in St James’s Square, Sibella and Maria took the opportunity to view the Parthenon sculptures at the British museum before embarking on a dizzying round of social events.

They were returning home in a hackney cab when Maria grabbed her arm. “Look, there’s Lord Strathairn.”

“Strathairn?” Sibella’s heart raced as the tall, fair-haired man crossed the road just as their cab drew up behind a town coach.

Maria opened the window. “Lord Strathairn!”

“Maria!” Sibella hissed as her cheeks began to burn. He turned his head and changed direction, coming to their carriage where they remained stopped in traffic.

With a nod, Strathairn tipped his hat. “Ladies. Have you been shopping in Regent Street?”

“Really, my lord, do you think shopping is all we women do?” Maria asked in a teasing voice.

His smiling gaze sought Sibella’s. “Not at all. But I have two sisters who have made me fully aware of the importance of shopping.”

Maria laughed. “We have been to the museum to view the Elgin Marbles.”

“Ah. Then I apologize. What say you, Lady Sibella? Did you enjoy the museum?”

Strangely divorced from the conversation, Sibella’s mind still dwelled on their last encounter. Startled, she whipped her gaze away when she discovered herself staring at his mouth, recalling the salty-sweet taste of his kiss. “It was most edifying. Such antiquities are awe-inspiring.”

“Indeed. I confess I have yet to see them.”

“Then you are as negligent as we are, my lord,” Maria said. “Elgin brought them from Greece some time ago.”

He laughed. “I have not seen you riding in Hyde Park of late, Lady Sibella.”

“My mare developed shin splints and must rest.”

“Your brother Vaughn tells me the family celebrated Maria’s birthday at Brandreth Park.”

“Yes, we’ve returned because Mama has persuaded the renowned pianist, Maria Szymanowska to perform at our musicale later this week.” Sibella placed a hand to her cheek and felt the warmth through her York tan glove. She hoped he wasn’t able to guess how his presence affected her.

The traffic cleared ahead, and their carriage jerked forward. “I trust we’ll see you again soon, my lord?” Maria cast a quick glance at her. “Although we leave for York next week. Mama intends to visit our brother Bartholomew who is the vicar there.”

“I’m about to travel north myself,” Strathairn said.

“We plan to attend the York assembly on Saturday. I do hope you’ll come. It’s a remarkably dull affair.” Maria stared at Sibella. “Don’t you agree, Sib?”

“Yes, it certainly can be,” Sibella said.

“I look forward to seeing you there,” Strathairn called as the carriage moved forward. At a shout from a drayman, he dodged a wagon and ran to the pavement.

Maria turned to her. “Well!”

Sibella raised her eyebrows, attempting a casual pose. “Well, what?”

“You are in a brown study. I’m sure Strathairn was enthralled by your scintillating repartee.”

“Oh, do stop, Maria.”

“What on earth is the matter with you? You two generally talk for ages. Had you nothing to say to him?”

“He kissed me.”

Maria’s eyes changed from owlish to accusatory. “Why didn’t you tell me? And when was this?”

“I’m sorry, dearest. It was of no consequence. At Lady Gladwin’s ball. You remained at home that night with a sore throat, remember?”

Maria stared at her. “Of no consequence? Are you mad? Where?”

“On the lips.”

Marie huffed out an annoyed sigh. “Where at Lady Gladwin’s, you goose. Surely not in the ballroom.”

“In the garden. We went for a stroll.” She eyed her sister. “Everyone was out that evening, it was so pleasantly warm.”

Maria sniggered. “Well indeed! I’ve long suspected his feelings for you ran deeper than he would admit to.”

Sibella shook her head, heat rushing to every part of her body. “That’s just it. He made light of it afterward. It was just an impulse which meant nothing to him.”

“Oh. The wretch!”

She gave a choked, desperate laugh. “He doesn’t want to marry me, Maria.”

“Many men think they do not. They must be persuaded.”

“As you persuaded Harry?”

Maria stroked her throat with a dreamy smile. “No.”

“Exactly. I shan’t spend my time longing for a man who doesn’t want me.”

Maria sighed. “Oh, Sib. I pray you will find true love as I did with Harry. I do believe you will in time.”

Sibella gazed out the window barely aware of the vehicles and pedestrians in the busy street, fighting against her feelings, her throat tight, tears threatening. Annoyed, she said firmly, “A woman can fall in love more than once, I imagine.”

“I don’t believe I could.”

“Mama has her eye on Lord Coombe,” Sibella said.

“Mama has her eye on any titled, unmarried male under the age of forty-five,” Maria said.

Sibella nodded. “Coombe appears respectable enough.”

Maria rubbed her brow. “Perhaps you might fall in love with him? When you get to know him.”

“Perhaps.” If only she could forget Strathairn’s kiss. As the prospect of seeing him again in York lightened her heart, she sat back, frowned, and crossed her arms. She would not yearn after him anymore.
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While dressing for a recital her mother was holding, the door opened, and her parent walked in.

“You may leave, Sarah,” Mama said to Sibella’s maid.

The girl bobbed and left the room.

Sibella turned from studying her reflection in the Cheval mirror. She fiddled with a sleeve. “Is there something you wish me to do for you, Mama?” She knew as she asked it there would only be one thing her mother wanted. St James’s Square ran as well as the Swiss Long case clock in the entry hall.

“You’re wearing the muslin?”

“Don’t you approve?”

“Why not the white crepe with the embroidery and gold fringe?”

“It’s a little too decorative for this evening, don’t you think?”

“A lady should always wear what suits her best.” She sat down and clasped her hands in her lap. “But that is not what I wish to discuss with you, Sibella.”

Sibella took the gown from the clothes press and placed it on the bed. She eyed her mother. “Yes?”

“Is it your wish to remain a spinster and comfort me in my dotage?”

She laughed. “Oh, Mama. How dramatic you are. Of course not.”

“Good. Tonight, I wish you to give Lord Coombe your full attention.”

“But…”

Her mother rose and motioned with her hand to silence her. “Please make yourself agreeable to him.” She stepped forward to rest a hand on Sibella’s shoulder. “I gave the man you have a penchant for ample opportunity to declare himself, did I not? I even went against Chaloner’s wishes because I want to see you happy.”

Sibella flushed. “Strathairn and I are merely friends.”

“Fiddlesticks! I have eyes in my head! He chose not to propose marriage to you. That’s the end of it. You might find Lord Coombe quite acceptable if you give him a chance.”

A heavy sigh escaped Sibella’s lips. Her mind seemed to agree with her mother’s good sense, but her heart refused to bend. “Very well. I’ll try.”

“Good.” She touched Sibella’s cheek with a soft glove. “You are more than ready to set up your own household.”
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The drawing room and dining room doors had been thrown open to enlarge the space for the evening’s entertainment. A visiting Polish composer and pianist, Maria Szymanowska, was to perform several piano concert etudes and nocturnes. What her mother did to entice the woman to Brandreth House was a mystery, for her performances to date were before royalty. But nothing her mother did surprised Sibella, which made her decidedly nervous.

After fortifying themselves with champagne and an array of tasty foods, the guests took their places. Sibella sat in the back row near the door to the conservatory. Lord Coombe, immaculate in his dark evening clothes and spotless linen, chose the seat beside her. With her mother’s words ringing in her ears, she greeted him with a polite smile.

“I have been looking forward to this,” Coombe said. “She performs in the stile brillant, I believe. Everyone raves about her.”

Sibella applied her fan, the air suddenly close and stuffy. “You’re very fond of music, my lord?”

“Certainly, surely everyone is?”

She thought of the interminable evenings spent at home performing with her sisters. “Some more than others, perhaps.” She studied his unremarkable profile, annoyed that she failed to find fault with it. If his chin receded, her mother would be concerned about his progeny. Men with weak chins lacked character, she often said. “You might enjoy attending my sister Cordelia’s musical evenings. She plays the harp and her husband, Viscount Barthe, the cello.”

“Indeed, I would. Do you play an instrument, Lady Sibella?”

“The pianoforte, rather badly, I’m afraid.” She offered a regretful smile. “My mother says there’s no excuse for it after years of excellent tutelage, but I prefer to ride and potter about in the garden.”

“I see.”

Did he look disappointed? She had no time to dwell on it, for Madam Szymanowska had taken her seat at the piano and a hush came over the room.

Even Coombe beside her failed to distract her from the virtuoso performance. When Madam finished the last piece and the enthusiastic clapping died away to be replaced with the buzz of conversation, she rose with the rest of the guests.

Lord Coombe held out his arm. “Would you join me in a promenade of the terrace? The rain seems to have held off.”

“How pleasant.” She took his arm. Where were her sisters when she needed them? Maria was in close conversation with Harry and Cordelia, and her husband stood among the guests clustered around Madam Szymanowska in rapt attention. No help in that direction. Sibella saw no way out of it.

They followed other couples outside. After being shut up in close quarters with a crowd of overly perfumed people, the night air, although hardly equal to the country, was at least reviving. Clouds hung low, hiding the moon. The braziers along the wall were a halo of light enticing moths to a fiery death.

Sibella slipped her hand from his arm and rested it on the balustrade.

“You seem a steady, thoughtful person, Lady Sibella. I admire that.”

He made her sound dull. “I suppose I am,” she said, with an inexplicable stab of disappointment.

“One can rely upon you never to lose your head and do something silly, or not quite the thing.”

“I doubt that I would.” It was clearly her downfall to be made this way. Had John kissed her to cheer her up, or horror of horrors, because he felt sorry for her?

She turned toward Lord Coombe, whose eyes were not far above hers. In the dark, he might have been anyone. He was a perfectly presentable man. If he kissed her, would it be out of pity? Or might she stir desire in him? She suffered a sudden need to find out. “Shall we stroll through the Square, my lord?”

He cleared his throat. “I believe it’s about to rain.”

“Yes, it does.” She had to admit he was right. She placed a hand to her throat. “Let’s not risk a dousing. Shall we go inside?”

She found his brown eyes unfathomable as he tucked her arm into his. “A wise decision, Lady Sibella.”

Sibella found herself disappointed more by his response than her uncharacteristic impulse. Lord Coombe would not seek to steal a kiss in the moonlight as Strathairn had done. Coombe would wait until all the i’s were dotted and the t’s were crossed on the marriage settlement before taking such a liberty. He appeared to be a highly moral and principled person. Most women would be happy with such a man.

Why was she not most women?
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With the sharp blast of a horn and a blaze of scarlet and black, a mail coach passed Strathairn’s carriage at full speed, the passengers on top hanging on, their faces grim. A long night lay ahead for the poor devils. The drizzling rain obscured the road, and the lowering skies turned the day almost to night, but not dark enough for the coach lamps to be effective. Dangerous conditions for traveling. Strathairn would be glad to reach the coaching inn where he planned to stay the night.

The road had become a quagmire. The carriage hit deep ruts and rocked violently on its springs. Strathairn planted his Hessian boots on the floor to brace himself.

His thoughts returned to the gold cravat pin. The Corsican count was a Bonapartist who had never accepted defeat at Waterloo. Forney had gathered a group of conspirators together with the plan to wreak havoc and destabilize England in the hope of freeing Napoleon from his island prison. Such a plan never had a chance of success.

Strathairn rubbed his neck. Might Forney still be alive and have unfinished business in England? His pulse raced at the possibility of crossing swords with him again. Remembering Mrs. Nesbit’s sad eyes geared him up, and he tasted revenge, sour on his tongue. He carried a knife in a sheath in his boot and a pair of Manton’s pistols buckled into a leather bandolier on his chest, which fairly begged to deal with the count.

Strathairn rasped his hand over his chin and yawned. Might he have lost his objectivity? Had the work become too important? Once the excitement got into a man’s blood, he was lost. Some agents became careless, took too many chances, and ended up dead, like Nesbit.

But all that might change soon. With Bonaparte gone, the war department had lost its relevance. There was now a hue and cry to disband military intelligence. Bow Street dealt with crime and government agents with international matters. They rarely worked together with the military.

These changes could have him out of the game whether he wished it or not. But not yet. Was it foolish to want to leave his mark? To have his work acknowledged? Then what would he do? Retire to his estate and his horses, he supposed. It seemed a lonely, aimless prospect. He indulged in the vision of Sibella strolling with friends in the long gallery at Linden Hall, her laughter filling the empty rooms with life. He stretched his legs and contemplated his muddy boots envisaging Hobson’s vociferous disapproval.

Strathairn expected he would marry when this job no longer appealed. But Sibella would be long married by then. There was little point in dwelling on it. He gazed out of the window and smiled as the carriage overtook a slow cart on a hill where a faithful dog perched beside its master in the rain.

The coachman slowed the horses at the tollbooth while the groom paid the gatekeeper, and they were away again. The rain beat against the window, running down in rivulets. The Great North Road was one of the better roads on which to travel, but it, too, was potholed and too dangerous to travel by night.

Aiming to reach Biggleswade before nightfall, they made good time. The carriage reached the Crown Inn just as dusk set in. Strathairn climbed down and stretched his legs as an ostler hurried out to greet them. The proprietor who kept a room for Strathairn on a regular basis, greeted him in the warm taproom where smoke, tallow, and hops mingled with the rich aromas from the kitchen.

“Still employ the same cook, Job?” Strathairn asked.

“But of course, my lord.” Job chuckled. “Now, why would I sack me own wife?”

Strathairn grinned. “Most unwise when Mary is such a fine cook.” He could almost taste her admirable beef pie with its feather-light crust he’d enjoyed when last there, washed down with a tankard of ale.


Chapter Four


The night before the family departed for York, Sibella gazed around Lord and Lady Felstead’s dull soiree whilst fanning herself. Strathairn wasn’t there. Nor had he appeared in Rotten Row when she hired a hack and rode that afternoon.

Georgina, Duchess of Broadstairs, approached on her husband’s arm. Strathairn’s pretty dark-haired younger sister was unlike him in appearance.

She dipped a brief curtsey. “Is your son well, your Grace?”

The lady’s dark eyes danced. “Bonny, thank you, Lady Sibella. He is fair and has blue eyes like his Uncle John.”

“Lord Strathairn does not attend this evening?” Sibella tried hard to sound indifferent and not let her disappointment show.

“No, he visits his Yorkshire estate.”

“Come, my dear, we must take our place for the cotillion.” Broadstairs bowed and drew his wife away.

So, Strathairn had gone north without suffering the need to speak to her. She’d hoped an apology for the kiss might be forthcoming. He had not appeared at all apologetic at the time, so why expect more from him since? He probably kissed women all the time, at every given opportunity. And she’d certainly given him an opportunity, gazing at him like a fool in the moonlight. She would not do so again.

Sibella’s feelings for Lord Coombe warmed as he escorted her onto the floor for the dance. Unlike Strathairn, Coombe had attended every social engagement her mother had dragged her to. And here he was now dancing attendance on her.

They took their places as part of the square and the musicians began to play. Coombe bowed. Why did he always look so solemn? Though she tried in earnest to enjoy herself, she remained awkward in his company.

“Do you like to dance, my lord?” she asked, when they came together.

“I like to perform it well. I trust that I do?”

“Indeed you do.” She eyed him demurely. “You’ve never stepped on my toes once.”

He rewarded her with a faint smile, but the lack of flirtatiousness in his nature bothered her. A reserved man it seemed. Might the real Coombe emerge when they became more familiar with each other?

When the dance ended, Coombe politely left her with her sister.

Maria sipped a glass of lemonade. “I am parched!” She gestured with her glass. “Look! Sir Horace Leister is now courting Anne Talbot. Poor Anne. Remember when Sir Horace was a suitor of yours?”

“How could I forget?” Some of her suitors had recently retired. Sibella could only feel grateful.

“Every time Sir Horace revealed a wish for a private audience with you, Aida, Cordelia and I found ways to distract him.” Maria giggled. “It was funny at the time. Fortunately, he was easily distracted. Luckily, Mama didn’t like him either.”

“No, thank heavens.”

“An awful prospect.” Maria whispered behind her fan. “Black dye applied to his hair doesn’t make Leister appear younger.” She gave a peal of laughter. “I do believe I heard him creak and suspect he wears a corset.”

Sibella spread her fan to hide a grin.

Maria slid her a sidelong glance. “I don’t see Strathairn here this evening.”

Sibella fluttered her fan before her face. “His sister tells me he has gone to Yorkshire.”

“So I gathered.” Maria’s green eyes probed hers. “A good thing, for it gives you time to deal with your feelings for Lord Coombe. He certainly appears to be an ardent suitor, does he not?”

“It would seem so.” How she wished Maria wouldn’t carry on so, but her sister was uneasy about her.

“Mama was extolling his virtues to Chaloner.”

Sibella sucked in a breath. “Was she?”

“It surprises me, somewhat,” Maria mused. “Coombe seems quite staid, doesn’t he? Mama had a proclivity for rogues when she was young. I believe she almost married one.”

Sibella blinked. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

“Before she met Father, of course.”

Thankful for the change in subject, Sibella laughed. “Who told you that?”

“Edward. In an unusual burst of loquacity. I suspect he was in his cups.” Maria giggled. “And that’s not all I managed to get from him. Father wooed a famous actress in his youth.”

“Pish, where would Edward have learned such a thing?”

“Opera dancers and the like are sought by unmarried men, are they not? Not to marry, however. Oh there’s Harry.” Maria motioned to her fiancé with her fan.

“Don’t wave in that fashion, Maria. You look like a hawker at a fish market.”

“Harry has seen us.”

Harry approached with a special smile for his fiancée. “Why are the two prettiest ladies in the room sitting alone?”

“This one is waiting for you to dance with her, Harry.” Maria put down her glass and rose to tuck her hand in his arm.

Harry bowed in Sibella’s direction before he led Maria onto the dance floor to take their places for the quadrille.

Sibella gazed after them fondly. They were so much in love. It did her heart good to see them together.

Edward emerged from the throng to join her. “Not dancing, Sib?”

“I complained of fatigue. Coombe understood.”

Edward gave a derisive snort. “He looked dashed annoyed when I saw him.” Edward took the seat beside her and beckoned to a waiter. “And you weren’t too fatigued to ride in the park earlier.”

“I wasn’t then.”

“Looked like you were searching for someone.”

“You are a tease, Edward.”

“Not Strathairn, I hope? You have taken heed of my warning?”

“Stop fishing.”

Edward laughed. Then he sobered, dark brows beetling over a pair of green eyes like those she saw in the mirror. He crossed one leg over the other and considered one of his black evening pumps. “Might you have seen Vaughn of late?”

“Not since we came back to London, why?”

“Nothing important. I just wondered.”

“Edward, don’t think you can drop this in my lap and then discount it as nothing.” She tapped his arm with her fan. “What concerns you?”

“It’s just that I know what a mother hen you are with all of us.”

She gave an impatient shake of her head. “This concerns Vaughn?”

“I discovered him at Watier’s, Byron’s dandy club, a few nights ago. He was in his cups and betting heavily.”

She fanned herself. “Oh. I see.”

“That club is no place for Vaughn. Reckless all-night gambling goes on. He is too wild. Needs a strong hand, or he’s going to get into trouble.”

“Vaughn can only lose his allowance. And it wouldn’t be the first time.”

“He might be tempted to borrow from a money-lender.”

She bit her lip and nodded slowly. “Cannot Chaloner speak to him?”

“Our brother is busy with his estates and bills before the Lords. And Lavinia runs to him with every little thing. You know how he’s been lately. He only half listens when you speak to him.”

“I’m very fond of Chaloner’s wife. That’s not fair, Edward. Chaloner takes his position as head of the family very seriously. How can you judge what he’ll do about Vaughn unless you ask him?”

“All right. I will.” He grinned. “Lord Coombe approaches with a glass of Madeira for you. Don’t you hate that drink?”

She groaned inwardly and rewarded Lord Coombe’s attentiveness with a nod and a smile while addressing her brother sotto voce. “Will you visit Vaughn at his rooms at Albany tomorrow?”

“Yes. I plan to.”

Relieved, she gave her brother a speaking glance. “Please let me know how he fares.”

Edward inclined his dark head. “Are you enjoying the evening, Coombe?”

“I am.” Lord Coombe held out his offering as if it was a chalice encrusted with jewels. “An excellent affair.”
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Drawn by fresh horses, Strathairn’s carriage departed Biggleswade after breakfast. He was an impatient traveler and tapped his fingers on the window ledge as the carriage swayed on its inferior springs along the rutted roads. He disliked being enclosed within the confines of a vehicle, and this hackney coach was a less than sterling one at that. His own having a broken wheel.

Some hours later, after stopping again to change horses, they crossed the Wetherby Bridge over the River Wharfe with hours of daylight remaining. Wetherby nestled in a bend in the river. It was good to be home.

Strathairn put down the window. A hint of the dank river carried on the breeze, blended with the aroma of baked goods and meat. Thursday was market day when farmers traded produce in the shops known as The Shambles.

A long-forgotten memory from the history of his discordant relationship with his father rose from somewhere, clear as if it was yesterday. On occasion, as a child, he’d slip away from his tutor and go to market with his father’s servants as they traded the estates vegetables for other goods. Once he’d been right next to a pickpocket in the crowd when a red-faced man turned to find his pocket watch missing. Strathairn had been accused, held by the ear and searched until his father’s bailiff appeared and explained he was the earl’s son. His father got wind of it and had taken the stick to him for evading his tutor. Although he wasn’t able to sit down for a week, the lesson hadn’t been learned, for it wasn’t long before he did something else to cause his father’s ire. There was a pattern there, he thought ruefully.

Carts unloading their wares in the high street held up the carriage. Villagers came to his carriage window to welcome him and advise him of the local news until the carriage moved on.

Once free of the town, the horses fell into a fast trot as if sensing they neared home. The gray stone houses left behind, Strathairn watched fields stretch away dotted with sheep and cows, in a lush green landscape. In the distance, the rolling countryside changed to purple moor grass, limestone, and the dark bulk of the Pennines.

The coachman drove through the gates of Linden Hall and entered the park along the road lined with chestnut trees. The carriage stopped on the sweep in front of the columned portico of the majestic house, the westerly sun warming the York stone.

In the great hall, Strathairn’s steward, Peters, hurried forward with a smile of welcome. “Good to see you, my lord.”

Strathairn shed his coat, hat, and gloves into a maid’s hands. “Unfortunately, it’s a short stay this time.”

A skeleton staff remained in the house all year around, for he came here whenever he could, regardless of the time of year. Once the London season ended, the Mayfair townhouse would have the knocker taken from the door, while the staff repaired to Yorkshire. Strathairn put up at Grillion’s Hotel if he had to return to the city.

“Shall you be here for dinner, my lord?”

“Yes. I’ll dine at six.”

Strathairn called for his bailiff and ascended to his bedchamber. As he walked the long corridor, he yanked at his cravat, eager to change into riding clothes after being confined for hours in the coach. His footsteps echoed across the parquetry floors. He’d expected the restlessness he suffered to leave him here in Yorkshire. His estate had never failed to lift his spirits before. How often had he come here, wounded mentally and physically, and been made whole?

In his riding clothes, Strathairn walked to the stable mews, keen to see his horses. His two hounds, Jasper and Rosy, greeted him with joyful barks, calling for him to admire their new litter. In the stables, he knelt to stroke their silky fur and offer his approval of the sleek, plump puppies. An inspection of his horses along the row of horse boxes followed. “That muscle problem has gone?” he inquired of his head groom, while patting the dark neck of one of his favorite mares.

“Yes, milord. Healed up well,” Joseph assured him.

Strathairn mounted Ulysses and rode out over his lands. He urged the horse into a canter and then a gallop, the breeze whipping his face. The cold rush of country air perfumed with summer grasses and damp soil helped to banish the grim reality of his friend’s death. Confident in his horse’s ability, he took fence after fence, exhilaration imbuing him with new energy. When they both tired, he walked the horse back to the stables. Leggy foals gamboled in the verdant paddocks. Was there anywhere on earth better than Yorkshire?

Back at the house, he spoke with his housekeeper, gamekeeper, and bailiff. Several hours passed before he’d finished attending to business. Alone again, he looked forward to a decent dinner, but the night stretched before him. He was sick of his own company. Even the idea of attending a dull assembly Saturday next, where he would be called upon to do his duty by the young debutants appealed, especially with the opportunity of dancing with Sibella.

Damn. It was going to be a very long night.

He stood and walked to the window. A distraction was what he needed. Perhaps he might seek out his neighbor, James Kent. He might be available for a game of chess.

The next day dawned gray beneath a lowering sky. Strathairn breakfasted late having enjoyed his neighbors company into the wee hours. It was past noon when he rode into York, the ancient city of Roman walls and dark narrow streets.

The magistrate informed him that a Frenchman caused some disruption in Manchester, stirring up the people who were already disturbed by the Corn Laws.

“He encouraged workers to drill with staves with the obvious intent to cause an uprising. The situation is combustible. Orator Hunt is agitating for change and the people are suffering because of the high cost of bread.”

After finishing with the York magistrate, Mr. Pugh, Strathairn spoke to one of his informers. “Do you think this Frenchman’s still in the town?”

“We don’t know, my lord.” The shabbily dressed man shifted his feet and lowered his head. “We followed ’im to York, but then we lost ’im.”

“Describe him.” Strathairn said.

The fellow, one of Sidmouth’s spies, undernourished and dull-eyed, shrugged. “Big chap.”

“Big? You mean tall?” Forney was tall, but slightly built.

The man nodded. “Huge, the shoulders on him!” He gestured with his hands to a width that Strathairn doubted even Gentleman Jackson could claim.

Whoever the fellow was, he was not Count Forney. Despite this knowledge, Strathairn joined the constable to make a reconnaissance of the poorer guesthouses, hotels, and alehouses. They found no trace of the Frenchman.

“He’s likely moved on, my lord,” the constable said. “Nothing much to keep him here.”

Strathairn dismissed the episode as unrelated to his present concerns and returned to Linden Hall.

At the end of a slow week spent visiting his tenant farmers, Strathairn drove back to York in the evening for the assembly.

Noise floated out from the Assembly Rooms along with the music. The rooms crammed with people. Those prepared to pay the yearly subscription, from farmers to the gentry and a sprinkling of the ton, gathered to dance in the ballroom, enjoy the card play, and the supper.

Strathairn entered the ballroom where dancers departed the dance floor, having just performed a Scottish reel. His gaze drifted over the ladies in search of Sibella. He found her with Maria and made his way over to the dowager marchioness. He bowed. “Lady Brandreth.”

“Lord Strathairn.” Since he’d reached adulthood, the dowager was the only person who could make him feel like an awkward lad in short trousers with one look. “I had not expected to see you at a York assembly.” Her ladyship’s green eyes drilled into him.

“Seeking an antidote to boredom, my lady.”

“It is evident why you have come. It is to see my daughter.” Her green eyes narrowed. “I like you Strathairn, always have. But it would be better for you to make yourself scarce where my daughter is concerned.”

“Then after tonight, I shall heed your advice.” He bowed.

The two sisters came to join them. “Lady Sibella, Lady Maria.”

A high color spread across Sibella’s cheeks. He cursed under his breath. Usually so composed, it was obvious his kiss had unsettled her. “May I claim the next waltz, Lady Sibella?”

“Certainly, my lord.”

When the master of ceremonies announced it, Strathairn took her in his arms and they joined the swirling dancers. “I would hate you to think I don’t value our friendship,” he said.

“Heavens, are you concerned about our last meeting? I pray you treat what happened between us as meaningless. As I do.” The look in Sibella’s eyes darkened before she turned away to nod at a friend.

His gaze wandered to the tendrils of ebony hair curling on her swan-like neck. He drew in a breath. “You sound so formal. I suspect you have not forgiven me.”

Her eyes sought his with a frank expression. “I have, now that I know the truth of it.”

He raised his eyebrows. “The truth?”

She tilted her head up at him. “You believe your work precludes you from marriage.”

So, Edward or Chaloner had told her. He should feel relieved. Instead, the hollow in his chest seemed to deepen. “You understand then.”

“I don’t understand, my lord. I merely know the reason behind your motives.”

“Dash it all, Sibella!” A woman dancing past frowned at him. “I wish we might go somewhere where I can explain it more fully.”

“We certainly cannot do that, my lord,” Sibella said coolly. “And I don’t see the necessity for it. You have stated your case. I have accepted it. Nothing has changed between us. Unless we are to become kissing friends?”

He huffed out a laugh. The prospect was most tempting, but of course, she didn’t mean it. He couldn’t tamp down the pleasure of holding her light in his arms. Her dainty pastel pink dress with its froth of lace around the sleeves and hem reminded him of a dessert made by Marie-Antoine Carême. “I wish to hear you say you forgive my rash action,” he said in a low voice, aware that his hand at her waist had tightened.

She raised her face to him. “I do.” She sobered. “Of course I do. I just wish…”

He gazed down on her lovely face, concern ruffling her brow. “Wish what?”

“That you would stop.”

He had nothing to say to that. He couldn’t. Not while this dangerous affair required his attention.

The dance ended, and couples walked from the floor. He offered her his arm and escorted her back to her chair. Their conversation had reached an end. It left him strangely dissatisfied. It was pointless to talk further on this, but still, he would have liked to remain in her company. To laugh and discuss other matters. He wanted to tell her about his foals and the new litter of puppies, to make her laugh and set her mind at rest. To return to the comfortable friendship they’d shared.

A half hour later, the master of ceremonies, a rotund officious fellow, ushered a very young woman with the startled eyes of a young deer toward him. “I’d like to introduce Miss Gudge, my lord. You’ll be delighted to dance with so pleasing a young lady, embarking on her first season. You shall lead the dance!”

“Charmed.” He bowed over the girl’s trembling hand and gave her a reassuring smile as the fiddlers took their places in the musician’s gallery. He glanced over at Sibella who was taking the floor on the arm of some callow youth. He would not be able to dance with her again nor seek her company without her mother scowling at him. Here in Yorkshire where his countryseat resided, his behavior came under more scrutiny than in London, and gossip bearing their names would spread like wildfire.

At eleven o’clock, the crowd dispersed. Lady Brandreth left in her son, Bartholomew’s carriage as Strathairn assisted Sibella and Maria into theirs.

After saying their goodbyes, he walked down the dark road toward his curricle. He dropped a glove onto the cobbles and bent to pick it up as a gunshot ricocheted around the street. It was followed by the sound of footsteps running away down the alley.

Strathairn ran back to where Sibella stood. Her carriage had stopped, and she’d climbed down onto the road.

“Go home! I’ll call on you tomorrow.”

She nodded, her face chalk-white in the moonlight. He ushered her inside where Maria was entreating her to take care.

Thankfully, the order was given, and the carriage rumbled away down the street.

Strathairn ran to his curricle where Joseph slumped on the ground. He huffed out a sigh of relief to find him unconscious, but alive.

He grabbed the gun he kept in the carriage and, aware it was useless, went after the shooter. He paused to listen at the mouth of the narrow alley. There was no sound bar the yowl of cats. Nothing moved. Pools of impenetrable shadows, where the moonlight and candlelight from the windows above failed to reach, could hide an assassin. Too dangerous to continue, but he was sure the gunman had got clean away.

Strathairn hefted his groom into his arms and placed him in the curricle. Then he clambered up onto the seat and untied the reins. Once York lay behind them, it remained an uneasy trip home with the young man sprawled semi-conscious beside him. Strathairn kept an eye on the road but no one followed. The fact that they knew where to find him made him growl in frustration. He didn’t like dealing with an invisible enemy. He preferred to confront them face to face.

The next morning, he was able to question Joseph, who had little more than a sore head. He was of little help. The scoundrel had crept up behind him as he held the horses and watched for Strathairn.

Strathairn rode Ulysses back to York to inform Mr. Pugh. He continued to the presbytery where Sibella stayed with her brother. He found the family in a flurry of activity, planning to return to London. Sibella, Maria, and Bartholomew’s wife, Emily, were in the parlor, the dowager busy upstairs with her maid.

“You must forgive me, Lord Strathairn, the ladies will have arrived with the flowers for the church,” Emily said.

“And they are all in love with Bart,” Maria said with a giggle after their sister-in-law left the room.

Strathairn grinned. Their brother Bartholomew’s appearance could be an inconvenience for a vicar.

“That was a pistol shot we heard last night, wasn’t it?” Maria said. “Did you discover who was behind it?”

Strathairn shook his head. “No, some young buck, no doubt, shooting at rats.”

Sibella brows were drawn in a puzzled frown. “I saw you ride past on Ulysses. I should like to see him. Shall we take a walk to the stables before we have our tea?”

Strathairn rose. “But of course.” He offered his arm. “Lady Maria?”

Maria waved her hand. “I shan’t come. I have no great fondness for horses.”

As they strolled along the drive, he glanced at Sibella’s serious profile. “You leave York tomorrow?”

“I believe my mother is half gypsy,” Sibella said. “I shall almost be glad when she settles into her dotage in the dower house.”

“That’s not likely to be soon. Your mother is still filled with youthful fire.” He thought of her fiery gaze on him the previous evening and had a feeling she was watching from an upstairs window.

Sibella turned to face him, her concerned gaze seeking his. “Are you going to tell me the truth about last night?”

He shrugged. “Someone shooting off a pistol. As I said.”

She searched his eyes. “You won’t tell me then.”

“I don’t know who it was, Sibella.”

She shook her head and fell silent.

They reached the stable where his big, chocolate-brown horse enjoyed a feed of oats. Sibella patted the stallion’s nose. “Oh, he is a true beauty.”

“Yes. Ulysses is going to be one of my greatest successes.” He leaned against the stall, enjoying looking at her in her green and white spotted dress. “So, we are friends again?”

She smiled. “We were ever friends. It shall always be so.”

Was he a fool to hope that their friendship would continue? With the knowledge of how precarious his life had become, he felt reckless in the warmth of the stables with the horses shuffling in their stalls. He disliked the distance that stood between them, and would far prefer to pull her down onto the straw and… “We’d best return to the house,” he said abruptly.

After casting him a careful glance, Sibella followed him out into the daylight.

As they sat taking tea, the dowager entered the room. She greeted Strathairn with a brisk nod.

“Have you written to Lord Coombe, Sibella?”

Sibella looked startled. “No, Mama.”

Lady Brandreth drew her shawl around her shoulders and aimed a pointed glance at Strathairn. “I’m sure he is keenly awaiting your return to London.”

Bartholomew, their tall, dark-haired brother, entered the room and the conversation turned to more light-hearted mundane matters. As soon as was polite, Strathairn took his leave.
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Sibella stood at the window watching a hawker selling oranges below in St James’s Square.

“I can’t understand why Strathairn doesn’t propose, Sib,” Maria said as she brushed her hair before the mirror. “The way he looks at you shows he cares very deeply for you.”

“Perhaps he looks at many women that way.”

“I’ve never seen him do so. In fact,” Maria paused. “I’ve never seen him show any interest in another woman.”

Sibella drew in a breath as a quiver of sadness passed through her and turned away from the window. “Perhaps he prefers the ladies of the opera.”

“Or has a chère-amie,” Maria said as if she was a great authority on the subject. She shook her head. “No, I don’t believe that. Might his heart have been broken?”

“It’s possible, dearest.” Sibella almost wished it were true. That was something she could fight.

“I don’t believe that either. He loves you, Sib. I’m sure of it,” Maria said in a tragic tone.

Sibella hated to keep the truth from her sister. She took the brush from Maria’s hand and began to brush her long black hair. “He’s fond of me, I think. But I can’t force the man to marry me, now can I?”

When they settled in the drawing room later in the afternoon, the door opened and their youngest brother, Vaughn, walked in. “Vaughn!” Both his sisters jumped up to kiss him.

Maria hurried away to tell their mother after Vaughn collapsed on the sofa beside Sibella. She studied him as she put a stitch in her embroidery. At one-and-twenty, and the youngest male in the family, he was indulged, rootless, and restless. Right now, he looked haggard. “Are you going to tell me what worries you?” she asked. “Can’t you pay your rent at Albany?”

“Don’t you start, Sib. I’ve been harassed by Edward and Chaloner until I’m numb. Chaloner disapproves of my friends.”

“Might he have reason to disapprove of them?”

He shrugged. “They are young bucks, a bit wild at times.”

“You agree with Chaloner then? Won’t you heed his advice?”

He unwound his long limbs and climbed to his feet to stalk the carpet, swiping at his thatch of black hair. “Advice? That depends on how you look at it. Have I seen the error of my ways? I expect so.” He returned to stand before her. “Don’t worry so much, Sib.”

Sibella sighed. “Have you given any more thought to a commission in the army, Vaughn? The light cavalry, wasn’t it? Edward is in the law, Bart in the church. You must find something to do. The devil makes trouble for idle younger sons.”

“I sought Strathairn’s opinion about the army. They have reduced the size of the army because we are not at war. Who wants to toil for half rations?”

“Yes, but surely when Chaloner buys your colors—”

“An officer does better, I know.” He fell back in a sulk on the sofa. “I wouldn’t wager a groat on me ending up in the army. In fact, nothing appeals to me.”

“In a year or two you might marry, but until then, you should find something to occupy you which does not involve gaming.”

His green eyes widened. “Do you mean court an heiress? I never expected you to urge me to do that, Sib.”

“I didn’t. I’m merely making suggestions.” She tamped down her annoyance at his freedom to decide, a luxury not afforded to her.

“Well, they are most unhelpful.”

At the sound of the front door knocker, Sibella tucked away the handkerchief she embroidered in a silk bag with relief.

“Are you at home to Lord Coombe, Lady Sibella?”

She hesitated. She could find little reason to refuse him. “Yes, Belton.” She rose and smoothed her skirts as Henry Coombe walked into the room. “How nice of you to call, my lord.”

Coombe bowed first to her, then Vaughn. “We are fortunate to have a perfect summer day, Lady Sibella, and I hoped to persuade you to enjoy a carriage ride.”

If only an afternoon in his company appealed to her more. Despite her disinclination, she had promised Chaloner she would try. Besides, she’d accepted that Strathairn was lost to her and refused to pine.

“What an excellent suggestion.” She glanced back at her brother, who had returned to his seat, frowning in contemplation, his thumbs tucked into his waistcoat. “Why not join us, Vaughn?”

Vaughn leapt to his feet. “Ah, no thank you, I just remembered something important I must do. Your servant, Coombe.” He bowed and left the room.

“Well,” Sibella said. “Where shall we go?”

“I thought we might drive to Richmond for luncheon. I had a picnic basket prepared, which awaits us in the landau.”

“Only fancy, Maria was saying yesterday that she hadn’t been to Richmond in an age. I shall go and ask her.”

Lord Coombe inclined his head, his face thoughtful. Was he disappointed because they were not alone? Or didn’t it make the slightest difference? Sibella went in search of Maria. Whether she liked it or not, Maria was coming to Richmond.


Chapter Five


Once they were settled in the park, Maria wandered away to seek the shade of a copse of trees. A footman poured wine into crystal glasses. Sibella took the proffered glass and sipped the cold liquid while she watched her sister pick wildflowers. A warm breeze fanned the damp curls beneath her bonnet, offering little relief. The weather was too hot to be pleasant.

Clearly determined that nothing was to ruin his picnic, Lord Coombe tempted her with all manner of treats from the well-filled basket, from scotch eggs to ham pie and fresh strawberries. The blazing sun had turned the landscape colorless and parched. Even the ducks left the water and tucked their heads beneath their wings. Hot air gathered beneath the umbrella the footman held over them. When the umbrella’s shadow wobbled, she glanced up. The poor man’s face was puce, and a river of sweat ran down his cheeks.

“Are you, all right?”

“Yes, my lady,” he said swallowing loudly.

“Give me the umbrella and sit in the shade.” She poured out a tumbler of water and held it up to him.

“Gather yourself together quickly, man,” Coombe said roughly. “I expect you to do your job.”

The footman who was very fair skinned, staggered into the shade and drank the water before hurrying back again.

Sibella could do little but return the umbrella to him, with a glance at Coombe who seemed to have lost interest.

Not always so agreeable then. Coombe’s enthusiasm had driven her to taste everything put before her, when she’d preferred to rest rather than eat. Slightly ill, she wondered when they might leave.

He leaned closer to dab with his napkin at the droplets threatening to spill from her glass. His lips parted as if to speak, then he closed his mouth and pulled away.

“Maria, come and drink wine with us,” Sibella called.

He glanced up at her. “May I ask you a question, Lady Sibella?”

She swallowed and nodded politely as dread curdled her stomach.

“Do you wish to marry?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And children? You must want a family.” He flicked a crumb from his cuff. She failed to find fault with the way he dressed, immaculate as always in a drab coat and brown breeches, his red hair carefully arranged.

She couldn’t imagine his hair ruffled as it must be when he first woke. She took a large gulp of wine and broke into a fit of coughing. Croaking out an affirmative, she turned to her sister who took her time returning.

“I confess, I do wonder why you’re unmarried,” he said. “I’m sure many have sought your hand.”

“How flattering, my lord,” she murmured.

Maria finally strolled toward them, ending their conversation. Relieved, Sibella smiled up at her as she took a glass of wine from the footman.

“Really, it is far too hot to be out, don’t you think?” Maria asked, showing a remarkable absence of guile, for which Sibella could have kissed her.

When Lord Coombe escorted them back to the carriage, his piqued expression left no doubt as to his dissatisfaction with how the day had gone. Sibella couldn’t really blame him. He had planned this picnic to please her. She sat beside Maria who was fanning herself furiously. As the carriage crossed the Thames on its way to London, Sibella recalled their conversation. It appeared he was intent on asking for her hand. And would do so soon. She was no longer an ingénue. Ballrooms were filled with fresh young faces each season. She yearned to hold a baby of her own in her arms and had to face the fact that her chances of that grew less with each passing year. Would marriage to a man she didn’t love, who could give her a child, make up for everything else?
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Strathairn had not long returned to Grosvenor Square when Baron Fortescue was announced. Guy’s face was lightly tanned from spending time out of doors. He smiled as he shook Strathairn’s hand.

“Country life seems to agree with you,” Strathairn said, surprised to find himself a little envious.

“I plan to be more often in London next year when I take my seat in the House of Lords, now that matters at Rosecliff Hall are in better shape.” His dark brows snapped together. “You mentioned Forney in your letter. I thought he was feeding the fishes.”

He filled Guy in on what had happened the night Nesbit was killed and how an anonymous note had brought them to the dock.

“He and his cohorts had those gold cravat pins specially made,” Guy said. “There is definitely some connection although it may not be Forney himself.”

“Except that they were all rounded up and hung.”

Guy shrugged in his Gallic fashion. “Might there now be others who have taken up Forney’s cause?”

“Possibly, someone took a shot at me in York.”

“Tiens! If it is Forney, why return to England? It’s too dangerous for him here.”

“Parnham believes Forney and his cohorts consider the time ripe for revolution. It would serve them well to see upheaval in England. Revenge could drive them.”

“After all this time?”

“Revenge is a dish best served cold, is it not? To be on the safe side, you should take precautions.”

Guy clenched his jaw, the muscles jumping in his cheek. “I don’t care for myself, but I have a family now.”

“Where is baby John tonight?”

“At my house in Mayfair with his nurse.”

“Would you like me to assign a man to watch the house?”

Guy huffed out a sigh of relief. “Merci. It would ease my mind. I can’t always be there.”

“Are you returning to Rosecroft Hall soon?”

Guy’s nostrils flared. “No, my friend. I intend to join you in your search for Forney.”

“I welcome your company, but your wife may not wish you to become involved again.”

“Ah, yes, Hetty,” Guy said thoughtfully. “I shall have to be very creative, no?”
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“Brandreth wishes to talk to you, Sibella.” Her mother eyed her cautiously. “You’ll find him in his study.”

A flicker of apprehension coursed through her. “What does Chaloner want, Mama?”

“Go and find out, child.”

Her mother knew, and she did, too, unfortunately. Sibella made her way to her brother’s study. Whatever he wished to tell her would be significant. Chaloner found less time for idle conversation of late.

When she entered, he glanced up from his satinwood desk loaded with papers. “Ah, there you are. You may go, Pettigrew.”

His secretary nodded to her as he left the room.

“Come and sit down, Sib. I hardly see you these days.” He bent his dark head over a document.

That was not her fault. She settled on the ornate satinwood chair and waited.

Minutes passed before he cast the paper down and leaned back to study her. “I’ve just received the best news.”

She widened her eyes. “You have?”

“Lord Coombe has requested permission to ask for your hand.”

“Oh.” She sucked in a deep breath, sure her heart missed several beats.

“You don’t look pleased.”

“I’m not ready, Chaloner.”

“Not ready? At six-and-twenty? At what age do you think you might be?” He rubbed a bloodshot eye and glowered at her. “Childbearing age one would hope.”

She scowled back at him. “You chose your bride, did you not?”

“Dash it all, Sib! You might have done, and indeed, I have waited for you to do so. You’ve given the congé to every suitor who pursued you.”

Sibella chewed her bottom lip and fought the urge to cry. She stiffened her spine and leaned forward. “I’m not going to marry a man I don’t know.”

“You’ll get to know him better once you’re engaged. Spend more time with him, even alone. Briefly, of course,” he amended hastily.

“I don’t want to spend time alone with him!” Sibella jumped to her feet to tread a path over the Turkey carpet to the window. A carriage rattled past in St James’s Square. “I can’t explain exactly why, but I feel little fondness for him and I certainly don’t love him.”

“Love? You’ll need to do better than that,” Chaloner said. “Lord Coombe is an excellent match for you. Your first season was years ago. This might be your last opportunity to marry well.”

She came back to the desk, clutching her hands in front of her. “There’s something about him. I feel a little apprehensive in his company.”

“He hasn’t been rude to you? Not too forward one would hope.”

Remembering John’s kiss in the garden, she huffed in a breath. “Certainly not.”

Chaloner seized a pen, testing the nib on the paper in front of him. “What then?”

“It’s…just a sense I have. I doubt he’s a kind man.”

“He’s unkind?” Chaloner shook his head. “What has he done to make you think this?”

“Nothing exactly. It’s just a feeling.”

“I can hardly explain that to Lord Coombe, can I? I don’t understand it myself. You’re being too dramatic.” He smoothed his hair back with a hand, a gesture that reminded her of Vaughn, but Chaloner’s hair had whitened at the temples. She suffered a sudden fondness coupled with pity for him. He carried the whole family on his shoulders as well as everything else a marquess of considerable fortune must do. No wonder he looked tired. “It’s not as though he’s never married,” Chaloner continued. “His wife died before she provided him with an heir.”

“I know that,” Sibella said. “But beyond a certain sympathy, I can’t make myself care.”

Chaloner tapped the end of his pen again with a heavy sigh. “Rather than turn the fellow down flat, how about I put him off for a month? In the meantime, spend time with him. I’m sure you’ll find that he’s not an ogre but quite a decent chap who will make a good husband. Is that reasonable?”

“You’re a dear, Chaloner.” With any luck, Coombe may seek another bride in the interim. Hot with relief, she rushed to give her elder brother a warm hug.

He looked surprised and pleased. “I’ll write to him today.”

Sibella walked to the door.

“But he may decide to look for a bride elsewhere,” Chaloner called after her. “Are you prepared to lose your chance to marry a man of your equal in fortune? Of reasonable age and in good health?”

“And with all his teeth?” She laughed at Chaloner’s grimace. “I will chance it, dear brother.”

Sibella left the room feeling a good deal lighter. Her mother’s maid waited for her around a corner of the passage. “Your mother would like to see you in her bedchamber, Lady Sibella.”

“Thank you, Plumley.” Sibella eased her tight shoulders. This really wasn’t her day. No doubt her mother would be impatient with her, but she would still defer to Chaloner.

Sibella’s relief dissolved two days later when Lord Coombe apparently undeterred by Chaloner’s letter, called to invite her to the opera. Aware of her promise to her brother, she accepted. Her music-obsessed sister Cordelia and her husband, Roland, were more than happy to accompany them. Settled comfortably in Lord Coombe’s box at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden, Sibella enjoyed the first act of The Marriage of Figaro. It was amusing, and the audience revered Mozart as she did and were reasonably well behaved, most remaining in their seats.

The soprano was both beautiful and in excellent voice. Sibella almost forgot Coombe beside her. She watched through opera glasses as the swelling aria lifted her spirits. When it was over, a glance at his serious face reminded her of his sad lack of humor. She should, she supposed, admire his dogged determination. Perhaps it was just that he was not Strathairn. But then, no one was.

While at interval, Cordelia and Roland talked to friends, Lord Coombe brought her coffee. As she sipped the tepid brew, he leaned close. “I received your brother’s letter,” he said. “I understand you require more time before we might announce our engagement.”

The cup rattled in the saucer. “Oh. Yes, I’m relieved you understand, Lord Coombe.”

“I’ve come to the opinion that you’re a woman of finer feelings, Lady Sibella. And I plan to devise many pleasant outings on which you can grow in confidence as to my impeccable conduct and manners.”

“I have no doubt your manners are exemplary, Lord Coombe,” Sibella said. “I worry that our natures may not suit.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You dislike something about me?”

“No…it’s not that at all.”

“Then what?”

“I’m…not in love with you.”

He sighed with evident relief. “Many successful marriages are not love matches. Most, of our class, I would say.”

“I believe love is essential for a happy marriage.”

“You are a romantic,” he said. “I’m surprised but not deterred by that.”

Sibella almost sighed with frustration. “Surprised, my lord?”

“I would expect to find such feelings in a green girl, not a mature lady. Do not despair; such a notion does not deter me.”

“No, my lord?”

He patted her hand encased in its white glove. “I rise to a challenge.”

A challenge? “I’m not sure what you mean.”

His gaze shifted away from her. “I plan to win you, Lady Sibella. Make no mistake about it.”

Sibella sucked in an annoyed breath. She couldn’t understand this man at all. Greatly relieved, she greeted Cordelia and Roland when they entered the box.

At breakfast the next morning, Sibella told Maria about her conversation with Coombes.

Maria paused in the act of taking a bite of toast. “Coombe said exactly that?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“Well that’s good isn’t it, dearest? It means he loves you passionately.”

She eyed Maria uneasily. “You think so? I can’t believe it. He seems so…forced.” If Coombe was passionate, he’d hidden it well until now. And he’d made no mention of being in love with her. In fact, she doubted he was. He was exceedingly polite. But she’d begun to suspect he was a bit of an actor. What lay behind it, shyness?

Maria shrugged. “What else could he mean?”

“Am I being unfair, Maria?”

Maria shook her head violently. “You are never unfair, dearest. Never.”

Sibella held a hand to her breast. “Then why do I feel this way?”

“Have you no inkling?” Maria sighed. “You simply must find a way to get Strathairn out of your system once and for all.”

Frustrated, Sibella prodded a kipper then laid down her fork. “A comment of Edward’s did make me think.”

“Oh? What did he say?”

Sibella had never turned from a fight in her life. Why be a wimp now when it mattered more than anything in her life? She pushed back her chair and rose, crossing the room with a determined tread. She needed to rethink her wardrobe. “I’ll tell you later.”

“You are so annoying,” Maria called as Sibella quitted the room.

That evening they were to attend the Regent’s soiree at Carleton House. Strathairn was sure to come, for the prince would expect it.

Sibella’s hands trembled as she put on her earrings, silently pleading for Strathairn to be there. He must, for this was her last chance.

There was only one way out of her present predicament. She must persuade him to marry her. Edward had planted the seed in her mind. Strathairn wanted her; she had sensed it as they stood together in the stables in York. She couldn’t be wrong about something like that. She would never expect him to give up his important work. Indeed, she may well be able to assist him in his duties.

With this in mind, she had chosen her most seductive gown, a scoop necked, sea-green silk satin, the tiny puffed sleeves embroidered with silver leaves. Ivory tulle flounces embroidered with the same silver lamé leaves decorated the hem. To complement her ensemble, exceptionally fine aquamarines hung on a chain around her neck and at her ears. She turned in the mirror, pleased with the result. She intended to play the flirt tonight to devastating effect. Picking up her gloves, shawl, and beaded reticule, she prayed Strathairn would be unable to resist her.

She walked downstairs while pulling on long white gloves, the silver shawl draped over her arms.

Maria waited on the black and white marble floor of the entry hall. “How beautiful you look in that.”

“I do hope so.”

“Mama is waiting in the salon.” Maria grinned. “You are up to something, sister dear. Might it have something to do with Strathairn?”

“What makes you think so?”

“You still have the blossom he picked for you, pressed into your Bible. He won’t be able to resist you tonight.” She grinned. “If it is Strathairn we talk about.”

“I am not nearly as clever with men as you, dearest,” she said evasively, while admiring her sister, a vision in Indian muslin, which featured a Grecian pattern, embroidered in gold thread and a low neckline. “I pity poor Harry. He can hardly wait for your wedding day.”

Maria smoothed her low bodice. “Mama was a bit cross with the dressmaker.” She gave a cheeky grin. “But she merely followed my instructions.”

After the carriage deposited them at Carlton House, Sibella, Maria, and her mother moved through an entrance hall of yellow marble Ionic columns. Light filtered down from above. A footman showed them into the drawing room, which was the epitome of elegance with French decor and furniture, and Rembrandt, Rubens, and Van Dyck’s oils gracing the walls. Sibella took a glass of champagne from a waiter as they maneuvered through the crush. Both the drawing and music rooms were already crammed with well-dressed guests, the women in colorful finery.

Lord Coombe came immediately to her side. “You look radiant, Lady Sibella,” he said. “A man would be proud to have you at his side.”

“Very prettily put, Lord Coombe,” her mother said. “Don’t you agree, Sibella?”

Sibella curtsied. “Indeed. Thank you, my lord.”

Lord Coombe’s brown eyes warmed. He did appear to approve of her in his stiff, formal manner. Might his cool reserve and strict sense of propriety mask an affectionate nature?

She excused herself and followed her mother through the throng.

When the ladies of a similar ilk claimed her mother, Sibella went in search of Strathairn. She found him deep in conversation with the Regent, the eccentric Sir John Lade, who managed the Prince’s racing stable and dressed like a groom himself, and the Irish diplomat, Viscount Montsimon, who was often at the Prince’s elbow on these occasions.

A warm glow flowed through her as Strathairn’s searching gaze alighted on her. He dipped his head with a brief smile. She met his gaze before her friends, Lady Somersmere and Miss Greville, came to draw her away.

Once the ladies moved on, Sibella searched again for Strathairn. The Regent had left. Strathairn stood with Viscount Montsimon and Baron Fortescue. She located the baron’s wife, Horatia, glamorous in bottle-green taffeta and threaded her way to join her.

“Lady Fortescue,” Sibella said. “How wonderful to find you in London. I hope this isn’t to be a brief visit.”

The tall willowy redhead laughed. “Only fancy, Lady Sibella, the baron has opened the townhouse for the rest of the season. And here I was fearing we would rusticate in the country until little John was ready for Eton.”

“How delightful. I shall see more of you.”

“Thank you, my dear.” Horatia took her arm, and they strolled about the room. She nodded in her husband’s direction where he talked to Strathairn. “I wish I didn’t suspect something going on with those two. My husband tends to keep me in the dark about some matters.”

“Men tend to believe women will break like fragile china under the slightest pressure,” Sibella said, gazing in Strathairn’s direction. He had not made a move to greet her.

“Until we show them just how strong we are,” Horatia said forcefully.

A fair young lady dressed in the first stare of fashion approached them. “Hetty!”

“Fanny! How splendid! Lady Sibella, this is Mrs. Bonneville, a dear friend of mine.” Horatia said.

Fanny bobbed. “Please call me Fanny, Lady Sibella.”

“Fanny’s husband, James, has just come into an inheritance from an aunt,” Horatia explained. “And they have bought a new house in Mayfair.”

“It shall have all modern conveniences,” Fanny said. “But it’s not quite finished yet. We hope to move in next month.” She giggled. “It will be such a relief not to have to live with Mother in Digswell any longer. One tires of being told what to do when one is grown up.”

Sibella silently agreed.

Horatia gestured toward a group of vacant seats. “Let’s sit in that alcove. We must arrange a time for you to come to tea and meet Master John.”

With a glance in Strathairn’s direction, Sibella moved with the two women toward the chairs. Her heart pounded hard and she feared she would lose her breath. For what she intended to do went against every notion of etiquette.


Chapter Six


While Strathairn talked to Viscount Montsimon and Guy, he was constantly aware of Sibella’s slim figure in her green dress moving through the room. Earlier in the evening, her brother Edward had told him Sibella refused Coombe’s offer of marriage. The family hoped she would change her mind. With Chaloner present tonight, it was best Strathairn keep his distance.

Horatia came to claim her husband. She gave Strathairn a shrewd glance before they strolled away. Guy would need the angels on his side to convince her to return to the country without him.

Strathairn’s plan to avoid Sibella had failed, for she stood before him. He tensed and caught his breath. She was very beautiful tonight. The fine material of her dress clung to her curves, making him dwell on what lay beneath.

“My lord.” Sibella curtsied. “How agreeable to find you back in society.” She fluttered her painted fan in a manner that emphasized her eyes. He drew his gaze away from her tempting mouth.

“Lady Sibella.”

She smiled coquettishly and tapped him on the arm with her fan. “So many ladies here tonight will be glad you have come.”

“Most focus on Viscount Montsimon,” he said with a grin, taken aback by her flirtatiousness which was out of character.

“We had hoped you would call on us at Brandreth Court.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Not your mother surely?”

“Mama enjoys good company as much as I.”

“Lord Coombe’s company, perhaps?”

“Yes, he has been attentive of late.” She frowned at him and nibbled her bottom lip, something he wished to do to her himself. “Don’t you want to talk to me?”

He caught a thunderous expression on Chaloner’s face where he stood within a small group and sighed. “Of course, but your brother seems to seek your attention.”

Sibella arched her slender eyebrows. “One might suspect you are avoiding me.”

“Not at all. How well you look. Your few days in the country have brought color to your cheeks.”

“Thank you, but my health is a poor topic for conversation.”

“Then shall we change it? Are you not on the verge of announcing your engagement to Lord Coombe?”

“I never expected you to listen to the gossipmongers.”

“Is your brother Edward a gossip?”

The music swelled to a deafening crescendo. The prince liked music to dominate a room. Sibella narrowed her eyes. “Might we go somewhere where we can talk without raising our voices?”

“Would that please your brother?”

“I don’t care what Chaloner thinks or does. I am a grown woman with a mind of my own.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” he said.

He’d never seen Sibella like this. Her vivacious beauty made his pulse race. How her mother was known to be in her youth, perhaps. He fought the strong pull of attraction, the desire to take her in his arms, to whisk her away. To thumb their noses at society and be damned. But a dangerous man dogged him, and he would never risk Sibella. She was far too precious. Wives could be held to ransom. They would weaken a man. He would not break her heart nor leave her a widow. He glanced casually around the room. “Where is the elegant Lord Coombe?”

She nodded toward the far corner. “In conversation with Lord Southern.”

“Ah, I see.” He must stop this now. “I’m afraid I must leave you, the Regent—”

“Is it because of what happened in York, John? Are you in danger?” Her wide green eyes, made greener by the large aquamarine decorating her deep décolletage, assessed him, making him feel like glass.

Her use of his first name here was reckless. Afraid for her reputation, and aware that merely conversing with him in this manner could shatter her life and remove her from all she held dear, he took her arm and led her to a quiet spot behind a pillar. Fortunately, most of the guests had ventured into an anteroom to partake of the lobster patties, thinly sliced ham, and exotic foods they’d come to expect from the prince’s table.

He gazed down at her imploringly. “Sibella, have a care…”

“Are you in danger?” she asked again.

“You must not concern yourself with me.” He was caught by the emotion behind her words. She deserved an explanation if only he was able to give it. He braced himself and lowered his voice. “You will please not repeat any of what your brother told you. Not to anyone, do you understand?”

“Do you really believe I would?” A high color flooded her delicate cheekbones.

He struggled with his feelings, suddenly helpless. His breath exploded out of his lungs. “Not even to Coombe, Sibella.”

The fervor in her eyes faded, and they became shadowed, inaccessible to him. Desperate to reach out to her, he put out his hand. Over her head, he spied her brother Chaloner still watching, and fell silent.

He couldn’t go after her without causing a scene. Frustrated and angry at the clumsy way he’d handled her, he watched as she turned and was swallowed up by the throng gathered around the prime minister. Jealousy tightened his belly. Coombe had better measure up.
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Sibella fumbled for her handkerchief as she hurried to the ladies’ retiring room. Tears blinded her. She was hopeless at acting the femme fatale. What a cake she’d made of herself. Edward had been wrong about Strathairn’s susceptibility. He appeared as unmoved as a marble statue. Under that smoky blue gaze, the idea of flirting with him had become embarrassing. Questioning him about his work was stupid. As if he’d tell her. She should feel ashamed of wearing her heart on her sleeve. She didn’t, because she feared for him, although it had been humiliating.

She should have taken him at his word. His work meant too much to him. She gasped. Somehow, she must draw strength from somewhere to forget him. She’d been distracted by a man she would never have and was blinded to the possibilities of happiness with another man. Was it Coombe?

She blundered into a strong body. Edward.

“Whatever is the matter?” With a concerned expression, Edward stopped her from passing, his hand on her arm.

“I have something in my eye.”

“Let me see.” He bent his knees to peer into her eyes. “Both of them?”

“I suspect it’s those urns of delphiniums. They always affect me this way.”

“It wasn’t the conversation you just had with Strathairn behind the pillar?”

She glowered at him. “I declare you have nothing better to do than watch me, Edward.”

Edward tapped her lightly on the back. “That’s better—the old Sibella, showing some spirit.”

“You may tell Chaloner I have decided to marry Lord Coombe.”

“You have?” Edward gave a slow disbelieving shake of his head. “Are you sure, Sib? It’s not a rash decision? Made on the rebound as it were?”

Sibella dabbed at her eyes. “Made with a good deal of common sense I would have thought.”

“Perhaps you need more time. Sleep on it. You may think differently tomorrow.”

“I thought you wanted me to marry him,” she said in an angry tone.

“I want to see you happily married. Not necessarily the same thing.”

Sibella shook her head. “Tell Chaloner, please Edward.”

She sniffed. How tired she was of vetting possible husbands. But she did want her own home and a nursery full of children. The years were passing her by. She sagged with a sudden fatigue. Now that she’d made up her mind, it offered her little comfort, and she doubted she would sleep tonight.

Out of a corner of her eye, the dependable Lord Coombe approached.
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While Strathairn tried to convince himself Sibella would be happy with Coombe, Montsimon appeared at his side. “We are expected in Parnham’s office tomorrow at eleven,” he said in his pleasant Irish tenor voice.

“You bring news from Paris?”

Montsimon inclined his head toward a deserted alcove where they wouldn’t be overheard. Strathairn followed him. Blessed with considerable charm, Montsimon hid a serious, thoughtful personality. His mother–an Irish beauty–ran away to Europe with her husband’s best friend when he was a child and left him with his father. Perhaps it resonated with John because at ten years old, he’d become a motherless lad after his mother passed away.

The viscount was forced to pause several times when ladies drew his attention. To his credit, Strathairn had never heard him boast of his conquests as some were wont to do, nor had a lady been known to openly disapprove of him.

Montsimon altered his direction and attempted to speak to the blonde widow, Althea Brookwood. She had rejected the advances of several men who hoped to take her husband’s place, either in marriage or in a discreet arrangement after he died. Not a happy marriage by all accounts. Brookwood was a nasty piece of work who was killed in a duel after cheating at cards.

After a brief curtsy, Lady Brookwood turned away to greet a lady at her elbow, treating Montsimon with appalling casualness bordering on rudeness. Strathairn noted the almost imperceptible stiffening of Montsimon’s shoulders. He doubted it would end there. The viscount would rise to a challenge, and the lady was worth fighting for.

As he and Montsimon reached the alcove, two more ladies advanced on them, seeking Montsimon’s promise to attend a poetry reading.

“Tomorrow,” Montsimon said to Strathairn. With a smile, he strolled away with the two ladies.

A few yards away, Coombe talked to Sibella. Coombe took her hands in his. Strathairn’s chest tightened at the sight. Fool that he was, he had wished her safely tucked away with this man. He hadn’t bargained on the conviction that Sibella was his and that no other man had a right to her.

After Lord Coombe left Sibella to engage someone in conversation, Strathairn made his way to her side. “Lady Sibella…” he began, not sure what he would say. The words ‘marry me’ rushed into his mind. He longed to kiss away the uncertainty in her eyes.

She stopped him, a glove on his arm. “You may be the first to offer your felicitations, Lord Strathairn. Lord Coombe and I are engaged.”

He forced a smile on his lips. He would not object, for what reason could he give? The man would give her the life she deserved. “You have it,” he said, his throat dry. “I must offer Lord Coombe my congratulations. He is a very lucky fellow.” He lowered his head to hers. “Please remember, if you ever need me for any reason, Sibella,” he said in an undertone. “Come to me or send word.”

“Thank you, my lord. I shall not forget.” Sibella’s dark lashes veiled her expression. Dear lord, may she be happy. Had he driven her to it?


Chapter Seven


Strathairn walked under the Horse Guards archway with a nod to the mounted guard. He hoped Montsimon might offer something helpful. He had a task on his hands to convince Parnell to continue the investigation into the death of his partner, Nesbit.

In his office, Montsimon and Parnell were already in deep discussion, his desk strewn with papers. The sun slanted through the window leaching color from the solemn painting of Wellington hanging on the wall.

Strathairn divested himself of his hat, gloves, and cane into the arms of Parnell’s aide. He greeted the two men, took the spare ribbon-back chair, and waited for them to resume the conversation.

Montsimon perched on the corner of the desk. “You’ll be interested in this, Strathairn. We’ve been discussing what I discovered in Paris.”

Strathairn folded his arms. “Forney?”

“I spoke to several of Forney’s former, shall we say, acquaintances. Word has it he drowned while escaping England back in ’16. His boat foundered on rocks and sank in the Mediterranean Sea. He hasn’t been sighted since, so it seems likely to be true.”

“And that puts an end to the speculation,” Parnham said.

“I don’t see how.” A heavy sensation settled in Strathairn’s chest. Aware he’d raised his voice, he took a deep breath. Anger wouldn’t work with Parnham. He had the coolest head in the business. When he spoke again, he lowered his tone. “And the Napoleonic symbol, the eagle-shaped cravat pin, identical to the one Forney used?”

“Some mischief maker.” He nodded at Montsimon. “Montsimon tells me he saw the countess in Paris. If Forney lives, he would be with her.”

Montsimon shook his head. “He wasn’t.”

“The man’s dead. Sidmouth’s network has turned up nothing,” Parnham said, “and neither has Bow Street. I suggest we let the matter rest.”

Strathairn leaned forward. “How about my new partner and I return to the docks? I’d like to discover who shot my man.”

“There’s trouble brewing in Manchester.” Parnham ran his hands through his iron-gray hair. “I can’t be responsible for everyone, Strathairn. We need to deal with that. There are agitators stirring up the people. The government must be made aware that the country is a powder keg.”

“There are a lot of hot heads, shopkeepers, tradesmen, and publicans who will cause trouble,” Montsimon said.

Parnham pursed his lips. “The government is considering the Six Acts which will forbid weapons and public meetings without a magistrate’s permit.”

“If the Act is passed, it will only stir up more trouble.” Strathairn frowned. “If they limit the freedom of the press, it will merely increase the people’s dislike of Liverpool’s government.”

Parnham shuffled the papers on his desk. “You can see why I don’t want to spend any resources on Forney. Unless and until he shows himself. We have enough to do stopping these groups intent on provoking a revolution in England.”

Summarily dismissed, Strathairn left the building. Agents such as Nesbit were dispensable. Easily replaced. There was no room for sentiment in this business.
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Sibella endured a harrowing couple of days. Not sleeping well, she was weary of her mother clucking over her appearance. Since their engagement was announced, Lord Coombe came often to St James’s Square. So often, in fact, that she yearned for time to herself, and felt suffocated when he was in the room.

He was announced again as she tried to distract herself in the conservatory. Having bid her continue her work, he followed her about as she tidied her plants. The sun warmed the room through the cathedral glass ceiling, drawing out scents from the fruits and flowers. She wiped her moist brow with the back of her gloved hand. “The scents of oranges and lemons are delicious, don’t you think?” she asked, desperate to find a congenial subject of conversation.

“Most pleasant.” He drew out a wrought-iron chair and motioned for her to sit. “I’d like to talk about our future.”

“Oh? Yes, of course.” She removed her gardening gloves and sat.

“I am eager to show you our home. When next at Brandreth Park, we could make a day of it. You might bring Lady Maria, if you wish, although now we’re engaged a chaperone isn’t necessary.”

“I am eager to see it,” she said, fighting to sound enthusiastic.

“The house is a fine example of the period.” Lord Coombs voice rang with more fervor than she’d heard from him before.

“Arrowtree Manor was your family home?”

“Ah, no. Lady Coombe’s family home.”

“Oh, I see.”

“We lived there after my wife’s parents died as it is superior in every way to mine.”

Sibella brushed away a leaf clinging to her sleeve. She disliked the idea of living in his dead wife’s childhood home. Her doubts must have shown on her face, for he leaned forward and took her hand.

“You will love it as I do. I have no doubt.”

He began to describe the clever way the rooms were situated and the fine knot garden.

“It sounds utterly charming,” she said. “As you have no London property, where might we spend the season?”

Coombe dropped his gaze to his hands. Surely, he would come to London during the season?

“I prefer the country. My constant traveling for business takes me away from home too often as it is.”

“But I shall wish to see friends…my family.”

“Mm. I’ll give it some thought.”

She frowned at him, finding him evasive. It was hardly satisfactory to leave it so up in the air, but before she could argue the point, he rose and bowed. “Unfortunately, I have come to tell you I must take leave of you. Business calls me to Bristol. I shall be away for a sennight.”

She rose with him. “I wish you a safe trip.”

“Only business would part me from you,” he said huskily.

He took a step closer. She stilled. He planned to kiss her. A stiff hand on her arm drew her to him and his mouth settled over hers in a brief, careful kiss. He withdrew with a sharp intake of breath. “I shall count the hours until we meet again.”

Although his words were passionate, the kiss was not. It should have sparked something in her other than dismay. She stared into eyes burning with what might have been desire, but also something else, indefinable. Again, the suspicion that he was a man who was hard to know returned to worry at her.

“I’ll walk with you to the door.”

With a strained smile, Sibella bade him farewell in the entry hall.

As he descended the front steps, a tremor of apprehension rippled along her spine. She could discern no real affection for her in his eyes. True, she may not love the man, but had she made a terrible mistake in accepting him? Was he not the same man who had wooed her? Nothing had changed. And yet…

Maria waylaid her on her way to her bedchamber. “Edward and Chaloner have been closeted in Chaloner’s study for hours.”

Suspicious, but knowing it unwise to interrupt them, Sibella lingered in the corridor. When Edward emerged, she took his arm and dragged him to the library. “Is it Vaughn?” She shut the door behind them. He grumbled at her and smoothed the superfine cloth of his sleeve where she’d clutched it.

“Is it Vaughn?” she repeated, threatening to grab his arm again.

Edward backed away, palms up. “All right, Sibella. I did not wish to tell you. Vaughn can’t be found.”

“He’s disappeared? How? When?”

“I visited his rooms yesterday. His servant hasn’t set eyes on him for over a week. I returned this morning, but he still hasn’t appeared.”

“Might he have gone off on a jaunt? To purchase a horse, perhaps?”

“I doubt he has the coin for that. I just wish he’d told me. Chaloner doesn’t seem particularly worried as it’s happened before.”

“Yes, but that time he’d fallen in love with a girl in Reading.”

“How can you be sure he hasn’t tumbled into love with another unsuitable girl?”

She twisted her fingers together. “I suppose we can’t, really. But the last time he fell in love, he confided in me.” She paused. “He’s been a bit quiet of late.”

He patted her shoulder. “Best we leave it for a few days.”

“You promise to tell me the minute you hear from him?”

Edward nodded. “Lord Coombe just drove off. He’s certainly attentive, isn’t he? Are you more settled, Sib?”

“You knew him at university didn’t you, Edward. What can you tell me about him? Did you meet his first wife?”

“No. Never met her.” Edward chose one of the leather chairs by the fireplace and tapped his fingers on the arm. “You’re still uneasy, aren’t you. Is there a particular reason for it?”

“Not really.” Sibella perched on the chair opposite. “I suppose I’m a bit mean to doubt him.”

“I didn’t have much to do with him at Oxford. Wasn’t in my circle of friends. Can’t say I was close to any of his companions either.”

Sibella eyes widened with interest. “But I understood he was a friend of yours.”

“An acquaintance. He approached me about a horse, and as I considered him a fairly solid sort of fellow if his behavior was any judge—”

“I doubt your judgment, Edward, recalling your behavior at Oxford,” Sibella said waspishly.

“Well, yes, but that’s all forgotten long ago. I must say, Sib, it’s not good ton to bring the past up now. Chaloner made inquiries about him.”

“How did Coombe’s wife die, do you know?”

“No I don’t. Why don’t you ask him?”

“And how do you propose I do that?”

“Just introduce the subject casually into the conversation…”

Sibella jumped up. “Oh Edward, you are no help at all. But we must find Vaughn.” The one man she needed now remained unavailable to her. “Strathairn would be the one to find him. But I made a complete fool of myself at the ball.” She gasped and tucked her trembling hands out of sight behind her back. “I thought he cared for me.”

Edward stood and sighed heavily. “I don’t know what happened between you two, but I take my hat off to him. Strathairn is doing the noble thing. It’s his belief that your life will be happier with Coombe. He wouldn’t want to leave you a broken-hearted widow.”

“A widow?” She gasped.

“Well, that is to say… For God’s sake, Sib.” He eyed her with a raised eyebrow. “What’s going on in your mind? I don’t like that look on your face. I’ve seen it before and what follows is never good.”

“Last time I poked you with a knitting needle,” Sibella said. “And you deserved it. In fact, I believe you deserve it now.”

With a chuckle, Edward flung open the door, startling a footman and made his escape.

Strathairn had offered to help her if she ever needed it. Well, she needed it now. When days passed with no sign of Vaughn, Sibella decided to bury her pride and ask him to find her brother. But social occasions passed with no sign of Strathairn either. She hadn’t expected to find him at Almack’s, he hated the place. She thought he might attend Lady Forest’s card party, but he failed to make an appearance there, too.

By the end of the week, no news of Vaughn’s whereabouts had reached her. How was she to keep this from her mother? When her unease turned to deep concern, she waylaid Chaloner at the front door as he returned from a special evening sitting at Parliament.

After Belton helped him off with his greatcoat, Chaloner answered her question. “Vaughn has not returned to his rooms.” He climbed the stairs.

Sibella followed him. “Has Edward searched in all Vaughn’s favorite haunts?”

He sighed wearily. “I believe he has, my dear. Vaughn must learn to take responsibility for his gambling debts.”

“How much does he owe?”

He shrugged. “Who knows? I have learned of at least one signed wager of a large amount. As he cannot pay it, I’m sure we’ll hear from him in a day or two.”

Lavinia appeared at the top of the stairs, her pretty face creased with anxiety. “Chaloner, Freddie is sick. Should we call for the doctor?”

Chaloner put an arm around her. “What does Nurse say?”

“That it’s just a cold, but…”

“Dear heart, you worry too much. I’ll come and take a look at him.”

Sibella suffered a stab of compassion as her tired brother disappeared up the stairs to the nursery.

She returned to the salon where Maria and her mother were entertaining Harry. When her mother mentioned Vaughn’s prolonged absence, Sibella made light of it. But something must be done soon to find him.

The youngest of the Brandreth males, Vaughn, had been indulged, which had done him no good at all. He’d been gone for weeks. Where was he?


Chapter Eight


Barely more than a week later, Strathairn was recalled to Lord Parnham’s office. Parnham had relented to a degree, agreeing to a brief reconnaissance mission to beat the bushes as he put it, hoping to flush out information. If nothing came from it by the end of the week, the matter was to be shelved.

Strathairn left, clenching his jaw infused with new purpose, Montsimon at his side. They walked together along Whitehall.

The Irishman’s gray eyes were sympathetic as he smoothed his dark brown hair and settled his beaver hat on his head. “Is it possible they intended to murder Nesbit all along?”

“Nesbit?” Strathairn frowned. “I doubt he had any enemies.”

“Then you, perhaps?”

Strathairn shrugged. “I’ve made a few along the way.” They approached a waiting carriage.

“Mine, I believe.” Montsimon motioned to the waiting carriage. “May I offer you a lift?”

“Thank you.”

The carriage jerked and rattled through Whitehall and turned toward Mayfair. “Has the regent sought your opinion on his intention to seek a divorce?”

“He has ignored my advice.” Montsimon shrugged. “Since Caroline’s manservant Bartolomeo Pergami gave evidence at Vice Chancellor Leach’s Milan commission, the prince is determined to prove adultery. He knows that is his only chance to gain a legal divorce. He’s hardly white as a lily himself. Even if a bill is drawn up and can be passed, the people will never approve. The Princess of Wales is a disgrace, but she still has the bulk of the public on her side.”

“That won’t stop him, despite being sensitive about his excess weight and his unpopularity. He has detested his wife since the day he married her.”

“Quite so,” Montsimon said. “Prinny can hardly ignore what is said about him. There are boos and jeers wherever he goes. I heard a chant as he passed. Something about Georgie Porgie, and pudding.”

The carriage approached Hyde Park Corner.

Strathairn bid Montsimon good day and left the carriage beside Hyde Park. He set out for the walk home. The breeze curled around him cool on his face, stirring the dead leaves over the ground. He had a sudden glimpse into his future. More summers drawing to a close as the years passed. If he survived them, would he end up alone?

A landau drew up beside him. “May we offer you a lift, Lord Strathairn?”

Lady Brandreth with Sibella sitting beside her in an appealing high-crowned hat with crimson and white striped ribbons tied in a bow beneath her ear.

He was about to refuse when Sibella flushed and averted her eyes. “Thank you, Lady Brandreth.” He climbed in and sat opposite them with his back to the horses. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

“Lord Strathairn.” Lady Brandreth studied him through her lorgnette. “No doubt you’ve heard Sibella has become engaged to Lord Coombe?”

“I’ve offered my congratulations to Lord Coombe. He is a fortunate man.”

“He is indeed. Where shall we take you?”

“I am returning home, thank you.”

“Berkley Square, Belcham.”

“How is your family, Lady Brandreth?” Strathairn asked. “All are well, I trust?”

Sibella’s eyes met his, wide with apprehension and some sort of message. He raised his eyebrows. While Lady Brandreth launched into a description of Maria’s wedding plans, he attempted unsuccessfully to read Sibella’s expression.

“A ball is to be held at St James’s Square, in honor of Sibella and Lord Coombe’s engagement. You will receive an invitation in due course.” Lady Brandreth’s tone suggested it would be of little interest to him.

The carriage jerked to a stop in the street outside the square. He bent over Lady Brandreth’s hand, then kissed Sibella’s gloved fingers, raising his eyes to hers again in subtle query. She shook her head ever so slightly as if in warning.

“Will you ride in the park tomorrow, Lady Sibella?”

“Sibella will not ride in the park for some time,” Lady Brandreth said. “She must prepare for Maria’s wedding, she and Cordelia are to be bridesmaids, and then her engagement ball.”

“I look forward to your ball, Lady Brandreth.” He climbed down. “Always a prized event on the social calendar.”

Lady Brandreth gave him a searching look. “Drive on, Belcham,” she snapped.

Strathairn stood on the pavement as the carriage drove away. Was that alarm in Sibella’s eyes? What would have caused it? After the last time they spoke, he expected a certain coolness, but this? Might she be in trouble? If so, did she need his help? He could hardly scale the wall to her bedchamber to discover what it might be. Nothing for it, he would have to wait for the ball, which could be several weeks away. Frustrated, he thrust his cane over his shoulder and crossed to his front door.

[image: *]*

Sibella walked up the path of the stone building. A pretty, fan-shaped window sat above the shiny black door, flanked by two Doric marble columns. She was pleased when an invitation came to take tea with Baroness Fortescue at her townhouse in South Audley Street. She liked Horatia, but her main reason in coming was the hope that she might find out where Vaughn was. The baron was a good friend of Strathairn’s, and she might manage to get word to him.

She’d been tempted to write to John, but her mother and Chaloner would learn of it. The butler kept them abreast of every piece of correspondence sent from or delivered to the house. And time was growing short. Her mother would be sick with worry if her youngest son, of whom she was most fond, failed to appear at the ball and no explanation was given.

Horatia, in a morning dress of lavender and white striped percale, rushed forward to welcome her in the marble-tiled entry hall. “Lady Sibella, how pretty you are in that primrose gown, so perfect with your flowery bonnet. I have long admired your eye for color and style. Surely you must draw and paint?” They climbed the stairs to the floor above.

“I prefer my garden.” Horatia’s energy made Sibella aware of how tired she was. She was seldom calm enough to rest of late.

“Gardening always seemed like hard work to me. I prefer to spend my time writing.”

“So difficult for a woman to be published,” Sibella said.

“One must write under a pseudonym. Mine is Charles Grey. I have an article published in the Examiner titled: What is poetry?”

“It sounds intriguing. I most certainly shall read it.”

“Thank you,” Horatia said, looking pleased. “The weather is blessedly cool, I’m pleased to say. Baby John was so restless during those hot summer nights.”

“Is your baby awake? I’d love to see him.”

Horatia’s brown eyes warmed. “Nurse has taken him to the park. They’ll be back shortly.”

Sibella followed Horatia along the passage. “Your home is quite charming.”

“We spend little time here. The baron prefers Rosecroft Hall, but I enjoy the season.”

“Is Lord Fortescue in London?”

“No, he’s away in the country, something to do with his estate. He wanted me to come with him, but I know he will leave me there.” She narrowed her eyes. “He is in cahoots with Lord Strathairn and won’t tell me about it. So I shall not leave him.”

Sibella buried the hope of meeting Strathairn as a footman admitted them to the drawing room. Apricot silk covered the walls and gold damask graced the long windows. She and Horatia sat together on a beautiful French scroll sofa covered in rich chintz facing the Adam’s fireplace.

“Lady Brookwood is to join us.” Horatia said. “Do you know her?”

“Yes.” Sibella liked Althea Brookwood, a widow who struggled gamely with the poor situation in which her husband had left her.

At the scratch on the door, the butler announced Lady Brookwood. A petite, pretty woman with fair curls entered the room. She curtsied. “Lady Fortescue, Lady Sibella. How pleasant to see you both.”

“We shall be firm friends I feel sure,” Horatia said. “You must call me Hetty.”

“I detest Lady Brookwood, please call me Althea.”

The maid brought in the tea things. They were unloaded onto a rosewood table at Hetty’s elbow.

Althea took the flowery porcelain cup and saucer Horatia offered her. “Have the banns been called for your wedding, Sibella?”

Sibella sighed inwardly. “Coombe and I have decided to wait until my sister Maria is married. Their wedding is to be held at St. Paul’s Cathedral. I seem to recall Coombe mentioning your husband, Althea. Were they good friends?”

“Yes. We saw him and Mary Jane quite often,” Althea said.

Hetty refilled Sibella’s cup with ink-stained fingers. Sibella took the cup and saucer from her with a smile. “I confess, I’m curious as to what Lady Coombe was like.”

“Poor Mary Jane.” Althea stirred her tea. “She loved her childhood home, Arrowtree Manor, and was meticulous in its preservation. But life was difficult for her. She was often ill. A chest complaint.”

Sibella selected a strawberry tartlet from the plate laden with delicious cakes. “It was an illness which claimed her?”

“No, actually it was a fall. They found her at the bottom of the staircase,” Althea said. “Perhaps she fainted. She was often quite breathless.” She declined the proffered cake plate. “None for me, thank you. I must watch my figure.”

Obviously never having to worry about her slender waistline, Hetty added a second cream puff to her plate. “Poor Lord Coombe must have been devastated.”

“He was, more so because he has no children. Mary Jane could not conceive, which put a strain on their relationship, she confessed to me.”

“That is sad. Every man wishes for a son,” Hetty said. “You will make a perfect mother hen, Sibella. Your sister, Maria told me how you cosset your nieces and nephews.”

“I can’t wait to have my own to fuss over,” Sibella said, wishing the prospect of bedding Coombe wasn’t so unappealing.

“Then you both seem of the same mind. A marriage made in heaven,” Hetty said with a smile.

“Not given to rashness or levity, Lord Coombe,” Althea said. “Very upright in his manner.”

Hetty cast a sympathetic sidelong glance at Sibella. “Is that the kind of man you wish for, Althea?”

“I don’t intend to remarry,” Althea said with a tiny shrug of her shoulders. “I am perfectly happy. I can do as I please and I enjoy my freedom.”

A small cry came from outside in the corridor. The footman admitted the nurse who swept in with young John in her arms. Nurse placed him on his unsteady feet.

Sibella jumped up and crossed to where John staggered across the flowery Aubusson carpet on his short solid legs.

“May I pick him up?”

“I’m sure he won’t mind.” Hetty looked lovingly at her son. “John can never get enough cuddles.”

Sibella held the small compact body in her arms and put her nose to his soft dark hair. Babies had such a lovely smell. “He favors his father, doesn’t he?”

“He has Guy’s blue eyes and his black hair, I’m pleased to say.”

“Oh, but your hair is beautiful, Hetty,” Althea said.

“I never liked mine much.” Hetty screwed up her nose. “And I’m not at all fond of men with red hair. They are often bad-tempered.” She started and gasped. “I’m sorry, Sibella. Do forgive me. Lord Coombe’s hair is so dark a red one might think…” her voice trailed away in embarrassed silence.

Sibella laughed. “Lord Coombe’s hair is auburn. If he has a temper, I’ve seen no evidence of it.”

Baby John spied the plate of cakes and wriggled in Sibella’s arms. With a demanding cry, he pointed a chubby finger.

“No, my darling.” Hetty came to take him from Sibella. She hugged and kissed him as he cried in protest. “You shall go to the nursery for a proper tea.”

She handed him to his nurse, and the door shut on the noise the rambunctious baby made.

The conversation drifted to society gossip and the latest fashions.

“I must go,” Althea said, putting down her napkin. “I promised to escort my aunt to Debenhams.”

Left alone while Hetty saw Althea to the door, Sibella reflected on what she had learned about Coombe’s wife. Their marriage had not been a happy one. Had they argued? She suspected Coombe’s censure would be hard to bear.

“Althea is like a lovely doll, isn’t she?” Hetty said, when she returned.

Sibella laughed. “Just don’t let any man try to treat her like one.”

“I’ve only recently made her acquaintance. She certainly seems a spirited woman.”

“Perhaps she’s had to be. The marriage was arranged and not a happy one.” Sibella rose. “But I also must take my leave. Thank you for a lovely afternoon. Please come for tea at St. James’s Square very soon.”

“Thank you, I’d love to.” Hetty descended the stairs with Sibella. “Will you and Lord Coombe take a house in London?”

Sibella tamped down the rush of anxiety tightening her chest. “I’m not sure. He hasn’t warmed to the idea.”

Horatia nodded and said nothing.

“Your baby is adorable,” Sibella said with a pang of yearning.

“Isn’t he?” Hetty fingered her necklace. “Guy has a man stationed outside the house. He follows Nurse when she takes John for an airing.”

Sibella’s eyes widened. “Why?”

Hetty shrugged. “Guy thinks I don’t know, but I saw him conversing with the fellow. I watch from an upstairs window. When Nurse pushes the perambulator down the street, the man detaches himself from behind the tree across the road and follows her.”

“I’m sure it’s just a precaution,” Sibella said, attempting to make light of such a worrying development. “Lord Fortescue is obviously an indulgent father. It’s unusual among the ton, but I find it endearing.”

Hetty’s lips trembled and her tongue darted out to lick her lips. “I suppose that is the reason for it.”

“I’m sure he would tell you if there was something else.”

“The slightest hint of something untoward and he’ll be determined to send John and I back to the country.”

“And you don’t wish to leave him.”

“It’s silly, I know,” Hetty said with a shrug. “It’s when he’s away from me and I don’t know what he’s up to… But I must put baby John first now.”

“Of course, you must, caring for John is of utmost importance. But I’m sure there’s no need for you to worry.” Sibella hoped she was right. It was odd, and she wanted to discuss it with Strathairn. Where was he? Might he be on a dangerous mission? She paused as she pulled on her gloves and shivered; the breeze had suddenly turned cold.


Chapter Nine


Strathairn’s new partner was Miles Irvine. Irvine had been a sergeant in Wellington’s army, wounded at the battle of Waterloo. A farmer’s son, Irvine chose not to till the soil after the war ended. He was a stocky man, his shoulders broad, his muscular legs too short for his body. He seemed levelheaded and strong. Strathairn had taken to him immediately.

Aware of how little time he had before Parnham called a halt to this investigation, Strathairn and Irvine spent some hours at the docks, conversing with sailors off the boats and barges. An old salt knew of a dockworker who had earned a large amount of blunt from a stranger to the docks. The sailor sucked a quid of tobacco in his cheek as he declared he hadn’t set eyes on the man but had heard a French accent when he passed by the alley where they talked.

The dockworker, Joe Dawes, hadn’t shown up for work the next day nor had he been seen since.

“Not surprising when someone greases your fist,” the old salt said, spitting tobacco onto the ground. “Odd that he hasn’t been to his usual watering hole though. He’s an elbow-crooker, Joe. I expected him to be straight round to the bawdy house, too.”

“Where does this Dawes live?”

“His room is a few blocks from here,” the sailor said. “In Falmouth Lane.”

Such deals on the docks were not uncommon. Tomorrow, Strathairn would seek Dawes out, but he despaired that this week’s investigation would come to naught. It became increasingly likely that Nesbit’s death would be buried under a pile of paperwork and forgotten.

He arrived home after several ales with Irvine. He’d missed dinner and considered himself not exactly cup shot, but not entirely sober either. Perhaps he would be spared the bad dreams tonight.

After his valet pulled off his boots, he dismissed him and the rest of the servants, then wandered the library in his stocking feet with a banyan over his shirt and breeches, a glass of whiskey in his hand. Outside, wind driven rain lashed the windowpane.

He heard a carriage stop outside, then a light rap of the knocker. “What the deuce?” The grandfather clock had just chimed one o’clock. He snatched up his swordstick from the table in the front hall and strode over the cold marble floors to open the door.

A very damp lady stood on the doorstep, the hood of her crimson velvet cape pulled over her face. She stepped up to the doorway and threw back the hood.

Soft lamplight fell on a delicate oval face.

“Sibella!”

“I had to come,” she said breathlessly.

Strathairn looked past her into the empty street. “Who brought you?”

“No one. I came alone.”

“You’re soaked through.” He took her arm and pulled her inside, her familiar flowery scent making his pulse race.

She wiped a lock of damp hair from her forehead and gazed up at him, eyes wide with anxiety. “I had to see you.”

“Come into the library.”

The remains of the fire smoldered in the grate. He mustn’t touch her. “Take off your cloak and I’ll dry it by the fire.” His raging blood seemed hotter than the embers he bent to stir. He threw on more coal. “Couldn’t this have waited until the ball?” he said, straightening. “If you were seen…”

“No one saw me.” She untied the strings of her cape and threw it off, revealing damp white muslin decorated with flowers embroidered in silver thread, which now looked almost transparent. He bit down on a gasp as his body tightened. She was soaked through to her chemise. The cloth clung to the jutting fullness of her young bosom and lovingly framed the gentle curve at the base of her stomach. Completely unaware, she clutched her hands. “I’ve been to a soirée with Mama this evening.”

“I must get you back before you’re missed.” He averted his gaze, strain evident in his voice. “Come close to the fire. You must be chilled.”

“I’m a bit damp, that’s all. It’s not such a cold night,” she said, but she moved closer to the flames.

He allowed himself a brief glimpse of a shapely derrière. “You’re shaking.”

She turned to face him. “I suppose I’m nervous. This is not something I do often, you understand. But you have not appeared at any of the social events I’ve been to lately. And I had to talk to you.”

He hung her cloak over a chair. “You should not be here.” Aware the drink weakened his resolve, he tried not to look at her breasts. He drew a wing chair closer to the fire. “Sit down. I’ll get you something to drink.”

“Thank you.”

Sibella arranged her dress over her legs. She took the crystal tumbler of brandy he offered her and drank thirstily, a flush spreading across her pale cheeks.

John polished off the last few mouthfuls of his drink but resisted pouring another, already fighting to keep a cool head. He drew up a chair facing her. “Are you going to tell me why you’ve risked coming here in the dead of night?”

She clutched the glass with both hands. “It’s Vaughn. He’s disappeared. His manservant says he hasn’t slept in his bed for almost three weeks. Edward and Chaloner can’t find him. I’m afraid Mama will find out.”

“You have no idea where he might be?” A sexual encounter, no doubt. Desire was almost impossible to resist at one-and-twenty. Still difficult at thirty. “Might he have fallen in love?”

He watched her take another deep swallow, patently aware of the undercurrent, so much unsaid between them. “I don’t think so. I suspect it’s a debt of honor. He signed a wager after losing money at Watier’s Club in Piccadilly. Edward says it’s a wild place for gambling. Old estates have changed ownership there.”

“Tavern games are one thing, but clubs like Watier’s, where the rich gamble enormous sums at high play, are very dangerous for a young buck. The club will soon close as many of its members are now in Dun territory. Perhaps Vaughn is hiding away, too ashamed to appear before the family.”

Sibella seized on the notion eagerly. “Chaloner refused to bail him out this time. He wished Vaughn to learn his lesson.”

“Might he have gone to the money lenders?”

“Edward believes so.”

“And they’ve got their hooks into him, no doubt.”

“I fear so.”

“I’m going to fetch you a towel. Stay there by the fire.”

He wrestled his emotions under control while grabbing a towel from the washstand. When he returned, Sibella had finished her drink and roamed the library, clasping her hands in front of her.

He offered her the towel, then turned his back as she dried her alluring décolletage.

“Lady Fortescue tells me some man is stationed outside her house. He follows the nurse when she takes her baby for a walk. It’s odd, don’t you think?”

“London is a dangerous place.”

“She suggested you and the baron conspired in some matter. Is that true?”

“We’ve been friends for years. You know that.”

She sat and arranged her damp skirts about her, dimpling at him. “May I have another brandy?”

She had no idea how seductive she was. “Is that a good idea?”

“Please.”

“It’s a lot stronger than Madeira.”

“You know I hate Madeira.” She lowered her delicate brows in a scathing look.

He grinned and moved to the drinks table. “I shall carry you home over my shoulder when you’re in your cups. Discreetly, of course.”

He splashed amber liquid into the glass from the crystal decanter while dismissing the temptation to keep her here for the night. Ridiculous of course. He smiled as Chaloner’s outraged face swam in front of him.

She took the glass from him. “What makes you smile?”

“How your brother would react if he knew you were here. Sip it.” With a defiant glance, she downed the drink, coughed, and screwed up her nose, her hand at her throat.

He grinned and shook his head. “Why didn’t you ask for Coombe’s help to find Vaughn?”

“He’s away on business in Bristol, and anyway, what could he do?” She leaned forward, gathering up tendrils of hair escaping down her neck. Such a tender sight, he drew breath. “You are so resourceful that I trust you can find him, John.”

He tried to ignore how his name sounded on her tongue, intimate, inviting. “Business? I gather Coombe is fairly flush in the pocket?”

“It appears so. He’s heir to an earldom.” She fiddled with another stray curl and tucked it behind her ear, revealing a sapphire and diamond earring. “You have the means to find Vaughn at your fingertips.”

“Have I?”

“Don’t fudge. You can ask other spies to look for him, can you not?”

He shook his head at her. “I believe you think there’s a spy around every corner.”

“It’s why you won’t marry me, isn’t it?” She gasped and placed a hand to her breast. “I may be a little drunk.”

He grinned despite himself. This was so unlike the Sibella he knew. “I did warn you to go easy with spirits. Shall I wake a servant to make you coffee?”

“No, please don’t. I’ll be all right.”

He sat and clutched his hands between his knees to keep from reaching out to her. “I’m not a fit partner in life for you. You need to understand that.”

She raised her chin. “I’m not here to beg you. I’m concerned for my brother.”

“I wish I could make you understand,” he said, desperate to keep events on an even plane, so drawn to her in this moment that he could easily throw caution to the wind. “You are engaged to Coombe. I don’t poach on another man’s land,” he said, his voice sounding rough to his ears.

She uttered a derisive noise. “It’s you who doesn’t understand. You’re trying to rationalize something that can’t be.”

“Can’t be?” He struggled to make sense of Sibella’s tipsy thought processes.

She rose and came to perch on the arm of his chair.

“Sibella please…” His attempt to sound stern faded. He wanted to draw her down, laugh with her, make love to her.

“This feeling…we have for each other can’t be explained away,” she said. “It’s about a deep sense of knowing. It’s about emotions…and…senses.”

“Senses?” Strathairn’s body tightened as he allowed his gaze to wander over the flawless skin of her throat. Lustrous damp ringlets framed her face and her wealth of dark hair had begun to unravel from its artful arrangement. His fingers itched to free the silken locks, slide them through his fingers and breathe in their fragrance. Like an orchard in springtime.

She took his hand and rubbed it against her velvety cheek, making his blood drum in his ears. “It’s about touch and smell and…and want.” She lost her balance and tumbled into his lap, leaning against his chest with a gasp.

He lost his breath, his body clamoring to draw her close, to feel her under him. To pleasure her and feed his own urgent need. Instead, he stood abruptly with her soft, sweet-smelling body in his arms and placed her on her feet. “You’re playing with fire, Sibella,” he said, his gruff voice betraying him.

“Tell me why,” she said slowly, searching his eyes.

“Because I desire you. Very much.”

“You admit it then.”

“Any red-blooded male would, and many would take advantage. I won’t.”

She shook her head but said nothing.

He couldn’t tell her how much he needed her tonight. Needed her warmth to sooth the bone-chilling ache and emptiness he’d been experiencing. The temptation to seek a haven in her arms was almost more than he could bear. “You’ve had no experience of how cruel society can be. And neither are you the sort of woman to flaunt convention.”

“You accuse me of having been kept in cotton wool. I came here tonight, did I not?” The delicate pale skin of her inner wrist caught his eye as she tucked an errant wisp behind her ear. Even that small gesture made him gasp.

He hurried on, hating the ponderous way he sounded. He didn’t give a damn about any of it; he loved her like this, but he had to make her believe him. “Your concern for your brother has overwhelmed your reason. It has driven you to act recklessly. Out of character.”

“You have me all worked out, it seems,” she said with a sigh. “I may continue to surprise you, my lord.” She shook her head and turned to pick up her cape. “You will find Vaughn, won’t you?”

He took the cape from her and arranged it over her shoulders, hiding her tempting body from his gaze. “This is almost dry.” He dropped his hands. “You mustn’t worry. I’ll find your brother. I’m familiar with his favorite haunts.” The responding glimmer of hope in her eyes made him determined not to fail her.

“Thank you, John,” she said in a small, dignified voice. “Could you hail me a hackney, please?”

Her eyes were shadowed with hurt, making his heart swell. He stifled a groan. How could he let her go like this, believing he didn’t care? Without thought, the sensual curve of her hip lay enticing under his hand. He gazed deep into her eyes and drew her slowly to him until she rested snug in his embrace. With a sigh, she settled against his chest as he embraced her, enjoying how well she fitted. “You know it’s more than desire. I care for you,” he said against her hair. “I’m not going to deny it.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice muffled against his silk banyan.

He reluctantly pushed her away. “Trust that I know best.”

“I shan’t ever ask anything of you again, have no fear,” she said in a tired voice. “But please find Vaughn.”

“I will. I promise.” It hadn’t hurt this much when they dug a ball out of his thigh.

A dangerous wicked longing diminished his resolve and attacked his carefully built defenses. He cupped her face and rubbed a thumb along her full bottom lip. He moaned her name as he trailed a row of kisses along her neck. Sibella’s soft body arched against him. What are you doing, you fool? His warnings turned to dust. He breathed in the delicious peach scent of her skin as if it was his last.

God help him, he took her mouth in a long, heated kiss.
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Sibella’s heart banged when, with a sharp intake of breath, John’s mouth claimed hers. His hands swept down over her back, pulling her hard against him. Enveloped in new tastes and sensations, she caressed the nape of his neck and threaded her fingers through his thick hair. John had kissed her before, but not like this. Heat rippled under her skin. Her pulse raced, and she was lost to the overwhelming emotional pull of his body. His lips firm yet soft against hers while his strong hands stroked her lower back. She wrapped her arms around him as much to hold herself up as to draw him closer. She would allow him anything. An insatiable desire to know this man intimately, to have him know her, drove her on. She didn’t give a fig about what disgrace might come from it.

But enough of her wits remained to be sure that whatever happened between them tonight would end there. She would never use this as a means to force him to marry her. No marriage would survive that, and he meant too much to her to destroy the affection they had for each other.


Chapter Ten


With a soft curse, he pulled away. “This isn’t right, Sibella.”

Released from his arms, Sibella grew unsteady. He reached out for her, but she moved away.

Her eyes were shadowed. “John, I would never ask you to give up your important work for me.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Annoyed with his weakness to have let it go this far, he pulled the cape across her breasts and stepped back before they both landed on the sofa where the war would be lost. “Wait here while I put on my boots. I’ll take you home.”

She flicked a tongue along her swollen bottom lip, her eyes filled with passionate fire, her rapid breathing matching his. Lord how he wanted her!

“Very well.” She moved away from him.

When had he realized he cared so much for her? The revelation sent him reeling. But his life had never seemed more uncertain. It was impossible.

He sat on a chair in his bedchamber to pull on his boots while fighting to forget how she had curled into the curve of his body, pressing her soft breasts against his chest. Pushing away the strong impulse to return and make love to her, he located his coat, attempting to arrange his thoughts into some sort of order. Hell’s teeth, have sense, man! He could be dead tomorrow. And Sibella was engaged to a man who would offer her the life she wanted—that she deserved. He was a blind fool. Determined to return her safely to her home, he hurried back to the library.

She had gone.

A curse on his lips, he ran to the door and yanked it open. There was no sign of Sibella in the square. He ran to the corner as a coach disappeared down Grosvenor Street. Had she found a hackney? Surely, she wouldn’t attempt to walk alone to St James’s Square through the dark streets.

Yes, she would. Strathairn broke into a run. He’d caught a glimpse of crimson as Sibella passed under a gas lamp. She was hurrying along Upper Grosvenor Street toward the park.

He caught up quickly, grabbed her arm, and swung her around to face him. “Are you trying to frighten me to death, Sibella?”

“I merely wished to go home,” she said, her face hidden beneath the hood. “Just find Vaughn for me, John. I don’t ask anything more of you.”

“You are being foolish.” He tucked her arm through his. “We’ll find a hackney near the park.”

They walked toward Hyde Park, the noise of a night cart rumbling along in the distance. When they neared Park Lane, a shabbily dressed fellow stepped out from behind a tree and approached them.

Sibella gripped his arm. “John, he has a knife!”

“I’ll have your valuables,” the man growled. “Give me the lady’s earrings. What other jewels are hidden beneath that cape?”

Strathairn pushed Sibella behind him. “I advise you not to try,” he said, cursing that he had rushed out without his pistols and knife.

“Those rings, too, be quick.” The rogue edged closer, slashing the air with a nasty looking weapon.

“I suggest you go on your way,” Strathairn said. “Or you may come to regret it.” While keeping his eyes on the knife, he planted his feet in a boxer’s stance, hands raised to protect his face and neck, elbows close to his body.

His actions appeared to have the desired effect. Unnerved, the ruffian sniggered but backed off a step.

“Why don’t you go home?” Strathairn said. “I have no desire to hurt you.”

“You see this ’er knife? It will separate your head from your neck in an instant.” The thief gained confidence and came at Strathairn in a rush, his weapon raised to strike.

Strathairn avoided the man’s lunge and a well-placed kick to the groin stopped his forward motion.

With a shriek, the man crumpled and bent double, the knife skittering away into the shadows. Strathairn punched him hard on the back of the neck. He crashed to the pavement and lay silent.

“Is…is he dead?” Sibella whispered.

“No.” Strathairn grabbed her hand. “Best we find that hackney.”

When a hackney appeared in the street, Strathairn stepped out and hailed it. He assisted Sibella inside and directed the Jarvie to St James’s Square.

In the carriage, Strathairn said, “You’re very quiet.”

“I’m stunned at how easily you dealt with that armed man.”

“Poor fellow was weak and undernourished.”

“A man wouldn’t want to cross you, John.”

“I remain confident that I can handle a thief. It’s an elegant dark-haired lady I’m having the most trouble with.” He searched her eyes in the dim light cast by the swinging carriage lanterns. “You know I must do the honorable thing, don’t you?”

“I know you think you must,” she said sadly, “and you’ve condemned me to a life with a man I don’t love.”

“But Sibella, try to understand.” Understand? He was fighting to convince himself it was the best thing. “Marriage to an honorable man. A home of your own. Children. A quiet life…”

“This won’t happen again. You make me feel emotions I don’t want to feel.” She took a deep breath and turned to the window.

He put out his hand to touch her trembling shoulders, then withdrew it, the tightness in his throat rendering him silent. “You’ll soon forget me.” It hurt him like the devil to say it. He fortified himself with the knowledge that she would be safe with Coombe, a man her brother approved of. If she married him, Chaloner might cut her off from the family. He respected Chaloner too much to believe it, but it could happen.

“I’m going to try very hard to forget you,” she said, sparing him nothing as the carriage entered St. James’s Square.

He deserved that and more. “I’ll get word to Edward as soon as I learn where Vaughn is.”

“Thank you, John. I am confident that you’ll find him.”

He would find that young rascal and give him a piece of his mind when he did. The house was dark apart from the flicker of candlelight below stairs. When the carriage stopped, Strathairn leapt out to help her down.

“Sibella…”

“Please leave me here, John. My maid will admit me through the servants’ entrance.” She crossed to the iron fence, then paused to glance back at him. “Be careful, won’t you?” She disappeared down the steps below the street. Light fell onto the pavement from the open door, and with a swirl of crimson velvet, she was gone.

He stood staring after her at the dark house. When candlelight shone from an upstairs window, he crossed the road. Was he a fool to think he could walk away from the one woman in the world he wanted? He climbed back into the hackney where her perfume lingered.
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The next morning, a heavy sensation of sadness dragged Sibella down into the feather mattress before she came completely awake. As no one arrived to chastise her, she was confident her nightly excursion had gone unobserved. An attempt to dismiss from her mind what had passed between them last night failed dismally. She would never forget the touch of his lips, how his tender kisses turned demanding and passionate, how his breath hitched as he pulled her close against his hard body. How he forced himself to break away.

She blushed with the shameful knowledge that she would have lain with him if he’d asked her. But it was he who showed restraint. It was right that John had refused to make love to her, for if he had, he would be hers. She knew him. He was an honorable man. Had she subconsciously hoped to seduce him into marriage? It was too painful to face that possibility. She’d always hated subterfuge. No wonder she was no good at it.

Sarah entered and handed Sibella her hot drink. She drew back the curtains and the gray morning light flooded the room. Sibella yawned and sat up to sip the chocolate. How could she have gone to Coombe’s bed with the carnal knowledge of John filling her mind and tugging at her heart and pretend she was an innocent? Living a lie would be an abomination. John was right, he was wiser than she. But he cared for her. That was no lie. She uttered a tiny moan.

The maid who was laying out a morning gown, turned to her. “You spoke, my lady?”

“No, just thinking aloud, Sarah.”

She warmed her cold hands around the cup. At least John had promised to find Vaughn, which allowed her to focus on Lord Coombe. She would not go willingly like a lamb to the slaughter. She cringed at the analogy, but was determined to have full knowledge of what she was getting herself into.

After breakfast, Sibella went in search of Chaloner. She found him in the nursery checking on Freddie’s condition. “How is he?” she asked over his shoulder as he sat by the bed.

“Just a heavy cold, the doctor assures us, but you know how Lavinia worries.”

He sounded gloomy.

“Would you like me to spend some time with him today?”

“I’d be most grateful, Sib. I have a pile of work to do. It’s Nurse’s afternoon off, and Lavinia is exhausted.”

“We enjoy our games together, don’t we, Freddie?” Sibella smiled at the young boy who lay in bed looking more bored than sick. “I’ll fetch some, shall I?”

Six-year-old Freddie grinned. “Checkers,” he croaked.

Clearly relieved, Chaloner rose. He turned to her outside Freddie’s door. “Did you want something?”

“Just to ask you what business Lord Coombe has in Bristol.”

“He inherited a coffee plantation in the West Indies from an uncle some years ago.” He darted a glance at her. “Do you object to him being in business?”

“No, of course not. How ridiculous it is to frown upon gentlemen if they are seen to work in some capacity, like the lower classes, and yet many do work, terribly hard sometimes, attending parliament and managing their estates. You are always exhausted.”

They walked along the corridor together. “I’m sure Coombe’s past has touched your soft heart. He lost his young wife after only two years.”

“That is sad. I wasn’t aware his marriage had been so brief.”

“When is he expected to return?”

“At the end of the week.”

“Then we shall find him here again. He doesn’t stay away for long.”

Sibella brushed aside Chaloner’s attempt to encourage her. “Mama intends to remove to Brandreth Park tomorrow. She opens the village fete on Saturday.” She searched his eyes. “That really is something Lavinia should do, don’t you think?”

“Try taking it away from Mother.”

Sibella laughed. “You have a point there.” But she knew Lavinia didn’t want to take up the reins of marchioness. She shirked it at every possibility. She must eventually.

Chaloner leaned against the stair rail. “You know, Sib, it’s my belief a marriage works better if the man is more in love than the woman.”

“Can it not be both?”

“Indeed it can, but painful, I should think, to love a man who does not return your love.”

Chaloner left her to go downstairs.

What about a man who loved a woman too much? Did he speak from experience? Chaloner bent over backwards to please Lavinia, and Lavinia, although Sibella was indeed fond of her, needed a good shake. It wouldn’t be her that did it, however. Cordelia was the outspoken one. With a shrug, Sibella left and went in search of games to keep young Freddie amused for a few hours.


Chapter Eleven


The search for Dawes led Strathairn and Irvine to a busy street near the docks crowded with horses and wagons, pushcarts, and pack animals. Dawes had a room in an alley off to the side of the main thoroughfare, rank with the stink of cat urine and something worse. When Strathairn and Irvine were close enough to knock, the smell grew stronger. They eyed each other, recognizing the stench. Strathairn cursed and banged on the rough wooden door. When no one answered, he tried the knob. The door swung open.

Pistols in hand, they entered the dim interior of the windowless room.

They staggered back as a blast of putrid air washed over them. “The devil!” Irvine gasped.

“Damn this infernal window tax.” Strathairn cursed and kicked the ill-fitting door wide. “It forces the poor to live in the dark.”

Handkerchiefs held to their noses, they stepped inside. As his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, Strathairn made out a small table with a candle and a chair and a narrow cot in the corner.

A man lay on the bed. Judging by the signs of vermin, he had been dead for some time.

Strathairn took the candle Irvine lit and held it close to the body. The mattress was soaked with blood. “Not a natural death then. How long would you say?”

“In this warm weather it’s hard to tell.” Irvine’s voice was gagged by his handkerchief. “A week at least.”

The dead man’s pockets yielded nothing of interest to Strathairn’s search. Irvine inspected the few clothes hanging on a peg on the wall. The wretched room held little bar a jug of ale, a tankard, and a few crumbs of bread on a pewter plate the rats had missed.

Strathairn checked under the pillow and straw mattress, lifting them with his cane. He swiped at the swarm of disturbed flies. “Nothing here.”

They escaped the rancid air into the alley, gasping for breath. “Find a constable and send for the coroner,” Strathairn ordered.

After the coroner’s inspection of the body, it was removed to the morgue. No autopsy was to be performed. Dawes had been feloniously murdered by persons unknown, his throat cut.

“Dawes could just have been robbed of his recent bounty, but we have to discover who paid him and for what. We’ll return to the docks,” Strathairn said after they left Bow Street.

In the tavern, one of Dawes’s cronies appeared genuinely shocked to learn of his death. He confessed that Dawes was paid to smuggle a wooden crate ashore and deliver it. To whom he didn’t know. He never saw the man who paid him.

“Describe the crate,” Strathairn said after buying him another pint of ale.

“Twas flat, longer than wide.” He took a long swallow.

“Do you think it was heavy?”

“Maybe not, but ’e was strong, was Dawes.” He shrugged. “I were tryin’ to mind me own business. Don’t pay to poke yer nose in anyone else’s ’ere on the docks.”

“Contraband,” Irvine muttered as he and Strathairn crossed the road. “But that’s usually foreign brandy, spirits, bolts of silk or tea. A few soldier mates of mine got involved in the business after the war left them injured and unable to work. But they operate in small ships down along the coast.”

“Somewhere like Dartmouth, where they can transport their cargo inland? Risk enough to cross the channel with customs preventative boats in pursuit.” Strathairn was thinking hard. “The sheer number of ships moored in the Thames makes it easy to conceal contraband brought in along with legitimate cargo. But we’re looking at something unusual here. This isn’t a tailor merely in need of French cloth or a gentleman after the brandy.”

That evening in The Three Crowns riverside alehouse, some of Dawes’s friends and fellow dockworkers admitted seeing him with the crate. No one could or would identify the boat. It was a busy time at the docks.

“Did any of you get a good look at the man?” Strathairn gazed around the taproom at the assembled group, softened up by several rounds of ale he’d bought them.

One man with a knitted cap on his head spoke up. “Dawes met ’im in the alley beside the alehouse.”

“Did they leave together?”

The beefy dockworker scratched his chin. “Nope. Followed me inside, showed me his blunt, but refused to say more. Dawes was scared right enough.” He shook his head sorrowfully. “Said the Frenchie threatened to cut his throat if he talked.”

They left the alehouse into a chilly night. Soupy fog drifted off the river and swirled around their legs, threatening to rise to choke and blind them.

“Looks like he did talk,” Irvine said as they walked beneath a gas lamp’s hazy circle of light.

“Maybe he’d outlived his usefulness,” Strathairn said. “Dead men don’t tell tales. We’ll need to delve further and find out what was in that crate. Where the contents are now. I’ll report to Parnham in the morning. You’re in charge, Irvine. Get people on it. Talk to the Thames River Police. Go to the Customs House and check the charts for boats arriving from France on or close to that day. I have something else to do.”

Irvine straightened his shoulders. “Right, my lord.”

Strathairn began a tedious round of the clubs Vaughn frequented during the evening. The fog had worsened. The moist air clung to his hair and clothing as he made his way cautiously along gloomy streets, wary of footpads. Lamps cast a feeble glow from carriages moving at a snail’s pace through the soupy air. A linkboy dashed past him, lighting the way for pedestrians.

Vaughn wasn’t at Watier’s. His search went steadily down from there in the less salubrious smoky gambling hells. No one had seen Vaughn for weeks. He arrived back at Grosvenor Square in the early hours, tired and dispirited. He did not want to let Sibella down. His promise meant a lot to him. It was the only thing he could do for her.
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The day after she accompanied her mother to the village fete, Sibella was on her knees digging in the garden at Brandreth Park when Lord Coombe appeared. He was his immaculate self, dressed in an olive-green coat and buff trousers. “Don’t your gardeners do that?” he asked with his stiff smile.

Did her messy appearance upset him? Sibella removed her gloves and untied the smock over the cambric gown she always wore in the garden as they strolled back to the house. She suffered again from that fervent desire to do or say something outrageous; to force a reaction from him. His starchy reserve annoyed her, but it also made her guilty. After all, her feelings for Strathairn were not his fault. “Your trip was successful?”

“Quite successful, yes.” His smile was a trifle smug whether he was pleased at her question or his trip, she wasn’t sure.

“Chaloner tells me you import coffee from your plantation in the West Indies.”

“That is correct.” He averted his gaze, prodding his cane at a branch of azalea too close to the path.

“Do you go to the West Indies often?”

“When business demands it.”

She waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing more.

“Should I like it there?” she asked. “Quite different to life here, I imagine.”

“I will never take you to the West Indies.” He grimaced. “It’s different in every respect to England. Little morality exists in that hot heathenish country. You would hate the place.”

She doubted he had much idea about her likes and dislikes as he’d never asked her about them. Tired of the awkward silences between them, she gave voice to an idea she had been considering. “Remember when you invited me to visit your house?”

“Of course I do.” A spark brightened his eyes. “You wish to visit my home?”

“We might go tomorrow,” she said.

“We’ll need to leave early. Would it inconvenience you should I call after breakfast? Ten o’clock?” He cleared his throat. “I trust that Lady Maria will accompany us?”

“I’m sure she will.”

As soon as Lord Coombe departed, Sibella climbed the stairs in search of Maria. “Please come. I can’t go alone,” she said, “and I need you to distract him while I question the staff.”

Maria’s brows shot up. “Question the staff?”

“I want to learn more about Lord Coombe and his wife.”

Maria turned from the mirror, a new hat in her hands. “Why? Do you have reason to believe Coombe strangled her?” She gave an exaggerated shiver.

“What a horrible thought. No, I just want to learn more about her. Was it a love match? What Lady Brookwood told me led me to believe theirs wasn’t a happy marriage.”

“I don’t know how you intend to find that out from servants. They might gossip among themselves but remain loyal to their masters. If they know what’s good for them,” Maria said with a chuckle. She turned back to the mirror to consider the hat, spangled-blue velvet adorned with plumes of feathers, now settled atop her dark curls. “It’s unlike you to be so nosey.”

“I’m about to marry the man. Shouldn’t I be at least a little curious?”

“I would never pry into Harry’s past. I’m sure I’d discover he’d been with other women. I hope he has. I wouldn’t want us both to be virgins.”

Sibella’s lips twitched. “I shouldn’t think you need worry about Harry. The way he looks at you, I’m sure he’ll know exactly how to go about it.”

Maria laughed.

“But what I wish to learn about Lord Coombe is more important.”

“More important than the bedchamber?”

Sibella coughed, a lump blocking her throat. “Don’t be frivolous, Maria.”

Maria’s eyes widened. “Wasn’t that why you wanted to marry Strathairn? Because he looked at you in the same way?”

“In the past perhaps,” Sibella said crossly as Strathairn’s smoky blue-gray eyes appeared in her mind. “I’d rather we didn’t speak of him.”

Maria bit her lip, shamefaced. “I’m sorry, Sib. Of course, I’ll come. And I’ll distract Lord Coombe for you, which shan’t be easy.”

“Bless you, my sweet.” Sibella hugged her and eyed the blue affair perched on Maria’s head. “I’m not sure about the hat, though.”

“No, I agree. It’s a little ordinary. Blue suits everyone, and everyone wears it. Unlike orange or olive green. And yellow, which is even more unusual.” Maria returned the hat to the tissue paper and replaced it in its round box. “I’ll have it sent back.”

Early the next morning, Lord Coombe’s shiny black carriage arrived with a groom beside the coachman and two fair young footmen riding behind. Just before luncheon, they reached the first tumbledown black and white cottages of Chiddingston.

Maria gazed out the window. “You can see the spires of Lamplugh Abbey from here.”

Lord Coombe nodded, pleased. “The duke is my neighbor, as I have said.”

They drove on through green fields dotted with wide spreading oaks and black and white cows, for another half hour. Then the carriage turned into a narrow lane.

Arrowtree Manor’s gardens were as neat as a new pin with clipped box hedges and raked gravel walks. “You’ll be impressed with the house’s decoration,” Lord Coombe said, with a proud smile.

A black and white half-timbered house, the casement windows had fine latticework. Coombe stepped aside as Sibella and Maria entered the handsomely paneled hall. He escorted them through the house pointing out the decorative touches: symbols of Tudor rose, thistle and fleurs-de-lis featured in the oak woodwork and the stained-glass windows. The theme continued in tapestries and the embroideries which adorned the walls.

“How very fine those embroideries are,” Maria said. “Who made them?”

“Lady Coombe.” Her name hung in the air as Lord Coombe hurried them past the oak staircase and along a passage to the dining room.

Seated at the table, a footman served them a light luncheon of cold meats, cheeses, breads, and nuts before they embarked on a tour of the house. Then Coombe led them out into the gardens.

Sibella looked about at the ordered grounds, so very unlike Brandreth Park with its banks of roses, flowering trees, arbors, and hot houses. “I look forward to working in the gardens.”

“There are several gardeners in my employ,” Coombe said flatly.

After returning to the house, they partook of tea, seated on a green-velvet sofa in the drawing room.

Lord Coombe stirred sugar into his cup. “What do you think of my home, Lady Sibella?”

Sibella took a welcome sip of tea, her mouth dry. Mary Jane’s presence was everywhere she looked. “The house is beautiful, isn’t it, Maria?”

“Exquisite,” Maria said.

Aware of how little time remained, Sibella finished her tea and stood. “I wish to be excused.”

Coombe jumped up and pulled the bell. “A footman will direct you.”

She slipped from the room as Maria asked, “What year was the house built, my lord?”

An older footman escorted her. “What is your name?” she asked him, as they climbed the staircase.

“Havers, my lady.”

“Were you in service when Lady Coombe was alive, Havers?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You enjoy your work here?”

“I do, thank you, my lady. It’s quieter these days. His lordship seldom entertains and is away a lot.”

She nodded sympathetically. “I expect business does take him away often. It would have been livelier before your mistress died, I imagine.”

Havers’ face suffused with color. “When Lady Coombe enjoyed good health, yes.”

They reached the top of the stairs. “So difficult when one is constantly ill. I imagine a certain amount of upheaval would occur.”

Havers glanced down at the hall below before speaking. “There was some unpleasantness. But not now, I’m glad to say. Positions such as this are difficult to find, my lady.”

She thought Havers apologetic as he bowed and left her. When Sibella emerged from the water closet, the corridor was empty. Taking her chance, she darted down the servants’ stairs.

She emerged into the kitchen. “Oh dear, I’m afraid I’m lost.” The cook, scullery maid and, a middle-aged lady in a black gown all gaped and dipped in curtsies.

The black-gowned woman came forward. “I’m Mrs. Elphick, the housekeeper, my lady. May I show you the way?”

“I’d be grateful, thank you.”

She followed the housekeeper back upstairs to the drawing room. “Lady Coombe must have been house proud.”

“Oh she was, my lady.”

“Her early death was tragic.”

“Poor soul. A maid found her lying at the bottom of the stairs when she went to do the fires.”

“How shocking for Lord Coombe.”

“He was so distraught he instructed Lady Coombe’s pet dog to be shot.” She shook her head. “But he was persuaded to give the animal to the coachman.”

With a sharp intake of breath, Sibella clutched the banister. “How very sad!”

“Couldn’t stand the sound of its whining, said the dog reminded him of her and fair broke his heart,” Mrs. Elphick said. “His lordship left for the West Indies straight after the funeral. He was gone for months. We don’t know why her ladyship chose to leave her chamber during the night.” The housekeeper’s face lengthened in distress. “Lady Coombe was ill and took laudanum to sleep, which may have muddled her mind.”

They approached the door to the drawing room. “Thank you for showing me the way, Mrs. Elphick.”

“My pleasure, my lady.”

The door opened, and Lord Coombe’s face appeared. He looked annoyed. “There you are. Your sister has gone to find you.”

“Has she? I’m afraid I got lost. Mrs. Elphick kindly assisted me.”

“We must be on our way. Fresh horses stand waiting. Even so, we won’t arrive back at Brandreth Park until after dark. My footmen will need to be armed.”

“My goodness. I do apologize.”

The trip home seemed interminable. Maria made an attempt at bright chatter and Sibella tried to contribute, discussing everything from the opera to politics. Then Maria, bored or exhausted, slept against her shoulder as the carriage negotiated the appalling roads.

Lord Coombe fell silent, but she sensed he watched her. What would he think if he knew she had been asking questions of his staff? He appeared genuinely distressed by his wife’s passing. But the incident with the dog worried her, even if the result of deep sorrow, it seemed unnecessarily cruel. Might he still mourn the wife he had loved? It would account for his serious demeanor. If so, her future as his wife appeared even more challenging. She licked her lips nervously.

Lord Coombe nodded to her. “I hope you enjoyed the day.”

“Yes, we did, and the house is perfectly lovely. Thank you for showing it to Maria and me.”

He had been attentive and considerate, and she really had no right to be so ungrateful. She had an overwhelming urge to confess her concerns to her mother. She’d been unaccountably emotional of late and a dose of common sense was sorely needed.

When the carriage finally reached home in the early evening, after a tedious, but thankfully uneventful trip, they found the house in uproar. Her mother rushed to hug her and Maria in the entry, a letter clutched in her hand. “We must return to London on the morrow. Your sister Aida has begun her lying in.” Her lips twitched in vexation. “And from the sound of this missive from her husband, Lord Peter is the one having the baby.”


Chapter Twelve


After a false sighting of Forney led them to a dead end, Strathairn suspected Parnham had withdrawn his support for the investigation. He was soon proved right, for Parnham stated it bluntly and would not be swayed.

Strathairn stamped away from Horse Guards, grinding his teeth. This was tied in some way to his dead partner, of that he remained convinced. He needed to prove it for Nesbit’s wife’s sake. If he could, It might be possible to convince the War Office to pay some sort of remuneration and possibly gift Nesbit with a decoration for bravery. But not even a little luck had gone their way, and he didn’t have the smallest clue as to who killed his partner or Dawes in so ruthless and efficient a manner. Disheartened, he resumed his search for Vaughn.

Strathairn visited the morgue, coming away relieved not to find the young man. As night fell, he went to Covent Garden. The stalls had shut, and the market closed and only a few prostitutes roamed the shadowy square.

He ventured into the brothels in the surrounding alleys and questioned the game girls. No one remembered him. And a good-looking young lord would be remembered. At Haymarket Theatre, King’s Theatre, and the Royal in Drury Lane, the actresses and opera dancers could tell him nothing. London teemed with people; it was easy to get lost among them if one chose. He only hoped Vaughn hadn’t chosen to.

Strathairn sought out the Black Legs at the gaming houses in Jermyn Street, Bury Street, and Cleveland Row, but it, too, proved unproductive. Vaughn was known in several places, but no one could say where he’d gone.

Strathairn visited White’s Club on St. James’s Street. The current arbitrator of fashion since Brummel departed London, William Arden, Second Baron Alvanley, hailed him from his position by the bow window, the seat of privilege.

“You haven’t set eyes on Lord Vaughn of the Brandreth clan recently, have you, Alvanley?”

“That young whippersnapper? Not of late.”

Alvanley was an inveterate gambler who frequented Watier’s. Not a bad sort, he’d supported Brummel and sent him money after he’d fled to the Continent to escape his debtors. If he hadn’t seen Vaughn, then it was unlikely he was around. “You haven’t lost Underbank Hall, I trust?”

“Not yet.” Alvanley gestured to the window with a laugh.

Strathairn grinned and clapped Alvanley on the back. “Send me word if you hear from the youngest Winborne?”

Alvanley nodded, his attention already caught by an offer to take a bet.

Strathairn moved on through the club where laughter and conversation rose from every corner. He located Edward in the card room.

Edward threw down his cards and rose from the table with a worried frown. “Sibella said you were looking for Vaughn.”

“Haven’t found him yet. Vaughn might be holed up with a woman somewhere,” Strathairn said, trying to ease his mind.

“Yes, he’ll appear before long. I just wish Sibella didn’t take these things to heart.”

“She worries about her mother,” Strathairn said as a fresh wave of frustration tightened his shoulders. “If we don’t find him soon, the dowager marchioness will discover him missing.”

“Dear God, let’s pray that doesn’t happen,” Edward said gloomily.

Strathairn feared what sort of condition Vaughn would be in. If he was found. There was nothing more he could do in London; all avenues had been explored. He left Edward to continue the search.

With Parham disinterested in furthering the investigation, and Sibella prevented from riding in Hyde Park, Strathairn had a fervent desire to escape London for a few days. He wanted to bury his woes while watching his latest racehorse perform at Doncaster. He had run out of ideas and his mood had grown too low to bear.

The next day, Strathairn left Irvine in charge of what amounted to the cleaning up of a defunct operation. With a portmanteau packed, he headed north to Linden Hall. His thoroughbred was to make its debut run in the St. Leger. He would return to London in time for Sibella’s ball, where he hoped Vaughn would finally appear.

It had rained earlier but was now a fine crisp autumn day, the trees bordering the race course gleamed green, gold, and bronze in the sunlight. A lengthy line of punters trudged along the busy road to the racecourse, the road choked with riders and carriages.

The St. Leger course provided a broad straight gallop for the horses. Strathairn entered the racetrack grounds, keen to see how his horse Ulysses faired, though he doubted the gelding was suited to the distance.

Strathairn fought his way through the crowd and placed a bet on the next race, then he skirted the mob where all manner of betting was taking place from cockfighting to cards. He climbed the steps into the grandstand to wait for Ulysses to be led out onto the track. When the big horse appeared, he rose to his feet along with the well-dressed patrons around him. At the flap of the starter’s flag, the five horses sprinted. Ulysses got off to a good start. Strathairn followed the progress of his big chocolate brown horse, holding his breath as excitement kicked in and the crowd’s roar rose to an ear-deafening crescendo. Ulysses was well placed, tucked in behind the two leaders. The mighty horse, Antonio, led the way, and he was sure it would win. A lot of jostling took place among the competitors before Antonio galloped home in first place.

He turned away, pleased that Ulysses had run a good race. Next year the horse would have a better chance. He made his way down the stairs, planning to bet on the next race. Someone slapped him on the back and he swung around. “Vaughn!”

Vaughn grinned. “When I heard you had a horse running, I thought I might find you here.”

Annoyance fought with an overwhelming sense of relief. “You’ve been gone from London quite a while. Care to tell me where you’ve been?”

“Making a tour of race tracks.” The youngest of the Brandreth males was unkempt and pasty-faced. Either he hadn’t slept or he had been drinking too much. Startled but greatly relieved, Strathairn grabbed Vaughn’s arm as if he was about to disappear in a puff of smoke. “Your family is worried about you.”

Vaughn cocked a brow. “Are they? I am only doing what Chaloner wants of me, to stand on my own two feet.”

Strathairn eyed Vaughn’s crumpled cravat, from which a stale unwashed smell arose. “You don’t appear to be making a great success of it. Lady Sibella is frantic. She asked me to find you before your mother learned you’d gone missing.”

“I intend to stay away from home until I win back the money I owe.” Vaughn’s green eyes shifted away and his mouth formed a mulish caste.

“An admirable goal.” Strathairn raised a brow and hid his pity for the younger man behind a brusque stare.

Vaughn shrugged. “I can see you don’t agree. If you’ll excuse me…”

“Don’t run off.” He slung an arm around Vaughn’s shoulders. “I need to speak to my groom about Ulysses. I’d appreciate your company.”

Vaughn nodded and walked with him past the horses being led onto the track. The thoroughbreds tossed their heads, their glossy coats gleaming in the sunlight. “Love to own one of those beauties,” Vaughn said.

After Strathairn saw his horse depart for home, he remained with Vaughn as they waited for the next race to start. The splendid favorite was a very short price.

“He looks a safe bet. I’ll wager a monkey on him. I won at billiards last night,” Vaughn said.

“Five hundred is a lot, Vaughn. Are you sure? There’s no such thing as a sure thing,” he said. Gambling seemed an unpalatable way to deal with feelings. It fixed nothing in the end.

“It can’t lose.” Vaughn firmed his lips.

“You think not?” In response, Strathairn raised an eyebrow, and he fell silent.

Strathairn was glad the favorite failed to win. Vaughn may learn something from it although he already appeared to be a hardened gambler. As they walked away from the track, he found out Vaughn had nowhere to stay.

“Come home with me,” he said, wanting to make sure the young man didn’t disappear again. “I’ll be glad of the company.” It would give him time to talk some sense into Vaughn.

Despite readily agreeing, Strathairn could get little out of Vaughn on the way home. He remained tight-lipped about where he’d been or the state of his finances. He gave up asking when the young man scowled and slumped on the squabs, looking profoundly miserable.

At Linden Hall, they visited the stables and then rode out to watch a groom put a horse through his paces over the moor. The handsome black stallion performed impressively, covering the ground with easy grace.

Vaughn rested his arms on the fence rail. “I was impressed with Ulysses, but he’s even better,” he said, enthusiasm warming his voice.

“You’re looking at a champion in the making.” Strathairn ran his hand over the horse’s smooth neck. “Indigo is the best I’ve ever had. He’s the progeny of Sabre who won the Two Thousand Guineas at Newmarket.”

“Good lord! I’d love to see him race!”

“Would you?” He studied Vaughn. Here at the hall, he seemed a different person. The debauched gambler had suddenly turned into an excited young man, his eyes bright with interest as he admired the stud’s blood cattle.

Vaughn asked surprisingly intelligent questions about the stud, and he did his best to answer them as they dismounted at the stables, then walked down the avenue of trees, fallen chestnuts crunching underfoot. In the library after dinner, Strathairn eyed the hunched young man sitting opposite him in the fireside chair. “How much money do you owe?”

Vaughn winced. “A thousand guineas.”

“You went to the cent per centers.”

Vaughn nodded. “The interest is crippling. I had hoped Chaloner would bail me out before it got to this.”

“Chaloner’s not a mean man. I believe he tried to rein you in.”

Vaughn scowled. “I regret being so pig headed. I got myself into this mess, and I’m determined to get myself out.”

Strathairn eyed him sympathetically. He might have got into the same trouble when he was younger, had he not chosen the army. “You are genuinely interested in horses, aren’t you? Not just betting on them.”

“Indeed, yes. One day I hope to set up a breeding stable like yours.” His shoulders sank. “If I ever get free of debt.” He shoved an errant lock back with an impatient hand. “But I won’t come into my inheritance for years.”

“You might consider a proposition of mine, then.”

Vaughn’s eyes widened. “Which is…?”

“You will have to be prepared to remain here and not be tempted to seek excitement in the city fleshpots. You can learn from my man and help with the running of the stables. That will require manual labor. I would be grateful if you’d help me out until things settle down in London.”

“But the money lenders are after me—”

“I’ll pay them off.”

Vaughn gasped. “I can’t allow you to do that.”

“Yes, you can. You’ll earn every bit of it. But you must write to Lady Sibella and tell her where you are. I’ll take your letter with me tomorrow.”

Vaughn regained some of his lost cockiness, arching a dark eyebrow. “Sibella, eh? Not Edward?”

“Either,” Strathairn said offhandedly.

Brandreth’s green eyes assessed him. “I don’t know why you didn’t marry Sib, Strathairn.”

Strathairn offered him the decanter of whiskey. “Your sister has made a good match.”

Vaughn held out his glass. “I’d have preferred her to marry you. Don’t care for Coombe much.”

“Just write that letter. Tonight,” Strathairn said, refusing to be drawn. “And I’d rather you didn’t mention I’ve given you the money.”

“I shall have to tell Chaloner.”

“Let’s wait and see how well you do here.”

“That’s mighty generous of you.”

“Not really. It suits me, that’s all.” Strathairn took a swig of his drink, savoring the delicate toasty honey flavor of good whiskey. “And if you find life here doesn’t suit you, you are to let me know immediately. I’ll not chastise you.” He leaned forward. “But if I’m informed you are back at the racetrack, seeking out betting shops or Tattersall’s, you’ll be out on your backside.”

Vaughn’s eyes grew steely with determination. “I won’t let you down, Strathairn.”

Apparently, Vaughn meant it. At least for now.
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At Lord Peter and Aida’s home in Curzon Street, Sibella attended Aida while her husband walked a distinct track in the corridor carpet. Finally, her sister gave birth to a daughter just before midnight. When the physician assured her that her sister was well and resting comfortably, Sibella returned wearily to St. James’s Square. The clock struck two as she climbed the stairs. She found her mother still awake in the drawing room.

“The babe is born?”

“Yes, Aida has a daughter.” Sibella removed her pelisse and hat and handed them to a footman.

“Both are well?”

“In excellent health. Peter is pleased and remains confident the next child will be a boy. Everyone is well. Do please go to bed, you look so tired.”

Her mother followed her along the corridor to her bedchamber. “As do you. I don’t know why Peter wouldn’t let me stay to care for Aida.”

“Neither Peter nor Aida wanted to risk your health,” Sibella said diplomatically. Aida had begged her husband to convince their mother to go home. She preferred Sibella’s calm practical nature to their mother’s more forceful one.

They entered her bedchamber. “And the babe, did you see her?”

“Oh yes. I held her.” She had studied the tiny hands, delicate features, and stroked the baby-soft skin. “She has the Brandreth’s black hair. I believe her eyes will be green, too.”

“I did fear she might inherit the drab coloring of Peter’s family. Such a plain woman, his mother. Lady Wallace and the earl are traveling up from Dorset. I daresay they’ll arrive first thing in the morning.” Her mother pulled the bell. “I’m ordering hot milk. Please drink it.” She stood behind Sibella who sat at the mirror removing the pins from her hair. “Where is your maid?”

“I told her not to wait up. I’m perfectly capable of getting myself ready for bed.”

“What nonsense.”

A rap on the door interrupted them. The bleary-eyed footman entered.

“Have hot milk and biscuits sent up, Bolt,” Lady Brandreth said.

Sibella brushed her hair. There was no point in telling her mother she couldn’t eat a bite even though she’d missed dinner. Her appetite had deserted her of late.

Lady Brandreth took the brush from her hand and ran it through Sibella’s hair. “You have not been at your best lately. Not at all like a woman about to marry.”

Sibella closed her eyes, enjoying her mother’s soothing touch. “I’m just tired.”

“Are you not pleased to marry Lord Coombe? Is he not polite and attentive?”

“He is. But I don’t love him.”

“The love of your life isn’t always the one you marry.” Her mother put down the brush and gathered Sibella’s hair into braids. “My dear, are you aware that I didn’t love your father when we first married?”

Sibella met her mother’s eyes in the mirror. “I wasn’t, Mama.”

“Not at first. I was desperately in love with someone entirely unsuitable.”

“Was he a rake?”

“Oh yes. Lord Bascom was a rake of the first order.”

Sibella swiveled to face her. “Did you ever regret not marrying Bascom?”

“Goodness, no. Do keep still. Bascom wed one of the Kirkpatrick twins. The poor lady died after only two years of marriage. Not from a surfeit of his company, I gathered. He was known to be seldom at home as gambling and mistresses were his favored pursuits.” She smiled into the mirror. “But his eyes were like melted chocolate and his physique quite startling…” Shaking her head, she laughed. “All the ladies were smitten with him. I clearly remember that he wanted me as desperately as I did him.”

Sibella studied her mother objectively. Age had thickened her waist and threaded white through her black hair but had also enhanced the fine bone structure of her face. “I believe many men did, Mama.”

“Yes, but your father was the best of them. We made an excellent match in the end. Just look at our progeny!”

Sibella rose to remove her dress. Her mother came to help her, undoing two buttons just out of reach. “Foolish to spoil your maid. She will grow lazy and useless.”

A footman brought in the hot milk and biscuits on a tray. The drink warmed her cold insides, but somehow the warmth failed to banish the chill which had lodged in her heart.

“I trust you will come to love Lord Coombe, my dear,” her mother said. “After you become intimate, everything changes.”

“I do hope so.” Sibella was too tired to argue. The image of John’s face as they stood on the pavement that last time swum into her mind’s eye. Was that misery darkening his eyes? It hardly mattered, he had made up his mind. So infuriatingly noble. But yes, she admired that about him, too. She sighed. But had he found Vaughn?

Her mother tucked her in bed and left the room. Sibella blew out the candle and lay staring into the dark. Her sister’s tiny babe was perfect. She wanted one of her own. She banished Coombe from her thoughts and indulged in the memory of John’s hair like rough silk beneath her fingers. A deep sigh escaped her lips as her senses came alive to the slide of silk nightgown against her thighs. Exhausted and sensually disturbed, she drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Thirteen


Foul air and clamor greeted Strathairn when he arrived back in the city. Seated at his desk in the library, he dashed off a note to Edward explaining that Vaughn was safe and enclosing Vaughn’s few lines addressed to Sibella explaining why he wished to remain at Linden Hall. He sprinkled sand over the letter, shook it, and folded it. Hesitating, he took a fresh sheet of bond, dipped his quill in the inkpot, and scrawled a brief missive to Sibella. If you should wish to learn more, I shall be riding in the park tomorrow at noon. He didn’t attempt to examine his motives too closely, aware that seeing her wouldn’t be helpful to either of them. But at least he had done what he promised and found Vaugh. Or Vaughn had found him. He instructed the footman to deliver the note before he changed his mind.

Strathairn rode into the park just before noon, with a glance at the sky. The rain held off but dark clouds threatened. Might she not come?

Sibella was too good a rider to favor the Ladies’ Mile. She often rode earlier in the day before the Beau Monde gathered. He was dismayed by how pleased he was to see her riding with her groom. He rode up and reined in beside her. She greeted him, her green eyes alight with gratitude. “I can’t tell you how relieved I was that Vaughn is safe at Linden Hall.” He allowed his gaze to take in her green riding habit which matched her eyes. “I’m immeasurably grateful,” she said. “You must tell me the whole.”

“Your brother sought his fortune at the race tracks,” Strathairn said. “I managed to persuade him to work in my stables. He seems keen to learn more about the stud. Always a strong interest of his as you know. And a far healthier endeavor than the life he pursued in London.”

“Oh, how clever of you!”

“Not so clever. I shall gain from the arrangement. I can’t be there as often as I’d like, and already, Vaughn shows some aptitude for the work.”

“It’s the perfect answer and most kind of you to take him on.”

His heart warmed to see her smile. He noted the violet shadows beneath her eyes as he studied her pale face framed by her black riding hat. “Edward tells me Lady Aida and Lord Peter have a daughter.”

“Yes, Catherine Ann. She’s a perfect peach.”

“She takes after her Aunt Sibella?”

Sibella steadied her mount as they grew closer to a couple riding ahead of them. “She has the Brandreth’s coloring. She favors my mother.”

“Then she will be a beauty.”

“I expect so.”

“And you have danced attendance on the babe and her mother? Day and night, forgoing sleep, I assume.”

Sibella tilted her head. “Why, my lord? Do I not look my best?”

“You are as beautiful as ever, if a little tired around the eyes.”

“You never were one to mince words.” Sibella dropped her gaze to the reins in her hands. “My fascinating new niece does not tire me. There is a lot to be done in preparation for the ball and Maria’s wedding. That is all.”

“Lady Sibella?”

“Ah, here is Lord Coombe come to join us.” Sibella’s tone sounded overly bright, and he found her smile strained.

Strathairn stayed long enough to exchange pleasantries and then excused himself. The charmless Coombe obviously disliked finding him with his fiancée. He left the park and rode home, disappointed at having so little time with her. What a fool he was. Did he seriously believe that Coombe would permit their friendship once they’d married? He delivered his horse to the stable mews and entered the house, his shoulders tense. Was he being unfair to the man? He questioned his motives and found that he just didn’t like the cut of Coombe’s jib.
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Strathairn’s butler, Rhodes, delivered the mail on a silver tray. A letter bearing the Fortescue crest caught Strathairn’s eye. He slipped his thumb beneath the wax seal and unfolded the letter scanning the contents. Guy had news of great interest. He would be there at two and hoped to find Strathairn at home.

Curious, Strathairn ploughed through the rest of his correspondence while listening for the door knocker.

As the clock struck the hour, a wild-eyed Guy burst into the room.

Strathairn pushed back his chair and rose to greet him. “My friend, were you not in the country? What has brought you to my door with such urgency?”

Guy threw himself down in a leather chair. “Tiens! You’ll never credit it. Yesterday evening, I escorted my cousin, Eustace Fennimore, to Lord Bromehurst’s gaming hell in the alley behind St. James’s. You were with me when we found him in his cups a year or so back. Fennimore is an inveterate gambler who mixes alcohol with the laudanum prescribed for his gout to an alarming degree. When he asked me to accompany him, I agreed, because I feared he would be robbed, and possibly murdered for his purse. Hetty is fond of her godfather although why she does eludes me.”

The butler entered carrying a decanted bottle of wine and poured them a glass each. Guy drummed his fingers on the arm of his leather chair. The door closed on Rhodes. “Please continue,” Strathairn said impatiently.

“Forney’s wife was there again,” Guy said.

Strathairn sat up straight. “You saw her? Last night?”

Guy nodded. “As bold as you please, this time attired in a startling crimson affair, which caught my attention as I entered the room. I made sure she didn’t see me. She had old Lord Crutchet hanging off her arm.”

“That reprobate. I wonder what brought the countess to London. Did you manage to discover where she stays?”

“She is Crutchet’s guest in his ancient pile in Richmond.”

Strathairn put down his glass. “The deuce! If I leave now, I’ll likely find her at home.” He glanced at the clock as he moved to pull the bell. “Depending on the traffic, I can be there by four.”

Guy’s smile became bitter. “As her husband almost sent me to a watery grave, I’ll accompany you.”

The carriage made good time, and they alighted just before dusk in a leafy Richmond street close to the Thames. Lord Crutchet’s grotesque mansion sat amid a grove of twisted cypresses. “While I speak to the countess, you make a search of the house,” Strathairn said.

A butler almost as old as Crutchet answered the door. He dithered as he studied Strathairn’s calling card, his eyes widening when Guy leaned toward him, his big hand on the door jamb. “The countess doesn’t receive guests at this hour.”

“She will see me.” Strathairn pushed the heavy wooden door open. The frail, unsteady butler gulped audibly. “Please wait in the antechamber and I’ll ask if the countess will grant you an audience.”

Guy climbed the stairs as another elderly servant, dressed in Crutchet’s livery with baggy hose clinging to his knobby knees, scurried into the hall. “Sir! You cannot go upstairs.”

“Never mind, my good man,” Strathairn said. “Either send Countess Forney to me or my friend will bring her down bodily.”

He bent his head to enter through the low doorway into a musty, heavily beamed room. Velvet curtains at the narrow windows rendered the room as dark as night. The pair of candles on the mantle managed a feeble glow. The house reeked of dust, old age, and chamber pots. He couldn’t imagine the countess enjoying her stay there.

Countess Forney swept into the room in a violet negligee which clung to her curves. “What is that man doing searching the house? On whose authority?”

“Mine, Countess.” Strathairn remembered her as a woman who was aware of the power of her beauty and knew how to use it. She made little deference to widowhood. Her abundant dark hair flowed in loose curls down her back making her appear as if someone had just tumbled her into bed. It would not be Crutchet.

“I make no apology for my dishabille,” she said haughtily. “I was dressing to go out. You have called without an appointment and must take me as you find me. And if you wish to discover where my husband is, you’ve come on a fool’s errand.” She remained standing and did not invite him to sit.

Strathairn folded his arms. “Where is Count Forney, countess?”

“He is dead. I assume you haven’t come to offer your condolences.” She tilted her head. “What, you don’t believe me? It doesn’t say much for your intelligence service, does it? You won’t find him here. So, please, leave.”

“I wish to learn the circumstances of his death, if you please.” Strathairn leaned against the back of a chair, revealing no hurry to quit her company.

Her eyes narrowed. “His ship, bound for Marseilles, sank in a storm in the Mediterranean Sea near Palma.”

“The name of the ship, Countess?”

She shook her head. “My, but your intelligence is inferior. The Sea Serpent. Not a large or particularly seaworthy vessel. But the best he could find at the time.”

“How can you be certain he didn’t reach shore?” Guy walked into the room with a shake of his head at Strathairn. “He might have settled down with another woman somewhere in Spain.”

Her nostrils flared. “Forney would never have left me willingly.” She studied the rings on her fingers. “One of the crew survived and brought me news of him.” She moved toward the door. “Please go. I am still in mourning for my husband.”

Strathairn glanced at the bright silk and blond lace barely concealing her bosom. He remembered Guy said she wore crimson, not black or deep violet in the gambling hell. “Nevertheless, I’d like you to return to Whitehall with us, Countess Forney. Please, would you dress?”

She stiffened. “I have an engagement this evening. There is nothing more I can tell you.”

“Then we shall not keep you long.”
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The day of Sibella’s betrothal ball dawned wet and dreary. The ballroom at St James’s Square had been subjected to a flurry of preparation for days. Urns of flowers decorated every corner. Crates of champagne shipped from France were chilled in the cellars. The menu for a large quantity of delectable foods was selected. Rooms seldom used were prepared with toiletries in the dressing rooms for the ladies and gentlemen, and extra servants brought up from the country to attend them.

Sibella forced herself to appear happy in her mother’s presence. When alone, she remained unsure of her ability to make Coombe happy, and whether she could be content. She was sure she would never love him. Every time she saw him she made a valiant effort, but always came away troubled. He was perfectly correct in his behavior toward her. She chided herself for being illogical and doubled her efforts to be nice to him. Even her mother found him personable. She had no avenue of escape. She had accepted that Strathairn would not step in and claim her. Her wedding to Lord Coombe was as inevitable as the seasons. She just wished he didn’t unnerve her so. It was as if the real Lord Coombe had not yet revealed himself.

Chaloner had told her how proud he was of her. “You are a sensible woman, Sib,” he said. “And I trust you will be very happy.”

And you are a hypocrite, she’d thought, as she offered him her cheek to kiss. Tired of being called sensible, she was no longer sure it fitted her. Her emotions had been so confused of late. She sighed heavily and chewed her bottom lip as her maid pinned her dress of blush pink embroidered net over white satin. Her hair was pomaded and arranged in loops and pearls graced her throat and ears. She fiddled with an earring and her betrothal ring flashed. The ruby and diamond ring once belonged to Lord Coombe’s mother. He had been at pains to reassure her that Mary Jane had refused to wear the ring as she disliked rubies.

At ten o’clock, the first guests began to arrive. Sibella stood beside Lord Coombe with her mother, Chaloner and Lavinia, to welcome them. In the ballroom, amid a profusion of candles and the glitter of spangles and finery, she danced the first waltz with her fiancé. He led her expertly through the steps, shoulders back, a satisfied smile on his lips. She tried not to compare him with Strathairn. But the differences were glaring. John’s eyes delved deeply into hers when they danced, as if he wished to learn everything about her. Coombe seemed more concerned about the effect they had on those around them. He rarely showed interest in her as a person. Did he consider her an object, a possession?

Her mother said everything fell into place after husband and wife were intimate. She couldn’t imagine the act, her mind closed in horror. Their relationship lacked tenderness and affection as if he only thought of her as a well-born wife with a generous dowry.

As they turned on the floor, her heart skipped a beat at the sight of Strathairn. He talked to Lord Fortescue and Hetty, but his eyes rested on her. She held his gaze until they spun away.

Lord Coombe’s fingers flexed in her hand. “Do you and the Earl of Strathairn know each other well?”

“My brothers know him well.”

“Are you ever alone in his company?”

“I imagine so, he often visits.”

“Your friendship with that man is at an end.” She watched in horrid fascination as a vein pulsed in his forehead.

A frisson of alarm spread through her at his sudden display of emotion. Was the real Coombe emerging before her eyes? “I don’t expect I will see much of him.”

“Never. I’m not asking you. I’m ordering you,” Coombe said through clenched teeth. “Neither riding in the park nor dancing with him, nor seen to be talking to him at social gatherings.”

Never talk to Strathairn again? She had at least hoped for that. She fought not to flinch and give him a reason to continue in this vein. “I don’t like to be ordered about like a servant.”

“Then behave like a respectable woman. I’m aware that affairs take place among the Beau monde, but please know that I will never countenance it.”

She flushed and wanted to pull away from him. Never had she considered breaking her vows. Marriage was sacred. “I don’t need you to tell me how to behave, my lord.”

His fingers tightened as if he sensed her desire to end the dance. “You obviously do.”

“What has angered you so?” She stared into his eyes, then dropped her gaze feeling as if she had glimpsed something illicit and disturbing.

“I saw how you looked at him. This is our betrothal ball. All eyes are upon us. We need to act with decorum. As every sober member of society should.”

Sober! She screamed silently at the humorless man before her. Impossible to imagine him behaving in a spontaneous and joyful way. He was all about appearances. She had long suspected he hid his true character from her and gave her an unattractive glimpse of it now. She grew certain that it was not love that made him pursue her. Her mind whirled and she shivered as the music ended and he led her from the floor. When he gained control over her and her fortune, he would make her life a misery. A husband was able to lock a wife away or send her to Land’s End or Northern Scotland under guard, or not let her out of the house without an escort. She would have a hard time escaping.

How well had he treated Mary Jane? If only she was able to discover more about his past. Uncovering the truth might set her free.


Chapter Fourteen


Strathairn folded his arms and watched Sibella dance with Coombe. They didn’t look like a couple about to marry. Or even friends. She held herself at a distance from the viscount. “Have you had any dealings with Lord Coombe?” he asked Guy, who stood beside him, alone now, as his wife had left them to talk to friends.

Guy took a champagne flute from a footman’s tray. “No, but Montsimon mentioned him.”

“Go on.”

“Apparently when he was in Paris, he met Lady Coombe’s French cousin. He expressed outrage that Lady Coombe’s death had been deemed an accident and demanded an inquest to be held.”

Strathairn rubbed his chin. “And was there an inquest?”

“Yes. Lady Coombe’s illness and her use of laudanum were blamed for her fall. And you have to admit the accident does sound feasible.”

“Many things sound feasible.” Had he been so intent on pushing Sibella toward a safe marriage, he’d discounted her good sense? She was perceptive and intelligent and might have good reason if she disliked the man. He searched the crowd. “I haven’t seen Montsimon. Is he here tonight?”

Guy shook his head. “He’s in Ireland visiting his estate.”

The waltz ended and Sibella and Coombe left the floor. Sibella looked unhappy and Coombe angry. Strathairn’s fingers curled into his palms, then loosened. It was none of his business, but he burned to hear what Coombe had said to upset her.

“Lady Forney was not seen to be a part of her husband’s treacherous plot back in ’16. But she might well have been,” Guy said, drawing him out of his introspection. “Why was she treated so well at Bow Street and allowed to go free?”

“Irvine is to follow her. The more confident she feels about us losing interest in her, the better.” Strathairn’s gaze remained on Sibella as she and Lord Coombe moved through the crowded ballroom chatting to guests. He swallowed the bitter taste of regret. He never expected to fall deeply in love. Although he’d always admired women for their forbearance in putting up with men’s unfaithfulness, as a youth, he’d been rather contemptuous when lovesick friends turned into fools. And after the war, well…

The Dowager Lady Brandreth approached them. “Strathairn, I must thank you for your dealings with my son, Vaughn. Sibella confessed he’d been missing for some weeks! I was led to believe he was still at his rooms and just being neglectful.”

“I was pleased to, Lady Brandreth. He does well in Yorkshire. I received a letter from him today.”

Her magnificent emerald eyes studied him. “You found him at the race track.”

“Yes, that is true, but—”

“Then he must owe money. Quite a considerable amount, I gather, to send him running from London.”

“No, he owes nothing as it happens, my lady.”

A flash of humor lit her eyes. “I wonder how that can be?”

He rubbed a brow, adopting an innocent pose. “I suppose he has had a certain amount of success at gambling.”

“You can’t pull the wool over my eyes.” She chuckled. “I shall find out the truth. I always do.” She touched his arm. “I thank you sincerely for your generosity.”

Strathairn bowed. “It has been to my advantage. Lord Vaughn is proving a valuable asset.”

She began to walk away, then stopped, turning back to him. “Do you know Lord Coombe well, Strathairn?”

“Can’t say I do, my lady.”

The dowager’s mouth grew pinched, but she said nothing more. Nodding, she left him.

Had she watched Sibella dance with Coombe and liked what she saw no better than he did?
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Desperate to regain her composure, Sibella excused herself and left the ballroom to go to her bedchamber. She trembled with anger and distress.

Maria hurried after her up the stairs. “What happened?”

“I had words with Lord Coombe. He was quite horrid.”

“What on earth did he say to you?”

“He accused me of being involved with Strathairn and forbid me to have any further contact with him.”

Maria frowned. “He’s noticed you have feelings for Strathairn and is jealous, dearest. One only suffers from jealousy when one is in love.”

Sibella whirled around in fury. “Maria! He accused me of planning an adulterous affair with Strathairn! I admit I might have considered a liaison before marriage but never afterward! Have I given him reason to suspect I would be unfaithful? You don’t understand the level of spite that man is capable of. He hides his true nature well behind a polite exterior. I shall be the recipient of his malice once we’re wed!”

Maria’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do?”

They entered her chamber and she shut the door. “I must return to his house to search for evidence that he mistreated Mary Jane. Can the leopard change its spots? I hope to find something—a diary or such like. I’ll talk to the maids.”

“But you can’t go to his house unescorted. What reason would you give for being there?”

Sibella thought for a moment. “When do Harry’s parents return from their trip?”

“The duke and duchess arrive home a sennight before our wedding. As you know, their stay in Italy forced us to delay it.”

“They live close to Coombe in Chiddingston. When we visit them, I’ll slip away and ride over to his house.”

“Sibella! Ride across country alone? This sounds fraught with scandal. You might place yourself in danger. A gentlewoman alone and unprotected…”

“It is hardly Bethnel Green, Maria. I’m more likely to run afoul of a bull.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I can outride any trouble.”

“You’re an excellent horsewoman. We were all taught to ride when we could scarcely walk, though it never appealed to me. But how shall I explain your absence to the duke and duchess? I do wish you wouldn’t.”

“I haven’t decided quite how to go about it. Perhaps I’ll plead a headache and beg to lie down in a darkened room.” Sibella sat at the mirror and stared at her pale reflection.

She wasn’t afraid of danger, and she was beyond caring about a scandal. Indeed, a scandal might be the answer to her problems. She would appreciate John’s help, but he would never agree. At times, he was surprisingly straight-laced. No, a scandal wouldn’t serve.

She chewed the inside of her cheek thoughtfully. If she could just convince Chaloner of Coombe’s true nature, he would agree to her breaking the engagement. It would be done discreetly after Maria’s wedding. He wouldn’t be happy about it, but nor would he wish her to be married to a brute. “I’ll ride across the fields and be as quick as I can. I expect it will take a little more than an hour there and back,” she mused. “Coombe plans another trip to Bristol before your wedding. He will be away for a week. Can you speak to Harry and arrange for us to visit his parents during his absence?”

“There’s already talk because you’ve delayed your marriage to Coombe.” Maria sighed with a worried frown. “Older sisters are supposed to marry first.”

“There’s a good reason for it. Don’t worry, I’ll be most discreet.”

Maria remained unconvinced. “I do hope you know what you’re doing.”

“I can’t ask Chaloner to call off the engagement. Coombe would sue for breach of promise. I must have proof! What would you do in my place?”

Maria rubbed her brow. “Probably what you’re about to do,” she said in a sober tone. “Such recklessness is unlike you, dearest. You were always the calm one in the family and the most sensible. You must see a great need for taking such a risk.”

“I do.” Sibella winced. Perhaps if she hadn’t gone like a meek lamb to the slaughter, she wouldn’t be in this position now. She rose and ushered her sister to the door. “Please promise you won’t say a word about this to Harry.”

“Well, of course not! Do you think I would?”

Sibella hugged her. “Goose!” she said in a soothing tone. “You and Harry are so much in love you share every thought. And it’s quite right to do so. I hate asking you to keep this from him, but we shall tell him the whole story later.”

“I do hope there’s a happy ending,” Maria said gloomily.

Sibella straightened her shoulders. There was nothing she couldn’t handle, including Lord Coombe. Was she not a mature, competent woman?

Sibella and Maria returned to the ballroom, and Lord Coombe stiffly claimed her for a quadrille. To onlookers, he must appear the perfect fiancé. Considerate and attentive. Only she saw the unsympathetic light in his eyes when they rested on her. How his lips thinned.

As he believed her capable of committing adultery, she could say nothing in her defense. Her mother would put her emotions down to those of a nervous bride-to-be. She and Chaloner would blame Sibella’s preoccupation with Strathairn as the cause. But she was now sure that her instincts about Coombe had nothing to do with Strathairn. Coombe was secretive in a way that John was not. She would never be able to trust him. She was about to be tied to him for the rest of her life! More evidence was needed of his true nature.

“If you behave in a manner proper to your station, we need never mention this unsavory topic again,” Lord Coombe said. He glowered at her and scattered her thoughts.

She inhaled deeply. Why did he wish to marry her if he suspected her of being so deceitful?


Chapter Fifteen


With increasing disquiet, Strathairn observed Sibella hurrying from the ballroom followed by Maria. She was troubled, he could tell by the way she held her head. What had that blighter said to her? He gazed after her, distracted, and George Leadbetter, forced to repeat an amusing anecdote twice, demanded what ailed him.

When she returned to the ballroom, Sibella danced again with Coombe while her shoulders drooped. They barely spoke and said little to each other. A tiff? These things happened of course. When the dance ended, Sibella left Coombe’s side to talk to Georgina.

Strathairn excused himself and wandered in that direction. On reaching them, he paused to exchange pleasantries.

“I do hope you’ll dance tonight, John,” his sister said. “There are ladies lacking partners. It is your duty after all. Lady Sibella will wish to dance with only one man tonight. Is that not so?”

“Indeed. I do hope you’re both enjoying the evening,” Sibella said with a faint smile.

“I trust you are, too,” Strathairn said.

Sibella paled and fiddled with a bracelet. “But of course. You must excuse me. I believe Lord Coombe has the country dance in mind.”

She hurried away.

“Why, what’s afoot here, John?” Georgina demanded. “Lady Sibella seemed uncomfortable in your company.”

“Nonsense, my dear. Where is Broadstairs?”

Georgina lifted her eyebrows and gestured with her fan to a group nearby. “My husband is not far away.”

“He is never far from your side. He remains madly in love, I see.”

Georgina jutted her chin. “As I intend he always shall be, but don’t think your attempt to distract me has gone unnoticed.”

He cocked an amused eyebrow as a group of her friends joined them. When he was able to excuse himself, he searched for Sibella among the couples advancing onto the dance floor, not being able to shrug off his concern. She was nowhere to be seen.

He turned to find Coombe beside him.

Coombe bowed. “I wonder if we might talk, Strathairn. On the terrace?”

The rain had eased, but pools of water spread across the stone paving, and the air was still heavy with moisture. Avoiding a puddle, he faced the scowling Coombe with distaste and gestured at the fine mist curling through the trees, dampening their clothes. “What is so urgent that it must be said in these uncomfortable circumstances?”

“I do not wish what I’m about to say to be overheard.”

“What might that be?”

“I’ve seen the way you look at my fiancée. I know how thick you two were before Lady Sibella and I became engaged. And you still show an objectionable interest in her.”

“In what way?”

“Your admiring glances.”

“My dear fellow, half the men still old enough to care admire her. She’s a remarkably attractive woman. You are a lucky fellow.”

“I insist that you’re never seen in her company.”

“Impossible. The Brandreth’s are friends of mine.” No doubt, the man was jealous, but he wondered what provoked it. He was sure he would have learned nothing from Sibella.

“Friendship between a man and a woman of your age and circumstances is impossible without resulting in gossip. I refuse to have any such scandal attached to me.”

Strathairn took a step closer fighting the temptation to punch the man in his arrogant face. “Attached to you, Coombe? I would have thought it was Lady Sibella’s reputation you would be concerned about,” he said with contempt.

“What affects me affects Lady Sibella and our future life together,” he said stiffly.

The fellow was jealous. Well, he was familiar with that emotion. “There is no reason for gossip, Coombe. And I can assure you, I have nothing scandalous in mind,” he said mildly.

“See that you don’t.”

Really, this was too much; the man was overbearing and rude. “Is that a threat? If I should offend you in some way, you’ll challenge me to a duel?”

“I would not duel with you, Strathairn. That would be to your advantage. There are more subtle ways of dealing with such as you.”

“And what would they be?” Strathairn studied the tight face of the man before him, as his concern for Sibella grew. He stared at him in disgust. “Don’t threaten me, Coombe. That would certainly not be to your advantage.”

Coombe narrowed his eyes. “I suggest you do not risk finding out.”

“And I suggest you take very good care of Lady Sibella, who is a thousand times worthier than a mean-spirited individual like you,” he said, as rancor sharpened his voice. “If you hurt her, you will feel my sword pinking your belly. I promise you.”

Coombe’s laugh was cynical, and his brown eyes burned with loathing. “An idle threat, my lord?”

“I never make idle threats, Coombe.”

Coombe swiveled and strode back into the ballroom.

Strathairn strolled behind him with a desire to examine Coombe’s innards splayed across the terrace. He had become interested in Lord Coombe. Very interested indeed.
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Strathairn, not wishing to cause Sibella further distress, avoided approaching her again. He asked a young debutante to dance and spent the next twenty minutes attempting to put her at ease as she moved stiffly in his arms.

After the last dance ended, the musicians packed up and left the podium. Everyone began to say their goodbyes and moved toward the front door.

Strathairn was seeking his host and hostess when Guy approached him.

“I meant to mention that Mr. Eacock, the man you stationed in my street, reported seeing a woman outside my house,” Guy said. “Probably nothing. She was dropped at the end of the street and on several occasions walked up and down before returning to her carriage.”

“Did he describe her?”

“A dark-haired attractive lady stylishly dressed in a midnight blue cloak, so he said. She pulled the hood over her head as she approached my house. Eacock questioned her, and she said she was looking to buy a house in the area, and particularly admired mine. After I learned of it, I watched out for her, but she didn’t come back again.”

“Sounds innocent enough,” Strathairn said.

“It does. She was French.”

“French?” Strathairn didn’t like it. “What are your plans?”

“The baby is with Hetty’s aunt tonight with Eacock posted outside. I’m removing them to Rosecroft Hall tomorrow.”

“A wise move. Hetty agrees?”

Guy’s blue eyes grew steely. “For the baby’s sake. An invitation arrived this morning for Lord Harrington and Lady Maria’s wedding at St. Paul’s which has set the cat among the pigeons. Naturally, Hetty is bitterly disappointed to miss it. We haven’t announced it, but we are expecting our second child.”

“That’s wonderful news.” He slapped Guy on the back. “Congratulations! But of course she would be disappointed. Poor Hetty.”

“Still, it’s very difficult for anyone to get into Rosecroft Hall past my butler and burley footmen,” Guy said. “And no doubt you’ll sort things out quickly.”

He wished he shared Guy’s confidence. “I’ll miss you at my side.”

“Zut! I hate not being in the thick of things. You must spare a few days with us at the hall when next you can.”

“Not for some time, I’m afraid.” The people ahead left the Brandreths and continued out the door. “I must say my farewells. I see Hetty converses with Lady Brookwood. Please convey to your lady wife how sorry I am to lose her bright presence from the social scene.”

“I doubt I shall, Strathairn.” He winked with good humor. “It will only add fuel to an already blazing fire.”

Strathairn couldn’t help but grin as he approached the Brandreth’s. Chaloner looked mighty pleased with himself, the dowager fatigued, while Sibella beside her, laughed with what he suspected was false gaiety at something Edward said. Coombe glared at him.

He entered the square still troubled. Sibella had refused to look at him when he said his goodbyes. He hated to see her like this. She was ordinarily so bright and spirited. Whatever Coombe had said still upset her. Not a mere tiff then, but something far more troubling. He buttoned his coat while he tamped down the desire to question her more thoroughly about Coombe.

He gazed out the window of the carriage at the dark streets. Coombe had some business in the West Indies. He would make inquiries as to what it entailed, but surely Chaloner would have thoroughly investigated the man before he consented to the marriage.

When he alighted in Grosvenor Square, a man emerged from the shadows. “Lord Strathairn?”

“Billings, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lord. I bring unwelcome news. Irvine has been wounded.”

Strathairn cursed. “How bad is he?”

“I don’t know, my lord, but he lives.”

“Take me to him.”

Billing’s explained what little he knew as the carriage raced full tilt through the dark streets. “It was while Irvine shadowed Countess Forney. Someone shot him.”

Irvine remained unconscious in the surgeon’s house in East London. Strathairn spoke to the grim-faced doctor who was cleaning his instruments in the next room. “How bad is he?”

“Not good. The injuries to his leg and arm are not life threatening if we can keep the infection down, but I’m afraid one shot damaged his liver. He lost a lot of blood on his way here.”

“Take good care of him. Can he remain here until he’s well enough to be moved? You’ll be well paid.”

“Certainly. If he survives. It’s up to the good Lord now.”

“Can I take a look at what you dug out of him?”

Dr. Pinkerton held out the bowl, and Strathairn picked a ball out, turning it in his hands. His scalp prickled as he wiped the ball of metal in his handkerchief, then shoved it in his pocket.

Driving past his club in Pall Mall, he was tempted to order the carriage to stop. He had more than one good reason to drown his sorrows. Instead, he removed the ball from his pocket and reexamined it as the carriage continued through Mayfair. In a few hours, it would be morning. He’d send a message to Parnham to alert the home secretary. This investigation was not over.

Strathairn prayed Irvine would be alive the next day. He decided to stay awake seeing it was close to dawn. A few hours’ sleep always made him feel worse than none at all.

In the library, he took the tinder box from the mantel and lit the fire, then settled in the wing chair as his thoughts turned again to Sibella. He must pen a few letters to probe Lord Coombe’s business dealings. And time grew short.
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Sibella glanced up as her mother entered her shadowy chamber. “No maid, Sibella? I will dismiss that lazy girl without a reference.”

The air was smoky; the candles in the candelabra guttering, the fire reduced to a glow of embers. Slowly undressing, her limbs heavy with lassitude, she yawned and stretched, in no mood to argue. “I’d prefer you didn’t. Sarah is an excellent lady’s maid. I sent her to bed. It’s almost dawn. I expected you to have retired by now.”

“I’ll sleep well past noon. I wanted a word.”

“Oh?” Sibella laid her delicate gown carefully over a chair for Sarah to deal with in the morning.

“You looked beautiful tonight. Everyone said so.”

“Thank you, Mama.” Sibella pulled off her petticoat. Where was this leading? The urge to compliment her wouldn’t ordinarily keep her mother from her bed. Such things would surely wait until daylight.

Her mother moved the dress aside and sat on the chair. “Of all my daughters, you are most like me.”

“In nature?” Sibella rolled down a stocking. She doubted she would ever be as outspoken.

“No, Cordelia is like me in nature when she concentrates on anything other than her music. Sweet Aida takes after your grandmother. You inherited my figure and my cheekbones. I’m annoyed so many seasons have passed without you marrying and marrying well. We both know why Chaloner and I have pushed you toward this marriage with Coombe. You’ve been allowed far too much latitude in the choice of your life partner.”

My, what had caused her mother to have such a bee in her bonnet? This was going over old ground, surely. Too tired and dispirited to discuss it, she pulled her lawn nightgown over her hips. “Maria is the beauty of the family.”

“Maria looks just like my sister, Fenella. But you are like me.”

Sibella faced her, curious where this was heading. “Oh, Mama, both you and Aunt Fenella took London by storm in your first season. I had only moderate success, and that was some time ago.”

“Fenella and I were quite the rage for a time.” Her mother’s eyes grew thoughtful. “A heady time indeed.” Her gaze cleared and focused on Sibella. “One must enjoy every moment of one’s youth. It is fleeting.”

“I am trying to.” Sibella bit her lip to stop from protesting that if she’d loved her fiancé she would be happy indeed.

“I’m aware you don’t love Coombe,” her mother said as if reading her mind, “but what became obvious to me tonight is that you don’t like him.”

She was surprised, not by her mother’s acuity, but that she should broach this now. She opened her mouth to tell her what had happened between her and Coombe but shut it at the sight of her worried parent. She hadn’t noticed before that her mother grew older and had lost some of her strength and verve. Should she agree and send her parent off to bed deeply anxious? Her mother would take her side against Chaloner, who would consider her reasons ridiculous. She hated the idea of them arguing over her. She had made her plan and would solve this herself.

“Perhaps I pushed Coombe a little too far tonight. I am trying to understand him. He’s not one to reveal his emotions.”

“Some men can’t.” Did a little relief show in her mother’s eyes? In most things, she was a pillar of strength and a font of wisdom, but it was too much to ask it of her now. “We can’t always expect fulsome praise and showy acts of devotion. It doesn’t mean they don’t love us or care.”

Sibella felt a pang of sorrow. For all her protestations, was her mother’s marriage less than perfect? Her father had been a busy man not often in their company.

“I’ll try to be patient with him.” Sibella pressed a kiss to her mother’s cheek.

“Good.” Her mother pursed her lips. “You still have time, Sibella, to learn more about Coombe before you are wed.”

Sibella stared thoughtfully at the door as it closed behind her parent. Her mother just offered her support if she found marriage to Coombe impossible. It was impossible! With a sigh, she placed all her hopes on her trip to Arrowtree Manor.

If only John would help her, but she could hardly ask him again. She hugged to herself all that was left of her shredded pride. Any feelings they had for each other lay in the past. She had to be careful though. Coombe observed her so closely she feared she would give herself away.


Chapter Sixteen


After an early breakfast, Strathairn swore out a warrant at Bow Street and urged the constables to act immediately. Consumed with impatience, he prayed Irvine still lived as the carriage took him to Stepney.

At the surgeon’s house, he found Miles Irvine not only alive, but conscious. “Milord.” He weakly lifted his head from the bed. A bloody pad was fastened to his right side, his arm and leg bandaged.

Strathairn eased him down again with a hand on his good shoulder. “Easy does it. Can you tell me what happened?”

Irvine swallowed audibly, his eyes dark with pain. “We followed the countess to her dressmaker,” he said, his voice faint. “I was stationed at the back entrance and had two men guarding the front.”

“Yes, go on.”

“She came down the back stairs several minutes later, dressed in a dark blue cloak, and hailed a hackney. I managed to keep her in sight as it took her to a ramshackle house in a street in Seven Dials. Left my carriage and crept to the house to see her talk to a big brute of a fellow with shoulders like a five-barred gate.” He grimaced and laid his head back on the pillow.

“Take your time.” Strathairn waited as Irvine’s normally smooth-skinned face, was deeply furrowed in pain.

“Watched them through the window. The giant took metal parts from a crate—which fitted the description of the one Dawes brought ashore, milord! He assembled a gun on the table.”

“Assembled it? Did you recognize the type?”

“Never seen the like. A double-barrel rifle, but nothing Thomas Manton has made.” Irvine continued between gasps. “Brown lacquer, and the block, barrel and action parts fitted together like the fifth wheel on a carriage, real smooth like. It appeared to be breech loading…”

Strathairn’s eyebrows rose. “Hells teeth!”

Irvine nodded, his eyes wide. “They talked for several minutes… I wasn’t able to hear what they were saying… She emerged from the house without warning. I raced into the alley and fell over a pile of rubbish.” He dragged in a shuddering breath with a cringe of pain. “They heard me. The countess boarded her carriage and took off, and I was left to run for mine where it waited down the road. He shot me before I reached it.” Irvine gritted his teeth. “It was extraordinary, milord. He fired three shots in quick succession,” Irvine grimaced, “and I’m afraid he got me with all three of ’em.”

Strathairn stared at him. “There were no others there?”

“He was alone. The shots came from that rifle.”

Strathairn read the concern in Irvine’s eyes as they silently came to the same conclusion. It was a new style of gun not yet seen in England. “How did you manage to get away?”

“He came after me. While he was reloading, I managed to reach the carriage. Several shots struck the carriage as we took off, but they missed me and the jarvie who cursed me in fearsome fashion. Couldn’t blame him. Good fellow, didn’t desert me when most would have. Knew of this doctor and brought me here.”

“Well done, Irvine.” Strathairn nodded. “Do you wish me to inform your father?”

Irvine’s mouth tightened. “We don’t speak.”

Irvine’s father disagreed with his choice of occupation. Most fathers who cared at all did, including Strathairn’s own. “Is there anything I can do for you? Anything you need?”

“No, I’m cozy here, thank you, milord. The doc says I can stay for a while.”

“Get some rest. I’ll return this afternoon to see how you fare.”

Irvine coughed and closed his eyes. “Thank you, milord.”

The door opened, and a young woman brought in a tray with a steaming bowl, spoon, and a plate of fragrant bread.

“This is my daughter, Miss Gresham, my lord,” the surgeon said. “She is nursing Irvine.”

The pretty freckle-faced brunette curtsied.

Strathairn smiled. “You have my utmost thanks, Miss Gresham. A pretty nurse is exactly what Irvine needs.”

He left the house feeling a little more confident about Irvine. Was the countess here in England to take up her dead husband’s cause? An act of revenge? But the man with the gun made him suspect there was a good deal more to it. This time she would not be so gently handled. She would expect Irvine to have been dealt with, and might have considered it safe to return to Richmond.

When someone banged on the door, Strathairn was catching up on his sleep in the library. He had visited Irvine again last night and found him a little better. Then he’d returned to wait for news from Bow Street.

It was too early for the butler and most of the servants to be at their stations. He opened the door and cool, lilac-gray dawn light filtered into the hallway. He recognized Clancy, a Bow Street runner he’d had dealings with in the past. “A note for you, my lord.” Exhausted, the man drooped against the doorjamb.

Strathairn took the missive and nodded his thanks. “Do you require an answer?”

“No, milord.”

“Care to come in? You look as if you could do with a drink.”

Clancy’s brows shot up. “Kind of you, milord, but I’d rather get home to m’ bed.”

Strathairn returned to the library fire where he scanned the missive from Parnham. Countess Forney had been arrested during the night in Richmond as she packed her things. She and Crutchet were taken to Bow Street for questioning. They would appear before the magistrate at two o’clock.

He rubbed his tight scalp. Were they finally coming to grips with the situation? He went upstairs to bathe and change. His valet had laid out his clothes for the day and the hip-bath stood by the fire in readiness. Hobson had been his batman during the war and almost knew what Strathairn needed before he did himself. Strathairn lay back in the bath and wondered what the day would bring as Hobson poured more warm water over him.

“You look tense, my lord,” Hobson observed. “A massage will set you to rights.”

“No time, Hobson.” He stood, shedding water over the sides of the bath onto the floor, and stepped into the waiting towel. “After breakfast I must go out.”

An hour later, he was on the road in heavy traffic. An hour after that, he pulled his phaeton up outside the surgeon’s house. He alighted and threw the reins to his tiger, Jem.

Miss Gresham opened the door. She curtsied, a flush on her cheeks. “Good morning, my lord.”

“How’s the patient?”

“He is eating his breakfast.”

Strathairn swallowed the gasp of relief, seeing Irvine propped up by several pillows. The bed linen, although heavily mended, was spotlessly clean. Morning sun flooded through the window onto the embroidered coverlet. The aroma of hot food filled the air.

“Good morning, Irvine.” Strathairn drew up a chair beside the bed.

“Lord Strathairn.” Irvine struggled to remove the tray from his lap, attempting to sit straighter.

“Eat your tasty breakfast while it’s hot,” Strathairn said. The pinched look around Irvine’s mouth had gone, and while he still looked drawn, some healthy color had returned to his face.

“Take more than that to stop me.” Irvine tucked into sausage and eggs with good appetite. “I’ll be back at work in no time.”

“Forget it.” Strathairn shook his head. “Not until you’re fully recovered. Is there someone who can care for you at home?”

Irvine winked at the young woman who brought in two cups of coffee. “I’ve been invited to stay until I’m back on my feet. Very generous of them it is, too.”

“Indeed, it is.” Strathairn nodded and took the cup and saucer from the young woman. She flushed an even rosier pink and tugged the edge of her apron. “Thank you for the coffee, Miss Gresham.”

“You’re welcome, my lord.” She hurried from the room.

Once the door had closed, Strathairn leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs. “I’m sure you are eager to learn of the latest development.”

Irvine paused, fork in the air, his eyes wide. “You’ve got one of ’em, my lord?”

“We’ve arrested Countess Forney. I’m on my way to Bow Street.”

“She’d better talk.”

“The constables will make certain she does.”

“It looks like her husband is dead, doesn’t it, my lord?”

Strathairn shrugged. “We seem to have a new enemy on our hands. And not one to take lightly.”

“We must locate the rogue before he strikes. Do you have any idea what he and the countess planned?”

“No, but the time is ripe for sabotage. Your description of this man is circulating London and the environs. Spies are on the lookout for him. We’ve had a few false alarms, but so far, nothing.”

As he left the surgeon’s house, he suffered a frisson of foreboding. So much was at stake. Stories of unrest in the north filled The Times. It was the opinion of many that any activists who spoke out of turn and egged the people to riot should be hanged. Meanwhile, angry industrial workers in the midlands threatened to riot. The atmosphere was combustible. It would take little to stir up open rebellion, which could tip over into civil war.
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In Lord and Lady Fenwick’s drawing room, Lord Coombe solicitously arranged the shawl around Sibella’s shoulders as they listened to Ode to A Nightingale, the latest poem read by the slight pale consumptive poet, John Keats. The beautiful ode pulled at the heartstrings, but Sibella had trouble concentrating due to Lord Coombe’s ominous presence beside her. If he suffered regret for the way he had acted at their betrothal ball, he was not prepared to share it with her. Nothing more on the matter had been said, his manner coolly solicitous in the carriage.

He made her want to scream at him like a fishwife. His outrageous accusation warranted an apology or at least more discussion to clear the air. Worse, he made her feel guilt-ridden, although there was nothing she could do about her emotional state. She wasn’t even sure what sparked such a heated reaction. Jealousy, a human failing, she might have understood, but she doubted that was it. She’d seen vehemence in his eyes not passion. Not given to hysterics, she did not trust him.

Maria hurried up as soon as Lord Coombe left. “I’ve spoken to Harry. We are to visit the abbey when his parents arrive home.”

Sibella kissed Maria’s cheek, aware how much her sister hated the idea. “Thank you, dear one.” She couldn’t wait. Nor could she consider the possibility of failure.


Chapter Seventeen


A noisy, motley crowd packed the Bow Street magistrate’s court. Prostitutes drunk on gin set up a din while thieves flinched nervously, their fox eyes darting about. Lady Forney stood in rumpled clothes before the magistrate, her gaze roaming around the room, as if surprised to find herself in such insalubrious company. Her shoulders sagged as her confidence vanished along with her well-groomed appearance.

Beside her, Crutchet looked a hundred if a day. He kept protesting in a high-toned wailing voice that he hadn’t known the countess was involved in such extraordinary dealings. He jerked at the sharp rebuke and the deep scowl the countess gave him. Strathairn was inclined to believe him. Crutchet would never be a reliable member of a conspiracy. His mind wandered on occasion. His red-rimmed eyes blinked shortsightedly; the questioning, which had continued throughout the night, had reduced him to a befuddled and quavering state.

“What purpose took you to Seven Dials, countess?” the magistrate asked. “Mr. Irvine was shot when he followed you there.”

Apparently, made of sterner stuff than Crutchet, she straightened, widening her eyes. “I know nothing of a Mr. Irvine, sir. He followed me? Whatever for? If he was shot, it was not by me.”

“Why did you come to England?”

“How many times must I explain? While in Paris, I received a note from a man who said he had news of my husband, Count Forney. I hoped he might tell me the count was alive somewhere and unable to contact me, although in my heart I knew he was dead. When he wrote to me again in London, I went to meet him. It proved to be a ruse to persuade me to back him in some scheme. I refused and left.”

“What scheme? What was the man’s name?”

“He said his name was Smith.” She faltered as chuckles and titters rose from the crowded court, then straightened her shoulders. Strathairn admired how quickly she recovered. “I didn’t stay long enough to learn of his plan. I’m sure your Mr. Irvine, whoever he is, will confirm that I wasn’t there above a few minutes.”

“What had this Mr. Smith to say about the rifle he showed you?”

She shrugged. “I took little notice. I know nothing of guns, sir. I was disappointed and planned to return to France. I was packing when you brought me here.”

She stood her ground under a barrage of questions.

It was time to test her further. Strathairn nodded to the prosecutor.

Mr. Eacock, the man employed to watch Guy’s house and guard his child, took the stand.

“Is the woman you saw outside Lord Fortescue’s house on more than one occasion here in the court?” the magistrate asked him.

“She is, sir.” Mr. Eacock pointed at the countess. “Over there.”

“It is noted,” the magistrate said, “That the witness identifies Countess Forney.”

“I hoped to speak to the baron. I thought he might know where Forney was,” Countess Forney cried. She lowered her head and fell silent.

The magistrate banged his gavel and ordered the pair of them to Newgate to await trial at the Old Bailey. The countess crumpled like a marionette with its strings cut. She turned wild-eyed to point at Strathairn. “I will talk. But only to him.”

The countess was brought to a room where Strathairn waited. She sat on the wooden chair and swept her untidy damp hair from her face. “I’m going to hang, aren’t I?”

“Confess all and avert a serious crime, and it might go better for you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And spend the rest of my life behind bars? A short life, too, for I’ll not survive long in that place.”

“Where did the gun come from? What is Smith’s real name? Where is he now?”

“I know nothing of the gun. Smith is a Frenchman. I never learned his real name. He kept his direction from me.” She raised her eyebrows. “He would hardly take the chance that you’d torture me into revealing his whereabouts.”

“Torture is an option, certainly.” Strathairn dragged a chair up with his foot. He sat down, his knee almost touching hers. “Why don’t you tell the truth?” he said. “It’s your only chance.”

Disturbed by his gentle tone and his proximity, her fingers worked at her hair again, busily tidying away the stray strands sticking to her damp forehead. “What will you do for me?”

“All that I can.”

She snapped her fingers. “Poof. Nothing, in other words.”

“You have little choice, for if you don’t…” He let the words hang in the air.

“I don’t know what else I can tell you!”

“I don’t believe you, Lady Forney.”

“Blood doesn’t come from a stone.”

Strathairn stood, hiding his anger and frustration. “Then we’ll see how you feel after a few nights in Newgate Prison.”

As the days passed, it became clear that the mysterious Frenchman, Smith, had gone into hiding. He’d failed to return to the house in Seven Dials. Inquiries as to the owner of the house had turned up a deceased estate. With no one to claim it, it fell into ruin.

Conscious of the urgency of the situation, Strathairn visited Newgate for another attempt at making the countess talk. Her wild gaze flew to meet his when he entered the crowded, putrid cell where inmates spent the daylight hours. Her gown was soiled, and her chin wobbled, but she stubbornly clamped her lips refusing to answer his questions. He reminded her of the inevitability of her fate and left, discouraged. He’d begun to doubt she’d crack. Was her determination to see this through to its dastardly end stronger than her need to survive? Or did she act to protect her husband? Could Forney be behind this?

While at Bow Street, Strathairn employed a runner to inquire into Lord Coombe’s activities. Once home, he penned a letter to Governor Montserrat in Antigua and another to the authorities in Bristol. Coombe’s sly threat worried him more than if the man had taken a swing at him or slapped his face with his glove. The man proved a disturbing mystery. No one of Strathairn’s acquaintance knew him, so he sought out Edward who had introduced him to the family.

They met on horseback in the park that afternoon.

Edward, who worked as a solicitor rode into view on a roan. “I haven’t long, Strathairn,” he said. “I need to get back to see a client. Your note said you wished to discuss Coombe.”

“Do you have any concerns about him?”

“Can’t accuse him of being a charmer,” Edward said. “And the poor chap hasn’t a chance with you around.”

Strathairn glowered at him as they trotted the horses down the Row. “You introduced him to Sibella. Did you or Chaloner feel the need to check the man out?”

“He was in the same year up at Oxford. Seemed a fairly conservative fellow. Not a close friend of mine, however.”

“No, can’t see you taking up with a conservative in those days,” Strathairn said.

Edward grinned. “Touché. According to Chaloner, he’s suitable husband material for Sib. Young widower, good breeding, plump in the pocket. Neat estate in Chiddingston. Sibella would be Maria’s neighbor when her husband became duke. That should count for something.”

“Would it? But what is your opinion of the man?”

“Honestly? Haven’t warmed to him particularly on closer acquaintance. But I told Sibella not to take him until she was quite sure. No one has pushed her into this, Stathairn.”

“Not forcibly perhaps.”

“My advice is to let it go, Strathairn. Sib can’t be happy while you’re aways watching over her.”

Strathairn raised his eyebrows. “I’m seen to watch over her?” Perhaps Coombe had a point.

“Your friends are aware how much you care for her, and if you don’t, you’re fooling yourself.” Edward gave a half-hearted shrug. “I’d like to see you both happy even if it’s not together. Dinner at White’s Saturday evening?” He touched his hat and road away before Strathairn could reply.

Despite Edward’s warning, Strathairn became more determined. He’d know this man inside out before he and Sibella tied the knot. If he proved to be all that he presented to the world, even if Strathairn didn’t care for him personally, well he’d have to live with it. Meanwhile, he had a dangerous mission to get his teeth into.

With a hoy, Lord Montsimon rode up to him. Strathairn turned to greet him, relieved to have some cheerful company.
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Sibella eyed the thin-winged swallow gliding on the air above the trees. The soft mat of autumn leaves covered the ground and muffled the horses’ hooves as they cantered along Rotten Row, steam from their nostrils rising in the cold air. She blinked as an icy breeze rushed across her cheeks and laughed at a witty observation Althea Brookwood had made, while riding beside her. Light of heart, Sibella was almost like her old self as Coombe had returned to his country manor to attend to business matters. She hated riding with him, disliking the way he handled his horse. He whipped the animal at the slightest provocation, which made the animal even more intractable.

Althea turned in the saddle. “Montsimon and Strathairn ride behind us.”

Sibella resisted the urge to look over her shoulder as her heart began its cursed drumming. She gripped the reins tightly. Would she never be immune to Strathairn? Giving in to the impulse, she turned her head. Both handsome men looked very much at home on horseback as they approached. Enough to turn any lady’s head. She cast a sidelong glance at Althea, but she had lowered her gaze.

“A chilly day, ladies.” Strathairn reined in beside her. His gaze met hers with an odd intensity, making her start. As if he read her thoughts and discovered her plan. Even though he had no idea what she was about to do, he still unnerved her. She hated keeping secrets from him. Dishonesty didn’t sit well with her. She had sworn Maria to secrecy, and thankfully, their paths would not cross until after she’d been to Arrowtree Park.

Montsimon’s wavy dark-brown hair sprang back from a widow’s peak when he pulled off his hat. Appreciation warmed his thickly lashed gray eyes. She guessed many women would find him attractive, doubly so, because he was fond of women and seemed relaxed in their company.

“You are both dressed for the cooler weather,” he said in his soft Irish lilt. “And quite charmingly, I might add.” His gaze lingered somewhat longer on Althea. She did look gorgeous in a royal-blue velvet habit trimmed with ermine, a matching hat perched on her golden locks.

“How gallant you are, Lord Montsimon,” Sibella said.

Althea sagged in the saddle and put a hand to her forehead. “Sibella—my lords, forgive me, my head has begun to ache most abominably. I fear I shall have to return home.”

Concerned, Sibella stared at her. How odd. She hadn’t mentioned a headache before now. “That is indeed a shame, my dear. I’ll accompany you, of course.”

“No, please continue to enjoy the day. I’ll be perfectly all right once I’ve taken a little willow bark and rested in a darkened room.”

“Allow me to escort you home, Lady Brookwood,” Lord Montsimon said.

“Kind of you, my lord, but entirely unnecessary.” Althea’s tone brooked no argument. “My groom will accompany me.”

After Althea left the park riding with her groom, Montsimon’s expression became abstracted. “I believe I’ll ride on. Good day, Lady Sibella. Tonight at the club, Strathairn?”

“Does something go on between those two?” Sibella asked.

“No, nor ever likely to.” Strathairn angled his fine stallion alongside her horse. “Lord Coombe doesn’t ride with you today?”

“He’s visiting his estate.”

“Then may I see you home?”

“There’s no need. Cordia and her husband, Viscount Barthe are here with friends.” She glanced along Rotten Row. “I believe they’re not far ahead of us.”

“When does the family retire to Brandreth Park?”

“Tomorrow. Our stay will be short, however. We must prepare for Maria and Harry’s wedding.” She was careful not to hint at their visit to Harry’s parents. “Coombes and mine follows soon after.” She almost choked on the words when her chest fluttered like a frightened bird. She dropped her gaze to the reins in her hands afraid he’d see the dread in her eyes.

“I’m pleased I’ve found you alone.”

At the tone of his voice, she tensed, and her gaze flew to his face. “Why?”

“What happened at the ball to upset you?”

Sibella bit her lip. Those handsome eyes of his missed little. “Upset? I hardly think… Well at one point, I was cross, I admit.” She laughed and said in a careless tone. “Lovers will quarrel, you know.”

Strathairn’s eyebrows rose. “Lovers?”

“We are about to marry, Strathairn.”

“Then what I witnessed was nothing of consequence?”

“A small disagreement ’tis all,” she said airily, casting him a sidelong glance.

“Something’s wrong. It’s clear by looking at you.” His lips firmed. Lips that had taken hers in passionate kisses she would never be able to forget.

“That’s not flattering, Strathairn. Perhaps you require lessons in charm from Lord Montsimon. I was enjoying the day before you came.”

He scowled. “Dammit! You’re being evasive. I know you too well, Sibella.”

“Nonsense. Men find women very difficult to understand. My brothers constantly tell me so. And being my friend does not allow you to curse in my presence.”

“Then I apologize. Now, what happened to bring you so low?” He leaned toward her with intent in his eyes.

She shivered. If she didn’t explain, would he whisk her off the horse and into the bushes?

She dropped her gaze. “Maria believes Coombe is jealous of you.”

He nodded. “I believe he is.”

She stared at him. “Did he say something to you?”

“He was angry.”

She steadied her mount. “I’m sorry that happened. He’s hard to understand at times,” she confessed. Then immediately wished she hadn’t, for Strathairn sat up straighter in the saddle.

“Your brother made enquiries into Coombe’s past?”

“I expect so.”

He eyed her. “I believe I’ll do some digging into the man’s history myself.”

“Thank you, but really, it’s not necessary. I’m quite capable of… Look, there is Roland. Cordelia is with him.” Relieved, she nudged her horse’s flank.

With a scowl, Strathairn made to grab her reins. “Sibella you’re not going to—”

“Roland, Cordelia, come join us.” She welcomed the disruption, fearing Strathairn would continue to interrogate her until he wrestled the truth from her.

It was his job after all, and she was sure he was very good at it. She would not allow him to become involved. Coombe had warned her, and even though Strathairn could hold his own in any company, she knew him to be honorable, and she had begun to suspect that Lord Coombe was not. That way might lead to tragedy. She turned to talk to her brother as a sad little voice deep inside told her she would never know the thrill of surrendering herself to the hard, demanding, overpowering passion of a man like Strathairn.


Chapter Eighteen


Strathairn had not had a chance to speak to Montsimon at Hyde Park concerning his time in Paris. He sought him at his club in St. James’s, that evening, finding him in a heated discussion about politics with one of his cronies. Recently returned from France, Montsimon’s smart coat featured a shawl collar.

“I see you’re in danger of becoming a dandy,” Strathairn said with a grin.

“I suspect I would fail miserably,” Montsimon said with a laugh. “Dandies are devoted to elegance. They live before a mirror. I should become horribly bored.”

He drew Montsimon away to a corner of the library, ordered wine, and questioned him about Coombe.

Montsimon tapped a long finger against his glass. “Lady Coombe’s cousin suspected her death was not an accident, but he had no proof. He told me something of Coombe’s activities on his plantation in the Caribbean. Said Coombe was a harsh master. Deuced unattractive that. I can’t verify any of it. The fellow was clearly set against Coombe, but it might come down to the family estate, money and so forth. So often does. Coombe is a difficult man to read, is he not? Still waters run deep.”

“‘Such men are dangerous.’” Strathairn scowled as he quoted Julius Caesar.

“Quite so.” Montsimon toasted with his glass. “Unlike you to go about quoting Shakespeare, Strathairn. One might think you were in love.”

Accused twice in one day was a little too much. Strathairn moderated his expression and refused to rise to his friend’s bait. “I never sleep well, and my father has a well-stocked library.” True or not, the cousin’s estimation of the man fitted with his own and tightened his gut. “I’ll need to do some more digging on Lord Coombe, it seems.”

A smile tugged at Montsimon’s mouth. “Very solicitous of you. I would have expected her brother, the marquess, to find out all he could about the man before sanctioning the marriage.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“More wine?” Montsimon signaled to a waiter. “The government remains concerned that we’re on the brink of civil war,” he said. “The menacing banners still do the rounds, and rancorous songs are sung in the alehouses. It would only take one forceful, charismatic leader to light the fire.”

Montsimon narrowed his eyes against the smoky air. “I doubt it will be Henry Hunt. He’s an accomplished speaker and popular, admittedly, but vain and irresolute, and not an advocate of violence.”

“Let’s hope it’s like the barber’s cat, all piss and wind. And once Sidmouth pushes through the Six Acts, the danger will pass.”

“You are confident of that?” Montsimon looked unconvinced.

“Not entirely. I don’t agree with the Blasphemous and Seditious Libels Act gagging authors and newspapers. Neither do the Tories. They won’t pass this legislation.”

Strathairn tossed back the dregs in his glass. Until then, peace was poised on a knife edge. One random act could shatter it. And somewhere, a ruthless murderer lurked, well-armed and with some evil design to bring chaos to England.

He left Montsimon at White’s and walked down St. James’s Street. Montsimon’s comment about love turned his thoughts again to Sibella. She was never far from his mind these days. His lustful thoughts didn’t surprise him; she was a beautiful woman, but he was surprised by the deep sense of longing. He’d never experienced such feelings for any woman. This was more than a passing fancy. It was soul-deep. Edward had the right of it, he did want to take care of Sibella. Of course, he’d relinquished any such right, and it was unlikely she’d ever confide in him again.

Society deserted London for the country now that the hunting season had begun, and parliament was in recess. Her family would soon vacate St. James’s Square for Brandreth Park.

He had to keep his mind on the matter at hand, and would return tomorrow to the countess who might now be prepared to talk. Feeling hamstrung, he struck his cane against a lamppost, drawing a look of surprise from a well-dressed man passing by.

Strathairn shrugged with a smile.

“Some days are like that, aren’t they?” the man said sympathetically.

“Indeed.” With a slight bow, he turned to cross the road, tossing a coin to the street sweeper.

He arrived home to find a letter waiting from the Bristol authorities. Lord Coombe’s conduct had never warranted scrutiny. It failed to set his mind at rest. Strathairn cursed, screwed the paper up, and threw it into the fire. He paced the length of the library as he scrubbed his hands through his hair. Something didn’t smell right. He had an excellent nose for trouble, which came from experience and seldom let him down.

The next day he returned to the prison.

A heavy atmosphere of despair and an appalling rank smell of unwashed bodies, bodily functions and rat droppings greeted him. Lady Forney ran to him as soon as he entered. She had fresh scratches on her cheek. “Lord Strathairn! Can’t you do something? I should not be in here with these prostitutes.” She swung wildly to gesture at the women crammed into the narrow cell with her.

A woman with a hard face sneered at her. “Thinks she’s too good for us and whines all the time.”

Lines of tension had deepened in the countess’s face, her eyes reddened.

“You have something to tell me?”

“Yes, if you get me out of this filthy hole in the wall.”

Strathairn beckoned to the turnkey. When she was returned to her cell, he gestured for her to sit on the cot and offered her his handkerchief. She took the square of lawn and dabbed at the scratch on her face.

He signaled to the constable. “Fetch the countess water.” He declined to sit on the flea-infested cot and leaned against the wall, folding his arms. “Now. Let’s have it all.”

“My husband didn’t die when the ship foundered on rocks.” She fussed with the handkerchief. “Forney was badly hurt though, escaping the wreck. He only lived for a few months.”

“Where was this?”

“We took a house in Marseille. Many of his friends came to see him.”

“Napoleonic sympathizers, I expect. Their names?”

She shook her head. “I shan’t tell you that. But for Smith, they all remain in France. The cowards refused to join us.”

“What is Smith’s real name?”

“Philippe Moreau.”

“Where is he hiding?”

She shrugged. “How should I know?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “You will have to do better than that.”

“Moreau may have returned to Manchester.”

He pushed himself away from the wall. “Has he been in Manchester before, stirring up trouble?”

“I believe so.”

“Why go back there? What does he plan?”

She shrugged. “To cause trouble for the government, of course.”

“Why? What drives him?”

“Moreau does as he pleases.” She plucked at her bodice as if it was too tight although the gown hung loose on her slender frame. “He was a marksman in Napoleon’s army.”

He resisted shaking her. “Tell me more!”

“It’s his plan to assassinate the Prince Regent.”

Strathairn thumped the table. “When is this to take place? And where?”

She jumped in the seat. “I don’t know,” she cried. A little of her old fire returned to brighten her eyes. “Moreau will carry out his mission. He’s prepared to die rather than fail.”

“He will die. I assure you.”

“You don’t understand. He’s a fanatic. British soldiers murdered his wife and children. With that gun and the element of surprise, no one can match him.” She gave him a sly glance. “Your days are also numbered. You are on his list.”

He ignored her jibe. “We’ll find him and take away that element of surprise.”

“He is not alone.” She shrugged. “And as long as Bonaparte lives, emotions run high.”

“Who else is with him?”

“Does he work with others?”

“No. This glorious attack will be all his.”

“Why were you watching the baron’s house?”

“When my husband lay dying, I promised him I would avenge him.”

“By doing what, murdering Lord Fortescue? His wife? His baby?”

“I don’t choose to make war on babies, but there’s much more at stake.”

He turned to gaze at the barred window. If he looked at her now, he would hit her. “Tell me where Moreau plans to strike,” he said in a calmer voice.

“I cannot!”

“If that’s the case, I can’t help you.” Strathairn decided to give her more time to stew over her future. He gestured to the turnkey to unlock the cell door. “We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

She twisted her fingers together, looking pale and curiously determined. “Do you enjoy seeing me so dirty and disheveled? I need my things.” She jutted her chin at him. “I am a countess. Have them send my trunk.”

Strathairn paused to think. With her things around her, she may be more inclined to talk. Remind her of the elegant life she had lost and might possibly regain. He turned to address her jailor. “Search the trunk first. I want any papers or letters you find. Remove anything sharp and keep an eye on her. I’ll return tomorrow.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Strathairn stood in front of her, forcing her to meet his gaze. “You’ll have tonight to think, Countess. I want to know what event Moreau has set his sights on. You had better come up with the right answers.”

“They shall kill me whatever I say,” her high-pitched voice echoed after him.

“Not if you give us the correct information.”

Once home, he found the house too empty and went out again. He drank at an alehouse he hadn’t been to for some time. Molly sidled up to him with a laugh. She ran her hands over his chest. “I’ve missed you, me lord.”

Strathairn grinned down at her, appreciating her pretty face. “Have you, Molly?”

“Would you care to come upstairs?” She nudged her head toward the narrow stairs, which led to her attic room.

“Not tonight, Molly love. Allow me to buy you dinner.” Strathairn smiled at her with the knowledge that he would never return here. Loving Sibella had stripped the habits of his old life away. He wasn’t sure what lay ahead for him now.

Strathairn woke suddenly and rubbed his temples to ease the pounding in his head. After retiring late, he’d woken in the early hours drenched in sweat from another bad dream. He snatched his watch off the dresser. Barely seven. “Come!” he yelled at the brave servant who had knocked.

His butler, Rhodes opened the door and peered in. “Are you awake, my lord?”

“I am now, curse it! What’s the matter?”

“A constable has arrived from the prison. He waits downstairs.”

A shiver of apprehension ran through him. He threw back the covers and slid to the floor. “Show him into the library.”

Strathairn shrugged on his banyan, pushed his feet into backless slippers and strode downstairs.

A man he didn’t know stood ill at ease in the dim cold library. On seeing Strathairn, he hurried forward. “Grimsby, milord. It’s Countess Forney. She killed herself during the night.”

Strathairn cursed so fulsomely the man took a step back. “How the devil did she manage to do that?”

“A letter opener in her trunk. Quite sharp it was.” He made a stabbing motion to his throat.

“Can’t anyone obey orders?” Strathairn yelled. “You were to watch her! Her trunk was to be searched!”

“It was during a changing of the guard, milord.” The man rose up on his toes. “We had searched her things, but the pretty thing looked like a trinket, in a brass scabbard it was, in among her jewelry…”

“Enough!”

The constable shuffled his feet and hung his head. “What’s to be done, milord?”

Strathairn strode up and down, rubbing his hand across the stubble on his jaw. “Have the trunk sent here.” He should not have trusted the fools. Now Moreau was free to go about his business unimpeded.

He had dressed, shaved, and breakfasted by the time the trunk arrived. It had been placed in the middle of the Turkey rug in the library. Strathairn threw back the lid. It was filled with expensive gowns, silk shoes, and fripperies. He kneeled and rooted through it. The jewelry box was empty. Perhaps the countess had used her jewelry to bargain for special privileges. More likely they had been stolen. One way or another, anything of value had found its way into the pockets of the prison guards.

He sat back on his haunches in disgust. Nothing. After easing his shoulders, he began again, taking out each item to study closely. He was losing heart and almost down to the bottom of the trunk when something bumped against his hand. “Fetch me a knife,” he demanded of the footman who stood at the open door.

Strathairn took the knife and sliced through the crimson silk. He discovered a small book hidden in the lining. He sat by the fire to read it.
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In the conservatory at Brandreth Park, Sibella pressed soil into a pot, glad to be back where she was at her most peaceful. She put the pot aside and took another as the scents of earth and fragrant lilies rose to soothe her.

“Sib?”

She spun around. “Vaughn!” She ran to hug him, drawing off her soiled gloves. “You appear well. Have you found Yorkshire to your liking?”

He grinned. “The weather is cold and it rains a lot, but it does tend to agree with me.”

She drew him to a garden seat among the potted shrubs. “Do you plan to return?”

He straightened his shoulders. “Of course. Strathairn relies on me to help run things while he’s away.”

“I’m sure he appreciates all that you do.”

“I wrote and told him I was coming to London because Mama wished to see me. He said he hoped to come down while I’m here. We have much to discuss.”

Sibella tensed. “Strathairn is coming down to Tunbridge Wells?”

“I expect so, but he didn’t say when.”

Confident she’d be gone before he came, Sibella cast a fond look at her brother. “Tell me about your life at Linden Hall. What fills your days?”

Vaughn’s recounting of his daily activities involved horses almost entirely. While sensing he was editing out anything she might disapprove of, Sibella’s mind wandered. The duke and duchess were to return earlier than expected, and her visit was to take place the following Saturday. It fitted perfectly as Lord Coombe was to depart for Bristol on Sunday. Even if Strathairn arrived before they left, he was unlikely to find anything unusual about her visiting the abbey. If only she could be more confident of her own behavior under pressure. When suspicious, Strathairn’s measuring gaze made her dreadfully nervous.

“And on Saturday evenings…” Vaughn was saying. “I attend the dances at the York assembly.”

“You’ve made friends there?”

His roguish expression put her on the alert. The old Vaughn made an appearance. “I’d love to hear about them.”

“The apothecary’s daughter, Jenny, and I enjoy a dance. She has lovely fair hair and the bluest eyes.”

“You will be careful, won’t you, dearest? You can’t toy with a girl from a respectable home.”

He smoothed back his hair looking affronted. “Sib! You think so little of me.”

“No, I don’t. It’s just that girls do take to you.” She couldn’t resist mussing his hair again. “You’re such a handsome devil.”

“Chaloner won’t approve, but Jenny is a very sweet girl. You would like her, Sib.”

“I’m sure I would.” Sibella looked at him sadly. As the fourth-born son, it was unlikely he’d ever be heir, but marrying outside the beau monde was frowned upon. If his feelings remained constant, she resolved to help him persuade Chaloner to agree.


Chapter Nineteen


Parnham raised his head from the pages torn from the countess’s book scattered over his desk. “We learn nothing of Forney from this.”

They had learned much from the notes made by the countess, however, about the house in Seven Dials where they were to meet to discuss their future plans, her strategy to use Crutchet for her own ends, and details about the top-loading rifle Moreau had used to shoot Irvine and how it was brought to Liverpool from America. An American gunsmith had built the gun from the stolen plans of a man called Hall.

The gun was then smuggled aboard a boat to London where Dawes unloaded the crate. Moreau, the best marksman in Napoleon’s army, planned to use the gun to assassinate the Regent and politicians. Lady Forney’s personal vendetta to kidnap Guy’s baby had thankfully been foiled. However, none of this told them when and where Moreau would strike.

Strathairn eased his tense shoulders. “What news from agents up north?”

“Nothing. The man’s gone to ground.” Parnham said. “The Regent is ill with pleurisy. He’s not expected to make an appearance for at least another week. The next official function that draws both royalty and politicians together is the regent’s patronage of Vauxhall Gardens Grand Gala. It’s a perfect venue for him to strike under the cover of a fireworks display. The regent is determined to appear before the people. He is anxious to give a show of strength as he fears Princess Caroline, who remains popular here, will return to England.” He paused. “The only other possible occasion would be the wedding of the Marquess of Harrington, but I shouldn’t think—”

“What?” Strathairn jumped to his feet. “Sibella’s sister, Maria’s wedding to Lord Harrington? Who’s invited?”

Parnham scratched his head. “The Duke is a favorite of King George, but the king won’t be there, of course. St. Paul’s Cathedral will draw quite a crowd with members of the ton and the regent attending, and possibly Viscount Sidmouth and Lord Castlereagh as well.”

“We must take precautions,” Strathairn said uneasily.

“The prince is well guarded and won’t take kindly to us making an unnecessary fuss. His relationship with the people is bad enough. We’ll throw all our resources at the gala.” Parnham folded his arms. “Vauxhall Gardens has been advertised. Moreau will know of it.”

“Still,” Strathairn said thoughtfully, “with that gun, he could pick off the prince and several others right in front of the cathedral. He may even get inside.”

Parnham’s brows lowered. “The difficulty we have is that the prince never takes attempts on his life seriously. He will insist on attending, and the rest of the guests can hardly cry off.”

“We could throw a net around the whole place and seal off all the roads,” Strathairn said. “Check every carriage before it reaches the cathedral.”

“How can I justify the expense of both venues when this madman might have decided his cover is blown and has gone back to France?”

“If Moreau turns up, I can get him,” Strathairn said forcefully. “Don’t you see? He may have both affairs in his sights. If he fails to strike at the wedding, he will try again at the gala, and maybe with some success.”

“It will be on your head if all this expense is for naught,” Parnham said. “We can hardly bring in the army. I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to the home office.”

“Let it be on my head.” Strathairn pushed back his chair and stood. “If you don’t need me for the following week or so, I’ll take a sojourn to the country.”

Parnham’s brows flew up. “Yorkshire?”

“Kent. I’ll alert the Brandreths. And I think a visit to advise the Duke of Lamplugh and his son is politic.”

“I will send word. Better perhaps to handle this in person if you’re down that way,” Parnham said, drumming his fingers on his desk. “No sense in alarming them too much. Assure them that St. Paul’s will be made secure. Tell them we have no concrete proof there will be any danger.” He leaned back. “I can’t say I like you being caught up in this, though. You have a personal interest in getting this man, which is never good—one can lose one’s perspective. And this Moreau might be after you.”

Strathairn grinned. “I didn’t know you cared, Parnham.”

Parnham gave a wry smile. “I just don’t want to have to go to the trouble of replacing you.”

Strathairn left the building. He had a more personal interest than Parnham realized. There was a lot riding on the success of this mission. The safety of Sibella and her family, revenge for Nesbit’s death, and, if he was honest, the desire to have people respect and honor the work he did instead of viewing him with doubt in their eyes. He rubbed his neck. If he was wrong, he would come under serious censure.

He doubted the Brandreths would change their plans. Well, he would be there to take care of Sibella, whether Coombe liked it or not.
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On Saturday, Sibella and Maria journeyed to Lamplugh Abbey, as the duke and duchess were now in residence. Relieved to be at last actively tackling her concerns, Sibella attempted to ignore her irrational disappointment at missing Strathairn’s visit to Brandreth Park.

Some hours later, the carriage traveled through a handsome park of chestnut, oak, and beech. “Lamplugh Abbey has a five-hundred-acre deer park,” Maria said, gazing out the window.

The massive roof of the abbey appeared against the backdrop of a tumultuous sky. Maria turned to Sibella. “Storm clouds. You can’t go in bad weather.”

“I have to Maria,” Sibella said through tight lips.

Maria sighed. “You will take a groom with you tomorrow?”

“I can’t trust any of the duke’s grooms to be discreet. Word is sure to reach him.”

“Then take Manley. You can trust him. He’s been with us forever.”

Involving their groom in her scheme didn’t seem wise, but Maria would fret if she didn’t. “I’ll consider it,” she said, as they drove past an ornamental water feature graced with a majestic stone fountain.

Their carriage stopped in front of the building where four large wagons stood, with grooms at the horses’ heads. Liveried footmen assisted a group of workmen as they carried crates up the steps and through the towering arched doorway. Some appeared to be very heavy.

A tall, slim figure emerged from the house. Harry came down the steps to greet them. He kissed them both on the cheek. “My parents have purchased all the statues and paintings in Italy,” he said, his brown eyes smiling.

Sibella laughed. “I can’t wait to see them.”

“Father is like a boy at Christmas opening the crates. Mother sends her love and her apologies. She is resting as she is exhausted after the trip and will join us at dinner.”

Harry led them through cavernous rooms filled with exquisite furniture, paintings, and tapestries to a huge echoing chamber where his father stalked about issuing orders to the workmen. More than a dozen paintings in gilt frames were lined up along the walls. Statues draped in white cloth stood around like ghosts.

The duke was an older version of Harry, tall and slim with greying brown hair. “My two favorite young women.” He strode over with a glint in his eye. “Not one of these paintings can rival your beauty.”

Maria stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek.

Sibella gave him her hand to kiss. “Your Grace, you spoil us with your compliments.”

“Impossible, my dear.” He swept an arm around to encompass his new acquisitions. “What do you think?”

Sibella wandered along the row of paintings. Many of the artists were unknown to her. Some depicted historical battles. Yet not all were Italian. She spotted a delicious dainty Fragonard among them. “They are magnificent, your Grace.”

“I’m glad you approve, my dear. Harry, ring the bell for tea. These ladies will be parched and require refreshment after their long trip.”

After tea, Sibella left Maria alone with Harry. She went to the bedchamber she was to share with her sister. Too fidgety to do more than flick through a magazine, she gave up and went to the window to gaze at the grounds. Tomorrow, she would ride through those woods that separated them from Coombe’s estate.

At dinner, Sibella entered the dining room on Harry’s arm. She had always been interested in decoration and approved of the furnishings in this elegant room. The carpets and curtains were of rose and gold, the walls papered in soft mint-green damask, the cornices picked out in gold leaf as was the elaborately carved ceiling, from which hung a magnificent Italian chandelier.

The duke apologized for not providing more company. “It must be just a family affair because the duchess is still a little fatigued.”

Some twenty dishes were laid out over the table, salmon at one end and a turbot at the other. Each was a masterpiece, the oyster sauce superb. Sibella sipped the delicious wine from grapes grown in sun-kissed Italian vineyards. Any other time she would enjoy the amusing and light-hearted conversation which took place. The duke carved the haunch of venison and the footmen served dishes on silver salvers. Maria looked beautiful in her gown of white silk and lilac net and seemed so much at home it gladdened Sibella’s heart. It was good they had come, she decided, as long as tomorrow’s escapade remained undiscovered.

The duchess spoke fondly of the Italian climate as plates of cheese and salad appeared, along with creams, a Ragout a la Francaise and pastries.

Sibella retired to the drawing room with the ladies, leaving Harry and his father to their port. The duchess, declaring herself refreshed from her rest, was keen to discuss the wedding with Maria.

The two men entered as Maria, with a shy glance at Harry, described her wedding gown made by the renown French couturiere, Madame Le Roy, to her future mother-in-law. While Harry attempted to overhear them, Sibella beat him at chess. He promptly demanded a return match. Fired up by masculine pride, he beat her soundly while Maria entertained them at the pianoforte. Her sister then joined them for a game of whist before they retired early, keeping country hours.

They picked up their candleholders. Harry dismissed the footman and escorted them up the carved oak staircase and along shadowy paneled corridors to their bedchamber.

Harry and Maria left Sibella at their bedchamber door. She said goodnight to Harry and as the door closed, Maria giggled. Harry must have stolen a kiss.

Sibella had just dismissed the maid when Maria reappeared with a blissful smile. She danced across the deep rose-pink carpet and perched on the edge of the bedcover of silk damask. Her expression grew somber. “Aren’t you afraid you might arrive tomorrow and find Lord Coombe still there?”

“Not much chance of it. He must make an early start for Bristol. He’ll be long gone by the time I arrive.”

Maria plucked at a gold tassel. “What will you tell his servants?”

“That I hoped to see him before he left. That my groom’s horse lost a shoe and had to return to the abbey.”

Maria rose and turned her back for Sibella to untie her stays. “You’re not taking Manley with you?”

Sibella’s fingers paused. “I can’t take the risk. Harry’s parents must never learn of it. Your wedding is to be a splendid affair. Every important personage in the government as well as royalty will be there.” She finished and stood back to study her sister. “Aren’t you nervous?”

“A little.” Maria wriggled out of her petticoat. “But I’m looking forward to it, the honeymoon especially.”

Sibella laughed. “I’m surprised you two have been able to wait.”

“Now we’re under the same roof it becomes more difficult, especially as all the footmen are engaged in helping with the new acquisitions. Tonight, we were quite alone, and Harry pulled me into an empty chamber.” She giggled. “He made me leave him there because he was…you know.”

Sibella raised her brows. “Now how would I know?”

Maria scoffed. “You don’t think you had the same effect on Strathairn when he kissed you in the garden?”

Sibella closed her eyes and gloried in the night they were alone in his house. Why hadn’t he made love to her? “I didn’t notice.”

Maria made a rude noise of dismissal. “What about Henry? He has kissed you, has he not?”

“My dear, Henry Coombe’s kisses are chaste!”

“That will change after you’re married.”

“I hope never to find out.” She drew off her dressing gown and retied the ribbon on her lawn nightgown. When she climbed into the massive carved four-poster, she uttered a heartfelt prayer to that effect as she warmed her feet near the foot warmer.

Maria donned her nightgown and joined Sibella in the bed, pulling the curtains closed against the draft. “Dearest, what if you can’t find anything there to aid your cause? What on earth will you do?”

A sob rose in Sibella’s throat. She hastily swallowed it down and huffed with frustration. “As soon as you are wed, I will end the engagement. Then I might as well spend the rest of my days shut away in the country!”


Chapter Twenty


Sibella’s bite of toast stuck in her throat and she hastily took a sip of tea to force it down. “I fancy a ride over the grounds this morning.” She warmed her hands around her teacup. “I simply must see more of the deer park.” As the duke and duchess failed to make an appearance at breakfast, there was no one to dissuade her but Harry.

He glanced at the sky through the window. “I don’t like that bank of dark clouds on the horizon. The wind’s picked up, see how the trees sway? The storm will reach us soon.”

“If I leave straight after breakfast, I can be back before the bad weather arrives.”

“I’d accompany you, but I woke with a headache,” Maria said, putting a hand to her forehead.

Harry eyed her anxiously. “Would you like me to ask mother for a restorative?”

“Heavens no,” Maria said. “I’m sure I’ll feel better soon.”

“I’m sorry your head hurts, dearest,” Sibella said sympathetically. “Please don’t worry. I’ll take Manley with me.”

Maria cast her an anxious glance. “Good.”

Harry signaled the footman to refill his coffee cup. “You’d best take one of my father’s grooms. Then there’ll be no likelihood of you getting lost. They know the estate whereas Manly doesn’t.”

“Manley has a wonderful sense of direction,” Sibella said hastily. “I think I’d hurt his feelings if I didn’t allow him to come.”

Harry picked up his fork and drew on the white tablecloth. “If you follow the path, you’ll come to the river. There’s a bridge about a mile along. Cross it and keep to the east. You should have little difficulty. Then you can retrace your steps. The bucks won’t give you any trouble this time of year.”

“Are you sure, Harry?” Maria asked, her eyes like saucers.

Harry reached across and patted her hand. “Only in spring when they get frisky. I did hope to show you some of the estate, my sweet.”

Maria laid a languid hand on her temple. “I couldn’t manage to ride, but a walk through the gardens would be perfect. They are known to be glorious.”

“Mother’s roses gain first prize at the church fete every year, but this is not the best season to view them,” Harry said. “But I can show you the hot houses.”

“How perfectly lovely.” Maria sent him a melting smile, and Harry grinned back.

Sibella worried that they might succumb to passion in a potting shed. She had certainly thrown opportunity their way. She stood. “I must go and change.”

“I’ll keep you company.” Maria followed her from the room.

Upstairs in their bedchamber, Sibella pulled on a boot. “Do be careful of your behavior with Harry. Caught in flagrante delicto and facing a scandal two weeks before your wedding would scarcely be wise.”

Maria laughed. “You are instructing me on appropriate behavior?”

“I feel entirely responsible. After all, I made you come here.” She angled the black riding hat on her head. “I must see this through. I hope you understand.”

“Yes, of course I do.” Maria sighed. “Please don’t worry about us. Harry is a gentleman. You have enough to deal with. I shall ask the duchess to give me a tour of the gardens.”

Sibella grimaced. “I didn’t intend to be a spoil sport.” She picked up her crop.

Maria kissed her. “Please do take care, Sib.”

“I will.” She forced a smile on her face. “After all, I’m hardly walking into a lion’s den.” She wondered if she indeed might be, as she descended the stairs.

Sibella slipped outside without encountering the duke or the duchess and walked to the stables. Manley waited with a dainty chocolate-colored mare. The grizzled haired groom approached her, his weathered face cheerful. His presence calmed her, for he’d ridden behind her when she was a child. But this time it wasn’t simply a matter of picking her up when she fell off her pony. “This is Clara, milady.” He led the horse to the mounting block.

As Manley adjusted the stirrups, Harry walked into the stable mews. “Thank you, Manley,” Sibella said after he’d assisted her to mount. “Saddle a horse. You shall accompany me.”

“I have one saddled, milady.”

Surprised that he’d taken it upon himself to ride with her, she walked her horse over the quadrangle to Harry. With a worried frown, he shaded his eyes and stared up at the sky. “Keep your eye on the weather, Sibella. Those clouds are marching toward us with the wind behind them.”

“But the sun is shining. It’s a heavenly day. Perhaps the storm will blow away before it arrives.”

“I doubt it. But I can see there’s no point in arguing with one of the Brandreth girls.” Harry grinned. “We’ll expect you at luncheon. Enjoy your ride.”

When Manley led a tall gray horse out of the stables and leapt into the saddle, Sibella gathered up the reins. She walked the horse over the cobbles. “Take good care of my sister while I’m gone,” she called over her shoulder. Harry’s enthusiastic affirmation reached her as she and Manley rode away.

The horses broke into a fast trot. They rode through the park, the air perfumed with pine. Stately statues dotted the grass among magnolia trees. Sibella had questioned Coombe about the proximity of his property to the abbey during their last meeting, and he’d been only too eager to explain. His park wasn’t large, but one corner separated by a stream ran with the southeastern border of the duke’s estate. Although the Lamplugh acres stretched for many miles to the north and west, the border of Arrowtree Manor was only a few miles as the crow flew, Coombe had told her, with a look of pride. She could not avail herself of Harry’s instructions, she would ride east toward the morning sun, and should reach the stream. Once across, she would turn south, which would take her onto Coombe’s land.

When Sibella took a path leading in an easterly direction, Manley rode up beside her. “His lordship said to ride north to the river, my lady.”

So Harry had given the groom instructions. “I desire to visit my fiancé, Lord Coombe, before he departs on a trip and didn’t wish to worry the marquess,” she said to the groom. “I trust you to be discreet.”

Manley nodded. “You know the way, Lady Sibella?”

“I believe I do, but it’s quite a distance, so we must hurry.” Sibella nudged her horse into a canter along a well-used bridle path.

Trees gave way to scrub woodland. Apart from the flutter of wings and the twitter of birdsong, it was quiet among the trees. The horse’s hooves stirred the carpet of rotting leaves, releasing the smell of damp-leaf mold into the chilly air. She raised her eyes to confirm their direction, noting where the rays of morning sun flitted through the trees.

They rode steadily east. Almost an hour passed with no sign of the stream. It was further than she expected and time was passing. She gripped the reins. It appeared unlikely she could be back at the abbey until after luncheon and hoped no one would grow concerned. A branch caught at her sleeve as the bridle path narrowed and meandered down a slope. With a gasp of relief, she heard the rush of water. They pushed through bushes and came to the deep-sided stream burbling over rocks.

The horses splashed across the rocky bottom, climbed the mossy bank on the far side, and emerged into a glade.

“Where to now, Lady Sibella?” Manley’s horse danced about, eager to gallop across the flat ground.

Sibella paused to get her bearings. The wind picked up and gold-edged gray clouds raced across the sky toward them, blocking the sun. A flash of lightning lit up the landscape and the rumble of thunder followed in an alarmingly short time. She tried to remember Coombe’s description of his lands.

“I believe we are now on Arrowtree land. We must take a diagonal path across the glade and travel south,” she called, praying she was right.

They rode over a plowed field bordered by hedgerow trees, the harvesting over. Another half hour passed, and gusts of wind began to tug at her hat. Rain-laden clouds caught up with them and loomed overhead. Lightning flashed again, the thunder deafening. She glanced up in dismay when a raindrop touched her cheek. “We must hurry,” she called to Manley.

Sibella touched her mare with her crop and they galloped across a meadow and jumped a fence, surprising grazing sheep. She scanned the horizon and caught sight of smoke blown about by the wind. “There’s the manor,” she shouted, hoping it was Coombe’s.

She set the mare at a wooden gate and cleared it easily. With Manley close behind her, she rode on through a copse of beech trees. Her thigh muscles aching. She’d not had such a long demanding ride in years.

Moments later, as droplets ran down her neck, they emerged onto the lawns of a small park at the stables of Arrowtree Manor.

Sibella dismounted as a stable hand rushed out to greet them. She nodded to the fellow and handed the reins to Manley. “Wait until I send for you.” She hurried over the gravel drive to the house and circumnavigating it, approached the front door. She brushed the droplets from her damp green velvet habit as a maid answered the door. “Please inform Lord Coombe that Lady Sibella Winborne is here.”

The maid curtsied. “The master isn’t here, my lady.”

“Oh, he’s left already?” Sibella stepped through into the entry hall. “Then I’ll speak to the housekeeper.”

She was shown into the drawing room. Heavy rain beat at the windows and the trees swayed about in a gale. Her stomach roiling with nerves, she couldn’t sit and strolled around, studying the room again. She had not cared for the house the first time and liked it no better now. Mary Jane seemed to haunt every nook and cranny. She rubbed her arms and took herself to task. She was being fanciful. What was the matter with her?

The housekeeper, Mrs. Elphick, appeared. “My goodness, Lady Sibella, you’ve missed Lord Coombe by several hours. Surely he wasn’t expecting you?”

Sibella smiled. “No, it was a spur-of-the-moment decision, Mrs. Elphick. I rode over hoping to catch him.”

“You rode, alone?” The housekeeper’s eyes narrowed, although she fought to hide her disapproval.

“My groom awaits me in the stables. My sister and I are visiting the Duke of Lamplugh. Lady Maria is soon to marry his son, the Marquess of Harrington.”

The mention of the duke worked, and a smile appeared on Mrs. Elphick’s long face. “My goodness, all the way from Lamplugh Abbey. I’m sure you’ll be wanting a cup of tea after your long ride. You’ve avoided the bad weather. But how shall you get home?”

“A bit of rain never hurt anyone, Mrs. Elphick.”

“My good mother never recovered from a soaking. Came down with a chest complaint, and that was the end of her.”

“I am sorry to hear it. But how annoying to have missed Lord Coombe. I wished to discuss with him several pieces of furniture my mother has gifted to me. I’m sure I can find a place for them.”

“Lady Coombe furnished the house most carefully. I doubt there’s a corner that hasn’t been filled.”

“Then some pieces must be replaced.” Sibella walked around the room determined to put her mark on the house if only in her mind.

Mrs. Elphick nodded doubtfully. “Yes, my lady, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll see to the tea.”

“I’ll shall make a quick inspection before I take my tea. I wish to see the bedchambers. I have an excellent desk I plan to place in my bedchamber for correspondence.”

Mrs. Elphick hovered at the door. “Oh? Yes, of course. I’ll have a footman escort you.”

“Not necessary, thank you. I know my way around after you so kindly showed me over the house the last time I came.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Elphick said again, looking so helpless Sibella had begun to feel sorry for her. “I’ll see to the tea, I’m sure Cook has some of her excellent carrot cake to tempt you. If you’ll excuse me?”

Sibella gathered up her skirts and climbed the stairs. With little effort, she located what must once have been Mary Jane’s chamber, furnished in Chinoiserie silks. A delicate perfume still hung in the air as if she’d just left the room. The chamber was a riot of pattern and color, unlike the formal decoration employed in the rest of the house: embroidered cushions on the silk counterpane, a flowery carpet, and romantic tapestries.

Sibella had noticed some excellent French pieces about the house. Perhaps Mary Jane inherited them from her Huguenot ancestors. There was a dainty cylinder-top bureau with finely inlaid rosewood parquetry against one wall. Sibella hurried over and pulled out each of the three small drawers. All empty. She turned her attention to the rest of the furniture, but the room had been stripped of its former occupant’s belongings. Nothing remained of Mary Jane except those small decorative touches and the hint of her perfume.

Relieved to find the corridor empty, Sibella dashed into the next chamber. Coombe’s. His clothes in the clothes press confirmed it. A handsome boxwood bureau de Pente decorated with floral inlays stood by the window. The fall-front bureau was locked. Sibella rummaged through the drawers of a table by the bed but found no key. She bent down and pulled up the edges of the rug, then searched behind the curtains. Aware that the housekeeper would soon come to find her, she spun around. She bit her lip and examined the ornate brass keyhole; doubtful Coombe would have taken such a big key with him. Just supposing he wished to keep it hidden from the servants? Where might he put it? Her breath shortened as she searched every corner of the room with mounting panic.

Where could it be? She gazed around not prepared to admit she’d failed.

The bed! A feminine choice for a gentleman’s bedchamber, elaborately carved, the header and footer painted cream and decorated with swags, ribbon motifs, and knotted bows. Under the mattress was a logical hiding place. She felt along under the soft mattress—nothing. She uttered a faint curse, a favorite of one of her brothers, and ran her hands over the surface of the mattress hunting for a hard object. Again, nothing. She straightened. That left the dome finials. She seized each one in turn. Three were fixed tight, and she was quickly growing disheartened until the last one moved in her hand. Endowed with panic-filled strength, she twisted the finial, first one way and then the other. Her heart thudding, the painted knob came free in her hand. With a gasp, she peered inside. A space was hollowed out. Nestled within was a brass key.

She clamped her lips on a triumphant cry, rushed to the bureau, and inserted the key in the lock. It turned and the fall-front opened. It was a complex piece of furniture, but luckily, a similar piece lived in her mother’s dressing room at Brandreth Park. She’d played at the desk as a child, and could locate the hidden locked drawers, and now opened each one. Mary Jane’s jewels were wrapped in velvet, as well as some documents, which a cursory glance showed were of no great interest. Deep within the desk, she found a sheath of letters written in a lady’s hand. She held them to her nose, recognizing Mary Jane’s perfume. With no time to read them, she raised her skirt and tucked them into the top of her stocking, securing them beneath her garter. She rustled when she walked, but it couldn’t be helped. She just had time to lock the desk and replace the key, for a solid tread sounded on the stairs.

Sibella hurried from the room. “I see there are several nice pieces here already,” she said, finding the housekeeper hovering in the corridor.

“Lady Coombe had excellent taste. Your tea is ready, my lady. I hope you have had sufficient time to look around at your leisure.”

“How thoughtful, thank you. Now I could do with that cup of tea.”

In the drawing room once again, Sibella sat on the velvet sofa. The maid brought in a tray. She unloaded the tea things, sandwiches, and a slice of carrot cake onto a rosewood pedestal tea table, scrutinized by Mrs. Elphick.

“You have a long, wet ride home.” Mrs. Elphick gave a gloomy shake of her head, no doubt thinking Sibella mad to have ridden all the way there.

“I expect so. Could you arrange for my groom to be given something to eat? These look quite delicious.”

As soon as Mrs. Elphick left the room, Sibella stood and removed the bunch of letters from her stocking. An eye on the door, she opened one. It was signed ‘your loving wife’. Disappointed, she returned the letter to the pile. She poured the tea into the china cup and added milk. Taking a sip, she picked up another letter. She read it in its entirety without a twinge of guilt. Perhaps Mary Jane would approve.

The letter began ordinarily enough but with a pleading tone. What followed was shocking. The neat sentences grew longer and less well formed, degenerating into accusations. Was she merely ill and a little unstable? Sibella opened another and scanned the words. Similar to the first, but with each one, little by little, a story evolved.

His lordship had refused to come to his wife’s bed. He made no secret of the female slave he’d brought to England and deposited in London, whom he visited whenever he wished. Apparently, he failed to hide his lack of desire for Mary Jane, telling her that her illness and the smell of laudanum made her unattractive to him. Each of her letters grew wilder, more enraged, and desperate. The final one dated twentieth May 1815, was addressed to him in the West Indies.

Mary Jane had found the slave he’d hidden in London. She learned from her how he mistreated the women at his plantation, having his way with them and begetting children, when he never came near her. This last letter was so explicit, it turned Sibella’s stomach. Mary Jane threatened to expose Coombe’s behavior to society. England was turning away from slavery, she wrote, and even though he may escape prosecution, he would be condemned.

Oh, poor, poor Mary Jane. Sibella’s eyes filled with tears. She wiped them away as anger churned her stomach. She gathered up the letters and stuffed them back under her garter. If this was not concrete proof that something evil had taken place here, it was certainly enough for Chaloner to see what a horrible man Coombe was and agree to put an end to their engagement.

She pushed away the cake, her appetite quite ruined, and went to ring for the housekeeper.

Mrs. Elphick appeared moments later.

“Thank you for the tea, Mrs. Elphick. I must be on my way.” She straightened her skirts, aware of a crackle from the bulky letters. “When was it that poor Lady Coombe passed?”

“Just after his lordship arrived back from the West Indies on 22 August 1815. Such a sad day I will never forget it.”

“Sad indeed.” Sibella pulled on her gloves. “I’ll walk to the stables.”

“I do hope you have a safe journey home, Lady Sibella,” the housekeeper said in a mournful tone. “But the rain…”

Sibella shook her head. “I’m a good rider. A little bad weather shall not bother me.”

“I look forward to you returning as my mistress.” The housekeeper escorted her into the hall where a footman stood waiting.

“How kind, thank…” The footman opened the door.

Lord Coombe stood on the step.

A groom held an umbrella over his head in the pelting rain. Horrified, Sibella watched the play of emotions travel over his face. Exasperation was quickly replaced by astonishment and then suspicion, which turned his brown eyes to stone.


Chapter Twenty-One


Strathairn put up at a coaching inn in Tunbridge Wells on his way to Brandreth Park. As he was shown to his room, he wondered how he would tell Chaloner and the family the news about Moreau without causing them alarm and anxiety. There was no way, he just had to tell them. He couldn’t bear any harm to come to Sibella or indeed the rest of the family. He would stress to them the security arrangements that Parnham had made at the cathedral.

The next day, after a sleepless night, as thoughts of Sibella filled his mind, he drove his phaeton through the gates at Brandreth Park at mid-morning, eager to see her again.

The butler, Belton, assisted him out of his greatcoat. “The family are in the salon, my lord.”

Strathairn entered the room where the dowager sat with Vaughn, Chaloner, Lavinia, and their children.

“Strathairn, you have arrived in time for luncheon,” Chaloner said. “We received your note. What news do you have?”

“It may spoil your appetite, Chaloner. I wish I didn’t have to tell you this.” Strathairn took a seat as a stunned silence settled over the room as he talked.

Chaloner leaped from his chair before Strathairn finished speaking. “This is beyond the pale! We shall have to delay the wedding. Or hold it in another church. St. Georges, Hanover Square perhaps.”

“I doubt the duke and duchess would agree to that,” the dowager said, seemingly unruffled by the news. “They planned their son’s wedding at St. Paul’s the day he was born. And you can hardly ask the Regent to order a change in his itinerary.”

“It’s your decision, naturally,” Strathairn said. “It’s the opinion of the home secretary that if the assassin does strike, it will be at the Grand Gala held at Vauxhall Gardens, under the cover of Signora Hengler’s fireworks display.”

“Surely that must be the better choice of the two,” the dowager said. “I read of it in the London Times. Madame Saqui plans an astonishing ascent on the tightrope, amidst a brilliant display of fireworks.”

It sounded feasible, but Strathairn remained uneasy. “If the wedding takes place, rest assured, St. Paul’s will be surrounded by guards and more will guard the interior. Discreetly, of course.”

“Well, it sounds like pure conjecture to me.” Vaughn leaned back and crossed his arms. “I say we allow the duke to make the final decision on the matter.”

“That’s sensible, Vaughn.” His mother directed a fond smile at him.

Vaughn pushed himself to his feet and stretched, puffing out his chest. “If you can spare Strathairn, I need to discuss business with him.”

Strathairn stood. “After which, I’ll say my farewells and continue on to Lamplugh Abbey.”

“A noisy coaching inn for luncheon? Nonsense,” the dowager said. “You’ll eat here, of course.”

“You must, Lord Strathairn,” Lavinia said. An ethereal looking woman, fine-boned and delicate, but the look she gave her mother-in-law was sharp.

Chaloner nodded. “Yes, I’d welcome a chance to talk further to you on this.”

Strathairn bowed. “Thank you. You are most kind, but surely, it’s inconvenient. I expect the whole family is here.”

“Sibella and Maria are not.” The dowager fixed him with one of her challenging stares. “They are visiting Harry’s parents.”

“Then I shall have the opportunity of explaining the situation to them there this afternoon,” Strathairn said.

“You won’t scare Sibella,” her mother said. “She wouldn’t have Maria’s wedding spoiled for anything. She is a game one.”

He couldn’t help smiling. “I’m aware of that.”

“High time you were,” the dowager said with a lift of her brows.

Chaloner grimaced. “Mother, please.”

His mother ignored him, her eyes on Strathairn. “My son Bartholomew will journey from York to preside over Sibella and Coombe’s wedding.”

“You will be pleased to see your son again, my lady,” Strathairn said, refusing to be drawn.

The dowager gave a sharp nod. “I shall speak to you before you leave, Strathairn.”

“Certainly, my lady. I await your summons.” He smiled slightly and bowed, then followed Vaughn from the room, wondering what the imperious dowager marchioness had in mind for him. Surely, it was a little late to chide him. Or was she as worried about Sibella as he was?
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“Brown, don’t just stand there dripping on the step. Remove yourself and that umbrella along with you,” Coombes yelled at the hapless groom.

“Henry!” Pulse racing, Sibella hurried forward to take Coombe’s arm. “I thought I’d missed you. I rode over from Lamplugh Abbey. Mama has given me some lovely furniture and I hope to find places to put them.” She drew back. “But, you’re drenched through. You must change immediately. What has happened to prevent your journey?”

Coombe’s dark inscrutable eyes wandered over her. Apparently, he liked what he saw for his brown eyes brightened. “The storm has caused chaos. Floodwater washed down from the north. A bridge is damaged and the road impassable. We were forced to turn back.”

“How annoying for you.” Sibella’s mind whirled. She must get away from here before he discovered the missing letters. But how? “I’m sure you are in need of a hot drink.” She nodded at Mrs. Elphick, who stood waiting, her hands clasped at her waist. “After you’ve changed your clothes, Henry, please join me in the dining room.”

“I’m not as wet as all that,” Coombe said. He put a foot on the stair. “Come and show me where you propose these pieces of furniture to go. What are they?”

She struggled to breathe normally as she mentioned several pieces her mother would never part with. “The Chippendale desk and a pair of Louis XV chairs which are quite exquisite. They would be perfect for my bedchamber which I gather is the room to the right of the stairs?”

“There’s a perfectly nice desk in that room already,” he swung around to look at her.

“Yes, but I wish some of my own things around me. You will allow me that, won’t you?” She fluttered her lashes, hoping the effect pleased him. A flirtatious, shrewd woman would have better luck with Coombe.

“I’m not sure about Chippendale though,” he called down, having reached the top.

Conscious of a rustle at every step, Sibella was forced to follow him to continue the conversation. “But Chippendale made beautiful things. Do you not agree?”

“In the right setting.”

They reached the landing. Coombe walked along the corridor and threw open the door to Mary Jane’s chamber. He stood aside for Sibella to enter.

She hesitated.

With a warm glance, he waved her in. “Well? Come in and show me where they are to go.”

She stepped into the room but stayed by the door. “I thought to replace the small desk over by the window. I require something larger for the considerable amount of correspondence I write.”

He took her arm and drew her into the room. “What’s that infernal crackling noise?”

She flushed. “It’s not very polite of you to mention it, Henry. It’s to do with my underwear.”

He raised a brow. “Is it? How intriguing.”

“Not intriguing, I assure you. Too much starch. It’s… embarrassing.” She prayed he would leave the matter alone. “Now, shall we have tea?”

“In a while.” His study of her became disturbingly possessive. “I must say, I’m surprised to find you here. Alone.”

“My groom waits for me at the stables.”

“Does he? Then he shall wait a while longer.” She stilled when he took her by the shoulders, then slid his hands down her arms to pull her against him. He lowered his mouth to hers. Sibella’s breath caught, she was conscious of the letters, which must press against his thigh as he pulled her against him, his hands roaming down her back. His breath hissed against her mouth, his kiss hard and possessive, and not at all like his previously chaste kisses. She tried not to gag at the smell of Makassar oil he used liberally on his hair. When she recalled what Mary Jane had written, she had to struggle with the desire to push him back.

He drew away, excited anticipation in his eyes.

“You surprise me.” Her forced smile must have looked suitably strained. “being here like this is quite scandalous.”

“I have kept myself on a tight rein where you’re concerned,” he admitted, causing a rush of horror to weaken her knees. “But we shall be married in just a few weeks, is that not so?”

“But still, alone in a bedchamber. Our conduct will be talked about in the servants’ quarters. I confess I don’t feel comfortable about it.”

“My staff wouldn’t dare.” He sighed. “Very well. Go to the drawing room. I’ll be down directly.”

Relieved, Sibella hurried to the staircase. She wasn’t sure he believed her feeble explanation for the rustling. Would he think to check that the letters remained in their hiding place? She fought to stay calm when panic threatened to turn her descent into an unladylike scramble.

“One moment, Lady Sibella,” Coombe called from his bedchamber.

With a quick indrawn breath, she chose not to hear him. She flew down the last steps arriving in the entry hall in a fluster, and almost fell. The footman stared at her with concern. Above her, Coombe came to lean over the banister rail. “My, you are in a hurry. I merely wished to tell you I will drive you back to Lamplugh Abbey.”

“Would you? Thank you, Henry, so kind.” Relief made her voice catch. “I was meant to be there for luncheon. I’d hate to worry them.”

“I could hardly send you out into the rain on horseback. What would the duke think of me?” He looked pleased as he tugged at his cravat, then disappeared.

Sibella hurried into the drawing room. She took an agitated turn about the room, twisting her hands together. Before long, Coombe entered, dressed in fresh clothing, his hair brushed back. Her gaze flew to his but failed to judge his mood. His eyes reminded her of her mother’s jet necklace she always wore to funerals: gleaming, dark, and hard, and she looked away.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Strathairn drove his horses along the road toward Lamplugh Abbey, reflecting on his conversation with the dowager. Lady Brandreth confessed to having observed her daughter become increasingly unhappy. Her worry grew stronger after detecting a certain coldness in Coombe she didn’t much like and hadn’t noticed before. It may well be that marriage could change this once they got to know each other, but she wished she could be sure of it. She wasn’t asking for the impossible, but would he please try to draw Sibella out? They had been such good friends, she was sure her daughter would confide in him.

“I find myself somewhat helpless for the first time in my life, Strathairn.” She eyed him anxiously. “She doesn’t confide in me. My opinion no longer seems to matter.”

“I will, my lady. But Lady Sibella knows her own mind.” He tactfully declined to mention her brother’s determination that she marry Coombe.

“I wish Sibella had married you, Strathairn,” she admitted as he took his leave. “I could rest easy knowing she would be safe.” She drew out her handkerchief and sniffed. “It is a mother’s wish for their daughters to find a safe haven in this dangerous world.”

He’d bowed, wishing the same. He had come away stricken by the grand, fierce lady’s anguish, and his own troubled thoughts deepened.

He was no easier in his mind on reaching the abbey. The butler showed him into the blue salon. Dwarfed by the size of the room, the duke and duchess sat on cream satin sofas near the fireplace with Harrington and Maria.

He walked the length of the room, noting Sibella’s absence with a frustrated tightening of his lips. As he greeted them, he noticed Maria’s face looked pale and her worried gaze sought his as if trying to relay a message to him. Sibella! Where was she? He went cold.

“Welcome, Lord Strathairn.” The duke rose to greet him. “As you see, we are a small party at present and in dire need of your conversation. We await Lady Sibella’s return. After breakfast, she rode off with her groom to visit the deer park and did not arrive home in time for luncheon. The storm probably drove her to seek shelter.”

“I’m sure that’s what has occurred,” Strathairn said in a confident voice. A confidence he didn’t feel. With a deep uneasiness, he realized Coombe’s estate was in the direction of the deer park. Surely not… He pushed the thought away.” I’m afraid I bring you troublesome news.”

Strathairn sat and explained the situation. The duchess, alarmed, cried out. “Don’t say we must postpone the wedding!”

“What does the regent say to this?” the duke asked.

“He insists on attending, your Grace. I doubt anyone has declined.”

The duke narrowed his eyes. “We English won’t bow to repression of any kind.”

Strathairn agreed while he kept an eye on the door for Sibella. Maria knew something the others did not, and he wondered how he might learn of it.

Harrington pushed himself out of his chair. “I’ll visit the stables. They may have arrived back.”

Strathairn stood. “I’ll accompany you, Harrington.”

“I shall come, too,” Maria said quickly.

“Is it still raining?” The duchess peered through the long, mullioned windows.

“It appears the worst of the storm has passed,” Strathairn said, noting Maria’s stricken expression.

The rain had lessened to a slight drizzle as they left the house. They walked with umbrellas along the drive beneath dripping trees skirting puddles.

On reaching the stables, they learned that neither Sibella nor Manley had returned.

Maria clutched her fiancé’s sleeve. “Harry, I have kept something from you. I pray you’ll forgive me.” Her voice broke. “Sibella made me promise, but now that she hasn’t returned I must tell you.”

Harrington gazed tenderly at his fiancée. “Why what is it, my love?”

“Sibella rode to Coombe’s house. She hoped to be back in time for luncheon, but the storm…”

“Why did she go there?” Strathairn’s heart squeezed, his fears realized, he was caught between concern for her safety and the foolish irrational fear that she had tender feelings for Coombe.

“She hoped to find evidence which would convince Chaloner that Lord Coombe is not worthy of her hand in marriage. She suspects him of being cruel to his former wife, Mary Jane.”

Strathairn set his teeth. “Will Coombe be there?”

Maria wiped away a tear. “No, he departed for Bristol early this morning.”

“The creek becomes a raging torrent after heavy rain.” Harry frowned. “They might have turned back. I’ll ride out. I know where to look for them.”

“Forgive me, Harry,” Maria whispered. “I shall never keep anything from you again.”

He patted her cheek. “My poor love, what else could you do? I’m surprised Sibella did such a rash thing. It seems most unlike her.”

“She was driven to it,” Maria said.

Strathairn’s heart lurched as fear and anger threaded through him. Let her be safe. “They might take the road,” he said, fighting to stay calm.

“I’d best come with you. Sibella might need me,” Maria said.

“Would you allow me to take Lady Maria along with me, Harrington?”

“Yes, my lord, I trust you to keep my lady safe.”

“I’ll need two fresh horses.”

“Of course.” Harry strode to the stable.

Strathairn escorted Lady Maria to the house. She fetched her cloak and bonnet while he informed the duke and duchess of their plan.

“Harrington is a good man,” he said, as they drove along the straight drive toward the massive abbey gates.

“Oh yes, he is,” Maria said quietly. “I wanted the same for Sib.” She glanced at him. “I’m so afraid for her.”

“Sibella is a fine horsewoman.”

“Yes, that’s precisely why I’m afraid. Something else has delayed her return. She would never deliberately have placed me in this awkward position.”

Strathairn guided the phaeton through the gates and onto the road. “Harrington is right. It is out of character for Sibella to behave like this.” That she had come to him in the dead of night showed how distressed she was. And he had sent her back to him, fool that he was. He concentrated on a sharp corner, taking it faster than usual. “She must have been desperate to take such a risk,” he said when safely round it.

“Oh, she was. She has been so unhappy.”

He narrowed his eyes. If anything had happened to her at Coombe’s hands, the man would meet his maker.
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Coombe drove Sibella in his curricle. Sibella’s attempts at light chatter failed miserably and they traveled the road in silence. She wished he had brought a groom; she disliked being alone with him.

They left the Chiddingston cottages behind and traveled along a quiet country lane. “You were wise to order Manley to wait until the weather cleared,” she said. “It would be difficult to ride through the forest after all this rain.” When Coombe didn’t answer, she glanced at him and suffered a frisson of fear. He was seething with anger. His jaw worked, and he held the reins in a tight grip. “Is something the matter?” she asked, afraid of his answer.

“You fool!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I have been so careful to ensure this marriage came about. And you have ruined everything. I would have been lenient with you. You could have enjoyed all that I offered if you’d been obedient. But no, you’re a nosey bitch, aren’t you?”

Sibella gasped and clung to the sides of the curricle. He slowed the horse, then drove the vehicle into an overgrown lane pulling up in a clearing behind a copse of trees out of sight of the road. He secured the reins, then swiveled to face her. “I believe you have something of mine.”

Sibella’s stomach roiled, she was afraid she’d be sick. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He grabbed her wrist and twisted it. “Give the letters to me. Now!”

“You’re hurting me.” Her breath came in frightened gasps as she tried to pry his fingers from her wrist.

His free hand clamped over the bunch of letters under her skirt. “Tucked into your stocking, are they? I thought that rustling was suspicious. They are my property. Shall I retrieve them myself?”

“No!” Sibella shoved at his chest, but he barely moved, still holding her in a steely grip.

“Very well, then.” His eyes burned fanatically as his grasping fingers gathered up the folds of her velvet habit, baring her legs above the knee.

“Lovely legs,” he said dispassionately, stroking her thigh. “I have been longing to spread them. It wasn’t easy keeping my lust under control. I’ll enjoy you once at least. You deserve it, for you have been a very bad girl.”

She punched at his arm. “Take me home! You cannot treat me this way. What will my family think of such behavior?” Terrified, she twisted within his grasp as the curricle rocked and the horse bucked and whinnied. Coombe’s thin lips stretched in a leer.

“I imagine they will be somewhat distraught after learning you died in a dreadful accident.”

She inhaled sharply. “Like Mary Jane?”

He sneered. “Easily done. She loved laudanum and took the large dose I gave her like a lamb. She was a weak, whining woman with no beauty. I shall enjoy you far more.”

Cold sweat gathered at her nape. How long before he killed her?

He fumbled awkwardly with the thick folds of her habit and petticoat while clutching her wrist. Sibella grasped the edge of the seat and with the other hand, threw all her weight away from him. Her petticoat tore in his hands. The horse whinnied, and the carriage jerked forward. Coombe overbalanced and was forced to let her go.

She whipped the letters out from under her garter and tossed them into the air. The wind caught them, scattering paper among the shrubbery and into the trees.

“Bitch!” Spittle formed at the corner of his mouth. Coombe reeled back and hit her hard across the face.

The blow rattled her teeth and stung her cheek. White light flashed before her eyes. With a cry, she fell backward out of the curricle, her skirt catching with a loud ripping sound. She landed hard on the muddy soil fighting for breath.

With a snarl, Coombe raced around, snatching at the letters within his reach. He gave up trying to collect the letters and swung back to her, murder in his eyes.

Bruised and winded, she clambered to her feet, just evading his lunge. Her torn habit trailing, she skirted the trees and ran back to the road with him pounding after her.

Sibella sensed Coombe gaining on her and desperately hoped for a carriage to come along, but the road was empty.

Coombe’s hand closed on her arm, pulling her back. Desperate to keep her balance, she twisted in Coombe’s grip and broke free, then turned to escape as a two-wheeled wagon loaded with brewers’ barrels came fast around the corner.

The wagon driver hauled on the reins. Barrels bounced over the road. One barrel struck Coombe a glancing blow, causing his feet to slip from under him.

As Coombe fought to keep his feet, he snatched at the horse’s bridle. The frightened animal reared in panic. Unable to right himself, Coombe fell to his knees. A hoof struck him a glancing blow to the head, and his roar of protest abruptly ended.

Surprise in his brown eyes, he toppled onto his back, his arms and legs at odd angles beneath him.

As if watching a tableau, shocked, Sibella stood unable to move as the frightened horse plunged again.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Little was said in the tense silence. Strathairn constantly searched ahead as the phaeton swayed along the country road. If he lost Sibella, he wasn’t sure he could endure it.

Maria held on to her hat which threatened to fly off in the gusty breeze. “Wouldn’t we have met them by now if they came this way?”

“Not necessarily. The storm would have delayed them.” He was surprised at how calm he sounded when the sense of urgency made his blood pound through his veins.

She gave him a grateful glance.

They rounded a corner and Maria cried out. “There’s Sibella!”

The breeze ruffled Sibella’s torn skirt and bared her thigh. When she turned to them, her face was blank with shock.

Strathairn drew the phaeton to a stop. He leapt down, horrified at the scene before him.
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Sibella looked up as Strathairn strode toward her, pulling off his coat, Maria behind him.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?” he murmured as he slipped his coat around her shoulders.

“I am now.” She drew in a grateful breath of Strathairn’s male scent and pulled his coat across her chest.

Held safe within Strathairn’s arms, Sibella stared down at Coombe whose body lay sprawled on the road, surrounded by barrels. Blood seeped from his head. “Is he dead?” she whispered.

Strathairn gently turned her face away. “Don’t look.”

“As dead as a mullet in the fishmonger’s window,” the drayman observed, having steadied his nervous horse and climbed down. He removed his hat and scratched his head. “What the devil was goin’ on here?” He eyed Sibella’s torn skirt and tattered petticoat, the quality of her garments unmistakable, and raised his eyes to hers with a flush of embarrassment. “Beg pardon, miss. Was the blighter attempting to abduct you?”

“It’s a family matter,” Strathairn said in a tone which brooked no further discussion. “I am Lord Strathairn. Tell me your name, then I would like you to alert the constable at Chiddingston before you go about your business. I will ensure the authorities are made aware of the full story and that you are not to blame for the accident.”

“Right you are, milord. Me name’s Popperwell.” He looked around at his barrels strewn over the road. “I’ll clear the road. We don’t want no vehicles coming helter-skelter around the corner and running into us, do we?”

“I’m sorry to have caused you such trouble,” Sibella murmured. She sagged, relieved to have Strathairn take over, for her mind had gone completely blank, her throat tinder-dry.

“Maria, take your sister over to that log and sit her down. She’s badly shocked.” Strathairn rolled a barrel toward the wagon.

“Come dearest.” Maria, her face strained, placed an arm around her and urged her forward.

Sibella sniffed back tears which hurt her throat. “I have to get the rest of the letters.”

“We will get them, Sib, but rest for a while.”

Unable to watch, Sibella wrapped herself in his coat and leaned against Maria. When she raised her head, Strathairn had moved Coombe’s mangled body to the side of the road. The drayman was busy setting the last barrel in place on his wagon. He climbed onto the seat, touched his hat, and drove away.

Sibella tried to rouse herself to pull her gaze from the body.

“Let’s get those letters.” Strathairn took her hand in his big reassuring one and they made their way back to Coombe’s curricle. The letters drifted over the ground like white butterflies, the horse still tethered to the vehicle, grazing on grass.

“I’ll secure the horse to the phaeton, and one of the duke’s grooms can return it. The curricle can wait.” He placed a hand on Sibella’s arm. “Maria will gather up the letters, sweetheart.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll help.” It gave her something to do and she must have the evidence to show how Mary Jane suffered and met her terrible end. She bent to collect a page fluttering on the ground and held it out to Strathairn.

“You must take good care of these,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “They are proof that poor Mary Jane’s death was not an accident. Coombe killed her. He admitted as much to me.”

He gently pried the papers from her stiff fingers. “I’ll take very good care of them.” He glanced at the letters and shoved them into his pocket. “Did he hurt you?”

Sibella shook her head.

She shivered as the cool breeze touched her leg, suddenly aware that her skirt had been ripped almost to the waist and her petticoat was shredded, revealing her thigh up to her garter.

Strathairn tied the horse and helped Sibella and Maria into the carriage. Squashed into the phaeton which was only meant for two, Maria slipped an arm around her shoulders while Strathairn took up the reins.

“Lean against me,” he said. “We’ll have you home soon and get you warm.”

Comforted by his solid, calm presence, she began to talk haltingly. Her voice died away after relating the horrifying account of how Coombe had admitted to killing his wife.

Marie gasped.

“Don’t cry, Maria,” Sibella said. “I’m all right. He can’t hurt me now.”

“No more now,” Strathairn said. “You need a warm drink laced with spirits to counteract the shock. Then I must talk to the Chiddingston magistrate.”

Sibella was ushered inside Lamplugh Abbey with Strathairn’s strong arm around her. An hour later, the frozen knot still lodged in her chest despite the hot tea and fresh clothing.

She’d lost all sense of time. Was it an hour since Strathairn, Harry, and his father shut themselves in the library or a mere ten minutes? At some point, the duchess declared she needed to rest and left Maria alone with Sibella in the salon.

When Strathairn’s tall figure appeared at the salon door, she’d wanted to launch herself at his chest and sob into his waistcoat. He had taken control of everything so easily it was tempting to lean on him, but she was determined not to.

Maria tactfully excused herself and left the room.

Without commenting on her appearance, Strathairn took a chair. His eyes had darkened like smoke. She could feel the anger coming off him in waves. “You won’t be too hard on Chaloner, will you?”

He leaned forward and took her hand and raised it to his lips. “Coombe is the only one I wanted to kill, and I’m frustrated not to have been able to do it.”

Strathairn would have sent Coombe swiftly to Hades, Sibella had no doubt. She chewed her lip. His intent and unwavering gaze would unnerve most people, but only served to warm her. He made her feel safe. And in a few minutes, he would be gone again. She wished she could go with him. When she poured cups for them both, she spilled some in the saucer. She mopped it up with a napkin annoyed that her hand wouldn’t stop shaking.

“Thank you.” He took the teacup and saucer from her with a worried look. As he held the cup in his big hand and sipped the drink, she remembered how he hated tea.

She grimaced at the unpleasant taste of whiskey in the tea and replaced her cup in its saucer with a clatter of china.

He searched her face, his eyes filled with concern. “The duke and I examined the letters. The man was a monster.”

“Yes, a monster,” she repeated faintly as another shiver passed through her. The cup rattled in its saucer.

She leaned back on the sofa cushions and allowed herself to watch his deft movements as he stirred more sugar into hers. “Try it now. Sugar is helpful after a shock.”

She took another sip and nodded. “Better, thank you.”

“Lady Coombe’s relatives will have to be informed.”

She put a shaky hand to her throat. “The letters must be sent to them. Mary Jane deserves to have her story heard.”

“Yes, she does.”

Maria appeared at the door. She came to sit beside Sibella. “Are you all right, Sib?” Maria asked, stroking her arm.

“I will be soon. I just want to go home.”

He returned his cup to its saucer. “I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll drive you, if you wish.”

“Yes, do go, Sib,” Maria said. “Harry will take me back later.”

“Thank you.” Her whole body ached with exhaustion. She would lean on him. Just for a moment until she was herself again. “Will you explain what happened to the family? I don’t think I can speak of it again.”

He made as if to move toward her, then abandoned the idea and sat back. “I’ll take care of everything. You mustn’t worry.”

Maria stood. “I’ll go and ask Harry.”

“I’m proud of you,” he said when they were alone again. “You were brave, Sibella. And mighty resourceful.” He left the wing chair and dropped down beside her. “Sibella, I’ve been a fool…”

“Please don’t.” She dropped her gaze from his eyes filled with life, pain, and unquenchable warmth. She could not let him rescue her.

He stood. “Very well.”

The door opened and Maria returned on Harry’s arm. “Would you like to change for dinner, Sib?”

“Yes, of course.” She was sure she would be dreadful company and could not eat a bite.

“Will you stay to dine with us, Strathairn?” Harry asked.

“Thank you, but no,” Strathairn said. “I must get this matter dealt with at Chiddingston. I’ll return in the morning to take Sibella home.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


After settling the matter with the Chiddingston magistrate, Strathairn spent the night at a rowdy inn where his sleep was constantly disturbed, but he wouldn’t have slept much, anyway. When he’d listened to Sibella haltingly explain what she had endured, his teeth had clamped to prevent the curses on his tongue. Filled with helpless rage, he wanted to sweep her into his arms, to take her away. Far away. To Yorkshire. No one would ever hurt her again.

One thing he knew was that somehow, he and Sibella would marry. He no longer cared what Chaloner said. Once this business with the Frenchman was dealt with, he would leave this work to someone else.

At cock’s crow, he was back on the road and arrived at Lamplugh Abbey after breakfast, finding Sibella waiting for him dressed in a blue pelisse robe that reminded him of spring and irises. During their drive back to Brandreth Park, he tried gently to introduce the possibility of their marrying sometime in the future. But she shook her head and refused to discuss it. It was the wrong time; he wasn’t usually so insensitive. He mustn’t put his own desires first. While aware that Sibella needed her home and family at this time, more than she needed him, he still fought the urge to pull up the horse and take her in his arms.

She began to talk about Coombe. How she had doubted him from the first. Her voice was strained. She was so hurt, he could only guide his horses along the road and quietly listen.

“I intend to remove myself from society after Maria’s wedding. I know Chaloner will agree. It’s the right thing to do.”

While he didn’t agree, he realized it wasn’t the time to try to argue the point. That would come later. “For how long?” His voice sounded rough. With the reins in his right hand, he took hold of hers with his left, entwining her gloved fingers with his.

“Until the whispers die down and I feel able to pick up the threads of my life again.”

The pain in her voice made him close his lips on another plea. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be waiting.”

She huffed out a sigh and extracted her hand from his. “John, this doesn’t mean… That’s all behind us now. Please don’t feel you have to…”

“Don’t get used to being a maiden aunt, Sibella. If you take too long, I’ll be coming for you.”

She darted a glance at him. “What would you do if you did?”

He grinned. “Throw you over my shoulder and run off with you?”

She gave a shaky laugh. “You are not to give up your work because of me. You would only come to resent me for it. And you won’t leave it, will you?”

Pleased that he’d made her laugh, he turned to look at her. “I plan to. But not yet, Sibella. Remember this while you wander the gardens of Brandreth Park, I have never doubted my feelings for you.”

Much as he wanted to hold her and comfort her, he concentrated on the road. Chaloner must be made to understand how close she came to death at Coombe’s hands. What a tragedy it would have been had she’d married the man.

He was prepared to fight Chaloner if it was he she was trying to placate by burying herself in the country.

They approached Brandreth Park as the sun slanted long shadows over the lawn and warmed the fine old redbrick and sandstone house with its tapestry of ivy on the walls. The family was shocked at the news, the women rallying around Sibella. Her mother and sisters whisked her away, leaving him alone with Chaloner in his study.

Strathairn eyed Chaloner over his paper-strewn desk, and his anger removed any desire for tact. He was brutal and unsparing when he related what had happened.

Chaloner blanched and appeared shamefaced as well he might. “After the wedding, Sibella says she will retire to the country until this dies down.”

“I think Coombe’s devilry should be shouted from the rooftops!” Strathairn thundered.

“Well…it’s not how I wish to handle it,” Chaloner replied. “Sibella is sensible, I’m sure she will agree. Let Lady Coombe’s relatives take up her cause.”

Strathairn ground his teeth. Sensible Sibella had agreed to marry a man she disliked, a veritable monster, to satisfy the demands of her family and society. He stared at the marquess and his anger, also directed at himself, exploded, leaving a sour taste in his mouth. He thumped the desk, causing the silver inkpot to dance and two quills to roll over the surface. “Surely you still don’t believe you know what’s right for your sister!”

Chaloner leaned back, surprised by his onslaught.

“You more or less forced her to become engaged to Coombe,” Strathairn continued ruthlessly. “And obviously, did not investigate the character of the man thoroughly enough.”

Chaloner shifted in his seat, a flush staining his cheeks. “Should I have encouraged a marriage between you two? You, who showed little inclination to marry? You, who preferred the society of a tavern to the ton, John? You, who commits shady acts on behalf of the government? God knows what that entails? Best we don’t go into that!”

Strathairn eyed him coolly. “A single man lives as he chooses.”

Chaloner cast an accusatory look at him. “I have never imbibed or lost money at the gambling tables.”

Strathairn, thinking Chaloner might have handled Vaughn better if he’d lived a little before he married, arched an eyebrow. “No, you never did.”

“I wished for a happy life for Sibella. She spent too long daydreaming about a man who wouldn’t marry her. Would you not have done the same in my place?”

Strathairn refused to acknowledge the truth of Chaloner’s words. He had been very poor husband material after the war, and before it, if he was honest. That wasn’t who he was now. “I would have let her choose her husband. And never considered a man she hadn’t warmed to. You should have valued Sibella’s intelligence.”

“She made up her own mind in the end. And on the face of it, Coombe was eminently respectable being an heir to a title with a tidy fortune. It would have been nigh impossible to discover what lay beneath the persona he presented to the world.”

What made Coombe attractive to Chaloner was best left unsaid. Strathairn had to agree that he’d failed her, too. But he wouldn’t let guilt cause him to lose his focus. He intended to be there when her lovely eyes shone with the pure joy of living, no longer inhibited by family obligations. He folded his arms. “So now you’re happy for Sibella to waste her life hiding away at Brandreth Park?”

Chaloner sighed. “I’ve never wanted that kind of life for her. That’s why I urged her to marry. But I will admit, I did get that badly wrong.”

“You’ll get your wish. I intend to marry her if she’ll have me. I don’t much care whether you approve or not.”

Chaloner paused, concerned eyes searching his. “John, you could be dead and gone any day. We both know that.”

“When this mission ends, I shall ask her.”

“After this mission ends, you say. As if you are employed to make a survey of the roads! I pray you find this devil quickly and emerge in one piece. You are a valued friend of this family. We will always be grateful for what you did to help Vaughn. And yes, I failed there, too.”

Strathairn suffered a surprising wave of compassion for Chaloner. He looked so defeated. “When you resign from your position with the military, you have my permission to ask Sibella for her hand in marriage.”

Strathairn wasn’t about to disclose his plans. He disliked being dictated to. His fingers dug into his palms. “A murderous scoundrel has killed one of my agents. I’ll see him hang.”

“Then you must concentrate on that, John. There are lives at stake as well as yours. Maria might even be in danger at her own wedding if this scum isn’t caught.”

Strathairn pushed back the chair and rose. “It’s back to London for me. You will say my goodbyes?”

Walking to the door with Strathairn, Chaloner shook his hand. “I pray all goes well. And when you are free of this, I would be honored to welcome you into our family.”

His throat tight, Strathairn gave him a thin smile. “Then please speak favorably about me to Sibella.”

Chaloner shook his head and a rare smile lit his eyes. “I believe you will do that admirably yourself when the time comes.”

It couldn’t come fast enough. He was never good at waiting. But he saw the sense of leaving her with her family although he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to at all. Strathairn left the house, biting down hard on his impatience.
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The sky lightening to gray told her it was almost dawn. Sibella tugged at the bedcoverings, which were in a hopeless tangle. She had been lying awake for hours reliving the horror of the past few days. Why had John left without saying goodbye? Would he, as he threatened, come to claim her? She remembered his fierce declaration and thumped her pillow as a quiver raced through her. But he had important work to do. Dangerous work. She shivered.

When the morning sun rimmed the curtains, she darted out of bed, pulling on her cambric gown and sturdy half boots. She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and tucked her hair beneath a cap. The servants had just begun to stir as she walked through the house and left by the French windows.

The garden was hushed and still, the flowers fading. Sibella drew the shawl closer around her. She had always enjoyed this time of the year; the air tinged with the scent of dew-drenched grass, the wisps of mist swirling away through the trees. But today, she found no joy in it. She tried not to dwell on the last few days but thought instead of her crushed dreams and the lonely time ahead. The dreary reflection brought a sigh to her lips.

She hurried across the lawn trying to lighten her mood. Maria needed her now. The wedding loomed and should rightly be a thrilling day, but the event was shrouded by the dark cloud of Coombe’s death and the shocking news that a madman might strike as everyone gathered at St. Paul’s Cathedral.

The first rays of sunlight penetrated the chestnut’s canopy of leaves above her, but there was little warmth in it as she walked on, the fallen leaves crunching underfoot. She retraced her steps to the house before she was missed.

Once she’d dressed she went down to breakfast. Chaloner entered the breakfast room. “You’re up early.”

A footman pulled out her favorite chair near the window. “I could not sleep.”

“Poor Sib. You’ve been through the mill.” His eyes looked shadowed as he drew out the chair and sat opposite her. “I am to blame. I wish I could make it up to you.”

She reached across and touched his hand. “Don’t be silly. You just wanted the best for me.”

“I still do.”

“Have you read the letters?”

Chaloner scrubbed his hands over his hair. “Yes. It made fearsome reading. Made my blood run cold.” He swallowed. “That I might have talked you into marrying him, horrifies me.”

“Was John very angry?”

“Seething. I think there’s a dent in my desk.”

Her eyes widened. “You weren’t to know. It would have been hard to discover any of it. Not unless you sent someone to the West Indies, and even then, the truth about Mary Jane would not have come to light. Coombe kept his secrets close.”

“Still. I’m devastated, Sibella. It’s my dearest wish to see you happily settled.”

She nodded absent-mindedly as Belton came in. “Coffee, Lord Brandreth? Lady Sibella?”

When the butler left again, Chaloner said, “I promised Strathairn I’d speak to you. He plans to ask for your hand when he is free to claim it. I gave him permission.”

Her breath quickened and her cheeks became warm. “I expected he might. But I can’t.”

Chaloner threw up his hands. “I declare, I’ll never understand women. Don’t you want to marry him?”

She had always wanted to marry John. Desperately. But now… “I believe he wants to rescue me.”

“From what? The danger from Coombe is at an end.”

“He has become very protective of me.”

“Not such a bad trait to have in a husband.”

“It is self-sacrificing.” She pushed back a lock of hair that escaped from her cap. “I don’t want to come between him and his work. It would be awful if he just gave it up for me.”

“I did not get that impression. He was quite forceful. Quite passionate in fact.”

“I practically threw myself at him, Chaloner. And he talked good sense back at me.”

Chaloner’s eyebrows rose. “You did?”

She sucked in a breath. “Did he say he would resign?” If only he’d been like this before. Could she really believe him now?

“Not exactly. But I made it clear…and I gained the impression that he intends to.”

“He wants to?” She shivered, remembering a pair of determined gray eyes. “Or does he feel he has to?”

“I know he’s a hardened soldier, but beneath the bravado I suspect he has a soft heart.”

A rush or warmth spread through her. “Yes, he does.”

“But nothing can occur while this dangerous affair hovers over us.”

Her heart started to beat hard. “Of course not.”

“Strathairn vows to find this man who has killed his comrade. I think it has become personal.”

“Oh no!” Sibella cried out.

“Have some faith in him, Sib.” Chaloner leaned back in his chair and smiled. “So, you’re not interested in marrying him then?”

“I need to speak to him.”

“Not a good idea right now. Wait until after the wedding.”

“Yes. You’re right.” She stirred her coffee as the footman brought the toast to the table.

Chaloner finished his coffee. He leapt to his feet and rubbed his hands together. “Enough of this. I’m hungry.” He crossed to the sideboard and lifted the covers on the hot dishes. “Mmm. Kidneys.”

Sibella buttered a piece of toast and added strawberry jam. She took a bite. “The strawberries were excellent this year,” she uttered inanely. “I must compliment the cook.” She put the toast down barely touched and left the table. “I shall eat later, Chaloner. I’m not hungry.”

As the footman opened the door, Chaloner called to her. “Don’t worry, Sib. I’ll wager Strathairn’s been in trickier situations than this in the past.”

She walked along the corridor, fear churning her stomach.


Chapter Twenty-Five


In Manton’s gun shop in Davies Street, after a careful selection, Strathairn chose a small muff pistol, its silver handle decorated with delicate filigree work. He weighed the small gun in his hand. Like all of Manton’s, it was superbly balanced. In the shooting gallery upstairs, he greeted two men who practiced their marksmanship, shooting at paper wafers attached to cast-iron targets in the acrid smoky air. Although too small for his hand, the flintlock pistol proved efficient as Strathairn fired two shots into the target. It would serve its purpose.

Downstairs, he paid the gun dealer and placed it in his coat pocket. In the street, he glanced at his watch. Nearly two o’clock. The Brandreth’s would be receiving. A hackney trundled past, and he stepped out onto the road to hail it. He directed the jarvie to St. James’s Square.

On the way, his thoughts drifted to the many arrangements being put in place at St. Paul’s Cathedral. While desperate to catch Moreau, he fervently hoped the blighter wouldn’t choose Maria’s wedding to unleash his mayhem.

In St. James’s Square, the whole family had arrived for the wedding, but Sibella came alone to the salon dressed in a severely cut gray gown, her hair dressed in a simple style which emphasized her high cheekbones and delicate features. He drew in a breath; unadorned, she was even more beautiful.

“I’m alone today. Mother and Maria are shopping, and Chaloner and Lavinia have taken the children for ice cream at Gunter’s.”

“Good. I need to talk to you.”

She pressed a nervous hand to her high collar.

“Not about us. That can wait,” he said quickly, dismayed to find relief in her eyes. “I would like to know how you are, however.”

“The strongest emotion is relief, John. And gratitude. I must thank you for coming to my aid.”

“You did remarkably well on your own.”

“Chaloner has read the letters. He’s quite shocked.”

“So he should be,” he said dryly.

“You weren’t too hard on him, were you?”

He shook his head. “I treated him with kid gloves. I hope to have him as my brother-in-law one day.”

“John I can’t…”

“No. Not the right time. I accept that.” He drew the small pistol from his coat pocket. “I want you to take this with you to the cathedral.”

She inhaled sharply and waved it away. “I hate guns. I accept the necessity of them, but I don’t like shooting things. When I ride to hounds, I’m never at the kill.”

“This is important. You may need to defend someone you love.”

Her finely arched dark eyebrows drew together. “I certainly hope not.”

“Shall I show you how the pistol works?”

She shook her head. “With four brothers as well as my father, I could hardly avoid an understanding of how guns work.”

“However, a little practice might be in order. Come with me,” he said. “Well go outside via the kitchens.”

On the way to the servants’ entrance, Stathairn purloined two empty glass bottles from the bemused cook.

They left the house and made their way to an area of lawn adjoining the kitchen garden where Strathairn set up the bottles on the garden wall. He walked back to where Sibella stood and loaded the gun.

“Is this entirely necessary, John? Isn’t it a matter of just squeezing the trigger?”

He laughed. “It’s more complicated than that as you will soon find out.” He took her arm and drew her back. “Perhaps we should try from a distance of fifteen feet. Don’t worry if you miss the bottles. Practice makes perfect.”

She eyed him. “Do you really think I’m so helpless?”

“Not at all, it’s a skill to be learned like any other. Let’s get to it.”

He took her hand and pressed the weapon into her palm, resisting the urge to pull her toward him, and folded her fingers around it. Then he raised her arm toward the first bottle. “Keep your arm straight and your head steady.” He stepped away.

Sibella fired the pistol. The glass exploded, shards flying into the garden. A flock of birds erupted from a nearby tree.

Strathairn gave a bark of laughter. “Well done.”

“Isn’t that enough?” she asked, handing him the firearm. “Shall we go inside?”

“Not yet. Beginners luck perhaps.” He reloaded it and handed it to her. “One more bottle.”

“I think I’ve got the hang of it, John.” Sibella raised the pistol. The second bottle shattered. She turned to him with an amused expression. “Do I need any more practice?”

He grinned at her. “You’ll do just fine. I only hope you’re never angry with me. Before we go inside, I’ll reload it and show you how to put the safety catch on. That’s if you need to be shown?”

A smiled teased her lips and she nodded. “Please do.”

They walked back to the house where the kitchen maids were clustered around the door, staring out.

“Nothing to worry about,” Strathairn said. “Just a bit of practice. Not that her ladyship needs it.”

The maids retreated, tittering among themselves.

“Tuck this into your reticule,” he said when they were alone. “You can give it back to me after the wedding if you don’t wish to keep it.”

She laughed, the old Sibella making a brief appearance. “I think I will keep it, thank you. It makes me feel safe.” She eyed him anxiously. “You won’t take any unnecessary risks, will you, John?”

To know she cared warmed him. “I have no intention of being shot by some madman. But I can’t be everywhere at once.”

She examined the finely made little firearm, turning it in her hands, then moved away to place it carefully on a table. “You must guard the regent, of course.”

He came to stand beside her and tipped up her chin with a finger. “I’d rather guard you.”

“Don’t worry about me. You must rid us of this fiend.”

“I have every intention of doing so,” he said. “I’d hate to ruin the wedding celebration, but we must take precautions, you do understand?”

“Yes, of course. We are all very grateful.”

“I must go.”

“Stay safe, John,” she said, her voice soft.

He attempted to judge her mood and took her hands to press a kiss into each palm. “I hope to see you soon.”

She rubbed her arms. “Don’t say it like that. It’s as if the Fates will decide.”

“I don’t believe in fate.”

Damn it all, he couldn’t leave her like this. Who knew what tomorrow would bring? He wanted to tell her he loved her, but he held back. Instead, he took her slender shoulders in his hands and lowered his head to cover her mouth with his. She murmured a half-hearted protest, but he slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. At the touch and scent of her skin, he felt more alive than he had in weeks. Her objection turned into a soft moan, and she kissed him back, driving him to deepen the kiss.

Sibella’s hands flattened against his chest and she pushed him away. Her green eyes had darkened, the pupils dilated. She drew in a ragged breath and touched her bottom lip with her tongue. “We mustn’t.”

From somewhere, he found the strength to release her and made for the door. “Don’t forget the gun,” he said over his shoulder.

An hour later, intent on visiting his wounded comrade, Miles Irvine, Strathairn drove to Pinkerton’s Stepney house. His partner had decided to retire and become an apothecary after he married the doctor’s daughter.

Irvine rose to greet him, leaning heavily on a crutch. Although obviously still in some pain, he appeared contented, surrounded by books on herbs and potions.

After they settled in the small modestly furnished parlor, Strathairn acquainted Irvine with the latest developments. He then asked for a more detailed description of Moreau. “He’s like a phantom,” he said. “You’re the only one who seems to have set eyes on him.”

Irvine eased his sore leg on a cushion. “A giant of a man, more broad than tall, long hair, black as a sweep’s. I’m afraid that’s all I can give you.”

“It will help,” Strathairn said.

Irvine looked doubtful. He shook his head. “Better if I could be there.”

“Well, you cannot,” Strathairn said. “And really, why would you?” With a grin, he jerked his head toward the kitchen where Irvine’s intended sweetly sang as she prepared their coffee.
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At Brandreth Court on the morning of the wedding, a welcome late summer burst of sunlight cheered everyone. While returning again and again to Strathairn’s kiss and the fear she held for him, Sibella visited the cook, ensuring the food prepared would satisfy the dietary requirements of her brother Bartholomew, his wife Emily, and their three children. They had arrived from Yorkshire the previous evening.

The wedding breakfast was to be held in the ballroom with music and dancing. Sibella walked through the reception rooms taking in every detail of the gleaming house, scented with fragrant blooms sent up from the hot houses at Brandreth Park. After the housekeeper assured her everything was progressing smoothly, Sibella sought Maria in her chamber.

Maria stood before the Cheval mirror, her eyes shining while her maid knelt at her feet, fussing with the hem of her wedding gown. The white-figured gauze over a slip of white satin, was ornamented with rows of broad silver lace, the white satin sleeves slashed à l’Espagnole. Their mother’s lustrous oriental pearl and diamond necklace and earrings decorated her throat and ears.

“You look divine,” Sibella said, her throat tight with emotion. Her younger sister was to be married, and would leave their home to begin her new life with Harry. It was thrilling, but she would be sorely missed. “Your wedding gown rivals poor Princess Charlotte’s. Harry will be struck dumb at the sight of you.”

Maria giggled. “As long as he can manage to say I do.”

“How long will you be away in France?”

“A sennight. We are to stay at the Le Meurice on the Rue De Rivoli, right in the heart of Paris. The hotel has just been built.”

“Sounds divine, dearest.” Sibella moved toward the door. “Everything is in readiness downstairs. I must go and dress.”

An hour later, Sibella picked up the skirts of her white crape frock and stepped into the waiting carriage with Maria and her mother, who was dressed in ruby silk. Behind them Chaloner and Lavinia, with their son, Freddie, entered their carriage along with Bart and Emily. Sibella smiled encouragement at her beautiful sister as the coachman directed the horses to walk on.

Her stomach tightened with nerves when the carriage rattled through the streets toward St. Paul’s Cathedral as pedestrians stopped to stare.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Strathairn arrived at St. Paul’s Cathedral several hours before the wedding and wasn’t happy with the situation. He’d come under some criticism while arguing for more men to secure the roads around the cathedral and feared there were gaps in their net.

A clamor rose from the crowd gathered along the west front. Workmen, shopkeepers, men of the cloth, and families with children stood twenty-deep along the barrier, waiting for the prince regent and distinguished guests to arrive.

Strathairn roamed along the line of constables. The surrounding streets were blocked off with only one entry point at Ludgate Hill where occupants of each carriage would be checked before passing through the barrier to let down passengers at the cathedral steps.

He circumnavigated the massive domed cathedral, following the fence from St. Paul’s church yard to Paternoster Row. Confident that New Change, Carter Lane, Dean’s Court, and Creed Lane were secure, he made his way back to the west entrance to find the crowd had grown larger and strained against the barrier. Then he entered the cathedral through the massive great west door, making his way down the aisle beneath the huge dome to the nave, his footsteps echoing on the tiled floor.

Guests waited in their finery, their voices hushed in the hallowed space. His eyes roamed every shadowy corner, locating the constables attempting to appear inconspicuous. They guarded the quire, the stairs to the dome, and the crypt. Some peered down from the whispering gallery and others lurked in the chapels. All seemed in order, but how could he be sure?

When he returned outside, the crowd had grown even larger. The constables and Bow Street patrollers among them were as hampered as he was, with only a brief description of the man they sought. Blinking in the sunlight, he scanned the faces for a dark-haired giant. He could only fall back on his keen eyes and his instincts, which seemed nowhere near enough. What if Moreau was here, and he failed to find him in time?

The Marquess of Harrington stepped from his carriage and raised a hand to Strathairn before disappearing inside the cathedral with his best man. The duke and duchess’ gleaming coach followed, drawn by six matched white high steppers.

Moments later, a dark blue carriage bearing the Brandreth crest was admitted. The footman put the steps down and the dowager, Lady Brandreth, alighted, her two youngest daughters following. The bride looked undeniably lovely, but Strathairn’s gaze rested on Sibella in her white dress with a wreath of red and white roses in her hair. She nodded to him with a smile.

Strathairn swung around as the constables moved the barricade to admit a man. Astounded, he strode toward the limping figure. “Irvine!” His wounded comrade leaned heavily on a crutch, deep lines of pain and strain aging his young face. “You should not have come.”

Irvine panted from the effort. “I want to be of help if I can. As you said, I’m the only one who has seen the devil.”

“I’m relieved to find you here and very grateful,” Strathairn said. “It’s imperative we get to him before he can fire off that gun of his. Can I ask you to walk a little? Search for him in the crowd?”

Strathairn withdrew one of his pistols from the bandolier beneath his coat and held the gun out to Irvine. “If you run into him, use it, but I’d prefer to take him alive.”

Irvine shuffled away toward the people jammed up along the barrier while Strathairn had a word with the constable. The regent would soon arrive.

When he joined Irvine again, the injured man shook his head. “He’s not here. Maybe it is to be Vauxhall.”

“Keep looking. If you see anything, no matter what, give me a sign. I’ll be watching,” Strathairn said. “I will return in a moment.”

Sibella waited at the top of the steps at the cathedral entrance. He ran over the ground and climbed to meet her, his appreciative eye roaming over her. “How beautiful you both look.”

“Has anything happened?” She curled her fingers around her reticule, her eyes wary.

“Not so far, I hope…”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Irvine limping back toward him. Irvine raised his arm. “I must go.” He turned and raced down the steps.

“I’ve found Moreau,” Irvine said, gasping. “I’ll swear it’s him. He’s here.”

“Where? Don’t make it obvious.”

Irvine gestured over his shoulder with a subtle movement. “He’s just appeared down Ave Maria Lane.”

Strathairn turned his head toward the lane. A big solid dark-haired man stood among the crowd. “You’re sure that’s Moreau?”

“I’ll never forget that hulking brute. He marked me indelibly.”

“Alert the constables,” Strathairn said. “Tell them to follow me. But with stealth. We don’t want to lose him and neither do we want a stampede!”

He left Irvine’s side and walked over to the barricade as another carriage carrying more wedding guests passed through.

The regent’s cavalcade appeared and advanced in stately fashion down Ludgate Hill, flanked by guards on horseback. Strathairn pushed into the throng, patently aware that if the people panicked, many would get hurt. The tightly packed, excited mob pushed back at him, struggling to keep their position which made movement frustratingly difficult. He chose not to draw his gun while he kept his eye on Moreau’s dark head. A shooting match would be disastrous.

Strathairn was a few yards from the Frenchman when Moreau saw him and whipped the rifle out from beneath his coat. Those around him who saw the weapon cried out and tried to get away.

Exclamations of horror and rebuke followed Moreau as he fought his way back toward Ave Maria Lane with Strathairn coming fast behind him. Strathairn could hear his French curses and threats as he pushed people aside. His gun now drawn, he warned people to let him through, but their terror impeded him as they struggled to put distance between themselves and the two men with guns.

Moreau shoved several people to the ground as he pushed on toward the lane. A woman carrying a child fell heavily.

“Help her up!” Strathairn called with a curse. He couldn’t get a clear path, and Moreau had almost reached the edge of the crowd. If he made it to the end of the lane, he’d have a good chance to get away.

Moreau burst out of the mob as Strathairn gained on him. He broke free and sprinted after the Frenchman. Behind him, the two constables following were jammed between those surging against the barricade to glimpse the prince regent, whose cavalcade was only minutes away, and those attempting to flee the scene.

Strathairn wanted this mongrel captured alive. A quick death wasn’t good enough for Moreau. Drawn and quartered, his head on a pike would be the only justice and deterrent for others with the same aim.

Moreau took off up the lane, but the heavy man was slow on his feet. Strathairn took aim and brought him down with a shot to the thigh. Like the felling of an oak, he crashed onto the pavement with a roar of rage, the rifle flying away. Strathairn reached him as he staggered to his feet, bleeding heavily. Strathairn did not expect the weight behind the mighty punch, which sent his head reeling. When his foggy gaze cleared, Moreau was lurching for the gun, and Strathairn leapt after him. Before Moreau’s hand could grasp the rifle, Strathairn kicked it away.

The big Frenchman charged again, butting Strathairn in the chest, which knocked the air out of him. Strathairn staggered, then leapt forward and attacked him with his fists. All the pain and fury he carried for Nesbit and Irvine and past events that had nothing to do with Moreau lay behind every loaded punch.

Despite being crippled and weakened from the loss of blood and Strathairn’s blows, the big man still fought back. A ham-fist connected with Strathairn’s cheek and his ears rung. Their labored panting reverberated around the narrow lane while the shocked crowd uttered barely a word. Strathairn managed to plant a good facer, rocking the man back on his heels. As Moreau shook his head, Strathairn danced forward and delivered a right to the giant’s stomach and followed it with an elbow to the jaw. Moreau’s head twisted, a trail of spit flying from his mouth.

Moreau was all muscle but unschooled. Strathairn got the big man in a headlock. The rifle was too far away for him to reach. He had to disable the Frenchman to get to the weapon. When he brought his knee up into Moreau’s groin, he cried out in pain.

Moreau spat out a string of French curses as Strathairn drove his fist continually into the Frenchman’s stomach. The devil wouldn’t go down.

A monk approached them. He picked up Moreau’s rifle and pointed it at the Frenchman.

“Give me the rifle,” Strathairn said, surprised that a monk should display a penchant for violence.

The monk threw back his hood.

Strathairn choked and went cold. Forney! The count sneered, his face thin and pasty. He altered the trajectory of the gun to Strathairn’s heart.

“An eye for an eye. You killed my wife,” Forney cried, his strange wolf-like eyes wild.

With a shriek, Moreau broke free as Forney fired, the ball striking Moreau in the head.

Forney let out a howl as the Frenchman went down. With a sense that fate may have caught up with him, Strathairn stood helpless as the count aimed the gun at him.

He pulled the trigger.

A bright flash and Forney staggered back as the rifle exploded in his face. He crumpled, his habit smoldering.

Strathairn knelt beside him as he fought to breathe. It seemed that fate had favored him today. He climbed to his feet as Sibella emerged chalk-faced from the stunned onlookers, the muff pistol in her hand.

“Give me that.” Strathairn grabbed the gun from her as the two constables closed in on the stricken Forney who was prostrate on the ground, his blackened face hardly recognizable.

“Is he dead?” Sibella asked, her voice oddly flat.

“No, he still breathes, but not for long.” Strathairn stood looking down at the conspirator they had thought to be dead. No question that death would claim him now.

He put his arm around Sibella. “My God, Sibella. I should be angry with you. What in God’s name are you doing here?”

She struggled out of his grasp. “I was desperate. I wanted to help if I could. So I followed you.”

He took her hand. “You’re missing your sister’s wedding.”

“They’ll wait for me.”

“Prinny doesn’t wait for anyone.”

Sibella sagged against him and he led her to the church, through the crowd of subdued people. They gasped and murmured and parted like the Red Sea to let them pass. He half expected to see the prince emerge from the cathedral in a rage.

“See what happens when you give me a gun?” she asked as they crossed the forecourt. “I don’t ever want it back.”

“I’m not about to give it back.” She might have been hurt, or worse… “Everything is all right now.” He swept her up the steps.

“Who was that man in the monk’s garb? I saw his eyes. He would have killed you,” she whispered.

At the entrance, he raised her gloved hand to his lips. “Count Forney. He won’t kill anyone now. Thank you for being so brave, my love.”

She pulled away from him. “The wedding. I must go.”

“Sibella…”

She shook her head sorrowfully at him and disappeared into the interior shadows of the cathedral.
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The wedding party gathered in the nave.

“Where have you been, Sibella?” Cordelia asked in a low voice. “You are holding up the wedding. The Prince of Wales will be angry.”

“He isn’t,” Chaloner said, briskly, silencing Cordelia with a gesture. “Mother sits next to the regent and is keeping him amused. What happened out there, Sib?”

“The assassin has been killed,” Sibella said.

“Oh, thank heaven.” Maria clapped her hands.

Chaloner nodded. “Then may we proceed?” He held out his arm to Maria and nodded to a church alderman. In a moment, the organ music swelled.

Sibella took her bouquet of red roses from their footman, then walked down the aisle ahead of Aida and Cordelia in their white gowns with Chaloner and Maria following behind.

Familiar faces greeted her as she walked, from family to politicians and princes.

She took her place beside her sisters. Relief that John was safe made her tamp down a shudder while she watched Maria join Harry at the altar and the ceremony began.

When she’d followed John as he made his way through the crowd, it hit home to her the extent of the danger he faced. How strong and competent he was, yet he still came within a whisker of dying. It would not be the first time, of that she was sure. He would never give it up. Not for her or for anyone. It was in his blood.

As Maria vowed to love and obey Harry, Sibella bit her lip to suppress the anguish which came with the knowledge that he was lost to her. Her sister’s voice seemed almost distant in the vast echoing space, perhaps because of the heavy thud of Sibella’s heart in her ears.

The ceremony over, Maria and Harry went to sign the marriage lines. Sibella returned her mother’s smile with trembling lips. Since Coombe died, her nerves seemed to lie close to the surface. In her quiet moments, she relived the terrifying expression in his eyes, his determination to rape and murder her, and the awful moment when he was killed.

When John spoke to the man with the crutch and entered the crowd, she was compelled to follow him with an overwhelming urge to do everything she could to help, to turn what fate might have in store into a victory.

The monk had pushed past her and pulled back his habit. She saw the mad, murderous look in his eyes, which had chilled her to the bone. What made men so wicked? It shook her to the core to know such evil existed. Her sheltered life had left her unprepared. John must have witnessed many terrible things. How close he had come to death, yet he seemed so calm.

She’d sought solace in his arms for one fleeting moment, and she would always be grateful for that. She admired his bravery and his dedication, but at the same time, she wanted to beat him on the chest and rail at him for this work he did. What a fool she was to love him for precisely what he was, a brave man prepared to risk his life for his country, and yet wish to change him, to subject him to a life of quiet domesticity. She wouldn’t ask it of him.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Strathairn saw Moreau’s body and that of Forney, who was now deceased, off in the wagon. The ceremony over, the guests filed out of the cathedral with murmurs of disbelief as news of what had taken place spread among them. The crowd remained, ten-deep behind the barricades, waiting for any crumb of information.

When the regent descended the cathedral steps, a hush came over the crowd, but for a few, faint-voiced protestors. What they had witnessed seemed to subdue even the most vocal. Strathairn stood with Irvine while they organized a carriage to take his wounded colleague home. “So much for prototypes, eh?” Irvine said.

“Not properly tested,” Strathairn said.

“Thank the lord for that.” Irvine patted him on the arm. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you standing here. Tried to get a shot off from the barricade, but too many people were in the way. I felt bloody helpless watching that unfold.” He shook his head as he handed Strathairn his pistol. “Too close for comfort, milord.”

“Indeed.” Strathairn could only be grateful that he hadn’t been reduced to a bloody mess in front of Sibella. Sibella! Why did he fear she was moving away from him? Had he lost her?

Before mounting the steps of the royal carriage, the regent sent his aide to fetch Strathairn.

He praised Strathairn’s swift action. “If we had more like you in the royal guard, I would sleep better at night,” he said, his plump face breaking into a smile. He granted Strathairn the title of Marquess of Strathairn in principle.

Shocked, Strathairn thanked him with a bow.

“I shall expect to see you take your place in the House of Lords,” he said before climbing into his carriage.

The procession began to wend its way past the dismantled barricade as the crowd rallied to boo and cheer. There was no way of refusing the regent, and Strathairn found he didn’t want to.

By the time he arrived at St. James’s Square directly after visiting Parnham, the guests had partaken of the wedding breakfast and had repaired to the ballroom.

When Strathairn entered the ballroom, Maria left her new husband’s side to greet him. She curtsied low enough to please the regent.

“Lady Harrington, please. That is hardly necessary.” Strathairn took her hands and raised her to her feet.

“My family is eternally grateful for what you did today Strathairn. You are a very brave man.”

“You should caution your sister not to take such risks.”

“I have done.” She studied him carefully. “She is very bold and daring isn’t she. I am in awe of her.”

“Yes, and courageous.”

She eyed him anxiously. “Sib would make you a fine partner in life.”

“She might not agree with you.”

“Oh, she does, never fear,” Maria said gently. “But this business with Lord Coombe has affected her. Sib needs time to recover.”

He doubted time was what Sibella needed. She needed distraction and to feel safe, both of which he was happy to provide. “You make a beautiful bride, Lady Harrington. Your husband is an extremely lucky fellow.”

Her eyes sparkled up at him. “I am blessed to have Harry.” She glanced over his shoulder. “Here is my sister. Please excuse me, I must return to my husband.”

She walked away, leaving him alone with Sibella. After one glance at her pale face, he took her arm. She did not resist as he drew her out into the corridor. A footman shut the ballroom door on the buzz of conversation.

Sibella’s eyes looked bruised as they searched his. She chewed her bottom lip. “I’m sorry if you’re angry with me.”

“I’m not. Why would I be?”

She shook her head. “It was foolish of me. I might have got in the way.”

“I wish you hadn’t witnessed it, that’s all.”

He wanted to kiss her, to convince her that the future was theirs if only she would trust him. But the footman stood to attention by the door, making a valiant effort not to gaze in their direction.

“Maria thinks we make a good pair,” he said, his voice gruff. He wanted her to love him, but this was hardly the time to plead his case. There was so much more he needed to explain to make her understand what he’d only just realized himself. Now with Forney dead and the regent’s commendation, he felt freer, lighter than he could remember. It was a profound experience which almost left him reeling.

“Now that Maria has left home, Mama is having the dower house prepared. She plans to move in as soon as it’s ready.”

He hesitated, measuring her for a moment. “Your mother will be quite comfortable there?”

“Yes, we both shall be.”

“You’ll stay with her until she is settled?”

She refused to meet his gaze. “That part of the garden has been neglected. I look forward to the undertaking.”

“This is what you want?”

“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “It is time Chaloner and Lavinia had the house to themselves. Lavinia has been remarkably patient.”

“That’s not what I asked you.” He took a step closer.

Lady Brandreth entered the corridor. “Sibella?”

“Yes, Mama?”

“We are charging our glasses. Wales is about to make a speech.” She nodded at him. “Strathairn. I believe we are indebted to you yet again, but come, we cannot insult the prince.”

Frustrated, Strathairn followed them inside. He accepted a flute of champagne from a footman. There was no chance of pursuing his conversation with Sibella. Today, she belonged to her family and he must dredge up some patience from somewhere.

“To the bride and groom!” The regent raised his glass to the married couple, and everyone responded. He launched into a speech about his father’s close friendship with Harry’s father, the Duke of Lamplugh, and how sorry the king was he had not been well enough to attend.

“The king cannot walk and isn’t aware that his wife is dead,” Vaughn said at Strathairn’s elbow. He gained a fierce look from his mother.

After Lord Liverpool added his sentiments to the occasion, as eloquent as always, then the musicians tuned their instruments for the first dance.

Strathairn sought out Sibella when the music began. She refused to dance, so he sat beside her. “When do you return to the country?”

“In a few days.”

“I will visit you there.” Her smooth brow creased, and he hastened to add, “I shall be busy for a while, however.” He had no intention of forcing his suit upon her. Maria was right; she needed time.
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Late November, Tunbridge Wells

Sibella made a mental note to tell the gardener that the rhododendrons beneath the drawing room windows had become too bushy and were shutting out the light. On her garden ramble, frost crunched under her half boots, the fountain frozen over. Gardeners raked up piles of papery brown leaves from beneath the skeletal trees and burned them, smoke rising into the cool gray-blue sky, the color of Strathairn’s eyes.

When she recalled the warmth and determination in those eyes, her body tingled. Her memories of him invaded her thoughts constantly. She twirled the stem of a yellow autumn crocus in her fingers and wandered on, cutters in hand, bending to trim a branch here and pluck a spent bloom there. Twitch, a brown and white terrier puppy from the stables, followed her about on his short legs, deserting her only to chase off the birds. She wanted to make a pet of him, but her mother refused, because he barked at her cat.

In the two months since the family had returned to Brandreth Park, she had busied herself making improvements to the garden. After conferring with the head gardener, they worked to restore the neglected corner surrounding the dower house while inside, workmen hammered and sawed, the smell of paint drifting out. She had chosen the color schemes for the paint, wallpapers, and fabrics for many of the rooms, as her mother seemed a little subdued and disinterested. “I miss Maria’s gay laughter,” she’d said on more than one occasion.

“I do my best, Mama,” Sibella said for the umpteenth time. Not even the most celebrated comedian of their time would rouse her mother to laughter. But Sibella was gentle with her, aware that her mother was having trouble with the move and adjusting to losing another of her chicks.

“Shall we have a family dinner on Saturday evening? I’m sure Maria and Harry will come.”

“Mm. Perhaps.” Her mother stroked the cat and sat eyeing the reams of wallpaper on a table. “Are you sure that color will suit?”

“You did agree to it. I’m sure you’ll like it when it’s finished.”

After she and her mother moved in, Sibella threw herself into organizing the servants. When the house functioned the way she wanted, she allowed the formidable housekeeper, Mrs. Huxley, to manage it.

Her days free, she rode, employed her needle, wrote letters, or read. Thoughts of John, his laugh, the warm grip of his hand in hers, and his kiss made her fidgety. Did he still love her? She re-read a letter from him, smiling at his description of the puppies. His first letter had thrilled her, and now they came regularly, telling her news of his life, but he wrote like an old friend and not a lover. Disturbed by the lack of any declaration of deeper feelings, the days began to drag, except when the weather was fine and her nieces and nephews came to entice her to play cards or shuttlecock on the lawn. She grew annoyed with herself. She really must accept the inevitable.

At least her mother had finally settled. Keen-eyed as ever, she was less sharp-tongued. “I don’t know why I waited so long to move here,” she confessed to Sibella one evening as they sat by the fire and listened to the rain lashing the windowpanes. “How pleasant it is to have one’s own home again, even if it is a humble one.”

Only a select few would call the dower house humble. Built during George III’s reign, it was more modern than the mansion, featuring a pleasing symmetrical exterior with elegant columns and shuttered windows. The rooms were snugger than the big house where the drafts lifted some hall carpet runners when the wind blew fiercely.

Lavinia had grown in confidence as mistress of the house, and even Chaloner seemed more at ease when they called to discuss Christmas, now only a few weeks away. Christmas was always a big affair at Brandreth Park.

Christmas! The crocus fell from her nerveless fingers as she wandered the garden paths. Would John come before then? Would he come at all? Or was there a lady in his life he’d failed to mention? At night, she lay awake thinking about him. He appeared in her mind as she worked in the garden. The horror of Coombe’s death and that awful day at the cathedral faded with time, but the memory of John’s ardor only grew more vivid. When she’d walked away, had she destroyed what he felt for her?

She could examine her feelings with honesty and acknowledged it was John’s physical beauty and the inexplicable aura of danger that surrounded him which first attracted her. She had looked upon him as an escape from her mundane existence. At that moment, when she feared she would lose him, her deep love for him shook her like a powerful ache.

A carriage rumbled through the gates, the wheels clattering over the gravel drive. Maria! Sibella ran, clutching her bonnet, the dog yapping at her heels.

Her sister waved from the coach window, a stylish ermine cap over her dark hair as the duke’s carriage came to a halt outside the dower house.

A footman in the duke’s magenta and light blue livery helped her sister, resplendent in a fur-lined pelisse of olive green, down the steps. Sibella rushed across the frosty lawn to embrace her. “Dearest, what brings you here?” Maria looked as a young bride should, happy and well loved.

“We have been visiting Harry’s Aunt Agatha and spent last night a few miles from Tunbridge Wells. I had to come and tell you…” Maria glanced at the footman and took her arm. “Come inside.”

After Sibella ordered tea, they perched together on the blue sofa in the drawing room, now papered in marine blue and cream stripes, blue silk damask curtains at the window.

“I like your color scheme,” Maria said, gazing round. “Where is Mama?”

“She is still abed. I’ve sent the footman to tell her you’re here.”

Maria clutched her hands together. “She should hear my news first, but I cannot keep this to myself a moment longer.” Her eyes glowed. “Sib, I believe I am with child.”

Sibella hugged her. “Are you sure, dearest? It’s so early.”

Maria rested her hand on her flat stomach. “I just know. And I have missed my monthly courses.”

“Mama will be pleased. Another grandchild,” Sibella said. “The very thing to cheer her after such unsettling times.”

A maid brought in the tea things. She breathed in the fragrance of a new tea she had been trying. Maria took a sip and put down her cup. “Delicious. How are you, Sib?”

Sibella straightened the lace edging on her cuff. “I am well. Why? Don’t I look it?”

“Mmm.” Maria tilted her head. “The strain has gone from your face, but…”

“But what?”

“A certain restlessness in your manner has replaced it.”

Impossible to keep secrets from Maria. “Perhaps I am a little restive, now everything is in order here.”

“After Christmas when you return to London…”

Sibella pressed her lips together. “A season does not appeal.”

“No, but I thought…” Maria shook her head and her eyes turned sad. “No word from Strathairn?”

“Yes. He writes often.”

Maria smiled. “Does he? Well then.”

“He is ensconced in his Yorkshire estate, deeply involved with his horses, he writes as an old friend,” Sibella said. “He might have met someone else.”

“You know as well as I do that isn’t possible. He’s in love with you, Sib.”

Sibella’s chest tightened. “I thought so.”

“He has stayed away deliberately. I advised him to.”

Sibella stared at her. “You did? You might have told me.”

Maria’s cheeks flushed. “You would have sent him away forever. You needed time to think.”

Sibella poured them both another cup. “That is true.”

“When he does come, everything will fall into place.”

“If you are wrong, and he fails to appear, I shall be perfectly happy to remain here with Mama,” she lied, with a defiant toss of her head.

Maria grinned. “You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

“I threw myself at him once and he rejected me.” Sibella shrugged. “I shall accept friendship if that is what he offers me. I have my pride.”

“Don’t let pride stand in the way of happiness.”

“I’ve been trying my darndest to forget him.”

“I’m sure you’ve succeeded. When he comes, you’ll treat him like last season’s hat.” Maria laughed. “He’s such a big handsome fellow with his gold-streaked hair and stubborn chin.”

“Not stubborn,” Sibella said, rushing to his defense.

“Ah. Is that so?” Maria laughed again.

“You can be so annoying.” Sibella smiled. “As you are with child, I shall ignore you.”

“Maria! Where have you come from?” Chaloner walked into the room. “How is Harry?” He threw himself into a chair and they were soon catching up on news.

Chaloner interrupted their chatter. “Would you mind leaving us for a moment, Maria? I need to talk to Sib.”

Maria wrinkled her nose. “What can you possibly tell her that I’m not privy to?” When he frowned, she held up her hands. “Very well, I want to see Mama, anyway.”

Sibella handed him a cup of tea. “Whatever is the matter?”

“It’s about Strathairn,” he said.

“What about him?” Her heart began to thump wildly.

“Not bad news, nothing like that.”

She edged forward on her chair. “Thank heavens!”

“I need to make a confession. Last year at Strathairn’s hunt ball, I ordered him not to become too interested in you. At that time, I believed he was not a suitable husband for you. And he wasn’t. He did agree, Sib.”

“Yes, he would have.”

Chaloner sat with his hands on his knees, his dark head drooped, so filled with remorse she instantly forgave him.

“John always avoided talk of marriage. Spies should not marry, you see,” she explained.

Chaloner straightened. “Ah, you understand.”

She perched on the arm of his chair. “I know you had my best interests at heart.”

He rested an arm around her waist, gazing at her with his slow smile. “But everything has now changed.”

“Why?”

“I’ve had a letter from him. He has resigned from military intelligence. He says he intends to settle down, and I have good reason to believe him.”

She gasped. Strathairn hadn’t mentioned it in his letters. “I was thrilled to hear the news of his investiture. No one is more deserving than John. But to leave the military! I never expected that.”

“Becoming a marquess brings more responsibly.” He stood and patted her head. “I’ll go up to see Mama.”

She rose and walked with him to the stairs. “Thank you for telling me.”

“That’s not the only news I bring.” A gleam lit his eyes. “I’ve invited him down for Christmas. Sent Edward as an emissary.”

“My goodness!” She put her hands to her cheeks.

Chaloner grinned at her shocked expression and turned to go upstairs.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Winter in Yorkshire began early and could be bitter, but the day was pleasantly mild as Strathairn rode his horse across the paddocks to the stables. Strange, but he didn’t miss the excitement of Whitehall, although Parnham tried to tempt him back. Their intelligence network had discovered that while Forney lay ill after his rescue from the sinking boat, he was already plotting to return to England and tried to engender interest from his old colleagues.

Most had lost their taste for it and considered Bonaparte a spent force. All but Moreau turned him down flat. When the count regained his health, he traveled to England. He landed in East Sussex where he remained for some months on a Frenchman’s farm. After, taking the Frenchman into custody, with some persuasion, they learned how the plan was formulated. Countess Forney and Moreau first arrived in London to set their plan in motion while Forney remained out of sight. Moreau traveled north to stir up the people, and Countess Forney set about abducting Guy’s baby. Forney came up to London to witness the Prince of Wales’s assassination at Moreau’s hand and to watch Strathairn suffer defeat on that day before Forney shot him.

Strathairn felt more at ease and his troubling dreams of the war seemed to have vanished. He did not attempt to delve too deeply into the reason. It was enough that he slept well and woke looking forward to the day. All he needed now to make his life complete was for Sibella to be here with him. And he must woo her. So, he began to write to her, telling her about his day, the horses, the beautiful place in which he lived, how Vaughn’s romance was progressing or the lack of it, and the puppies’ antics. He talked about Linden Hall, how it sorely needed a lady to care for it.

Men were not domestic creatures, and he hated such a beautiful house to go unloved. He kept his letters light in tone, filling them with humorous situations and descriptions. He resisted waxing lyrical about how much he loved her, nor tried to draw a declaration from her. And he did not say he was coming to see her. Why he wasn’t sure, but perhaps he feared that she would hastily reply and end their association. Time, he thought was on his side. She had loved him, he’d been sure of it. Did she still?

And her letters were much in the same vein as his. About her garden, her mother settling into the dower house, news about Maria and Harry. And how much more relaxed Chaloner seemed, which she put down to Lavinia liking to have Brandreth Park finally under her control.

Strathairn rode across the cobbles of the stable block and found Edward patting a horse and talking to his younger brother. He dismounted and threw the reins to a stable hand. “Edward! How good to see you.”

Edward shook his hand. “I must address you correctly, my lord marquess! Chaloner witnessed your investiture by the Privy Council.”

“Let’s not make a fuss over nothing,” Strathairn said with a grin. He hadn’t expected to care, but found he did. The work he’d performed over the years had in some way been ennobled, and his contribution to his country valued. Work, considered objectionable by most gentlemen of the ton, which had seared his very soul. He only wished his father could have witnessed the formal ceremony in the Lords and heard Prinny’s fulsome praise.

“I’ve been visiting a friend in Edinburgh,” Edward explained. “How are you both? Still getting on?”

“We’ve become a trifle dull.” Strathairn winked at Vaughn, “And welcome your company.” He resisted mentioning Vaughn’s flourishing relationship with the apothecary’s daughter in the village, although he wrote Sibella about it, because Vaughn told him she knew. He doubted Chaloner would agree to them marrying.

The companionship of the two Brandreths caused him a pang of yearning. If Chaloner had not warned him off marrying Sibella, he might have given in to the impulse last year. But he’d conceded that at that time. Chaloner had been right. He would not have made Sibella happy. But he was confident he could now, and was keen to convince her he longed for hearth and home with her at his side. He seethed with impatience to advise her of it. “Time for a drink, I believe. You will stay of course.”

Edward chatted about that which he’d found inferior in Scottish society compared to the English as they walked along the gravel drive to the front of the hall where his butler waited dwarfed by the entry. “Lord Edward will be staying, Rhodes. Please inform the housekeeper.”

Edward’s carriage stood on the circle, and Strathairn gave orders to have it driven to the stable mews.

“So, what news is there from home?” Strathairn asked, as he led them inside.

Edward grinned. “That is one of the reasons I am here. Chaloner has invited you to spend Christmas with us.”
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When she thought she spied snow clouds hovering on the horizon on Christmas Eve, Sibella gave an anguished gasp. It was too early for snow, surely. If it should snow, would John be able to reach them tomorrow? Her emotions rose and fell like a gusty breeze after Edward told her John had accepted their invitation. She kept busy organizing every detail while conferring constantly with Lavinia, who was even more nervous than she was to have full control of organizing a family Christmas, and very grateful for her help.

The entire Brandreth clan gathered in the salon where the Christmas log blazed in the fireplace. Promised a pantomime tomorrow, Nurse ushered the noisy, excited children who had eaten too much marchpane and gingerbread away to bed.

Maria played While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks by Night on the pianoforte while Harry turned the pages. Cordelia and Roland accompanied her on harp and cello, while Aida and Peter sang along. Sibella admired the room swaddled in greenery and brightened with red holly. A tall yew tree stood in one corner decorated with candles, gifts, dried fruit and nuts, a custom her mother had taken up after hearing of it from Queen Charlotte. Sibella ticked over the list in her mind. In the kitchen, the plum puddings were prepared, a turkey, goose, and a ham dressed in readiness along with various other meats. Piles of fresh vegetables plucked from the kitchen garden. Wine, champagne, and ratafia brought from the cellar. The servants’ boxes were ready for tomorrow while foxhunting was planned for Boxing Day, unless a bout of unseasonable weather put paid to it.

Earlier, carolers arrived to sing at their door. After a chorus of Deck the Halls and Here We Come a-Wassailing, they were fortified with mulled wine and mince pies.

In the warm salon, the Christmas hymn ended. With a lot of laughter, Harry kissed Maria beneath the mistletoe dangling from the chandelier, and Chaloner captured the protesting Lavinia to do the same.

The knocker rang out again. Sibella expected a tenant offering a tithe. Her breath hitched when Belton announced the Marquess of Strathairn. John walked in with his valet following, his arms laden with boxes.

“Just a few things from the home farm, some cheeses, apple brandy, and so on. Hobson, take them to the kitchen.” He smiled at everyone. “Merry Christmas.”

Oddly breathless, she hung back as the family crowded around him. He was handsome in his dark gray coat, pearl-colored silk waistcoat, and dark trousers, but somehow different.

Might it be her imagination or was there a more settled look about him, a new maturity in his face. Whatever it was, the sight of him made her breathless. He bent over her hand and she went still at finding such passion in his eyes.

“Lady Sibella.” John eyed the mistletoe above their heads. A smile curled his lips. He dipped his head and kissed her. Everyone gasped and broke into applause.

“If you’ll excuse us for a moment,” Strathairn said. “I should like a moment alone with Lady Sibella.”

“Oh, yes. Perhaps the conservatory?” Sibella led him among the plants where they could be alone. When she turned to face him, he took her hands in his. Shocked, she realized the brave man was nervous. “You must marry me now that I’ve kissed you in front of your family,” he said, with an endearing grin.

“That’s not a very romantic proposal.” She was shaky herself. “It’s more of a demand.”

He swallowed. “I love you, Sibella. I want to share my life with you. Will you accept if I go down on bended knee?”

“Oh no.” She laughed and drew him close. “You will dirty your fine clothes.”

He needed little encouragement, wrapping his arms tight around her, his breath hot against her ear. “Will you?” he whispered against her hair.

“We must talk,” she protested weakly, her body turning warm and heavy as his lips trailed across her cheek.

“We have a lifetime to talk, do we not?” he whispered against her mouth.

His hands explored the hollows of her back. She put her arms around his neck and gave in to the kiss, relishing his touch as she breathed in the smell of clean male. The kiss ended and left them both breathless as she clutched his coat. “I will marry you, John. As soon as the banns are read,” she said, her voice unsteady.

“No need for that. I’ve had the license for a while,” he said, his husky voice and loving gaze making her sigh. “A bit creased in one corner, but I’m confident it will suffice.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Three days later, Strathairn nervously raked his hand through his hair as he stood with Edward beside the salon hearth. Before them, Bartholomew looked suitably solemn as he held the family Bible. The rest of the family gathered in the room, the dowager marchioness in deep blue was seated on the sofa with Lavinia, Aida, and Cordelia, in their pretty, violet, yellow and blue gowns, while the men stood. The children were hushed by their nannies as the doors were flung open by a footman. Sibella entered, stunning in the white dress she’d worn to Maria’s wedding with lace at the neck and around the hem. White blossom graced her wealth of dark curls.

He caught his breath as she walked toward him on Chaloner’s arm. Maria in pale blue, followed holding the hand of a little blond gentleman. Five-year-old Randal took careful steps across the carpet as he carried the ring on a royal-blue velvet cushion, which wobbled in his chubby hands, while his father, Roland, Viscount Barthe, silently applauded.

Sibella took her place beside Strathairn and smiled tremulously at him. Her green eyes, tinged with blue like the finest of emeralds, were alight with unspoken emotion.

He squeezed her hand.

Edward took the lopsided pillow from Randal and winked at him, and his mother came to draw him away.

Bartholomew cleared his throat and began the ceremony.

Moments later, Strathairn slipped the diamond-studded wedding band he’d purchased from Rundell, Bridge & Rundell, jewelers, on her finger, relieved that the ring fitted, it’s size taken from one Edward had purloined from Sibella’s jewelry box.

“Darling.” She smiled up at him.

“My own.” He lowered his head to hers and kissed her as the room erupted in joyful clapping, the children released to run amok.

As Edward slapped him on the back and Chaloner shook his hand, Strathairn exhaled on a long sigh. He felt like he’d awoken from a long dream. He’d wanted this lovely woman from the first moment he saw her across a crowded ballroom before he went off to war, but never considered himself worthy of her and doubted this day would come.

She was his.
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Their first night together was to be spent at the Crown Inn in Biggleswade on the way to Linden Hall. John often stayed there and introduced her to the proprietor, Job, and his wife, Mary. A splendid repast was served to them in their private parlor.

Sibella sipped her wine. It had occurred to her that John would have regretted his sisters not being at the wedding. Lady Georgina and the duke were on the Continent, and his sister, Lady Eleanor, had been unable to come from Devon to be with them.

“As your sisters could not attend our wedding, shall we hold a wedding ball?” she asked as he poured her another glass of wine.

“A splendid idea.”

“We could invite all our friends, too.”

“Indeed we could. But not until the cold weather has left us. Can’t expect them to brave the winter roads.”

“We’ll make it just before parliament sits? A weekend affair,” she mused. “An orchestra of course, and dancing.” She smiled at him. “Something for us to remember.”

He reached across and took her hand, running his thumb over her palm, his gaze as soft as a caress. He released her hand and pushed back his chair. “Shall we go?”

John left her to go to a separate chamber from hers to bathe and change.

Sibella slipped inside the one they were to share, with her maid.

The innkeeper’s wife had thoughtfully placed a bowl of yellow jasmine on the table. Its sweet perfume blended with the aroma of apple tree wood burning in the fireplace. Sibella washed as best she could with a basin of hot water and a towel, then Sarah helped her into her nightgown and dressing gown and brushed out her hair before the mirror.

She dismissed the maid and perched on a chair while she waited for John. Her big noisy family and the familiar homes that had made up her life ever since she could remember were no longer its center. She eagerly embraced her future but admitted to being nervous. Her skin tingled at the sight of the bed with its patterned cover. This was really where their marriage began. Where they truly became man and wife. She tried not to dwell on the fact that John would have known many women, but the thoughts crept in. Would she please him?

John entered and shut the door. He smiled and turned the key in the lock. She rose from the chair and crossed to him, wanting to touch him.

Freshly shaved, his hair damp, he smelled of the woody soap he favored. He had discarded his coat and the crisp white linen shirt open at his neck displayed a tuft of dusky hair.

He smiled. “Hello.”

She smiled back and her nerves slipped away. “Hello.”

John leaned back against the door and held her loosely in his arms, searching her eyes. “We’ve come a long way today. Are you tired?”

“No. It’s just… I don’t know…a bit odd to have left my family.”

“You miss them?” A pulse beat in her throat. “Maybe I can help?” He brushed back a lock of her hair that coiled over her breast.

Her bottom lip trembled. “You already do.”

“Will you mind living so far away?”

“I’ll miss Maria. But I expect she will visit us often.”

“And your mother, too,” he said with a smile.

She laughed. “No doubt you will see more than enough of my exhausting family.”

“I’m on excellent terms with your family,” John said. “Even your mother has sought my advice on more than one occasion.”

“Has she, indeed?” She stroked his hair back from his forehead. “I want you to myself for a while,” she whispered, “to enjoy long quiet days when we can do as we please.”

“And the long nights,” he said gruffly.

He framed her face and pressed kisses over her cheeks, her chin, and then took her mouth in a passionate kiss, while she leaned into his hard body against the evidence of his desire pressing against her belly. “Your heart beats as fast as mine,” she whispered when he drew away.

“You aren’t too tired, are you, sweetheart?”

Sibella needed no gentle awakening to passion. She had yearned for this since the night she’d gone to his home and came away frustrated and saddened. She’d never believed this day would come. Joy bubbled up in her laugh. “A little. But I shall sleep later.”

“Sibella.” He tightened his arms around her and pressed his mouth in that sensitive spot below her ear. He eased her away from him, his eyes dark with emotion. “I love you.”

Her throat tightened and she could hardly speak. “I love you, too.”

His lips teased at hers, his breath smelling sweetly of wine. “I thought of this lying in my bed at night and ached from wanting you.” His voice took on a delicious raw and husky tone.

If only she had known it. “I had a few interesting dreams of my own,” she confessed, reaching up to trace the smooth edge of his jaw.

Amused eyebrows rose above heavy-lidded eyes. “Would you care to describe them?”

“Later perhaps, we can compare notes.” She swallowed. “But I’m sure yours will eclipse mine. My knowledge being somewhat limited.”

He drew in a sharp breath and lowered his head. His lips devoured her in a hard, possessive kiss, and his tongue invaded her mouth, tracing its interior. She stilled at the sensual pleasure of it, and curious, pushed his tongue aside to delve in to taste him. The startling effect shot erotic heat to her nether regions and made him groan.

He slid off her gown and threw it onto a chair. She stood in her nightgown while his hands framed her body. He traced the outline of a nipple through the thin fabric with a thumb and his broad shoulders heaved. “You eclipse my imagination.”

Her nipple firmed and deepened the throb between her legs as if some invisible thread linked all the erotic parts of her body together.

John breathed raggedly, kissing the soft skin beneath her ear, while his hands skimmed over her bottom and down her legs, bunching up the material to bare her thighs. When he edged her legs apart, her face grew hot.

His warm gentle fingers parted the folds of her sex and she pushed against him as an almost maddening need built within her, just beyond her grasp. She shut her eyes as his clever fingers stroked her and his tongue invaded her mouth. Overwhelmed, she sagged against him.

With a murmured endearment, John lifted her into his arms, carrying her to the bed. The hard ridge of his erection prodded her side. She was curious to discover more and breathy with excitement.

She knelt on the bed and tugged his shirt out of his trousers, exposing his rigid, flat stomach. He made an appreciative sound when she slid her arms around him and pressed her lips against satiny skin and the hard muscle beneath. He moved away and began to undress.

She lay back, amazed at the play of his muscles across powerful shoulders as he stripped off his shirt and tossed his boots to the floor. A dusting of hair arrowed down from his broad chest to disappear into his trousers. She gasped. “I never thought…”

“Thought what?” he prompted, as his fingers worked at his buttons.

“That you’d look like Michelangelo’s David.”

With a surprised grin, he dropped his trousers. His erection burst free from a nest of dusky hair.

She eyed the size of him with a nervous giggle as his stockings joined his boots. “Well perhaps not so much.”

He walked unashamedly naked to the bed. The mattress dipped under his weight. She became aware of his big body lying beside her, so powerful he made her feel safe. In one swift movement, her nightgown was gone and she was naked. He threw it on the floor. Not so safe.

“Mmm.” He trailed soft kisses along her shoulder, while his hands glided over her back, her waist, and hip. By his reaction and his murmured response, he appeared to like her body. His held a total fascination for her and she reached out to touch him.

He groaned and with a strained smile, took her hands away. “Later, sweetheart.” He held her hands on the counterpane above her head as his hungry, lustful gaze swept over her body, stretched out before him and he lowered his head to her breast.


Chapter Thirty


John cupped her perfectly shaped breast in his hand and took a nipple in his mouth. Sibella gave a mew of approval. Her obvious pleasure set him on fire, and his balls tightened. He gave equal attention to the other breast, then as she wriggled and gasped, kissed his way down over the soft skin of her belly to the vee shape of dark hair at the juncture of her thighs.

Her thighs tensed beneath his hands. “Oh, John, no!” she protested. With a ragged breath, she seized fistfuls of his hair.

Ignoring her protestations, he swirled his tongue over her sensitive button, until he got the reaction he sought. She wriggled, fought him, shivered, and with a moan of surrender, pulled him to her. He slipped a finger inside her while gently thumbing the hard pearl of flesh, the center of a woman’s pleasure. She drew in a sobbing breath and thrust up her hips as the climax took her. “Oh, how lovely,” she whispered.

“Yes.” It was pure heaven to watch her.

She was wet and ready for him, and he would go mad if he couldn’t enter her soon. But he had never deflowered a virgin and discovered he was nervous. He wasn’t small, and she was so slender. What if he hurt her? It would have to be quick this time. And, perhaps in a day or two…
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A pulse beat a tattoo at the base of his throat. That she could have such an effect on him quite robbed her of breath. She gave herself up to him. She was his, in her heart, mind, and body, and longed to please him. “I want you inside me,” she whispered. She buried her face against his neck, flushed by her boldness.

“My love, I want that, too.”

“I am not made of delicate china, John.”

He grinned and cupped her breasts. “Strange that I’m not thinking of Wedgewood right now.” He pushed her legs apart and settled between her thighs. “It might be uncomfortable at first.”

“My sisters told me to expect it,” she said with an anxious swallow. “But only at first.”

“Yes, only at first.”

Her breath hitched when his erection nudged her entrance, warm, hard, and insistent. She grasped his shoulders as he eased his way inside her with a deep groan of ecstasy.

A flash of pain made her gasp. She was tight and uncomfortable as he stretched her, and she couldn’t hold back the small mew of protest that escaped her lips.

It was enough to make him pause. “Shall I go on?”

“Yes.” She hugged him closer. There was no stopping now. He wanted her. Even if it hurt dreadfully, she wasn’t about to fail them both.

He pushed deep inside her and withdrew, continuing with rhythmic thrusts. The discomfort began to ease. She loved that they were together, perfectly connected. The pleasure increased, erotically charged, amazing sensations raced through her. “Ooh, John.”

“Yes.” He breathed the words. She pressed her lips to the cords of strain in his neck. He grasped her bottom, and his thrusts grew harder, going deeper, his gaze sliding somewhere away from her, his breath ragged. The raw urgency of his passion and the friction of his body, moving deeply within hers, overwhelmed her. Completed her. The room filled with the slap of their bodies coming together and their rasping breaths.

John groaned, and a burst of heat warmed her deep inside. He lay panting for a moment before easing himself off her. “I hope you’re not hurting, sweetheart.”

There had been very little pain. Utterly content, she shook her head and curled into the curve of his body with her eyes closed as sleep hovered close. She was quite taken with the fact that she was now truly a woman. That she was possessed with a womanly power which made John moan. It opened up all sorts of fascinating avenues of exploration. “How often does one make love?”

With a deep chuckle, he dragged the covers up over them, tucking them around her shoulders. “As often as possible and as soon as your body recovers.”

“I’m quite all right, really, just a little sleepy.”

He leaned over, ran a gentle finger down her cheek, and pressed a feather-light kiss on her lips. “Sleep then, darling.”

“Mmm. I love you, John.”

Almost asleep, a sudden thought brought her awake. She propped her head up with her elbow. “We arrive at Linden Hall the day after tomorrow?”

“Yes.” He opened his heavy-lidded gray eyes, so sensual she drew breath.

“Do you have a good staff at Linden Hall?”

“I do.”

“I’m glad.” She laid her head on the pillow. Another quiet moment passed as she listened to his even breathing. They would always share a bed, no separate bedchambers for them. “Are any rooms in need of renovation?”

“I’m sure you’ll discover them. Sibella, will you go to sleep? We have a full day of travel ahead. We can discuss this in the carriage.”

“I’ve always wanted a bedchamber papered in cerise moiré. Do you think you could bear it?”

He shut his eyes. “I suspect I may have to.”

Her lips curved in a smile and suddenly sleep deserted her. This gorgeous man lay beside her and she wasn’t done touching him. She leaned over him and traced the bump on the bridge of his nose. “How did you get this?”

He raised dusky lashes to reveal a gleam in his eyes. “A disagreement.”

“Pooh. What sort of explanation is that? And the scar on your thigh?” She lifted the blankets.

He gave a gasp of exasperation and pulled her atop him. She lay there, skin-to-skin, looking at him in surprise. “What?” His erection nudged her belly, and she smiled into his eyes.


Epilogue


Linden Hall, York

Late spring, 1819

Sibella descended the staircase to the marble hall where John waited, a hand on the banister smiling up at her, his dark evening clothes and crisp cravat a perfect foil for his fair hair. Their recent stolen moments still warmed her as she smiled back at him.

“You are beautiful, my love,” he said, tucking her arm through his. “Shall we await the arrival of our guests?”

“I am assured everything is ready, but you did distract me from making a final inspection,” she scolded.

“You weren’t complaining at the time,” he said with a wicked smile.

Sibella raised her eyebrows. “You are far too good at distraction, my lord.” A smile tugged her lips as she picked up her emerald green silk skirts and crossed the marble floor to Rhodes who stood in his black butler’s garb casting a stern eye over the footmen and the tittering maids.

The first to arrive were John’s sisters. Sibella kissed Georgina’s cheek. “How radiant you seem. You are well?” The exquisite cream lace gown perfectly concealed the early stages of her pregnancy.

“I am, thank you. You should always wear that shade of green to highlight your eyes.”

“A little too much artifice, perhaps?” She curtsied to Broadstairs. “Your Grace.”

“I quite agree with my wife, Lady Sibella. You’re stunning in green,” he said with his gentle smile.

Sibella greeted John’s older sister, Eleanor dressed in lavender. Sibella was pleased to find she’d cast aside her mourning clothes.

“How do you find Devon?”

“Suitably quiet,” Eleanor said. “I miss of the hubbub of London at times, however.”

Sibella was tempted to play matchmaker, for a woman as lovely and interesting as Eleanor should not languish as a widow forever.

The rattle of carriage wheels sounded on the driveway, and a moment later, bright chatter flooded into the hall as Hetty and her husband, Guy, Baron Fortescue, entered.

“How good to see you both,” Sibella said, as John shook Guy’s hand. “Congratulations on the birth of your daughter. What did you call her?”

“Genevieve, after Guy’s sister.” Hetty said. “Genny for short. I look forward to your company when you have a quiet moment, Sibella,” she said as more guests came through the door. “There’s Lady Eleanor. I simply must speak to her. I wish to convey my condolences for her loss. I missed Lord Gordon’s funeral.”

Sibella smiled to herself. The conversation would turn to poetry, for they shared an interest.

She walked forward to greet a new guest. “Althea, how exquisite is that gown. And how it suits you.”

Althea Brookwood smiled and hurried to kiss her. “Thank you. Marriage agrees with you. What a sly pair you two are marrying in secret.”

“We decided to marry and saw no reason for delay.” Sibella had been aware that the ton believed her to be pregnant at the time of their marriage, but as time passed, the gossip died away.

“How very romantic.”

The diminutive blonde widow was dressed fetchingly in midnight blue. Would she ever seek love in another man’s arms? Sibella certainly hoped so.

John was laughing with a tall handsome gentleman. He brought the elegant Irishman, Lord Montsimon to Sibella’s side, where he bent over her hand. “Charmed, my lady. Would you grant me a dance tonight?”

“Please don’t flirt with my wife, Montsimon,” John said with a grin. “There are many beauties here tonight.”

Montsimon glanced at Althea who had excused herself to speak to Hetty. “Indeed.”

An hour later in the ballroom, dancers formed graceful patterns as they weaved across the dance floor. The music of the orchestra lilting, Sibella was content to watch the dancers as she fanned herself in the warmth from the two huge fireplaces at either end of the room. She was very pleased with her efforts. She gazed around the elegant room, the columns, the chandeliers, the scents of early spring flowers on tables mingling with the ladies’ perfume. Beyond the tall windows the moon shone down, veiling the manicured gardens in a silver net.

Ladies chatted on sofas while men clustered together discussing politics and no doubt, planning a visit to the stables on the morrow with a ride across the moors. The guest suites were in readiness, the menus to her satisfaction. This would rival one of her mother’s parties, and she hoped her parent would approve. As she moved through the crush, she smiled at her mother where she held court among a group of dowagers. She seemed content with her life, but you could never be sure with her mother.

Maria waved as she danced past in Harry’s arms. They’d left their baby son, Adrian, at Lamplugh Abbey with the besotted grandparents.

Chaloner and Lavinia swirled past laughing at something. How content they now seemed.

John came to find her. “You did promise me the waltz. I hope no other gentleman has claimed it?”

“As if I would waltz with anyone else,” she scolded.

He shook his head with a grin. “I need to keep an eye on Montsimon.”

“No you don’t. And anyway, he has his eye on another lady.”

“Much good it will do him.”

She gazed up at him with a loving smile. “The ball goes well, doesn’t it.”

“It’s perfect.” His smoky blue gaze always made her tingle to her toes. “As you are, my love.”

The End
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Prologue


London, Mayfair, Late November 1819

Lady Althea Brookwood stood beside her brother, Frederick Purkins and his wife, Elizabeth, as they watched Althea’s Mayfair townhouse emptied of its contents. Her belongings were to be moved to a rented property in a less attractive part of Town.

“I must say my poor opinion of Brookwood has been justified,” Freddie said gloomily. “And Brookwood’s heir seems no better. Has he offered you the dower house?”

“No. But he did allow me to remain here until he sold his other property. But now he has need of it himself.” She saw no point in telling Freddie that Brookwood’s heir had taken a set against her and charged her rent. Freddie was a farmer. He didn’t understand the ways of the ton. It would only worry him.

“But will his lordship not help you further?” Lizzie asked, her eyes filling with tears.

Althea hugged her sister-in-law. “You two must not worry. I shall manage. I look forward to it.” Althea tried to make it sound as if she embarked on a new adventure. In a way it was true, to shed herself of any connection to Brookwood was a great relief.

“You must come and live with us,” Elizabeth stated.

Although Althea loved to visit their farm in Dorset and their brood of children, she would never consider living with them. The children would be pushed out of their bedroom to make way for her, and the small village would buzz with gossip. No. She had lived the life of a lady, despite the awful manner in which Brookwood had treated her, and she had no desire to return to the country.

“You are sweet to offer, Lizzie, and I greatly appreciate it. But I still own Owltree Cottage.”

“But for how long?” Freddie asked, his mouth turning down at the corners. “I’m not sure a woman should live alone in London. It’s a den of iniquity. The ton can behave very badly if Brookwood is any example.”

“Brookwood died two years ago, Freddie. I have managed.”

“Yes, but your finances are dwindling. And now you’ve lost your home. How will you manage?”

“I didn’t lose it,” she said with a smile. “Brookwood’s heir inherited the property. I’ve no need of such a grand house. I shall manage perfectly well on my stipend. Growing up a farmer’s daughter, I learned how to be frugal. And if I must, I’ll leave London and live fulltime at Owltree.” She frowned. “The cottage was bequeathed to me. It never belonged to Brookwood. They can’t take that. They’ll have to kill me first!”

“You might marry again,” Lizzie said hopefully. “You’re awfully pretty, Althea, and still young.”

The prospect turned Althea’s blood cold. “I don’t wish to, Lizzie. But if worst comes to worst, I’ll become a companion to Aunt Catherine.”

“Oh yes, that’s an excellent idea,” Freddie said with obvious relief. “You will live in comfort and be safe.”

“Aunt Catherine has invited me to stay for Christmas.” Althea had no intention of moving in permanently with her strong-minded aunt, but it served to stop her brother worrying about her.

She held out her arms. “Let us go and wait for the furniture to arrive. My servants will be there. I shall turn this new house into a home in no time.”


Chapter One


County Wicklow, Ireland, January 1820

Kieran Flynn, 4th Viscount Montsimon, reined in his horse and stared ahead at Greystones Manor. His father was dead, the malevolent force of his nature gone from the house. Perhaps now, a loving family would fill the empty rooms. He eased his stiff shoulders. Some other family, not his. Let the cursed Montsimon name die out with him.

In the depths of winter, heavy clouds hung low over the house, a blunted dark shape stark against the sky, like a blemish on the beautiful land it occupied.

With a sigh which was half exhaustion, Flynn nudged the flank of his bay. He rode up to the house and dismounted. Blackened stone glistened wet in the misty air, the mullioned windows blank eyes gazing inward to shadowy corridors and empty rooms.

A grizzled-headed groom hurried from the stables.

Flynn nodded. “Gaffney, isn’t it?”

“You be the young master, Lord Montsimon. I remember ye,” Gaffney said and led the horse away.

Flynn crossed the south lawn to the shallow set of stone steps leading to a pair of solid brass-studded doors. The family crest sat above it, gold and green, a knight’s helmet, a stag, and a boar. From the top step, he turned to view the meadows stretching away to the east, where cliffs descended to the sea. Despite the lack of a breeze to carry the salty spray, he tasted it on his tongue. Memories came uninvited of his boyhood, climbing those cliffs above the thrashing waves in search of birds’ eggs.

He had quit this place and his father as soon as he was old enough to make his way in England. Flynn had believed he’d turned his back on his Irish roots, but found they ran deep to his very marrow. Almost against his will, his pulse quickened at the sight of the fertile land. Now all this was his, every brown trout in the stream, every deer in the forest, and every square of stone rising above him.

Annoyed by his unforeseen emotion, he reminded himself that his future lay in England where he would return as soon as he settled matters, long overdue. He’d raked up enough blunt to have repairs done and would seek a good tenant.

The door flew open. A wizened male servant dressed all in black with a smudge of dirt on his cheek stood beaming at him. “Welcome home, milord.”

“Thank you.” Flynn didn’t know the fellow from Adam. Their butler had died of old age some years ago.

He stepped inside the oak-paneled great hall and caught his breath at the memory of it decked out with flowers for a ball when he was a lad. The buzz of excitement in the air that not even his father’s vicious temper failed to dispel. Flynn had watched from the stairs as his mother danced with Timothy Keneally, a ringlet of violets in her fair hair matching her gown. A month later, she was gone.

He returned swiftly to the present, faced with the grayed and dusty timbers, the odor of damp pervading the air. “What is your name? You weren’t here when I came last.”

“Quinn, my lord. Your father engaged me just a few months before he died.”

Flynn handed him his hat, gloves, and greatcoat. The small man was younger and sprier than he had first thought. “You might tell me what servants I have here.” Clammy and stiff from riding all the way from Dublin, he was in need of a hot bath if one might be had.

The man’s narrow face split into a goblin’s smile. “You might call me the general dogsbody. There’s O’Mainnin, who helps about the place, out chopping wood while the rain holds off he is. And Gaffney, you would have met at the stables. The cook is Mrs. Shannon. We have only one maid at present and that’s Maeve.”

“One maid?” Flynn paused in the act of unbuttoning his expensive riding coat lovingly stitched by a Bond Street tailor while envisioning the state of the bedchamber he was to sleep in.

“We weren’t sure when you would arrive, to be sure, milord,” Quinn said. “But I’ve set Maeve to work upstairs for ye. I’ve given the drawing room a good set to. There’s whisky and a fire’s been lit.”

“Most welcome.” Flynn smiled. “I suspect you of having the An Da Shealladh.”

Quinn nodded, his eyes serious. “I believe I have been gifted with second sight, milord.”

The oak staircase with its grotesque masks carved in the banister had given Flynn nightmares when he was small. Halfway up it, he paused. “Send the groom with a note for the estate manager, will you?” he called down. “I wish to go over the books with him in the morning. The gamekeeper, too.”

“It will be done, milord.”

His mother’s portrait hung on the wall in the drawing room. Flynn wondered why his father had placed it here where she might reproach him every day of his life. Perhaps to spite her and ban her from her place amongst their ancestors in the great hall.

The room was sadly depleted of furniture. The most valuable items had evidently been sold before his father died. He supposed the massive, heavily carved pieces that remained were unfashionable. Shabby damask covered the bank of windows, hiding a splendid vista of the sea. He crossed quickly and pulled them open, sending a cloud of dust mites to ride the air, only to find the view obscured by dirty panes and fading light. Disappointed and chilled to his bones, he went to stand closer to the inglenook stone fireplace and placed his booted foot on the fender. The fire was well ablaze, a welcome circle of light and warmth in an otherwise depressing room.

Quinn came in and piled more peat on the fire, which burned steadily with a dull glow. “Mrs. Shannon has one of her tasty stews on the stove. Goes down a treat with a mug of Guinness, if you don’t mind me sayin’, milord.”

“I’ll have that whisky now, Quinn.” Flynn sat in the shabby brown leather wing chair by the fire—his father’s. With a grimace, he ran his fingers over the holes in the arms caused by his father’s cigars. His father had probably been drunk more often than not and tormented by the past. It was surprising that the whole pile hadn’t gone up in smoke. He stretched his legs toward the warmth. Well, he knew coming home would be difficult.

The next morning, a messenger rode up to the door to deliver a missive.

Flynn read it over his coffee in the unappealing breakfast room, its only redeeming feature, the view through the window. He threw it down and stood. “I must return to England in a few days, Quinn.”

“Yes, milord?”

“King George has died.”

Quinn bowed his head. “Ah. So, England has a new king, milord.”

“The Prince of Wales is to be crowned King George IV,” Flynn said soberly, rubbing the back of his neck. He expected King George to make outlandish demands. And Flynn to be the likely recipient. He must not forget that one harsh word from the king could destroy his career and send him back to this lonely place filled with bitter memories.

[image: *]*

London, February

Mrs. Maxwell’s ball, despite being held so early in the season, was crammed with guests who all appeared to be talking at once. Althea Brookwood sat with Aunt Catherine while the musicians enjoyed a break.

“Two years have passed since Brookwood died.” Her aunt compressed her lips.

“I am aware of it, Aunt.” How could she not be?

“You should consider marrying again.” Neither Aunt Catherine’s conversation nor her purpose had changed from the last time they met.

Althea’s answer remained the same as well. “I have no wish to.”

Her aunt’s violet-blue eyes regarded her. “I know Brookwood was a devil. I heard the rumors. I thought it was good riddance when he died in that duel.”

Aunt Catherine didn’t know the half of it. Brookwood’s obvious dissatisfaction with her had been a torment from the very beginning. Now she was free and determined to stay that way. No man would ever hold sway over her again, bending her to his will. She patted her aunt’s gloved hand. “I know you care, Aunt, and I’m most grateful.”

“Did Brookwood leave you well provided for?”

“My dower allows me to live quite comfortably.” If she was careful. She’d learned that skill as it had been necessary to economize with a tightfisted husband.

Aunt Catherine frowned, and she touched the brilliants at her throat. “I lost some of my finest jewels in that spate of robberies two years back. When your uncle died, the bulk of the estates was lost to entail, but you will inherit all that I have. I’d like to know to whom I’m leaving my money before I die. Not another bounder like Brookwood.”

Althea kissed her aunt’s soft cheek. “Have no fear. I shan’t make that mistake. I had no say in my marriage to Brookwood. Father arranged it.” The possibility of being at the mercy of another like him made her stomach flip over.

“Lord Ingleby has recently been widowed. He’s shown a considerable interest in you, and he’s plump in the pocket. Won’t be after my money.”

“I shouldn’t think anyone would be so foolish, Aunt Catherine. You are in excellent health and will be with us for many years to come.”

“Never mind sweet-talking me,” Aunt Catherine continued undaunted. “A woman does better in this world with a husband. Why not Ingleby?”

He was another man with more than a touch of violence about him. It was in his eyes and the tight way he held himself. Althea recognized the signs and suppressed a shiver. “I don’t find him attractive.”

“Attractive? That’s of little importance. We are talking about a husband, not a lover.”

Her aunt’s husband had died some years ago. A generous, quiet man, a good deal older than Catherine. She studied her aunt, whom she was said to favor. Catherine was still arresting in a Gros de Naples gown of deep violet, the color of her eyes, which had not dimmed. Might she have taken a lover at some point? Althea dismissed the idea immediately. There had never been a whiff of scandal attached to her.

“You can’t say the Irishman, Montsimon, isn’t attractive,” Aunt Catherine said, nodding to where he moved through the crowd, a head taller than most around him.

Althea turned in his direction. “Yes, he is, and a rake.” Lord Montsimon was part of the King’s immoral court.

“Some woman will tame him. Rakes make the best husbands once they settle down.”

“If they settle down,” Althea said with a laugh. “Wasn’t it Samuel Richardson who disputed the idea of a reformed rake making the best husband? According to him, it was a false and inconsiderate notion.”

“Pooh,” Aunt Catherine said rudely. “You have simply no idea how to enjoy life, child.”

Althea did not add that Montsimon had attempted to woo her into his bed. Since she had been widowed, many men pursued her. Widows were seen as fair game. Men assumed she was dying of frustration! She supposed she was an oddity. Younger widows often remarried after a year of mourning. Others found suitable arrangements outside marriage. Her treatment since she’d been widowed had shattered her confidence. After her marriage ended as brutally as it began, she enjoyed her freedom and wished for neither husband nor lover, but still came under criticism. Ladies with roving husbands glowered at her while their husbands made discreet advances.

Aunt Catherine motioned with her fan. “Have you noticed the way Montsimon looks at you? If you play your cards right, you’ll be the one to tame him, my dear. Well worth the effort, I’ll wager.”

“How do you suggest I do that?” she asked, surprised by her curiosity. She had a vision of taking a whip to a panther and almost giggled.

“You allow him to hope you will invite him into your bed. And you play him like a salmon on a hook. For a clever woman like you that shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“It sounds downright dishonest, Aunt!”

“Don’t be so naïve. Look around you. The ton thrives on deceitfulness and game playing! And you will deliver on that promise. Eventually. Not to do so would be unsporting. And gazing at Montsimon, I would consider it foolish.” Her aunt’s cheeks flushed, and she vigorously applied her fan. “At first let him get to know you. Let him begin to want more from you than merely someone to warm his bed. When he can’t live without you, then…”

Althea gasped. Perhaps she’d misjudged her relative. “Aunt…”

Her aunt laughed. “You’re surprised?”

“I knew you to be wise, but I never suspected you capable of such…” Failing to find a polite word, she fell silent.

“Cunning?” Her aunt snapped her fan shut and smiled like a cat caught climbing the dove cote. No doubt pleased to have stunned her. “You are of my blood, and just as smart yourself. You just need practice.” She gazed over Althea’s shoulder and opened her fan to cover her mouth. “Montsimon comes to ask you to dance. I would advise you not to shun him. It would be bad ton and such a dreadful waste!”

To refuse Montsimon would be wrong when she’d been dancing earlier. He advanced on her decidedly panther-like through the crush. Could she keep a man such as him on a loose leash? He had all the charm of the Irish in his soft burr and the looks to go with it, a kind of loose-limbed grace and elegance. Althea flicked her fan, refusing to ogle him like the women around her, including, she feared, her aunt. Only when a pair of darkly clad legs of supreme length and shape stood before her, did she look up. His unusual, smoky gray eyes held a spark of humor. She admitted to not being entirely resistant to his élan, which she suspected came as easily to him as breathing. Humor was attractive in a man. That was why she’d been avoiding him.

But there was no avoiding him now. He bowed over her aunt’s hand and then hers. “Might I have the pleasure of this dance, Lady Brookwood?”

His eyes held a gleam which defied her to refuse as she had snubbed him in the past. She had to admire his persistence. She nodded with a polite but distant smile. “Yes, my lord.”

If he were surprised she’d accepted him so readily, he had the grace not to show it. Leading her onto the floor, he clasped a hand at her waist as the musicians began to play. Althea marveled that in spite of his long list of lovers, no serious scandal had attached itself to him. In the ladies’ withdrawing room, women did talk, but only praise and regret had reached her ears. Silver-tongued, he bewitched them. The Irish were known for it. She needed to develop some sort of armor against him, for they met often during the season. She’d become a challenge she suspected, for few women would refuse him and she’d quite deliberately done so. To keep a grip on her emotions, she settled her gaze on the surrounding dancers and imagined she danced with the king who held no attraction for her. It proved to be difficult; Montsimon’s shoulder felt hard beneath her gloved hand. She gazed at his wide chest encased in a silver waistcoat. He was lean, but she guessed his body would be strong. Her eyes drifted downward. She felt her cheeks heat. Aunt Catherine had lowered the standard of her thoughts.

When she looked up again, the invitation in his gray eyes almost robbed her of breath. A smile lurked on his handsome mouth.

“You don’t wish to talk, Lady Brookwood?” He swept her expertly around the floor. “The last time we danced you took exception to something about me. Was it the management of my neckcloth, perhaps? Or is it my dancing which displeases you?”

“Not at all, my lord. I’m a trifle breathless,” she said as he deftly turned them. “You dance extremely well.” As she supposed he did most things.

“An accomplished partner makes a man look good.”

“You are too gracious.”

His hand holding her gloved one tightened, settling her closer. “Too gracious? Would you prefer me not to be? I am of a versatile nature. I can be whatever you wish.”

She glanced up through her lashes. “I am gratified, my lord, that you desire to please me.”

“You have only to tell me what it is you wish of me,” he said, his tone persuasive, while his eyes held a wicked twinkle.

The music ended, and couples began to leave the floor. Unaccountably hot, she rested her hand on his arm. “My wish is for you to return me to my aunt, my lord.” How smug he looked. She would love to take men like him down a peg or two. She would never embark on such a scheme as her aunt suggested. It was too devious, even though she liked few men, and as for rakes, they deserved all they got.

“Ah, Lady Brookwood, you disappoint me. Here I was thinking there was more to you than being content with the quiet life you appear to lead.” He offered her his arm as they joined the rest to leave the floor. “I sensed a desire for adventure, romance. I’m sure I glimpsed it in your lovely eyes.”

She rested her gloved fingers lightly on his silk-clad arm. “I am most concerned for your sight, Lord Montsimon. Perhaps a physician?” she said crisply, annoyed by his assumption that she had nothing in her life. It would appear dull to such as him, she supposed, but that was how she preferred it.

He grinned and the glance he gave her caused her to lose her breath. “You look as pretty as a garden tonight in that gown adorned with roses and bluebells. But a man might be in danger of being stung by a wasp if he ventures too close.”

“You have the right of it, Lord Montsimon.”

He chuckled as he deposited her with her aunt. Without further ado, he bowed and left them.

“Well?” Aunt Catherine leaned toward her.

“Well, what?”

“Did you arrange an assignation?”

Althea took up her fan and waved it before her hot face. “Of course not. It would be most improper.”

“Silly girl. Do stop that action with your fan. It looks like you are swatting at insects. You have missed an opportunity.”

“I declare you wish to live vicariously through me, Aunt.”

Her aunt snorted. “A widow must make her way in the world. He talks now to Maria Broadstairs. See how she laughs with him and how elegantly she employs her fan.”

“It’s common knowledge that the duchess adores her husband. She merely likes to flirt.”

Her aunt’s eyebrows rose. “Have you never enjoyed a lighthearted dalliance?”

Althea sighed. “It would be dishonest of me to encourage anyone when I am not in the least interested in them.”

“Flirting is one of the few enjoyable pastimes a woman can participate in without censure.” Aunt Catherine shook her head despairingly. “I believe you need lessons, Althea.”

Althea shook her head at her aunt with a bemused smile, excused herself, and went to speak to good friends, Hetty, the vivacious redheaded wife of Baron Fortescue and Sibella, the smart, dark-haired beauty who married John, the Marquess of Strathairn two years ago.

“I watched Lord Montsimon approach you,” Hetty said with a grin. “He had a very determined look in his eye.”

Althea shook her head, refusing to be drawn. She was aware that her friends wanted to see her marry again. “He dances well.”

“Althea!” Sibella’s green eyes danced. “Is that all you can say about the man practically every woman in the room is ogling?” She laughed. “Even I can admit that apart from John, and Guy, of course, he really is one of the most handsome men in the ton.”

“And charming,” Hetty said.

“And rather nice, as well,” Sibella added.

“He is a rake and part of the king’s set,” Althea said. “He wastes his time pursuing me.”

“What a shame,” Hetty said with a sigh.

“Indeed,” Sibella agreed.

Althea laughed. “You shall not turn my head, ladies. Tell me, how are your delightful children?”


Chapter Two


At first, Flynn had believed Lady Brookwood would welcome his advances. But it now seemed there was little hope of her doing so. He hadn’t yet found the reception warm enough for him to broach the matter of a liaison. If she refused him, manners would require him to desist. He wondered why her indifference bothered him as he nodded to Miss Rutherford, who cast him an arch, come-hither smile. Wise to move on to where the reception was warmer, but he found it difficult to do. Althea’s crisp wit and beautiful violet-blue eyes both intrigued and aroused him. He roamed the length of the ballroom and pushed his way through the crowd gathered around King George. The king beckoned from where he slouched on a high-backed gilt chair. He dressed in the color of mourning while at the same time upholding his aesthetic sensibilities with the liberal addition of gold braid and buttons.

“Your Majesty.” Flynn sank into a low bow.

The rotund king nodded impatiently. “We had little time to speak at my father’s funeral, Montsimon. Did your visit to Ireland go well?”

“It did, thank you.” Flynn had failed to find a tenant for the house but saw no point in mentioning it.

“Excellent. Then you have no need to visit again for some time.” He beckoned Flynn closer. “Alterations to the Pavilion go splendidly. John Nash’s stables are a tour de force.”

Flynn steeled his mouth where a smile threatened. He had just read Hazlitt’s comment in his Travel Notes: The King’s horses (if they were horses of taste) would petition against such irrational a lodging.

King George wiped his cheeks, then employed the monogrammed silk handkerchief to shoo his lackeys away. He said in a low voice, “Come to Carlton House tomorrow at two. We would have words with you.”

“Certainly, Your Majesty. Might I enquire as to the reason?”

“Tomorrow,” the king snapped.

Patently aware of the king’s ability to abandon political principles and forget friends with barely a backward glance as he had Beau Brummell, Flynn bowed. “Your Majesty.”

Flynn made his way over to Guy, Baron Fortescue where he stood within a circle of men. They turned to greet him. “Montsimon, you might wish to take up Alvanley’s bet at White’s,” Guy said. “It concerns who among the dandies’ latest fashion disasters would Brummel most condemn. Petersham’s trousers or Mildmay’s coat?”

Montsimon chuckled. “Of equal fortune, I fear.”

Seated nearby were three lovely ladies. Guy’s wife, Horatia, chatted with Althea Brookwood and John’s wife, Lady Sibella. It was Althea that drew his eye. With her fair hair swept up in the latest fashion, she had the most graceful neck he had ever seen. He studied the widow’s shapely form with regret as he wondered what King George wished to discuss with him. George had looked unhealthy for some time, but in the hot ballroom, he was perspiring heavily, his sweat-drenched hair curling around a pallid forehead, his fleshy cheeks flushed. Worse than that, he appeared to have developed a nervous tic. It might be the result of criticism for the huge debts he incurred while lavishing money on the Brighton Pavilion. But more likely, it was fear that his wife, Caroline, who he refused to acknowledge as queen, planned to return to England and insist on attending his coronation as his consort. Whatever it was, Flynn felt sure George expected him to solve it. Did he think Flynn had the wisdom of Solomon?
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Slough, Buckinghamshire

Alone again after spending Christmas with her Aunt Catherine, Althea breathed in the fresh country air with the hope that a spell away from London would revitalize her senses.

The hackney coach entered the busy market town of Slough. She enjoyed Aunt Catherine’s company, but of late, she seemed determined to see Althea married. “I don’t wish you to spend your life alone,” she said more than once. “With no children to brighten your old age.”

Her aunt’s marriage had been happy, but no children had resulted from it. Althea sympathized with her, which made it impossible to dissuade her aunt from her view. And she wasn’t about to reveal the appalling truth of her marriage to Brookwood.

Althea gazed out the window and winced fearing she’d made a poor companion. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had a good laugh; her melancholy was like a steel weight she seemed unable to shrug off. Owltree Cottage would make her feel better. It always did.

Ahead, a stagecoach sounded its horn, blasting its arrival through the air, before halting outside the Crown Inn. Travelers from Bath alighted. While fresh horses were led from the stables, passengers traveling to London hurried from the porch of the inn to take their seats clutching bundles and bandboxes.

Althea’s carriage continued past the butcher’s shop on the corner and, passing the gray-stone church, climbed the hill, leaving the melee behind, entering a peaceful country lane edged on one side by forest. A mile farther on, the hackney slowed and turned into the circular driveway at Owltree Cottage.

As her tense limbs unwound, Althea viewed the country house she had inherited years ago which had become the secure, quiet bay she needed. It was too modest a dwelling to interest her late husband, who had ignored its existence for years. In the month before Brookwood died, however, he’d struck fear into Althea when he’d come there twice in the space of a few weeks.

Owltree Cottage had been built four hundred years ago. A thatched-roofed stone cottage, with cream painted shutters, it nestled in an old garden, surrounded on three sides by her neighbor, Sir Horace Crowthorne’s woodland.

Althea alighted from the carriage. She stretched her legs and breathed deeply of the cold fresh air while her trunk was heaved inside. Brought up in the country, the daughter of a Dorset farmer, she had found it difficult to adjust to London Society’s habit of staying up most of the night and sleeping half the day. During the season, she was constantly tired.

After she paid the driver, he climbed onto the box, seized the reins, and the hackney trundled off again. Althea turned to her maid waiting in the entry. Sally, a fresh-faced, reliable young woman who hailed from the village, greeted her with a bob. “Did you have a good trip, milady?”

“We were fortunate the rain held off, thank you, Sally. Has Mrs. Peebles returned from visiting her sister?”

“Friday, milady. But everything’s been made shipshape for you.”

Althea smiled. “Shipshape, Sally? Has Ned Thomas returned to port?”

The maid grinned. “He’s been on leave.” Her normally cheerful face drooped. “But he returns to duty again tomorrow.”

“I expect I’ll lose you soon.” Removing her fur hat, Althea patted her hair as she entered the front door.

“We plan to wed when Ned leaves the Navy next year. He hopes to one day become the landlord of the Red Cow.”

“A fine goal. What an asset you will be to him. I wish you both well and will help in any way I can.”

“Thank you, milady. We’ll be ever so grateful.”

After Sally assisted her out of her olive pelisse and took her things upstairs, Althea entered the snug salon where leaded windows gave a view of the garden. The leaves of the magnificent old oak hung like curled dusty fists on the branches, and beyond, the trees in the wood were still skeletal, waiting to be painted in fresh green leaf. Althea gazed about her, pleased to see that, as usual, every surface was polished, and every rug soundly beaten. This house, humble though it was, had kept her sane through the bad times.

Althea needed no urging to come home. It was here in this small, quiet corner of England that she had escaped her husband’s company when he was busy with his own pursuits, and had no need for her to act as hostess at his country seat, Brookwood Park. Her husband’s nephew, Aubrey, had inherited the estate, along with the other entailed properties, but she didn’t miss the draughty old mansion. She had no need of grand establishments.

The delicious aroma of fresh bread and biscuits wafted in the air. Althea’s stomach rumbled. “Cook has been baking?”

“All morning, milady,” Sally said.

“I have barely eaten today and shall indulge with a cup of tea, as soon as I’ve changed out of my traveling gown.” A sleepy black tomcat woke and stretched on the window seat. He jumped down with a meow of welcome and stalked over to rub against her legs.

Althea reached down and picked him up. “Have you missed me, Jet?” She stroked his sleek vibrating body and walked to the window to run a critical eye over her rose garden, picturing how delightful it would be in a month or so.

“It happened again, my lady,” Sally said. “I came downstairs and found Jet in the garden. Somehow, he managed to open the window.”

Althea put down the cat. Her body ached and she longed for a hot bath after the uncomfortable carriage ride with its inferior springs on rutted roads. “How very odd,” she said with a moment of disquiet. “He’s a clever cat, but that window latch isn’t loose.” She beckoned to her maid. “Come upstairs, Sally, I require a bath and a change of clothes. Then you must spend what’s left of the day with your Ned.”

The next morning, Althea woke with a luxurious stretch. She slept like the dead here. How pleasant to wake to the sparrow’s chirrup on the roof instead of the noise of traffic and shouts of early tradesmen and hawkers in the streets. After drinking a refreshing cup of coffee and nibbling a sweet roll at breakfast, she donned a shawl and wandered out to better inspect the garden. It was a treat not to be in London and have to be one’s well-turned out best from morning till night. A crisp breeze toyed with her hair, which Sally had yet to dress, as she was busy unpacking Althea’s trunk.

A volley of gunshot carried on the breeze from deep in the Crowthorne Woods. She stared at the pale sky now filled with fluttering birds. More shots followed. Sir Horace’s weekend guests, no doubt.

The crunch of heavy footsteps on the gravel made her turn.

“Lady Brookwood? Your maid said I might find you here.” Sir Horace strode toward her, his gray head bare, hat in hand. She stiffened. Sally would not have directed him here. How dare he come unannounced into her garden?

She nodded. “Sir Horace.”

He tucked a thumb into his crimson waistcoat, which strained over his stomach, and smiled unabashed. “I heard you had arrived yesterday. Nothing remains a secret for long in Slough. I called to welcome you home.”

“How kind. I expected you to be out with your party.”

“And so I was.”

“Have you left your guests?” Aware of her hair loose over her shoulders, she smoothed it back while the baronet, a man of some fifty years, stared at her with hooded, hawkish eyes.

“They shan’t miss me when their blood is up. I’ll return to them shortly. Lady Crowthorne has asked me to extend a dinner invitation to you for this evening.”

Althea very much doubted it. His second wife, Lady Crowthorne, had not been at all welcoming in the past. A widow such as herself young enough to tempt a husband, made her unpopular with some married women. “How good of her to think of me. But I must decline. I came here to rest after a demanding Christmas season.”

He cocked his head. “Surely someone so young and full of life prefers bright company to her own?”

The chill breeze whooshed through the poplars and lifted the hair from her neck, blowing strands across her face. She tucked it back while suppressing a shiver. “Please consider me for the next occasion. I shall have to decline, I’m afraid I’m exhausted.” Annoyed by his boorish behavior, she picked up the skirts of her morning gown and crossed the damp grass to the house. “You must excuse me. I must dress. You have caught me en dishabille.”

“I shan’t complain about that. You look as fresh as a dewy morning.” He strode after her. “My guests will be greatly disappointed. I believe you know many of them.” He rattled off some familiar names. “I promise to return you to your home before midnight, so it needn’t tax your strength.” He stepped in front of her, forcing her to halt. Althea’s hackles rose at his effrontery, but she held her tongue. Unwise to foster bad relations with a neighbor, especially a wealthy, powerful man such as he.

He held out his hands, palm upward. “How can you say no to music, dancing, and the superb food prepared by my excellent French chef?” Hard brown eyes assessed her as he crossed his arms. “I won’t leave until you agree.” It infuriated her. Another man who was used to getting what he wanted.

Under his steady gaze, she sought for a polite excuse. “I keep no carriage here.”

“No problem. I’ll send mine to get you.”

He was intractable. She forced a smile and decided to agree if only to get rid of him. “Then I can hardly refuse such a promising evening’s entertainment.” She dipped a curtsey and continued to walk to the house, refusing to escort him to the door. Let him exit the way he came.

“Six o’clock,” he called after her.


Chapter Three


Precisely at six o’clock, Sir Horace’s coachman drove the shiny blue landau up to the door to take her to his mansion. By road it was several miles. They crossed a stone bridge over a river which flooded every winter and cut off his estate from the village.

They drove through gates and down the tree-lined avenue to his crenellated monstrosity of a house. A huge faux castle, it had been built only a few years ago after he tore down an Elizabethan house. Such pomposity.

In the entry hall, Althea greeted Lady Crowthorne warmly, hoping her presence didn’t affect the lady unfavorably. Crowthorne’s wife curtsied with a sour expression, her thin body clad in an unattractive shade of lavender.

The shoot had been successful with many birds bagged and the atmosphere in the reception rooms merry. As she entered, familiar faces turned toward her. Althea shrugged off her tiredness, determined to enjoy the evening and went to greet those she knew.

The thought of a pleasant evening was short lived when she saw two men whose attentions toward her had been unwelcome since Brookwood died.

A jolt of pleasure surprised her when Lord Montsimon appeared and bowed to her. She put it down to the fact that he measured up far better than the married wolves around him. He was every bit as bad as the rest, but he did not cheat on a wife and came in an altogether more attractive package. Still, she had no intention of encouraging him. His smile of greeting reminded her of his insufferable cockiness. She nodded coolly and turned back to the lady at her elbow.

At dinner, Lady Crowthorne placed Althea at the far end of the table beside Skiffy, Sir Lumley St. George Skeffington, a small, thin man with sharp features and rouged cheeks. Heavy perfume wafted in the air as he waved his hands and talked incessantly about fashion. He had designed his elaborate costume and confessed to frequently advising George IV in matters of dress before he became king.

Montsimon was seated at the head of the table, on Lady Crowthorne’s left, and was busy charming their hostess if her laughter was any judge.

After a superb dinner, which lived up to Crowthorne’s boast, Althea danced with several partners. When the musicians struck up a waltz, Montsimon beat several other men to her side. She stepped reluctantly into his arms, but the skill of both the musicians and Montsimon’s dancing lifted her mood and she began to enjoy herself.

“Sir Henry must have brought the musicians from London,” she said. “They are outstanding.”

“Indeed.”

“Do you enjoy the country?” Althea asked. She was surprised to see such an urban creature in the wilds of Buckinghamshire, and Crowthorne did not seem the type of man she expected Montsimon to associate with.

“In small doses,” Montsimon said as he swept her around the floor. “The air is invigorating. But then, when one becomes suffused with energy, there is little of the right company with which to enjoy it. What can one do?” He laughed.

Must he make every comment sound suggestive? “One might ride or hunt.” She raised her eyebrows. “Or play whist or backgammon.”

“That would certainly account for a few hours.”

“I find no difficulty in employing myself.”

“How fortunate you are not to suffer ennui from the lack of society.”

“We are fortunate tonight,” she said, smiling at her hostess who danced past and stared at them. “But sometimes society can be a bore.”

“You think so?” He studied her face. “You surely can’t be much above one-and-twenty.”

A soft gasp escaped her as she caught the white flash of his grin. He’d taken three years off her age. She smiled to herself. She was no ingénue, and he knew it. “How old I am has nothing to do with it.”

He frowned. “You’re not ill?”

She raised a brow. “I’m in the best of health, thank you for your concern.”

“Of course, you are.” His gaze roamed her face. “You’re positively glowing.”

“Dancing with you might contribute to my high color, my lord,” she said, imbuing her voice with sarcasm.

“I’m pleased to hear it,” he said, deliberating misunderstanding her.

“You may not be if I elaborated.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Surely you aren’t about to retire and become a recluse? I believe I just heard a collective sigh from all the gentlemen in the ballroom.”

“Not at all,” she said crisply. Was he working up to request a liaison as two other men had done? She tensed, preparing to give him short shrift.

“Do you like dogs, Lady Brookwood?”

Startled, she gazed into his gray eyes, finding them sharp and assessing. How unpredictable he was. “I like all animals. I have a cat.”

“I seem to have acquired a dog,” he said with a rueful expression. “Turned up at my stables in London. I tried to give it to my coachman, but Spot…” He shrugged apologetically when a laugh escaped her lips. “Yes, I know, not very original a name, is it? But he does have an awful lot of black spots, and is not at all handsome, I’m afraid.”

“What sort of dog is he?”

“Eh? Of an indifferent breed. A bit of this and a bit of that, with a remarkably long curly tail.”

“Is he friendly?”

“Very much so to me, although not always to others.” He grimaced. “But a fine ratter as it turns out.”

“He won’t like to be left behind.”

“No he wouldn’t.” He grinned. “So I didn’t. Spot is spending the evening in Sir Horace’s stable.”

Her smile broadened in approval. “You brought the dog with you?”

Montsimon adopted a chagrined expression although she doubted the validity of it. “I did attempt to leave Spot in London, but he would have none of it. Followed my carriage, so I had to take him up.”

Althea was still smiling when the dance ended. His kind heart was a nice surprise, but it may well have been a ploy to soften her attitude toward him. She still considered it wise to keep him at arm’s length. Perhaps even more so now as he proved to be a good deal too charming.

She next partnered the flamboyant, Edward Hughes Ball for a quadrille. He had inherited the princely sum of forty thousand a year from an uncle and expressed a fervent desire to buy Oatlands from the financially strapped Duke of York.

Sir Horace escorted her onto the floor for the final waltz. He was a forceful dancer without a shred of grace. She disliked his hands on her. “I require a word with you,” he murmured in her ear. “Come to my study after the dance. It’s to your right at the top of the stairs.”

She drew in a breath. “What will Lady Crowthorne think? Can you not tell me what this is about?”

“No. It’s a business matter. Lady Crowthorne understands.”

Althea doubted she did. “What sort of business? I’m about to leave.”

His hand crushed hers, and his hard eyes compelled her. “I shall go up first. Slip away after a few minutes.”

She had to steel herself not to disengage from his grasp. It wouldn’t do to cause a scene. “I’m sorry, Sir Horace. I don’t feel it’s wise.”

“I must insist that you do come. It will be to your disadvantage not to, Lady Brookwood.”

At the conclusion of the dance, Sir Horace strode from the room. What lay behind this invitation? Surely he didn’t plan to seduce her with his wife already on the alert. She hesitated. Could she slip away and go home? She had no transport. And if she did not see him now, he would turn up at her home tomorrow and force his way in as he’d done this morning. She wanted this at an end. If he was about to suggest a carte blanche, she would firmly put him in his place.

Althea searched the ballroom for Lady Crowthorne. Her hostess’ attention was fully engaged with Montsimon. Althea murmured to the lady beside her that she was to visit the retiring room, then left the ballroom. She located Sir Horace’s study at the top of the stairs and entering, leaving the door ajar.

“Ah, there you are.” He crossed the room and closed the door behind her.

She clutched her reticule in nervous fingers. “I can’t imagine what this is about, Sir Horace,” she said, her tone all business. “But could you be brief? I am about to retire.”

He waved her protest away with a hand, his eyes gleaming with intent. “Please sit. The leather armchair close to the fire is comfortable.”

“No, thank you. I shan’t be here long.”

He shrugged. “Then I’ll come right to the point. I wish to buy Owltree Cottage, and although it’s not a valuable piece of property, I’m prepared to offer you a good price for it.”

Althea went cold. “What made you believe I want to sell?”

Sir Horace strode to his desk and unrolled a length of paper. He beckoned her over. “This is what I wished to show you.”

Curious, she stepped closer to the desk. He held up a plan of his property and the surrounding area. She located Owltree Cottage, like a small island in the sea of woodland on his vast estate.

“I don’t see why you would want to buy my house.” She stared up at him, alarm bells ringing.

He stabbed at the center of it with a finger. “My gamekeeper uses this forest road, which peters out a half mile from Owltree Cottage.”

“Of course. I’m well aware of it.”

“It’s my intention to extend the road and join it up with the road to the village. It will cut off miles of travel for us when the weather is bad.” His hard eyes raked hers. Ignoring her rapid heartbeat, she shrugged, not wishing him to see that he’d frightened her. “You know, of course, heavy snow blocks our access to the village in the winter,” he said. “We are forced to travel many miles by the south road.”

“You speak of a mere trail. No carriage could use it.”

“It would carry small vehicles once improved sufficiently.”

She shook her head. “The terrain is heavily treed and there’s a brook.”

“There is a watercourse, I agree, which makes it impossible to place the road anywhere but here.” He ran his thumb over the page. “This, as you see, must cut across your property.”

There was something brutal about that thumb. She couldn’t turn her gaze away. Her panic grew to tighten her chest and restrict her breathing. “Absurd. I shall never sell my home. Nor will I agree to your invasion of my land.” She fought to hide her anger, but it was intolerable to think of his vehicles rolling through her garden, her peace forever destroyed.

“I advise you not to be too hasty in your refusal, Lady Brookwood. Should you not agree, I shall take it from you.” His smile was savage as he rolled up the map with jerky movements. “You must be aware that you would lose should you fight me in this.” He nodded at a painting hanging above them on the wall. “My great-great-grandfather granted Owltree Cottage to his steward. Your ancestor to be precise.”

“It was legally done. I have the deed.”

“You are sure it is legal? Loose arrangements were made back then. I have my solicitor searching the archives. He is confident he can prove the original document to be flawed. If so, I would regain the property, and you will not be paid a shilling.”

Althea spluttered, unable to contain her feelings a moment longer. “I don’t understand. Why would you do something like this?” She spat out the words contemptuously. “There are other ways; the village road might be improved, the bridge rebuilt for far less expense….”

She had made a mistake. His eyes glowed, satisfied to have shaken her. He stared again at the murky oil painting, his ancestor perhaps. A more decent man than him, it seemed. “There’s a way you can dissuade me.”

“And what is that?” She feared the answer, but felt compelled to ask. To hear the shabby words from his lips, she hoped it would shame him.

“By becoming my mistress.” He turned to her, his expression conveying such covetousness she dropped her gaze.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she countered icily.

He reached out and grabbed one of her hands. “Think about it. With me as your protector, you shall gain in so many ways, my dear. I know Brookwood left you in straightened circumstances.”

She pulled her hand away. “I’m not yet in debtor’s prison.”

“You’re not being sensible. A lovely young woman like you deserves to be dressed like a queen. I can establish you in London in the greatest comfort. You would want for nothing.”

It was a ploy to control her. Once she was his mistress, it gave him power over her. And he would still take the house. The thought of that man on top of her rendered her close to fainting. “You wish a reluctant mistress, Sir Horace?” She tilted her head. “I find myself wondering why you are reduced to buying your women.”

He was so sure of himself and his place in the world, he batted the insult away with an indifferent shrug. “Why do you wish to hold on to that old house?”

“That is my concern.” She put her hands on her hips. “You shall never frighten me into falling into your arms. Surely, you wouldn’t want a lover you have to threaten into sleeping with you. One who might bring a knife to your bed and stab you while you slept.” It gave Althea satisfaction to visualize herself in the act. “Let’s forget this foolish conversation ever took place.”

She’d touched on a nerve, for his face flushed bright red. “Say your goodbyes to Owltree Cottage, Lady Brookwood, for if you don’t agree with my demands, I will take it!”

“We shall see about that!” Althea rushed to the door and flung it open.

She ran to the stairs. Stupid to goad him, but she didn’t regret it. The man was a monster. No wonder his wife looked so unhappy! A footman stared at her from the entry hall. “Please fetch my cloak,” she called as she ran down the steps, almost losing a slipper. He rushed to comply.

As soon as the bewildered footman opened the front door, she breathlessly instructed him over her shoulder to make her apologies to his mistress. A megrim had forced her to return home. She stumbled down the steps to the gravel drive, cursing her flimsy footwear. Her evening cape was fur-lined, but her thin dress clung to her legs and was hardly fit for walking about in the night air. A glaze of frost whitened the grass. It would be a vigorous hike to Owltree Cottage even in good weather, and she could hardly cut across the muddy fields in the dark. When she passed the last of the braziers lighting the carriageway, the night would close in, and every rock and pothole would trip her up.

She was striding alone, the gates still quite a distance, when hoof beats and the clatter of a vehicle sounded on the gravel behind her. Did Sir Horace pursue her? Her pulse quickened. She spun to face him, then slumped with relief. Lord Montsimon drove toward her in a sporty phaeton. He reined in the matched pair of thoroughbreds and placed the whip in the whip holder beside the seat.

He leaned down. “May I escort you home?”

Close to tears, she was in no mood for another unwelcome tête-à-tête. She shook her head and continued walking. “No thank you.”

“It’s a devilishly chilly night.” He slapped the reins, and the phaeton jingled and rattled alongside her. “Surely you don’t intend to walk home,” he called. “By the look of the weather it won’t be a pleasant trip.”

“I shall manage.”

She dropped her gaze to the shadowy way ahead and marched on, attempting to ignore her freezing feet. He made no move to drive past her. The golden light from the lamps strung on the vehicle lighted her way down the drive. She cursed under her breath when a drop of rain splattered on her cheek.

“It’s raining,” Lord Montsimon said, stating the obvious.

“Merely a shower.” She grimaced. Her expensive evening cloak would be ruined, and she couldn’t afford to replace it.

The few drops were quickly followed by several more. Heavier, with the icy touch of sleet. Althea hesitated, seeing the sense of it. If seen riding off with him alone, she would be the subject of talk, but that hardly mattered. If Lady Crowthorne learned of her husband’s desires, a far bigger scandal would erupt. She stopped. “It might be best if you did drive me home.”

“A sensible decision.” He secured the reins and leapt down.

She backed away as he approached her.

“My, you are jumpy. I was merely going to assist you.”

“Very well. You may do so,” Althea said ungraciously.

Montsimon placed his hands at her waist and hoisted her up onto the high seat with astonishing ease. She arranged her skirts with a sidelong glance at his muscular shoulders as he climbed in beside her.

When Montsimon pulled up the hood, sudden doggy breath warmed her cheek. Althea glanced behind her. A rather ugly terrier sat scratching an ear. The ear looked slightly chewed.

“Do sit down, Spot,” Montsimon said with a grimace.

“So, this is Spot,” Althea said politely. Montsimon’s description of the dog was apt. It was hardly the progeny of careful breeding.

“Yes, that’s Spot,” Montsimon said heavily as he wrestled a fur-lined travel rug from where Spot had been sitting. He spread it over her knees. “I do hope this doesn’t have fleas.”

“It’s most welcome, nonetheless.” The thick blanket was warm, and she tamped down the urge to pull it up to her chest. Maybe the warmth would stop her infernal shivering, although, whether that was caused by the weather, Sir Horace’s proposition, or Montsimon’s proximity, she couldn’t be sure.

“We can’t have you getting ill, can we?” He slapped the reins and urged the horses to walk on. “Owltree Cottage, I believe?”

She stared at his profile in the lamplight, reluctantly admitting it was a fine one. “You know where I live?”

“Your husband once offered to sell Owltree Cottage to me.”

“He did what!”

Montsimon gazed at her apologetically before turning back to watch the road. “He was in his cups and losing at cards at the time.”

“Oh.” Surely he hadn’t meant it.

“Of course, the cottage would be of little use to me. I seldom come to this part of the world.”

“He couldn’t have sold it to you. It belongs to me.” She bit her lip, wondering if Sir Horace had been bluffing.

“Don’t all properties revert to the husband on marriage?”

Althea stiffened, overwhelmed by anger that as a female, she was subject to men’s outrageous whims. “It was not part of my dower. My uncle made sure of that in his will.” But it in no way protected the property from an unscrupulous husband.

At the bitter tone in her voice, Montsimon gave her a sidelong glance, but said nothing. The patter of rain increased on the hood and dripped down all around them.

She clutched the rug to her, glad of it in spite of possible bugs. “You’re a friend of Sir Horace’s?” she asked, suddenly curious.

“The evening was more business than pleasure.” He bit the words off with a ring of finality. She was not to ask more. He was an important diplomat. A man with powerful friends. Powerful enemies, too, perhaps.

She was grateful when he didn’t attempt to flirt with her. He seemed more thoughtful, and the excuse she gave the footman was now true, as her head ached intolerably.

Montsimon drove the dangerous high perch phaeton with skill, rounding bends at a clip. She hung on to the seat, glad of his expertise. “I believe your estate is in Ireland, my lord.”

“Indeed. County Wicklow.”

“Do you not intend to return there to live?”

“Settle down to domestic life? It doesn’t appeal.”

His life in England and the Continent working for the foreign office would be far too exciting to exchange for a country estate in Ireland, she supposed. She had never been there and was suddenly curious. “Is it a pretty place?”

He huffed out a short laugh. “No one would call the house pretty, but it’s beautiful country. And not far from the sea.”

They approached her house where lamplight in the downstairs windows flickered a welcome. Montsimon drove into the carriageway and pulled up the horses. He leaped to the ground and held out his arms to assist her down. Althea placed her hands on his shoulders and leaned into him, held for a moment against his hard body before he politely released her. She stepped back, suffering the urge to throw herself upon his chest again and sob out her sorry tale. The notion was so ridiculous she almost laughed. Out of the frying pan, into the fire. She was very grateful that he’d come along when he had. “Thank you, my lord. You have saved me from a long, wet walk.”

“I should not have liked to learn you became ill from an inflammation of the lungs.” He replaced his hat and leapt back into the phaeton, his long legs making the action appear easy.

“You are driving all the way back to London tonight?” she asked, wishing to extend the conversation. “In this vehicle?”

“Not likely.” He grinned. “I plan to stay with a friend, Viscount Warren. He has a country house in Biddlesden, Aylesbury Vale.”

The heavens opened with a deluge. Althea hurried to shelter on the porch as he drove away, carriage lights fading into the mist. She remained staring into the dark, her worries returning in full force. What was she to do? Her heart lurched when she remembered Sir Horace’s hard stare. He had the upper hand or he would never have spoken. Even if the deed she held was sound, it would not be beneath him to get what he wanted by skullduggery. She could not lose Owltree. She would not. Her next step would be to appeal to her solicitor, but she feared he’d be of little help. She rented her London townhouse, and with her meager stipend from Brookwood, it was always a squeeze to make ends meet, even with stringent economic measures and few staff.

When Brookwood’s nephew, Aubrey, had returned from the West Indies to claim Brookwood’s title, he had been scathing about the lack of children in her marriage, rudely intimated that her family came from further down the social scale, and that she had married his uncle for his money while refusing him her bed. Hardly her fault that her husband was usually too drunk to visit her bed. Aubrey made no offer to help her. The dower house stood empty. That didn’t bother her, apart from the unfairness of his insinuations. She would choose to live in a hovel before she became beholden to him, a younger version of her husband. He was driven more by greed than misplaced moral outrage, she suspected. In truth, the only man she trusted was her brother. But if driven from her home, she wouldn’t return to Dorset. Freddie and his wife, and their six children, filled every corner of their small farmhouse.

She had to think. If only this headache would fade. She entered the house where Sally waited up for her.

“I have a dreadful megrim, Sally.”

“You go on up, my lady. I’ll bring some feverfew in a trice.”

After Sally’s kind ministrations, Althea retired to bed and lay silently as hour after hour passed. Eventually, the tincture did its work, and her headache ebbed away. She might go to her aunt. But Catherine couldn’t help her hold on to Owltree. No, she must turn to one of the men who had shown an interest in her. A man with considerable influence who could uncover Sir Horace’s secrets.

Why did the baronet really want Owltree Manor? If she learned more about his intentions, perhaps they might be used to fight him. But this powerful gentleman whose help she sought, what might she offer him? It would not be marriage. She gasped with a shiver of panic and fought to calm herself. No, that was impossible, and yet, what else did she have to offer but her body? An affair?

She believed Brookwood had broken something inside her. Remembrance caused a hollow vacuum of loss to well up and flood her with sadness. She turned over in bed, listening to the drumming of rain on the roof and hoped Montsimon had reached his destination safely.


Chapter Four


As Flynn peered ahead through the rain, Spot jumped over onto the seat beside him. Flynn cast the dog a stern look. “I don’t believe I gave you permission.”

Spot gave a yelp of approval.

“Oh, very well then. But sit and be quiet.”

The dog surprised him by doing precisely that. Flynn loved driving the phaeton, and bad weather didn’t bother him. He wasn’t about to put himself in the way of highwaymen, however, by driving all the way to London. And not when good company awaited him a half-hour away.

Something was amiss with Lady Brookwood. Odd that she had left Crowthorne’s in that fashion. She wasn’t about to tell him of it though, so he didn’t ask. He would not be the only one to have pursued her after her husband died. Had someone at the dinner made unwelcome advances? Herbert Frankston had an eye out for a mistress, but with his wife present, Flynn doubted the man would approach Althea. She was a lovely woman, with violet eyes, pale gold hair, and bosomy figure. He’d been bored more than once by a beautiful face, when the woman had no intellect or humor to enliven it, but Althea was anything but dull.

Althea, such a pretty name. She had a way of looking at him that made him suspect she could see through any attempts he made to charm her. Surprising, when he was lauded for his diplomatic skills. Surprising, too, that he rather appreciated their repartee. He looked forward to an enjoyable dalliance with her if he made her see the sense of it. She had a lovely laugh, and he wanted to hear more of it. To find humor lurking in those remarkable eyes of hers. But tonight… he frowned and suffered a prickle of guilt. She’d looked small and woebegone.

Why did she live in such a modest manner? Surely, as Brookwood’s widow, she was well provided for. He shrugged off these thoughts, which threatened his resolve to seduce her, and hurried the horses along as lightning lit up the sky. Thunder made the animals nervous. He glanced at Spot. The storm had no such effect on the dog. It had fallen asleep.

His mind turned to what little knowledge he had gained tonight that he must relay to the king, whose request for information on a certain matter had surprised him. Listening at key holes was not a diplomat’s job. He left that to the Home Office.
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Althea sat up and punched her pillows as dreary dawn light crept around the curtains. “Montsimon,” she said aloud. He was obviously not a violent man if the way he treated that disreputable dog was anything to go by. He would have the connections to deal with Sir Horace Crowthorne. Perhaps, she would have to embark on the scheme her aunt suggested. Although the idea terrified her, she felt some relief for at least having a plan. She lay down again and closed her eyes.

Considerably better after a few more hours of sleep, Althea ate breakfast, then she sat at her desk and penned a letter to the family solicitor. Once she had blotted and sealed it, she called Sally. “Please pack my trunk. I shall have to hire a carriage. I’m returning to London.”

Sally’s mouth dropped open and dismay showed in her eyes. “But, my lady, weren’t you to remain with us until spring?”

“A matter has called me back to town, Sally,” Althea said, her voice hoarse with frustration. “Believe me, I don’t wish to go.”

As the carriage carried her toward London, Althea explored the possible idea of seducing Lord Montsimon into helping her. She touched her hot cheeks with gloved fingers. Any move on her part would certainly surprise him. She was tempted to ask her aunt how one might go about it. She clasped her hands tightly together. Such a request seemed lame and embarrassing. Aunt Catherine’s comment that she needed lessons in the art of flirtation, although amusing, had stung a little. She admitted to herself that she feared intimacy.

Brought to the marriage bed as a green girl of seventeen, she had wanted to love her husband and to please him. That had proved impossible. Brookwood’s lovemaking had done little to educate her. On the morning after their wedding, she had lain stunned and sickened. Nor had he grown more tender through the years of their marriage. A suffocating sensation tightened her throat as she remembered that which she had tried hard to forget.

Even supposing she could seduce Montsimon into helping her save Owltree, it was inherently dishonest. It cast her as low as Crowthorne. Sourness settled in the pit of her stomach. She hated the unscrupulousness of such an endeavor and was determined to first investigate other avenues.

In her London townhouse a week later, Althea received a reply from her solicitor, Mr. Manners. She hurried to his office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

At the death of her husband, Mr. Manners had expressed concern for her welfare, and she hoped he would keep it in mind when sending her his bill. The gangly, thin-faced gentleman greeted her soberly, confessing that, although the deed appeared sound, he had sent his clerk off with a letter to Sir Horace, requesting proof of his claim to the property.

He gestured to a letter on his desk with an embossed letterhead. “I’ve received a reply to that letter from Sir Horace’s solicitor and an opinion from a king’s counsel, Lord Coltart, a most eminent man.” Mr. Manners’ worried hazel eyes peered at her through his spectacles. “Although it’s not claimed outright that the deed is forged, he is confident it can be proved that your property is still part of Sir Horace’s estate. I feel I must advise you, Lady Brookwood, that Sir Horace is an affluent man. He has employed the best of the legal profession and could drag this matter through the courts, which would cost you a not inconsiderable amount of money with a doubtful outcome.”

Mr. Manners’ warning sent Althea into a spiral of despair. It was possible she would lose the estate to legal costs. But she was not prepared to give in to Sir Horace Crowthorne without a fight. Troubled by the news, she rushed home to Mayfair. She could not hold off Sir Horace for long. She entered her townhouse, a modest dwelling by Mayfair standards, where Butterworth greeted her, sober faced. No doubt, her kind and loyal butler feared for his job.

Her heart was heavy as she walked into the drawing room. With the legal costs, she would need to economize further, and that meant losing another member of her staff. Her nerves throbbed, and she huffed out a breath in despair, hating the prospect of parting with her loyal servants who had been with her for some years.

At her desk, after wasting several pieces of expensive bond, she was finally satisfied with her note to Sir Horace explaining that she was giving his proposition serious consideration. He would learn of her decision soon. She chewed on her lower lip, praying her words would cause him to postpone any rash action.

What she must do gnawed away at her confidence. Because of this man, she must humble herself before one of Brookwood’s associates and beg for his assistance. There weren’t a great many of her husband’s friends to choose from. Toward the end of his life, many had deserted him. As his gambling losses reduced his circumstances, he began to drink heavily and grew more reckless, often taking out his violent moods on her. Then some weeks before he died, his mood suddenly elevated. He refused to tell her the cause, sending her from the room while discussing a matter with the few friends that remained.

Althea chose Lord Churton although he had not been part of those discussions. She considered him to be the best of Brookwood’s friends. No more than a casual acquaintance toward the end of her husband’s life, Churton was a cut above the rest. His intelligent blue eyes were set in a broad face with a high color. A married man with children, he always greeted her warmly and was a respected member of parliament. She was optimistic he could do something to help her if he agreed.


Chapter Five


Seated in a corner of Boodle’s in Pall Mall, Flynn leaned forward in the leather chair as he and Lord Barraclough, talked quietly together. They shared a bottle of brandy while chatter and laughter filled the smoking room.

“I appreciate the wisdom of the Home Office to send you,” Flynn said. “We worked well together in that matter of the French Navy. Although this seems an entirely different kettle of fish.”

“That matter with the Navy was cut and dried. It’s entirely unclear what we’re dealing with here.” Barraclough related what he knew in a low voice. “Word has reached the king’s ear that radicals are plotting in secret.”

Flynn nodded. It was entirely feasible. Many were critical of the state of the country. Especially after what happened in St. Peter’s Field in Manchester last August, when the cavalry charged into a crowd of some eighty thousand people gathered to demand the reform of parliamentary representation. Public anger had grown to fever pitch after Liverpool’s government panicked and rushed through the Six Acts, introducing a raft of unpopular measures.

“I attended Sir Horace Crowthorne’s dinner, but had not expected to find possible suspects amongst the guests. And neither did I. If such a plot existed, it was well concealed. We can’t arrest everyone burning to change the whole system of government.” Flynn shrugged. “It would be half the country. Like finding a needle in a hay bale.”

“It’s not the radical journalists like Bentham, or Cobbett’s writings in the Weekly Political Register, who are dangerous. But those who keep their opinions quiet and prefer to remain unobserved.” Barraclough puffed out a cloud of smoke from his cheroot.

“The only two I found worth investigation were Goodrich and Wensley. I overheard them arrange a meeting in Crowthorne’s library. Their conversation ceased abruptly when I entered,” Flynn said, “which peaked my curiosity.”

“Don’t know them. Do you?”

“Only in passing. I thought it odd that they arranged this meeting somewhere out of Town.”

“They might be organizing a hunt or a private house party.”

“Unlikely. It’s the Old Gate Inn in Canterbury. Heard of it?”

“Can’t say I have. Could be something entirely innocent though. When is this meeting to take place?”

Flynn shook his head. “Couldn’t discover it. They regarded me with suspicion and clammed up.”

“You are known to be close to the king,” Barraclough said dryly. He took a sip of brandy. “That can make people wary.”

Flynn frowned in exasperation. “I’m surprised the king wants me involved. This is a matter for the Home Office or Bow Street, surely.” He swallowed the last sip of brandy in the snifter which left a faint tinge of bitter sweetness on his tongue. “I’d gladly hand this matter over to someone else. Baron Forth for example. He may not be the best investigator around, but the king approves of him. He’s the consummate dissembler.”

Barraclough’s chuckle sent another cloud of exhaled smoke into the room. “You are the king’s private investigator. He has come to rely on you. Due to your work on the Continent dealing with Princess Caroline, he believes you to be infallible.”

“No one is infallible. Least of all, I. But His Majesty grows more determined by the day. Caroline shall not attend his coronation as his consort. Ministers are anxious to avoid a divorce, for as much mud will stick to the king as it will to her.” He gestured to the bottle. “Another?”

Barraclough shook his head. “I must be off.” He took his watch out of his waistcoat pocket.

“Sidmouth will arrange for his spies to follow these men,” Flynn said. “When you learn the time of their meeting, let me know. If it proves to be of interest, I’ll take it from there.”

Barraclough nodded. “It will be done.” The leather chair creaked as he moved his bulk to mash his cheroot into the ashtray. “Unfortunately, the little season works against us. Not a lot on the social calendar. There’s the Gossards’ soiree. I daresay you have an invitation?”

“I do.”

Barraclough climbed to his feet. “With so little entertainment to be had, you might find them there. Meanwhile, I’ll get working on it.”
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Althea picked up the brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head and rapped on the Churtons glossy black door. Their butler opened it. With a discreet look of surprise to find her calling at such an hour, he offered her a chair in the entry hall and asked her to wait. Moments later, he returned to direct her upstairs to the drawing room. Relieved to find Churton at home, she crossed the blue Aubusson carpet in the elegantly furnished room which at present stood empty. Lady Churton had excellent taste. Althea only hoped her coming here did not anger the lady. She could not hope to meet Churton at a social event for London was still thin of company.

Althea sought to find a discreet way in which to frame her request to Churton. She sat on a brocade upholstered chair, her fingers gripping her reticule, and decided not to mince her words.

Lord Churton strode through the door with a smile which almost hid his astonishment. “Dear Lady Brookwood. But how delightful to see you.”

Althea rose quickly and crossed the room to him. “Forgive me, Lord Churton for calling in this fashion.”

“Not at all. Please do sit, Lady Brookwood.” He directed her to a chair.

His color, if anything, was more florid than when she had seen him last. “Lady Margery will be sorry to have missed you. She is attending to last minute shopping before we depart for Wiltshire.” He chuckled. “There are some things my wife refuses to live without while rusticating in the country. Please, won’t you sit? May I offer you tea, a glass of sherry?”

“No, thank you, Lord Churton.” Althea sank down again. She took a deep breath. “I find myself in need of your help.”

“In what way may I be of assistance?”

“Do you know Sir Horace Crowthorne, by any chance?”

He paused in the act of lowering himself into the chair opposite, eyebrows raised. “I do. He’s a member of my club. A fellow who makes his mark on the ton, does he not?”

Althea explained Sir Horace’s wish to buy Owltree, omitting the more distasteful aspects.

His blue eyes widened as he listened. “The deed to the property has been found to be genuine?”

“It is. My lord, my property is but ten acres. A watercourse runs through it. It would be so much simpler for Sir Horace to make improvements to the village road.”

“An odd business.” His shrewd eyes studied her. “I suspect there is more to it.”

Althea sighed. Churton was too canny. she would have to tell the whole story. “He uses it as a bargaining tool. He wishes me to become his mistress.”

Churton grunted. “Ah, now I see. He holds this threat over your head to sway you to agree to his baser desires. I feel I must apologize for my sex, Lady Brookwood. Men can behave very badly at times, especially where an attractive lady is involved. One who is unprotected.”

Althea tilted her head and smiled. “Not all men, my lord.”

He nodded, his gaze thoughtful. “What would you have me do?”

A flare of hope warmed her breast. “I doubt it is desire that prompted him to make such a demand. I hoped you might speak to him, to learn what he plans for Owltree Cottage.”

“Ah. I understand. That I am happy to do.” He sat back and crossed his arms. “It is an odd business, no doubt about it.”

“I would be most grateful, my lord.”

He rubbed his chin. “A letter won’t do. I’ll need to speak to Sir Horace in person. I’ll look for him at my club. The perfect place for a quiet word. I believe I saw him there a night or two ago. I hope to find him there sometime this week. Unfortunately, Lady Margery and I are to depart for the country on Saturday.”

He must have read the disappointment in her face, for he leaned forward and took both her hands in his. “How upset you must be, losing Brookwood and now this. I hope I can be of some help to you.”

The door opened and Lady Margery swept into the room. At the sight of her husband holding Althea’s hands, she froze and her brows snapped together. She bustled forward, patting her soft brown hair. “Lady Brookwood, how pleasant to see you,” she said in a cool tone.

Lord Churton rose smoothly and went to greet her. “You have finished buying out Regent Street, my dear?” He kissed her cheek. “Lady Brookwood has come to us with a problem.”

“Oh?” Lady Margery still frowned, unconvinced.

Althea gained her feet and executed a curtsey. “You must forgive me calling without an invitation, Lady Margery. An unforeseen circumstance has brought me low. I find I cannot manage to deal with it without assistance. I immediately thought of your husband, who is greatly respected and, as you know, a former associate of my husband. He has kindly promised to speak on my behalf.”

“Please do sit, Lady Brookwood. You appear quite rattled.” The wary expression remained in Lady Margery’s eyes, but she bustled forward. “Have you ordered tea, Churton?”

Not wishing to overstay her welcome, Althea shook her head. “Thank you, Lady Margery, but I shan’t trouble you a moment longer. Lord Churton, I’ll leave the matter in your hands with my heartfelt thanks. Whatever the outcome, I shall be eternally grateful for your assistance.”

“It appears you are in difficulty, my dear. I hope Churton can assist you.” Lady Margery’s sympathetic smile was most welcome. “Shall we see you at Lord and Lady Gossards’ soiree?”

“Yes, how very fortunate.” The fear of running into Sir Horace had quite put her off the idea of going, but the Churtons’ attending changed everything. How very nice they were. Lady Margery appeared to warm to her and, in time, might become a good friend.

If Churton dealt with Sir Horace before he appeared at the Gossard’s, she would enjoy witnessing his discomfiture when the ton cut him. A foolish dream, but one she clung to.

A little more confident, Althea walked the few streets from the Churton’s palatial home in Grosvenor Square to her modest townhouse. A cup of tea served in her boudoir made her feel considerably better. The respect in which Churton was held might work to ferret out Crowthorne’s intentions. Once she gained that knowledge, she could put it to good use. Sir Horace was not as well born as Churton, but at heart was a dreadful snob. She narrowed her eyes. How apposite to use blackmail against a blackmailer. He would not wish for any of his nefarious dealings to become known. Dare she hope this would be quickly solved, and she could return to live in peace?

Thinking it through, she was quite pleased that she had managed to deal with the situation herself, and would have no need to cast herself on Montsimon’s broad chest and beg his help. She only wished his gray eyes, framed by thick, dark lashes, didn’t appear in her mind’s eye.

Two days later, Althea attended the Gossard’s soiree. Guests crammed into the white and gold reception rooms of their palatial home while others went to the library to smoke. Unfortunately, as soon as Althea arrived, she encountered Sir Horace in the drawing room.

“I received your note, Lady Brookwood.” He stared hard at her. “I don’t intend to let this matter drag on unnecessarily.”

“Neither do I, Sir Horace.” Althea stepped around him. Might Lord Churton have spoken to him? She hoped to learn something from his lordship with which to turn this situation in her favor.

Crowthorne’s derisive laugh followed her as she moved away.

As she looked for Lord Churton and Lady Margery, Althea threaded her way through the perfumed, chattering crowd. Ladies called to her from chairs along the walls, gentlemen, drinks in hand, stood deep in conversation near the fireplaces at each end of the room. There was no sign of the Churton’s. The Ormolu clock on the mantel showed ten. Still early. Her mind only half engaged, Althea paused to talk to acquaintances but kept an eye on the guests filing through the door.

Montsimon entered, wearing a fitted marine blue coat adorned with gold buttons, which molded to his broad shoulders and trim waist. Gold fobs decorated his gray silk waistcoat, his long legs encased in powder gray trousers. No man should look that good, she thought, as every woman in the room turned to observe him. When he headed toward her, she stiffened and grappled with a way to avoid him, but her mind had deserted her.

She came to her senses when Mrs. Montgomery repeated her question a good deal louder, while her mother, Mrs. Pinkerton, studied Althea with a shrewd expression. Althea murmured a nonsensical reply. She offered what she hoped was a charming smile. Montsimon would draw every eye to them should he approach her. He would be a distraction when she must find Churton, so she could retire for the evening with the knowledge that Sir Horace would trouble her no more.

Althea spun around searching the crowd. Where were the Churtons? Might she have overlooked them in one of the other reception rooms? “I do beg your pardon, Mrs. Montgomery,” she said, interrupting the lady in mid-sentence. “I’ve just seen someone I simply must speak to who appears to be about to leave.”

With a swish of her ice-blue net gown worn over white satin, she hurried away, leaving Mrs. Pinkerton peering through her lorgnette after her. It was an appalling lack of manners and Althea was sure her ears were burning.

A moment later, she’d forgotten the ladies entirely, for Montsimon, a determined expression in his gray eyes, made his way steadily through the guests.

She could not talk to him now. Heart thudding, she searched around for anyone free to engage in conversation, but those close to her were deep in discussion and it would be rude to interrupt.

“Lady Brookwood.” Montsimon had reached her. He bowed before her.

There was nothing for it. “Lord Montsimon.” She curtsied. It was extraordinary. Simply because she’d considered a possible affair with him albeit briefly, it had become difficult to meet his eyes, made bluer tonight by the coat he wore.

“I didn’t expect to find you in London,” he said in his pleasant tenor voice. “Wasn’t it your intention to remain in the country until spring?”

“It was.” She nodded. “But an important matter has brought me back to Town.”

A waiter approached. Montsimon took two flutes of champagne from his tray and offered her one. Althea accepted it with a nod of thanks. She sipped the cold fizzy wine, relieved when it lubricated her tight throat.

“It’s dreadfully crowded tonight,” Montsimon said, bending his head closer to hers.

“The Gossards’ affairs are always so. Does your dog wait for you at home tonight?”

“No, he’s guarding my carriage,” Montsimon said, a glint of humor in his eyes.

“Is he a good guard dog?” Her gaze swept the room, searching for Lord Churton again without success.

“Spot is very thorough. Even my friends are barred from the vehicle.” Montsimon frowned. “But something disturbs you tonight, Lady Brookwood. May I be of help?”

“You must pardon me, my lord.” She took a step away. “There’s someone I must speak to, but I can’t seem to locate them in this crowd.”

He followed, bringing them close again. “Who might that be?”

“Lord Churton. Have you seen him?”

The expression in Montsimon’s eyes sharpened. Without explanation, he removed her glass, which was still half-full of champagne from her nerveless fingers.

Conscious of those around them, she murmured a surprised protest. He placed her glass with his on a console table. “Shall we take a stroll on the terrace?” He slipped her arm through his.

“I beg your pardon?” Althea shook free, but he firmly tucked her gloved fingers back into the crook of his arm and moved forward, propelling her along, while apologizing right and left to those forced to make way for them. One man had the effrontery to wink at him! She gasped. He was manhandling her right under the gaze of the ton.

“I must speak to you where I can make myself heard without getting a crick in my neck,” he said in a low voice.

Hardly a satisfactory explanation! Astonished, Althea huffed out a breath while helplessly caught up in the momentum caused by his long stride. “I must say I’m surprised, my lord,” she muttered, afraid of creating a scene. “You can’t just drag me off….”

A footman opened the French doors, and Montsimon swept her through them.

At a click of the door behind them, silence fell. The brazier’s glow did nothing to warm the frigid air. The terrace was deserted, for no other guest braved the outdoors during a winter’s night. And certainly not without many layers of warm clothing, which she lacked. Goose pimples sprung up along her arms and she shivered violently.

Montsimon drew her farther away into the shadows as the cold breeze slapped like a hand across her face and décolletage. She mourned the absence of her fur-lined cloak. Her teeth chattered. “This had better be important, my lord,” she stuttered through cold lips.

With a muffled curse, Montsimon shrugged out of his tight coat, not without difficulty she was pleased to see. He held it up for her. She slipped her arms into the coat and her hands became lost somewhere inside the long sleeves. Too cold to fight for her dignity, she stood still as he did up the buttons. She almost sighed, his body had made it wonderfully warm, and it smelled of his soap. As his fingers swept outrageously across her bosom, Althea averted her gaze and attempted to ignore his proximity. She wasn’t about to complain. Needs must.

Her instinct was to stalk indignantly inside again, but that would mean removing his coat, which seemed a terrible bother since he’d gone to the trouble to roll up the sleeves for her. Most particularly, her curiosity was roused. At least her trembling had eased. “You have a few minutes to explain before I—”

“What is your business with Lord Churton?” His voice sounded strangely steely, his normally lilting Irish brogue gone.

“That’s none of your concern, Lord Montsimon. I must say—”

“I need to know.” A muscle flicked at his jaw and he folded his arms, stretching his waistcoat across his broad chest.

Althea stared into his observant gray eyes. Had she not made herself clear? “I’m sorry? It’s a personal matter, which does not concern you.”

“I’m afraid it does. Lord Churton is dead.”

Althea’s mouth fell open. Had she heard him correctly? “Lord Churton… has… passed away?”

“I’m afraid so.” He did not elaborate but looked her hard in the eyes.

“An apoplexy? He was very flushed when I last saw him.”

Montsimon’s dark eyebrows drew together. “When and where did you last see him?”

“Two days ago at his home.” Her lips trembled. “Why? Why do you ask me this?”

“Earlier this evening, Lord Churton was found murdered in an alley behind St. James’s.”

Murdered! “No,” Althea whispered. She shuddered and pulled his coat tighter around herself, finding Montsimon’s manly smell oddly soothing. She resisted the urge to bury her nose in his collar as she battled to make sense of his words when the horror of what had befallen Lord Churton washed over her. Oh, poor Lady Margery! Althea’s knees shook. She badly needed to sit down.

Montsimon placed his hands on her shoulders which should have steadied her, but didn’t help at all. “Now, before we both go home with a chest cold,” he said, bending slightly to peer in her eyes, “explain, if you please, the reason you visited Churton’s home and why you needed to see him.”

Althea’s head whirled with horrifying thoughts. Had Lord Churton questioned Sir Horace on her behalf, only to be struck down? She swallowed hard. “Oh my heaven, I do hope I’m not to blame.”

In the moonlight, Montsimon’s face was a mask of stone. “Why would you be?”

She had no idea why people called him charming. Althea took a breath and poured out the whole sorry tale.


Chapter Six


Flynn reclaimed his coat and escorted the shocked and trembling Lady Brookwood indoors after reassuring her that she was not the cause of Churton’s death. He did not like her mixed up in this business. He did not like it at all. As she was, he must learn the extent of her involvement but so far there was little she could tell him.

“You need brandy. I’ll go in search of some.” He guided her to a vacant chair, aware he’d been blunt, but he needed to be. He found a crystal carafe and poured out a half-full glass of amber fluid then handed it to her.

She took a big swallow and choked.

“Take it easy, spirits are strong. Just sip it.”

She gazed up at him with enormous, imploring violet eyes, which affected him more than he liked to admit. Deuce it. “Did you come alone tonight, Lady Brookwood?”

“I did, yes.”

“I’ll take you home, if I may. We can talk further.”

She nodded and took another sip.

“Wait for me. I have business to attend to.” He bowed and left her. While they had been on the terrace, news of Churton’s death had spread like fire through dried grass. He heard it spoken of in shocked tones as he made his way through the reception rooms searching for Barraclough.

He found him. With a nod, Barraclough joined Flynn in the empty library. Flynn closed the door.

“Nasty business,” Barraclough observed.

“I liked the man.” Anger spread like a fever along Flynn’s shoulders and back. “Have you any idea who did it?”

Barraclough shook his head. “None.”

“I can’t see a link to the matter we’re investigating. Can you?”

“No. But one might emerge. We must remain alert.”

Neither Lord Goodrich nor Robert Wensley had put in an appearance tonight. Something might turn up with Sidmouth’s spies watching their movements.

“It appears that Lady Althea Brookwood might have become caught up in it.”

“Oh? How?”

As Flynn explained, his determination to find Churton’s murderer tightened his chest. They could not take it lightly, for Churton spied for the crown, as did Flynn.
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The crowd had thinned, the last of the guests waiting at the door for their carriages, when Montsimon finally reappeared. He had been gone for most of the evening. Edgy and annoyed, and in no mood to discuss the latest fashions, theatrical performances, or poetical achievements, Althea had spent the time in a distressed fog, mystified as to why she allowed Montsimon to take her home. The shock of poor Lord Churton’s death following so closely on her request for help, had completely rattled her.

“I was about to order a hackney,” Althea said. “I’d begun to fear you’d gone without me.”

“Oh no, my lady. We must talk,” Montsimon said, thoroughly unnerving her.

“And I have a few questions for you, too, my lord,” she countered crisply.

She wrapped her warm cape around her and climbed into his carriage while considering the questions she wished to put to him.

Spot sat up, shook himself, and barked a greeting. At any other time, she would have laughed. This was hardly what one would expect of a distinguished diplomat. If indeed, that was all that he was. She eyed Montsimon, settling opposite her in his dark evening cloak.

“Sit, Spot!” Montsimon ordered. Surprisingly, the crossbreed obeyed him, turning around twice on his special pillow in one corner.

“He likes you,” Montsimon said, a smile turning up the corners of his handsome mouth. “You should be flattered. Spot’s approval is rarely given.”

“Animals can distinguish friend from foe.”

Might Montsimon help her? She reached across and patted the dog’s silky head. “I must offer my condolences to Lady Margery. I didn’t know either of them at all well, but I found them most agreeable.”

“Did you,” Montsimon said noncommittally. A probing query entered his eyes. He folded his arms. “So you say you asked Churton to question Sir Horace on your behalf?”

“Yes.” Althea fiddled with her reticule. “Do you think Lord Churton might have spoken to Sir Horace before…” She gasped and fell silent.

“It hardly matters now.”

“Well, it might not to you, my lord,” she snapped, her nerves raw. Sir Horace had been his arrogant and overbearing self tonight. She curled her fingers into her palm, recalling how she’d wanted to slap his smirk away.

Montsimon leaned forward and took her gloved hand in his, smoothing her fingers against his large palm. “Of course you’re shaken by what has happened. I advise you to leave town.” He gazed down at her hand, almost lost in his. “Spend some time in the country as you planned.”

“Why?” She almost squeaked finding his touch as unsettling as his controlling manner. She withdrew her hand.

“Wait for Sir Horace to tire of his game.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“From what I know of the man, I believe he will. Something else of more importance will claim his interest. It’s best not to cross him. Why distress yourself unnecessarily?”

She scowled at him. “I’m not about to collapse into the vapors. I can’t allow the man to beat me down. I intend to stand up for my rights.”

He frowned. “He has a reputation for being… cruel.”

She sighed, as her hopes faded. Montsimon was not about to help her. “He’s not a friend of yours then.”

His eyes searched hers, warming her despite the cold evening. “Merely an acquaintance.”

She shifted nervously on the seat but persisted. “Do you know someone who might have his ear?”

“Not off hand.”

She waited, still clinging to the hope he might do something for her. It didn’t come. The best he could do it seemed was to advise her to leave London. Well, that would solve nothing. She wasn’t about to abandon her plan to discover something about Crowthorne to use against him. She must find some associate of his. It stood to reason a man like that had made enemies.

Althea played with the fringe on her reticule. She had no idea what Montsimon was thinking. There was more to him than she’d first thought. Not just a charming rake, it seemed, for there was certainly nothing seductive in his manner. How come he knew about Churton’s murder before the news reached the rest of the ton? There wasn’t so much as a murmur until well after he told her about it. She was out of her depth and unnerved by his cool façade. A man of secrets, she suspected. Gaining any knowledge of this business would be like trying to chip away at granite. And the notion of an attempt at seduction to employ his help was laughable. Rattled, she rubbed her arms.

He quirked his eyebrow questioningly. “You’ve suffered a shock. Are you all right?”

“Perfectly all right, thank you.” Her voice sounded sharper than she had meant it to. She sought to build a wall between them for her peace of mind. A seduction would never have occurred to her. She blamed her aunt for it entirely.

The carriage drew to a stop outside her townhouse. Montsimon escorted her to the door. He bent over her hand. “Please seriously consider leaving London. Don’t try to best Sir Horace Crowthorne. You’ll find him too powerful an opponent.”

“I’m aware of that. But David’s fight with Goliath worked well for David, did it not?”

“Don’t forget your catapult then,” he said with a supercilious lift of his eyebrow.

“I don’t mean to sound flippant,” she said, raising her chin. “It’s just that I am unable to give up on this matter. It means too much to me.”

Perhaps it did to Montsimon, too. He clearly had an interest in Churton’s death although he wasn’t prepared to share it with her.

“More than your life?”

“That seems overly dramatic, my lord. Are you trying to scare me?”

“If it will serve.”

Masterful persuasion seemed to be his style, and she didn’t respond well to that. She took two steps up to her front door and turned to look directly into his eyes. They seemed to have turned a darker gray although it might be the lamp light. She must make herself clear. “I have no plans to return to the country, my lord.”

She was right, his eyes had turned flinty. “No?”

“No.”

“Then I wish you good evening, Lady Brookwood.”

Montsimon exuded a fierce energy, which might have resulted from anger or frustration, though why he should care she had no idea. She watched him fling himself into the carriage. It was gone around the corner before her butler opened the door.

Althea entered the house, weary to her bones. She was glad Montsimon hadn’t remained to further argue the point. He was exhausting, and she’d felt quite unequal to it. A good night’s sleep was needed. But once in bed, she lay wide-awake as anguish for Churton made her rigid with horror. Despite Montsimon’s assurance that she was not to blame, she wasn’t entirely sure. Would he discover who killed Churton? If he did, would she ever learn the truth?

Montsimon had said Sir Horace was cruel. Of that she had no doubt. She shuddered and pulled up the coverlet.

The next morning after breakfast, the butler entered the drawing room carrying a letter on a silver tray. “A letter has arrived, my lady.”

“Thank you, Butterworth.” At her desk, Althea eagerly slit the missive open with the mother-of-pearl letter opener. Lord Percy Woodruff had responded promptly to her request to see him. Still deeply affected by Lord Churton’s death, she prayed this man could help her. Her husband and Lord Percy had been close. On the few occasions she’d met him, Lord Percy appeared to be harmless enough, a garrulous man with a love of gossip. If he had knowledge of Crowthorne’s plans, it might be easy to coax it from him.

Lord Percy was her last hope. She held her breath as she scanned the page. He admitted he was an acquaintance of Crowthorne’s, but he was on the verge of departing for the country and would be gone for some weeks. He was, however, to hold a card party that evening. Was it possible for her to come to see him tonight at eight o’clock? They could then discuss the matter.

It was a less than perfect solution. To call on a strange gentleman at night, unaccompanied, was both scandalous and possibly perilous. If Lord Percy hadn’t reminded her of some friendly woodland animal, she would have refused immediately. Althea tapped her finger on the polished wooden surface, undecided. Would their discussion be held in private? Might he be able to give her his time when he had guests? She considered taking her maid, but she didn’t wish to involve her staff in this affair.

If she didn’t go, who could she turn to next? Unable to supply an answer, she decided to accept. Surely, taking some form of action was preferable to doing nothing. She trimmed her pen, dipped it into the inkpot, and paused, staring at the blank sheet of vellum. Then she dashed off a reply and rang for the footman to deliver it before she changed her mind.


Chapter Seven


Flynn met with Barraclough again. Churton had sent a note to the Home Office the day before he was killed which hinted at something of great interest to the crown, but he had not elaborated on it, instead intended to call in at Whitehall and discuss it. But that meeting never took place. It was left to Flynn and Barraclough to uncover what it was that Churton referred to.

In search of information, Flynn moved through White’s Club that evening, pausing to chat to those he knew. Many members expressed outrage at Churton’s murder. Unthinkable that he’d been struck down a mere few blocks from there. Some suggested footpads, but none had anything of value to offer.

Lord Deighton sat alone by the fire in the club’s library, an empty wine glass beside him. “Another glass of wine, sir?” Flynn took the chair beside him and gestured to the hovering waiter. A good source of information was Deighton, a regular who made it his business to learn everyone else’s.

“Thank you, Lord Montsimon. Good of you.”

When the waiter returned with two glasses of claret, Flynn raised his glass to Deighton and took a deep sip. “Bad business about Lord Churton. I wish I’d seen him that evening. I planned to visit the club but was detained.”

Lord Deighton’s faded blue eyes peered at him from over the rim of his glass. “I believe I was the last to speak to him. Wished him a good evening.”

Flynn nodded with a sad smile. “Pleasant man, Churton. Always good for a joke or an on-dit or two.”

“One could often learn something interesting from Churton, but not that night. He wasn’t here above an hour.” Deighton hunched over in his chair. “Brushed me off when I tried to engage him in conversation. I assumed he had an appointment.”

“That was unlike him,” Flynn said sympathetically. “Perturbed about something, do you think?”

“He might have been.” Deighton moistened his lips with a nervous flick of his tongue. He dropped his voice. “Knew his killer, d’you think?”

“I doubt it. More likely robbed by a footpad.” He raised his eyebrows. “Unless he said something to suggest otherwise?” No sense in mentioning Churton still had his money, fobs, and gold watch when found.

“No. I believe you’re right, Montsimon, probably ran afoul of a footpad, though why he should wander into a darkened lane alone… No sense at all. Asking for trouble, I would have thought.” Deighton took another thoughtful sip of wine. “He barely spoke to Lord Frank, some political matter it was, and… who else? Oh yes, he had a brief word with Sir Horace Crowthorne.”

“Parliamentary business I imagine.”

“They stepped away from me.” Deighton gave a heavy sigh. “I didn’t catch what was said.”

“And then the poor chap left to meet his doom,” Flynn added.

Deighton nodded vigorously. “Right afterward. Off he went, to meet his Maker as you say.” He shuddered. “Gutted like a fish, it’s said, poor fellow.”

At this moment, Sir Horace himself walked past them with a purposeful stride. Flynn excused himself from Deighton and followed. He was deciding whether to question him when Crowthorne waylaid Lord Goodrich, one of the men on Flynn’s list of possible conspirators, and engaged him in conversation.

The two men entered the card room, their conversation lost in the bursts of laughter, which erupted when a member made an amusing entry in the betting book. A slight acquaintance cornered Flynn and launched into an effusive description of the prime bit of blood he’d bought at Tattersall’s that he was certain would make his fortune at the races. He was on the lookout for investors. Flynn politely declined while he kept an eye on Crowthorne and Goodrich who continued to talk in low voices under the pretext of following the action at the tables.

The two men made no move to join the card game and, instead, left the club together. Flynn excused himself from his ebullient acquaintance. He donned his greatcoat and hat and left the building to find the two still together in the street. Flynn acknowledged them with a casual nod and hailed one of the hackney carriages lined up waiting for a fare.

As soon as his hackney turned the corner, Flynn ordered the jarvie to stop. “Wait here.” He jumped out and ran to check on the men. They had just parted, with Crowthorne hailing a hackney, while Lord Goodrich strode off down the street.

A man in a black coat materialized from the shadows of the nearby alley. Skirting the halo of lamplight, he brushed past Flynn with a nod and slid off into the deep shadows again walking in the same direction Lord Goodrich had taken.

Satisfied that Goodrich was tailed, Flynn concentrated on Crowthorne, who had shouted his direction before he climbed into a hackney carriage. As the vehicle drove off, Flynn ran back and instructed the jarvie to follow.

“Right you are, guvnor,” the jarvie called with a crack of his whip. “It’s been a dull evenin’.” He skillfully backed the horse and performed a perfect turn, setting off at a fast clip. Sir Horace’s carriage was soon within sight as it traveled more sedately along Piccadilly.
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Althea descended from the hackney on the northern side of Manchester Square outside Lord Percy’s mansion, where candlelight blazed out from every window.

She had never accompanied Brookwood to Lord Percy Woodruff’s parties. The few times she had met Woodruff socially, she hadn’t particularly warmed to him, disliking his inquisitive manner. A man who liked to poke his nose into other’s affairs. But that may serve her well.

A footman admitted her. He led her across the black-and-white marble checkerboard floor to the staircase. On the floor above, she was shown into the empty drawing room and told that Lord Percy would not be long. Chilled more with apprehension than cold, she hurried to the fireplace where embers glowed in the grate.

Her reticule in her lap, Althea held her hands encased in white evening gloves closer to the fire while she attempted to compose herself. She had not come across any other guests, for which she was grateful. It seemed that Lord Percy had obeyed her request for their meeting to remain private. She wondered if he would be helpful. He could hardly devote much time to her when he had guests to attend to. She gripped her reticule, ready to abandon the whole idea and swiftly leave if she must.

She cast aside her fears as the plump Lord Percy bustled in, all smiles, his round, childish face like one of Botticelli’s putti, lending him a benevolent air. He selected one of a pair of brocade wing chairs for her. “I guarantee we shall see snow tonight, Lady Brookwood. Might I suggest a sherry to warm you?”

“Thank you, Lord Percy, but no.” Althea wanted to get their interview over with promptly and leave. She perched on the edge of the chair. “In your letter you mentioned that you might know something of Sir Horace which would help me understand why he should want to buy my cottage.” She smiled. “I don’t wish to be unreasonable, but I dislike being railroaded into a sale. The reason he gave me makes little sense. I’m sure a man such as yourself would see that.” She smiled and fingered the pearls at her throat. “Some men can be obtuse. I’m sure it’s in the belief that we females have less understanding of financial matters. But I see you are more respectful. I am confident that you will be entirely honest with me.”

His eyes gleamed. “I am your servant, my lady. I wish to help in any way I can. But first, you must forgive me, for my guests have begun to arrive. I must greet them, bad manners not to, eh? I shall then give your problem my full attention.” He moved to the drinks table and poured wine from a crystal carafe into a glass. “Please enjoy this offering from my cellar. It’s a fine vintage. I’ll be but a moment.”

Aware that it was bad manners to refuse, or to attempt to delay him, Althea accepted his offering. “So kind of you to see me when you have guests tonight.”

“Not at all. I’m happy to help a friend or the pretty wife of a friend,” he said. “And poor Brookwood would appreciate it, I’m sure.”

The door closed behind him. Her shoulders tightened at his reference to her appearance. Her flirtatious manner could only carry her so far without getting her into worst trouble. Flustered, she sipped the wine, vaguely aware of its excellence. Why had she thought this visit acceptable? She should have been more patient, arranged a daytime meeting. But that would have had to wait until he returned to London. And who knew when that would be? And what Sir Horace might do in the interim?

Althea breathed deeply; she was hardly in the depths of St. Giles. Manchester Square was an exceptional address, its square of gardens surrounded by prosperous houses.

Loud conversation erupted in the corridor outside where Lord Percy’s guests chortled and sniggered at some joke as men did when not in the company of ladies. She took another sip of wine. The more she considered it, the more this appeared to be a fool’s errand.

The grandfather clock loudly proclaimed the hour, making her flinch. Lord Percy had been gone for over half an hour. What had detained him? At the high-pitched giggle and sounds of footsteps running on the stairs, Althea banged her glass down, spilling drops over the table, and ran to the door. She opened it a crack and peered through. At the head of the stairs, a woman in a shockingly low-cut gown of crimson satin, lavishly trimmed with gold fringe, clung to Lord Percy’s arm. He was engaged in a heated disagreement with Sir Horace Crowthorne. Sir Horace jerked his head toward the drawing room. “I’ll deal with her, Woodruff.”

Althea carefully closed the door, then spun around. She would not be caught alone with that man. There were no other doors, only the French windows. She threw them open and stepped out onto a narrow balcony enclosed by an iron railing. It overlooked the rear garden but no steps led down. She seized the icy balustrade in both hands.

She peered into the dark as she pictured herself lying with a broken limb on the ground. Even that was preferable to being at Sir Horace’s mercy. Lord Percy should not have invited her to such an affair. She did not trust either of them.

Snowflakes drifted around her, cold on her skin. She began to shiver, and if she didn’t keep moving, she would freeze to death. There was only one avenue open to her. The solid branches of an oak were within reach. It wouldn’t be so difficult to climb down. Was she mad to consider it? She dropped her reticule down into the dark. Then she removed her gloves, tucking them into a pocket, while silently bemoaning the absence of her warm cloak. The tulip sleeves of her gown left her arms bare. With an attempt to ignore the goose bumps, she hitched up her canary yellow silk skirts and petticoats, slipped one foot over the railing, and then gritted her teeth as the cold metal bit into her bare thighs above her stockings. She reached out, endeavoring not to look down and was able to grasp the branch. When confident of her balance, she swung her other leg over the rail, finding another branch below on which to stand. It was less sturdy and bent alarmingly under her weight. With a muffled curse which would have made a sailor blush, she recklessly launched herself onto another more solid branch below it, as her dress caught on a sharp twig with a ripping sound.

The ground was bathed in deep shadows. Too far away to jump. It was difficult to keep her balance as her evening shoes slipped on the damp, frosty bark. “I can do this!” she muttered. She had climbed much taller trees growing up in the country but not in shoes like these. She kicked off her slippers, despairing of her silk stockings. They fell with two soft thuds to the ground.

While she hugged the trunk and searched for a new foothold, a low-pitched, melodic voice addressed her from out of the darkness.

“Lady Brookwood. May I be of assistance?”

Shocked, Althea almost fell. She knew that voice. The branch beside her creaked and bowed, and the whole tree shook unnervingly. A breath tickled her ear while a hand snaked around her waist. She was swung into midair and lowered to the ground.

As she gained her feet, Lord Montsimon dropped down beside her.

Her face burning with embarrassment, Althea swiveled to face him, glad of the shadows. “What on earth are you doing here?” Annoyed by the tiny flip of her heart, her whisper sounded waspish. She busied herself searching around for her reticule and shoes.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” he said coolly, as he removed her reticule and slippers from the pockets of his great coat. “But we can hardly discuss it here.” He watched as she pushed her damp, chilled feet into her slippers. “I saw no carriage awaiting you in the square. I expect I shall have to see you home.”

She lifted her chin. How ungallant! She was in no mood to deal with the mercurial Lord Montsimon. She reached in her pocket and took out her gloves, pulling them on with a nonchalant shrug. “I plan to hail a hackney.”

“You seem inadequately dressed for such a purpose. May I offer you my coat?”

“No, thank you.” He always seemed to be giving up his coat for her. She was freezing and would have loved to wear it, but she refused to give him the satisfaction.

“As it happens, I have a hackney on hand.” His gloved fingers took a firm hold of her arm.

Althea had to admit she was glad of his support; her footsteps were unsure in the dark. He led her through the garden and out the back gate onto a narrow laneway. “Where are we—”

“Please be quiet.”

“I wasn’t about to yell, my lord. I’m not so reckless.”

“Really? I doubt you would be able to defend that claim.”

She sucked in a breath. “Well, neither could you!”

Althea tripped and discovered a torn double frill at the hem of her gown. Its cord now trailed behind her like a harvester gathering up gravel. “Could you please slow down,” she hissed. “My evening footwear is not designed for negotiating rough ground.”

He stopped. Wordlessly, he hefted her up into his arms, holding her close against his chest.

“Oh!” She wriggled. “This is ridiculous. Put me down.”

Evidently not suffering a need to respond, he strode with her along the lane.

“Are you deaf? Put me down!” She struggled to free herself.

“Can’t I’m afraid. At your present snail’s pace, my lady, we would be lucky to reach the carriage by breakfast. I advise you to lower your voice, or we shall have interested parties joining us.”

Althea snapped her mouth shut and held onto his shoulder while confirming her first opinion of Lord Montsimon’s physique. Slim but muscular. Definitely. She wasn’t sure why that annoyed her even more. His face was not far above hers, and she discovered a cleft in his chin. At the sight of the hackney coach waiting at the end of the lane, the jarvie at the horse’s head, she struggled in his arms. “I believe it’s safe to put me down now. Please!”

Montsimon unceremoniously dumped her on her feet. She tripped along, aware of her frills unraveling with each step.

On reaching the hackney, Montsimon gave her address to the jarvie and opened the door. When she stepped forward to enter, a loud ripping sound brought them both to a startled halt. Althea looked down.

Without an apology, Montsimon lifted his foot off her gown’s trailing flounce.

“I must have torn my gown coming down the tree,” she said, bunching up her skirts to enter the carriage.

“I find myself unable to continue this fascinating conversation at this time, Lady Brookwood,” he said, as he thrust the torn flounce into the carriage after her. “I shall call on you at home tomorrow at two o’clock. I am all agog to learn what brought about the need for you to climb trees in Manchester Square on a freezing winter evening.”

“And I look forward to learning how you came to be on hand to assist me,” she said crisply.

He slammed the door and barked at the jarvie. Althea looked back through the window as Montsimon stalked down the lane. “Well, how odd,” she murmured. What was he doing in the garden?

As the carriage took her home, she faced the fact that her last hope of assistance had failed her. There was nothing for it, she would have to beg for Montsimon’s help. She was very bad at begging, it made her fear she was giving up her hard won independence. And was he likely to agree? He appeared set on his own course. It was unfortunate that her charms seemed to have deserted her where he was concerned. She sighed. If, by some miracle, he did offer to help her, it would not be with any semblance of diplomacy, of that she was sure.


Chapter Eight


After he sent the beguiling but troublesome Lady Brookwood home, Flynn returned to the garden of No. 4 Manchester Square. Snow dusted the ground in a cloak of white, muffling his footsteps. As the pervasive cold seeped into his bones, he stamped his feet and blew out gusts of steam into the frigid air, considering how he might gain entry to the house unseen. Before he could act, his patience was rewarded when Woodruff and Crowthorne erupted onto the balcony and peered over the rail.

“See! There’s no way down.” Woodruff waved his arm. “Lady Brookwood must have left by the servants’ stairs. I’m not sure how she managed to get by my footmen. I shall deal with them later.”

“Very badly handled indeed,” Crowthorne muttered.

“I’m not to blame!” Woodruff cried. “When the lady fell into our hands like a plump partridge, I adroitly maneuvered her into my drawing room, did I not? If your temper hadn’t got the better of you when you took exception to my lady guest, our plan would’ve worked perfectly.”

“Some lady!” Crowthorne snorted in disgust. “Couldn’t you keep your strumpet under wraps? Locked her in your bedchamber?”

Woodruff huffed. “I planned to, but Lucille can be difficult. She has her talents though. Lady Brookwood left her cape behind. She must have suspected something. I shall call on her with it tomorrow and endeavor to charm her around.”

“I’m not about to rely on your charm to mend fences. Send the cape with a note of apology. Leave the rest to me. For God’s sake, come inside. It’s as cold as a dead man’s arse.”

“It’s all that devil-born Brookwood’s fault, may he rot…,” Lord Percy’s voice faded to silence as doors slammed.

Woodruff’s words set off a new train of thought. Flynn stared up at the balcony for some minutes before emerging from behind the oak’s trunk. He went in search of the hackney which he hoped had returned after taking Lady Brookwood home. He was sorely in need of a hot bath and a brandy.

Perhaps it was the promise of a handsome recompense, for the jarvie waited blowing on his hands. His horse sported a blanket, its nose in a feedbag. “Good man,” Flynn said appreciatively. “Home to Curzon Street as quick as possible. There’s a healthy tip in it for you.”

Flynn considered Woodruff’s final outburst as the hackney bore him home to Mayfair. It seemed his investigation had taken an interesting turn. It was clear that Lady Brookwood’s husband had been involved in something fraudulent before he died. Flynn wondered if she, wittingly or unwittingly, had any knowledge of what that might be.

A note awaited him on the entry hall console with the king’s seal. Flynn levered it open with his thumb. His presence was requested at Carlton House the following afternoon.

Chilled through to the marrow, he grabbed the brandy decanter from the drawing room and ran up to his bedchamber. His valet bustled in after him with a pail of hot water. Flynn stripped by the fire and sponged himself down, foregoing a bath which would necessitate rousing the servants from their hard-earned rest. Scrubbed dry until his skin glowed, he donned a banyan, poured brandy into a tumbler, and settled close to the fire, while his valet gathered up his clothes. “Go to bed, Frome. My clothes won’t run away in the night. Leave them until the morning.”

“Only take a minute, my lord.”

Flynn settled back and let the heat loosen his tense muscles. This business with Lady Brookwood had become urgent. She was obviously trying somewhat unsuccessfully to deal with it herself, which could prove disastrous. It must not be ignored even for the demands of royalty. What were these men up to? He doubted a conspiracy against the crown. But whatever it was, if they were responsible for Churton’s death, they were dangerous.

The brandy slipped down his throat, warming as it went. Lady Brookwood had no idea how much danger she was in. He must swiftly discover the reason, but first remove the stubborn woman to a place of safety. He accepted it would prove a challenge. How irritating that while in her presence his powers of persuasion, which worked so well in matters of diplomacy, seemed to fail him. It wasn’t just her beauty. He’d known many lovely women. A vision of her raising her chin at him and narrowing her eyes came to him. And despite the gravity of the situation, he huffed out a reluctant laugh.

“Pardon, my lord?” Frome hesitated in the doorway.

“Nothing, Frome. I shan’t require you until past noon.”

“Goodnight, my lord.”
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“Good morning, my lady. It snowed during the night.” The maid placed a cup of hot chocolate on the table beside Althea’s bed and then drew back the fern-green damask curtains.

“So I see, Sarah.” Althea sipped her hot drink as dazzling morning light flooded the room. In the garden beyond the window, the bare branches of elms were sprinkled with snow like white sugar candy.

“My goodness, my lady.” Sarah held up her torn dress. “What has happened to your gown?”

“A man stepped on it on the dance floor, and then I’m afraid it tripped me up when I climbed out of the carriage.”

“You were lucky not to measure your length.” Sarah tsked. “Some men are so clumsy. Never fear, I’ll fix it in a trice.” She ran the flounce through her fingers. “It’s dreadfully soiled.”

“I’m sure you will make it like new, Sarah,” Althea said.

The alarming events of the previous evening at Lord Percy’s and the ensuing embarrassing debacle with Montsimon, returned in full force. Her face burned. She threw back the covers and slipped into the dressing gown her maid held out for her. What had Sir Horace intended? She tightened the belt in a huff of fury. Was it a ploy to scandalize her and weaken her defenses? Or, worse, had he planned to ravish her? Her mind skittered away, refusing to grasp the horror of such a possibility. Perhaps he was acting out of pure spite because she had rejected his advances. Some men were like that.

Lord Percy had betrayed her to Sir Horace. But why would he assist Sir Horace in such a scheme? It made no sense. Bewildered, she took up her brush in front of the mirror.

“My goodness, my lady.” Sarah took the brush from her hand. “You’ll have none left if you continue to treat your lovely hair like that.”

As the maid expertly applied the brush to her long tresses, Althea studied her frowning visage reflected back at her from the mirror. Lord Montsimon would arrive at two o’clock to question her. He’d been quite critical of her, but his behavior was equally suspicious. Once dressed, she descended the stairs, steeling herself for the day ahead. She had much to ask of the viscount although she wasn’t at all sure she’d get the answers she sought.

Althea sat in the breakfast room eating toast and marmalade when a further letter arrived from Woodruff. As she read it, the bread in her mouth began to taste like ashes. She hastily washed the crumbs down with a sip of tea.

Lord Percy’s extravagant scrawl ranged across the page:

Dear Lady Brookwood, I deeply regret what happened last evening. I cannot rest until I advise you of the truth of the matter. I had no knowledge Sir Horace intended to call, or the frightful woman who somehow managed to slip by my butler. A thousand apologies! I can imagine how insulted you must have felt. Once I dealt with the problem, I hurriedly returned to the drawing room to explain the situation and to reassure you, only to find you had left! Your cloak accompanies this letter as you will surely have need of it in such cold weather! I can only pray you returned home safely and were not overly beset or made ill by the experience. If you can find it in your heart to forgive me, I remain your humble servant….

It had been a completely wasted evening. Althea threw the letter down on the table. She did not believe a word of it.

Montsimon was announced punctually at two o’clock. Butterworth showed him into the drawing room where Althea waited, fidgeting with the fringe on a cushion. She drew in a steadying breath and rose to greet him.

He bowed his sleek, dark head over her hand.

“Will you partake of some wine, Lord Montsimon?” she asked, annoyed at how faint she sounded.

“No, thank you.”

Althea gestured to a chair. “Please do sit.” Sinking back down, she arranged her skirts over her legs.

His gray coat, dark trousers, and silver-and-black striped waistcoat served to emphasize the intense expression in his eyes. The aggravating man was so elegant he made her feel like a frump, although she’d done her best to deal with the ravages of a few hours’ sleep, resorting to the flattering tones of lilac crepe. When she questioned the trouble she’d taken, searching for matching ribbons for her hair, she concluded that she wished to look her best to face what would be tantamount to an interrogation. And she intended to give him as much as she got.

He chose a different chair to the one she had offered. She watched him warily as he sat, facing her. It was now impossible to avoid his gaze, which seemed to take in every bit of her. His presence was so male, so bracing, she straightened her back, unsettled.

“My lady, I must apologize. My behavior last night was inexcusable,” he said in his lyrical brogue.

She had not expected appeasement. It quite threw her off. “I don’t see that you have anything to apologize for,” she replied. “You saved me from having to search for a hackney and with the snow….” She paused, for he had held up a hand to silence her.

“Please, let us not waste time playing word games,” he said in the same conciliatory tone.

She bit her lip. Damn the man, it was like attempting to catch hold of a slippery fish. “Games, my lord?”

“You had a reason for climbing down that tree. I assume it wasn’t merely an agreeable pastime in which you indulge.” He crossed his legs, reminding her of their pleasing length and shape, and folded his arms. “I trust you don’t intend to leave me in the dark?”

“I understand how intrigued you must be. As I confess to being about your motives for wandering Woodruff’s garden at that hour.”

Exasperatingly, he merely nodded and offered no explanation.

After another awkward pause, she was forced to speak. She fought to gain the upper hand. “My reason for being there is perfectly simple. I wished to employ Lord Percy’s help in persuading Sir Horace to cease legal proceedings, as he intends to remove my house from my ownership. But when Sir Horace arrived, I preferred not to see him.”

“I hardly find that to be a good strategy. Sir Horace is a man not easily swayed, not by a fop like Lord Percy at any rate.”

Her face heated. He was right, of course. It had not been wise of her. Sensing her composure was under subtle attack, she raised her chin. “It was all I had on offer, my lord, especially as those I asked to help me in the past have failed me.”

“You can hardly blame poor Lord Churton for that.”

“I was not thinking of Churton!” she cried outraged. “I was referring to you, my lord. After all, I had sought your help. I ask it again of you now.” She attempted a smile, but doubted its success as it seemed to freeze on her stiff cheeks.

Montsimon grasped the arms of his chair and leaned forward. “You must listen to me.”

She fought the desire to look away and stirred uneasily in her chair, caught by his compelling, magnetic eyes. “You have my attention.”

“Leave London. But do not go to Owltree Cottage.”

Not that again! “It doesn’t suit my plans to leave London, as I believe I have already said.”

Montsimon lifted his eyebrows. “There must be somewhere you can stay for the rest of the season,” he continued smoothly as if she hadn’t spoken “A good distance from the metropolis.”

She frowned. “No.”

“Your brother, I believe, is in Dorset?”

“What?” she spluttered, bristling with indignation. “How do you know about Freddie?”

“You are on good terms with… Freddie?”

“Yes, but I don’t…”

“Then you should go to him as soon as possible. Today would be best.”

The effrontery! Aware her mouth had dropped open, she tightened her lips. Should she merely agree just to placate him? No! She’d done enough of that in her life. She gathered what remained of her dignity and glared at him. “Are you ordering me?”

Montsimon sighed. “I am not,” he said in the mild tone she had come to distrust. “You are free to do whatever you wish, of course. But I am advising you to leave, for a very good reason.”

“Oh? What reason is that?”

“You seem to have something Crowthorne and Woodruff want.”

She shrugged, bewildered. “But I don’t. I’m sure I don’t.”

“It is to do with Brookwood.”

“I have nothing of my husband’s. Everything was left to his heir, including his debts. Let them ask Aubrey if he has whatever it is at Brookwood Park.”

“They seem to believe you have it.”

She folded her arms. “Let them ask me then. I shall be only too pleased to answer their questions, and as I’m in London, they know where to find me.” She stiffened as Montsimon’s gaze took the measure of her. What was he thinking?

“You don’t seem to realize how much danger you are in,” he said after a long pause.

She scowled at him. “I’m in danger of losing my reputation and of losing the house I love. But I shall deal with it and not place myself in such an invidious position again. I grant you that last night was foolish. I don’t usually make mistakes on that grand a scale.”

“I’m not concerned with your reputation.” The force behind his raised voice made her start. “I am talking about your life.”

A cold shiver rushed down her spine. Althea licked her lower lip. “Isn’t that a little melodramatic my lord? Tell me why.”

“You’ll have to trust me. Until I learn more.”

She was not the trusting sort. “Then explain this, if you please. Why were you in the garden at Manchester Square?”

“I am interested in Crowthorne myself, but for a different reason.”

“What reason?” She leaned forward. “Would it help me to learn of it? I might use it to persuade Crowthorne to give up his quest.”

He shook his head. “It’s none of your concern.”

Althea had had enough. “And neither is my life, and what I choose to do with it, concern you, my lord.” She stood. “I bid you good day.”

Forced to rise with her, Montsimon towered over her. A faint glint of humor lit his eyes and a corner of his mouth quirked. “I expected as much from you, Lady Brookwood.”

“Then you’ve not been disappointed.”

She found it difficult to dismiss his boldly intimating presence as she pulled the bell cord. “Lord Montsimon is leaving,” she said when Butterworth entered.

Montsimon bowed. “Good day, Lady Brookwood. Please think seriously about what I told you. I do not say it lightly.” He glanced at the butler. “I’m sorry I can offer no clearer explanation at this time.”

She watched him follow Butterworth from the room, his long strides carrying him out the door with speed. She felt little satisfaction that he had meekly obeyed her without further argument. Not for one moment did she believe that she had won this round.

She roamed the room, straightening the matching Delft urns at each side of the mantelpiece and plumping the cushions on the sofa. She caught her expression in the gilt mirror and blanched. Her eyes looked like a deer’s facing the hunter. Although she’d die rather than admit it, she had taken in Montsimon’s warning. But even if her life was in danger, she could not abandon her fight to keep her home. For to do so would sink her into total despair.


Chapter Nine


As Flynn walked down the steps from Lady Brookwood’s house, he noticed a shabbily dressed fellow over the road. He lounged against a garden wall with his hat pulled down to obscure his face. Flynn didn’t like the look of him. He didn’t strike him as a workman and was clearly no Mayfair inhabitant.

When Flynn crossed the road, the man turned and hurried away around the corner. Flynn broke into a run but, on reaching the next street, found no sign of him. He might have taken several paths, and Flynn didn’t have time to engage in a pursuit even if he could pick up his trail. Was the fellow watching Lady Brookwood’s home? If so, for what purpose? His furtive behavior nagged at Flynn as he went in search of a hackney.

As he was driven to Carlton House, Flynn considered possible methods of removing Lady Brookwood from London. Over his shoulder in the dead of night? He recalled how shapely her body felt in his arms. He would welcome a chance to discover more of her charms, but right now he was more concerned with the threat to her life. If only there was somewhere he might persuade her to go. At least until he removed the danger, which she refused to take seriously.

He shelved his thoughts when he found the monarch out of sorts at Carlton House. A plot to murder the Cabinet had been exposed, which was labeled the Cato Street Conspiracy. The king then launched into a diatribe against the queen. Caroline had been angered by the Milan investigation’s attempt to discredit her through her association with her butler, Bartolemeo Pergami. She declared her intention to return to England and challenge her husband.

The king wanted her stopped at all costs.

“When her chief legal adviser, Henry Brougham, failed to meet her in Lyon, she fled back to Pesaro.” The king shook his head. “But it won’t deter the woman. She’s a shrew and tough as shoe leather. I want you to ensure that Castlereagh’s instructions are carried out. Caroline is not to be given any special attention while traveling in France. Find a way to prevent her crossing the channel, use the French police.”

“I doubt that’s possible, Your Majesty.” Alarmed, Flynn imagined what a furor that would cause.

“Caroline will be barred from my coronation.” George pointed to his green bag stuffed with papers. “I’ve collected damaging documents from witnesses in Milan for my ministers to use against her. Those Italians, they are as fond of gossip as an old woman, and her relationship with Pergami provides us with enough fuel to draw Caroline into an imbroglio.”

“I fear rumor will rebound on you, Your Majesty.”

His eyes narrowed. “I am the king. Lord Liverpool is studying the law and talks of an old parliamentary maneuver, a Bill of Pains and Penalties. Ha! Let her defend her Italian at trial. Explain why she bought him an estate in Sicily–made him a baron.”

Patently aware of Queen Caroline’s actions, Flynn tactfully refrained from referring to the king’s own indiscretions, which, amongst other extravagances, made many of the people disapprove of him. “Nevertheless, the queen remains a popular figure in England.”

King George glowered at him as the footman refilled their glasses.

Flynn expected gossip to return like a swarm of bluebottles to settle on His Majesty, and like his ministers, he feared the monarchy would suffer. He sorely wished to wipe his hands of the whole affair. “You plan to delay the coronation?”

“Yes, until next year.” The king rubbed his plump hands together. “It’s going to be a splendid affair, and I won’t have it spoiled by that harpy.”

Flynn tamped down a sigh of relief. “Excellent. I need time to come to grips with this new development.”

“What development?” King George asked idly, poking the green bag.

“You wished me to investigate the possible plot against the crown, Your Majesty.”

King George looked up, his gaze suddenly clear and sharp. “You’ve learned something?”

Flynn told him the precious little he had, making no mention of Lady Brookwood. “This investigation may take me away from London for a time.” He surprised himself. There seemed little likelihood of it, apart from his visit to Canterbury; but he supposed he was testing the waters. To be free to leave town should he need to. In the back of his mind, Lady Brookwood’s plight returned.

King George scowled. “It might be prudent, at some stage, for you to go to France and bring back evidence of my wife’s infidelity.”

Flynn swallowed on a sigh. “If it should prove necessary, Your Majesty. In the meantime, I’ll arrange for the French police to investigate Pergami.”

King George’s restless eyes settled on a painting on the wall, Turner’s The Rise of the Carthaginian Empire. “Have I informed you of the latest plans for the redevelopment of the Queen’s House?”

Flynn tamped down a sigh and adopted an expression of interest. “It goes well, Your Majesty?”

Two hours later, Flynn rode his horse along Rotten Row. There was a crisp bite to the air but no snow on the horizon, only sludge piled up in the shadows. The park was almost deserted, a shade early for the ton to appear, which suited their purpose perfectly.

Barraclough approached, ungainly atop a small roan gelding. He reined his mount in alongside Flynn’s horse.

Flynn grinned at him as they trotted together down the Row.

The big man grimaced. “Yes, I know. Little to choose from at the stables.”

“What news?”

“It could well be that Goodrich and Wensley are leading us on a wild goose chase,” Barraclough said. “They meet at the Old Gate Inn in Canterbury, noon tomorrow.”

“Why Canterbury, any idea?”

Barraclough shrugged. “Goodrich has a property near there.”

“Why not meet at his house?”

“Perhaps they wish to keep the meeting secret. Interesting.”

“Indeed. I’ll be there.” Flynn wasn’t happy to leave Lady Brookwood unprotected. Such distractions could kill a man. Annoyed at allowing the lady to fill his thoughts when they should be focused elsewhere, he nudged his horse’s flanks and broke into a canter.

Flynn slowed his horse to allow Barraclough to catch up with him. Barraclough raised an inquiring eyebrow.

Flynn winced. “I have a problem.”

“You may confide in me if you wish to.”

Flynn promptly told him about Sir Horace’s treatment of Lady Brookwood.

“Crowthorne is a nasty piece of work by all accounts,” Barraclough said. “And has his nose in this business, too.”

“Why would a wealthy businessman involve himself in such a scheme? Unless it’s to his advantage,” Flynn said. “And this business with Lady Brookwood puzzles me.”

“You think Lady Brookwood has got in his way?”

“She stands against him. But it’s more to do with her husband.”

They trotted along in silence.

“Pity you can’t take Lady Brookwood with you to Canterbury,” Barraclough said finally.

Flynn huffed out a laugh. “She’d never agree. She wouldn’t like it if the ton got wind of it.”

“Don’t see why. What you two get up to would hardly cause a ripple. Not with the latest gossip doing the rounds,” Barraclough said. “The queen has made the king look a fool from Lake Como to Jericho. It is on everyone’s lips.” He lowered his eyebrows. “You appear to be involved with this lady whether you wish it or not. If something happens to her, you might regret it.”

“The lady is stubborn and doesn’t wish for my help.”

“And you are still keen to aid her? Shall we see you fall into the parson’s mousetrap?”

“Good lord, no.”

Flynn didn’t know much about love, but he was sure he wasn’t motivated by that emotion. Lady Brookwood merely stirred his protective instincts. Odd that. He parted company with lovers on the best of terms and never suffered from a desire to protect any of them. Moreover, Lady Brookwood was not his lover, nor ever likely to be, for she had looked at him with intense dislike and ordered him from her drawing room. She was like a beautiful swan. Try to pet her and be pecked for your pains.

An amused gleam lit Barraclough’s eyes. “A dainty blonde to add to your list then.”

Flynn would have laughed at that in the past, but for some reason, he found the suggestion offensive. “She’s tied up in this business somehow, has no husband, and her only brother doesn’t live in London. I dislike seeing any woman threatened by a powerful man like Crowthorne.”

Barraclough smothered a laugh. “A knotty problem. I should be so lucky.” He turned his horse’s head. “I must go. We shall speak further on your return. After whatever you discover in Kent, if it is anything, we’ll decide how next to proceed.”

Once Barraclough rode away, Flynn headed home in sober contemplation. Barraclough was jesting, but Flynn had to admit Lady Brookwood impinged on his thoughts rather a lot of late. He had begun initially to pursue a pretty woman, a pleasure both sexes enjoyed. No one in their right mind could call what went on between them now a seduction. But until this matter was dealt with, it remained unfinished business, for he had glimpsed a reluctant interest in her beautiful eyes.

He preferred to keep control of his emotions whilst carefully mapping out his future. When in Lady Brookwood’s presence, however, he wasn’t entirely confident of either. His mouth set in annoyance. He must never forget that women were not steadfast. His mother had left Ireland with Timothy Keneally without a backward glance. Flynn had no idea where she was, if she ever thought about him, or if indeed she still lived. He understood why she had left his father. But could she not have taken him with her? She condemned him to a miserable childhood. His father was a morose drunkard with an evil temper, and freedom only came when Flynn was sent to be educated at Trinity College, Dublin. Yes, it was safer to treat women lightly.

He delved deeper into his emotions and discovered he suffered from a degree of guilt. As a lad, he had been helpless to defend his delicate mother against his father’s violent wrath. Might that be the reason he wanted to help Lady Brookwood?

With a shake of his head to clear the annoying thoughts, he rode his horse into the mews behind his townhouse. Spot’s welcome bark greeted him in the warm, hay-strewn stables with the familiar smells of hot horseflesh, dry feed, and manure. He handed the horse over to the groom, then bent to greet his dog.

Flynn shrugged the tightness from his shoulders as he crossed the lane to his house, relieved to have come to some understanding of his confusing emotions. Now his thoughts were clear. He understood what plagued him and knew what he must do. Rescue the lady and move on with his life. What remained unclear, was how.
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Althea had spent most of the afternoon pacing the drawing room. Her thoughts dwelt on Montsimon and his word of warning more often than she cared for. Life with Brookwood had been grim, but nothing of late brought her much joy either. She fiddled with the top button on her bodice, wondering when she would hear from her solicitor. Not until then would she know what action would be available to her. She was determined to continue to live as she had planned while keeping her distance from Sir Horace Crowthorne. She had read in the newspaper that Crowthorne had berated Lord Canning in Parliament over some bill. Reassured that he would not be invited, she had accepted the Canning’s invitation to their dinner party. It would prove a perfect distraction.

For the occasion, she dressed in a flattering celestial blue silk gown with a deep scooped neckline. White satin and lace decorated the hem and sleeves, the same edging on the tight bodice was a perfect foil for her pearls. Her pearl and diamond earrings adorned her ears, the matching bracelet on her wrist. Her hair was dressed in loose curls with pearl ornaments and ostrich feathers. She picked up her beaded reticule, pulled the sable-lined hood of her cape carefully over her hair, smoothed her gloves, and ventured outdoors.

The crisp air greeted her. Wisps of clouds shrouded the moon in a star-studded sky. Assisted into the hackney coach, Althea pulled her cloak closer, glad of the heated brick at her feet. The carriage lurched forward, and she watched the shadowy streets pass by.

They were nearing the exclusive square in which the Cannings resided when a horseman rode past them. Moments later, the carriage rocked violently and shuddered to a stop.

A broken axle? More vexed than alarmed, Althea pulled down the window. “What has happened?” she called to the jarvie.

A man appeared from the front of the vehicle leading his horse, muffled against the cold, his hat obscuring his face. He stood in the shadows. “I’m afraid your jarvie is indisposed, madam,” he said in a low gruff voice. “A malaise of some description.”

“Poor man,” Althea said briskly, hiding her misgivings. They could hardly accost her here in St. Audley Street, a hare’s breath from Grosvenor Square. “Please put down the steps; I may be able to help.”

She leant forward to open the door.

“No need for that,” he said. “I have offered to drive you to your destination.”

Althea struggled with the handle. “This door appears to be stuck. Open it, if you please, and I shall see for myself.”

She spluttered in outrage as the man coolly dismissed her request. He relinquished the reins of his horse to another fellow before disappearing out of sight. The carriage rocked as he mounted the box. They set off again, passing the jarvie who, looking well enough, stood on the pavement studying something in his hand.

With the crack of a whip, the carriage juddered as it gained speed. Althea gasped. They were traveling away from the Canning’s home.

“Go back! That’s not the right way!” Panic strangling her breath, Althea banged on the carriage roof.

No one answered, nor did the driver slow the horses. Who was he? Althea shivered, her stomach churning. Was Sir Horace behind this abduction? Where were they taking her?

The coach traveled on. They soon reached the outskirts of the city, continuing at a harrowing pace. Althea sniffed, tears clinging to her eyelashes. She was unable to do anything other than listen to the drum of horses’ hooves on the road and hang on to the strap as the carriage rocked. London’s lighted streets disappeared behind them.

They drove through the deep purple darkness of the countryside. The clouds drifted away to expose a luminous pearl of a moon which cast violet shadows over the landscape. Althea still had no clue as to where they were going.

Another hour passed. She’d fallen back against the squabs exhausted, considering her fate, when the carriage stopped. “Where on earth are we?” She peered from the window, her body tense as a harp string. No lighted buildings in sight, only the silhouette of a copse of trees growing close to the road.

She felt around on the floor and grasped the wrapped brick, which had cooled long before. She held the reassuring weight on her lap under her cloak and waited. A man moved beyond her sight and lit the carriage lamps, which formed an arc of light over the ground, beyond which was impenetrable blackness.

In the distance, the thunder of hooves erupted into the still air. The carriage rocked as the driver jumped down, the horses stamping and whickering.

A lone horseman galloped up to the carriage. He passed Althea’s window. Althea opened the window and a blast of cold air rushed in. She blinked and pulled the hood of her cloak over her head while trying to decipher their low voices. “Who are you?” she yelled with little expectation of a response. “Show yourselves, you cowards!”

The door suddenly whipped open, and the man with the scarf climbed inside. Althea raised the brick, hoping to strike him before he gained his balance. But it was heavy and made a difficult weapon to wield. And he was so tall.

Lightning fast, he wrestled the brick from her grasp before she could get it high enough to bring it down on his head. He tossed it out of the open door. “I think not, my lady,” he said in a genial tone.

She knew of only one mellow-voiced Irishman. “Lord Montsimon?” she shrieked, disbelieving her own ears.

He unraveled the scarf and smiled. “We must continue our journey, Lady Brookwood. Allow me to assist you from the carriage.”

“I’ll go nowhere with you… you…” Further words deserted her when her breath seemed caught in her throat. She glared at him, drawing gulps of air.

Her apparent distress failed to move him. “Will you consent to come with me peaceably?” he asked in a cool tone, nodding toward the door. “Or shall it be necessary to remove you by force?”

“I declare you should be incarcerated,” she yelled. “Go where?” She squinted at him in the gloom. She couldn’t smell drink. “You must be mad.” What on earth did he want with her? Surely, he wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to have his way with her. She doubted he wanted to, the way he looked at her was anything but lover like. She admitted to being a little relieved that he wasn’t Crowthorne. “If you take me back to London at once, we shall keep your outrageous behavior between us.”

“If I appear mad, Lady Brookwood, it’s you who has driven me to it,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I’ve an appointment in Canterbury. I would like you to join me. Never fear, I shall return you to your home afterward, safe and sound.”

“Why take me there?” She stared into his handsome face. He might have been asking her to take a turn around the room at a soiree! She glared at him. If Montsimon wished to carry her off to Gretna Green, he might ask her first. Even though she would refuse him. Though why he should wish to take her anywhere against her will eluded her. “I demand to know why you abducted me in this fashion.”

“I told you to leave London, Lady Brookwood. And you would not listen.”

She stared at him. “So you chose to remove me without my consent.”

“There was no alternative. You would not have agreed to go.”

“You’re certainly right about that!” She folded her arms. “Tell me why you consider this necessary.”

“To keep you safe.”

“I was safer in London than I am now.”

He sighed. “You’re wrong about that. Did I not make it clear to you how dangerous Horace Crowthorne is?”

“So you say. But how do I know you’re not a murderer? You might have killed poor Lord Churton. You seemed to know of his death before anyone else.”

“You shall have to take my word that I didn’t kill him. Shall we alight?”

His gray eyes bored into hers. He was certainly very determined. It was perhaps best to agree to his demands and take him by surprise at the earliest opportunity.

“Very well.” She scooted to the edge of the seat.

He hesitated and eyed her. “I become suspicious when you give in so easily.”

“I feel it best to humor you,” she said, her tone brisk.

“Then please continue to do so.” He jumped down from the carriage, turned, and held up his arms.

That’s what you think! She leaned into his warm hands, and he lifted her from the coach. Once on the ground, she pulled away from him and fussed with her cloak, allowing time for her heart to stop its infernal fluttering. The moon chose that moment to slip behind a cloud. Beyond the dim gloom of the carriage lanterns, the night was as black as a coal chute. “Where on earth are we?”

“Some miles from Canterbury I’m afraid. You’ll have to ride with me.”

“You shall recompense me for this gown.” She looked around. “Where’s my horse?”

“It stands before you.”

“What? We ride together on the same horse?” The idea stripped her of breath. She backed away and shook her head. “No. Oh no.”

“We have only the one. The hackney coach must be returned to its owner.”

“Preposterous.” She put her hands on her hips. “I shall return to London in this coach, but first, I demand you explain.”

A chuckle erupted from the box.

“Take them away, Ben,” Montsimon ordered.

“Right you are.” The man snapped the whip, and the horses leapt forward.

“No, wait!” Althea cried, turning to run after the carriage. It was useless. She was ruining her evening slippers and could only watch as the swinging lamps faded into the dark. Her chance to return to London gone with it. She spun around and glared at Montsimon. “How dare you!” She aimed a slap at his face but could only see his shadowy outline as he darted back. She squealed with frustration as her hand met thin air. He was so annoyingly tall.

The horse whickered. “Temper, my lady.” His amused voice came out of the dark. “You are frightening our only mode of transport. I assure you I have an excellent reason to take you with me.”

She fought to control her temper. It wouldn’t do to lose the horse. “As I can’t think of a single reason, kindly enlighten me.”

“I decided it best not to leave you in London.”

“That’s a poor answer. Why not?”

“You are in danger. As I have already told you.” He made the whole affair sound reasonable. How did he manage to do that? It was entirely irrational. His diplomatic skills she supposed. Well he’d have to work harder than this to convince her. And she was cold, her evening slippers did little to protect her feet.

The moon sailed clear from the clouds again and revealed him in the act of throwing a leg over the saddle. He removed his foot from the stirrup and leaned down. “Will you join me?”

Still seething, she ignored his hand. “Might this be your way of showing your affection?” she asked, her tone brittle.

“No. It has more to do with your stubbornness.” He edged the horse closer.

She sidestepped him. “My refusal to bow to your insane wishes?”

“You might have gone to stay with your brother as I suggested.”

She sighed. “Because I refused your officious order, you deemed it perfectly acceptable to remove me forcibly. You are beyond the pale!”

Montsimon gave an exasperated sigh. “We can’t stay here all night arguing. They’ll find our frozen corpses in the morning. I apologize in advance for the uncomfortable mode of travel. But we must get to Canterbury.” His apologetic tone was so deceitful; she put her hands on her hips and huffed at him.

“I can’t leave you here, now can I? Will it become necessary for me to throw you over the saddle? You’ll find that far less comfortable, I can assure you.” A thread of steely determination lowered his voice.

Althea sensed his threat was real, and before an undignified struggle ensued, she hurried forward and eyed the stirrup. Impossible to mount the horse gracefully in this slim skirt. How annoying it was to be small. Once she put her foot in the stirrup, the dress would ride up and reveal her stockings up to her garters and heaven knew what else. “You like to control women, I see,” she said bitterly. “And you don’t wish to be thwarted. Very well. I shall pander to your outrageous request, I see I’ve no option. But please adjust the stirrup!”

Before she could say another word, Montsimon reached down and, with a fluid motion, swung her up before him. Sudden contact with a large, hard body so intimately close to hers brought an audible gasp from her lips. His arms pinioned her, one big hand grasping the reins, the other settling somewhere close to her derriere. She twisted to eye that hand suspiciously, then caught sight of the ground. It would be painful to fall from the sixteen-hand black stallion as it danced around, impatient to be gone.

He lowered his head close to hers. “We’ve quite a ride ahead.” His warm breath tickled her nape before he settled the hood of her cape back over her head. “I hope that you won’t find it too uncomfortable.”

“How considerate of you,” she muttered grimly as they took off and a rush of numbing, icy air hit her face.


Chapter Ten


Althea had never been this tired in all her life. They had been riding along the road for almost two hours. At least the clouds had dispersed. In an effort to distract herself from Montsimon’s proximity, she raised her head to admire the night sky, which looked as if a giant’s hand had strewn diamonds across an immense dark lake.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Montsimon said.

“Indeed, if only I could view it from my window in Mayfair.”

“Embrace the adventure, Lady Brookwood.”

“You are shockingly loose in the haft, my lord.”

He chuckled. “Such language from a lady.”

“I am trying to come up with something better,” she said bitterly.

She fought to hold herself away from him, but it was impossible. His hard thigh cradled her derriere in the most embarrassing fashion. She grew too tired to care and slumped back against him. “How much longer?”

“A while yet.”

Was there a hint of mirth in his voice? He was enjoying this! How dare he! She attempted to find a more discreet position, then froze. Was that what she suspected it was?

Montsimon gave a soft laugh. “My gun is in my pocket, but if you wriggle your bottom against me what do you expect?”

“Stop! I’ll walk.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We are miles from the inn.”

“What inn?”

He sighed. “The Old Gate in Canterbury. I’ll arrange for a bedchamber. You can rest while I conduct my business.”

“What business might you have in such a place?”

“Has anyone ever told you that you are a remarkably inquisitive woman?”

She huffed. “I believe I have a right.”

“I daresay you do.”

He sounded as weary as she was, but she straightened her spine. It would not do to feel too sorry for him.

“Why Canterbury?” She tried to turn her head to gauge his expression but gave up, fearing it would bring her face too close to his. “An inn in Kent seems an unusual venue for a diplomatic meeting. Diplomats mix in exalted circles. This is hardly the Congress of Vienna.”

“I could have traveled to Canterbury in considerable comfort, Lady Brookwood, but I had to make sure you weren’t followed.”

“It appears you have overdone it somewhat.”

“I did not intend this to happen.”

He sounded despondent. She felt a pang of sympathy for him. “The best laid plans, Montsimon?”

“Hastily made, because of an unforeseen problem.”

“I am that problem?”

“Not precisely, Lady Brookwood.”

Their intimate position made his use of her title seem odd. She wondered how her given name would sound on his Irish tongue. “I don’t wish to seem ungrateful, but why on earth would anyone wish to follow me?”

“You are most definitely ungrateful,” he said wearily. “They’d follow because they wish to get you alone.”

“Crowthorne?” She swallowed. “I will not give him another chance.”

“That depends on how determined he is in his pursuit of you.” He yawned. “I’ll be happy to be proved wrong. I intend to find out what’s driving him. It can’t merely be your allure or your humble cottage.”

“Thank you for the compliment,” she said with a touch of irony. “I see you are resting your diplomatic skills along with the horse. As I have told you, Sir Horace wants to put a road through my land.”

“Mmm. I like your perfume. Is it roses?” He yawned again.

“It’s called Attar of Roses. You’re not falling asleep, are you?”

“With a lovely bundle in my arms?” He chuckled. “What sort of man would I be?”

“A tired one I imagine.” Her own lids were threatening to close. She sat up suddenly at a flicker of light glowing in the dark.

“Careful!” One big hand flattened against her stomach as the horse’s gait faltered.

She shifted away from his warm hand. “There’s a light over there, through those trees.”

“I don’t see it, where?”

They approached a bend, the road bordered by large trees. “I can’t see it now.”

“I doubt a farmer would be up at this hour,” he said. “It might have been moonlight reflecting on a roof.”

“A farmer tending to a sick animal, perhaps. It’s the wrong time of year for foaling.”

“You know about farming?”

She noted his surprise. “My father was a farmer.”

“How did you come to marry Lord Brookwood?”

“Father was the third son of a baron. We were not poor,” she said defensively. She had suffered enough criticism from her husband to last a lifetime.

“Oh? Which baron?”

“A small barony in Dover. Lord Freemont, long dead and the property gone for taxes.”

“That still doesn’t explain how you came to marry Lord Brookwood.”

“In a church in the usual way,” she said crisply.

“I suspect there is a lot more you aren’t telling me,” he said, in a quiet voice.

“Perhaps. But this is hardly the time,” she murmured uneasily. Was his gentle tone meant to disarm her? She would not discuss her sorry past with him now, or ever.

The horse stumbled. “We should dismount.” He pulled on the reins. “The horse tires, walking him will wake us up.”

He helped her down. She stretched her stiff limbs and glanced with dismay at her beaded evening slippers. If only she wore her sturdy, leather half boots. He might have warned her! She could be wearing a wool gown instead of this light silk. But if he had warned her, she reasoned, she’d be enjoying the Canning’s dinner.

Glad of the moonlight, Althea walked with him along the rough road, skirting moonlit puddles. She enjoyed her garden lit by moonlight. But she’d had more than enough of fresh air and moonlight this evening.

They fell silent, the horse clopping along beside them with Montsimon holding the rein. An owl hooted and flew from a tree into the sky. Althea felt every pebble through her thin, silk slippers and stifled the pain of a stubbed toe, afraid Montsimon would be obliged to carry her. But she failed to suppress a shudder when the cold breeze lifted her cloak. There was only so much she could endure without complaint.

“I’m chilled through,” she grumbled.

Montsimon looped the reins over his arm. He removed his leather gloves. “Give me your hands.”

Surprised, she obeyed without argument. She stilled as he peeled off her thin white evening gloves, one finger at a time. It might have been erotic if her fingertips weren’t on the verge of frostbite.

He placed her hands between his large ones and rubbed them. They began to warm as did the rest of her in a disturbing fashion. “Where is Spot tonight?” she asked to distract herself from their closeness.

“He is at home in the stables standing guard over a new litter. Spot is now a father with responsibilities.”

She laughed. “At least you are no longer the focus of his attention.”

He grinned. “I don’t expect it to last. Put these on.” He handed her his leather gloves.

“Oh no, I cannot.”

“Please. Otherwise I’ll feel guilty.”

“If we are beset by robbers, I shall be sure to remind you of how guilty you are,” she said, pulling on his gloves.

She had to lace her fingers to hold the large gloves on, but her hands were warmer. The road seemed endless, winding away through the trees. How long until dawn? Her stomach growled.

“You’re hungry. I should have thought of that,” he said.

“Yes, we could’ve had a picnic.”

“Hunger does not improve your disposition,” he observed.

“I missed dinner at the Cannings,” she said, her voice laden with regret. “It would have been delicious.” Visions of venison, oysters, and champagne made her salivate.

Amusement softened his voice. “I’ll see if I can rustle up a chicken leg when we get to the inn.”

“It’s grown so late,” she said. “I doubt they’ll even admit us.” She gasped. “There is a light!” She grabbed Montsimon’s sleeve. “See!”

“I do believe you’re right!”

They increased their pace in the direction of a faint, flickering light, which vanished then reappeared through the swaying trees.

A farm building emerged out of the dark, nestled amongst bushes. Lamplight shone from a window. Montsimon stopped to loop the reins over the low branch of a fir tree. “You wait here. I’ll go and see who it is.”

“Oh no, Montsimon! You are not leaving me here alone.”

“I need you to mind the horse.”

She placed her hands on her hips. “I think the horse can look after itself.”

He grinned and looked her up and down as if judging her small stature. “And I wouldn’t advise you to ride away on him. If you can mount him. He’s close on seventeen hands.”

She hitched up the gloves sliding off her fingers. “Are you casting aspersions on my lack of height?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I very much approve of how you’re put together.”

She reddened. “How audacious! You’ve lost your manners entirely.”

“We are not at a ball, Lady Brookwood. I would prefer to find the animal here when I return. And that goes for you, too.”

“You don’t trust that I will be, evidently.”

He eyed her. “Not for one moment. You are most dreadfully stubborn.”

“I am not the stubborn one here, my lord.” She opened her mouth to give him a further dressing down, but clamped it shut when he strode away.

There was some sense to his reasoning. Who knew what might lie behind that light? His having to protect her hampered him. For not entirely selfish reasons, she hoped he’d return soon, and in one piece. She leaned against the tree’s rough bark and watched him break into a powerful run across the moonlit meadow. Maddening man, she would bet nothing ever penetrated his self-assurance. She would like to be the one to do it, just once!
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Conscious of the lady in his care, Flynn was not happy with how things had gone. If only Ben hadn’t run the other carriage into a ditch and turned up with only one horse, they would have reached Canterbury in comfort and at a reasonable hour.

Flynn brushed aside bushes and crept to the window where lamplight shone out. Inside the stable, a lamp sat on a bench where the farmer bent over a horse lying on the straw. Althea had guessed right. A rifle was propped against the wall near him. Flynn didn’t wish to surprise the fellow and be shot through with holes for his pains. He walked cautiously through the door keeping his hands in view. “I’m pleased to find someone still awake at this late hour.”

Startled, the man glanced up. Flynn offered him a warm smile as the man grabbed his rifle. He leveled it at Flynn. “Who are ye? What do ye want?”

“Lord Montsimon. A carriage accident,” Flynn said. “Lady Montsimon waits with the horse.”

The man nodded cautiously. His keen gaze took in Flynn’s fine clothes. “Unfortunate, my lord.” He was a sturdy fellow, broad shouldered. “A cold night to be about. Bring the lady to the house. I’ll raise my wife to tend ye.”

“We will be most appreciative, thank you, sir,” Flynn said.

“Any one hurt? Servants, the carriage horses?”

“No. Only Lady Montsimon and I in the phaeton.”

“Very risky to ride about in the dark, my lord.” The man’s eyes turned sharp.

Flynn raced excuses through his brain. “We were returning home from visiting my wife’s mother. A fox startled the horse and the damn thing took off. We left the road, got lost, and the carriage ended up in a ditch. We are making for Canterbury where we have relatives.”

The man nodded.

“Could I borrow your cart? I shall pay you handsomely.”

The man shook his head. “My son has the use of the dray. Won’t return until daylight.”

Flynn stifled a sigh. “I wonder if we might await him here.”

“Of course. Ye are welcome to stay the night. But ye will find the accommodation less than ye are used to. I’ll stable your horse, and my son can drive ye to Canterbury after breakfast.”

“Kind of you. I’ll fetch Lady Montsimon.”

As Flynn made his way back to Althea, he realized he no longer thought of her as Lady Brookwood. She emerged from behind the tree straightening her clothes. “Oh! I didn’t expect you to be so quick.”

Even in the poor light, he saw her face redden. He tamped down a smile as he unloosed the reins. “We have a bed for the night.”

“And something to eat?”

He smiled at her hopeful voice. “I’m sure they can be persuaded to feed us.”

She tripped along beside him. He slowed; he’d forgotten how two of her steps equaled one of his. “There’s just one thing.”

“What?”

“You are Lady Montsimon.”

She stopped. “Why did you tell them I was your wife?”

“I could hardly say otherwise. These simple farm folk can be high-minded. Please try to hurry.”

“You might have said I was your sister.”

“We are nothing alike. And you’re not Irish.”

She shot him an assessing look. “I doubt they would notice.”

“I bet his wife would. Do you want a warm bed for the rest of the night or not?”

Her expression was laden with mistrust. “I do, but not with you in it.”

“Let’s view the sleeping arrangements before we argue.” Flynn pulled a diamond ring from his pinkie finger. “Put this on, Lady Montsimon.”

She did so without comment, making him hope he might be in with a chance.

“But we are not sleeping together,” she repeated.

“How do we explain that to them?” He grunted. “You are entirely safe with me, I assure you. A man needs some sleep before seducing a woman.” This was not essentially true. “To do it well, in any case. I prefer to be thorough.”

“Many couples don’t sleep together,” she said in an edgy voice.

“You speak of the ton. Farmers and their wives sleep in the same bed.”

“How do you know? You’re guessing.”

“It’s a matter of available bedchambers. Did you sleep with your husband?”

She gave a disgusted snort. “What a question!”

“I find it reasonable. After all, you are asserting that couples don’t sleep together. And I wondered…”

“You wonder far too much,” she snapped.

“Very well, I apologize. Here’s the farmhouse. We shall take the horse to the stables. The gentleman has a sick horse.”

“So my guess was right?”

“Yes. Although I don’t see why you need to mention it.”

“Because you are so grudging in your praise.”

Flynn held aside a bush and led the horse through. He waited, holding the branch for her.

“It’s a neat farm.” Althea ducked under his arm. “Montsimon,” she said in a breathless voice, “do you think you could help me keep my property?”

He wasn’t about to encourage her to hang onto something that might get her killed. “Why is that little cottage so important to you? Does it hold happy memories of your marriage?”

“No it doesn’t.”

Flynn turned to search her face.

“You are far too inquisitive about my marriage, my lord.”

He found he was. “But why keep the house when it will cause you so much trouble?”

She raised her chin. “Owltree Cottage is mine. That’s all there is to it. I don’t see why it needs explaining.”

They reached the stables, and Flynn led the horse inside. The farmer rose from beside his horse.

“Fletcher, your ladyship.” He gave an embarrassed smile and half-bowed. “Mrs. Fletcher is in quite a flutter at the thought of meeting you.”

“So good of you to take us in at this ungodly hour.” Althea walked across the straw to where the horse lay shuddering. “What is wrong with your mare, Mr. Fletcher?”

“Darned if I know, your ladyship.” He looked horror-struck. “Please excuse my language! I’ve been up all night. But I believe the horse is rallying.”

“Does she have a fever?”

“No.”

“Might she have eaten something that disagreed with her?”

He scratched his head. “It’s entirely possible. The animal did get out of the paddock earlier. I found her in the herb garden.”

“My father always considered it best to keep a sick horse eating unless they’re colicky.”

Fletcher’s eyes widened. “He did?”

“Father was a farmer, too. He would keep the animal warm and begin to feed it lucerne as soon as it rallied. For a limited period, lucerne hay is very nourishing, although it can cause bloat long term.” She smiled. “Of course you must know this.”

Fletcher bowed again, respect in his gaze. “Your father was well-informed in the ways of animal husbandry, your ladyship.” He began to remove the bit, bridle, and saddle from Flynn’s horse. “You’ll be wanting a hot drink and some food. Please go on up to the house. My wife has stoked up the fire.”

“I believe you impressed Fletcher,” Flynn said as they walked along a path bordered by shrubs to the farmhouse. The lady of the house was busy preparing to receive them. The windows of the whitewashed building where alight and smoke rose from the chimney in the thatched roof.

The door swung open. A short, rounded woman with a white cap and an apron over her dress dithered in the doorway, her cheeks reddened, her eyes wide. “Lord and Lady Montsimon. Please, please come in.”

Flynn noticed her dress was buttoned up wrongly as she bustled inside. “Come into the parlor. The fire is well ablaze.”

“How kind of you to rise from your bed to attend us, Mrs. Fletcher,” Althea said warmly as Montsimon helped her out of her cape.

“It’s my pleasure, my lady,” Mrs. Fletcher said in a breathy voice. “I have laid a table with food for ye. Fletcher has ale for ye, too, my lord.”

The modest parlor was simply furnished and comfortable with a brown sofa and well-worn green chairs by the fireplace, a pipe stand on the table beside it. A table was spread with a cloth and laden with plates, bread, cheese, a cold joint of meat, and a pie of some sort.

“We are beholden,” Althea said appreciatively, “are we not, Montsimon?”

“Indeed, we are.” He smiled at Althea. Her enthusiasm was almost tangible.

“After you’ve eaten,” Mrs. Fletcher said, “I have made the bed up in our son’s bedchamber with clean linen. It’s a small room, but I hope it will suffice.”

“We shall be eternally grateful, Mrs. Fletcher,” Flynn said. He put an arm around Althea’s waist. “We are bone weary, are we not, my love?”

Althea cast him a look that would put a thundercloud to shame. She stepped forward out of his embrace. “Yes. I declare I shall sleep like the dead.”


Chapter Eleven


Mrs. Fletcher’s meal was as tasty and satisfying as any the Cannings might have provided. When the good lady and her husband retired to their bed, Althea climbed to the attic bedchamber, aware of Montsimon close behind her on the steep wooden stairs.

The small room had a low, sloping ceiling. A green-hook rug covered the floor, a jug, basin, and towels had been placed on the tall dresser. A straight-backed wooden chair sat in the corner and the bed against the far wall. Mrs. Fletcher’s description of the bed had been accurate. The narrow wooden bedstead covered in a bright quilt was not designed for two. Althea eyed it and her throat tightened in dismay as Montsimon shut the door.

Seemingly unaffected, Montsimon peeled off his coat and sat on the feather-filled mattress, which sank visibly under his weight. He looked annoyingly at home. He tugged at his cravat, then undid the top button on his shirt to reveal a strong throat and a glimpse of dark chest hair. She found it hard to look away from him, his male strength and beauty capturing her. Finally, she turned to fuss with her cloak before hanging it over the chair.

“Would you help me off with my boots?”

“I’m hardly a valet,” she said, aware she sounded peevish.

“Not as strong as my valet, but we shall manage,” he said with a grin. His waistcoat joined his coat on the chair. Was he going to strip? She wished her breath would slow.

She took hold of the mud-splashed, black leather Hessian boot and pulled. It didn’t budge.

“Perhaps a bit harder?”

Annoyed by his manner, she gave a violent yank. The boot slid down Montsimon’s well-defined calf so fast she fell onto her derriere on the hard plank floor.

“Are you all right?” Montsimon’s grin widened, and he leapt up to offer her his hand.

“Perfectly.” She waved his hand away and climbed to her feet, resisting a rub of the damaged area. “Your other foot if you please.”

“If you’re sure?” He burst into laughter.

“Hurry up. I’m tired.” With a dismissive scowl, she planted her feet and took a firm hold of the boot, easing it down more gradually. It slid off his leg without further mishap. There was something disturbingly intimate about his broad chest encased in white linen, the form-fitting gray trousers, and his big stockinged feet. Had she ever seen Brookwood this way? He always came to her chamber dressed in his banyan and slippers. And she had dreaded the sight of him.

Montsimon stood, ducking his head under a beam. “You’ll never manage that dress on your own.”

She crossed her arms. “I am keeping it on.”

“Such a pretty gown was meant for a drawing room, not for sleeping in.”

“Nevertheless, I shall sleep in it.” She perched on the chair and took off her shoes.

He frowned. “Give me a look at those.”

“Why?” She handed them to him.

He turned a shoe over in his big hands. One sole had worn through. “These are about to fall apart. I had no idea you wore such flimsy shoes.”

“They are meant for drawing rooms, my lord. As is my dress.”

“That gown will be like a rag in the morning. As you have nothing else to change into, you will have to bear it until we return to London.”

Why did he so often make sense? She brushed down her skirts, which were already dreadfully crushed, and was forced to agree. She wasn’t a shy, green girl; she just didn’t want to inflame his passions. It would take very little encouragement, she suspected. But her underwear covered her and was perfectly modest. “The bed is too small. A gentleman would sleep in the chair.”

His eyebrows flew up. “It’s made of wood.”

“Obviously.”

He flapped a hand in dismissal. “I intend to sleep in that bed, my lady. Where you choose to sleep is entirely up to you.” He sat and pulled off his stockings. “I’m going downstairs to wash at the pump. While I’m away, you can undress and hide beneath the covers.” He paused, one hand on the doorknob. “Again, do you require help to undo those impossible little buttons at your back?”

“Odd that this problem didn’t occur to me when I chose to wear it.” Her lips puckered in annoyance. While they were arguing, what remained of the night was passing. She turned her back. “If you will.” If he treated her like a servant, she would do likewise.

Her hair had begun to escape the topknot, and she swept it up out of the way, scattering pins. She tingled under the gentle touch of his fingers as they moved down her back. Her gown fell away. “What are you doing?”

“I’m unlacing your stays. You can’t sleep in this uncomfortable garment!”

“I had intended to,” she said, pulling away as he tugged at the laces. Too late, she felt them give.

“You have lovely hair, Althea,” he said softly.

His use of her name was very seductive. Her pulse skittered alarmingly. She spun around, clutching the bodice of her dress to her chest as her stays slipped to the floor.

Montsimon looked her up and down, warm approval in his gaze.

She backed away from him, longing for the shelter of darkness. “Once I’m in bed, shall I blow out the candle?”

“If you wish.” Montsimon closed the door behind him.

With a relieved sigh, Althea slipped out of her dress and added it and her stays to the chair with the rest of their clothes. At least he had not removed anything else! Or would he? She splashed water into the bowl and washed as best she could. Her hair was in a tangle, she loosely braided it then gathered up the pins and left them on the dresser for the morning. She blew out the candle and darkness enveloped her like a soft veil.

Once in bed, she scooted over near the wall, leaving as much space for him as she could. She rubbed her eyes, itchy with tiredness, and rested her head on the pillow with a sigh. What an extraordinary evening. Montsimon would never understand why she feared intimacy and physical contact. He would have made love to many exciting and winsome women. Brookwood had accused her of being boring in bed. Her chest tightened and she lost her breath at the mere thought of the act. Somehow, she would get through this night. Unsure of what Montsimon might choose to do, she closed her eyes and feigned sleep. A gentleman would never force himself on her while she slept. Surely.

The door opened and closed. A bang was followed by a muttered curse.

Curiosity got the better of her. “What happened?”

“I knocked my head on a ceiling beam.” Montsimon’s warm breath touched her face, smelling of ale. The bed creaked as he lay down. The mattress sloped alarmingly, and she rolled against a hard body. She inhaled sharply at the contact.

“Hello.” Montsimon’s voice filled with interest.

“You are too heavy,” Althea spluttered. “It’s like sleeping on the edge of a cliff.”

“There’s not much I can do about it,” he said, expressing little regret as he stretched his long limbs.

“You could leave.” Althea breathed in Montsimon’s manly smell mixed with horse, linen, and some woody fragrance. She turned over to face the wall. All her senses had leapt to life. It was impossible to sleep like this.
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In the dark, Flynn gave a wry grin. A sweet perfume wafted in the air. He lay temptingly close to a deliciously rounded body. A soft derriere had settled against his side, and judging by the lady’s breathing, she had already fallen asleep. It was sobering. He had not failed to stir a woman’s interest since he’d been a callow youth!

An image of Althea naked beneath him, mewing in pleasure, caused blood to rush to his groin. With reluctance, he banished the picture from his mind. He had seen how Althea’s beautiful eyes darkened when he’d begun to disrobe. Her pretense of a lack of desire didn’t fool him. She was a woman who needed loving as much as breathing, and why she rejected it so forcefully was a puzzle he was determined to solve. Sometime soon, he would rouse her to passion. But it would be unwise to try now. He struggled to gain self-control and shut his eyes. To cool his ardor, he began to recite the lines of Coleridge’s The Ancient Mariner under his breath.

Flynn woke to the cockerel crow, surprised to find he had slept soundly. Weak rays of sunlight flowed through the high window and fell upon a lock of silky, pale blonde hair on his shoulder. A warm, fragrant body lay close beside him, her soft thigh touching his. She appeared tranquil and unsullied. He was relieved that in the fog of sleep he hadn’t mistaken her for his last mistress. His gaze roamed over her as he drew in her sweet perfection, the porcelain dewy skin and rosy lips, slightly open, begging to be kissed. While he was struggling with the impulse, she suddenly gave a soft snore. It broke the trance, and he couldn’t help chuckling.

She opened her eyes and stared at him. Consciousness returned, and she scuttled back close to the wall. She sat up and, as if remembering her dishabille, pulled the covers up over her chest. “Why were you laughing?”

“I don’t think I was. You must have been dreaming.” He chuckled again.

She eyed him with suspicion. “I think you should dress.”

Flynn threw back the covers. “I could eat a whole pig,” he said. “I believe I hear Mrs. Fletcher in the kitchen below.”

She smiled. “Oh good. I wonder what’s for breakfast.”

He pulled on his boots and glanced up at her. “I like a woman with a healthy appetite.”

She wrinkled her nose without comment.

“I hope the son has returned with the trap. I’d like to leave immediately after breakfast.” He rasped his hand over his jaw. “I wonder if Mr. Fletcher will lend me his razor.”

“You look like a buccaneer.”

He huffed out a laugh and eyed her speculatively. “Be careful, my dear, I may be tempted to act like one.”

Her eyes sparkled. “No. You’re more like a diplomat in need of a shave. A pirate would be considerably wilder and rougher than you.”

“I’m not sure whether to take that as a compliment or an insult.” Determined to one day show her how very like a buccaneer he could be in bed, he donned his gray waistcoat and did up the silver buttons. He held his cravat in his hands and glanced around. “No mirror.”

“I’ll help you once I’m dressed.”

He wanted her hands on him and attempted a smile of appeal. “Can’t you tie it for me now? A gentleman isn’t seen without his cravat.”

She frowned. “Very well, come here.”

He knelt on the bed beside her. The coverlet fell, and he gained an enticing view of rounded breasts, the nipples a dusky pink beneath the thin fabric of her shift. His breath caught, and his fingers itched.

“Raise your chin,” she said sternly. “You do need to shave.”

He lifted his head and saw she had colored up. Her fingers worked at his cravat. Gentle and sure. He drew in her womanly scent, warm from the bed. Her soft hair tickled his chin. A swift overwhelming tenderness took him by surprise. His heart thudded.

“There.” She moved away. “Now will you go and allow me to dress?”

“Thank you, my lady.”

Montsimon grabbed his coat and left the room. He stood outside in the corridor, wanting to go back and make some sort of declaration. I want to make love to you. I wish to keep you safe from harm. But Althea knew this already. He would not confess to loving her. He hated men who lied to women just to get them into bed. For what was love? A brief possession, which failed to stand the test of time. He shrugged and descended the stairs as the delicious aroma of frying bacon wafted up. He doubted anything he might say to Althea now would be accepted with pleasure.


Chapter Twelve


As they tucked into the lavish spread which Mrs. Fletcher prepared for them, their son, Robert, arrived from Canterbury, where he worked at an inn. A good-natured fellow, he agreed to drive them in the trap after breakfast. His father reddened with pleasure when Flynn bestowed his horse upon him. Fletcher and his wife bowed them out of sight as the trap took off down the dusty road.

“How are we to get home? By stage?” Althea raised her eyebrows at him as they were jolted along on the trap’s hard seat.

“Do you prefer to ride back to London on the horse with me?”

“I do not.” She wrinkled her little nose at him again. He’d rather like to kiss it.

“My carriage. Ben will turn up with it shortly.”

Flynn admired Althea’s pale, pretty face, and eyes like the sky in mid-summer. She wore a plain straw hat belonging to Mrs. Fletcher; tendrils of fair hair curled at her neck. She was not as delicate as she appeared. He liked that she’d tidied herself without complaint or bemoaning the absence of her abigail. Her only protest came when he laced her stays and did up her buttons. A job he was beginning to enjoy.

They arrived in Canterbury before noon and climbed down from the trap outside the Old Gate Inn, a three-story, whitewashed building, its end wall covered in a thick mat of ivy. Flynn was confident the plotters had either not yet arrived or would still be abed.

The innkeeper’s look of surprise turned to concern when Flynn related his fabricated story of a carriage accident. “It’s fortunate I have a bedchamber free, my lord,” the innkeeper said, puffing out his chest. “I’ve several gentlemen occupying my best rooms and my private parlor has been reserved for today.”

“So early? I had hoped to engage your parlor,” Flynn said.

The innkeeper reddened and scratched his head with his pencil. “I have no other to offer you, my lord. I’ve never had such a demand for my parlor! Mr. Brownley asked me to hold it for him yesterday. He has reserved the room for most of the day.”

“Perhaps I might speak with him. Is he traveling with family?”

“No, my lord. He’s here with two other gentlemen.”

“Ah. Business. Perhaps not then.”

When they entered the inn’s modest bedchamber, Flynn removed Althea’s cape. “You must remain here until I return. Keep out of sight.”

She shrugged. “I don’t see why.”

“You could do with some rest.” He put a hand on her bare arm, her skin soft beneath his fingers, and tried not to eye the bed. “You’ve barely slept.”

“I don’t feel tired.” Althea wriggled out of his grasp. “I wish you would tell me more.” Her tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip and sent an unwanted message to his brain. “Is there some reason why you cannot?”

Flynn forced his gaze away from her mouth. “You don’t expect me to answer that, do you?”

“You have answered it,” she said coolly. “I could be of help to you, if you’d be honest with me.”

“Thank you. I believe you do wish to.” He’d long suspected Althea to be stifled by the life she’d been forced into by men who didn’t give a damn about her. Might she have begun to enjoy the escapade? Now he had only to keep her safe, then, when they returned to London, well… he’d deal with that later. He walked over to where she’d removed her bonnet and was tidying her hair before the mirror.

He cupped her shoulders, meeting her gaze in the glass. “I am guilt-ridden at those shadows beneath your lovely eyes.”

“I’m sure you’re tired, too. I daresay we both will recover.” Althea smiled and ducked under his arm, walking to the window. He came to stand beside her. She leaned on the sill and stared down at the street where barrels were unloaded from a dray. A ginger cat perched on a wall watching. “What do you plan to do whilst I’m whiling away the hours here?”

“I shan’t be far away if you need me.”

“At shouting or running distance?”

He grinned and gently stroked down her cheek with a finger, aware of how flawless and kissable her skin was. “Ring for a servant. They will find me.”

She frowned. “I wonder if the proprietor’s wife has a book or magazine I might read to amuse myself.”

“Excellent idea. I’ll go and ask.”

He descended the stairs in search of the innkeeper’s wife, wishing he was more confident Althea would stay put. Would it have been safer to leave her in London? Was it fair that he’d brought her here for his own peace of mind?
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Althea picked up the ladies’ magazine Montsimon sent up and flipped idly through it again. The fashions were several years old, and the pages held even less interest than when she’d first perused them. No woman with taste would ever have been seen in that atrocity of a hat! She dropped the magazine and listened to the raucous sounds of laughter and bursts of song, which floated up from the busy taproom, on the alert for Montsimon’s return. Why did he come here? And what was he doing now? He had ordered her to stay in the room, in his annoyingly officious manner, trying to make her see the sense of it. But there were times when commonsense stifled one and should be ignored. Did he think her bird-witted and unable to think for herself? Might he behave toward all women like that or only her? It was insulting!

She narrowed her eyes. He’d expressed interest in the men who’d engaged the parlor. Might he have joined them? And if so, for what reason? He had not sought a solemn promise from her to remain here all day. She would have to visit the water closet again at some point. Had that not occurred to him? She opened the door a crack, determined to discover something for herself.

A surprised maid stood in the corridor holding a tray of food. “Your luncheon, your ladyship.” She entered and placed the selection of cold meats, pickled cucumber, crusty bread, and cheese upon a small table, and added the glass of claret.

The wine was Montsimon’s attempt to appease her. Well, she was grateful for it. “Thank you. What is your name?”

The ginger-haired, comely maid bobbed. “Sophie, your ladyship.”

“Is my husband about, Sophie? I have need of him.”

“Would you like me to give him a message?”

“No, that’s not necessary. Just tell me where he is.”

“His lordship was in the taproom moments ago. He instructed me to serve your luncheon. But I’m not sure where he has gone.”

“Where is the private parlor?”

“It’s the room at the end of the corridor, my lady.”

“Perhaps my husband is there?”

“He was not when I took the three gentlemen a jug of wine.”

“Just now?”

“No, it was closer to an hour ago, my lady.”

“I might know them. Can you describe them?”

The maid scratched her nose. “Can’t say, your ladyship. I’m not one to take much notice.”

Althea smiled. “You’re a pretty girl, Sophie. I’m sure they would take notice of you.”

Sophie giggled. “One man told me I had a nice smile. Gave me a silver coin, he did.”

“How kind. Did he say his name?”

“No, my lady. He was an older man. Quite the gentleman he was.”

“Older, how? Was his back bent? Did he use a cane?”

Sophie worried at her lip. “No. He was spritely. But his hair was gray.”

“What about the other two men?”

“Neither was gray-haired, my lady.” She rubbed her chin. “One had red hair, and the other was bald as an egg.” She giggled.

“I doubt I do know them. You’ve been most helpful, Sophie, thank you.”

Althea wished she could give the girl a tip. She sat and ate the food. It was tasty, and the claret was a good vintage. The meal quite replenished her energy.

More restless than ever, she opened the door. The empty corridor tempted her. After a moment’s hesitation, she slipped out to tiptoe along it. At the far end, she placed her ear against the door but heard nothing of the conversation beyond a murmur. A sudden scrape of chairs and the voices grew louder. Althea ran back to her room. Before she reached it, the parlor door opened. She glimpsed a man in the corridor before scuttling inside. She turned the key and leaned against the door, her heart banging against her ribs.

She stirred uneasily. She’d met that man socially although his name escaped her. Might he have recognized her? But why should it matter if he did? She wished she knew more of what went on there and wondered uneasily if she’d been foolish to go against Montsimon’s wishes.

Someone tapped on the door.

Unsure whether to open it, Althea waited and held her breath.

They rapped again. Sharper.

“Who is it?”

“Althea, for heaven’s sake, open the door,” Montsimon said.

“Oh!” Althea unlocked it. “Montsimon!” So relieved, she fought the urge to hug him, and then his sharp questioning gaze dampened her enthusiasm. She drew in a deep breath and strolled away from him.

He followed her. “Who did you think it was?” Those sharp gray eyes of his studied her intently as if he could read her mind. “You did not leave the room?”

“Well, here I am, am I not?” She smiled. “Thank you for luncheon and the periodicals.”

He raised an eyebrow.

She reached up. “What is this in your hair?” She plucked a leaf from his head. “Ivy?” She tilted her head. “How did a leaf get in your hair?”

“I have been outside.”

“Doing what? Did they engage you as their gardener?” She widened her smile, but he folded his arms and refused to answer. He was very difficult to interrogate. Far better at distracting her. Every line of his body revealed how tense he was. He was making her jittery. “Has your business been successful?”

Montsimon exhaled on an exasperated breath. “Althea, I can’t keep you safe if you disobey me. Don’t be tempted to move about the inn. Ben will arrive in an hour or so.”

“All right! I promise.” After he left the room again, she sank onto the bed. The day was interminably long, and her curiosity drove her to distraction. But now she’d given him her word and must stay. She lay back and closed her eyes.

Someone shook her. She must have dozed off for a moment. When she opened her eyes, Montsimon leaned over her with an unreadable expression in his eyes. “Ben waits below.”

“At last.” She rose quickly and hurried to the mirror to tidy her hair.

At her shoulder, Montsimon studied her frowning visage in the mirror. A brief smile ruffled his mouth. “You’re more than ready to leave, I daresay.”

They were soon rattling along the London road in Montsimon’s fine carriage, this time in relative comfort. Althea was about to mention the man she’d seen in the corridor, but a glance at his pensive expression and his knitted brow made her think better of it, or asking him what had gone on there. It would be a waste of time, and an admission of her guilt. She had no way of understanding what might be troubling him, so she settled comfortably beneath a rug in the corner of the carriage. Warm air swirled around her legs. “Where is that heat coming from?”

Montsimon smiled. “The heating system beneath the coachman’s seat. The air is drawn from outside, passes over three lanterns which warms it, then flows through the ventilator.”

“How clever!”

“A Frenchman designed it. It also cools the carriage in summer.”

Luxuriating in the warmth, she smiled and closed her eyes.


Chapter Thirteen


“Althea?”

Flynn leaned forward and gently shook Althea’s arm where she lay sleeping, tucked up in a sheepskin rug. She had slept almost the whole way to London, only waking briefly for a hot drink while they changed horses. He suffered another twinge of guilt. She had been exhausted. But at least she was safe. For now.

She opened her eyes and gazed at him groggily from her corner of the carriage. “Have we reached the city?”

“We’re in Mayfair.”

Althea gazed out the window at the passing street lamps. “So I see.” She fiddled with her hair, then smoothed her crumpled gown with a moue of distaste. “I shall be glad of a change of clothes and my own bed tonight.”

He’d found her rumpled appearance rather appealing. “Are you still angry because I took you with me to Canterbury?”

“Abducted is a better description. It appears you meant well, but an overreaction on your part, perhaps.” Her slight smile held defiance. “I am neither aggrieved nor harmed by the experience, but I now must face my servants who will be worried.”

The carriage turned into her street. Minutes later, it stopped outside her townhouse, ablaze with candlelight. As Flynn assisted her onto the pavement, Althea’s elderly butler scrambled down the steps, his usual dignity deserting him.

“I’m sorry to have worried you, Butterworth….” she began.

“My lady!” Butterworth’s voice throbbed in distress. “Something dreadful has happened!”

Althea stared at him. “My goodness, what’s occurred?”

“We’ve been robbed!”

She gasped. “Was anyone hurt?”

“No, thank the Lord.”

“When did it happen?” Flynn clenched his jaw and followed them inside.

“Sometime during the night, my lord,” Butterworth said raggedly. “They broke in through a downstairs window. A constable has come.”

Althea pressed her hands to her face in shocked silence while Flynn stalked grimly around the once elegant drawing room. It had been ripped asunder, even the furniture slashed by some maniac’s hand.

“Do you know what they’ve taken, Butterworth?” Althea asked, finding her voice.

“Not as yet, my lady. It’s difficult…” He waved his arm. “The way things are.”

“Is this the only room ransacked?” Flynn asked the old man.

“No, my lord.” Butterworth’s mouth drooped. He gazed anxiously at Althea. “I’m afraid your bedchamber has been badly damaged, too, my lady.”

Flynn scowled. “Show us, Butterworth.”

“Eh, my lord?” Butterworth put a hand to his ear.

“Take me to see Lady Brookwood’s chamber,” Flynn repeated, raising his voice.

Althea’s bedchamber and the adjoining room were an even worse mess, with drawers emptied onto the floor, her jewelry box forced open, clothes and books scattered about, wallpaper stripped, and the carpets pulled up. Althea gave a distressed gasp. Flynn wanted to hold her but remained where he was, curling his hands into fists as anger coiled through him. This was beyond anything a common thief might do. What were they looking for? “They would have created quite a racket. Did the servants hear anything?”

“None of us did, my lord,” Butterworth said. “Not even Cook, who doesn’t sleep well, but she confessed to a nip of sherry before retiring.”

Althea clutched her hands together. “What about the rest of the house?”

“Most rooms suffered some damage, my lady.” Butterworth’s voice quivered. “Except for the attic rooms and below stairs. They weren’t touched.”

“An inventory must be taken of everything stolen,” Althea said. “Then we can set about organizing the repairs.”

Alarmed at her calm voice, Flynn studied her face, blanched of color. “Pour your mistress a brandy, please, Butterworth. We shall be along presently.”

“I must speak to the servants,” Althea said after Butterworth hurried from the room. “They may not want to stay.”

“I shouldn’t think your staff is in danger, but you cannot remain here.” Flynn watched her as she moved about the room, picking up her scattered possessions in a purposeful manner. He suspected her actions hid a deep despair, for it was an impossible task. It would take several weeks for the servants to return the house to some semblance of order.

Althea examined a mother-of-pearl-backed hand mirror with the glass cracked. “I hope the robbers get seven years’ bad luck. Or will the bad luck be mine?” She shrugged. “Should we bury the shards beneath a tree at full moon?”

“Don’t cut yourself.” He took the mirror from her limp fingers and put it on the dresser.

“I’ll stay at Owltree Cottage until the house is repaired.”

“That would not be wise. They may choose to rob that house next.”

She stared at him. “I don’t understand this at all. Why would they?”

“You have something they want. Or they think you do.”

She frowned. “You keep saying that, but if you want me to believe you, you will have to be more specific.”

He wished he could. “Until I learn the cause, I can only advise you to be careful. Perhaps we can discover the reason together?”

“With you withholding information from me? I don’t see how.” She shook her head decisively. “I must go to Owltree.” She crouched to pick up the matching brush and placed it beside the broken mirror.

“Leave it to the servants.”

When she began gathering up books, he took her arm and helped her to her feet. Her distress tightened his gut. The bed had been stripped of its linens, the mattress slashed, and its innards spread over the floor. “Is it possible that someone in your employ has been bribed?”

“Certainly not. I trust every one of my staff.” Tears trembled on Althea’s lashes, her eyes violet pools of misery. “Cook and the maids wouldn’t hear a thing in the attic rooms. I left my housekeeper at Owltree Cottage. My footman isn’t here either. He is attending a funeral in Hertfordshire.”

“I’ll question Butterworth further,” Flynn said. “He needs an ear trumpet.”

She glared at him. “I admit my butler is a little hard of hearing, Montsimon, but it’s something we never mention, so please don’t insult him.”

“I wouldn’t dream of insulting the poor fellow. He’s probably longing to take his pension. But we can’t talk here, Althea. You need a good stiff drink.” The fact that someone had tossed her possessions around so violently had an unsettling effect on him.

Althea wordlessly inclined her head. She allowed him to lead her from the room.

They stood in the drawing room, sipping brandy among the disorder. The velvet wing chairs and damask sofa had suffered a similar fate as her bed.

“Do you have any idea if anything has been taken?” Flynn asked after a moment.

Althea picked up an unbroken blue and white Delft vase, lying on its side on the hearth tiles. She placed it on the mantel. “A few jewels, perhaps. I may discover something later, but I don’t think any of the china, silver, or paintings are missing.”

“This is no ordinary burglary. They were looking for something specific.”

“I can’t imagine what. The Brookwood heir inherited the families’ jewels.” She touched the pearl necklace at her throat. “I am wearing my best. The rest would hardly attract this amount of interest.”

He stepped closer, cupped her chin, and stared into her distressed eyes. “Listen to me, Althea. It’s clear they failed to find whatever it is they came for. Your life remains in danger. You must reconsider your decision to fight Crowthorne.”

She stared at him, her blue eyes sparkling with anger. “You think he’s behind this? Surely, you aren’t suggesting I sell Owltree Cottage to him?”

“It would be sensible to agree to it. To give us more time to find out what Crowthorne and the others are up to.”

“No!” She turned away to put down her glass. “Once I agree, that will be it. I’ll lose the property.”

He could see she was at the end of her tether. He moved in an instinctive gesture of comfort to fold her in his arms. Althea stiffened and then laid her cheek against his chest. Flynn recklessly stroked his fingers over the soft nape of her neck. She neither demurred nor moved away. “Have you ever been robbed before?”

“Brookwood’s London house was ransacked after he died,” she murmured into his waistcoat. “After his cousin had taken possession.”

“That tells us something. What about Owltree Cottage?”

“No. Oh but wait!” She moved away and stared at him. “My cat escaped into the garden during the night. It happened twice. We couldn’t work out how he managed to open the window.”

“Then you cannot stay there, don’t you see?”

“What about my servants, my cat? I won’t just abandon them.”

“We’ll go together. You can close the cottage, dismiss your servants, and rescue your cat. I’ll find somewhere safe for you to stay.”

“You’ll take me there? Have you no important matters awaiting you in London?”

He tried not to think about the king. “Nothing that can’t wait.”

“Thank you.” She clenched her hands together. “I wish I had some inkling of what lies behind all this.”

“It is connected in some way to Brookwood.”

Her eyes widened. “Brookwood? But he died ages ago.”

“Can you think of anything unusual he might have said or done before he was killed?”

“With Brookwood, no two days were alike. He was always erratic.” She gave a slow, disbelieving shake of her head. “Nothing comes to me.”

“You are distressed. Something might occur to you later,” Flynn said, aware he needed to speak to Barraclough tonight. “You are welcome to stay at my house. I’ll put up at my club.”

“Thank you, Montsimon. My Aunt Catherine in Hampstead will take me in.”

“Very well. The early evening traffic will be heavy with the theatres opening and the markets closing. We should leave soon.”

“I need to speak to the servants. Then I’ll change and have my maid pack a bag.”

While Althea spoke to her staff in the servants hall downstairs, Flynn went out into the street where Ben walked the horses. Flynn sent him to question the neighbors’ servants.

Ben soon returned. “The noise woke the housekeeper, Mrs. Bixby next door, but she was afraid and did nothing. The Larkins are away at their estate in Devonshire. Many of the houses in the street remain closed. Mrs. Bixby waited until morning before sending a footman to investigate, but by then, the robbers were gone.”

Althea came down the stairs dressed in green with a fur hat covering her hair. “My servants have asked to remain. I do hope that is wise. I feel responsible for their safety.”

“Is there not a member of your household who isn’t female or elderly?” Flynn asked with a glint of humor.

She frowned at him. “My footman. He is expected back tomorrow.”

“Your butler may wish to retire.”

She grimaced. “I haven’t liked to broach it with him. Perhaps after this he’ll want to.”

“I can send Ben back to stay tonight, but it will be late. To be frank, I don’t see the need for it.”

“No, please don’t bother.”

The trip north through London traffic made Flynn distinctly uncomfortable. Fear, stark and vivid, darkened Althea’s eyes, but he could do or say little with her maid sitting opposite, sniffing into a handkerchief.

An hour later, the carriage reached Hampstead Village. At the end of a long gravel drive, they stopped in front of a stone mansion built in the last century, its front facade dominated by an impressive Corinthian portico.

“You believe you’ll be safe here?” Flynn asked.

A pair of tall, strapping footmen in livery rushed out to greet them.

A sad smile trembled on Althea’s lips. “My aunt’s footmen are former pugilists. The house is like a fortified castle.”

Flynn nodded. “Lady Bellingham is a sensible woman.”

“Aunt Catherine employed them a year or so ago after losing her most valuable jewels during a spate of robberies that targeted the ton.” She frowned. “She will be upset to find me in a similar position.”

He kissed her hand. “I have business to attend to tomorrow, but I’ll drive you to Slough on the following day.”

“Thank you. You are very kind. And I fear I don’t deserve it. May I offer you food and wine before you depart? I’m sure Aunt Catherine will be sorry to have missed you.”

“Please relay my regrets to your aunt. There is someone I must see.”

Althea cast him a careful glance. “I’d forgotten about your own investigation, Montsimon. I trust it will soon be brought to a satisfactory end.”

Flynn bowed from the neck. “As do I. Goodbye.” He climbed back into the coach as Althea and her maid entered through the front door.
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The butler informed Althea that Catherine had retired early with a megrim.

“Please don’t disturb her. I believe I’ll retire, too.”

“Shall I have Cook prepare a light meal?”

“No, thank you, Blenkinsopp. Some hot chocolate and a biscuit perhaps, I should also like a bath.”

Althea drooped as Sarah helped undress her in the sumptuous bedchamber decorated with floral silk wallpaper, a dense, powder-blue carpet covering the floor. She stepped into the hip-bath placed near the fire. As Sarah sponged her back and poured fragrant, warm water over her, Althea closed her eyes and allowed her thoughts to flow.

Montsimon hoped she’d remember something relevant. She reluctantly turned her mind to the events in those last few weeks before Brookwood had been mortally wounded in the duel. His death had been hushed up by the other party. The duke’s son would have been banished from England should it become common knowledge. She was grateful, for it would have drawn her into a most frightful scandal. As Brookwood’s gambling debts spiraled out of control, his anger had turned to despair and frustration. His violent moods were taken out on her and the servants. When he struck a maid, Althea had tried to reason with him and suffered a bruised cheek as a result.

“My lady.” Sarah broke into her thoughts as she held out the towel. Althea rose from the bath and once dry, donned a dressing gown, then she sent her maid down to the kitchen for her dinner.

She sipped hot chocolate beside the fire. Once roused, she could not banish the memories. Brookwood, after a long night spent at his club, bursting into her chamber in the early hours. Inebriated, he’d talked wildly of some promising new venture. When she tried to question him, he had turned on her. She was too inquisitive. In a woman, it was decidedly unattractive. Why couldn’t she be like other wives, placid and amenable? Make him feel like a man instead of a weakling?

At the time, she’d attributed his elevated mood to a windfall at the gambling tables, but now she wasn’t sure.

Althea was too tired to think. She removed her dressing gown, climbed into bed, and blew out the candle.

Her aunt was still abed when Althea rose the next morning. Althea’s sleep had been deep and dreamless which surprised her after all that had happened. After breakfast, she wandered in the formal gardens surrounding the mansion. No sign of snow clouds, but a chill breeze blew a fine misty spray over her face from a fountain where marble nymphs frolicked.

She continued to follow the long stretch of lawn, which ended in a flight of stone steps. The gardens seemed subdued, breathless, waiting for spring. She pulled the Paisley shawl tighter over her cherry-red wool gown and sat on a wrought iron garden seat placed in a bower. With deep breaths of cold, lavender-scented air, she watched swifts dip and swerve in the gray sky. Brookwood had been away from the house a lot in those final days. Business he’d said. As far as she knew, he had never been involved in business. He always said a gentleman never got his hands dirty. As he left her to her own devices, more often, she discovered his newly acquired mistress. Althea had enjoyed those weeks of peace. She suffered no desire to challenge her husband about it.

Cold, she rose from the seat and continued her walk.

If anyone was able to discover what lay behind this, it would be Montsimon. How extraordinarily strong and clever he was. Montsimon’s image replaced her anguished thoughts, his compelling gray eyes, his elegant features, and the confident set of his shoulders. She was suddenly terribly pleased to have him as her friend.

“Althea!” Aunt Catherine appeared at the top of the steps. “My darling girl, I’m so delighted to see you.” Her aunt flung her arms around her. “I’ve wanted to speak with you. I gave you the most dreadful advice about Montsimon.”

“Oh, did you Aunt?” Althea breathed in her aunt’s floral fragrance with a sense of unease.

“Lady Shewsbury told me Montsimon doesn’t have a feather to fly with, my dear. Some improvised Irish estate is all. He won’t do. Won’t do at all. The pair of you would have to live like church mice.”


Chapter Fourteen


Flynn sat with Barraclough, nursing tankards of ale in a corner of the Witches’ Hat, a tavern in Monmouth Street. It was close to midnight and inky black beyond the window. The establishment was in Seven Dials, the slum where the ton never ventured. Dimly lit, the tavern reeked of stale sweat, tallow, and hops. The patrons came and went, leaving a lingering air of despair. A lone man sat at a table, resting his head in his arms, after his companion disappeared upstairs with the buxom barmaid who had offered them a good time for the meager sum of a shilling.

Candlelight slanted down from the wooden wheel chandelier, painting deep ridges over Barraclough’s rumpled brow as he sat opposite Flynn, his big hand curled around the pewter tankard.

“I’m none the wiser, I’m afraid.” The rasp of frustration deepened Flynn’s voice. “Even though I managed to hear a good deal of their conversation.”

“Might I ask how you managed to do that?” Barraclough asked with grim humor.

Flynn hunched over his ale. “A healthy crop of ivy grew on the inn’s wall.”

“Ah.” Barraclough nodded.

“Goodrich and Wensley were there, and a third man who reserved the parlor under the name of Brownley. Gray-haired, solid build, gentry. Know of him?”

Barraclough gave an impatient shake of his head.

“The plotters used a code name and referred to it often. Tricoleur. Apparently, Brookwood had this item in his possession when he was shot.”

Barraclough’s eyes sharpened. “Papers concerning a French plot against the crown, perhaps?”

Flynn shook his head. “From what I’ve learned of Brookwood, he was too lazy and filled with self-interest to be involved in any plot against the government. But last night, thieves turned Lady Brookwood’s Mayfair townhouse upside down. I believe they were searching for this… item. I sent my man to question servants in the street. Two men were seen, rough types, dressed as if they’d emerged from the rookery of St. Giles.”

“Robbers searching for valuables.”

“I don’t think so. Not considering the degree of effort they went to. And why pick Lady Brookwood’s house when many of her wealthier neighbors were still away in the country, their door knockers removed from the doors? Far easier and richer pickings to be had there. Lady Brookwood’s former abode, Brookwood House, was ransacked as well, just after the new heir took possession.”

“That is interesting,” Barraclough said. “Although what it means is anyone’s guess.”

“What has convinced His Majesty there is some plot brewing?” Flynn asked, frustration imbuing his voice. “Might it be possible he knows more than he’s prepared to reveal?”

“Whatever Churton stumbled on had him killed. We have to hope we can find something to get our teeth into soon.” Barraclough gave a shrug of his solid shoulders.

“This whole business is smoky. It tends to grow thicker around Carlton House,” Flynn said. “Do we arrest these men and question them?”

Barraclough shook his head. “We might end up with nothing. Need to give them enough rope to hang themselves. Let’s continue to watch ’em. See what they’re up to. I’ll speak to the king this evening. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

Flynn swigged the last of his ale and slammed the tankard down on the table. “Churton has taken his knowledge to the grave. The answers lie with two dead men. It seems that wherever we turn, Barraclough, death dogs us like a shadow.”

The next afternoon, Flynn met Barraclough in Hyde Park. The sun had hidden behind low clouds all day and the ice-strewn grass crunched underfoot. His breath fogged the air as Flynn crossed to the big man lounging on a bench overlooking the lake as if in idle contemplation of the few hardy specimens braving a constitutional along the paths. Flynn’s eyes rested on a man throwing a line into the Serpentine. “A waste of his time fishing there.”

“And if he hooks a mute swan, he’ll be in trouble,” Barraclough said with a chuckle.

With a quick glance around, Flynn sat down beside him. “You’ve spoken to the king?”

Barraclough nodded. “The Home Secretary has informed him that there’s no evidence to support a conspiracy. The king’s orders are to discover more about this tricoleur. We are to keep close to these men in the hope they find it.”

“Did His Majesty have anything to say about Churton?”

“If the king knows anything more, he didn’t offer it, but he appeared very interested. Very interested indeed.”

“I’ll leave this in your hands.” Flynn handed Barraclough Althea’s address. “I’m leaving for Slough in the morning. I’m driving Lady Brookwood to her country house. I’ll be gone for a few days. If something should happen which requires me to return sooner, send me a note. While I’m away, there’s something you can do for me.”

“Anything that helps to unravel this puzzle.”

“If anything can, Barraclough. I don’t like this business, I have to admit.”

What in hell’s teeth was he getting himself into? This entire affair made Flynn feel like he was walking across a bog-strewn moor in a thick fog. He leaned toward Barraclough with his request.
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“I do hope you will manage in my absence.” Aunt Catherine put her flowery china teacup in its saucer. She motioned to one of the broad-shouldered, liveried footmen standing motionless on each side of the salon door like a pair of imposing bookends. “Fetch more hot water, Albert.”

“Of course I shall manage. Please don’t worry,” Althea said.

“You might come to France with me. You would enjoy Cousin Phillip’s company enormously. He would adore to see you.”

“If only I could. But I must await my solicitor’s instructions.”

“I don’t understand any of this, Althea. You say Sir Horace Crowthorne wishes to purchase Owltree Cottage.” She threaded the gold chain on her bodice through her fingers and the fine pink topaz swung and caught the light. “Most odd! What does he want with that insignificant property? Some people are frightfully greedy. He has no class, my dear. No class at all.”

“I am in full agreement with you, Aunt Catherine.”

Her aunt frowned. “You say you will stay at Owltree Cottage until your London property has been restored? You are welcome to stay here while I’m in France, but there will only be a few servants in residence.”

“No thank you, Aunt. Montsimon has promised to drive me to Slough tomorrow.”

Her aunt’s brilliant blue eyes sharpened. “Don’t get too fond of him, although I’ll wager it will prove to be very difficult.” She let out an audible breath. “There’s barely a handsomer man in London. I declare, honey drips from these diplomats’ tongues. Should they want something from you, they will get it.” She shivered delicately and dabbed her mouth with her napkin.

“He remains a friend, Aunt. Montsimon has no wish to marry.”

Aunt Catherine smirked. “A woman’s life does not necessarily revolve around marriage, Althea. Although the ton would have you think it does.”

“I wonder what you mean by that.” Althea smiled at her outrageous relative.

“If you don’t know now, girl, there’s no hope for you. Joseph?” She beckoned the remaining footman. “I don’t see cucumber sandwiches here. Has the kitchen staff deserted us?”

Joseph, despite his big frame, employed speed and grace to carry out her wishes. Her aunt offered Althea a plate of sumptuous cakes and pastries. “I recommend the nougat almond cake. It’s excellent. You’ve hardly eaten enough to fill a sparrow at luncheon.”

“I don’t wish to spoil my dinner,” Althea said with a smile. “You have such an excellent cook.”

“Men like a few curves, Althea. Be careful you don’t lose yours.”

“I am not interested in what men like,” she said, nibbling on the cucumber sandwich that had been promptly delivered by the footman.

Aunt Catherine gazed at her thoughtfully. “No, I see you have retreated to an ivory tower.”

“I’m happy with that.”

Aunt shook her head. “The only trouble with towers, they are an invitation to lightning.”

Althea laughed. “Oh Aunt, how imaginative you are. Have you not done the same yourself after your husband passed away?”

“Not entirely.”

“Aunt!”

Her vivid eyes turned misty. “I loved my husband and honored his memory for some years after he died. And then I indulged in a brief affair with a very special man.”

Althea raised her eyebrows. “Why didn’t you continue the affair? Marry the man?”

“He was considerably younger,” her aunt said, drawing her shawl closer. “I didn’t see a future in it.” She shrugged her slim shoulders. “An older woman doesn’t always want a permanent man in her life. They demand too much. I’m happy with my memories.” She eyed Althea. “Don’t waste your young years, my dear. When you reach my age, you may not have any delicious memories to dwell on.”

Althea shook her head. “I will make no mistakes in the name of loneliness. I began my marriage with high hopes only to have them dashed. I don’t ever want to feel crushed like that again.”

Aunt Catherine sighed sympathetically. She patted Althea’s arm. “My dear! I pray you’ll change your mind.” She smiled. “Perhaps Montsimon will change it for you.”

“Aunt, you are a hopeless romantic! I must thank you for sending my maid back to London. The poor girl wishes to stay with her mother. This whole business has shaken us all.”

“This Crowthorne has a bad reputation, Althea. I have made inquiries about him. Do take care.”

“I will. Please do not worry, Aunt. Enjoy your stay in France. I shall look forward to your letters.”

Althea thought of the trip on the morrow and her stomach tightened. She put down the rest of the sandwich, not sure which worried her most, what they might discover at Owltree, or spending more time in Montsimon’s unsettling company.


Chapter Fifteen


Ominous, heavy rain clouds swept overhead as Montsimon’s carriage set off for Slough. Althea had dressed with care in her dove-colored carriage gown in the Grecian style. The collars and cuffs of her purple redingote were trimmed with ermine, and her hat made of the same fur. She settled against the squabs opposite Montsimon and tucked her purple half-boots out of the way of his long legs. “I hope the roads remain passable.”

Montsimon crossed one tasseled boot over the other and settled himself against the maroon leather squabs. “No need to worry.” He gave a careless shrug. “If we must, we can put up at a coaching inn for the night.”

“My reputation may already be in shreds, Montsimon,” she said. “This road is frequented by the ton traveling to and from Bath. If I’m seen staying at an inn in your company without even my maid—”

“And, as the ton thrives on gossip, and will be delighted to pounce on something improper to discuss at length,” he interrupted, completing her sentence. “What a pity we won’t be making it worth their while.” He raised an eyebrow. “Or might we?”

Althea looked at her Limeric gloves, smoothing invisible creases. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

In the ensuing silence, she couldn’t resist a peek at him.

His eyes had turned speculative. “I suspect you didn’t enjoy being married, Althea.”

Her face heated. Montsimon had not been married off to the highest bidder when just out of the schoolroom. Men had extraordinary freedom to do exactly as they pleased. But after her aunt’s inference that she was naive, and Brookwood’s foul claims, his suggestion hurt. “You think me a prude?”

“No, I doubt you’ve enjoyed a man’s touch.” He smiled. “The right man can change that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And the right man, would be…?”

“I’m available, should you wish it.”

Suddenly hot, she slipped her redingote from her shoulders. “The air becomes so humid when it rains.”

Montsimon’s gaze roamed over her figure from her half boots to her bonnet, pausing rather long at her chest, as if he undressed her with his eyes. “You’re very appealing in that ensemble. How wasted your beauty would be if you chose to shut yourself away from life,” he added with a wicked smile.

The suggestion that she was a prude hurt, but she would bear it if it kept him at a safe distance. She must never forget what he was, a notorious rake who had cut a swathe through many ladies of the ton. In his dark gray greatcoat, tan-colored trousers hugging muscled thighs, he sprawled on the seat opposite, graceful but mercurial and unpredictable. He made her fear he might spring into action at the barest invitation. She was not about to give him one.

After sharing a bed with him without incident, she had been lulled into a false sense of security. Her heart hammered foolishly. Heavens! She was to spend days in his company. She pulled her redingote back over her shoulders and wrapped it around herself.

“Don’t put it on. I am enjoying looking at you. You’re a pretty woman, and it’s a wonderful way to eliminate the boredom of such a trip,” he drawled. “Although, I can suggest a better way.”

She had to fight her own battle of personal restraint as a vision flashed into her mind: her straddling his lap, her arms around his neck, her lips pressed to his tempting mouth. She took a long, steadying breath. “Oh? You’ve brought a pack of cards?” she asked, pleased at how nonchalant she sounded.

Montsimon chuckled. “No. Did you?”

“I did not. We might talk.”

“We can discuss where I am to stay once we reach our destination.”

“There’s a fine inn in the village.”

“That’s not very generous of you.”

It wasn’t. It was ungrateful and ill mannered. “Of course, you may stay at Owltree Manor,” she murmured, visualizing him in the spare bedchamber.

His eyes glowed with enjoyment. How annoying he was. Was she so transparent?

She cleared her throat. “Do you wish to search the house?”

“Any false panels? Hidden rooms?”

“I haven’t found any.”

“I’ll take a look. Men will keep watch of the house after we leave.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You have the men for such an endeavor?”

“I’ll get them.”

Men at his beck and call, prepared to stake out a country house in winter? A difficult thing to arrange for most, but he didn’t bat an eyelash. Althea stared at him. “There’s a mystery attached to you, Montsimon.”

“I daresay.” He grinned. “Imagine the fun you’ll have attempting to solve it.”

“I doubt I’ll ever learn the entire story. Not from you, at any rate.”

“You’re unnerved. I wish you weren’t involved, believe me.” He leaned forward, a frank expression in his eyes as they searched hers. “I’ll make you a promise. I will tell you all that I can as soon as I am able.”

“That’s a half-promise, and I’m not at all frightened.” With nothing more to say, she sank back against the seat. How did he do that? Disarm her so adroitly while lulling her into a sense of security, right when she hoped to learn more or even prompt an argument to clear the air? There was no sense in attempting to gain the upper hand. She let the matter go, for now. Her brow furrowed as she studied the wintry countryside as it passed. A prolonged silence enveloped the carriage with a sense of things unsaid.

“Althea?”

His voice was soft, gentle. It was as her aunt had said; a diplomat with a honey-tongue would always get what he sought. She kept her gaze on the landscape. “Yes?”

“Was Brookwood good to you?”

Her stomach clenched. “Not particularly.”

“I suspected as much.”

She pushed away from the window and faced him. “You knew Brookwood?”

“Only casually. I’ve heard some distasteful things about him.”

She had the ridiculous urge to defend her husband as if speaking of him now that he was dead was disloyal. “His mother died when he was young, and he was raised by his brutal father. A harsh, punishing man.”

He batted the words away, a tightness in his jaw. “That’s no reason for a man to grow up to be vicious himself.”

Alert, she observed the play of emotions on his face. Raw hurt glittered in his eyes, which had grown so dark to be almost black. She thought she recognized that pain. She had tried to help Brookwood early in their marriage. It quickly proved an impossible task.

“Your father was cruel?” she asked quietly as compassion joined the gamut of perplexing emotions she had begun to feel for this man.

“Not uncommon, I imagine. Many men suffer thus.”

She coiled her fingers in her lap, fighting the need to reach out and comfort him. But if she drew from him the hurts of his sad past, she would have to confess hers. That, she wasn’t prepared to do. But she well understood how he buried his pain behind a wall of denial, adopting the persona of a charming bon-vivant. What a pair they were!

“I have a confession,” she said after searching for a distraction.

His expression softened. “How interesting. Please continue.”

“While we were at the Canterbury Inn, I did leave the bedchamber.”

He folded his arms. “I thought as much.”

“Only for the briefest moment. But while I was in the corridor, a man came out of the parlor.”

He frowned. “Go on.”

“I thought I recognized him, Montsimon, and I’ve since recalled his name. It’s Cecil Hazelton. He’s an acquaintance of Brookwood’s.”

Montsimon’s gaze sharpened. “What can you tell me about this Hazelton?”

“He was an old school friend of Brookwood’s, and they kept in contact through the years. He has a country house somewhere near Owltree. I know this because, while staying at the cottage, Brookwood rode over to visit him. It can’t be far. He was there and back in a matter of a few hours.”

“It’s interesting that he used a false name at the inn. Now why would that be? I’ll need to pay a visit to this Cecil Hazelton.”

“I’m sure someone in Slough will know of him. The inn keeper or a shopkeeper, or perhaps the vicar.”

“I’ll leave it to you to ask. They’ll be more forthcoming with someone from the area.” Montsimon leaned forward and grasped her hands. “I’m grateful you chose to tell me. This might be important.”

She was inordinately pleased but withdrew her hands. No sense in encouraging him.

“But at the same time, it is worrying,” Montsimon said. “If Hazelton saw you, they may suspect you’re onto them.”

“I don’t see how—”

“From now on, my lady, I shall have to be your shadow.”

“My shadow?” She eyed him suspiciously. “What do you mean by that?”

“Best for us to appear to have married,” he said bluntly.

“That’s impossible.” She pretended not to understand him. “How does one appear to be married?”

“It’s self-explanatory. I’m proposing we behave as a couple.”

“To deceive who exactly? My poor servants?” She narrowed her eyes. Was this another of his tricks? What lengths would a rake go to?

“Don’t look at me like that, Althea. It is only for a short time. And I won’t insist on my conjugal rights.”

Ignoring the overheated atmosphere, she shot him a withering glance. “You most certainly won’t! You have no such rights.”

“Very well. If you prefer to keep this on a business footing, so be it. But we will have to put up a show.”

She didn’t like that confident glint in his eye. Men could be so casual about affairs where women could not. “What about my servants!”

“We shall tell them we married in London.”

“No, Montsimon. I won’t lie to them.”

“Think it through, Althea.” He removed his hat and put up a hand to smooth his dark brown locks. “Surely you trust me after what we’ve been through together?”

He had nice hair. She tugged at her gloves. “I am grateful for your help, but it would be naïve of me to trust you to that extent, Montsimon. And I am not naïve,” she said defensively.

“I don’t seek your gratitude, Althea. I just want to keep you safe.”

He sounded sincere. She met his gaze as her aunt’s warning came back to her. The appeal in his clear gray eyes was almost irresistible. But she would resist. She must guard her battered and bruised heart from further hurt.
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As luck would have it, the rain eased, and a pale winter sun shimmered through the branches of the evergreens adding little warmth. The carriage continued toward Slough, jouncing through ruts, and sending up a spray from water-filled potholes. Althea had praised Flynn’s coachman. He had to agree, Ben skillfully handled his thoroughbreds. Flynn’s finances were often stretched, because his lifestyle demanded a better income than he had at present, and he refused to economize on well-bred cattle and well-sprung vehicles.

Althea had grown quiet. She had not yet agreed with his idea. Nor had he attempted to persuade her. He left her to consider it, trusting that her commonsense would bring her round. He sat back, content to look at her, admiring how her pale-blonde hair curled about her neat ears beneath her fur hat and her dimpled chin, which she thrust out at him rather too often.

“Very well, I agree,” she said, breaking into his thoughts.

“To what?” She caught him off guard; his thoughts had moved on to how appealing she’d looked rumpled and sleepy from sharing his bed, while embracing the possibility of a more successful outcome next time.

“To pretending we are married, or have you dismissed the idea?”

“Of course not” he said hastily. “I allowed you to take your time. You’re obviously a woman who is very careful with making up her mind.” He shrugged and tried not to appear too pleased. “I knew you would come to see the sense of it.”

She raised her eyebrows, a smile lurking in her eyes. “Oh, you did, did you?”

“How else can I remain close enough to protect you?”

Her eyes widened. “I-I’m grateful that you wish to defend me, Montsimon,” she said in a broken whisper. “More than I can say.”

“There’s no need for that,” he blustered. After all, he had his own reasons for traveling to Slough. A dimple peeped from her cheek. The deuce! She toyed with him, giving back some of his own.

He chuckled. “You are a minx, madam.”

Her expression sobered. “Let me make it perfectly plain. No matter how hard you try to persuade me, I will not agree to us sharing a bedchamber.” She frowned. “So there will be no arguments. I intend to sleep alone.”

He shrugged. “No matter. I shall lie on a pallet outside your door.”

A smile lifted her lovely mouth. “I don’t believe that is necessary. I have a spare bedchamber. You must realize…if a woman loses her reputation and society cuts her, life can become extremely difficult.”

“Why would they?” He gave a dismissive shrug. “You’re a widow and your reputation is of no interest to anyone but you and a few gossipmongers.”

“Oh? You mean those who speak at length about your exploits?”

He smiled, she had a point there.

“And my servants—”

“—shall think we are married.”

“Montsimon, my servants are decent people, and unlike some members of the ton, do not countenance liaisons outside of marriage.”

“When our reasons can be explained, they will understand.”

“I do hope so.”

“Then it’s decided,” he said with a decisive nod.

A faint blush warmed her cheeks. “Please remember that this arrangement does not permit over-familiarity on your part.”

“I have shared a bed with you before, madam. Did you not emerge unscathed?”

She smiled wryly. “I doubt you have the self-control to continue in that vein.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps you don’t trust yourself?”

“Oh.” The blush on her cheeks deepened. “I don’t wish to seem coy, Montsimon. It’s just that I know of what men are capable. And how women can suffer because of it.”

He hid a surprising stab of guilt behind a hurt expression. “I do hope you’re not comparing me to Brookwood.”

“You are nothing like Brookwood.” She looked out the window, shadows were gathering. It was only a few hours until nightfall. “We are on the outskirts of Slough,” she said, relief in her voice. “We’ll reach Owltree Cottage shortly.”

“You have nothing to fear from me, my lady,” he said with an affronted frown. “You’ve succeeded in crushing any ardor on my part.”

She glanced at him, her eyes contemplative. “Good.”

It never occurred to him that any lover of his might suffer hurt after their relationship ended. The women he’d known always seemed so confident, with an eye to their next beau. But it was a damnably alarming thought.


Chapter Sixteen


The carriage pulled into the driveway at Owltree Cottage where Sally waited on the porch. Montsimon assisted Althea down while Ben brought in the luggage.

“This is Lord Montsimon, Sally.”

The maid curtseyed. “How do you do, my lord.”

Montsimon smiled. “Good afternoon, Sally.”

“Please tell Mrs. Peebles we’ve arrived,” Althea said.

“She is shopping in the village, my lady.”

“Mrs. Peebles is my housekeeper,” Althea explained to Montsimon while Sally assisted her out of her redingote and hat, and Montsimon divested himself of his greatcoat.

Althea led the way into the salon. “Sally, please tell Cook to prepare tea, sandwiches, and cake, if there’s any.”

“Yes, my lady. She’s been at the oven since your message arrived. There’s gingerbread and seed cake, and for dinner, pease-soup, fricasseed pigeon, with chocolate pudding for dessert.”

“Sounds very tasty,” Montsimon said with an appreciative smile.

Althea was suddenly aware of the how big he was wandering about her small salon. “I trust she’s made enough for a gentleman’s appetite. I shall go and speak to her shortly.”

“The roof is leaking again, my lady.”

“Where is the leak this time, Sally?

“The smaller bedchamber, right over the bed. I had it moved, and I’m airing the mattress.

Unfortunately, it looks like it will rain again tonight.”

“The thatch will need to be repaired.”

“Yes, my lady. I sent the stable boy to fetch Tom to fix it, but he’s hurt his leg, so it will have to wait awhile.”

“Poor Tom. I trust it isn’t serious.” Althea narrowed her eyes at Montsimon who nodded sympathetically.

“And we found Jet wandering the gardens again this morning.” The maid shrugged. “I checked the windows before I retired. The one overlooking the rose garden was open again. I don’t know how that cat manages it.”

“Nor do I.” Althea drew in an uneasy breath.

“Was anything disturbed or damaged, Sally?” Montsimon asked.

The maid’s eyes widened. “No, my lord.”

The culprit under discussion stalked into the room. With a loud purr, he rubbed against Althea’s legs. “Naughty puss.” She swept him up, his fur soft against her cheek as her eyes scanned the room. All seemed in perfect order.

“So this is Jet.” The cat’s purr deepened as Montsimon stroked him. “He’s quite a size.”

“He’s too fat,” Althea said. “I fear he dines on all manner of wildlife.”

“He prefers mice,” Sally said. “Brings them into the house and places them at my feet.”

“Sally, you are the first here to learn of my marriage to Lord Montsimon.” As her body tensed at the lie, Jet leapt from her arms.

“Oh, my felicitations, my lady!” Sally cried. “And to you, my lord. That’s just grand, that is.”

“Thank you, Sally,” Montsimon said. He sat in a wing chair, spreading out his long legs.

“I’d like something stronger than tea, my love. Do you keep spirits here?”

“There’s a bottle of brandy Cook uses for the mince pies. Sally?”

The maid rushed from the room.

Montsimon cast his eye around at the wainscoting. “Brookwood could have secreted something away behind a panel.”

“He wasn’t familiar with the house. He so seldom came here.”

“Mmm.” Montsimon rose and began tapping the panels. The inquisitive cat followed along behind him.

Althea laughed at them. “I wonder what you got up to as a child.”

“The usual things, fishing, hunting. I enjoyed climbing trees searching for birds’ nests.”

He turned and grinned at her. “I recall you are an accomplished tree-climber yourself.”

“We were talking about you,” she said firmly while imagining him as a boy, all gangly limbs and floppy dark hair. It appeared his childhood hadn’t been a happy one.

“You make a far better subject for discussion.” He returned to the wall. “These old houses are notorious for secret panels, tunnels, and hidden rooms. We have one at Greystones Manor.”

“Old mansions are intriguing. There was a priest’s hole at Brookwood Park. But not here.

This is a humble cottage.”

“Your ancestor might have wished somewhere safe to hide his valuables.”

“He wouldn’t have been a man of great wealth.”

“All the more reason, in those uncertain times, to safeguard what you had.” Montsimon continued tapping. He finished one wall and moved along to the next. The cat, deciding it was a game, danced around his legs.

Althea opened the window that had been Jet’s method of escape. “Come and look at this, Montsimon.”

He leaned out and ran his finger along the wooden frame. “Deep gouges around the catch. It’s been forced.”

Althea shivered. “I’ll have the gardener nail it up.”

Montsimon’s arm came around her shoulders. “There’s no evidence of them being inside.

Though you might check the other rooms. “Perhaps they’ve already found whatever it is they sought.”

“You don’t believe that.” She couldn’t resist leaning into the taut smoothness of his shoulder. Ridiculous, how his familiar manly smell seemed to ease the knot of tension in her stomach.

“We won’t stay any longer than we need to.”

“Then I have much to do.” Althea moved out of the circle of his comforting arm as Sally entered with a tray. “Ah, here’s the tea, and we do have brandy. How fortunate.”

When the maid left the room, Montsimon raised his glass in a mock salute. “You should call me something more intimate. After all, we are married.”

“I don’t see the necessity of it. Married ladies often call their husbands by their title.”

“Don’t care for it. You might address me as Kieran, or use my surname, Flynn.”

Flynn suited him. But she couldn’t call him Kieran. It seemed far too intimate.

“Flynn, then.” She wondered why it mattered to him.

He drank the last of the brandy. Nibbling a macaroon, he continued examining the walls. Althea sipped her tea and admired his manly grace. She hadn’t realized how lonely she was. But she mustn’t grow used to him filling the void. At the sound of voices, she rose. “My housekeeper, Mrs. Peebles, has arrived back. I’d best introduce you to the rest of my staff.”

“How many servants here?”

“Five, counting the gardener and the stable boy.”

He shook his head. “This house is also understaffed. Did Brookwood not leave you well provided for?”

She stiffened, assailed by the undeniable and embarrassing truth. “Brookwood’s gambling debts.” She shrugged. “There was little left of my dowry.”

“I am sorry, Althea.” He gave a sympathetic smile and offered her his arm. “Let us make our announcement. Then we can don our coats and you can show me more of Owltree’s garden before it grows dark.”

“The property covers a mere ten acres, and in winter, it’s rather uninspiring.”

“Nevertheless, I’d like to take a look around,” he said.

He was more interested in searching for any disturbance, but she found she wanted to know more about him. “It can hardly compare with your Irish estate.”

“Nothing compares with the beauty of Ireland.” His Irish lilt became more evident and a proud gleam warmed his eyes.

Intrigued, she walked with him from the room. “Don’t you miss it?”

“I didn’t,” he confessed. “But now it’s mine, I do feel somewhat differently. If I had the money to improve it, I might go back. But as matters stand…” He shrugged.

She glanced at him as they descended the stairs to the servants’ quarters. It seemed they both had impossible dreams.
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After dinner, Althea excused herself to prepare the bedchamber. When she returned to the salon, Flynn sat reading an old newspaper by candlelight, sipping brandy, while Sally bustled about seeing to the fire.

He yawned behind his hand. “The trip was fatiguing. I’m for bed.” He rose from the chair and stretched out his long arms. “Show me where we are to sleep, my love.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Yes, of course.”

In the upper corridor, he followed her to the bedchamber. Flynn stopped short of entering. “What is this?” he asked.

Althea had made up the chaise longue with pillows and a blanket in the alcove formed by the bay window. “Don’t fuss,” she said. “I plan to take the chaise. You are much too tall for it.”

He chuckled as he leaned back against the doorframe. “You had no need of this, as I intend to sleep downstairs once the servants have retired.”

“Oh! Well, you might have said.” She had struggled with that heavy chaise alone as she could hardly ask Sally to assist her. More disappointed than she cared to admit, she nodded. “That’s wise. Take a pillow and blanket with you.”

He smiled. “There’s an open invitation for you to join me.”

“The salon has only one sofa.”

His eyes drank her up. “We shall manage.”

She spun away to draw the curtains. “Not when I have a comfortable bed to sleep in, but thank you.”

Flynn tugged at his cravat. “Best I undress here.”

She swallowed. “I see no need. The servants will soon retire, and you will have the salon to yourself.”

“I’ll wait awhile to make sure. I don’t want to cause embarrassment. Do you need my expertise with your buttons?” He shrugged out of his coat.

“Not this time.”

She would manage her clothes herself. Montsimon was so devious, she considered it best to send Sally to bed. At least this dress did up in front. She smoothed the blanket on the chaise. At a creak from the bed, she turned. Flynn lay under the covers, and what she could see of him from the waist up was bare.

“You can’t go about the house like that! Don’t you have a nightshirt?”

He tucked his arms beneath his head. “Don’t use ’em.”

“You might have made an exception,” she said crossly, inspecting his wide muscular chest. He had very nice skin.

“Now it’s your turn,” he invited with a lazy, seductive grin.

She put her hands on her hips. “You are not going to watch me.”

“I rather thought I would. There’s a dearth of entertainment in the country. Even the newspapers are old.”

Althea gathered up her nightgown, slippers, and robe, grabbed a candle, and went to the door. She would undress in the spare bedchamber.

“You are an incurable wet blanket, Althea,” Flynn called after her.

She couldn’t prevent a giggle from escaping her lips. But for the seriousness of the situation, it would be amusing. But it was extremely worrying. Would robbers come during the night? Her mouth went dry at the thought. Would Flynn be at risk? She almost turned and advised him to remain in her bed. Almost, but not quite.

As she shed her clothing, she wondered how she would feel undressing before a man’s gaze. Nothing of the sort had occurred to her before; certainly, Brookwood had never demanded she do so. She was always abed with her nightgown buttoned up when her husband came to her chamber. She had to admit the idea stirred her a little. While performing the act of a contortionist, she managed to unlace her stays. The rest of her clothes easily managed, she tied her dressing gown belt firmly and returned to the bedchamber.

The room had dimmed, the candle guttering. “Is it time to go downstairs, Flynn?”

No reply came from the bed. “Obviously not,” she muttered. She blew out all the candles but one and climbed into her makeshift bed. The velvet covering had promised softness, but it was rigid, and the buttons dug into her hip. Rain lashed the window and a drop splattered on her head. Surely, this bay didn’t leak. She patted her hair and stared up at the top of the architrave. This was all she needed! But at least the weather might deter any burglars.

When she turned over seeking a comfortable spot, Flynn spoke from the bed, sounding wide awake. “Do you know why I pursued you last year, Althea?”

“The desire for another conquest?”

“You don’t pull your punches, do you?”

“I imagine that’s what rakes do.”

“I am not a rake.” He sounded offended. “Rakes seduce innocent young women and leave them to their fate. I have never made love to a lady who didn’t know what was what.”

“I’m pleased to hear it. Green girls in their first season can be sadly taken in by charming rakes, their lives quite ruined.”

“Girls just out of the schoolroom are flighty. They should be well-chaperoned,” he said sternly.

She was surprised again by this unpredictable man. “Is that the sort of papa you would be, Flynn?”

“I would, but I don’t expect to have children.”

“Don’t you like them?”

“I do as a matter of fact. But you are distracting me from what I wish to say, Althea. I was drawn to a need I sensed in you, apart from your obvious attractions.”

She huffed. “What nonsense.”

“I’ve been giving it considerable thought.”

“Then I wish you’d stop,” she said edgily, not liking where this was leading.

“You appeared to be vulnerable, and a man is inclined to want to help a woman in need, but it was more.”

“More?” She held her breath.

“You wanted me to pursue you.”

“Oh! I did not!”

“You wanted a lover, and you saw a likely one in me.”

“Oh, please go to sleep, Flynn, if you plan to. That is, if you can fit your big head on the pillow.”

“I’ve never caused hurt to any woman,” he said softly.

“Can you be sure?”

“Not entirely. But I certainly never planned to. And I wouldn’t want to hurt you. You may take umbrage at my morals, but you are wrong in thinking I don’t live by certain standards.”

“I don’t think badly of you, Flynn,” And how could she when he was so gallant? Although courtly knights would kiss her hem, she suspected Flynn had something else in mind entirely. “I have much to thank you for. Good night.”

“Good night, Althea.” Once he’d got that off his chest, Flynn promptly leapt out of the bed.

Althea blinked, expecting a naked male, but he still wore his trousers. He grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, cocked his gun, and, without another word left the room.

Well, really! He just did that to tease her. And what a good subject she was, she thought ruefully.

She shut her eyes on the image stamped into her mind of his broad chest, muscular stomach, and the trail of dark hair disappearing into his waistband. She threw back the blankets and deserted her makeshift bed. With a sigh, she climbed into her own bed, warmed by Flynn’s body, where a trace of his sandalwood soap lingered, and prayed he would be safe.

Restless, she kneaded the pillow. Had she unconsciously given Flynn an invitation to pursue her? She admitted there was a certain amount of pleasure in stirring a man like Flynn’s interest. Aunt Catherine had suggested such a thing herself. Apart from the fact it terrified her, it seemed dishonest somehow, and anyway, anything more between them would surely lead to heartache. He had never pretended to be anything other than what he was. Maybe not a rake, but certainly a confirmed bachelor.

Althea trusted Flynn to deal with these men, but when it was over, she would be back where she started, struggling to survive in a man’s world. She stared into the dark while she tried to tamp down the bitter, cold despair of her predicament. Ears straining for any unusual noise, she shut her eyes. It would be a long night.


Chapter Seventeen


Althea woke to bright daylight flooding through a break in the curtains. She turned with a gasp to find Flynn lying beside her. He lay on his back, in a deep slumber. Not wishing to venture out into the cold from the cocoon of warmth, she studied his handsome face in repose. His features softened in sleep, his mouth more vulnerable. A shadow of a beard darkened his angular jaw. Her senses spun, and a searing need built within her, so strong it shocked her.

She reminded herself that he was not here just for her; he had a job to do. Whatever his protestations, he’d led a life she couldn’t approve of. If she managed to maintain some distance between them, it would be far easier when they parted. Difficult, when she had come to like him and wanted to learn everything about him, good and bad.

A thought suddenly struck her and she lifted the coverlet. She sighed with relief. He still wore his trousers. Was that part of his gallantry to spare her embarrassment?

“Are you searching for something? Can I help you find it?”

Althea blinked; his eyes were warm and compelling. Her hand went to her heated cheek. “I merely wondered what you slept in.”

His mouth curved in a grin. “And you’re disappointed?”

She ignored him. “I gather nothing occurred downstairs during the night?”

“Not a thing.”

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

He turned on his side facing her and supported his head on his hand. “It was dawn. You were asleep, with your hand tucked so sweetly under your cheek.” He smiled. “Just like a babe. And you thoughtfully left enough room in the bed for me. That sofa in the salon was devilishly uncomfortable. I had to share it with your cat.”

She smothered a laugh. “Oh dear.”

“Your beloved animal purred nonstop and kneaded me with its claws.”

She firmed her lips, but a chuckle escaped. “I am sorry.”

“You’re quite obviously not.” His foot touched hers.

She hastily moved it away. Unnerved by his proximity, she gazed at the clock on the dresser. “Ten o’clock! Goodness, I had no idea it was so late. It’s a wonder Sally hasn’t knocked.” She threw back the coverlet and turned to leave the bed.

His hand on her arm prevented her. “The girl has sense,” he said in that silky tone she distrusted.

“What are you up to, Flynn?” She tried to wriggle out of his hold, but he refused to release her.

“Don’t I rate a good-morning kiss after my night spent in purgatory?”

“I thought we had an agreement.” The knowledge that a kiss would completely undo her sharpened her voice.

“I don’t recall any such agreement,” he said, sliding closer. “Did I sign it?”

She attempted to rise and found herself on her back with Flynn leaning over her. His sleepy eyes held a gleam of intent.

Her unreliable body responded with heat and an unfamiliar throb of desire in her lower regions. “One kiss,” she said, her voice faint.

“Who’s counting?” He cradled her chin in his large hand and pressed his mouth to hers. She expected to be manhandled, and grew rigid, every muscle tense. But Flynn’s kiss was slow, thoughtful, as if he was learning the shape of her mouth. Her taut limbs slackened, her thoughts scattered, and her fingers found his hair, sliding through the silky waves.

His hand promptly settled on her hip while his tongue traced her mouth, lingering over the fullness of her bottom lip. When her lips parted, he explored the recesses of her mouth. Mindless, she gave in to her body’s reaction to his invasion. Her hand at the nape of his neck drew him closer, and she sighed into his mouth.

Flynn groaned. His lips left hers to nibble at her earlobe and bite gently on the tender part of her neck. A moan escaped her lips when his hand swept over her ribs to cup a breast, warmth spreading through her nightgown.

Her nipples throbbed with the need to be touched. Despite a voice in her head warning her that this was a terrible mistake, she found his assault on her senses impossible to resist. He searched her eyes and knew it, kissing her with increased hunger.

He broke away, raw heat in his eyes. “Althea.”

A knock came at the door.

“Sally,” she whispered.

“Send her away.” Flynn’s voice was hoarse.

She wanted to, terribly. But reality dawned like a splash of cold water. She was afraid. He was masterful and practiced at seduction, and this would lead to nothing but trouble. “No, Flynn. This is a fake marriage, not a real one.”

“Blast!” Flynn rolled away onto his stomach.

Althea left the bed, almost staggering as her knees gave way. She snatched up her dressing gown and threw it on.

“Come in, Sally.” She tied up her sash while Flynn rolled over and contemplated the ceiling with a scowl, a pillow across his stomach.

“I have brought your hot chocolates, my lady.” The maid entered with a tray as Althea drew back the curtains.

A heavy sensation nestled in her lower stomach, a sort of disappointed yearning. Convinced that Flynn felt even worse, Althea bit her lip. This was unfair on both of them. She would avoid such intimacy in future. “The rain has gone. A walk to the village after breakfast would be pleasant. Are we in accord, Flynn?”

“We may as well,” Flynn muttered ungraciously.

Sally curtsied and left the room.

“Come back to bed.” Flynn’s smile was inviting, and he lifted the covers.

She handed him a cup of steaming chocolate. “We need to find out where Cecil Hazelton lives, do we not? And I must question my servants as to what they will do after I close the house.”

He took a sip and shuddered. “Gad, that’s awful.”

“You don’t like chocolate?”

“Thick as mud.”

“Tea then?”

“I prefer coffee.”

“I shall arrange for you to have coffee at breakfast.” She watched his big hands around the cup. Hands that had cradled her face and touched her breast with gentle fingers. Her body felt heavy and warm. “Would you like bacon with your eggs?” she said in a placatory tone.

Flynn put the cup of chocolate down, barely touched. He pushed out of the bed. “Sounds good, Althea. I’ll bathe first.” He rasped his hand over his jaw. “And put on fresh clothes.” He looked rueful, but she was pleased to see a smile lurking in his eyes. “These trousers look as if they’ve been slept in.”
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Flynn walked with Althea to the village where she would question the vicar while he consulted his coachman, Ben, who had been sent to lodge at the Crown Inn, along with the carriage and horses.

Once Althea discovered where Hazelton lived, they would pay the man a visit, although what he might learn from such an exercise defied his imagination. The whole business grated on his nerves. He expected Barraclough’s men to have contacted him by now. They must be in place to watch Owltree Cottage soon.

Perhaps he should apologize to Althea for this morning. But it would be insincere as he wanted to take her straight back to bed. His body tightened at an image seared in his brain of her delectable mouth, the pleasing shape of her soft breast beneath his hand, and the scent of a warm, aroused woman. She had wanted him, too. Who needed a bed? A field would do.

She was staring at him. “Flynn? I just spoke to you.”

“I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“What were you thinking about? I suggested we go on horseback to see Mr. Hazelton, instead of in your carriage.”

He caught the hint of disapproval in her gaze. “Do you need to know my every thought?” he responded, more annoyed with himself than with her. He didn’t understand this desire that drove him. He was behaving like a lovesick schoolboy. He was not one. He was merely a man suffering from a deplorable lack of sex while thrown too close to a delectable female. It could send a man to Bedlam.

“We must not allow ourselves to become distracted,” she said.

His gaze settled on her mouth. “I have no intention of it.”

“Are we talking at cross-purposes?”

He grinned. “It’s entirely possible.”

She stopped and put her hand on his arm. Her pretty face bore a frown beneath her fetching hat. Definitely cross-purposes. “We can return to London soon, perhaps as early as tomorrow.”

Although he planned to do precisely that, he suffered a swift rush of regret. “Good.”

“Sally can seek employment with a relative who runs the inn. Cook wishes to retire to Plymouth and live with her brother. Mrs. Peebles shall return to my London house by stage. The stable boy assures me he can find employment at the village inn, and the gardener will continue to tend my garden.”

He admired how she cared for her servants. Once back in London, their lives would take them in different directions. He searched her face for a sign that she was as disappointed as he was to leave so soon, but she lowered her head, and her hat blocked his view.

“Have you discovered who killed Lord Churton?” she asked.

“Not as yet.”

“I would have expected Bow Street to investigate. Why are you involved?”

“Our monarch wishes it.” He took her arm to cross the road. Ahead, a square Norman tower rose above a copse of yew trees.

“The king?” Althea’s eyebrows rose in amazement. “What interest does he have in this?”

Once they’d gained the footpath, Flynn paused. He stared into the distance. While he and Barraclough had been searching fruitlessly, the Home Office had been caught up in another plot against the government and Viscount Sidmouth displayed little interest in this affair. Flynn doubted the truth of King George’s conspiracy, which made the whole matter sit uncomfortably on his shoulders. He had to find this tricoleur. Before these plotters did.

“Flynn?”

“If I knew, I would tell you, Althea,” he said, frustration deepening his voice.

She withdrew her arm with a sharp glance. “I understand if you can’t tell me, but please, don’t treat me like a peagoose.”

Flynn shook his head. “You are hardly that, Althea.” He moved to the road edge and drew her arm back through his.

They walked on in silence as his mind wrestled with the mystery. He had always wondered why King George had involved him when there were men with more experience to be had. Unless this was something the king did not want commonly known. Flynn took that idea and ran with it, for it made perfect sense. If only Churton had left a letter or a diary. Perhaps his wife? He would call on her when he returned to London.

Flynn left Althea at the door of the ancient church, which appeared to be in sore need of renovation, the pudding-stone walls beginning to crumble. In the bustling village, the second stage to change horses out of London, traffic was backed up on the Great West Road. He crossed behind a heavy cob pulling a cart laden with coal, his master walking beside the horse, one hand on the harness. Flynn gained the pavement, dodged around a peddler, and strode toward the Crown Inn.

“Lord Montsimon.”

Flynn raised his head from stepping over a puddle to find Sir Horace Crowthorne standing before him. He touched his hat. “Crowthorne.”

Crowthorne raised a shaggy gray eyebrow. “It’s a surprise to find you rusticating in Slough. Or are you passing through?”

“A brief visit,” Flynn said, refusing to elaborate. “I wonder what has brought you from London when parliament is in session.”

“Urgent estate business.” Crowthorne shifted his gaze to a passing carriage. “You must come to dinner tonight. It’s difficult to find good company in the country this time of the year. My wife particularly enjoys your conversation.”

“Unfortunately, I must refuse. Please offer my sincere apologies to Lady Crowthorne. Another time perhaps.”

Crowthorne hesitated; manners did not permit him to question Flynn further. “Lady Crowthorne will be disappointed. We shall send you an invitation when we are next in town.”

Flynn bowed. “Thank you. I look forward to it.”

He could sense Crowthorne’s hawkish gaze on his back as he continued along the street.

News would travel fast in a small village. The man must know that Flynn stayed at Owltree Cottage. And it was unlikely to be a coincidence that Crowthorne came across him here in the street. He no doubt wanted to find out what Flynn was doing there. Had coming to Slough done its job and made Crowthorne’s cohorts nervous enough for him to desert London while Parliament was sitting, a time when the business-minded Crowthorne would be fully occupied? Flynn sensed these men were growing dangerously impatient. Time for Althea to return to London.

He located Ben and gave him his instructions, then returned to the church.

Althea rushed to meet him in the street. “I’ve discovered where Hazelton lives.” Her eagerness brightened her eyes, reminding him of bluebells in his woodland in Ireland. “It’s not so very far, and the rain seems to have gone,” she said. “We can hire horses in the village.”

In the crisp daylight, she looked incredibly beautiful. And Flynn enjoyed having her around a little too much, which was dangerous for them both. He must send her back to Mayfair tout de suite where they could continue this later. “We might economize by hiring one horse.”

She shot him a withering glance. “Thank you, but I shall ride my own. I don’t recall much pleasure in sharing a horse with you.”

“No?” He rubbed his chin. “That’s strange, for I remember the pleasant aspects of it quite clearly.”

“Oh, Flynn.” She regarded him with amusement. “Let’s return to the house, have luncheon, and change into riding clothes.”

His heart gave a leap of pleasure to find she enjoyed their gentle sparring as much as he did. He offered his arm, and they turned back along the road to Owltree Cottage. “I met Crowthorne in the village,” Flynn said. “Wanted to know what I was doing here. Of course, I didn’t oblige the fellow.”

Her eyes widened. “I wonder what he plans to do.”

“I suspect we’ll know soon enough,” Flynn said grimly, “after we leave the house empty for him. It’s good that he’s aware of me. We need to apply pressure rather than be the subject of it.”

Althea grimaced. “I hope they don’t damage the house after we leave.”

He thought of Barraclough. Where the devil were his men? “They won’t get the chance.”


Chapter Eighteen


Flynn rode beside Althea in her appealing blue velvet habit trimmed with swan’s-down, through country lanes bordered by alders, ash, and pine, the fields brown and fallow under the pale winter sky. They drew rein when the road forked into two. One way led up a steep hill while the other meandered along to a bridge over a fast running stream.

The pine-laden breeze ruffled Althea’s curls as she turned to point into the distance. “Hazelton’s property lies on the other side of the bridge. That must be his house we can see.”

Flynn gazed at smoke spiraling into the air from a slate roof. “Best if we leave the road. We’ll cross the paddocks and approach the house unseen.”

While they searched for a break in the hedgerow, behind them came the clatter and jingle of an approaching carriage.

Flynn grabbed her reins and guided the horses down to the river behind a graceful curtain of willow fronds. Hidden from the road, they watched a carriage race past, sending up a wall of water as it disappeared from sight.

Althea stared at Flynn. “That’s Crowthorne’s!”

“I only caught a glimpse of it. Are you sure?”

“That carriage was sent to collect me for his dinner party.”

“Then it seems Hazelton has a visitor,” Flynn said as they regained the road. “I’d like to lend an ear to that.”

They rode in Crowthorne’s wake while searching for a way through the hedgerows.

“We’ll have to jump a gate,” Flynn said. “Are you up for it?”

“I am.”

Flynn went first, clearing the wooden rail with ease. Althea followed.

“You ride well,” he commented when they met up again.

“I was little more than a baby when my father put me on a horse. First, he would take me up on his, but I nagged him until he got me a pony. I had a mare of my own by the time I was eight.”

“So, you have many skills apart from climbing trees.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I can sew, but if you don’t ask me to paint you a picture, I won’t ask you to recite English poetry.”

“I can recite Irish poetry in Gaelic should you wish it.”

“I would. One day perhaps.”

Her comment made him think that their friendship would continue longer than their time here in Slough, which pleased him more than he cared to admit.

They reached the far fence, and Flynn leapt down. A tributary of the river burbled over rocks, blocking their way to the house.

He helped Althea to dismount. “I’ll wade across. You stay with the horses.”

She narrowed her eyes. “This is an enclosed paddock, and that’s the second time you’ve asked me to mind the horses. I am not a groom. The horses are unlikely to run off. See, they are far more interested in eating grass.”

“You’ll get your skirts wet.”

She shrugged.

Flynn wouldn’t have brought her if there’d been a way to avoid it. He thought quickly. He didn’t want that chin of hers thrust out at him again. It made it damned hard to argue with her. “If you wish to join me in this escapade, you must obey me. Our lives may depend on it.”

“I shall,” she said. “But I do not care for your tone.”

“Look upon me as your captain.” Flynn turned to study the shallow stream, searching for the best place to cross. Beyond it was good cover with a copse of trees close to the house.

With a slight smile, she placed her hands on her hips. “If you are my captain, then what, pray tell, am I?”

He grinned. “A subaltern.”

She gave a mock salute. “I thank you for my inferior rank.”

He laughed. “You can come as far as the house.”

“Very well.” She walked to the edge of the stream and hitched up her skirts, showing a beguiling flash of shapely leg and garter.

“No need for that.” Flynn strode over to her and hefted her over his shoulder.

She slapped him on the back. “Put me down! I don’t mind a bit of damp.”

He patted her derriere as he waded across the stream. “You’ll be grateful for it.”

When he reached the opposite bank, he set her on her feet.

Althea blew a wisp of blonde hair out of her eyes and glared at him. “Kindly tell me before you do that next time.”

“Then be advised I shall do it again on the way back.” He held a finger to his lips and waved a hand. Althea followed him into the copse of trees. Beyond it was a wide area of meadow grass which was fenced off. And beyond that a brick wall.

“This is as far as you go,” he said in a quiet voice. “I have to scale that wall.”

She opened her mouth.

“I’m sure wall climbing is another of your skills, but this time, my lady, I am asking you nicely to wait here.”

She nodded and her eyes darkened. “Do please be careful.”

Flynn vaulted the wooden fence, ran toward the house, crisscrossing between trees and bushes. He scaled a high brick wall and found the garden deserted. Dropping down onto flagstones, he darted over the paved area, skirted an ornamental pond, and approached the house. He flattened himself against the whitewashed wall and edged around the corner. French windows opened onto the drawing room, which was empty. Flynn tried the latch and found the door unlocked. He cautiously opened it and entered the room, crossing the carpet to the door. He walked soft-footed along the corridor, his footsteps muffled by a Persian carpet runner covering the floorboards. The murmur of voices floated out of an open door at the far end.

“I searched the rooms, but her damn cat kept attacking me. When I tried to shove it out the window, it dug its dashed claws into my neck.”

Flynn assumed the voice belonged to Hazelton.

“Are you sure it wasn’t a tiger?” Crowthorne scoffed. “You let a domestic cat get the better of you?”

“I could hardly strangle the animal, now could I?” Hazelton said. “A sure sign I’d been there.”

“Were you able to look around at all?” Crowthorne continued to needle him.

Flynn wondered why Hazelton didn’t explode and hit him.

“Bloody difficult without disturbing the servants.” Hazelton’s whining tone confirmed Flynn’s opinion of the man’s weak character. “It’s a small house. I was concerned about the noise. The servants’ quarters are below. I couldn’t risk being found there. I’m on the village council for hell’s sake. I inspected the bedchambers, thoroughly. I’ll swear Brookwood hasn’t secreted it there. Anyway, when he came to see me, he said it was in London in a safe place.”

“He lied. He planned to abscond with it to escape his debts. It is not in London. We ripped both London houses apart.”

“What about Brookwood Park? Might it be there?”

“No chance. He hadn’t been near his countryseat for over a year. He detested the country. And he wasn’t about to leave the gaming tables to visit it.”

“Maybe Lady Brookwood has hidden it somewhere,” Hazelton suggested.

“We’ll examine that possibility next. If we come away with nothing from Owltree Cottage.”

Flynn leaned back against the wall, his hands tightening into fists. He had to fight not to race in and deal with them.

“And how do we pull the cottage apart, as you suggest, with servants there?” Hazelton asked.

“The household will need to be restrained.”

“Restrained?” Hazleton’s voice shook. “You don’t mean you’ll…”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Crowthorne barked. “Since Churton cottoned on to us, we are living on borrowed time.”

“It’s a wonder we haven’t been thrown into Newgate before this.” Hazelton sounded shaken. “Goodrich and Wensley expressed their distress at the way events were unfolding, and I have had trouble sleeping since you had Lord Churton killed.”

“Calm yourself, will you? Churton can’t have told anyone what he knew,” Crowthorne said. “It would not have been to his advantage.”

“What did he say before you.…”

“I planned to get more out of him when he met me in the alley. But Churton insisted we show him what we had. He wanted a share, or he’d give us away. I had one of our St. Giles pals with me who didn’t want to share. He acted rashly. Churton lay dead before he told me a thing.”

“Why the devil did you take that knife-wielding madman with you? You know how uncivilized these thugs are.”

“Because you’re all too soft!” Crowthorne yelled. “I can’t count on you! We’ve given things time to settle. It appears luck is still with us as our movements remain undetected. But we must act now!”

“But Montsimon is staying at the house. What does the fellow want?”

“I’m not sure,” Crowthorne mused. “It might be merely Lady Brookwood’s charms. She’s a prime article, wanted her for myself. I’ll warrant it’s merely an affair. Montsimon is popular with the ladies and a pet of the king’s. Better at employing elegant speech than firing a gun. He’ll be easy to deal with.”

Montsimon clenched his jaw. Crowthorne would learn how wrong he was soon enough.

“I won’t have any more blood on my hands,” Hazelton said in a querulous tone.

“Will you relax? I just learned in the village that Owltree Cottage is to be shut up, some sort of repair work.”

“Vacated?” Hazelton asked. “Are you sure?”

“Something to do with the foundations. It’s considered unsafe.”

“Well!” Hazelton’s voice raised a notch. “That is good news.”

“As soon as the house is empty we’ll break in and give it a thorough going over.”

Dogs barked excitedly somewhere behind the house.

“What the devil is that?” Crowthorne asked. A chair scraped across the floor.

“And you accuse me of being lily-livered,” Hazelton said, a degree of satisfaction in his tone. “My hunting dogs are probably on the scent of a fox.”

“For God’s sake, go and see!”

Before Hazelton had left the room, Flynn was crossing the drawing room carpet again. In another minute, he was back at the brick wall, searching for a foothold to scale it. A few minutes more and he dodged through the trees.

Althea sat on a rock. She leapt up. “Was Crowthorne there?”

“Yes. I’ll explain later. We need to get out of here.”

Flynn took her hand and they ran to the stream. Before he could take her delightful scented body in his arms, she’d pulled up her skirts and waded across.

“My, but you’re a spoil sport,” he said as they rounded up the horses.

“I didn’t want you to strain yourself,” she said as he cupped his hand and she placed her boot in it. He threw her up onto her horse.

“I was willing to risk it,” Flynn said, as he mounted his gray.

They cantered across the field and jumped the gate, then continued at a fast pace along the road. The horses, fresh from their rest, were keen for a gallop.

When they were a safe distance from Hazelton’s house, Flynn slowed his mount. With Althea trotting her horse beside him, Flynn related what he had overheard, omitting Crowthorne’s suggestion that they were having an affair. He saw no sense in embarrassing her. “If they don’t find what they seek at Owltree, they are going to come after you,” he said bluntly, hoping it might make her inclined to do as he wished.

Althea shivered, her eyes dark with fear. “But I don’t have this thing they seek.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll have them in the hands of the law before they know where they are.”

“I can’t believe that of Lord Churton,” Althea said with a sigh. “I liked him. I’m sure he didn’t lie to me.”

“You liked him but you didn’t know him,” Flynn said. Churton was a spy, and spies did not have a reputation for being honest. He scrubbed a hand across his face. “But he was a friend of mine and I have to admit I find it hard to believe.”

Althea gazed at him. “Then we can’t both be wrong, surely.”

She was smart and instinctive, but naïve, Flynn thought, for she lived in a different world. And please God could he keep her safe.
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After pointing out to Jet that his place was in his basket, Flynn shivered and settled down under the blanket for another night on the sofa. Without the fire lit, a chilly draft wafted in and touched his face. He wouldn’t be surprised if he woke up with a beard of icicles. His makeshift bed was dashed uncomfortable. He searched fruitlessly for the best position; his choices few, either with his knees under his chin or his feet dangling over the edge. The latter simply provided an invitation for Jet to prod his stockinged foot experimentally with a soft paw.

His mind wouldn’t let go of what he’d learned today. He was alarmed for Althea. Whatever happened tonight, she must return to London tomorrow. Barraclough’s men would watch the house. With a heavy sigh, Flynn sat up again and raked his fingers through his hair. He peered out the window. No rain tonight. The stars burned bright in the inky sky, the moonlight sending the garden into indefinable shapes. He blinked. Was it his imagination, or did something flit across the grass into the deep purple shadows near the barn? He grabbed his pistol. Would they have visitors tonight? He doubted Crowthorne would make a move until the house was empty.

His question was soon answered with three sharp taps on the window. “Bricks here, my lord,” said a man through the glass. “The men are in place.”

Flynn exhaled in relief and opened the window.

The scratch of a tinderbox was followed by the flicker of a feeble rushlight. It highlighted a man’s rugged features.

“How many of you are there?” Flynn asked.

“Four of us in all, placed around the grounds. We’ll be here as long as necessary.”

“Good man, Bricks. All armed?”

“Well armed, my lord.”

“Expect trouble. If not tonight, then soon. You can sleep in the barn during the day. I’ll have food sent out to you.”

“Right you are, my lord.”

“Should you need me, I’ll be here.”

Flynn closed the window. The rushlight extinguished, the man melted back into the dark. Now that he knew the house was watched, Flynn decided to snatch a few hours’ rest. Heaven knew when he would be able to sleep again. He arranged the blanket over his feet, and it slid off his shoulders. Damn it! The cold kept him awake. A vision of Althea snug and warm in the bed upstairs didn’t help. He resisted the temptation.

He wasn’t at all sure he could trust himself. And Althea deserved better, a man who would marry her and give her a good life. The thought gave him pause. When had he begun to question his motives? He’d always got on well with women, but he’d never called any a trusted friend. They’d made demands on him, he’d been happy to provide. His mother leaving him had built an inherent distrust into him from a very early age. Althea was different. She didn’t want anything from him except what he was prepared to offer. He lay back on the sofa. This time, with a deafening purr, Jet chose to ignore his instructions, and after a lot of tedious turning and alarming kneading of claws, the cat stretched out along his legs. Finding the animal pleasantly warm, Flynn closed his eyes.

“Flynn!” He opened his eyes to daylight. Althea leaned over him in her dressing gown, her hair in a braid beneath a lacy cap. “The servants will be up and about any minute.”

He leapt off the sofa, disturbing the cat. Jet stalked away with his tail in the air. “The deuce! If I spend another night on this sofa, I’ll be a cripple.” He straightened painfully. “My back feels like it’s broken in several places.”

“Nonsense. Come upstairs,” she murmured.

He followed her up. “My men arrived during the night. They’re sleeping in the barn today. Can you ask your cook to prepare them a meal? You can tell your servants these men are here to work on the foundation.”

“I will.” She gathered her clothes and stood at the bedchamber door. “Now I must bathe and dress. I have much to do.”

“Mmm,” he muttered, not trusting himself to comment as a vision of her naked in her bath flashed into his mind. He doubted even his imagination could do her justice.

An hour later, after he washed and dressed, Flynn joined Althea in the breakfast room. Her trunk stood at the foot of the stairs. Jet had been confined to a cane basket, his howls of disgust reaching them from the entry hall.

Althea spread butter and marmalade onto toast. “Jet doesn’t like being confined. I’m afraid he’ll make our trip rather unpleasant.”

“Not our trip, Althea,” he said. “I must remain here. The men need me.”

She blinked. “Oh? Why then must I go?”

Because I want to keep you safe. He didn’t say it. She had pluck to the backbone, and there was no sense in inviting trouble. “Because the house will be full of men, and your presence will complicate matters.”

“You are ordering me to leave.” Althea dropped the uneaten toast back on her plate. “Haven’t I proved to be helpful?” She raised her chin. “Your subaltern, you said.”

He gazed at her imploringly. “You would be just one more thing for me to worry about. Don’t you see? Please don’t make this difficult.”

Her eyes grew shadowed. “As you wish. But I don’t see the necessity. I would prefer not to be stuck in London wondering what’s taking place here in my home. A home I love, Flynn.”

“Then you must trust me to take care of it,” he said.

Sally entered the room. “My lord, the carriage has arrived for her ladyship.”

“Thank you, Sally. Please ask Ben to take Lady Brookwood’s luggage.”

“When did you give instructions to your coachman?” She raised her eyebrows. “Yesterday?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You planned to pack me off and didn’t feel it necessary to tell me?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“Did you think I would cause a fuss? Refuse to go?”

“No,” he said carefully. “I was confident you would see the sense of it. You do, don’t you?”

She sniffed. “No, you didn’t. I find it decidedly sneaky. And I might not forgive you.”

He took her hand in his and kissed her palm. “I hope you will forgive me, Althea.”

She coolly withdrew it. “Mrs. Peebles will accompany me to London. There’s no longer any need for her to travel by stage.” She rose from the table and left the room.

Flynn sipped his coffee thoughtfully. She was angry with him, but it couldn’t be helped. He would deal with that later.


Chapter Nineteen


Althea looked back to where Flynn stood on the driveway raising his hand in farewell. She tamped down her frustration at being bundled off like a bag of washing and waved back.

As the carriage turned onto the road, Mrs. Peebles seated opposite began fussing with her shawl and arranging an odd assortment of parcels around her. Satisfied everything was in place, she sat back and clutched her reticule in her lap. “It’s a sad day, my lady.”

“It’s for the best, Mrs. Peebles. At least until the house is made safe.”

“You did explain that the house was unsound, my lady. But I never saw any evidence of it.”

“It’s in the woodwork, an insect infestation,” Althea flushed. How easily she lied. “His Lordship will have the problem fixed in no time. While it is done, you shall be comfortable in Mayfair.”

“I certainly can’t complain about that, my lady. You are always so very good to the servants.”

Althea wished Jet would stop glowering at her through the rungs of his basket.

The village behind them, they traveled toward London on the toll road. An hour passed. Mrs. Peebles’ eyes closed and her chin sank to her chest. Jet had ceased complaining although his green eyes still watched Althea. She imagined she saw hurt and rage in them and looked away at the drab scene dotted with limestone farmhouses beyond the window. They were held up for a drover to clear his flock of sheep. The roadside was crowded with those on foot, itinerant laborers, tinkers, and a preacher in his black cassock amongst them.

Althea attempted to ease the tension in her neck. It hadn’t been her plan to be thrown into an exciting adventure with a man she became increasingly attracted to. She still wished to be back there facing adversity at his side. It exasperated her that he didn’t trust her. Did he think her bird-witted? She scowled and folded her arms.

The busy road grew quiet when the carriage entered a densely wooded area. Although she leaned back against the squabs and closed her eyes, her mind remained on Owltree. What was happening there? Crowthorne’s men planned to seize their chance once the house was empty. And when they met with opposition, it could become perilous. She prayed Flynn wouldn’t be hurt.

Suddenly with a shout, Ben heaved on the reins and the carriage rocked to a standstill, the horses rearing. Mrs. Peebles woke with a snort. “What was that, my lady?”

Althea’s hand flew to her chest. “I’m not sure.” She pulled down the window.

“Here’s the little lady.” Two highwaymen on horseback, the lower half of their faces obscured by mufflers, had stopped the carriage. One man held Ben at gunpoint.

The other rode up to her window. “Get out of the carriage, miss.”

“We’re being robbed,” Mrs. Peebles cried, gathering her parcels around her.

“Nonsense. We have nothing of value.” Althea swallowed the lump of fear in her throat, afraid they would shoot Ben if she didn’t obey.

“Oh, but you do.” The man sniggered. “Your duenna will stay in the coach.”

“Oh, don’t leave me alone with these beasts, my lady,” Mrs. Peebles cried.

“Out!” the man commanded, edging his horse closer.

Althea glared at him. “Put down the steps, then.”

He pulled open the door. “Jump and make it quick.”

She leapt down onto the hard packed earth, jarring her ankle, then backed away from him. In an instant, his horse was beside her, heading her off when she turned to run. She darted the other way, but he was upon her again. He leaned down and scooped her up. As she yelled and kicked, he dragged her across his saddle, her head hanging down along the horse’s flank. Althea screamed. The saddle dug cruelly into her stomach, squeezing the wind from her lungs. She dragged in a harsh breath. “You scoundrel! Put me down at once!”

His horse turned into trees, along a woodland trail. He kicked the horse’s flank and rode at a fast pace. Mrs. Peebles’ shrieks faded into the distance. “If you don’t stop, you’ll be hunted by Bow Street and thrown into Newgate Prison!”

Her words had no effect on him. She considered biting his leg through his trousers, but ingrained dirt and body odor repelled her. She pinched him hard on the leg above his boot.

“Little termagant!” He slapped her so hard on her derriere, her eyes watered. “I’d advise you to be quiet, or I’ll shut you up, permanently.”

Chilled, her words strangled in her throat. As the dank rotting smells of the forest floor stirred up by the horse’s hooves stifled her, she feared she would choke. Bushes brushed against her, a branch knocked off her hat and pulled her hair. He kept up the pace, the animal huffing, taking them deeper into the woods. Apart from the rhythmic pounding of the horse’s hooves and the cries of disturbed birds, it was so quiet she felt cut adrift, desperately alone. The carriage was now far behind them. Althea’s hopes faded with each rocking gait. Where did he take her?

The blood had run to Althea’s head when he slowed the horse to a walk. They left the narrow trail and broke out of the underbrush onto a deserted forest road. A fine carriage stood waiting, the coachman at the horses’ heads.

The man jumped to the ground, unceremoniously dragging her with him. Althea staggered dizzily, trying to pull away from his big hands digging into her waist.

“Devil!” Once she’d gained her balance, outrage vanquished her fear. She turned in his arms, flailing her fisted hands. Her fingers caught in his mask and almost dislodged it, grazing her knuckles on his bristled chin.

He grabbed her shoulders and shook her until her teeth rattled. “Do that again and there’ll be the devil to pay! Why don’t you let me kill her?” he appealed to someone in the carriage. “I can bury her right here. No one will be any the wiser.”

“If you hurt her, you’ll answer to me. Tie her hands and bring her here. Place her in the carriage.”

His sour, unwashed odor stung her nostrils as he twisted her arms painfully behind her. Was that Crowthorne’s voice she heard? Was he in the carriage? She craned her neck as the man applied thick twine to her wrists, so tightly it pinched her skin.

“Ow! You are hurting me, you oaf!” Althea kicked out at him.

“What’ll I do with this hellcat?” He let her go, jerking his legs out of her range. She lost her balance and fell onto the rocky ground, bruising her knees.

“Don’t make such heavy weather of it! Is a small woman too much for you? Tie her feet and put her in here.”

Althea was now convinced it was Crowthorne’s oily tones, she heard. Her stomach threatened to heave up her breakfast. She pinched her lips together. If she was to be sick, let it be on him!

The man shoved her backward onto her bottom. With the twine in one hand, he attempted to tie her feet. Hampered, he wrestled with her thrashing legs. When he crouched in front of her, she kicked out at him again, aiming for his groin.

Her half boot caught him in the stomach. Bent double, he yelled and cursed, uttering cuss words that shocked her. She rolled away from him and struggled to her feet, but he grabbed her again. He slapped her face hard, causing bright lights to flood her vision. Her head swam.

“Do that again, and I’ll ignore me orders,” he said, “I’ll cut your damn throat.” His voice was emotionless. Cold, cruel eyes stared at her. “Don’t think I won’t.” Convinced he meant every word, she wilted, and the fight went out of her. She couldn’t best him. She’d have better luck with Crowthorne.

He trussed her up and hefted her like a rolled-up carpet through the open carriage door, onto the seat opposite Crowthorne.

The sight of his fatuous face filled her with such impotent rage she spat at him.

“Vixen!” He drew out a handkerchief and wiped his fancy striped waistcoat. “I like my women fiery.”

“You villain,” she cried. “What have you done with Mrs. Peebles?”

“I don’t believe I have need of your Mrs. Peebles. Was she in the carriage? She will be on her way to London.”

“How can I believe you?”

“You have no choice in the matter. But more importantly where is your friend, Montsimon?”

Althea’s mind raced, fighting to come up with a plausible answer. “He has gone to visit a sick friend and intends to ride back to London.”

Crowthorne looked unconvinced. “Now what friend would that be?”

Montsimon had stayed with a friend the night of Crowthorne’s dinner. He’d mentioned the man’s name. Who was it? It came to her with a flood of hot relief. “Viscount Warren, he has a country house in Biddlesden.”

Crowthorne nodded. “I’ve heard of Viscount Warren.”

“Why have you done this? What good am I to you?” She hated how her anxious voice rasped.

“You can tell me of your husband’s activities in the weeks before he died, my dear.”

“Well, how ridiculous? Why go to these lengths? You might have just asked me.”

He gave a smug smile. “I very much doubt you would have told me.”

“You have wasted your time. I can tell you nothing of Brookwood’s endeavors. He didn’t take me into his confidence.”

Crowthorne’s eyes grew hard. “Perhaps something will come to you… with a little help.”

She fought to suppress a shudder. “I can’t conjure up something that isn’t there.”

“I expect a better answer from you. But we have plenty of time.”

The coachman whipped up the horses, and the carriage jounced over the rutted track. “Where are you taking me?”

He folded his arms. “Never you mind.”

“What…what do you intend to do with me?”

“I haven’t yet decided. Be a good girl, and it may be more pleasure than pain.”

“Pleasure? You deceive yourself. And coming from a man who must resort to kidnapping women.”

His eyes flared. “You are my insurance, my lady. And I’d pray you remain necessary to me if I were you.”

“Insurance?” Althea stilled as ice threaded through her veins. “Against what?”

“Should Lord Montsimon become…difficult.”

She stiffened in outrage. “Montsimon is close to the king, a renowned diplomat. Cross swords with him, and you’ll never live in England again, in the unlikely event you survive.”

“It seems he has impressed you,” he said coolly.

“He is a friend as you said.”

“A friend? A practiced lover I imagine.” He glowered at her. “But he isn’t the only one with such talents.”

“I shouldn’t worry about your prowess, Crowthorne. Unless it’s useful in Newgate.”

“You assume I’ll be accused of a crime.” He leaned back, unruffled. “I will soon have something the king wants very badly. Almost as much as he wishes his wife to die. I believe it to be an excellent bargaining tool.”

Althea’s curiosity got the better of her. “What is it that you value so greatly?”

“If I tell you, you will have to die, my lady.”

“You plan to kill me, anyway.” She raised her chin, aware that it wobbled. “I want to know.”

He shook his head with a chuckle. “Once I have it, I shall live a very comfortable life in Paris. My wife won’t be accompanying me, but you are most welcome.”

“How ludicrous!” Althea said. “You’re insane.”

Crowthorne shrugged seemingly unaffected. “I suggest you rest. While you can.”

It was like trying to pummel at the wind. Fear threatened to paralyze her. She must think. Crowthorne would use her to get the better of Flynn. She squeezed her eyes shut and attempted to calm herself. Flynn must be warned, but it was useless to exhaust herself now. An opportunity to escape might come soon.
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The house was finally empty, the last of the servants gone to their new positions. As dusk fell, Flynn roamed the rooms, checking the windows and doors. He considered leaving a window open but thought better of it. That would be a little too convenient for Crowthorne and make him suspicious. Satisfied, he joined the men hidden in the garden. Flynn had thought it better not to tell Althea of his intention to let Crowthorne break in. Hopefully, there would be minimal damage. He needed to catch the men red-handed with the prize in their hands.

Clouds scudded across the moon, turning the garden into distorted gray shapes. A wintry breeze stirred the leaves of the azalea bush where Flynn hid. Garden smells assailed his nostrils, few of them sweet. With a grimace, he crouched on the dew-drenched grass and sought the best view of the house.

Hours passed, and his legs had grown stiff when the chill from the ground began to invade his bones. Their pre-arranged signal of two owl hoots came from the side of the house where one of his men was stationed. The loaded pistol in his hand, Flynn searched the dark but saw only the pale limestone house where a shard of moonlight sparkled on glass, as if some ghostly presence from the past peeked out.

A flickering light appeared. A man crept around the corner of the building, holding a lantern high. Its glow fell on the two others following him.

Flynn held his ground, hoping his men would do the same.

“Empty,” Crowthorne said. “Bound to find it now that we can make a thorough search unhindered.”

“How do you want us to get in, Sir Horace?”

“Fool! Don’t bandy my name around. Must I tell you everything? Break a window.”

At the sound of shattering glass, Flynn’s men emerged out of the dark like silent specters, clutching flintlocks. “Stay and hold your fire,” he whispered. “We’ll catch them after they enter. I want to see what they find.”

Moments later, the door opened, and another man slipped through. Their lighted lanterns shone through the windows of the salon.

Before one of the men closed the curtains, Flynn saw only two of them roaming the salon. Where was Crowthorne? He cursed. “Go after Crowthorne, one of you,” he said. “Before he gets away.”

A loud crash echoed out from inside the house.

Flynn held his men back.

When further bangs were followed by a startled cry, Flynn jumped to his feet. “Let’s go.”

Flynn ran into the house with Bricks and one of his men at his heels. They burst into the salon to find the two robbers levering paneling off the wall. They swung around, mouths agape.

Flynn sized them up, one a low criminal by his dress, the other a gray-haired man with expensive clothes, obviously gentry. Hazelton. Flynn recognized him from the inn in Canterbury. “Drop your weapons,” Flynn ordered. “Legs apart, hands behind your heads.”

The robber’s surly face scowled at him while Hazelton’s chin drooped. They pulled firearms from their pockets and dropped them at his feet. Bricks gathered them up.

“What have you found?” Flynn asked them.

“Not a thing,” The robber muttered. “And I got a splinter in me ’and for me pains.”

Flynn nodded at Bricks. “Search them.”

“Take your coats and boots off,” Bricks ordered.

“What for?” Hazelton asked, affronted. “I am a gentleman.”

“Do it now unless you prefer to be a dead gentleman. Dead gentlemen don’t need coats.” Bricks prodded Hazelton with his gun for emphasis.

Not a man to be denied, Bricks. With a grim sense of satisfaction Flynn watched Hazelton struggle out of his coat.

The two men stood in their stockinged feet, the robber cursing foully.

“This blade is all, my lord.” Bricks held up a cutthroat razor from the robber’s coat.

“Where has your leader gone?” Flynn asked.

“Left us to do ’is dirty work, ’e did,” the robber said bitterly.

They swung around at the sound of boots on the step. Flynn’s man walked in, shoving Crowthorne ahead of him. “We got ’im, skulking off to ’is ’orse.”

“So, Crowthorne,” Flynn said, “Bow Street will be keen to take a good look at what you’ve been up to.”

Crowthorne shrugged. “I advise you to let me go, Montsimon. If you value Lady Brookwood’s life.”

Flynn stiffened. “What do you know of Lady Brookwood?”

“I have her tucked away. In a place where you won’t find her.”

Flynn’s anger became a scalding fury. He grabbed Crowthorne by his immaculate cravat, twisting it until the man’s face went purple. “Tell me where she is. Right now. If you want to live through the night.”

Crowthorne struggled, his hands at his throat. “I have left orders for her to be killed if I don’t send word by morning.”

Flynn stared into the man’s hooded eyes. “You lie!”

“I took her from your coach, Montsimon, on the road to London. She is mine, right enough.”

Fear stabbed into Flynn’s chest like a hot poker. He loosened his hand around Crowthorne’s neck before he gave in to the urge to kill him. “Where is she, Crowthorne?”

“Surely you don’t expect me to tell you? Lady Brookwood is my insurance until I leave England. She’s a pretty piece. I may even take her with me.”

Flynn viewed the smug man through a swirl of red mist. He was barely aware of his fist crunching into Crowthorne’s jaw. His knuckles ached at the solid left hook but felt good, so he followed it with a right to the man’s soft stomach.

“Oomph.” Crowthorne fell to his knees.

“Get up!” Flynn snarled, kicking out at him.

Crowthorne staggered to his feet and swiped at his cut lip with a finger. He was breathing heavily. “This will get you nowhere, Montsimon.” He coughed, fighting for breath. “We are wasting what is left of the night.”

“You haven’t found anything. And you’re not going to,” Flynn said.

Rage distorted Crowthorne’s features, reminding Flynn of the gargoyles decorating his Irish staircase. “I advise you to leave me to find it. It’s that or your lady’s life.”

Desperation tightened his chest. Flynn realized he would not make Crowthorne talk with the use of force. He held an ace. Althea. “What is this damnable thing you seek?”

“Jewels, Montsimon,” Crowthorne said, his eyes alight. “The likes of which you have never seen. You can share in the spoils if you agree to turn your back. Brookwood hid them here. Allow my men to continue their search and I’ll hand over Lady Brookwood.”

He didn’t believe that for a second. “How did Brookwood come by these jewels?”

“We’re jewel thieves. And bloody good at it,” the robber said.

“Shut up you fool!” Crowthorne snarled.

“You got us into this,” the thief yelled. “Said it was foolproof, you did!” He stepped toward Crowthorne, only to be pushed back by Bricks. “It was all ’is doing.” He said to Flynn. “’e gave us the names and addresses of the rich toffs and told us when they’d be away in the country. We robbed a lot of ’em last year. Sir ’arold ’ad great plans, ’e did, to make our fortunes.”

“I might be agreeable to an arrangement,” Flynn said as a gasp of surprise came from Bricks. There had been a spate of jewel robberies from members of the ton in London about that time. But a few jewels, no matter how fine, would hardly cause Crowthorne to take such risks. “Get on with it. Then you will take me to Althea.”

Crowthorne turned to Hazelton. “You heard what Lord Montsimon said. Get moving.”

Flynn edged closer to Bricks as the men busied themselves banging on the paneling. “I want Crowthorne to escape,” he said in the man’s ear.

Bricks nodded.

Flynn folded his arms and tried to ignore the destruction as fine oak wainscoting, which had been in place for hundreds of years, was jimmied from the walls. Althea would be heartbroken. He hoped to have it restored before…. He drew in lungfuls of air, despairing. Had he been careless not to have protected her? His blood ran cold at the thought of her held captive by these brutes. Was she hurt? Had Crowthorne touched her? He would kill him if he had. Where had they taken her?

He steeled himself. Let Crowthorne think he has the upper hand. To outwit this man, he had to play him at his own game. With the hope he would lead Flynn to Althea, Flynn fought his impatience and waited for the perfect moment to cause a disturbance which would allow Crowthorne to escape.


Chapter Twenty


Althea had no idea where she was. They had blindfolded her before they brought her here. Glad they’d at least removed the scarf from her eyes, she slowed her breathing, frightened that the panic she’d experienced as a child would return. Her fear of being restrained and locked in small places had never left her since her brother, Freddie, had shut her in an airtight cupboard. She’d been almost senseless when they’d found her.

Surrounded by racks of wine, she was tied fast to a wooden chair. The cellar was carved out of rock, the air dank. She stared around in the dim light, dry-eyed, the back of her throat aching from unshed tears. Was she in a tavern? No sounds of revelry penetrated the heavy door at the top of the stairs. It was utterly silent. Her exhausted mind wouldn’t stop wrestling with fearful questions. Had Ben and Mrs. Peebles been allowed to go free? Would Crowthorne fall for the trap, and Flynn learn the truth from him? Was Jet safe in Mayfair, or cast out on the road?

Crowthorne had left the man with cold eyes to watch her. He came in to check on her every hour. The way he looked at her made her want to be sick. He reeked of ale and his hands grew less steady each time he leaned over her to check her bonds.

Next time he came, she would beg him to let her go to the privy. Once out of this cellar, she might find a way to escape.

A huge rat scuttled across the stone floor toward her. Althea stiffened in horror. It sniffed at one of her feet and she froze, a scream trapped in her throat. It stopped to stare at her before disappearing behind the racks. She took a deep breath and yelled.

The door opened, and the man came down the steps, an evil-looking knife tucked into a scabbard at his waist. “I told you to be quiet.”

“There’s a rat here!”

“More than one I imagine.” He laughed. “You have bigger things to worry about than vermin.”

“I need to go to the privy.”

“Am I supposed to care?”

“You will if Crowthorne learns of it. Because you won’t get paid.”

He pulled the scarf from his pocket and blindfolded her again. She held her breath as his fingers worked at the ropes around her ankles.

He dragged her to her feet, his strong hands rough and careless. She sagged and almost fell. When she steadied herself, she shrugged out of his grasp. “Untie my hands.”

“Can’t have that. You might get it into your head to give me trouble.”

“And how would I do that? Overpower you? I can’t manage if you don’t.”

He cursed and fumbled at the tight knots. She winced as his impatient fingers hurt her sore wrists. “If you try anything, I’ll hurt you.”

She stroked the delicate skin rubbed raw. “Crowthorne said you weren’t to touch me.”

“I can hurt you where it doesn’t show.” He pushed her. “Walk. Up the stairs.”

Althea stumbled blindly up the steps with him prodding her from behind. When his hand touched her derriere, she froze. “Take your hands off me, or Crowthorne will learn of it.”

He shoved her again, this time a finger between her shoulder blades. “I find better company in a tavern wench. He’s welcome to you.”

He reached in and she heard him take the key from the lock, before he pushed her into the privy. “Replace the blindfold when you come out.” The door shut behind her. She eased the scarf away and blinked. The privy was too clean for a tavern. The narrow, high window useless. Her spirits sank to her boots. Escape was impossible. He would kill her if she tried. He appeared to fear nothing. And there was nothing decent in his nature that she could appeal to. She could only hope that the promise of Crowthorne’s money would keep her alive.

A jug and a bowl of water sat on a console. She drank from it then washed her sore wrists and face. Then she replaced the blindfold and called out to him. He opened the door. She’d tied the scarf loosely. As she shuffled forward, she looked down at an expensive Turkey carpet on the floor. She passed by a fine rosewood table. Definitely not a tavern; a gentleman’s house, but surely not Crowthorne’s. He wouldn’t risk taking her there.

“Can’t you put me in another room upstairs? It’s too cold in that cellar,” she pleaded as he retied the scarf making it tighter. “You know I can’t escape.”

Without answering her, he led her by the elbow, back down the stairs. He pushed her onto the hard seat and secured her hands again, her arms aching from the strain.

His footsteps moved away from her. “You’ve forgotten the blindfold,” she yelled, fearing she would fall into hysterics.

“It stays on this time.”

“No! Please.” The door slammed shut behind him as sobs racked her dry throat.
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Gray morning light filtered into the room. Crowthorne’s men worked with devastating effectiveness. All the oak paneling had been stripped from the walls, revealing nothing behind them but lath and horsehair plaster.

Crowthorne bounced up and down. “There’s a loose floorboard here. Roll up the rug!”

The floorboards were bared, and the loose board levered up with a crowbar.

The ruffian stuck his arm down and felt around. “Nothing ’ere.”

“It was never here!” Hazelton said, his voice shaking. “A complete waste of time. I’ve had enough. We must leave, Crowthorne. It’s almost dawn. I live here in Slough. People look up to me, damn it. I’m a respected member of this village.”

“Will you calm down?” Crowthorne roared. “I have dispatched Goodrich and Wensley for disagreeing with my methods. I’ll happily send you both to join them in Hades.” He glared at the frightened man. “Don’t just stand there like a wax effigy, Hazelton. Think!”

“You had Goodrich and Wensley killed?” Hazelton’s eyes grew round with fear. He took a hurried step backward and stumbled over the rolled-up carpet. Falling heavily, he tried to right himself, grabbing the table where a lamp and a branch of candles stood. The table gave way, and they tumbled to the floor. The lamp broke, spilling kerosene. Before anyone could move, flames raced across the carpet and climbed the curtains.

Flynn grabbed a cushion and began to beat out the flames. He pulled the curtains down and stamped on the embers, cursing as the sofa began to smolder.

“They’re getting away!” Bricks shouted.

Flynn whirled around as a barrage of deafening shots filled the room.

Hazelton and his cohort lay spread-eagled on the floor halfway out the door. “Bloody hell! I didn’t want them killed!” Flynn leapt after Crowthorne.

“Sorry, my lord,” Bricks said, running behind him. “My men were spooked.”

Out on the road, Crowthorne’s horse broke the silence as it galloped away.

“Go back and put out that fire!” Flynn yelled at Bricks, while running for a horse tethered to the fence.

Flynn leapt onto the horse. “Go!” He nudged its flanks, and swearing vociferously, galloped after Crowthorne, while his hope that the scoundrel would lead him to Althea evaporated. The man was already out of sight.

Flynn rode to Crowthorne’s house. The gates were bolted and the mansion stood in darkness. He considered breaking in but doubted Crowthorne had come back there. He couldn’t afford to waste valuable time. The thought of Crowthorne putting his hands on Althea made him yell out in frustration as his horse sidled nervously.

Flynn steadied his mount and rode back along the road, driven by the desperate hope that he might know where Althea was kept prisoner.


Chapter Twenty-One


Althea clamped her lips on a whimper. For some hours she’d been painfully loosening the bonds restricting her wrists. She was a hair’s breadth from freeing herself when the squeak of door hinges made her stop. Footsteps descended the stairs. Her jailer’s foul smell gave him away. His hands tangled spitefully in her hair. He whipped off the blindfold pulling out strands in the process. She blinked into the bleak light filtering down the stairwell through the open door. The night had been endless. She was weak with exhaustion, her stomach growling with hunger. If only she could gain a little time. She was so close.

“Can I have something to eat?”

His face twisted into an ugly scowl. “Crowthorne should have been back by now.”

The sudden chill of realization made her breathless. He had removed his disguise, his cruel face exposed, a web of scars crisscrossing his cheek. She sagged in the chair. He planned to kill her.

“If he doesn’t turn up soon, I’m off.” He tilted his head to see what effect this would have on her, reminding her of a cat toying with a bird. “Now, what shall I do with you?”

“Let me go. I won’t cause you any trouble,” she whispered.

“Can’t do that. Maybe if you hadn’t pulled off my disguise back there in the woods. I did warn you, didn’t I.” His pale almost colorless eyes flicked over her. “If you’d made it worth my while, I might have considered letting you go, but you’re an unfriendly wench.”

He was lying. He would never have let her go. How odd that she was freezing and hot at the same time and dreadfully thirsty. “I can hear someone coming up the carriageway,” she said, in the hope of distracting him.

“Eh?” He spun around. “It had better be Crowthorne!”

He ran up the steps. Althea frantically twisted her hands, every movement sending bursts of pain along her muscles and scalding her tender, raw skin. Her breath came in loud bursts. She had only minutes to free herself.

Her urgent thrashing tipped the chair over. Althea fell heavily on her hip on the icy stone floor. She clamped her mouth shut and fought against crying out while she tried not to think about rats. Being on her side lessened the load on her arms. She wriggled her wrists back and forth sending sharp pains up her arms.

Suddenly, she dragged a hand free.

She tamped down the urge to give a whoop of joy and worked hard to free the other. Her hands shook and she was weak from lack of water and nourishment. At last, her hand came free, and she stretched down to tug at the ropes binding her ankles.

Minutes seemed like hours. When at last they fell away, she staggered to her feet, the blood rushing painfully into her legs. She was about to run up the steps when the door at the top opened. With a gasp, she turned and scuttled to the back of the cellar and crouched behind the tall shelves filled with bottles of wine and champagne. She drew down a bottle of champagne from the shelf above her.

Her abductor thundered down the stairs filling the air with his foul curses. “Where’ve you got to, wench? You’ve made it worse for yourself. When I get my hands on you, I’ll make you suffer. And I’ll take my time.” He chuckled as he roamed the racks, making a game of searching for her.

She caught a movement between the stacked wines. He was one rack away from finding her. Althea could hear his breathing; surely, he could hear hers?

With an effort, she raised the heavy bottle above her head.
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Flynn galloped along the driveway sending gravel flying. Ahead, Hazelton’s mansion stood shrouded by trees. Crowthorne wasn’t aware that Flynn had been there, so he might think it a good place to hide Althea. There was no carriage in the drive and no sign of Crowthorne’s horse. Praying he had guessed right, Flynn jumped down, leaving the reins trailing, and ran to the house. No sound came from within. Had Hazelton sent his servants away? If Crowthorne wasn’t here, where had he gone? He might be on his way there, only moments behind Flynn.

The French doors were locked. Aware every minute could count, Flynn abandoned any idea of stealth. Let them know he was coming. Smoke them out. He picked up a small garden statue from the terrace and threw it at the door. The glass exploded. Flynn aimed his boot at the last shards of glass, then stepped through the gap. “Althea!”

No one answered. He yelled again, expecting someone to rush to investigate, but the house appeared empty. Disappointment twisted in his belly. Had he been wrong? He ran the length of the corridor, checking each room. Where would they have hidden her? Upstairs? He paused with a hand on the banister, and tried to listen, while the loud pounding of his heart deafened him. He almost doubted the sound. A faint cry from somewhere deep inside the house.

“Althea?” he roared.

He heard her again and made for the servants’ stairs, racing down yelling her name over and over.

In the kitchen, the cellar door burst open. Althea stood wobbling on her feet, the neck of a broken champagne bottle in her hand.

“Althea!” Hot with relief, Flynn took the bottle from her, tossed it down, and drew her into his arms.

She buried her face in his shoulder and shuddered. “My jailer is in the cellar. I think I’ve killed him.”

“Let’s hope so.” Flynn led her to a chair. He eased her down onto it and ran an anxious gaze over her. “Did they hurt you?”

She shook her head. “He was going to kill me. I managed to escape. But I had to hit him.”

“Rightly so. How very clever. Stay here. I’ll go and see.”

“Be careful, Flynn. He’s dangerous.” Her blue eyes beseeched him. “He said he’d cut my throat. And he would’ve, too.”

Pistol drawn, Flynn crept down into the dank cellar where loud groans emanated from amongst the wine racks. Not dead then. He’d reached the bottom step when a knife whistled past his cheek before it hit the wall behind him. It clattered to the floor. As Flynn dropped into a crouch, he spotted movement among the racks and fired. The rack rocked, almost toppling. Bottles fell and splintered, and a flood of frothy crimson spread over the floor.

Flynn snatched up the attacker’s knife and crept along the row. He peered into the next aisle. Althea’s kidnapper lay crumpled on the floor. Blood seeped from his wound and blended with the spilt wine. Flynn turned him over. His shot had hit the man in the left side of his chest right where his heart would be if he’d had one. His face was covered with blood which had run into his eyes from the head wound.

Flynn sat back on his heels, breathing more easily. Luck had been on his side. The blow Althea delivered the cutthroat had partially blinded him and affected his aim. Otherwise, Flynn could be the one lying dead.

He ran up the stairs. On her feet, Althea waited with her hands on her pale cheeks. “Flynn!” She launched herself into his arms.

Flynn caught and held her. She appeared close to fainting as he swept her up and carried her through the house and outside into the air. He set her down on a garden seat. “Has Crowthorne been here?”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Not since yesterday.”

He wrapped his arms around her to try to quell her shivering. “We have just one horse,” he said, attempting to inject some humor into the grim proceedings. Once she saw Owltree Cottage, she’d likely never speak to him again.

“Oh, Flynn.” She gave a weak chuckle.

On the lookout for Crowthorne, Flynn explained what had taken place at the cottage, as he trotted the horse back along the road with Althea perched in front.

“And we still don’t know what they were after. Crowthorne said it was a cache of jewels, but it’s more than possible he lied. We’ll learn the truth when he’s captured. The Bow Street runners will go after him.” A rush of bitterness filled him, his dreams crushed. “I’m afraid His Majesty will be outraged. And it doesn’t do to anger the king.”

“That is hardly fair,” Althea said, leaning back against him.

With a sigh, he breathed in her hair’s flowery scent. “He doesn’t have to be fair. He’s the king.”

“I suppose that’s true. I am so sorry.”

“There’s something else, Althea.” He felt her tense against him. “There was a fire at Owltree, one of Crowthorne’s men knocked over an oil lamp. The cottage has been damaged, I’m afraid.”

She twisted to look at him, her eyes dark. “How bad is it?”

The house might be in smoking ruins for all he knew. “I’m afraid I have no idea. I had to leave my men to put out the flames while I came to find you.”

She signed and leaned back against him again. “I’m very grateful you did come, Flynn.”

At Owltree Cottage, Flynn’s carriage stood in the drive. Althea’s gasp echoed his own thoughts. The house still stood.

As they dismounted, Ben rushed to greet them. Flynn’s relief was palpable to find him unhurt.

“I’m glad you’re safe, Lady Brookwood. I feared the worst with that bad lot.” Ben took the reins from Flynn. “Good to see you, milord.”

Flynn patted his young groom on the shoulder. “I’m relieved to find you still in one piece after all the excitement.”

“I hope that Mrs. Peebles reached my townhouse unhurt,” Althea said.

“She did, my lady, but I confess I’ve never witnessed such distress.”

“Oh, poor Mrs. Peebles. And my cat?”

“The animal is safe and sound, my lady.”

Wondering what they would find, Flynn took her arm. “Let’s go and find out how bad it is.”

Barraclough’s men had vanished, taking the bodies with them. The house reeked of smoke. The fire was no more than smoldering ashes but hadn’t spread from the salon. That room however, was a smoking ruin. He swung around to gaze at Althea. She stood like a statue in the doorway. The furnishings, chairs, and sofa were reduced to burnt rags, the walls gaping open.

Althea hiccupped. Tears ran tracks down her dirty cheeks. She clutched her stained pelisse in whitened fingers.

Flynn’s heart squeezed in his chest. She’d asked him to safeguard her home, and he’d failed. “It does look bad, but the rest of the house is untouched.” He put an arm around her. “It can be put to rights.”

“We are alive, Flynn.” She sniffed into a handkerchief and blew her nose. “And it’s only a house. It can be repaired.”

“We’ll get it restored,” he said, his voice tight.

She replaced her handkerchief in her reticule and pulled the strings tight. “No, Flynn. My house is not your concern. I shall deal with it.”

He knew that tone. The fiercely independent Althea of old had returned, and there was nothing he could offer her to change her mind.

“I doubt there’s much to eat, but I’ll go down to the kitchen and see what I can find after I change my clothes,” she said in a brisk tone. “Then we must return to London.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


While Althea was upstairs, Flynn raked through the ashes. Hazelton had been right. There was no cache of jewels. He doubted there ever had been. If documents were what they sought, they were gone in the fire. But somehow, he doubted it was that either. While he surveyed the damage, he gave a slow shake of his head. Enough men had perished already on this wild goose chase. Had Crowthorne killed his partners, Goodrich and Wensley, as he’d said? Or was it a mere threat? If those two men remained above ground, then Crowthorne could be with them now. He must ensure their homes were searched.

As they traveled back to London, Althea informed Flynn dispassionately of her intention to pick up the threads of her old life. She would convey to her staff that they were not married but instead on a secret mission, which required great secrecy.

“No doubt my housekeeper has kept them entertained with her own experience of being held up by a highwayman,” Althea said.

“Which might serve to make them even more nervous,” Flynn said. “You can always come and stay at my home. I will, as I have promised, stay at my club.”

“Thank you, Flynn. But I have no intention of turning you out of your home. Servants witness all sorts of things, and from my experience, always love an intrigue,” she said, gazing at him in a challenging manner.

He raised his brow, wondering again about her marriage. “What sort of intrigue have they witnessed while in your employ?”

Her lashes hid her expression. “Nothing untoward.”

“Really? Maybe you’ll tell me one day.”

She frowned. “I doubt we’ll see much of each other now that Crowthorne has absconded.”

“Perhaps.” He wanted to grab her and kiss her and persuade her otherwise, but he resisted because she appeared so brittle. So he folded his arms, nodded, and kept silent. For what could he offer her? An uncertain life in some heathen country far away from England where a furious King George would no doubt send him as a penance for failing this commission.

She raised her eyes to his. Flynn gazed into the dark sapphire depths attempting to read her expression. “Have you ever been in love, Flynn?”

He hadn’t expected that. She’d put him on the defensive. “I might have imagined myself in love once. But it was calf love.”

“Oh? I wonder why no lady has stirred your heart? You would make a very nice husband for someone.”

Right at this moment, he didn’t want to examine too closely the state of his heart. “You seem to have changed your opinion of me, Althea. I can only be grateful. I have turned from a rake into a dull dog.”

She laughed. “Never a dull dog.” She sobered. “I don’t see that anything further can be done, do you? Surely things will settle down?”

“I wish I could say that for sure, Althea. You must be careful. Don’t go about at night on your own.”

“No,” she said dryly. “I learned that lesson from you, did I not? I might end up back in Canterbury.”

He smiled and shook his head. Still, he would employ someone to watch Althea’s house. He didn’t trust Crowthorne to disappear. The man was like a dog with a bone, he had lost too much to give up now. Flynn judged Crowthorne would evade the law as long as he could while still trying to locate whatever valuable thing he sought. Once he had it, he would disappear onto the Continent.

As the carriage drew up outside her townhouse, Althea turned to him. “Flynn, I am indebted to you. You saved my life. And my cottage is now safe from Crowthorne who will soon be in prison.”

“I would prefer the matter to be at an end. But at least Owltree is no longer in danger.” Flynn thought it prudent not to question her confident assertion. She had enough to deal with, with two damaged properties and not a great amount of capital by the look of it. This business was not at an end, but any chance he might have had with Althea certainly might be.

“I intend to employ workman to repair Owltree,” he said as he stood with her at her door.

“That’s really not necessary, Flynn.”

“But it is.”

“We shall discuss it at a later time.” She nodded to him as Butterworth opened the door. “Goodbye.”

He returned to his carriage, shocked by how wretched he felt, as if he’d lost a part of himself. On reaching home, a pile of invitations awaited him on the console table in the entry, but he walked past them, silencing his butler with a shake of his head.

The next day, Flynn visited Bow Street, where he employed two of their most talented runners, one to go after Crowthorne, the other to find Goodrich and Wensley.

Flynn was relieved to learn King George was inspecting the new works at the Brighton Pavilion, and would not return to London until the end of the week. A breather of sorts, but impossible to turn things to his advantage within a few days.

He and Barraclough met to discuss the outcome of the business at Slough. Barraclough agreed with him that Crowthorne, his cronies, and a cutthroat gang wouldn’t go to such lengths for a few stolen jewels. They would’ve divided them up and sold most of them before Brookwood was killed.

Barraclough had learned, however, that Crowthorne was on the brink of bankruptcy, having lost a good deal of money on a business venture. He’d suffered a further blow to his finances after one of his ships went down in a storm off the African coast. And as he had made his fortune initially in the slave market, without the ability to raise more capital, he had to find a new way to replenish the coffers.

Flynn didn’t miss the sympathetic look Barraclough cast him. He prayed more facts would emerge before he must address the king. This business, clouded in mystery, had been a nightmare from the first. Crowthorne and the king were both intent on finding something they considered of great value. But as the king hadn’t seen fit to enlighten him as to what that was, Flynn was hamstrung. His past successes would not protect him from a royal roasting. He returned home in a very bad mood and walked the length of his library carpet, a brandy snifter in his grip. The liquor did nothing to improve his disposition. He was unsympathetic when his valet complained about the state of Flynn’s clothes. “It will take all my resources to remove the smell of smoke out of them, my lord,” Frome moaned.

At dinner, Flynn found the soup too salty and the fish too pink, apparently reducing his cook to floods of tears. He was then forced to placate her or risk either going hungry when she packed up and left or eat burnt food for a week until she forgave him. His temperamental French cook was too good to replace.

The next day, he woke with a pounding head, having imbibed more brandy than was his habit. He sat in the breakfast room with The Times propped up before him, perusing the article about those about to hang over the Cato Street affair. They’d been arrested after taking a government spy into their midst. This matter had thus far captured the king’s interest. Now His Majesty would give his undivided attention to this business with Crowthorne.

Flynn dissected a kipper. The room’s northern aspect and the view from the window of a brick wall ensured it was always as gloomy as a tomb. The townhouse had never been home to him, serving as somewhere to lay his head when in London. He’d been here too seldom to notice. The house was unusually silent. Where were the servants’ footsteps as they moved about? They were now going about on tiptoe in case he barked at them. He shook his head, bemused. Such ill temper was most unlike him.
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Althea found her townhouse depressing. A sterling effort had been made by her staff to clean it up, but it was far from restored to its former elegance. She praised them all but had the sense that most now wished to seek a better position. For that she really couldn’t blame them. She suffered a sense of impermanence here herself. And when she thought about Owltree she was cast into the doldrums from which she struggled to rise. All she needed now was for her brother Freddie to arrive and demand she come to live in Dorset. And she found she missed Flynn. She’d grown accustomed to having him near. To look up and see him watching her with that smile of approval which turned to concern after things went so terribly wrong. His mannerisms, the lilt of his voice, and even his scent. She signed. She would just have to deal with life as it now was.

She was embroidering a chair cover when her butler announced Lady Fortescue and Lady Strathairn.

“I’ll see them, Butterworth. Have tea brought.”

Althea cast her embroidery aside, stood and smoothed her hair before the cracked mirror over the mantel, as yet to be replaced. She turned as her dear friends, Hetty and Sibella, walked in.

“What happened here?” Sibella scanned the room. “Are you all right?” she asked, kissing Althea’s cheek.

“Yes, although a little shaken having come home from the country to find the house in a shocking state and the poor servants utterly terrified.” Althea ran a hand along the darned patch on her chair arm. “While I was away, thieves robbed the house.”

“Good heavens!” Hetty’s brown eyes widened. “Didn’t the servants hear them?”

Althea shook her head, fighting tears. They both looked so sympathetic she wanted to tell them the whole story, but suspected Flynn wouldn’t approve. It must wait until the matter was at an end. If it ever was.

Hetty looked around and uttered a moan. “How horrid and distressing for you.”

“Your brother resides in the country, does he not? Is there someone here who can assist you?” Sibella asked. “John would be happy to help.”

“As would Guy,” Hetty said. “Did they steal your jewels?”

“I had my most valuable jewels with me. Brookwood’s heir has the diamonds.” Althea took a deep breath. “Fortunately, little was taken.”

Butterworth entered with the maid carrying the tea tray. She placed it on the occasional table at Althea’s elbow. Cook had sent up a nice array of cakes and tartlets. Althea added hot water to the teapot. “You are both so kind, but someone has been most supportive.”

“Oh, I am relieved,” Hetty said. “Might I ask who?”

“Lord Montsimon.”

“Montsimon?” Hetty glanced at Sibella. They both smiled. “How fortunate.”

“Yes, it was kind of him,” Althea said. She knew as soon as she mentioned his name, her friends would read more into it. Her efforts to diffuse the situation only seemed to make it worse.

Hetty chuckled. “The perfect knight errant, I must say.”

Sibella’s emerald green eyes sparkled as she stirred her tea. “Not a whisper has reached the ton about you, and shall not until you wish it to.”

“Thank you, both.” Althea offered them a plate of cakes. “I am most fortunate to have such good friends.”

“As long as we are invited to the wedding,” Hetty said with an impish smile.

“No, no there will be no wedding,” Althea said quickly, wishing she didn’t suffer a strange kind of yearning. “Montsimon isn’t the marrying sort, and neither am I. He is just a friend.”

“Of course,” Sibella said. “You are getting ahead of yourself, Hetty.”

Hetty shrugged, a smile on her lips. “An unfortunate habit of mine. It’s my poetical nature. Please forgive me.”

Althea laughed and shook her head. “You are forgiven.”

She felt considerably better to have her friends there, even though they were laboring under a misapprehension and would be disappointed to learn that not only was there no romance between her and Flynn, it was unlikely she’d see much more of him. The thought almost made her gasp. Had she come to rely on him too much?


Chapter Twenty-Three


Five days passed, during which Crowthorne remained at large. By the morning of the sixth day, Flynn had to see Althea. The mystery of what Crowthorne sought continued to nag at him, and she’d be the perfect soundboard for the ideas crowding his mind.

He donned his coat and hat, pulled on gloves, and walked out into a crisp, sunny winter’s day. It must have been the weather, for his spirits rose as he strolled along.

It was far too early for a morning call, but this couldn’t wait. When he arrived at her townhouse, her aged butler asked him to be seated in the entry hall while he took up Flynn’s card.

Moments later, Butterworth descended, knees creaking. “Lady Brookwood is in the drawing room, my lord.”

Some attempt had been made to restore the room to its former elegant state. The best one could say was it was comfortable. Althea rose from her chair looking far too pretty in a rose-colored morning gown.

Jet jumped off a chair, meowed a greeting, and wound himself around Flynn’s legs. Flynn bent to stroke the length of the cat’s silky back. “The room looks almost as it was.”

“How kind of you to say so. It’s appalling.” With a warm smile, Althea held out her hand to him. “Good morning, Flynn.” She shrugged. “The landlord is most unhappy. He has asked me to consider finding somewhere else to live.”

“An idle threat. He cannot insist on it. Not if you signed a lease.” He pressed her hand to his lips. “Good morning. You look as fresh as a dewy rose in that gown.”

“How prettily put. Thank you. You’re early. I’ve just breakfasted. May I offer you coffee?”

“No, thank you. I need to discuss this affair before I go before the Royal Presence. I’d like to hear any thoughts that might have occurred to you since we parted.”

“I’ve little to offer, but please sit. That chair is the most comfortable.”

Flynn sat in the blue velvet wing chair, the seat of which was heavily patched. Jet promptly sprang onto his lap. With a sigh, he allowed the cat to settle, pushing aside thoughts of his valet’s despair.

“A question,” he said. “Supposing there is, as Crowthorne said, a cache of valuable jewels. Where would you hide it?”

Althea settled on the sofa and crossed her dainty ankles; her feet clad in black house slippers. “I believe I would give them to someone I trusted.”

He tensed and gripped the arms of the chair, dislodging the cat. “Dear lord! I think you might have hit on it! Your husband would not have hidden them himself. What a wonder you are, Althea! What trusted friend might Brookwood have appealed to?”

“I doubt he had many friends toward the end.”

“Well, he didn’t choose Churton, although he might have confided in him.”

“And most certainly not Percy Woodruff.”

The room fell silent, but for the clunk of the grandfather clock and Jet’s vociferous purring, as the cat stretched out beside Althea.

“I suspect that cat of yours is half-leopard,” Flynn said, breaking the silence.

“I can think of no one else. Brookwood never confided in me,” Althea admitted, a delicate flush warming her cheekbones.

“Because he knew you would disapprove of such skullduggery.”

“He seldom talked to me in those last few months.” She bit her lip. “He had acquired a new mistress.”

“He had a mistress? Who was she?”

“The widow, Emma Grimshaw.”

“Grimshaw? I don’t know her.”

Althea lowered her gaze to her hands in her lap. “You wouldn’t. Brookwood kept her to himself. She is rarely seen in society. I only learned about her because he confessed it when in his cups.”

Flynn wished Brookwood were still alive, so he could have the pleasure of murdering him. “We must speak to her. I wonder if she’s in London.”

“I’ve no idea. We don’t mix in the same circles. And I’ve attended few engagements since we returned to the city.”

“Because of the business in Slough?”

“That’s only part of it. I just haven’t felt like company.”

“Nor I at the moment.”

Her eyes widened. “Why?”

“My news will not please His Majesty. He is in Brighton but returns shortly.” He smiled ruefully. “I’ve been incredibly bad tempered. My servants are most likely searching for other positions.”

She shook her head. “I’m sure that once you can put this behind you….”

“Yes. And when you can return to Owltree….”

She nodded, the pink in her cheeks paling.

The deuce! He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss away the distress in her eyes.

He stood abruptly. “I’ll go in search of Mrs. Grimshaw. My last attempt to find Brookwood’s secret stash before His Majesty demands an audience.”

“I wish you luck, Flynn.” Althea rose and held out her hand. “Please send me any news.”

Flynn raised her hand to his lips. He gazed into her eyes, trying to gauge how she felt about him. “Of course, Althea. Good day.”

Flynn’s inquiries quickly led him to Mrs. Grimshaw’s door in Harley Street. When she greeted him in her modestly furnished parlor, he wondered what attraction she might have had for Brookwood. She was an angular, rather mannish woman with a strong chin, and her dark gown did little to soften her features.

At his bow, she bent her head in acknowledgement. “Please be seated, my lord. How may I help you?”

“You were acquainted with Lord Brookwood, I believe, Mrs. Grimshaw.”

A ruddy flush tinged her thin cheeks. “What is this concerning?”

“I wonder if he might have given you something to look after for him.”

She straightened the high lace collar of her navy gown with nervous fingers. “Why would you think that?”

“I came here in the hope it might be true.”

She nodded. “Lady Brookwood sent you, I suppose.”

“This matter stretches far wider than any interest of Lady Brookwood’s. But rest assured, Mrs. Grimshaw, if you have anything of his lordship’s in safe-keeping, you will not be judged badly for it.” Flynn leaned forward with a look of appeal. “I promise your name will not be mentioned.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Why are you so interested, my lord? You are a diplomat, are you not?”

“I act on behalf of His Majesty.”

“The king?” Her brownish hazel eyes widened. Handsome eyes, Flynn noted.

“It’s come to our attention that Brookwood had stolen jewels in his possession at the time of his death.”

“Stolen jewels?” She looked blank. “Brookwood was no thief. He was a gentleman.”

Flynn’s heart sank. Had he come on a fool’s errand?

She stood. “However, Lord Brookwood did give me a package. I was to hold it until he came back.” She swallowed. “He didn’t return, of course. But it is not jewelry…” She went to a bureau, removed a key she carried on a fine gold chain around her neck, and unlocked it. “He told me they were incriminating letters that he did not wish Lady Althea to read.”

She handed Flynn a package. “I had no idea what to do with them. I didn’t wish to disgrace his name, you understand. And I couldn’t see any reason to produce them after he died.”

Flynn ripped off the brown paper, his pulse thudding. “This is not letters, Mrs. Grimshaw.” He opened the package to find a box with another smaller one inside it. A jeweler’s box sat in his palm, big enough for a small parure but hardly a cache of jewels. He flipped open the lid with his thumb and sat back stunned. Nestled within a bed of satin was a magnificent, deep-blue diamond the size of a goose’s egg. As it caught the light, the faceted gem flashed the colors of the spectrum. He took a quick, sharp breath. Crowthorne had been right. Flynn had certainly never seen the like. Not a diamond this large, let alone the depth of color. He recalled some of the diamond’s history, and the realization of what he held in his hand prickled the hair at his nape.

Mrs. Grimshaw had staggered back. “I… I swear I had no idea.”

He rose. “I hope you understand that I must take this to the king.”

“Yes…of course,” she swallowed. “Lord Brookwood entrusted me with the package, Lord Montsimon. I would most certainly have given it to Lady Brookwood had I known. Surely she must be told of it?”

“I’ll go to her now.” Flynn searched Mrs. Grimshaw’s startled eyes. Wouldn’t curiosity have driven her to discover what lay inside the package?

He wrapped up the diamond and slipped it into his pocket. Not liking Mrs. Grimshaw’s pallor, he took her by the elbow and assisted her into a chair. “Have you brandy?”

She shook her head. “There’s madeira,” she said faintly, gesturing to a cupboard. Flynn located a bottle and poured her a goodly amount. He sat with her while she drank.

“Brookwood must have been a good friend to leave this in your care,” he said, discovering he pitied her.

“I’m sure you wonder at our relationship, my lord. Lady Brookwood is quite lovely, and I am certainly no beauty. But Brookwood liked to talk to me. Said I reminded him of his mother.”

Flynn nodded. She was right. He didn’t understand, but that hardly mattered.

“I should not have encouraged him, but I was lonely after my husband died, and as he said, Lady Brookwood was cold….” She looked wistful. “Before he died, we talked of leaving England and settling in another land.”

He tightened his lips in a rush of anger. Althea cold? He thought of that morning in Slough before the maid came in and disturbed them. No, Althea was not cold, but something had happened to make her fearful of intimacy. He intended to find out.

Flynn left the house, conscious of the weighty diamond in his pocket. The luster, size, and deep blue color of the jewel pointed to one thing, the le bleu de France. Hence, the thieves’ code-name, tricoleur. The jewel was once part of the French crown jewels. Rumor had it that it had been stolen by the revolutionary leader, Georges Danton, during the Revolution, to be used to bribe Queen Caroline’s father, Karl Wilhelm of Brunswick. When Karl Wilhelm had fled to England to escape Napoleon in 1806, he was believed to have brought the jewel to London. At last, Flynn could begin to fit the pieces together and understand the king’s intense interest. He looked forward to learning more from King George when he returned from Brighton. In the meantime, Althea, more than anyone else, deserved to see this magnificent diamond, for it was the reason her life had been turned upside down.

He entered the street where his carriage waited. Althea was in for quite a surprise, he mused, as he climbed inside.

“Flynn!” Althea, delectable in a gown of soft lilac hues, hurried to greet him in the drawing room. “I’ve been on tenterhooks! Did you find Mrs. Grimshaw?”

“You’d best sit down,” Flynn advised. He took the jewel case from his pocket and handed it to her. “This is what Brookwood had in his possession. Not surprising that Crowthorne was so intent on finding it.”

With a questioning glance, Althea settled on the sofa. She opened the box. When she raised her head, her shocked eyes looked as brilliant a blue as the diamond. “This is what it was all about. It’s magnificent! Where on earth did Brookwood get it?”

Flynn sat beside her. “The jewel was stolen, from whom I have yet to discover. Maybe we’ll never learn the truth of it. Crowthorne was busy building a crime network. His footpads did the dirty work, but they were merely his puppets. Crowthorne was the brains behind the gang. When the other gang members, gentlemen in bad straights financially, I’ll wager, relieved the ton of their jewels, they discovered this diamond. Strange that we haven’t heard even a murmur of its theft. Unless the person they stole the jewel from had gained it through similar dishonorable means. Brookwood took possession and was to hand it over to Crowthorne, but for whatever reason, he left the jewel with Mrs. Grimshaw, planning to collect it after the duel.”

He cast a careful glance at her. “It appears as Crowthorne suspected, Brookwood had no intention of giving the diamond to him. Mrs. Grimshaw mentioned their dream of leaving England, presumably to start a new life financed by the sale of the diamond.”

The horror of such a prospect raced across her face, darkening her eyes. If Brookwood had deserted Althea, she would have been left penniless, her standing in society in ruins. “And she kept it all this time,” she said bitterly.

“Mrs. Grimshaw insists she believed it to be incriminating papers, implicating Brookwood in some scheme. She considered it judicious to keep them hidden.”

“A likely story,” Althea said, a spark of anger in her eyes.

“She claimed she never looked inside the package. I found myself believing her.”

Althea huffed. “Some women are skillful at hoodwinking a man. Even one as astute as you, Flynn.” Althea held the diamond up to the light. Indigo fire flashed in its depths. “It is beautiful.”

“Beautiful and deadly,” Flynn said. “For it drives men to lie, cheat, and commit murder.”

She returned it to him and rubbed her arms. “Indeed.”

“The French crown jewels were stolen during the revolution, and this jewel was brought to London. I expect the king will tell me more of its history.”

Her eyes warmed. “His Majesty will be pleased, Flynn. He should reward you richly.”

“A foreign posting, perhaps.” Flynn hoped it would not be in a far-flung land or a useless title. He required capital for the plan he had in mind.

Althea’s brows knitted. “Oh? Well, it would be grossly unfair if he didn’t.”

Pleased, Flynn caught the look of dismay clouding her eyes. “One cannot speak of fairness and the king in the same breath. And besides, I suspect the king knows more about this affair than he revealed.”

“Surely he will explain it to you further when you give him this. Under the peerage of Ireland, he may grant you an English title. You could take your place in the House of Lords.”

“I’m not sure it’s something I wish for, Althea.” Was she distressed at the prospect of him leaving England? Flynn stood and bowed. “I must go.”

She walked with him to the door. “Please send news as soon as you can. I am impatient to learn what the king has to say.”

“I shall call on you.”

Flynn entered his carriage. He tapped his fingers on the window ledge, attempting to quell his impatience. This diamond had wrought its magic, for he could now plan his future with the woman he loved. But did Althea love him? Her insistence that she would never wed again, troubled him. She would never become a man’s mistress. Did she imagine she would enjoy spending the long years ahead alone? Not if he had anything to do with it. She didn’t know what she was missing. Apart from the love and companionship a husband could give her, she really had no idea about the passion between a man and a woman. How could she? When he considered how best to show her, his groin tightened, and he quickly turned his mind to soberer matters.

Everything hinged on the king’s generosity.
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Althea pulled the curtain aside at the drawing-room windows to watch Flynn’s carriage drive away. Now that the mystery was finally solved, the reason for her and Flynn to work together was at an end as Crowthorne would have lost interest in her. She admitted she had grown fonder of Flynn than was wise. Better, that she saw little of him in the future.

Her steps slowed as she returned to the sofa feeling emotionally bruised. Flynn would grasp a proffered ambassadorship from the king with both hands. It was a job he relished, which he was amply equipped to do. And he didn’t appear to want an English title. Soon he would be gone from the country.

Butterworth scratched at the door. “Are you at home to a Mrs. Grimshaw, my lady?”

Her quick intake of breath was followed by a swift rush of anger. “I will see her, Butterworth.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


The next evening, Flynn dressed in evening clothes. He was to dine with the king. Barraclough would also be present.

As he passed Bellamy in the entry hall, his butler cleared his throat. “My lord. There are several letters awaiting your perusal.”

Flynn eyed the wad of invitations Bellamy held on a silver salver.

“I’ll read them, Bellamy, thank you.” Flynn consulted his pocket watch. “Pour me a brandy, will you? I’ll take it in the library.”

“Cold in there, milord. The chimney has begun to smoke, and I’m employing a sweep. The drawing room? I took the liberty of having a fire lit.”

“Well done.”

Flynn sat in a damask-upholstered chair by the fire and searched through the invitations. A soiree, a rout, a card party, and a ball. A slim missive caught his eye. One of his European acquaintances, perhaps, as it had come from Italy. Intrigued, he slit it open and unfolded the letter. His breath deserted him as he read.

Dear Kieran, it will give you a dreadful shock to hear from me. But I have not been well. Let’s not lie about it. I am dying. A day has not passed when I did not think of you, my handsome son. I have followed your career with great pride and eagerness.

I’d like you to know that I’ve lived a good life, part of it with Timothy Keneally, who died many years ago. I go to my God with only one thing on my conscience, that I deserted you. But had I remained, I would have died. As my life became so uncertain, I thought it better that you stay with your father, to grow up as you deserved, a well-educated gentleman. I don’t know if I was right or wrong. I hope you will understand and forgive me.

I desperately longed to see you and read everything written about you. You are a shining star on the world stage, Kieran. I am so very, very proud. At times, you came so close to where I live in Italy. I wanted to find you but feared your wrath and could not bear seeing disappointment in your eyes. The shame would have killed me. Please forgive me, my blessed son. Have a good life. I pray you will marry and have children of your own. Marry for love and cherish your wife. Then you might understand.

Remember me when you think of those early years, I pray with fondness.

Your loving Mama.

Her words stirred the embers of memory he had tried unsuccessfully to banish. His first thought was to go to her, but the letter was dated two months ago. Flynn sat staring into the fire as tears blurred his vision. It was over. He had often consciously, and perhaps unconsciously, searched for his mother’s face in the crowded streets of every city he visited. He gave a long, shuddering sigh and rose to send for his carriage. It was time to see the king.

At Carlton House, Flynn shifted uncomfortably on the sofa upholstered in blue satin with a pattern of fleur-de-lis. The Blue Velvet Room was used by the monarch as his private audience chamber. After the king banished friends and advisers, he and Flynn were left alone amid the sumptuous furnishings. Works by Dutch masters hung on walls paneled in dark-blue velvet with gilt plaster moldings, the cornices decorated with British naval and military triumphs.

Seated at his marquetry desk, the king held the diamond up in the golden light of the massive glass chandelier. “You’re a devilishly fine fellow, Montsimon. I knew you would serve me well.”

He didn’t appear to be surprised by the find. Flynn folded his arms and struggled to control his temper. He looked up at the ceiling painted in imitation of a sky. “Was Your Majesty aware that these men were robbers and not conspirators against the crown? That they had stolen the diamond?”

“Montsimon, I believe you are glowering. Impertinent fellow. I was not. Rumors abounded. The waters were muddied by those Spencean philanthropists meeting in Cato Street and plotting to blow up cabinet ministers. Liverpool plans to hang them with indecent haste while public opinion remains divided as some sympathy for them remains.

“Churton first heard that the diamond had resurfaced. He was attempting to infiltrate a game of thieves when the poor fellow was cut down. He died before he could tell me more.”

A swift sadness tightened Flynn’s throat. Poor old Churton.

His Majesty graced Flynn with a smug smile. “I chose you to continue this inquiry, Montsimon, because I trusted your discretion. A member of the Home Office or one of Sidmouth’s men could not be relied upon. Caroline returns soon to England, and I don’t intend to supply her with further ammunition to use against me. For now, this diamond must remain a secret.” He eyed Flynn. “Can I count on you?”

“You can of course, Your Majesty.”

“The diamond was always to be mine,” he said, turning the gem again in his fingers. “It was part of the marriage settlement. Caroline kept it from me and sold it to pay her debts to spite me.”

Flynn wouldn’t be surprised if crown property was mixed in with family heirlooms and the king’s own personal property. “Who bought the diamond from the queen?”

King George turned the jewel around in his hands, setting off an array of colorful flashes. “If I knew that, this exquisite gem would’ve been in my possession much sooner. I can’t wait to show it to Lady Conyngham.”

Flynn was sure the king’s mistress, the shrewd Lady Conyngham, would approve of the jewel.

The king replaced the gem in its box and closed the lid with a decisive snap, he then put it in a drawer and locked it. He leaned back and observed Flynn while tapping the gilt arms of his chair with plump fingers. The matter was at an end. “The assassination of the Duc de Berry and the Spanish Revolution has unhappy consequences for all of France as well as England,” he said with a frown.

“It has certainly destroyed the political balance kept by the royalists,” Flynn agreed.

“Castlereagh and the Foreign Office were effusive in their praise of you over that business with the French navy.”

With a sense of unease, Flynn bowed his head in acknowledgement. Did the king wish him to return to the Continent?

A footman entered. “Lord Barraclough has arrived, Your Majesty.”

“Show him in.”

King George questioned Barraclough while they enjoyed Château Lafite Rothschild, a superb vintage from France. “You bring us news of Crowthorne?”

“He has been seen in London with Percy Woodruff. Woodruff has since been interrogated by Bow Street but gave us no information about Crowthorne’s present whereabouts. It appears the baronet has slipped through our net, Your Majesty. His two cohorts, Goodrich and Wensley, however, were found dead with their throats cut at Goodrich’s house in Kent.”

“So Crowthorne did dispatch them,” Flynn said. It chilled him to realize how far Crowthorne would go.

Barraclough nodded. “They’d been dead for some weeks.”

“I’ve a fair idea who killed them. The cutthroat at Hazelton’s house.” Flynn leaned back, savoring the wine. “Crowthorne said he feared they’d lost their nerve. He was afraid they’d panic–give the game away.”

“Crowthorne never intended to share the proceeds from the sale of the diamond,” Barraclough said. “He always meant to sell it on the Continent, possibly after having a jeweler carve it up into smaller stones. If he sold the jewel in England and split the money, he would not have enough to settle his debts. Plus the sale would be traced back to him. We’ve learned that he’d set up a network of thieves in London, to steal from the ton, but failed when he came up against a rival east London gang. All his hopes then centered on the diamond.”

“No honor amongst thieves,” Flynn observed.

King George raised his glass with a jovial smile. “To you both, gentlemen. Your efforts shall be handsomely rewarded. Let Bow Street get the runners onto it. We must move on to matters of more importance.” He stood. “My chef has planned a superb dinner for us.”

Flynn left Carlton House later that evening decidedly uneasy. Crowthorne had proved to be more corrupt than any of them had guessed. It was quite possible he was hidden away somewhere in St. Giles with the last of his loyal band, where it was almost impossible to find him. And now that the king had the diamond, he was intent to let the matter drop.

Taking a hackney, Flynn tensed as disquieting thoughts raced through his mind. Barraclough’s network of spies had been called off. Crowthorne could still be in London. As the matter was to be hushed up, he wouldn’t discover the king possessed the diamond. He was like a rat trapped in a sewer and would be growing more desperate by the minute. Fear forced men to take terrible risks. To Crowthorne’s thinking, Althea must still represent his best chance of getting his hands on the diamond, as her husband had it in his possession when he died. A shiver went down Flynn’s spine. While Crowthorne continued to evade the runners, she was in danger.

Flynn needed to take Althea somewhere safe. But where?

By the time he reached home, he knew what he would do.
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When Mrs. Grimshaw left, Althea sat pensively stroking Jet. She had intended to reproach her but changed her mind when she discovered Brookwood’s lover to be a sad, lonely woman, who despite everything, stirred Althea’s compassion. While she couldn’t like her or approve of her, the lady was remarkably honest. She’d expressed deep regret at not sending Althea the diamond. She certainly would not have kept it had she known.

“I’m sure you hate me, Lady Brookwood,” she said, straightening her narrow shoulders. “I’ve given you every reason to.”

“I don’t, Mrs. Grimshaw.” Hate was too strong a word for what Althea felt. If not her, than some other woman would have warmed her husband’s bed. And at least, he left her alone most of the time. “It’s all in the past now.”

Mrs. Grimshaw stood. “I shan’t overstay my visit. I’m retiring to the country to live with my sister in a few days. London has become too expensive.”

Althea stood. “I quite agree.”

As she walked to the door, Mrs. Grimshaw turned. “Your memories of Brookwood will be sad ones. Perhaps it might help if I tell you what your husband confided in me. He felt unworthy of you.”

Surprised by this woman’s boldness, Althea listened with bewilderment. “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said, wishing the woman gone. “Perhaps you misunderstood him.”

“You are a desirable woman, Lady Brookwood,” Mrs. Grimshaw said. “You drew attention from other men wherever you went. Brookwood found that…difficult.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Althea said, hot with resentment and humiliation. Brookwood had always said he’d bought her from her father and she’d been a poor purchase.

“You’ve been more gracious than I expected or deserved.”

Althea held out her hand. “Enjoy your new home. Good day.”

When the door closed, Althea sank into a chair and broke into wild sobbing. The force of her emotions shocked her until it occurred to her that she’d cried little since the worst time of her life. When she’d lost the baby. If Brookwood’s heir had lived, would things have been different?

The cat jumped into her lap and tapped her face with its paw. She sniffed and blotted her tears with her handkerchief, giving a watery smile. “It’s all right, Jet. We’re all right now.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


The next afternoon, Althea sat with Flynn in her drawing room. He had just made the most preposterous suggestion as if it was an invitation to take a walk in the park.

She clattered her teacup into the saucer and stared at him. “You want me to go to Ireland?” She found his calm manner quite exasperating.

Flynn stirred his coffee. “Regrettably, I must come straight back to England. As Crowthorne must be stopped.”

Unnerved, she plucked at her napkin. For goodness’ sake, was she to be dragged off on some wild goose chase? And with a man who’d made plain his scandalous intentions toward her? “Flynn, I think you’re overreacting. Crowthorne wouldn’t dare come after me again.”

“He’s desperate and on the run. He doesn’t know the king has the diamond. That fact will not be made public. The jewel represents Crowthorne’s only chance to disappear to the Continent and live free from English justice.”

“But Flynn….”

He folded his arms, not prepared to listen. She recognized that look of determination in his gray eyes. “I can’t just uproot myself and go to Ireland.” She crumpled her napkin and placed it beside her plate. “What about my staff?”

Flynn seemed confident he could rearrange her life at his whim as he invariably had in the past. She glanced at the stubborn set of his jaw, unsure whether to waste a good deal of her energy arguing or to give in. Well, she wasn’t giving in. Not this time.

She took another fortifying sip of tea, stretching out the moment while she considered her words carefully. “I’m sure there’s another alternative. I simply can’t see the sense of rushing off to Ireland.”

He arched his brow. “You did say your lease here is coming to an end. Owltree Cottage remains uninhabitable. Where else can you go? To your brother then, in Dorset.”

“No, no,” she said hastily. She wasn’t ready to resign her fate to a small country town as a permanent guest of her brother. “Perhaps to my aunt who is in Paris at present,” she said, her voice hoarse with frustration. She knew as soon as she said it that he would find fault with the idea.

“How long does Lady Bellingham intend to stay in France?” His melodic voice was pure honey, but she wasn’t fooled. There was a good deal of steel beneath.

“I received a letter from her a few days ago. She was about to embark on a trip to Italy.”

He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Italy? That makes it difficult, doesn’t it? I only ask you to remain in Ireland until Crowthorne is no longer a threat.”

“How long might that be? I can make arrangements to join Aunt Catherine in Rome.” She accepted it would be a huge expense and most impractical. The urge to fight him ebbed away. Might a tiny piece of her want to embrace this new adventure? The thought surprised her. She had changed since she’d met Flynn. He had changed her.

“My house in County Wicklow is a far better option,” he urged, sensing her hesitation.

She sighed and shook her head. “When you look so determined, I feel I might as well agree, otherwise you’ll remove me by force.”

A corner of his mouth quirked up, and he did not attempt to deny it. “Please be packed and ready to leave tomorrow. Bring your abigail if you wish. You will have need of her.”

She tried one last time. “What makes you so sure this is necessary?”

“Crowthorne has been seen recently, here in town with Percy Woodruff.”

“Oh.” Just thinking of that brute and his sly companion vanquished her last shreds of confidence. She had not recovered from that awful episode. The thought of falling foul of that man again made her stomach clench. “Very well, I’ll be packed and ready.” She looked at Jet lying by the fire. “I’ll have to leave my cat.”

“Only for a short time.”

“Will it be, though?”

“If it worries you, I’ll have Jet sent over to Ireland.”

She smiled. “You would do that for me?”

His passionate glance heated her from head to toe. “I’ll do anything you ask of me.”

“Thank you, Flynn,” she murmured. She was so moved by his declaration that her vow to never become involved with another man crumbled. Could it be possible that what she felt for him was love?

“I’ll arrange for someone to watch the house tonight.” He stood. “My home will provide a safe retreat, and I hope it will be a comfortable one. Quinn, my butler-cum-footman, will take excellent care of you.”

“It seems I am to be forever in your debt,” Althea said.

“We shall discuss that later,” he said ambiguously, raising warm gray eyes to hers while kissing her hand.

When Flynn left, she rushed from the room, her hand against her hot cheek. There was much to do. Having made up her mind, she was nervous, impatient, and excited to embark on this journey. She had never been to Ireland.

Three days later, she and Flynn set sail from Liverpool. It was a rough crossing. Clouds skipped across the leaden sky, driven by fierce winds and slanting rain. Fortunately, the wind came from the right direction to drive them fast toward land. The ship rolled as it ploughed through the white-tipped waves, canvas sails stretched by the surging squall. Crowded onto the deck, passengers struggled to remain upright against the pitching surface.

Never before having been at sea, Althea enjoyed the journey, although her poor maid, Sarah, had not inherited her brother’s love of sailing. She was sick over the side. Althea held her shoulders. “We’re all going to end up in Davy Jones’ locker,” the maid wailed.

Flynn offered his handkerchief. “Allow me to assist you ladies below, out of the wind.”

In the late afternoon, they docked at Dublin Port and disembarked along with the rest of the windswept travelers. Althea’s land legs almost deserted her. The ground still seemed to rise and fall, and she gripped Flynn’s arm to cross the wet, slippery cobbles to the carriage that was to take them into Dublin town.

At the Gresham Hotel in Sackville Street, they ate a welcome hot stew, which Flynn washed down with a dark brew called Guinness. After their meal, he hired a carriage to take them south, and they began the final leg of their journey to Greystones Manor.

They left Dublin, following a road that hugged the coast, winding past hills covered in heath with a view of the gray Irish Sea. The salty breeze blew in through the window and washed away Althea’s fatigue. She sat up alert, excited at the prospect of seeing his home.

As they traveled along narrow lanes, which became tunnels of greenery, Flynn appeared very much at ease. He regaled them with tales of tiny leprechauns with hidden pots of gold and how the patron saint, Patrick, rid the island of snakes. Then the carriage turned inland, past fields of black-and-white cows, black-faced sheep, and whitewashed farmhouses.

The sun began to set, painting the horizon in rose pink and sapphire hues as the carriage rattled along past tall hedges and then slowed to enter through towering iron gates flanked by yew trees and stately Greek statues. “My goodness,” Althea murmured. She’d never expected anything so grand.

“The family employed a French gardener in the sixteen hundreds who introduced the French baroque style to Ireland,” Flynn said. “You’ll find some of it still remains, in the avenue of limes, ornamental beech hedges, and the fountain.”

The carriage left the wood, and the road wound through green fields dotted with graceful oaks. They reached the formal gardens and approached the mansion’s bulky dark shape, rimmed in gold by the setting sun.

Althea took in the twin round towers and crenellated roof and gasped.

“Welcome to Greystones.” Flynn’s voice sounded flat. There were sad memories here. She felt a stab of guilt knowing he’d come here for her.

“You failed to mention it was a castle,” she said, as the carriage stopped. The building towered above them, water dripping from gargoyle spouts.

“It was converted to a manor house a hundred years ago,” Flynn said. “Some land was sold off, but a thousand acres remains.” Was there a note of reluctant pride in his voice?

“Why do they call it Greystones? The stone is a lovely honey color.”

“Only when the sun shines,” he said with a smile as he helped them both from the carriage.

An aged groom hurried from the stables. Althea stretched her legs as a small man burst out of a pair of studded timber doors with a big smile. “Welcome, milord.”

“This is Lady Brookwood, Quinn. She will remain here in my absence,” Flynn said, removing his gloves. “I know you will serve her well. I trust the house has been made ready for us?”

“Milady.” Bandy-legged Quinn made an awkward bow. “As much as possible, milord. Mrs. Shannon has had O’Mainnin throwin’ coal into the stove all the long day while she cooked enough food for the rest of winter and spring besides. We have a new housemaid, Brigit, as well as Maeve. They’ve done their best to set things to rights.”

“I’m sure they’ve done a splendid job.” Flynn took Althea’s arm and led her inside. “The house is understaffed, rather like yours.”

“You’d need an army of servants here.” She gazed around as Flynn helped her out of her cape. They stood in a breathtaking, wood-paneled great hall which had a minstrel’s gallery. The family crest decorated the wall above the mammoth stone fireplace. More of the riotous gargoyles peeped from corners and trailed up the oak staircase.

Flynn handed Quinn their coats and hats. “Sarah is Lady Brookwood’s personal maid.”

“I’ll take Sarah down to the kitchen to meet the staff, milord. There’s a fire in the drawing room.”

“Lady Brookwood will have tea. A whisky for me.” Flynn turned to Althea, his hand at her elbow. “Allow me to show you the upstairs.”

The musty house seemed as though it had slumbered untouched for years. The drawing room furniture was heavy and the furnishings faded. They did not do justice to the fine proportions of the room.

Flynn drew a damask-covered chair closer to the fireplace for her, where a peat fire smoldered and spat. “I hope you’re not too disappointed.” He chose a scarred brown leather wing chair.

“No! Why on earth would I be?”

“The house is not at its best. Too long unoccupied. I haven’t been able to find a tenant.”

“I shall be very cozy here.” She removed her gloves and held out her cold hands to the warmth.

Quinn brought in a tray and placed it on a fine carved oak console table Althea did approve of. He moved the table nearer to her elbow, poured Flynn a whisky, stoked the fire, lit several silver candelabra placed on tables around the room, bowed, and withdrew.

“I suspect Quinn is a treasure,” she said. On the wall hung the portrait of a beautiful, fair lady dressed in a buttercup yellow gown fashionable in the last century. Althea had not noticed a portrait of this woman with those of the family in the grand hall. She was tempted to ask Flynn why but kept it for another time. She poured the tea into a delicate, floral Spode teacup from a matching teapot.

“Bread?” She offered him the plate of buttered bread, thick with raisins and sultanas.

He shook his head with a smile. “We call it barmbrack.”

She took a bite. “It’s delicious.”

Flynn ran an appreciative eye over her as she sipped her tea. “You do wonders for my drawing room.”

Althea suddenly had the urge to talk. She told him about her life with Brookwood, certain things she’d never intended to reveal to anyone. “When Mrs. Grimshaw came to see me, she told me Brookwood feared I would cuckold him.”

“I very much doubt you would have, Althea.”

“No, but he was a jealous man.”

Flynn frowned. “Fool. So, your marriage was ruined because of his immaturity?”

“There were many things.” It was as if a dam had been breached, the words flooding out like water. Althea spoke of losing her baby, the pain still surprisingly raw. “It was late, well after midnight when we left the card party. Brookwood became angry in the carriage and by the time we arrived home, his bad temper had worsened. He accused me of flirting with Lord Moore who’d remained at my side longer than Brookwood thought appropriate. Lord Moore’s heir had been born earlier that week, you see, and with my baby due in five months, I wished to know how the mother and baby fared. I couldn’t make Brookwood understand. He struck me on the stairs and I fell. Things went even more badly awry after that.” Dismayed at having said so much, she took a large swallow of tea before any more unpleasant revelations spilled from her lips.

Flynn cursed. His glass crashed down on the table, splashing Irish whisky over the surface. He took her hand in his warm, reassuring one, and entwined long fingers with hers. “Brookwood was both cruel and a fool. I am sorrier than I can say, Althea.”

The compassion in his eyes made her want to curl up on his lap. “I have put it all behind me.”

He studied her quietly. “Have you?”

“I believe so.”

“Then I’m glad.”

Quinn entered the room. “Dinner will be served in an hour, milord.”

“Have her ladyship’s maid sent to her room, Quinn.” He turned to Althea. “I’ll take you to your chamber to change.”

Candles in sconces cast a soft light over the dining room. They ate at a banquet-sized oak table. Oil paintings of landscapes and an excellent one of Greystones, hung in gilt frames around the walls. A pair of splendid mirrors framed the fireplace. Another fine room badly in need of a good clean, the tarnished silver lacking a good polish, the crystal dull.

Flynn read her thoughts. “I wish you could see the house as it once was.”

“It’s magnificent.” She tucked into a superb mutton pie topped with rich aspic jelly, which had followed an excellent clam stew. “These old castles have quite a history.”

“Not all of it good. I must show you the oubliette before I leave.”

She took a sip of wine. “Oh, please do, I’m intrigued. That’s a French word. What does it mean?”

“Literally, it means ‘forgotten place’. It’s a secret chamber in the dungeon.”

She shivered. “I don’t like the sound of that. What was it used for?”

“My ancestor’s hid their valuables there. I’m afraid they also locked up hostages from rival families in it sometimes and held them for ransom. A part of Ireland’s stormy history.”

“People were hidden there and forgotten?”

“I believe some were guilty of it.”

“I’m glad you didn’t inherit such cruelty.”

“It was the times, Althea. But the men in my family haven’t always behaved well. My grandfather gambled away most of our fortune, and the less said about my father the better.”

“That has all changed with you,” she said briskly. “The oubliette sounds horrible.”

Flynn grinned. “I’ll take you to see it after dinner. As a boy, I found it better to view during the night.”

She smiled. “Well, that tells me something about your boyhood. You were adventurous and perhaps a little naughty.”

His gaze sought hers. “I don’t believe I’ve changed that much.”

Althea laughed. “Perhaps not. I will enjoy setting things to rights here while you’re away. I have experience of managing a large house.”

“I cannot ask that of you.”

“I should like to. I must have something to do.” She smiled. “I’m not keen on sketching.”

His eyes clouded. “I’m afraid there’s very little money….”

“It would require only a small amount, but I hope it will stretch to a couple more servants.”

“Thank you. I had intended to employ more. I would be grateful if you took things in hand. The house needs a woman’s touch.”

“Your cook is another treasure.” She forked up a mouthful of feather-light pastry.

After a dessert of apples and walnuts topped with a sweet sauce, they returned to the drawing room, where coffee was served.

She studied the painting above them as she sipped the hot brew. The lady’s style of gown placed her in the latter part of the last century. “Your mother?”

“Yes.” His short reply offered her no invitation to continue.

Althea would not be fobbed off. After all, she had just revealed her deepest secrets. “Was she young when she died?” she prompted.

He sighed heavily. “No…as a matter of fact, my mother died very recently.” He hesitated, then withdrew a letter from his coat and handed it to her. “I received this just before we left England.”

As Althea read it, her heart grew heavy with sorrow for him. “It seems both our lives have been blighted by sadness, Flynn.”

“Indeed.” Flynn stretched his shoulders.

Althea understood that gesture. It was as if casting off a heavy weight. She wanted to reach out and draw him to her, not merely to satisfy her own need, but to bring him comfort. All her doubts about Flynn had fled. He was a good man, a fine man. What a pity his mother had not stayed to know him.

As he promised, Flynn took a branch of candles and led Althea down to the dungeon. At the bottom of the steps, he stood in front of a heavy wooden door. Holding the candelabra high, he unlocked it, and entered the dank room with a nervous Althea close behind. In the center of the room, Flynn lifted a trapdoor to reveal a narrow, sunken space beneath an iron grill. A ladder led down into total darkness, smelling of sour, dank air.

She flinched, imagining the despair of those imprisoned there. “They actually left poor souls down here?”

“I believe they did. Hundreds of years ago.”

With a shudder, Althea stepped back, away from it. Flynn dropped the trapdoor, but the chill followed them out into the passage.

She was relieved to see Flynn lock the door. She yearned to return to the light and air above them. This was far worse than the closet Freddie had locked her in when she was eight. Flynn took her arm and returned to the welcome warmth of the drawing room where she moved closer to the fire seeking to dispel the chill. “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow.”

“As soon as that?”

“I can’t let Crowthorne’s trail grow cold.”

“No. I suppose not.”

She fought to hide her disappointment. Through the gap in the curtains, darkness cloaked the landscape. The fire burned dully and the candles fluttered, the smoky air scented with beeswax. Shadows crept into corners. Grateful that Flynn seemed to sense her need for quiet, or perhaps wished it for himself, she nestled in her chair. It was companionable and peaceful, but a knot of unease tightened her throat. There was so much unspoken, unfinished, between them. And now time was growing short. Flynn was about to walk into danger once more. How many times could he emerge unscathed? She was terribly afraid for him.

“Flynn?”

“Yes?” He lifted his head, and his eyes swept over her.

Her heart lurched madly. She had never seen such yearning for her in a man’s eyes before. Desire, yes, covertness, but never this. She drew in a deep breath as she climbed to her feet.

“I believe I’ll retire.”

Flynn stood and took her hands. “I might not see you in the morning, Althea. I’ll leave very early.”

“God speed, Flynn.” She left the room.


Chapter Twenty-Six


It was close to midnight when Althea left her chamber. She held the candle high, her heart thudding. She’d thought of little else but this once she’d made up her mind. How foolish she’d been to be concerned about the opinions of others which had only served to keep them apart. She was prepared to risk her heart, to have this one time with Flynn, even though a future together seemed doubtful. He would go abroad at the king’s command, and she would return to her life in London once it was safe to do so.

When she reached his bedchamber door she faltered. Brookwood had accused her of being a poor lover so often she’d feared he’d been right. She’d taken no pleasure from the act. An urge to rush back to her bedchamber made her take several steps away down the corridor. But with Flynn, it would be different. Whenever she was near him, she wanted to touch him. She didn’t know much about pleasing a man it was true, but she wanted to try. “Coward!” she murmured and swiveled on her heel, walking back to grasp the door latch before she lost her nerve.

The enormous master bedchamber lay in darkness. Her candle barely lit the way across the carpet to the heavily carved, four-poster bed hung with crimson bed hangings. Flynn’s dark head lay on the pillow. She could hear his slow deep breathing. She would not wake him. With the plan to return to her cold bed, she retreated disappointed, while her body ached for his touch.

“Althea, is that you?” Flynn’s voice came out of the shadows.

“How did you know? I might have been a robber.” She came forward, the candle wobbling in her hand.

He sat up. “Robbers don’t tend to wear attar of roses. Is something wrong?”

The sheet fell to reveal his impressive chest, naked to the waist. The last of her inhibitions fell with it. He slept unclothed, she remembered and shivered with anticipation. Her confidence grew, and she boldly moved to the bedside. “No, nothing’s wrong, Flynn. I want to share your bed.”

His sleepy gray eyes widened and sparkled with warmth. “You are sure?”

“I am sure.”

“The fairies haven’t been whispering in your ear?” he asked with a laugh, his brogue growing heavier.

“Ireland has fairies?” she asked breathlessly. He was making this hard for her, and she’d begun to shiver.

He lifted the covers in invitation, revealing a further glimpse of his lean, finely muscled body. “Mm. None of them are particularly well behaved, but if one has brought you to my bedside, I am not about to complain. Quick, get in. You’re cold.”

“I need you to warm me,” she whispered. She set the candlestick on the dresser, then slipped her dressing gown from her shoulders. She had wanted him, perhaps since they’d first met, but it hadn’t seemed right until now. Flynn had crept beneath her defenses like no other man. She trusted him with her life and her heart. With an intake of breath, she pulled the nightgown over her head. She stood before him naked.

“Althea.” He reached out and drew her into the bed with a long, audible breath. “You’re so beautiful.” His voice filled with passion, sent heat racing along her veins.

Althea leaned into the welcome warmth of his arms as he pulled her beneath the covers. She breathed in his male smell, aware of the long, warm body beside her. She bit her lip on a rush of remembering, and she stiffened as her boldness deserted her.

He sighed when she moved to place space between them. “This is not merely gratitude, is it?”

“Certainly not.” It was her own driving need which had shocked her. She poked his side with a finger. “Do you think this is how I repay those who do me a kindness?”

With a laugh of pure joy, Flynn gathered her close, and his welcome warmth returned, making her aware of their differences, her body soft, his hard with muscle, bone, and sinew. “For a moment, I thought I was dreaming,” he murmured, his breath hot against her ear. “You’re like an angel with your hair down. If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake.”

“I don’t feel like an angel,” she said with a small laugh. Her desires were anything but angelic.

With a sharp intake of breath, he took her mouth in a passionate kiss, his hands stroking over her hip to cup her derriere and bring her closer, against that part of him which told her how much he wanted her. “I’ve ached for this.” He drew back to study her face. “Not your submission, never that, but for you to want me.”

“Oh, I do want you, Flynn.” How very true that was. He trembled when she ran her hand over the smooth skin on his chest, her fingers toying with the tuft of soft, dark hair. “So very much.” But her doubts still lingered. “I fear I might disappoint you.”

His eyes were gentle, understanding. “And I think I know why.”

“I failed to satisfy Brookwood.”

He huffed out a laugh. “What a liar that man was.” His gentle fingers trailed feather-light over her throat and breasts, sending tingles through her body.

“I didn’t love him, you see.”

“He didn’t give you much reason to love him, did he?”

“He said I was cold.”

“Did he satisfy you?”

She shook her head.

“Did he kiss you here?” Flynn circled a pebbled nipple with his thumb, then bent to caress it with his tongue. He shifted to the other breast, pulling the nipple into his mouth, gently nipping and sucking.

“No…” She moaned.

“And did he kiss you here?” Flynn’s hand stroked down over her belly to the vee of fair hair between her legs and cupped her sex.

“Certainly not!” Althea flushed and wriggled against his hand. When he teased at the nub, his gentle massage sent currents of exquisite feeling through her. He eased a finger inside her, and she moaned at the intense pleasure his hands produced.

“Some men are selfish in bed, sweetheart. A man and woman should satisfy each other.”

“They should?” It embarrassed her that she was so ignorant.

Flynn’s warm lips followed his hands, making her shiver and yearn and clutch his shoulders to draw closer. “I want to hear you cry out with pleasure,” he said, lifting his head, raw need in his eyes, his voice a soft growl. “And when you lie sated, I promise to let you sleep.”

Her lips quivered in a smile. “How thoughtful of you.”

“Then I shall wake you with the dawn and introduce you to more pleasure.”

“Oh, Flynn!” she murmured. She understood him now, what made him who he was, his vulnerabilities, his strengths, and his fears. And she loved him.

Flynn’s mouth covered hers in slow, drugging kisses. Sighing against his lips, Althea surrendered to his masterful seduction.
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Dawn light flooded through the gap in the curtains. A deliciously rounded, naked body was tucked beneath the curve of his arm.

“Althea?” Surrounded by a halo of pale hair, she looked very appealing, rosy, and warm. He grew hard watching her, breathing in her essence and the perfume she used, mingling with the lingering tang of sex. They had made love again during the night. Once she’d lost her fears, Althea had been a generous and passionate lover. He’d delighted in every moment and dreaded having to leave her.

Her blue eyes opened and a smile widened her lovely mouth. “Good morning. I recall you promised to tell me all about Irish fairies.”

“I’d rather make love to you.” He began to stoke down over her stomach.

She gasped and wiggled. “Fairies first.”

He kissed her, then leaned back on the pillow, his hands behind his head. “Well, let’s see. First there is the Dillahunt.”

“What are they?”

“They appear around midnight on feast days and festivals. Horsemen clad in a black cloak, always atop a snorting, wild steed galloping across the land.”

“How impressive.”

“And headless.”

“What? No.” Althea giggled and hit his chest. “You are trying to scare me.”

“You did wish to know, my lady,” Flynn said with a half-grin. “Shall I go on?”

“Yes, I’d like to forget about Dullahans. Tell me about some more.”

“Then there’s the cluricaun. They have the power to steal or borrow from humans and enjoy causing mischief by raiding wine cellars at night. They’ll steal dogs, sheep, goats, and even fowl, and ride them across the countryside.”

“Well I never.” She giggled and nestled into his side. “I don’t like the sound of them either. Aren’t there any pretty fairies?”

“Oh yes,” he said with a chuckle. “That would be the merrow. They love the sea like mermaids but have legs instead of a fishtail. And they’re beautiful.”

“That’s more like it.”

“You have to be careful when dealing with a merrow. Can’t trust them,” Flynn said with a laugh. “And don’t get me started on banshees. They might look like a young woman or even a hooded crow. If you hear them wail, someone is sure to die. Fearsome they are.”

“My goodness, you Irish are a terrible lot.”

Flynn rolled on his side and gathered her close.

“I must leave soon. I’d rather think this time can be better spent.”

“Oh? How?” She raised herself up on her elbows. The blanket fell away to expose her full, creamy-skinned breasts.

He drew in a breath as his groin hardened. “Allow me to show you.” Flynn pulled her back in his arms and rolled until she was beneath him.

Quinn knocked on the door. “Milord.” He called tactfully through the door. “As you requested, the carriage will be ready in an hour to take you to Dublin.”

“Dash it!” he murmured. “Thank you, Quinn. I’ll have coffee in the breakfast room when I’m dressed.”

Quinn scuttled off down the corridor, making a good deal of noise.

Flynn groaned and cradled her face in his hands. “I wish we had longer.” He pressed gentle kisses down her neck. “I need days, weeks, to make love to you.”

“I wish it, too.” She leaned back against the pillow, her hand on his nape, pulling him with her.

“When I return, my sweet, we will make up for lost time.” Flynn sought her mouth, his kisses hard and searching. He trailed kisses over her breasts, across her belly, and down.

“You’re not going to have time…” Her hands pulled at his hair. Then she gasped and clung to him. “Oh, that’s….”

Flynn twirled his tongue around the small bead as she writhed beneath him. Her body was slick with moisture, and she thrust her hips against him with increasing urgency. He couldn’t wait. He pulled her atop him, his hands on her hips, and with a groan of ecstasy, pushed his hard length into her warm, wet center.

Althea cried out and arched her back. Her full breasts bounced as she rose and fell against him, driving them both to the brink. When Flynn grew dangerously close to spending, he tried to pull away to spill his seed, but she kept him there, tightening her thighs against him, her hands on his chest as she held him with her gaze, riding him hard until they came together.

“I took no precautions. You might be with child,” he said while they lay as their breathing eased.

“No. The doctor said I was unlikely to have another baby.”

“Oh, my love,” he tenderly kissed her. He wiped away the tears on her cheek with his finger. “Deuce it, I must go, sweetheart. We will discuss this further when I return.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Flynn knew how difficult it was for Althea when she’d come to his bedchamber, and he now understood why she’d held suitors at bay. She’d been at the mercy of unscrupulous men, first her father’s betrayal, marrying her off to a known brute when she was barely out of the schoolroom, and Brookwood’s callous treatment. That she trusted him was something he held dear. He would never let her down. To have made love to her, made her his own, overwhelmed him. He wasn’t a particularly patient man, but he’d waited, hoping she would come to him.

When Crowthorne abducted her, and the shock that he might lose her tore through him like a physical pain, he’d come to realize it was love that he felt for her, not merely desire. Extraordinary how Althea gave his life meaning. He couldn’t bear the prospect of spending the rest of his life without her. But unless the king came up trumps, he had so little to offer.

As the carriage bore him through the countryside to London, he relived their passionate lovemaking. His pleasure knew no bounds when she responded to his caresses with a curiosity and a generosity of spirit, which years of Brookwood’s callousness had failed to extinguish. When they’d lain together, spent and exhausted, with sleep hovering, a declaration of love trembled on his lips, but he’d been afraid to utter the words. He could not ask her to marry him until his financial position improved, and who knew what lay ahead in his future. Her aunt would surely agree. He was aware of two, plump-in-the-pocket English lords who expressed a desire to marry Althea if she gave them an ounce of encouragement. Flynn groaned. He’d run his sword through any man who looked at her twice!

He watched the passing landscape through the window, impatient to reach London and finish what Crowthorne had started, while he pushed away the dread that the blackguard could evade him for months.

Flynn recalled he and Althea’s first meeting. A musical evening where the pianist plodded through a heavy piece which didn’t appeal to him. While he sat bored and restless and wishing himself elsewhere, she had entered the room. Then the evening greatly improved. He studied her with an appreciative eye, and had to admit, the hope of a possible conquest. She was dressed in a mourning gown which drained the color from some women’s faces but only served to highlight her fair skin and accentuate her lovely blue eyes. Attraction turned to curiosity. He was familiar with beautiful women, most of whom were very aware of their charms, but when he was introduced to Althea at supper, she talked to him with a naturalness and absence of vanity, which surprised him. In subsequent meetings, she batted away his attempts to woo her, refusing to take him seriously. The more he pressed, the more she eluded him. If he was honest, it wasn’t hurt pride so much that motivated him, but a desire to know her.

Now he sought her approval and needed to earn her love.

In Barnet, on the outskirts of London, the carriage drew into a coaching inn to change horses. Flynn went in search of a tankard of ale and a hasty meal. He sat drinking in the noisy, smoky inn parlor reeking of hops. The heavy sadness that settled on him whenever he visited Ireland had dimmed with his mother’s letter. Her loving words laid the ghosts to rest. He understood why she’d left without him, and no longer felt any anger toward her. Just a great disappointment that she hadn’t been in his life. That he hadn’t known her. Another surprise was his eagerness to tackle the much-needed improvements to the estate. An entirely realistic aim now that the king had promised a handsome recompense. And he wanted Althea beside him as his wife.

The search for Crowthorne had grown more difficult now that Barraclough could offer little help. The Home Office would not sanction a pursuit, and there was no point in appealing to Viscount Sidmouth, who was embroiled in his own affairs. If the runners failed to locate Crowthorne, Flynn would. If the man was allowed to go free, he and Althea would never know peace.

Hours later, the carriage crawled through the crowded London streets. Flynn wanted someone by his side he could trust. John, the Marquess of Strathairn, had been a consummate spy before he married Sibella Winborne. Then John had retired to York to breed horses. Flynn hoped to lure him back one more time. But John was busy with his own affairs and those of the country now he was in the House of Lords.

On arriving home, Flynn sat at his desk and penned a short note. He sent a footman to deliver it to Grosvenor Square, Strathairn’s London address. It was likely they would be in Town now that parliament was sitting.

The next evening, John walked into White’s Club accompanied by Guy, Baron Fortescue. Both men appeared to be in ruddy good health. Married life and months spent at their estates obviously suited them. Flynn suffered a flicker of envy.

He rose to greet them, his mood suddenly buoyant. “It’s a pleasure to find you two country gentlemen in Town. I hope I can persuade you to join me, Strathairn. I have need of your expertise to catch a criminal.” Flynn began to explain as they settled in leather armchairs to share a bottle of Scottish whisky.

“I should like to be a part of it.” Guy’s blue eyes were bright with suppressed excitement.

Flynn’s grin widened in response to the warmth and generosity of true friends. “I would consider myself most fortunate to have your help, Guy.”

Strathairn’s blue-gray eyes sobered. “I promised Sibella those days were behind me.” He grimaced. “At the time, I was more than happy to adhere to it.”

Flynn hid his disappointment. “I fully understand if you can’t.”

“I don’t believe I said I can’t.” Strathairn shook his head with a chuckle. “I’m not about to let a chance to freshen up my skills slip through my fingers. I shall just have to talk my lady wife around.”

“I believe I face a bigger task than you, John.” Guy huffed out a laugh. “I am married to Hetty. And what they say about redheads is true. They are fiery!”

“And you love it,” John said with a grin.

“Making up after an argument is always pleasurable,” Guy said. “I shall bring Hetty around.” He leaned forward. “Tell me more about this matter.”

“The king has requested that the secret must remain with us.” Flynn arched his brow. “But how long it remains a secret once he gives the jewel to his mistress is anyone’s guess.”

“As to Horace Crowthorne, I can’t say I’m surprised,” John said. “There’s always been speculation about how he made his fortune.” With a slow shake of his head, John glanced around. “An unscrupulous manipulator, he’s been unseated in Commons. Rumors of double dealings follow him.”

“Now he has stooped to murder,” Guy said, “he becomes more dangerous.”

“So, Churton didn’t turn traitor,” John said. “Knew it wasn’t true. He was a good friend of mine.”

Flynn nodded. “I couldn’t believe it of him either.”

A glint brightened John’s eyes. “What do you have in mind, Flynn?”

“I’m about to chase up the runners I sent on Crowthorne’s trail. Then we will act.” A surge of adrenaline quickened Flynn’s blood. Now, with these men at his side, the outcome looked far more promising.

The following day, Flynn was summoned to Carlton House where the king stalked among his toadies and minions, his hands clasped behind his back. “Ah, Montsimon. I’ve been at pains to decide how best I might reward you for your excellent work.”

Flynn straightened from his low bow. “I am eternally grateful for your generosity, Your Majesty.”

“As Europe stirs itself to worry us again, I intend to appoint you as ambassador to Spain.”

As the promise of a monetary reward faded, Flynn cleared his throat and searched for an appropriate response. “A fine appointment, Your Majesty.”

King George bowed his head. “There will be some opposition, of course, but no one can deny you’ve proved yourself eminently worthy of the position.”

Flynn felt his temper rise along with his temperature. He glanced around at the room, the king always kept too hot. It was filled with sweaty, overheated people whose discourse had died away, their eyes resting on him. Thankfully, no one of any note was present. “Might I have a private word, Your Majesty?”

With one gesture, the king sent them all scuttling from the room.

Flynn took a deep breath as his diplomatic skills vanished under the weight of disappointment. “I am honored by your trust in me, Your Majesty. I’m distressed at being unable to accept such an exalted position.”

“Not accept it?” King George’s blue eyes widened in disbelief. He stood, hands on hips, a haughty rebuke hovering on his lips. “Not accept it?” he repeated. “Have you lost your reason?”

“I don’t believe so, Your Majesty.” Flynn sought to make his refusal sound firm and final. “I plan to return to Ireland. My estate needs to be put to rights.”

The king narrowed his eyes. “Since when has that concerned you? You patently dislike the place, and, to my knowledge, seldom visit it.”

“My ancestors have lived at Greystones since the fourteen hundreds,” Flynn said.

“Well, of course they did. Where else would they have lived? But what of it?”

“It’s a fine estate. I prefer it not to fall into ruin.” Flynn stood rigid as all hopes of a financial recompense vanished along with his eloquence.

King George scowled. “We are most displeased, Montsimon.”

“I regret that most deeply, Your Majesty.”

“So you say.” King George flicked a bejeweled finger in Flynn’s direction. “Remove yourself from my sight.”

“In my defense, I can only say that recent circumstances have changed my view, Your Majesty.”

Flynn rose from his bow to find the king’s shrewd gaze on him. “Might there be a lady behind this astonishing change of heart, Montsimon?”

“I do have expectations in that direction.”

“Ha! And who is this paragon who has ensnared a man so determined never to marry?”

“Lady Brookwood, Your Majesty.”

King George rubbed his chin. “Brookwood’s widow. A pretty piece. Good figure.” He nodded. “Can she not accompany you to Spain?”

Flynn refused to take Althea to an unstable country racked by civil war where she would often be alone. “I’m afraid not.”

The light of understanding shone in the king’s eyes, and a small smile curled his lips. A man often distracted by a pretty woman, the king appeared to have recovered his humor, but was not moved enough to open the public purse. “Perhaps our loss will be the Irish parliament’s gain?”

“Should my country have need of me,” Flynn said with a stiff bow.

“I will be in Ireland next year to open the new port. Perhaps we shall stay in that stone pile of yours.”

Flynn bowed low. “I should be greatly honored, Your Majesty.”

Cursing, Flynn emerged onto Pall Mall. His financial woes had not abated and were now destined to get a good deal worse.
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Althea roamed the house, mentally rolling up her sleeves. She spent far too many hours dreaming of Flynn and their night together. She had expected him to be a consummate lover, but she never imagined lovemaking could be so… She had been so pleasurably exhausted she’d slept deeply, waking in the morning to find him beside her, naked, such a beautiful man. She shook her head. Enough! Such thoughts heated her body and made her yearn for him. Then fears for his safety rushed back to send her pulse galloping.

Desperate to distract herself, Althea had made a reconnaissance of all the rooms in present use. The wonderful proportions of the chambers were masked by ugly, dull, and dust-laden furniture, and worn, faded carpets. She planned to fill her days restoring order. She adopted a small room next to the breakfast room, which also looked onto the sheltered walled-garden where the climbing roses would be glorious in springtime.

She had a walnut desk moved in and a pretty, fuchsia-and-white striped sofa that she found in one of the bedchambers. She spent her evenings there embroidering chair covers. As she stitched, she tried not to think of Owltree Cottage in its ramshackle state, empty and sad. Once Crowthorne was gone, she would have to return there and somehow find the money to restore it.

Quinn came in with a bucket full of logs. He lit the fire every morning, and she always took her morning tea there while she made her plans for the day.

“We need more servants, Quinn,” she said, as he poked at the fire. “Shall we need to go to Dublin?”

Quinn stood as the flames caught. His eyes brightened. “There are some in need of gainful employment in the village. I can think of two who might suit.”

She smiled. “We’ll need more workers for the estate, and Cook requires scullery and kitchen maids. I would prefer to employ more experienced housemaids and a housekeeper with excellent references. A footman, too, to run errands for you and serve the meals.”

“Then it’s Dublin you’ll be wanting. There’s an employment agency in the town.”

“Gaffney can drive Sarah and me in the landau.”

“As you wish, milady.”

“What I really wish for today is a trip to the attic.”

He raised his brow. “I am thinking that’s not a good idea, milady.”

She frowned in disappointment. “Why? It’s not safe?”

“The timbers are sound enough, but ’twill be cloaked in a good layer of dirt and dust, and mice, to be sure.”

She laughed. “Is that all? Please tell Brigit to bring me one of her aprons.”

Quinn gawped.

Althea put her hands on her hips. “I am a farmer’s daughter. I am not afraid of dirt, hard work, or mice.”

A smile split Quinn’s face. “Then I’ll be showing you the way, milady.”

Althea followed the little man up four flights of stairs and through a tiny, double-locked door to an enormous area under the roof, where centuries of dirt and dust tickled her nose.

“Careful where you walk, milady,” Quinn said. “The floor might be weak in some places.”

The huge space was crammed with furniture, discarded bric-a-brac, broken crockery, and chests of old clothes. Quinn’s lantern illuminated several items Althea considered valuable. “It’s like a treasure trove,” she said, stepping cautiously over the floor. She opened a box, to find a beautiful fringed shawl in excellent condition. Perfect to throw over a chair to hide a stain.

Quinn rubbed his hand over his chin with a disbelieving look. “A treasure trove, milady?”

“Once the dust is removed and they’re polished, some of these pieces will be beautiful, Quinn.” Althea crouched down to examine a carpet of exquisite quality in soft blue and green hues. She thought it to be French. “We’ll need to unroll this, but most of it looks to be in surprisingly good condition.” She moved on to a card table with delicate legs from the previous century, the green baize top unsullied by moths. Rolls of beautiful fabric filled a box, perfect to swathe at the drawing room windows.

“To begin with, have O’Mainnin bring those downstairs.” She pointed to several pieces of furniture while wiping away a cobweb clinging to her hair.

Althea dusted her hands and followed Quinn down filled with a sense of energy she doubted she’d ever before experienced.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Flynn was pacing the carpet in his drawing room when his butler knocked and entered.

“A Mr. Wrightsbridge to see you, my lord.”

Flynn’s breath bottled in his chest and he sucked in air. “Send him up, Bellamy.”

The Bow Street runner, a whippet-thin man with a narrow, intelligent face, entered the room, hat in hand, his short sword at his side. A flintlock pistol was thrust into his belt. “I bring news, your lordship.”

Tense, Flynn nodded. “Sit down and let’s have it, Mr. Wrightsbridge.”

Wrightsbridge lowered himself carefully onto the brocade seat, his face grave. “I discovered your quarry was ’eading north. The trail led me to Liverpool.”

Flynn clutched the arms of his chair. “Bloody hell! Did you get him?”

“No, milord. Set sail ’ours before I got there.”

Flynn raked his fingers through his hair. “Where was the boat bound for? France? America?” Might that be the last of Crowthorne? He wished he could be sure of that.

“Dublin Port.”

“What!” Flynn leapt to his feet. “Why didn’t you send me word?”

“I sent a note before I left Liverpool, milord.”

“Dash it all. It’s yet to arrive,” Flynn cried.

Wrightsbridge scrubbed his face with his hands. “I’ve been on the road for days, milord, but as Crowthorne ’as left the country, I didn’t see the urgency.”

Flynn eyed the exhausted man. “Are you up to following him to Ireland?”

“I don’t work out of England, milord. Can’t speak for other runners, but it will take you precious time to find someone prepared to go.”

“You’re right, it will. I shall have to go myself.”

Wrightsbridge’s chin dropped. “Sorry, milord. I would have liked to deal with the excrement, snuff ’im out like a candle. If it’s any ’elp, ’e was easy to follow. Left a trail of destruction behind ’im.”

“Like what?”

“Abused ostlers and unpaid inn keepers, exhausted ’orses, ’im, and some rutterkin with ’im, said to be mean enough to rob God. Given a wide berth. Scared of ’im everyone was.”

When the man had left, Flynn sat at his desk. He penned two hasty letters to John and Guy, sanded them and sealed them with wax. Then he rang for his butler.

Bellamy came in holding a silver salver.

“Send a footman to deliver these immediately. Direct my valet to pack me a portmanteau. I shall be returning to Ireland directly.”

“Yes, my lord. Your mail.”

“Thank you. I rely on you and the housekeeper to keep the home fires burning. I’m not sure when I shall return. Have my valet throw those letters into the bag. I’ll attend to them later.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Bellamy left with nary a question. He was used to Flynn taking off for parts unknown, sometimes for half a year or more.

Flynn leaned back and stroked his jaw where a muscle jumped. Had Crowthorne run to Ireland to avoid Bow Street? He would face the rope for Churton’s death and the murder of his colleagues. Was it possible that he’d somehow learned that Althea was at Greystones? Flynn went cold at the thought.
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After a successful trip to Dublin where Althea engaged several more staff, she was kept busy, working with Mrs. O’Riordan, the new housekeeper. Together, they organized the maids. Cobwebs were removed from ceilings, carpets taken up and beaten, furniture polished, floors scrubbed, and windows washed. A strong, heavy-set fellow, O’Mainnin, continued to carry everything she wished to employ in the house down from the attic, while Quinn and Cook set the new additions to the staff at their tasks.

Every morning, Althea looked for word from Flynn. When none came, she began to lie awake at night, her mind too busy for sleep. Tired and frustrated, she wandered in the gardens and took to walking through the fields to the cliffs. The salty breeze greeted her as she stared out over the pounding waves toward the coast and England. If only he’d write and tell her what he’d discovered. Even if it was nothing, just to hear from him, to know he was alive.

“We are still in need of a footman,” Althea told Quinn. “The fetching and carrying can’t all be done by you and the maids, and O’Mainnin is at his best in the outdoors. I shall have to return to Dublin again tomorrow.”

After breakfast the following morning, Gaffney drove her and Sarah to town. The wind swirled around them and sent the clouds scudding across a sleet gray sky as they traveled through the lanes. They made excellent time, the roads having dried out after days of rain, but here in Ireland it rained even more than at home. Two hours later, she had engaged an experienced footman whose employer had recently died. He would join them in the following week.

Pleased that things had gone nicely to plan, she lunched with her maid in the hotel dining room where she and Flynn had enjoyed a meal on her first day in Ireland. As she gazed around at the people chatting at the tables, she realized how much she had changed. When she first arrived, she’d been very aware of how dissimilar the country and its people were to England, their accents foreign and the Gaelic one heard everywhere, indecipherable. But in a surprisingly short time, she felt at home here and would be content to remain for the rest of her days. She refused to dwell on that possibility, for Flynn had never shown the slightest desire to live here himself. Nor had he asked her to marry him.

It continually nagged at her that he had not. Surely the tenderness he’d shown her, the passion he had for her was love? Or wasn’t what he felt for her a strong enough emotion to change his mind about remaining single? He might just wish to return to the London season and become entranced by some other woman. It was like a stab to her heart to think it. But he had a reputation with the ladies. Was it possible he’d changed? How disloyal of her to question him. What was wrong with her? She didn’t just love him. She liked him, and her respect for him knew no bounds. Her worry for his safety nagged at her again. If only he’d send word. She put a hand to her stomach.

“Are you well, my lady?” Sarah’s eyes appraised her.

It was difficult to keep such a thing from one’s personal maid. It might be because she wasn’t sleeping, but Althea had missed her monthly courses, which came as regular as clockwork. It was too early to tell for sure. And even if she was enceinte, with her history, who knew if the babe would survive? If by the grace of God it did, and Flynn did not wish to marry her, she would raise it herself at Owltree. Despite her fears, she greeted the possibility with joy, impatient for Flynn’s return.

She sipped her coffee in the warm, aromatic dining room while she watched the crowded Dublin street beyond the window. A man paused in conversation with another. Even though his back was turned, he was obviously a gentleman, and the man who bent his head as if taking orders, was likely a servant. She was about to look away when the gentleman turned his gray head in her direction. Althea stiffened. Her hand shook and she put down her cup. Coffee spilled into the saucer.

Sarah looked at her anxiously. “My lady?”

“It’s all right, Sarah. I thought I saw someone I know.”

The man walked on out of sight around the corner. Might it have been Horace Crowthorne? Or was fear making her fanciful? Why Dublin, when his intention was to go to France? Cold logic didn’t prevent the chill threading through her veins and causing her to shiver. Might he have discovered she stayed at Greystones Manor? Entirely possible for it was difficult to keep such a thing secret if he made it his business to discover where she was. Would he come here after the diamond? Surely, he could not still believe she had it. “We must return home. Now, Sarah.” She rose to pay the bill.

Shielding her face with her parasol, Althea hurried with her maid to the landau. “Put up the hood, Gaffney, please, and take us straight home.”

As they left the town, Althea craned her neck to stare behind them. No one followed. She scolded herself for being foolish, but her trembling still hadn’t abated when they reached Greystones.

She scurried into the house, fear coiling like a serpent in her belly. “Quinn, if a man comes calling, I am not in residence. Sir Horace Crowthorne may go by another name. He is of middle years, gray-haired, heavily built, and has a hawkish nose and hooded eyes.” She shivered and rubbed her arms. “He might send someone else in his place, a shorter man, dressed like a servant.”

Quinn’s eyes grew wide and he stared at her askance. “You look so pale, milady. You’ve not been taken ill?”

“No, it’s just that…this man is dangerous. He wants something from me. Something I don’t have.”

Quinn drew himself up and his chest swelled. “I shall turn him away, milady, never fear.”

She did not want the fierce little man hurt. “You are not to oppose him. Let’s plan what’s best to do should he come here. You are to tell him I’ve returned to England with Lord Montsimon. If he refuses to believe you, invite him to search the house. We shall set up a lookout in the wood. O’Mainnin can fire off a gun. Crowthorne will expect him to be the gamekeeper. That will give me time to hide. But where?”

“He would not find you in the oubliette.”

She gazed at him, her heart thumping against her ribs. She couldn’t go down into that awful place. “Isn’t there anywhere else?”

Quinn shook his head. “The oubliette is by far the safest, milady.”

Althea slowly nodded. “Very well, the oubliette it is.”

“A wise decision,” Quinn said with relief. “I’ll be letting you out, milady, just as soon as I can.”

“But perhaps he won’t come.” Another horrifying thought turned her veins to ice. If Crowthorne was here in Ireland, where was Flynn?


Chapter Twenty-Nine


As good as their word, John and Guy responded immediately. With Flynn, they were on the road in Strathairn’s well-sprung carriage at first light the next day, his thoroughbreds making light of the distance.

They grabbed a quick meal at the coaching-inns on route when they stopped to change to the horses that John had sent ahead with a groom. Then they traveled through the night, armed against possible highwaymen, and napping in shifts. Fortunately, despite a mist sweeping over the landscape, the rain held off and the dirt-track roads remained passable. Three days later, they boarded a boat and were crossing the Irish Sea. They had made excellent time.

Flynn had barely drawn breath since their journey began. He grasped the rail, staring ahead as the deck slid and jerked beneath his feet. John, his greatcoat flapping in the bitter wind, came to stand beside him. “We’ll get him, Flynn.”

Flynn set his teeth. “Please God we aren’t too late.”

John shook his head. “Crowthorne won’t harm Althea. He wants the diamond.”

Flynn looked down at his white-knuckled fingers. “I’m afraid he’ll kidnap her again.”

“If he does, he won’t get far.”

Flynn met Strathairn’s steady blue-gray gaze. The big man had a way of putting him at ease. His calm, confident manner was born of years of experience in the field of espionage. Unquestionably, Flynn would trust him with his life. “I am indeed fortunate to have you and Guy with me, my friend.”

Strathairn winked. “If you think I wish to be anywhere else, you’re wrong. Although I’d like it to be for any other cause than this, I’m relishing being back in the game.”

“I can see that,” Flynn said with a faint smile.

Tense, controlled power coiled in John’s body, evident in his tight shoulders and the set of his jaw. He was spoiling for a fight. Flynn hoped he’d have his chance.

“We’ll need to get you out of Dublin unseen,” John said. “Crowthorne might have planted someone to watch the port.”

Guy made his unsteady way toward them, his long legs barely holding him upright in the severe swell. “I’ll be glad to get off this ship.” He pulled the scarf around his neck tighter. “I have no desire to develop sea legs.”

“Nor me,” John said. “Guy, I shall have to take that handsome scarf from you shortly.”

Guy laughed. “Do you plan to send me home to Hetty frozen solid?”

“Only for a short time when we reach Ireland. Flynn needs a disguise in case we encounter Crowthorne or one of his men.”

Guy grabbed his hat, before it could sail away in the wind. He ran his hand through his ruffled black hair. “An excellent notion.”

Strathairn pointed to where the misty haze softened the dark line of Irish coast. “We’ll be landing in Dublin Port in under an hour.”

“So tell me,” Flynn said, indulging in a little levity. “What did you two do to pacify your spouses, apart from the obvious?”

John chuckled. “I promised Sibella a trip to Ireland.”

Guy turned to him with a laugh. “I did the very same!”

Despite his anxiety, Flynn joined in their laughter. He allowed himself to dream a little. All of them together at Greystones Manor to witness he and Althea tying the knot.

Althea! A chill went through him. Was she safe? Would he arrive to find her completely unaware that Crowthorne was in Ireland? He prayed it would be so. He almost groaned aloud as bitter disappointment poisoned his thoughts. It looked increasingly likely that he’d have to cast himself on his knee before the king, expressing regret for his hasty decision. Would Althea wait for him if he was sent to Spain? Heaven knew how long he’d be gone. But how else was he to keep Greystones from crumbling into the ground? He tightened his jaw. All his plans were in disarray.
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Althea instructed Sarah to pack away all signs of her presence before she and Quinn descended to the dungeons. When Flynn had taken her there, the dark space seemed so oppressive she’d shivered and hurried away. He’d chuckled at her fears and assured her she would never have a reason to enter it. But now, it looked like she might, and without his reassuring presence. The prospect of going down into that dank place chilled her to her bones.

Quinn raised the trapdoor, and she stared into the narrow stone well through the grill, then shuddered and took a jerky step back, her hand to her mouth. It wasn’t just the chill, an ominous presence rose from the stone enclosure to embrace her, like pleading ghosts from the past beckoning her to join them.

Quinn eyed her anxiously. “I’ll have a warm blanket and a chair taken down there, milady, just in case.”

“Thank you,” she murmured. Please God she’d have no use for them.

She hurried away, feeling sick with nerves, while praying she was wrong, that seeing Crowthorne on that Dublin street was a flight of fancy on her part.

Several hours later, Althea had almost succeeded in banishing the worry from her mind. She busied herself supervising the cleaning of the gilt-framed portraits in the great hall. When a shot sounded, she stopped mid-sentence, holding her body still while she listened. Soon after, O’Mainnin’s second shot echoed across the fields. With a strangled moan, Althea spun and met Quinn’s worried gaze. Were her worst fears to be realized?

“Maeve, go down to the kitchen and stay there,” Althea ordered the maid as Quinn rushed off. He returned with her warm, wool redingote and helped Althea into it. “It might be anyone, milady,” he said soothingly. “The priest likes to call in for a cup of tea. O’Mainnin is a good fellow, but not the sharpest, would argue with a signpost, would O’Mainnin.”

She firmed her lips, knowing the staff looked for her to be in charge. “The servants are to remain in the servants’ quarters. Don’t forget what I said, Quinn. Do not try to be brave.”

“Don’t worry, milady,” he said. “I will do as you wish.”

Althea wasn’t entirely sure he meant it.

At the entrance to the oubliette, he handed the lantern to Althea and unlocked the door. Once inside, he raised the trapdoor and removed the grill. Heart thudding against her ribs, Althea turned and climbed onto the ladder. She forced herself to negotiate the rungs and took two steps into the stale, bitterly cold air. Quinn leaned down and handed her the pistol he’d fetched from the gunroom. He’d instructed her how to remove the safety catch but she was familiar with guns—she was a farmer’s daughter—although she doubted she could shoot a person.

Finally, her feet touched the damp stone floor, which felt like a frozen lake beneath her shoes. The clang of the grill closing reverberated around her abnormally loud. “I wish you’d taken the lantern, milady.” Quinn’s voice floated down.

“No, a light might be seen.”

“As soon as I get rid of them, I’ll return.”

“Quinn?” The trapdoor banged shut. He had gone.

Her breath whooshed out of her lungs. The lantern gone, she could barely see her hand. The narrow window opening was a mere slit high up in the wall and did little to provide fresh air or lighten the gloom. The shadows took on menacing shapes. She dragged fusty air into her lungs, and sank onto the chair and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders, seeking warmth and a protective covering. Tormented souls had suffered here, and some had died. Concentrating on her breath, she fought to slow the frantic beating of her heart and prayed Quinn wouldn’t do anything rash.


Chapter Thirty


When Flynn’s carriage passed through the tall gates of Greystones Manor, John took his fine pair of Manton’s pistols out of their case and checked them. He handed a gun to Guy. The men searched the dense woodland bordering the road, alert for any sign of trouble as their carriage trundled on.

When they rounded a bend, a giant carrying a shotgun lurched from the trees onto the road. The horses were pulled to a stop, plunging and rearing. “It’s my man. O’Mainnin!” Flynn yelled. He threw open the door and leaped onto the road.

The big man loped up to Flynn. “A carriage passed through ’ere a short time ago with two men inside, milord.” He scowled, drawing in great gasps of air. “We was expecting them, ’cause her ladyship spied the blighter in Dublin. I got off two warning shots. I’m on my way to the ’ouse.”

“Jump aboard, O’Mainnin.” Flynn climbed back inside. “Crowthorne has found his way here, but Althea was expecting him! Let’s hope that gives us more time.”

O’Mainnin scrambled onto the box, and the coachman urged the horses on with a crack of his whip. They careered along the rutted forest road. The sky lightened as they emerged from the trees into parkland. Moments later, the wall bordering the formal gardens came into view.

“Let’s turn this to our advantage and surprise them,” John said. “How far to the house?”

“We’ll be within sight after the next bend,” Flynn said. “We’d best stop here.” He banged on the roof, and they filed out of the carriage before it came to a stop. “Go to the stables, O’Mainnin. Warn Gaffney. Both of you keep away from the house.”

With John and Guy following, Flynn ran through the gardens and entered the lime walk. They emerged from the trees, and keeping their heads low, crossed the terraced area and skirted the fountain. They followed the beech hedge toward the front aspect of the mansion. There was a wide lawn which offered little cover ahead. Flynn peered through the branches and swore under his breath. An armed man stood guard at the front door.

“I’ll distract him, tell him my horse went lame back on the road,” Guy said.

“I don’t like it, Guy…” Flynn began, but Guy was already on the move.

“Shoot him if he looks at you twice,” John urged in a low voice. “We’ll be close behind you.”

Guy set off at a fast gait down the carriageway and soon approached the house. The man at the entry leveled his gun at him. He called out.

“No need for that mon ami.” Guy raised his hands and continued toward the armed man.

Flynn and John darted to the rear of Crowthorne’s carriage while Guy burst into outraged, excitable French. The man’s mouth fell open. He stared, engrossed. “Speak English, ye heathen, or you’re dead,” he yelled and took aim.

Guy dropped to a crouch as John stepped clear of the carriage. His shot brought the rogue down. The man rolled to the bottom step and sprawled there, unmoving.

Guy walked over and nudged him with his foot. “Dead.”

Inside the great hall, Quinn lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, blood gushing from a wound on his forehead. Flynn knelt beside him. “He’s alive, thank God.”

Had Crowthorne found Althea? She would be hiding somewhere. Surely they would’ve left if that were so. Flynn sprinted to the stairs. “We’ll spread out,” he called as he ran. “I’ll take the upper floors, John, you take the ground, Guy, see what you can learn from the staff. Keep them all out of the way and do what you can for Quinn.”

Flynn reached the landing and raced along the corridor to Althea’s chamber. Empty. Doors banged back revealing empty rooms as he ran, calling her name. No answer. His heart beating, he threw open another door, his mind dealing with the facts as he found them. She’d had time to strip her bedchamber of her possessions and arrange a signal to alert them when Crowthorne was on his way to the house. Therefore, she would’ve had time to choose a hiding place. But where? The oubliette. Would she go down there? She’d turned away in horror when he’d shown it to her. Hardly daring to breathe, Flynn ran down the winding stone stairs. The dungeon door was locked, the key gone. Did Quinn have it? Damn, he wished he’d thought to check him for it. He would have to go back.

Flynn spun around.

The loud blast of a gunshot echoed hollowly around him. Surprised, Flynn crashed back against the wall. When his legs failed to hold him up, he slid to the floor. A dark mist began to blanket his sight, and he could just make out Crowthorne aiming a kick at his side as he stepped over him. The key in his hand, Crowthorne laughed and stood at the dungeon door. Flynn felt his blood drain from his body, his pistol wavering in his weak arm. He raised it in Crowthorne’s direction while he fought to make his useless fingers work. Then he knew no more.

[image: *]*

Had she heard gunshots? Not knowing what was happening made her bite her lip in frustration. Althea feared for Quinn and the other servants. Crowthorne wouldn’t care who he shot. He could hold them for ransom and demand to know where she was. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

She shivered violently, her clothes damp, the dank air filling her lungs. Goosebumps sprung up on her arms. At the bang of the trapdoor, she started. It was too dark above her to make out who was at the top of the ladder. She didn’t dare cry out for it could be Crowthorne. Had he tortured poor Quinn to find out where she was? Not able to stand it a moment longer, she jumped up from the chair dropping the blanket. She edged backward and came up against hard cold stone. Please let it be Quinn! All they need do is light a lamp and they would discover her here. There was nowhere to hide. She removed the safety catch from the pistol and waited.

At the clank of the grill, she held her ground, taking huge breaths to steady herself.

A dark shape appeared on the ladder.

She stepped forward and raised the gun.

“That’s quite far enough. Declare yourself, or I’ll shoot you,” she said, forcing the words out with a gasp.

“Please don’t shoot, Lady Brookwood,” a pleasant voice said. “It would be an embarrassing way to die.” The big, fair-haired man came swiftly down the ladder. “And I’ve no doubt you want to leave this cursed place.”

“Lord Strathairn!” She choked the words out. He reached her as her legs crumpled.

She gripped his arm. “Just as well I didn’t shoot you,” she said with relief. “I thought you were Crowthorne.”

“I’m glad to hear it wasn’t something I’d done to upset you,” he said. “Allow me to assist you up the ladder.”

It should’ve been Flynn. “Where is Lord Montsimon?”

“He has been injured, but he lives, my lady.”

“What happened!”

“He was shot. We have sent for a surgeon.”

Althea gasped. “Take me to him, please.”

Strathairn’s strong hands pulled her out through the hatch. When he led her out the dungeon door, Althea stumbled. A crumpled body lay against a blood-spattered wall. Crowthorne’s head had sunk onto his chest, his eyes blank.

“Flynn shot him,” Lord Strathairn said in a brisk tone. “Made a dashed good job of it in the circumstances. It appears Crowthorne took him by surprise.” He hurried her past Crowthorne’s body.

They reached the stone stairs leading upward. “How badly hurt is he? Tell me the truth, please.”

“I have every confidence he will rally. Hard to keep a man like Flynn down. He’s been taken to his chamber,” Lord Strathairn said in a calm voice.

Was he merely placating her? Gasping, she hurried ahead of him.

In his chamber, Flynn lay still in the four-poster bed, his face far too pale. Althea was relieved to find his hand warm when she held his palm to her cheek.

“I’ve bandaged him the best I could until the doctor comes.” Lord Fortescue drew a chair up beside the bed for her. “Fortunately, there’s no need to dig for the ball. It passed right through his shoulder.”

“Do you know what happened?”

“We gather that Crowthorne forced his way in. Flynn will tell you everything when he wakes.”

She studied the neat strapping binding Flynn’s shoulder and chest. “You have some expertise, I see, Lord Fortescue.”

“I had much practice during the war.”

“You’ve had a trying time, Lady Brookwood. Can I order tea for you, or something stronger?” Strathairn asked.

“Thank you, but I’m all right. Where is Quinn? Are the servants safe?”

“Quinn was injured when they broke in, but he’ll recover,” Strathairn said.

Althea’s eyes filled with tears. Quinn had tried to protect her. “But he will recover?”

“He will. Just a bad headache.” The baron placed a light hand on her shoulder. “And try not to worry about Flynn.”

She bit the inside of her lip so hard she tasted blood. Flynn’s dark eyelashes fluttered on his cheek. His chest rose and fell with each shallow breath. She placed her hand on his forehead. “You are sure?”

“As I say, I’ve tended many wounded. For you to be here when he wakes will be the best medicine.”

“He is fortunate indeed to have such friends by his side.” Althea gazed up at Strathairn. How grave he looked. Was the baron merely trying to ease her worry? “I shall take care of Flynn,” she said. “I’m sure you both could do with a drink. There’s Irish whisky in the drawing room.”

Strathairn bowed. “An excellent idea. I’ll endeavor to get tea sent up. The servants are rushing around like headless chickens, I’m afraid. Lord Fortescue and I will await the surgeon downstairs.”

Still holding Flynn’s limp hand in hers, Althea sat in the quiet room, her eyes remaining on his face. He couldn’t die. She loved him. God would not be so cruel.

A flustered maid brought in the tea tray. Althea sipped the brew to moisten her dry throat. Barely tasting it, she put the cup in its saucer.

Flynn’s eyes opened. He peered dazedly at her. “Althea!”

“Oh, my love.” She impatiently swiped at the tears beginning to cloud her vision.

His face twisting in pain, Flynn struggled to sit up.

“Please don’t move, darling. The surgeon will be here soon.” She poured a half-glass of brandy that Lord Strathairn had sent up with the tea and added a dash of water to it from a jug on the dresser. She supported Flynn, adding a pillow behind his head. He drank a little, and color flooded back into his face.

He laid his head back on the pillows. “Crowthorne?”

“Dead. You shot him.”

Flynn’s brow lifted and his eyes widened. “I did?”

“According to Strathairn.”

His smile became a painful grimace. “I have you here, safe, that’s all that matters.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“I will later. I love you, Althea.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I have for a long time. You must forgive me for my tardiness. I’m a slow-witted fellow.”

She smiled as hope warmed her. “That you are not.”

“I want to marry you, for us to share our lives together…but the king’s grant was not a financial one. I remain a very poor bargain.”

Althea raised an eyebrow. “You’ve changed your mind then? You wish to marry an heiress?”

“No!” He huffed out a painful laugh. “Good God no!”

“Then we shall manage.” She would wear rags and starve just to be with him.

“The king wishes me to become ambassador to Spain.”

Her heart leapt. “Then we will go to Spain.”

“Spain remains far too dangerous.” He frowned “Will you wait for me?”

“No, I will not. I shall come with you. You shan’t get rid of me that easily.”

“We’ll discuss that later,” he said, smiling slightly.

“I mean it Flynn. You’ll not leave me behind.”

He sighed. “I expect you’ll wish to live in England. Not here in this shabby place which is impossible to clean and heat.”

“I love this house. You haven’t had a chance to appreciate my improvements.”

A grin tugged at his mouth. “What have you done?”

She told him of her small touches and her plans for further improvements.

He ran a finger along her cheek. “How lucky am I?”

“I love you, Flynn.” She leant over him and carefully pressed her lips to his. Flynn’s good arm came around her and, with a soft moan, he deepened the kiss.

“Begorra!” The door had opened to admit the surgeon carrying a leather case. “I was called to attend a man at death’s door. That cannot be you, my lord?”

Lord Strathairn, who followed the doctor in, grinned and nodded at Flynn, then left the room again.

“How are you Dr. O’Leary?” Flynn smiled. “It’s been a long time.”

“I’m in fine fettle, but what about you?” The surgeon approached the bed. “I would’ve preferred our meeting to be under better circumstances.”

“This is Lady Brookwood, doctor. My betrothed.”

Dr. O’Leary bowed his head. “My felicitations, my lady. Now let’s see to this wound, or you will make for a sorry bridegroom.” He removed his half-hunter from his waistcoat pocket and took hold of Flynn’s wrist. “I won’t need to bleed you. And I see someone who knows a thing or two has strapped you up. A shame I must remove it.” He opened his bag.

“Will he be all right, Doctor?” Althea watched him cut away the bloody bandages.

The doctor leaned over Flynn, examining the wound. “He’s a strong, healthy specimen. A clean wound by the look of it, so, baring infection, I believe so.”

“Do you need my assistance?”

“No, my lady. All is well.”

“Then I’ll leave you to treat his lordship,” Althea said, the relief making her voice tremble. She left the room before she cried again. She hurried down to see how Quinn fared. Flynn loved her. He had asked her to marry him. He must get better. He must!


Chapter Thirty-One


Early spring, County Wicklow

A month had passed since Flynn had been shot and their lives rid of Sir Horace Crowthorne. As the days grew warmer, Flynn recuperated in the sheltered walled garden, drowsing with a book in his lap while the new inhabitants, Jet and Spot, having sorted their differences, stretched out at his feet and Althea fussed around him. He liked being fussed over, he discovered, and suspected he’d become a bit of a fraud. He was well enough now to ride and intended to take Althea over the estate later today.

Flynn looked up and smiled as Althea crossed the stone paving toward him. She was so beautiful in a blue and white spotted gown and flowery straw hat she took his breath away. “I bring your mail.” She took the chair beside him as he sorted through the correspondence.

“John writes that he and Sibella will be here for the wedding,” Flynn said. “As will Guy and Hetty.”

“And Aunt Catherine. How absolutely perfect,” Althea said with a sigh.

“The house will be filled with guests again.” Flynn’s concerns for his finances returned to plague him. He hated that he couldn’t afford to take Althea to Paris for their honeymoon. And if the king decided to visit, Flynn would be hard strapped to put him up in fine style. And then there was Owltree Cottage. He knew it meant a lot to Althea. She would want to spend a part of the year there. He desperately needed the funds to restore it.

“What other news does John have?” she asked, moving her chair closer and leaning against him.

“His sister, Eleanor, is returning to London from Devon and his younger sister Georgina intends to find her a husband.”

“I hope she does. Eleanor is a wonderful woman. She should not remain a widow.” Althea smiled at him. “No woman should miss what marriage has to offer.”

He grinned, recalling their earlier time spent in bed. “And a mutual friend of ours, Andrew Hale, Duke of Harrow, is to return to England from Vienna. He was posted there some years ago after his wife died.”

“I remember. He has two children.”

“Yes. He was heartbroken to lose his wife. Quitted England and has seldom returned.”

Althea stood. “I’ll send for some coffee.”

He studied a letter from Italy. “No, wait a moment, Althea.”

He broke the seal and unfolded the letter. “Good lord.” Flynn read in silence, almost disbelieving its contents.

“What does it say?” she whispered, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s from my mother’s solicitors. Apparently she left a will which has now passed through probate.” His voice shook with disbelief. “I knew she’d gained a divorce from my father after leaving Ireland. She then married Timothy Keneally. What I didn’t know was that after Keneally died, she wed again, this time to an Italian baron and became Baroness de Mondroni. Her husband died a year before she did. Because the baron had no issue, she has left me property in Florence and rather a lot of money.”

“My goodness!” Althea’s lovely eyes widened. “Only fancy, she became a baroness. Perhaps her life was an agreeable one.”

“I like to think so,” Flynn said. He pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her.

Althea leaned against him. “Your mother loved you, Flynn.”

He felt her tremble in his arms and turned up her chin to kiss her. “I do believe she did, my love.”

After breakfast, Flynn took his first ride and relished every moment as he escorted Althea around the estate. The tree branches were painted with green buds, the air sweet with blackthorn covered in white blossom, and the first daffodils buds had sprung up in the hedgerows. The fields would soon be a mass of wildflowers.

“Let’s ride to the cliffs,” Althea said. “I often walked there when you were away.”

They trotted their mounts over the pastures, skirting bramble and wild broom. At the cliffs, they dismounted.

His arm around Althea, Flynn nodded toward the horizon. “We shall have to go back to England soon to settle things, Owltree Cottage among them. I haven’t forgotten how much you love it. We can spend part of the year there if you wish.”

“I still love Owltree Cottage, because it was the one thing I had to sustain me through the difficult times. I clung on believing I’d find peace there, but my life is with you, wherever that takes us.” She laughed. “And perhaps it wasn’t perfect peace that I really wanted.”

Flynn cupped her chin and bent to brush a kiss against her lips. He felt so tender and protective toward her. “I can’t guarantee our lives will ever be peaceful. There are great changes ahead here with the dissolution of the Irish Parliament.”

“I know how much you wish to be part of it, Flynn. We’ll face together whatever life levels at us. As we did Crowthorne and his cronies.”

She slid an arm around his waist and they stood for a moment watching the gulls soar overhead, their shrill cries almost lost beneath the sound of pounding waves, before mounting and riding back to the house. Soon, guests would begin to arrive. Sunday was their wedding day.


Epilogue


Sunday, the wedding

The rain clouds had drifted out to sea and the day dawned fine. A sign of good luck for the beginning of their life together.

When Althea came down the stairs, Flynn’s heart warmed with pride. How exquisite she looked in her Indian muslin gown wrought with silver, a wreath of wildflowers in her hair. She held a horseshoe bound in white satin ribbon that one of the maids had given her for luck.

In the small Greystones village church, Althea’s loving gaze told him everything as he spoke the words he never expected to utter. “By the power that Christ brought from heaven, mayst thou love me. As the sun follows its course, mayst thou follow me. As light to the eye, as bread to the hungry, as joy to the heart, may thy presence be with me, Oh one that I love, ’til death comes to part us asunder.”

After signing the registry, they emerged to find their friends and a determined crowd of villagers waiting outside the church, their hair and clothes whipped about by the fresh sea wind. They stopped to greet each one of them in turn before climbing into the landau. “Take the long way home from the church, Gaffney,” Flynn instructed.

Her brows knitted. “Why the long way?”

“For good luck.”

“It won’t be good luck if the rain clouds return.” She laughed. “You are teasing. I doubt you believe in such things.”

“I do.” He pulled her close and lowered his voice. “But I have a quite different purpose in mind. Everyone awaits us back at the house, and I wish to kiss my bride in private.”

She shook her head, but her smile broadened in approval.

That evening, Flynn stood with Althea at the front door, his arm around her waist as they waited to welcome more guests. The glow of braziers curved along the driveway to where the first of the carriages appeared. He glanced up at the night sky. Thin clouds veiled the waxing moon. “A growing moon, another sign of good fortune.”

“You Irish are so superstitious.” Althea’s voice was tinged with laughter. “Brigit told me I was not to wear green and that I must never take both feet off the floor when we’re dancing. It’s because of the fairies, apparently.” Joy bubbled up in her laugh. “I might be spirited away by the little people.”

He chuckled. “I’m not about to risk that happening. You are more persuaded by these superstitions than you pretend. What about the satin horseshoe?”

“Brigit meant well. I didn’t wish to offend her.”

He raised an eyebrow. “A likely story.”

Her eyes danced. “We have our superstitions in England. And I saw no sense in taking unnecessary risks.”

“When you look at me like that, I want to kiss you,” Flynn said. He tightened his arm around her, pulling her soft body against his. “Again and again. Until you grow tired of me.”

“Silly man. I shall never grow tired of you or your kisses. You might kiss me now, but our guests have begun to arrive.”

The new footman, resplendent in uniform, stepped down to perform his duties with suitable gravity. He had been a welcome addition to the staff, freeing Quinn, having regained his health and vigor, to scuttle about behind the scenes.

Friends had come from England, and the house had been filled with bright chatter for days. King George sent his felicitations, along with delicate confectionaries like works of art from his patisserie chef and boxes of French champagne. Lady Catherine, recently returned from the Continent, arrived, and gave her warm approval, after stating that Flynn could afford to hire more staff and make further improvements after she died. Flynn suspected the service was not what she was used to. No doubt, she’d hoped her niece would choose to marry a wealthy Englishman.

The woodwork in the great hall had been polished until it shone and the fine crystal chandeliers sparkled. The air was a blended bouquet of smoky beeswax, flowers, and the ladies’ perfume. His mother’s portrait now hung where it belonged amongst his ancestors. Under the newly expanded staff, the house ran smoothly. The small feminine touches Althea had wrought made Flynn proud to welcome his friends to his home.

And they had all come.

Flynn and Althea cut the cake as the Irish Wedding Song was sung. Then Dr. O’Leary stepped forward. He raised his glass. “May all your joys be pure joy and all your pain champagne.”

Glasses clinked, and a cry “Sláinte!” resounded throughout the room.

After the newlyweds were toasted with honey mead, the champagne flowed, and a trio in the musician’s gallery struck up a waltz. Applauded by the guests, Flynn swung Althea into the circle of his arms. Her beautiful blue eyes held his. “Do you remember the first time we danced?”

“I remember every moment spent in your company.”

She grinned. “I hope you don’t. I was rather rude.”

“Were you? I didn’t notice.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry for it now.”

“You have many years ahead to make amends.” He drew her closer. “Beginning tonight.”

“Yes, tonight.” Her smiled promised such delight that Flynn’s body tightened. He tamped down his impatience and gazed around at the friends who had come to wish them well.

Guy’s wife, Horatia, spun by in her husband’s arms, her brown eyes full of mischievous laughter. Earlier, she had confessed to Flynn that she hadn’t the heart to scold a wounded man for taking her husband on a dangerous mission. Flynn was confident that Guy would settle down once more on his estate, already deeply involved in modern methods of farming.

“I like Hetty’s brown dress,” Flynn said. “Unusual.”

“Hetty has the figure to carry off such a gown,” Althea said with a sigh. She wrinkled her nose. “And brown is hardly a good description. It’s mustard silk and taffeta. Did you take note of her ankle-length tippet? It’s the first stare of fashion.”

He raised an eyebrow. “It is? I must compliment her on her style.”

“She has such a trim waist. I suspect she is wearing one of the latest corsets.”

“Then perhaps I won’t. I don’t wish to encourage the fashion,” Flynn said. “And what might Sibella’s gown be called?”

“Delicate gauze like a spider’s web threaded with gold. She looks like she might float away. I always wanted to be taller.”

“Isn’t it lucky that you weren’t, when I like you smaller?”

“You said talking to me gave you a crick in the neck,” Althea said as they turned on the floor.

“I have given considerable thought to that.” Flynn smiled. “We shall lie down to talk.”

“Oh you.” Her blue eyes danced. She looked so fully alive that he pulled her hard against him.

In a froth of apricot, Sibella swirled by on John’s arm. She had not sought Flynn’s promise that John would never be required for such a venture again. A canny woman, she no doubt knew John was not a man to be managed. Unlikely he’d reenter the spying game though. Nowadays his was a voice to be heard in Parliament, already shaping up to be the equal of his father, something few had anticipated. Flynn highly approved. If only he could have such a future for himself here in Ireland.

Flynn breathed in Althea’s perfume, attar of roses. After the dance, he escorted her from the floor. They went to speak to friends, as many would be gone tomorrow, and he very much doubted he and Althea would make it to breakfast.
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The house was quiet when Althea entered their bedchamber in her dressing gown. Flynn sat by the fire in his patterned silk banyan. She was nervous. She’d saved her news for this moment. She went and climbed onto his lap, reaching up to stoke back his thick hair from his brow. “I have something to tell you.”

His arms came around her. “It can’t be…”

“Yes. When we make our plans, we have another whose needs we must consider.”

He leaned back to study her face. “A baby?” He inhaled sharply. “Darling! You’re sure?”

She nodded, her smile widening. “I didn’t believe it possible, after… I’m in my third month. I waited to be sure before I told you. I want so much for it to be true. To give you an heir.”

“Let the future take care of itself. A daughter is as welcome as a son.” He rested his head against her breast. “I just want you here with me, safe and in good health.”

She stroked his hair. “I’m in perfect health, Flynn.”

He framed her face with his hands and pressed his lips to hers. “My love. I’m so grateful you took a chance on me.”

“I never wanted anyone but you. You drew me out of my fog of despair and banished my sad past with your humor and your kindness and your love. You make me feel alive, Flynn.”

His arms wrapped tighter around her, and his mouth plundered hers. She opened her mouth to his, tasting of heat and champagne. As a yearning ache spread low in her abdomen, she wiggled against him, warmed by the heat of his body, and wanting more. Intense desire flared between them. “I want you so much,” she murmured, giving in to the delectable sense of expectation and demanding need that washed over her.

He picked her up and carried her to the bed. Laying her down, he stripped off his banyan. Tall and lean, the perfection of his olive skin was marred only by the puckered redness at his shoulder. It was a badge of courage. She reached for him, her heart full.

The End

Please enjoy an excerpt from The Marquess Meets His Match.


Prologue


Katharina Bancroft looked around the home she’d lived in all her life for the last time. Memories of a happy childhood lingered as she shut the front door and led her old governess down the path to the waiting yellow chaise.

“My dear Kate. What will become of you?” Nanny sniffed into her handkerchief. “Your father would never have wished such a fate to befall you. But then he did not expect to shuffle off this mortal coil so soon, and your dear mother, too.”

Nanny was fond of Shakespeare and employed the language from the bard’s plays in everyday speech as Kate’s father had done. It just served to make her think sadly of her parents now resting below ground. She stiffened as tears welled up in her eyes again. She really must get some backbone. But when she thought of the ordeal ahead, she struggled to tamp down her fears. She had no idea what awaited her in Cornwall. She drew in a shuddering breath and escorted the elderly lady through the gate to the hired chaise which would take her to her sister’s home in York.

Kate assisted Nanny inside the carriage and the coachman shut the door. “You are not to worry about me, Nanny,” she said through the carriage window. “You must enjoy your new life with your sister. I shall be perfectly all right.” She glanced behind her at the grand coach with the St. Malin crest emblazoned on the doors where a liveried footman was loading her trunk and bandboxes. “After all, my godfather has sent his coach to collect me.”

“Indeed, my dear. Now don’t forget to write to me. You are an excellent correspondent. I believe I have taught you well and shall greatly look forward to your letters.” Nanny’s handkerchief fluttered from the window as the coachman moved the horses on.

Kate waved until the chaise was out of sight, a heavy ache in her heart. She turned and walked over to the coach and the waiting footman. Cornwall seemed like the end of the earth, and why the Marquess of St. Malin requested her presence remained a mystery.


Chapter One


Cornwall, 1786

The carriage rocked as it traveled the road along the cliff. Kate grabbed the window frame with one hand and the edge of her seat with the other, to hold herself steady. She was nervous in a vehicle at the best of times, made worse after her father’s carriage careened off a bridge in Oxford.

Kate reminded herself that this coach her godfather had sent was a fine one. She was exhausted after being thoroughly jolted about for three days. It had been impossible to sleep in the inns where the coach stopped for the night. They were most dreadfully noisy, and the looks men gave her when she ate in the dining room caused her to lie awake with her gaze fixed on the chamber door, despite having locked it and placed a chair against it. She stiffened when the coachman’s curse was followed by a crack of the whip. The rugged coastline was different from anything she’d ever seen. Through the misty rain, she glimpsed the dark gray sea swirling around the blackened rocks. The lack of discernable color in the landscape reminded her of the drab-colored mourning clothes she’d worn, and the rhythmic boom, boom, boom of the waves filled her with the same dread she’d experienced when a tolling church bell signaled a village disaster like the fire which had spooked her father’s horses and ended her parents’ lives.

In an effort to overcome the fear of tumbling to her death, Kate pulled her cloak closer, and directed her thoughts to what might await her at St. Malin Castle. Unfortunately, this produced anxieties of a different sort. The last time she’d seen her godfather, the Marquess of St. Malin, was when she was fifteen. She remembered him as tall with a long thin nose which made him appear haughty. Her father had saved St Malin’s life when he fell overboard during a boat race on the River Cam in Cambridge, and despite their different stations in life, they’d continued to correspond regularly.

Now, at twenty years of age, her fate lay in this marquess’ hands, for apparently, he said as much to her father years ago. Papa made mention of it in his will. And a letter addressed to her with the waxed St Malin seal came shortly after her father’s funeral. Then the coach had arrived. The marquess seemed keen to keep his promise. Whatever that entailed. Kate was grateful for his kindness, of course, but would much have preferred to remain with Nanny in Oxfordshire. That was impossible, for her father left very little money. Poets were not good at business, and he’d lost a considerable amount of money on the ’Change. Subsequently, her childhood home had been sold to pay off the debts.

The coach reached a bend in the road, and the sheer stone walls of the castle loomed ahead, the outline of its battlements imposing against the darkening sky. At the sight of the massive structure, a prickling sensation rose up her spine. Kate half expected to see knights in armor riding toward her. Lights from the braziers along the walls fell upon lawns which must once have been a moat. The coach rattled across a bridge and entered the arched gatehouse. The horses came to a stop in a courtyard. Moments later, a servant rushed out. He put down the steps on the coach and opened the door.

Kate’s sense of relief faded when she stepped down onto mossy cobbles, and stood, disorientated, in the swirling sea mist.

A door was flung open, spilling candlelight into the gloom like a welcoming hand. She hurried toward it and entered a lofty hall. Heavy Tudor beams and ornate timber paneling spoke of its ancient origins.

A tall liveried footman stood waiting. “I’ll take ye to the master, Miss. He’s in the library.”

Kate’s heart beat unnaturally fast as she followed him up a stone stairway. Along the walls of the wide corridor, candles flickered in their sconces, throwing light on huge tapestries depicting bloody battles. As the moment approached when they would meet, Kate tried to rake up some clear memories of the marquess. But he’d been of little interest to her back then, beyond his eccentric manner. He’d smiled with warmth upon her father, she remembered. But that wasn’t surprising; a cultured man who quoted Shakespeare at the drop of a hat, Papa was possessed of enormous charm. Now she was in this man’s debt. Would he be kind to her?

The footman knocked on a solid oak door.

“Come.”

Apprehensive, she stepped into the room and was embraced by a welcoming surge of warmth. A fire crackled and spat in the baronial fireplace where a liver-spotted spaniel lifted its head from the rug to study her. After a thump of a tail, its head sank onto its paws again, lulled back to sleep by the heat. Above the fireplace, the painting of a hunting scene featured several dogs. Two china spaniels flanked the fireplace mantel. The walls were covered floor-to-ceiling in bookshelves, which made the room seem cozy.

Kate looked around for the source of the voice, and when she saw no one in the room, she crouched on the Oriental rug and gave the dog a pat. “You’re a nice fellow, aren’t you?” Her stiff, cold muscles loosened, and the icy pit in her stomach began to thaw. Maybe she could be happy here. She loved dogs.

“Welcome to St. Malin Castle, Miss Katharina.”

Startled, Kate looked around. She hadn’t noticed the man who rose from behind a pile of papers and books on the massive mahogany desk. He crossed the room to greet her. He was not her godfather. The young man not yet thirty, was tall, his black hair drawn back in a queue.

She scrambled to her feet. “I’m here to see the marquess.”

“I am the Marquess of St. Malin. My uncle passed away a short time ago.”

Kate was so shocked she could think of nothing to say. There was something of the marquess’ haughty demeanor about his handsome face.

With a sense of foreboding, she curtsied on unsteady legs. She could only stare at his attire, her gaze locked on his exquisite gold embroidered silk waistcoat as he bowed before her. Black crepe graced the sleeve of his emerald-green coat.

“I am sorry.” Dead. She had an urgent need to sit, and glanced at the damask sofa facing the fireplace.

She must have looked unsteady, for he reacted immediately, gesturing to the sofa. “Sit by the fire. You must be cold and exhausted.” He turned to the footman. “Bring a hot toddy for Miss Bancroft.”

Kate sank down gratefully, her modest panniers settling around her.

“You shall feel better presently,” he said. “I find a hot toddy can cure many ills.”

“Why did you send your coach for me?” She leaned back against the soft cushions. “I wouldn’t have come had I known your uncle passed away.”

“I thought it best to sort the matter out here and now.” He rested an elbow on a corner of the fireplace mantel and stirred the dog with a foot. “Shame on you, Felix. You might accord Miss Bancroft a warmer welcome.” He looked at her. “My uncle’s dog. He’s mourning his master.” He raised his dark brows. “Notice of my uncle’s passing appeared in The Daily Universal Register.”

“We don’t get that newspaper in my village. What matter do we need to sort out?”

“I’ll come to that. To be honest, I wasn’t aware of your existence until the reading of the will. Then I learned of your parents’ untimely death from my solicitor. Please accept my condolences.”

“Thank you. How long ago did your uncle…?”

“He fell ill some months ago. He rallied and then it happened very quickly at the end.” The new marquess sighed and stared into the fire.

“You must have been very fond of him,” Kate said in the quiet pause that followed. Though, if she were honest, she was surprised the cool man she remembered could have provoked that level of affection.

He raised his eyes to meet hers and gave a bleak smile. “Yes, I was. He always had my interests at heart, you see.”

The marquess sat in the oxblood leather chair opposite and rested his hands on his knees. “I am his acknowledged heir, and the legalities have been processed. So naturally, I’ve inherited the title, plus the entailed properties. But the rest of his fortune will pass to another family member should I fail to conform to the edicts of his will.”

“His will?” Kate held her hands tightly in her lap, she found it difficult to follow him. Her mind whirled, filled with desperate thoughts. With her godfather dead, where would she go from here? She tensed as she envisioned riding off along the dark cliffs to join a theatre troupe or become a tavern wench.

“This must be difficult for you to take in, and I regret having to tell you tonight before you’ve rested. But I’m compelled to move quickly as you have come without a chaperone and have traveled here alone…”

She lifted her chin. “There was no one to accompany me.” She would not allow him to make her feel like a poor relation even though she was quite definitely poor. And alone. She hated that more than anything. What might her godfather have left her? She hoped it would allow her some measure of independence and wasn’t just a vase or a family portrait.

The footman entered carrying a tray with a cup of steaming liquid. Kate took the drink and gratefully held it in both hands enjoying its warmth. She put it to her lips and took a sip. It tasted of a spicy spirit. “What is in this drink?”

“A few spices, sugar, nutmeg, and a dash of liquor,” Robert said. “More of a restorative.”

“I don’t drink liquor, usually.” She was finding it even harder to concentrate on his words as her mind retreated into a fog. Her gaze wandered around the room. She finished the last of the delicious beverage and licked her lips. Her head lolled back against the squab as she studied her host. He would be handsome if he smiled. But this was a serious business. Whatever it was. And she was awfully tired. The fire made her drowsy. What was he saying?

“It’s the best thing for both of us. Don’t you agree?”

She shook her head in an unsuccessful attempt to clear it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get that last bit.”

He frowned. “The will. It states we must marry. As soon as it’s possible to arrange it.”

“I’m afraid I’m most dreadfully tired. I’ve misunderstood you. Please forgive me. I thought you mentioned marriage.”

“Yes, that’s precisely what I said. We must marry.”

Kate placed her cup on the table and struggled to her feet, fighting fatigue and the effects of whatever it was she’d just drunk, which was a good deal stronger than he’d lead her to believe. She smoothed her skirts and edged toward the door through which she intended to depart at any moment. “I have no intention…”

“I know it’s perplexing. I didn’t intend to wed for some years. I would have preferred to choose the person I married as no doubt would you.” He shrugged. “Best we make the most of it, don’t you think?”

Her jaw dropped. What kind of man was this? She had been raised to believe that marriage was a sacred institution. He made it sound so…trivial. Like going for a Sunday ride. She stared at him. “Why would your uncle’s will stipulate something so outlandish?”

“That’s exactly what is written.” With a rustle of silk taffeta, he moved closer to the fire. She wondered if he might be as nervous as she was. “Unless I’m prepared to allow my uncle’s unentailed fortune go to a distant relative,” he continued. “Which I am not. As I have said.” His careful tone suggested he thought her a simpleton. Under his unsympathetic gaze, she sank back down onto the sofa.

“You are perfectly within your rights to refuse, but I see very few options open to you. As my wife, you will live in comfort. You may go to London to enjoy the Season. I shall give you a generous allowance for gowns and hats, and things a lady must have.” His gaze wandered over her cream muslin gown, and she placed a hand on the lace that disguised the small darned patch near her knee that she’d torn on a briar. “What do you say?”

She tilted her head. “I shall receive an allowance? For gowns, hats, and things a lady must have?” she repeated.

“Exactly,” he said with a smile, obviously quite pleased with himself. “I see we understand each other perfectly. So… Do you agree?”

What was wrong with this man? Slowly, Kate released a heavy sigh. She could barely contemplate such a thing as this, and yet he acted as though he’d solved all the problems of the world with fashion accessories. She’d hoped for a small stipend, but marriage! And to a complete stranger. She couldn’t! Not for all the gowns and hats on earth. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I say no, Lord St. Malin.” Her words were clipped and precise, and she hoped beyond hope he would accept her decision without argument.

His dark eyebrows rose. “No? Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“How disappointing,” he said quietly sitting down again.

Kate gulped as his heavy-lidded eyes studied her from head to foot. She was uncomfortably aware that the mist had sent her hair into a riot of untidy curls, and she smoothed it away from her face with both hands. With her muddy shoe tucked out of sight beneath her gown, she forced herself to meet his blue eyes. Might he like anything of what he saw? She had inherited her mother’s tiny waist, and she thought her hands pretty. But apart from that, she was perfectly aware she wasn’t a beauty. His lordship’s gaze strayed to her breasts and remained there rather long. She sucked in a breath as her heart beat faster. When their eyes met, did she detect a gleam of approval? She caught her lip between her teeth.

The grandfather clock struck eight of the clock. Kate’s stomach gave a loud, protesting growl. The embarrassing noise seemed to galvanize him into action. He leapt to his feet again.

His restless energy made her even wearier. “How can you make such a weighty decision on an empty stomach? You’d like to freshen up before dining, I imagine. James will show you the way. We shan’t dress as I’m sure you’d prefer to retire early. Tomorrow, I’ll have your answer. Come, Felix. Are you too lazy to eat your dinner?” The dog seemed to understand his words, and jumped up and stretched, wagging his tail.

The new marquess sounded confident he would get his way.

Kate suffered a keen sense of frustration and something close to anger at being dragged into this absurd situation, which left her stranded in a strange place. But when the footman arrived, announcing dinner, she rose quickly, eager for a meal. It had been a long day, and her nervous stomach had only allowed her to eat a small breakfast.

Kate visited the privy, and in an antechamber, was provided with a bowl of hot water. She washed her face, and did her best with her unruly hair, then scrubbed the splotch of mud from her half boot. James appeared again and escorted her to the dining room, a magnificent room brightly lit by the massive chandelier overhead and several silver candelabras placed about on mahogany tables. Gilt-framed oil paintings hung on the walls. Kate sat opposite St. Malin at a dining table long enough to seat King Arthur and all his knights.

The marquess poured her a glass of wine as the covers were brought in. She ate the fish soup and allowed the footman to serve her the sole in cream sauce, and the roast venison, which proved tender and delicious. While they ate, the marquess explained further. “If you decide to marry me, rest assured I shall not bother you overmuch.”

That was hardly a recommendation. Was he going to shut her up in the tower? She pursed her lips. “I believe I’ve refused.”

A glimmer brightened his attractive eyes. “Then I shall have to convince you to change your mind.”

Was he responding to the challenge? Or did he not like to lose? “I highly doubt that. I can be very stubborn.”

His gaze drifted from her eyes to her mouth, then dipped to the bodice of her dress. “I can be very persuasive.”

Heat blazed across her cheeks. She stiffened. What manner of persuasion did he have in mind? “That I don’t doubt,” she murmured, wondering when she could leave. He would not get the opportunity.

He laughed and tossed a piece of meat to the dog. Felix caught it in his jaws. Swallowing the morsel with barely a chew, Felix danced on his back legs begging for more. The marquess cut off another piece, and it went the way of the first. “That’s enough, Felix, off to the kitchen with you.” The footman opened the door and the dog dutifully trotted through it. Lord St. Malin turned his attention back to her. “We need not always cohabitate. I have homes in London, Hertfordshire, and Italy.”

“Italy?” Kate paused, a fork of artichoke halfway to her mouth. She had longed to visit Italy since reading her father’s copy of Shakespeare’s play, Romeo, and Juliet.

He nodded, his long fingers toying with the stem of the crystal wineglass. “In fact, as I have said, we need rarely meet.” His gaze wandered over her face, then focused on her mouth. She shifted in her seat. “Although I do require an heir at some point, you understand.”

“Of course.” She dropped her gaze to the plate, her appetite gone. “An heir.”

“Yes.” He tossed back the ruby wine in his glass. “And, by all accounts, it was my uncle’s opinion that you and I could produce a fine son. He said as much in the will.” His speculative glance made her hot all over.

She swallowed. “But why? He knew my father well, but he knew little about me.”

He shrugged. “I’m as surprised by this as you are. My uncle was an unusual man.”

Italy? Her interest was piqued. To be left alone in Italy, to enjoy the arts, the statues, and the food, which she’d been told was delicious. “I shall need time to give this er… proposal, proper consideration,”

He gave her an impatient, sidelong glance as if he wanted the business of their marriage over quickly, as if he was purchasing a property. “How much time? Surely you must see the advantages it offers you.”

“I said I will consider it.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you wish me to or not?”

His mouth twitched. “I do indeed wish you to consider it.”

“Then, rest assured I shall.”

“I must make it plain that I shall continue to live as I have done until now,” he said, rubbing his chin.

He was laboring that point. He didn’t like this anymore than she did. What a conundrum. But he must be quite sure of her answer. And why wouldn’t he be? When she really considered it. What choice did she have? Marry him or live in poverty. Still, she wasn’t going to give in easily. Something about his supreme self-confidence irked her. And she didn’t know him. He might hurt her, make her life a misery. What would her father have made of him?

He rose to refill their glasses. After the footman cleared the table, leaving a bowl of nuts, he left the room. When the door closed, St. Malin held his glass up to the light. “And once you have provided an heir, you can take a lover if you wish. But take care, for I don’t intend to house any bastards.” His brows snapped together in a dark scowl as if she planned to take a lover straight after they’d exchanged their vows. Had one waiting in the wings, in fact.

“I beg your pardon, my lord?” Kate sputtered, wondering if he’d lost his reason.

He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “Forgive me. That was uncalled for, and I’m not sure where it came from.” He shook his head as though clearing bad thoughts. “I’ve never negotiated the terms of a marriage before.” He smoothed his hand over his black hair, and she realized that he was as unsettled about the prospect of marriage as she was. “This has been a shock for me,” he added, confirming her thoughts.

“Yes, of course.” She selected a nut and reached for the cracker. Her godfather was dead, and she found she wasn’t able to mourn him, for she’d hardly known him. Her mind refused to form a coherent plan, but all her senses seemed to have come alive. The taste of the superb vintage on her tongue, the tang of beeswax candle smoke, the crystal, and the silver gleaming on the white linen cloth. The dark hairs on his wrist below his cuff. Surprised, she batted that thought away. She’d been thrust into another world—a beautiful world filled with elegant things she’d never dreamed she could call her own, along with a man who, at one time, might have fulfilled her every fantasy. He was inviting her to remain in this world, but not with him, at least not very often with him. She put down the wine as her head swam. The man sitting across the table from her was handsome with a strong, trim body. He was wealthy and titled, and yet he needed something from her.

Without her consent, he would lose a fortune.

And she suspected he was far too used to getting his own way. Aristocrats were spoiled from birth. Hadn’t her father always said so? Why the former marquess wished for this union, she couldn’t fathom. Surely, he would have wanted someone titled for his nephew? She couldn’t think of it now. The long exhausting trip, the shock of his words, plus the wine, had all taken their toll; she simply must sleep. Her eyelids began to droop, and she fought to focus on his face.

She put down her napkin and rose from the table. “If you’ll excuse me, my lord—”

“Robert.”

“Robert,” she said hesitatingly. It felt odd to say it. “I believe I’ll retire.”

“The footman will show you to your bedchamber.” He stood and seized the bell cord, pulling it with the same energy he applied to everything he did. It made her think of him as a prospective lover, and her eyes widened.

“Good night, Katharina.”

“I prefer to be called Kate,” she said faintly, wishing to hang on to some semblance of her past life. “My father named me Katharina. It’s from Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew.”

“It is to be hoped you and she have little else in common,” he said with an elegant bow.

“I like to think I do.” Kate ignored his arched brow, gathered up her skirts, and curtsied, hoping she appeared as graceful as he, but rather doubting it. She was too short for imposing gestures. Resigned, she followed the footman from the room, up the winding staircase, and down a long corridor hung with tapestries and impressive works of art to another heavy oak door.

Her chamber, filled with solid mahogany furniture, echoed with the ocean’s loud roar which filtered through the arched, leaded windows. A young maid waited in attendance. A pile of Kate’s faded gowns lay over a chair. Kate was gripped again with embarrassment and consternation. Her father was an academic, far better at verse than providing his wife and daughter with glamorous gowns. It had never mattered to her before, but now she would welcome a lift in her confidence.

“You’ve unpacked my trunk. What is your name?”

“Rebecca, Miss Bancroft.” The sturdy, fresh-faced maid bobbed, her brown curls bouncing.

“Thank you, Rebecca.”

Kate moved closer to the fire to warm her hands, cold again after negotiating the chilly corridors. The carved tester bed festooned with royal blue velvet hangings beckoned enticingly.

Rebecca closed the windows and pulled across the thick velvet drapery, the sounds of the sea muffled to a dull roar. She assisted Kate out of her gown and unlaced her stays. Then she withdrew after saying a quiet goodnight.

Discarding her shift and panniers, Kate washed herself from head to toe at a basin of lukewarm water with sweet-smelling soap. Cold despite the fire, she shivered and toweled herself dry, then donned her nightgown. She plaited her hair and climbed into bed to discover a bedwarmer at her feet. With a moan of delight, she pulled the covers up to her chin.

Her thoughts turned to the marquess—Robert. She must remember to call him by his given name. It seemed friendlier, and if all went according to her godfather’s will, he would be her husband. Her heart raced at the thought. She would have to learn to be a marchioness, and nothing in her life up until now had prepared her for such a role. She might fail and embarrass him. Or, he might remain a stranger she seldom saw, keeping her shut away somewhere. Either of those possibilities wasn’t exactly heartwarming. But what other course was open to her?

A governess? She felt sorry for governesses. They lurked in corners at social gatherings like poor relations, and even though Nanny had enjoyed a comfortable life with them, she’d never had a family of her own. Well, Kate was rather like a poor relation herself. Could she really refuse Robert and have him lose a substantial part of his fortune? It would be foolish for them both to lose out when they might gain something valuable by marrying.

“Robert. My husband,” she said to the empty room.

Such a declaration did not result in the happy emotion that should come with the thoughts of a husband, instead, it induced a quiver of alarm. Her tired mind refused to deal with it anymore. His handsome face kept distracting her. Were his eyes more blue than green? What sort of man was he? His broad shoulders and hard jaw made him appear very strong and determined. But there was something else she sensed in him that worried her. It was as if he’d donned a metaphorical knight’s armor for protection and would never allow her to get too close.

He was not the kind of man she’d wished to marry. She’d wanted someone kind and quite desperately in love with her. Someone brave who would fight her battles for her like a chivalrous knight but would never keep her at arm’s length or make her feel she was an inconvenience. Her husband would be like her father, who adored her and wrote love poetry to her mother. She had rejected two offers of marriage because she’d been waiting for such a man to appear in her life, and if she married Robert, she would never find him.

Kate sighed, what was expected of a marchioness? She had no idea. Would she be prepared for that role or thrown into it, to sink or swim. It was all so disturbing, she’d expected to lie awake all night, but sleep claimed her as soon as she snuggled down into the comfortable bed and nestled her head on the feather pillow.
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Robert returned to the library and splashed a liberal portion of brandy into a goblet. He sat down at the desk with Felix settled at his feet. He’d never owned a dog, because his parents hadn’t approved of them as pets, but he found that he did. He wasn’t fond of this place though. The castle was too isolated and drafty. The old man had loved it here. The climate was superior, but with good society scarce, life was dull. Apart from fishing and riding, there was little to offer that could equal life in London.

Uncle Alford offered him love and support when his family had failed him. Robert fully intended to honor his memory and make him proud, but if his uncle had believed Robert marrying this young woman would improve his character, or that it might heal Robert’s emotional wounds, he was wrong. His uncle’s will was unfair, and it asked a great deal of him.

He leaned down and absently patted the dog. Robert quickly banished the disloyal thought that his uncle might not have been of sound mind when he made the will. He shook his head, bemused. He should be outraged that such a trick had been played on him, but he couldn’t find it in himself, because he knew his uncle had cared deeply for him. And this might have resulted from his uncle’s disapproval of Millicent, the one thing he’d shared with Robert’s mother and her husband.

Robert shrugged and went to add coal to the fire. He stood close to the burgeoning heat as if it might melt the tense knot in his chest. It mattered not whom he took to wife. Society beauty, Millicent Borrowdale, who set the ton on its ear, had rejected him for a nabob’s son. Her choice of husband was neither titled nor distinguished, but heir to one of the richest men in England.

And at that time, Robert had little to offer her. It was expected his uncle, who was in rude good health, would live for many years. Perhaps all women were calculating, and that small, sweet-faced young woman asleep upstairs would most likely prove to be the same when put to the test. It would be a shame to see that happen, for she had an honesty and a frankness that he liked. He liked her pretty, green eyes which tilted up at the corners in a most intriguing way, below straight brows.

With a frown, he returned to his desk and mended his pen. He dipped the quill into the ink pot and paused. He’d barely made a dent in the mountain of paper he worked through. His uncle had vast interests and owned several businesses including an iron works in Birmingham and a pottery factory on the lands of his great aunt’s estate in Vauxhall.

There were tenant farmers who had been left to the care of a steward which required his attention. When his uncle grew ill, he lost interest in his investments and left it all to his man of business, Mr. Garvie. Mr. Garvie also rested below ground now. Consequently, Robert had inherited a fine mess to sort out. He needed to employ a new business manager, another steward, and would need to inspect all the properties to ensure the staff were up to scratch.

He’d been gratified to find that St Malin Castle at least, was well run. Although his uncle discussed business with him and attempted to prepare Robert for the responsibilities which lie ahead, he sorely missed his sound advice, and the weight rested uncomfortably on his shoulders. His agreeable life in London seemed to have been thrown into chaos. Despite obtaining a first in mathematics at Cambridge, he’d never actually had to employ it much, beyond toting up bets at White’s or the races, and now felt totally unprepared for what was now required of him.

His marriage might prove the easiest part of this new order to manage. Kate seemed the sort who would be content with the comfortable life he could give her and ask little of him.

He threw down his pen and took a liberal pinch of snuff, admiring the large ruby on the quaint silver box engraved with a stout pig which had belonged to his uncle. It was so like him to have such a thing made. The pig was a delightful jest at what he perceived as the shallow habits of the ton, although he did enjoy his own special blend of tobacco. Robert flicked snuff from his coat, preferring to mull over his bride-to-be instead of what was on the desk before him. There was nothing for it, but to accept his lot with as much grace as he could muster.

Kate’s appearance and bearing would improve considerably with a more fashionable and costlier wardrobe. Robert had not been blind to her charms beneath the shabby, old-fashioned clothes. In time, she may even trump a diamond of the first water like Millicent. He’d studied Kate over the dinner table. Her un-powdered, dark, honey-colored locks, tied up with a green ribbon, had curled around her shell-like ears. When startled, those large eyes appeared greener. She was every inch an innocent country girl, completely unaware that the way she bit her full provocative bottom lip was bordering on erotic. He soon realized his attraction to her would serve to make the act of producing an heir far more pleasant. Yes, he was more than willing to bed her, but he would have to go gently. She might become too dependent on him too quickly. Even though she’d refused him, as was the fashion, he was confident that she would agree.

Kate’s family was unimpeachable although poor as church mice. He smiled. His eccentric uncle didn’t care for most of his own kind. He’d thought aristocrats too lazy and dependent on others to care for them, and at times too inbred. Indeed, it was unusual, but Uncle Alford had admired all forms of endeavor, from poets to inventors. He’d talked at length of James Watt’s invention of a steam engine to work a mine pump and had often said he wished he’d lived a more productive life.

Might this be the reason he’d chosen Kate? Was it his belief that a more satisfactory life could be had for Robert with someone of her background? His uncle might have asked him. Robert would have been happy to set him straight. A man could go about his business without needing a wife at his side. An heir and a spare were necessary, of course, but he should have liked to choose the lady and taken his own good time to do it.

Robert topped off the brandy in his glass. A wedding as soon as possible would be wise, and hopefully an heir would quickly follow. Perhaps Kate was the perfect choice. This unsophisticated young woman would never have the wherewithal to get under his skin or have the power to hurt him as Millicent had done.

Once married and his heir secured, he would return to the caresses of his accomplished mistress and the life he enjoyed in London.
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